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Chapter 6 
The War Years

Shortly after the outbreak of World War II 
in Europe in September, 1939, Fr. James 
Sweeney, SJ, of Canisius College fame, 
was appointed provincial. It was already 
apparent that the size of the Maryland-

New York Province was such that some type of 
division would have to take place. There was the 
general belief that not only would the division allow 
for a better administration of the separate parts, but 
that with these smaller units there would also be 
a better promotion of the apostolic work in each 
area. Much like what had occurred when the New 
England Province was created in the 1920s, the first 
step involved the creation of a “region” administered 
directly by a vice provincial but still juridically a part 
of the province. The area of the province south of 
northern New Jersey was designated as the Maryland 
Region in October, 1937, and Fr. Sweeney had been 
named its first vice-provincial. With his appointment 
as provincial in 1939, Fr. Vincent Keelan, SJ, 
succeeded him as vice provincial of the Region. In 
a decree dated March 12, 1943, the Vicar General 
Alexius Magni, SJ, (Fr. Wlodimir Ledochowski, SJ, 
having died the previous December) announced that 
on July 2nd the Maryland-New York Province would 
be separated into a New York Province consisting 
of New York and the parts of New Jersey that lay 
within the archdiocese of Newark and the diocese of 
Patterson, and the rest of the province would form the 
Maryland Province. The Philippine Mission would 
be entrusted to the New York Province. The principal 
reason the Vicar gave for the split was the size of 
the old province. With about 1,700 men, four houses 
of studies, two large universities, more than thirty 
schools and residences plus the Philippine Mission, 
he noted, “the administration and governance of 
so many enterprises is too great a burden for the 
shoulders of a single provincial.” Woodstock College, 
the new philosophate that would have to be built, 
the tertianship at Auriesville and the Sanatorium at 
Monroe would be houses common to both provinces. 
To resolve any concerns regarding canonical 
authority, Pope Pius XII had given his approval to the 
Vicar’s making the separation.

Even before the outbreak of World War II, the 
Superior General recognized that the ordinary 
government of the Society would be disrupted 
by another war. Fr. Ledochowski, in view of his 
declining health and the clear possibility of a war 

erupting, had made certain provisions to guarantee 
that the government of the Society could continue 
unimpeded in the event of war and/or his death. In 
April, 1939, Pope Pius XII granted his request that 
should he die during the war, the Vicar General 
would have expanded powers that basically equaled 
the power of the Superior General. Secondly, in May, 
1940, the pope further approved the request that 
the powers of the Visitors whom Fr. Ledochowski 
had appointed would continue after the Superior 
General’s death. According to the ordinary law of 
the Society, such a Visitor’s powers would cease 
when a General died. This had particular application 
to the American provinces, since Fr. Ledochowski 
had granted to the American Assistant, Fr. Zacheus 
Maher, SJ, the powers of a Visitor for this Assistancy. 
Fr. Maher would be in the United States during the 
War, having St. Andrew-on-Hudson as his base of 
operations.

On August 5, 1940, an appointment was made that 
signaled the first step in what would be a significant 
shift in the relationship between apostolic works 
and the regular government of the Society. On 
that day Fr. J. Harding Fisher, SJ, the rector of the 
philosophate at Inisfada was appointed rector of 
Fordham University, while Fr. Robert I. Gannon, 
SJ, remained as president.89 The idea of splitting the 

Jesuit priests and seminarians in a photo taken at Loyola College in Los An-
geles after they were freed by American soldiers on February 23, 1945. They 
spent one year in the Los Banos, a Japanese internment camp in the Phillip-
ines. New York Province Jesuit Fr. John Ruane (the second to last surviving 
member of the group, who died in 2012) is in the top row, second from right. 
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post of rector and president at a university was not 
completely new. The Interprovince Commission on 
Higher Studies had noted several reasons why such 
a division of labor might be advisable. Jesuit rectors 
served a limited term; realistically the Commission 
observed that “experience has shown that where 
individuals were eminently fitted either for the office 
of rector of the community or for that of president of 
the institution, they were equally and unmistakably 
unfitted for the other, and especially for the office 
of president.”90 There was a basis in Society law for 
such a separation. In the Instruction on Studies and 
Teaching, Norm 18 stated: “If in certain universities 
because of their size it seems that a chancellor or 
president must be put in place, this individual will 
be designated by the General, and under the higher 
command of the rector, he will administer the 
educational affairs of the whole university.” 

In making the Fordham appointment Fr. 
Ledochowski issued specific norms concerning the 
relationship between the president and rector. All 
this was by way of an experiment. Almost from the 
outset, however, problems developed concerning the 
proper role of each. Jesuits had long been accustomed 
to having their religious superior and their apostolic 
leader be one and the same person. Now, for some, 

there was a split allegiance. Not surprisingly, the 
president was assuming a central role in the life 
of the university and the rector was pushed to the 
margins, even though the 1934 Norms indicated 
that that president acted under the command of the 
rector. Both Loyola University in Chicago and the 
University of San Francisco followed Fordham’s 
example and had a “split at the top.” The Fordham 
setup had been an experiment, but it became difficult 
to get Rome’s evaluation of it with World War II 
raging in Europe. Fr. Ledochowski had died in 
December, 1942, and following the death of Fr. Vicar 
Magni, SJ, Fr. Norbert de Boynes, SJ, had been 
elected as the new Vicar. Fr. Provincial Sweeney, SJ, 
had made some recommendations on amendments 
to the Norms, but the Vicar was reluctant to act. A 
resolution, not merely to the Fordham situation but to 
the whole way in which rectors and presidents related 
to one another would require a much more detailed 
study.

 The first several months of the war have often 
been called “the Phony War” since, following the 
Nazi overrunning of Poland, very little fighting 
seemed to be taking place. That all changed in the 
spring of 1940, when the German blitzkrieg rapidly 
overran the Low Countries and France. Some 
Maryland-New York Province Jesuits who had been 
working or studying in Europe had returned home 
shortly after the outbreak of war, especially after 
Italy became involved in the war. Others remained, 
at least for a time. Fr. Vincent McCormick, SJ, who 
had been the rector of the Gregorian University, was 
able to remain in Rome throughout the war years as 
Revisor General even though he was an American. 
Others, such as Fr. Joseph O’Neill, SJ, and Fr. James 
Conway, SJ, who were fourth-year fathers studying at 
the Jesuit theologate at Louvain, had a difficult time 
getting themselves out of the war zone, especially 
following the May 10, 1940, German invasion of the 
Low Countries. Fr. O’Neill wrote a lengthy account 
of their “adventures” extracting themselves from this 
very dangerous situation.91 Interestingly, despite the 
fact that France was about to fall, these retreating 
Americans managed to find the time to sit for their 
ad grad exams before they took ship for America. 
Other Jesuits were in no position to get themselves 
to safety, most especially the American Jesuits in the 
Philippines once the war with Japan had begun.

In December, 1941, the Philippine Mission was 
overseeing six major apostolic ventures on the 
islands: four Ateneos, the novitiate at Novaliches, and 
a seminary for diocesan priests as well as numerous 
mission outposts.92 At the time, there were well more 
than 200 Jesuits, Filipinos, Americans, and some 
older Spaniards from the days when Jesuits from that 
nation covered this Mission, from novices to formed 

Notable Jesuits

Born on Staten Island in 1893, Fr. 
Robert I. Gannon, SJ, attended 
Loyola School and Georgetown 
University, where he earned his 
Bachelor of Arts degree. He entered 
the Jesuits in August, 1913, and 
followed the usual course of studies, 
studying philosophy and theology 
at Woodstock and doing his regency 
at Fordham Prep and College. A�er 
ordination, he went to England 
for graduate studies in English 
literature and received the MA degree from Cambridge 
University. His return to the United States inaugurated a long 
and distinguished career holding a series of administrative 
positions: dean of the newly opened St. Peter’s College, 
president of Fordham University for 13 years, superior of Mt. 
Manresa Retreat House, rector of St. Ignatius in Manhattan, 
and superior of the Jesuit Mission House. In 1967, he moved 
to the St. Ignatius Retreat House in Manhasset, N.Y., where 
he spent his remaining years before his death in March, 1978. 
Fr. Gannon’s reputation rests not only on his administrative 
achievements, but also on his talents as a preacher, author, 
and as an a�er-dinner speaker.

Fr. Robert I. Gannon, SJ 
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members at work on the islands. One would think 
that when the Japanese military overran the islands, 
the Americans would have been immediately placed 
under strict confinement. For reasons which were not 
apparent to the American Jesuits who were working 
on the Mission, this did not happen. While they were 
forced by the Japanese conquerors to move from 
place to place as buildings were commandeered, 
and while one or another Jesuit could suddenly find 
himself in mortal danger for no apparent reason, the 
Americans were not placed under heavy restraint for 
the first years of the war. In fact, scholastics were 
able to continue their philosophical and theological 
studies, and even had access to some library 
collections to assist them in their work. It was not 
until mid-1944 that the American Jesuits were finally 
separated from their Filipino brothers and interned. 
Fr. Joseph Lucas, who had been in the Philippines 
since the 1920’s, did manage to avoid internment 

by hiding out in the mountains of Mindanao until the 
war ended. Here, conditions were much worse and 
the health of some was broken from malnutrition and 
disease. Surviving on seven ounces of rice a day was 
not easy. Liberation came in February, 1945. During 
the course of the war, 11 members of the Mission lost 
their lives from causes directly or indirectly connected 
to the war.

As was the case when the United States became 
involved in World War I, so also in World War II 
the province supplied a number of men to serve as 
chaplains in the armed forces. By the war’s end there 
were more than 50 priests of the province serving as 
chaplains. To get a sense of what the commitment of 
chaplains meant to the Society in the United States, 
one need only recall that, not counting Jesuits working 
on the missions or in studies, almost 10-percent of the 
priests in the Assistancy were in uniform during the 
war. With so many of the laymen who worked in our 
schools also called up for service during the war years, 
the men of the province certainly had to do yeoman’s 
service to handle the apostolic responsibilities. 
Providentially, a generous benefactress presented to Fr. 
Denis Comey, SJ, the rector of St. Peter’s and pastor 
of the parish, a house on the Jersey shore at Sea Bright 
that could be used as a villa. The bishop of the Trenton 
Diocese was willing to let the Society make use of the 
house during the war years, understanding the extra 
burdens that had been place on our men by wartime 
conditions.

Not surprisingly, beyond the loss of teachers, the 
war had a dramatic effect on the province’s educational 
apostolates, especially the colleges. The draft removed 
from circulation many men who might otherwise have 
enrolled. At St. Peter’s College, where the enrollment 
had not been that large to begin with, there was a 
real danger that the college would have to close for a 
second time. Father General Ledochowski had been 
opposed to the admission of women to the college, but 
with the war it was not possible to bring up the issue 
again with him, and the provincial, Fr. Sweeney, SJ, 
decided that with the survival of the college at stake, it 
would be permissible to admit women into St. Peter’s 
to study nursing—considering it a wartime necessity. 
By war’s end in 1945, there were fewer than 50 men 
in the college but more than 200 women studying 
nursing.93 In the fall of 1940, Fordham University had 
a total enrollment of more than 8,000 students; by 
1944, there were scarcely more than 3,000, two-thirds 
of whom were women.94 Accelerated programs were 
put into place to enable men to complete their studies 
before they would be called up to serve in the military. 
Somehow the three colleges in the province managed 
to survive. Fordham, in fact, took a major step forward 
when, in 1943, it purchased a new site in Manhattan 
for some of its divisions. The university had been 

In terms of geographical 
area, the New York Province 
has been one of the smaller 
provinces in the Society in the 
United States, and many of 
its members spend the great 
majority of their lives within its 
boundaries. Some, of course, 
work in the overseas missions 
for many years, and some fewer 
spend much of their Jesuit lives 
in the shadow of St. Peter’s 
in Rome. One such man was Fr. Vincent McCormick, 
SJ. Born in 1886, he entered the Society in 1903 at the 
newly constructed St. Andrew-on-Hudson, and followed 
the usual course of formation leading to ordination. 
Following studies in Rome for his doctorate in theology, 
he returned to Woodstock as a professor. Within �ve 
years, he was appointed rector of the theologate, and 
on completing his term he moved to Rome in 1933 
as rector of the Gregorian University, the major Jesuit 
educational institution in Rome. He remained as rector 
through the outbreak of World War II, and even a�er 
the entry of the United States into the war, he was able to 
remain in Rome, this time as the Revisor of the Society. 
�e General Congregation in 1946 to elect a successor 
to Fr. Ledochowski also saw Fr. McCormick’s move to 
the position of American Assistant to Superior General. 
His Roman service �nally came to an end in 1959, when 
he returned to the New York Province. He spent his 
last years back where he had begun his Jesuit life, at St. 
Andrew-on-Hudson, where he died in May, 1963.

Notable Jesuits
Fr. Vincent McCormick, SJ 
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renting space in the Woolworth Building since 1916 
for several of its schools, including the Graduate 
School and the School of Law.95 In 1943, as the rent 
became too high, Fr. Gannon purchased a 15-story 
building at 302 Broadway to house its Manhattan-
based schools.96

Although the war was a major preoccupation for 
all Americans, Canisius High School was still able 
to look to the future. Housed as it was in the original 
19th century building next to St. Michael’s Church 
where the college had started, the school leadership 
recognized the need for better facilities. Thus, in 
March, 1944, property was purchased on Delaware 
Avenue as the new site for the school. The property 
contained one building that had been a Masonic 
Consistory, a mansion that had been owned by the 
Rand family, and an old house, the Milburn Mansion, 
to which President William McKinley had been taken 
following his wounding by an assassin in September, 
1901, and in which he had died about a week after 
the shooting. This building would serve for a time as 
the residence for the Jesuits when the school moved 
completely to this new location. In November, 1946, 
work was begun on a new classroom building on the 
Delaware Avenue property, and by the academic year 
1948-49 the entire high school operation was at its new 
site.

Despite the uncertainties that abounded in the 
early 1940s, Fr. Provincial Sweeney was set on 
expanding the apostolic activities of the northern 
part of his province beyond metropolitan New York 
and Buffalo. As one Jesuit put it, he did not want the 
province to be “a tale of two cities.” As early as 1940, 
discussions were begun with Bishop Walter Foery 
of Syracuse for the Society to open a college and to 
start a retreat house in his diocese. On June 29, 1941, 
the bishop made a formal offer to the Maryland-New 
York Province to start a college in in Syracuse, and 
the provincial accepted the offer.97 The entry of the 
United States into World War II later that year delayed 
the opening of the school for several years. The 
retreat house, under the patronage of Christ the King, 

was able to open in 1944. In 1945, the diocese of 
Syracuse was gifted with a 13-acre tract of land at 
the city’s eastern edge, and the bishop purchased a 
much larger piece directly across the street which he 
immediate sold to the province for the new college. 
He donated as well the 13-acre plot that the diocese 
had just received. This would become the permanent 
home for what would be Le Moyne College. Before 
the division of the province in 1943, Fr. Sweeney 
also arranged for the Society to take over the running 
of St. Thomas University, which was renamed the 
University of Scranton. The connection of the Society 
to the diocese of Albany would also be strengthened 
in the Sweeney years. Jesuits still operated the 
Martyrs’ Shrine and the Tertianship at Auriesville, 
and they had run a parish in Troy for the second half 
of the 19th century. Now, through the benefaction 
of a generous couple in 1945, property near Albany 
came into the hands of the Society, with the help of 
the Bishop of that diocese, and here a new house for 
men’s retreats at Glenmont, N.Y. would be launched.

New York Province Jesuits have been generous in serving their 
nation as chaplains in the United States armed forces. While 
the history goes further back, to the Civil War and the Spanish-
American War, here are a few statistics from more recent 
conflicts: 

• World War I - 19 served from the Maryland-New York 
Province 

• World War II - 62 served from the New York Province (now 
separate from the Maryland Province) 

• Korean War - 8 served from the New York Province

For more complete lists of names, biographies, and awards 
won by the chaplains, see the book Jesuits as Chaplains in the 
Armed Forces - 1917-1960, by Gerard F. Giblin, SJ, Published 
by the Woodstock College Press (Woodstock, Maryland) 1961. 

Military Chaplains of 
the New York Province

89A detailed study of the issues raised by the split in responsibilities between the rector and the president in Jesuit universities as well 
as their initial resolution can be found in Fitzgerald, �e Governance, pp. 110-120.
90Quoted in Fitzgerald., p. 111.
91Joseph O’Neill, S.J., “�e Flight from Louvain,” in Woodstock Letters LXX (1941), pp. 70-103.
92Accounts of the experiences of Jesuits in the Philippines during the war are recorded in Woodstock Letters LXXIV (1945), pp. 171-
283.
93Cronin, �e Closing, p. 36.
94Raymond Schroth, SJ, Fordham: A History and Memoir (Chicago, Loyola Press, 2002) p. 189.
95Schroth, Fordham., p. 111.
96Schroth, Fordham., p. 189.
97�e history of Le Moyne College in its �rst decades, which I have relied on for what follows, can be found in John Langan, Against 
the Sky. �e First Forty Years of Le Moyne College. Privately Printed.


