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Chapter 1 
The New York-Canada Mission

THE ORIGINS of what would be in the 
early 21st century the New York Province 
of the Society of Jesus can be traced 
back to the establishment of the New 
York-Canada Mission by Jesuits from the 

French Province in the 1840s. The arrival of these 
Jesuits, however, did not mark the first appearance 
of members of the Society in New York in the years 
after the Suppression. Six Jesuits from Maryland, 
under the leadership of Anthony Kohlmann and in 
response to repeated pleas from Bishop John Carroll, 
at the time Bishop of Baltimore and responsible 
for the Church in the whole of the United States, 
had come to New York City in 1808.1 Here they 
took direction of St. Peter’s Parish in the city and 
established the Literary Institution eventually located 
several miles north of town in an area which would 
later see the construction of St. Patrick’s Cathedral. 
Unfortunately, Jesuit manpower resources were 
stretched very thin at this time and it soon became 
clear that the Society, then operating two boarding 
schools —the Literary Institution and Georgetown 
College – could not properly staff both, so the 
decision was made in 1813 to close the Institution. 
With the departure of Benedict Fenwick, SJ, from 
the city in 1817, for all practical purposes the Jesuit 
mission in New York had come to an end.

It was not until 1846 that the Society returned to 
New York City, this time to stay. Jesuits from France, 
who had been expelled from that country in the 

aftermath of the Revolution of 1830, had established 
a mission in Kentucky and had been running schools 
in Bardstown and Louisville. For a variety of reasons 
the future of these schools and of the Mission itself 
appeared bleak, and thus Fr. Clement Boulanger, a 
Visitor sent by Fr. General Roothaan, determined 
to close the Kentucky Mission and to transfer the 
men to New York.2 Here they formed the New York 
Mission which became attached to the Canada 
Mission started a few years earlier, becoming the 
New York-Canada Mission. This Mission continued 
to be part of the Province of France, and later the 
Province of Champagne, until 1869 when it was 
established as an Independent Mission of the Society.

The decision to send the Jesuits in Kentucky to 
New York was not done solely on the Society’s 
initiative. Bishop John Hughes of New York had 
for several years been trying to get the Jesuits to 
take over the running of the college he had recently 
established in the village of Fordham, some miles 
north of the city. Interestingly, the one place from 
which he did not look to get these religious for his 
school was the Jesuit’s Maryland Province, fearing 
perhaps that they would be too directly under the 
jurisdiction of superiors on this side of the Atlantic 
who might favor Georgetown College at the expense 
of St. John’s. His first attempts at securing Jesuits 
from Europe were not successful, but fortunately for 
him, when Boulanger determined that the future of 
the mission in Kentucky was decidedly gloomy, there 

Originally from Alsace, Fr. Anthony 
Kohlmann, SJ, came to the 

United States in 1806. Two years 
later Archbishop John Carroll 

appointed him first vicar general 
and administrator of the diocese of 
New York. In 1815 he was called to 
Washington, D.C. and in 1817 was 
appointed superior of the Maryland 

Jesuit Mission.

The New York Literary Institute 
opened in 1808 and was the Latin 

School of the Jesuit Fathers in New 
York City. It closed in 1813 when Fr. 

Kohlmann was called to Georgetown 
College.
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was a group of Jesuits ready and willing to take on 
work in his diocese. Thus it was that 18 members of 
the Society ventured from Kentucky to New York, 
where they were joined by another group coming 
mostly from France to take up the running of St. 
John’s College at Fordham.3 The original community 
comprised 47 Jesuits, of whom 9 were novices and 
another 13 were in various other stages of formation 
prior to ordination. Bishop Hughes offered the 
Society as well a house and church in the city when 
they should request it. Jesuits also took over for 
several years the running of the diocesan seminary, 
St. Joseph’s, then located at Fordham.

The arrival of the Jesuits at Fordham provided 
them with the opportunity in the coming decades 
to expand greatly their presence in the New York 
State and in New Jersey. By the time of the eventual 
merger of the New York Mission with the Maryland 
Province that would occur in 1879, several of the 
apostolates that would flourish in the New York 
Province in the 20th and 21st centuries had been 
already established. 

The Fordham (St. John’s College) that the Society 
assumed the direction of looked, of course, nothing 
like the great university that it is today. The first 
Jesuit president, Fr. Augustus Thebaud, imposed 
a very ordered program of studies beginning with 
Rudiments or Elements for those who were not yet 
ready to begin the formal course of study, First, 
Second, and Third Grammar, Classics, Literature, 

Rhetoric, and Philosophy. The seven-year program 
encompassed what today would be both high 
school and college. Here then was also the origin 
of Fordham Prep. All the other high schools in the 
province that date from before the start of the 20th

century also had their beginning in the ‘colleges’ that 
the Society operated. While students were exposed to 
mathematics and science, the classical languages and 

Fr. John Larkin, SJ, Founder and President of Xavier High School 
(1847-49) and second Jesuit president of Fordham (1851-54).

St. John’s College in 1846, site of Fordham University. Note the cricket players.
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Fortunately, by 1874 the situation had improved 
enough that three chaplains were able to take up 
residence on the islands and two others could work 
there on a daily basis. By the end of the 19th century 
Jesuits were regularly ministering to the thousands of 
inmates in the hospitals and prisons there. 

The horizons of the new Mission soon expanded 
beyond metropolitan New York. As will be related 
below, Jesuits from New York worked for two 
decades in Buffalo, establishing there two parishes, 
one of which is still a ministry of the New York 
Province.

For several years after their arrival in the Bronx, 
Jesuits from Fordham had been assisting in the care 
of souls at St. Lawrence O’Toole, a diocesan parish 
in Yorkville on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. In 1866 
Archbishop John McCloskey offered the parish to the 
Society, and his offer was eagerly accepted. Not 

literature – Latin and Greek—played the major role 
in the curriculum, and the methodology of the Ratio 
Studiorum reigned supreme. 

Bishop Hughes initial offer of a church in 
Manhattan was not immediately accepted. Because 
the one that the bishop had offered was burdened 
with a debt, the Jesuit superior suggested as an 
alternative that the Society establish a new church 
and open a day school (no boarders) in conjunction 
with this. The bishop agreed to this and in the 
summer of 1847 Fr. John Larkin set out from 
Fordham with, according to legend, fifty cents in 
his pocket to establish a Jesuit church and school in 
the city. After spending forty-five cents to transport 
both himself and his trunk to Manhattan, he had 
five cents left with which to start the new endeavor.4 

Against all odds Larkin found the money to acquire a 
Protestant church that was for sale. Here on Elizabeth 
Street, the Church of the Holy Name of Jesus (Gesu) 
began operation with a school set up in its basement. 
Unfortunately, four months later a fire destroyed the 
whole complex. 

Larkin, however, was not dismayed by the 
catastrophe. Within days, the school resumed 
operations in temporary quarters and eventually a 
more permanent site for the church and school was 
found on 15th Street. Here in 1850, the cornerstone 
was laid for what would become the College of St. 
Francis Xavier. Larkin was not present to see this 
in that he had earlier been dispatched to Rome to 
head off his anticipated appointment as Bishop of 
Toronto. At the time of the establishment of the 
New York Province in 1879, the College had grown 
to be the second largest Jesuit school in the United 
States, surpassed only by St. Ignatius College in San 
Francisco. By the end of the century it would be the 
largest.

The arrival of the Jesuits back in New York, 
and especially the opening of the community at 
Xavier provided the Mission with the opportunity 
to minister to Catholics at the various hospitals and 
prisons located on Blackwell’s (now Roosevelt), 
Randall’s, and Ward’s Islands in the East River.5

What was termed ‘sectarian prejudice’ prevented 
Catholic chaplains from getting easy access to the 
inmates and patients on these islands, but by 1861 
they finally received permission to work there. These 
early chaplains encountered numerous difficulties in 
their work. In the first three years of ministry four 
Jesuits died, probably from typhoid contracted in the 
course of their service. Early on there were further 
difficulties from the hospital administrators. Patients 
who attended Mass were thereby considered to be 
well enough to be discharged from the hospital, a 
major disaster for those who had chronic illnesses. 

Notable Jesuits

Most Jesuits spend the great majority of their active 
lives ministering to the People of God in one or other, 
or sometimes several, apostolates, whether it be in 
education, retreat work, parish ministry, and so on. Some 
few, however, have a special ministry, the ministry of 
serving Jesuits. One such man was Francis Keenan. Born 
in Brooklyn in 1885 and a graduate of Xavier, he was 
destined originally for the diocesan priesthood. Ordained 
in the Eternal City in 1910, he was blessed with a private 
audience with Pope St. Pius X on the day he became a 
priest. He devoted seven years to service in the Brooklyn 
diocese, most of them as secretary to Bishop McDonnell. 
It is said that rumors of his possible advancement into 
the Church hierarchy contributed to his decision to 
enter the Society, which he did in 1917. Having already 
completed all his priestly academic formation, Fr. Keenan 
was assigned in 1922 to teach philosophy, and later 
theology, to the scholastics at Woodstock College, and 
then he assumed the position of rector of this seminary. 
A�er three years as rector of Brooklyn Prep, he was 
again assigned to formation work, this time as tertian 
instructor at Auriesville, a post he occupied for seventeen 
years. Completing this work in 1963, Fr. Keenan was not 
through with his ministry to Jesuits, for he was assigned 
as spiritual father for the Jesuits at Fordham, where his 
wise words of council and advice were much appreciated 
by all those whom he served. Fr. Keenan died in his 99th

year, in 1984, as at that time the oldest man in the New 
York Province.

Fr. Francis Keenan, SJ
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From the earliest days, Jesuits of the New York Mission and 
Province have served as chaplains in hospitals and prisons. 
One chaplain called the patients on Blackwell’s Island “the 
best all around collection of down-and-outs in the world. If 
Victor Hugo ever comes to New York City, I must invite him to 
see My Miserables.” 

Jesuits have served on Hart’s Island and Riker’s Island. 
Another chaplain wrote:

 “These Islands are intended by Divine Providence as a kind 
of Manresa and that consequently the Society incurs a great 
responsibility if it does not make the full use of the opportunity 
which is offered to it.”

Hospital and Prison 
Chaplaincies

only would the parish provide a more convenient 
base of operations for Jesuits who were already 
doing pastoral work at the hospitals and prisons on 
Blackwell’s, Randall’s and Ward’s Islands in the 
East River, but it might also provide a location for a 
school at some future date. The new community was 
initially under the jurisdiction of the rector of Xavier, 
and Fr. Victor Beaudevin was appointed the acting 
pastor. The establishment of the New York-Canada 
Mission as an autonomous Mission independent of 
the French Province of Champagne in 1869 led to 
the St. Lawrence community being separated from 
Xavier and given its own superior.

The work of the Mission was not confined to New 
York City and the Bronx. In Jersey City, Jesuits 
were in the process of erecting St. Peter’s College 
as well as staffing the parish located there. The first 
Bishop of Newark, James Roosevelt Bayley, had 
long desired Jesuits to come to work in his diocese, 
both in Newark and in Jersey City. It took some 
time before he was successful, at least with regard 
to Jersey City. On November 28, 1870, Fr. General 
Peter Beckx authorized John Bapst, the Superior 
of the New York-Canada Mission to accept Bishop 
Bayley’s offer to take possession of St. Peter’s 
Church in Jersey City with the aim of eventually 
starting a college there as soon as the debt contracted 
in constructing the church had been paid off.6 The 
Jesuits took over St. Peter’s parish in April, 1871 
and a charter for the college was obtained from the 
New Jersey legislature in 1872. At the urging of 
the new bishop of Newark, Michael Corrigan (who 
would later become Archbishop of New York), the 

Jesuits did not wait until the church debt was paid off 
before starting to build the college building. Pilings 
for the foundation were begun in May, 1877 and 
the cornerstone was blessed by Bishop Corrigan in 
May, 1878. It was not until 1892, however, when the 
church debt had finally been paid off that the bishop 
was able to consecrate the church. Although founded 
by the Society, the new college was not named for 
a Jesuit saint but rather for the parish where it was 
located. The parish, in turn, took its name from St. 
Peter’s Church on Barclay Street in New York City 
from which priests had come to Jersey City to say 
Mass before a parish had been established there. 
Curiously, one of the Jersey City Catholics who was 
responsible for arranging for the grant of land for 
the building of St. Peter’s Church in Jersey City was 
Bernard McQuaid, the father of the Bishop McQuaid 
of Rochester after whom a Jesuit high school in that 
city would be named many years later.

Members of the Mission also ventured up the 
Hudson River to establish two important bases, 
one pastoral and the other formational. St. Joseph’s 
Church in Troy, N.Y., in the newly established 
diocese of Albany would be the site of Jesuit 
ministry in this area of the state for more than 
50 years.7 The partially completed church was 
purchased by the Society for a reported $12,000 late 
in 1848 with Fr. Peter Verheyden, SJ, as the first 

Fr. Augustus Thebaud, SJ, the first Jesuit president of St. John’s 
College. He was president of the college on two occasions. Thebaud 
Hall is named in honor of him. 
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pastor.8 A small school was begun in 1861 which 
eventually grew by the end of the century to have 
more than 1,000 students. Sisters of St. Joseph and 
Brothers of the Christian Schools were brought in 
to do the instruction. The Society also took on the 
responsibility of staffing the Church of St. Michael 
the Archangel, also in Troy, though all the Jesuits 
continued to reside at St. Joseph’s. After building 
a church at St. Michael’s and retiring its debt, Fr. 
General told the provincial of the Maryland-New 
York Province, Fr. Thomas Campbell, SJ, to turn St. 
Michael’s over the diocese, and the Bishop of Albany 
was happy to receive it. 

In 1876, with the novitiate in Montreal remaining 
in place for Canadians, a second novitiate under the 
patronage of St. Ignatius with the name of Manresa 
Hall was established for the initial formation of the 
American members of the Mission at West Park, 
Esopus, N.Y.9 In its first year of operation there 
was a healthy contingent of 25 scholastic and seven 
coadjutor novices in residence and over the next 
two years a juniorate was established as well. For 
the further studies needed before ordination the 
scholastics continued to be sent mostly to Woodstock 
College in Maryland.

As the 1870s drew to a close the Mission was 
in a healthy state, growing in both manpower and 
apostolates. But a dramatic change in its life was 
about to take place.

1A detailed account of this early mission in New York City can be found in Francis X. Curran, SJ, “�e Jesuits Enter New York City, 
and Leave”, in Francis X. Curran, �e Return of the Jesuits (Chicago, Loyola University Press, 1966) pp. 10-56.
2�e story of the Society’s return to New York City can be found in Francis X. Curran, “�e Jesuits Reenter New York City,” in Cur-
ran, �e Return, pp. 98-107.
3A detailed study of the early days at Fordham can be found in �omas C. Hennessy, SJ (ed.), Fordham: �e Early Years (New York: 
Something More Publications/Fordham University Press, 1998).
4An account of the founding of Xavier can be found in Xavier: Re�ections on 150 Years. 1847-1997. (New York: �e College of St. 
Francis Xavier, 1997. �e story of Fr. Larkin’s trip can be found on page 28.
5An account of the early years of ministry on the islands can be found in Woodstock Letters III (1874), pp. 174�.
6A detailed history of the beginnings of the Jesuit ministry at St. Peter’s College (now St. Peter’s University) can be found in Richard J. 
Cronin, SJ, �e Jesuits and the Beginning of St. Peter’s College (Peacock Publications, n.d.).
7A detailed history of the Jesuit involvement in the parish is contained in a 1902 souvenir journal published by the parish in January, 
1902. A copy of this can be found in the New York Province archives.
8�e House history of the early years, found in the New York Province archives, indicated that the agreed purchase price was $6000 
but that the priest selling the church, Fr. Peter Havermans, received a further contribution of $6000.
9�e New York Jesuits had brie�y trained novices and juniors at Fordham, but soon they moved them to Montreal where the Mission 
had already established a house of formation. 

St. Joseph’s Church in Troy, New York. The church has Tiffany 
windows and two Jesuits are buried in the adjacent cemetery.


