
 
Our Lady of the Woods 

by Peg Masters, Town of Webb Historian 
 

A frequent visitor for more than two decades a century ago to the lumber camps surrounding the Fulton Chain of 
Lakes was a diminutive black-robed Franciscan nun named Sister Mary Dolorosa.  Margaret Dorn was born in Bavaria, 
Germany in 1843 and immigrated with her parents John and Magdalena Dorn to Philadelphia a decade later.  In 1866, 
she followed her two older siblings into the order named for St. Francis of Assisi and assumed the name Sister Dolorosa. 
A short time later she joined the order’s nursing staff at St. Elizabeth’s hospital located on Columbia St. in Utica in those 
days.  

A fifty-year member of the order, Sister Regina, reflected back on Sister Dolorosa’s contributions to the 
hospital’s history in a 1966 article. “The sisters and the hospital were very poor. In between ministering to the patients, 
to scrubbing, cooking, and praying, the sisters would visit the farms to ask for donations. Patients too often paid in 
produce.” Always on the lookout for revenue sources, Sister Dolorosa began frequenting the lumber camps in 1894 to 
solicit alms. She and a companion would flag down a ride on a railcar to Raquette Lake where they would stay with the 
Dillon or Callahan families. They moved from camp to camp in the brisk winter weather on a horse-drawn sled. The 
“diamonds in the rough,” greeted the sisters warmly, shared family stories, prayed, and were handed scapulas and 
religious medals. The generosity of the men was never forgotten. Any lumberjack unable to pay for hospital care at St. 
Elizabeth’s was always treated tenderly and without cost according to 
Sister Regina’s story. 
 In 1920, Sister Dolorosa began a new ministry by acquiring the 
 9-room Milo Leitch cottage near the head of Fourth Lake to open  
“Our Lady of the Woods” camp for disadvantaged girls. The camp  
accommodated 40-50 “fresh-air” children during July and August and  
also served as a convent retreat for the Franciscan sisters. A beautiful  
chapel was erected in 1923 on the site through the generosity of several  
Utica supporters. Sister Dolorosa’s remarkable sixty-years of charitable 
 service to the region’s afflicted and disadvantaged ended with her 
death in October of 1926.  

        Her vision for the Catholic 
children’s camp on Fourth Lake 
gained new momentum in 1927 
when the site was purchased by Bishop Daniel Curley from the Dioceses of 
Syracuse, expanded to include boys, and renamed Camp Assisium in honor of St. 
Francis. At that time, three small cottages and the chapel building surrounded the 
main lodge on the 2 ½ acre plot that stretched from a 300 ft. sandy shoreline to 
the new State Highway. Under the direction of Utica’s Catholic Charities Director 
Rev. Joseph L. May, the camp was expanded the following year to include a new 
recreational hall, a dining room, and a building to house lavatories. More cabins 
were added in 1936.  
 Thousands of children enjoyed recreational vacations at the camp for 
several decades until the Dioceses decided to purchase a larger property closer to 
Utica in 1953. The site selected was a 400-acre former Jewish children’s camp on 
Little Long Lake near Woodgate, NY and Camp Assisium was renamed Camp 
Nazareth. The following year, a 1,500 pound statue carved from Italian carrara 
marble was erected in a rustic cobblestone shoreline garden. The Madonna patron 
of the camp, named more than a half-century ago, “Our Lady of the Woods,” still 
stands today under the lakeshore pine trees.  

 The Historical Association’s new exhibit, CAMP MEMORIES – YOUTH CAMPS, highlights the founders, 
employees, and khaki-clad youngsters’ camping experiences along our lakeshores, riverbanks, and woodlands that 
enriched their lives with lifelong friendships, strengthened their physical and mental wellbeing, and created an enduring 
appreciation for our Adirondack wilderness. Additional information will be posted throughout this year on our website: 
www.webbhistory.org. 
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2008 photo at Camp Nazareth 
Our Lady of the Woods Statue Camp Assisium--Leitch cottage courtesy of Malio J. Cardarelli 
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The Town of Webb Historical Association is grateful 
to the many members and non-members who choose 
to remember the lives of loved ones with memorials 

to our organization.  The names below reflect 
donations from April 16 — October 31, 2008 

 
In memory of Lois Barnum Luther: Sue and Rick 
Wilson, Stephen and Barbara Barnum, Deborah 
Cardella and Friends of Thomas Luther, David and 
Paula Weal, Peter and Joanne Sabino, Cynthia Hill, 
Nancy Rand, Patricia Martinelli, Theo Lafferty, 
Benna and Doug Eldridge, Linda Cohen, Mike and 
Mary Jo Katon; in memory of Fredrick Parsons: 
Linda Nelson, Christopher and Kimberly McNally, 
Richard and Gail Lewis, Virginia Caramadre, Ruth 
Mundschenk, Karen Donaldson, Judith Palumbo, 
Penelope Hotaling, Anne Coughlin, and Terry and 
Robyn Doolen, Patricia Mundschenk, Susan 
McNally: in memory of Clayton Villiere: David and 
Paula Weal, Linda Cohen: in memory of Irene 
Simon, Clifford Simon: in memory of Wanda 
Martin, Pricilla Lee. 

Grants 
 
 
 
 The Historical Association strives to meet its budget 
each year by raising funds from many places.  Memberships, 
donations, fundraising, and interest from savings (not this 
year!) are our main sources.  We also seek grants from other 
sources whenever possible.   
 Recently, we received a Go! Grant from the New 
York State Council of the Arts administered by Upstate 
History Alliance to send the director to a workshop on 
“Interpreting Historic Spaces”.  
 In September, a grant from the A. Richard Cohen 
Family Fund, a donor advised fund of the Community 
Foundation of Herkimer and Oneida Counties, Inc. was 
received to help with operating expenses. 
 Not-for-profits in the Town of Webb are also very 
fortunate to have an opportunity to apply for grant money 
from the Town of Webb Fund of the Community Foundation.  
The Historical Association was awarded a grant from this 
fund to help with preservation of important collections and 
other expenses in July. 
 Decisions on two other grants are still pending and 
the staff plans to submit paperwork for a grant due in 
December. 
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