
Providence College and St. Pius Church were, from the start, joined in the mind of 
Bishop Matthew Harkins, D.D., Bishop of Providence.  Aft er thirty years as shepherd 
of the diocese of Providence, he believed the time was right to turn his attention to this 
undertaking. He foresaw the greatest project of his episcopacy to be a seat of learning 
and a parish for preaching.

In 1913 the Diocese of Providence bought 17 acres in the Elmhurst section, a large 
enough area for ten buildings.  Th e initial fundraising was led by Bishop Harkins 
himself and over $300,000 was raised from parishes throughout the state, enough for 
the fi rst classroom building and dormitories. With other large donations following 

from prominent laypeople and from the Bishop himself, the college could start life debt-free in its fi rst year of 
operations.

In 1916, construction of the college began. Bishop Harkins invited the Very Rev. 
Raymond Meagher, O.P., Provincial of the Province of St. Joseph, to send his friars to 
what was to be Providence College.  Th eir mission was to teach and to preach. Th e 
preaching would benefi t a new parish to be carved out of three existing parishes in the 
northwest area of the city:  St. Patrick’s, Blessed Sacrament, and St. Edward’s. Father 
Meagher agreed and construction continued.

Th e college was originally scheduled to open in September of 1917.  However, as the 
nation entered the Great War in April 1917, young men were now in training camps 
and off  to fi ght in the war. Th us registrations were limited. In September 1918, the 
Corporation of Providence College voted unanimously in support of the war eff ort “to 
adjourn indefi nitely the opening of the college.”  With the signing of the Armistice of 
November 11, 1918, the opening was set for September 1919.

In March 1918 
Bishop Harkins asked 
the Dominicans at 
Providence College to 
care for the religious 
needs of the people living 
in the college area. By 
April 3rd, Fr. Meagher 
wrote to Fr. McNichols 
in Rome to inform him 
the Provincial Council 
had voted unanimously 
to accept Bishop Harkins’ 
invitation to found Saint 
Pius Parish.

Th e Providence Sunday 
Tribune article from 
April 14, 1918, describes 
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a rumor of an impending “Dominican Hill.” It also related that the 
Dominicans would take charge of this new parish, but give up their parish 
of St. Raymond’s on North Main Street. Older parishioners may recall that 
St. Raymond’s continued as a Dominican parish until 1987 when it became 
a diocesan church. 

On May 31, 1918, an Apostolic Beneplacitum was 
requested from the Holy See for the establishment 
of the new parish of St. Pius. Th is was granted on 
June 3, 1918. In a letter dated October 16th, Father 
Albert Casey, O.P., was appointed fi rst pastor by 
Bishop Harkins. Father Casey was the President of 
Providence College and would keep both positions. 
His assignment as pastor of St. Pius became 
eff ective on Saturday, October 19, 1918. Th e 

Dominican community 
converted one of the 
college’s lecture rooms 
into a chapel. Th e fi rst 
Mass was off ered there 
for the new parish on 
October 27, 1918.  Th ree 
days later, Charles Norton 
Redihan, son of John and 
Bridget Norton Redihan, 
became the fi rst baby to 
be baptized at St. Pius. Th e 
record of that fi rst baptism 
can be seen below. A story 
is told that this baptism 
was delayed because the 
container of baptismal 
water sent from St. 
Raymond’s broke when its 
courier got to the Harkins 
Hall chapel. He had to go 
back to St. Raymond’s to get 
more baptismal water!

Two weeks later more 
happy news arrived as the 
Armistice of November 11th 
was announced, ending the 
First World War. Th e parish 
had much to celebrate.

Th e area circled on this photo 
shows where the chapel was 

Dennis Albert Casey, O.P
1918 - 1921

Photo of Harkins Hall from 1921



located. Th e chapel in Harkins Hall continued to serve as 
the parish church for a decade. 

In March 1919 the fi rst celebration of the sacrament of 
marriage took place in this new parish when William J. 
Furly married Winifred Burke.

Th e photo to the right, from 1919, shows the fi rst St. Pius 
Choir, directed by William Harrington (front left ), outside 
Harkins Hall. 

In 1921, St. Pius parish held its fi rst confi rmation class. 
Providence College students who were studying for the priesthood taught 
the confi rmation candidates. 

1921 was also the year that Fr. Casey had to step down because of ill 
health. Fr. Casey was feted by the parish, which had grown to love its fi rst 
pastor. On this occasion, he was presented with a watch on which was 

inscribed: “To Our First Pastor, Rev. Albert Casey, 
O.P., A Token of Love and Esteem from the People 
of St. Pius Parish, Providence, R.I., Sept. 26, 1921.  

Fr. William Dominic Noon, O.P. took over as both 
President of the college and Pastor of the parish. 

In 1923, Fr. Bernard Kenney started a Boy Scout 
Troop at St. Pius. Scouting had come to Rhode 
Island in 1910 and Fr. Kenney saw the value of 
this program for boys in the parish. When the 

Rhode Island Scouts joined with Boy Scouts of America in 1935, Father 
Kenney asked to be Troop 35 but that number was taken. He settled for 
transposing the numbers and the St. Pius troop became Troop 53. Troop 
53 continues to be involved in the parish and the community today. Father 
Kenny remained active in Boy Scouting for many years.    

Th ings were sometimes eventful 
for Catholics in Rhode Island. On 
November 7, 1924, the Evening 
Tribune ran an article about the 
Klu Klux Klan lighting crosses 
throughout the state in celebration 
of election results. Some were 
even lit on the Providence College 
campus. Th is was the second cross 
to be burned on campus by the 
Night Shirt Brigade in ten days. 

William Dominic Noon, O.P
1921 - 1926

Th ings were sometimes eventful 



IN SEARCH OF A NEW HOME...
By 1926 the parish had become large enough 
for a full-time pastor. Fr. George Innocent 
Smith, O.P., served both Providence College 
and the parish as its temporary pastor until 
the fi rst full-time pastor, Fr. William A. 
Sullivan, O.P., was appointed in November 
1926.  Fr. Sullivan immediately began 
planning to build a parish church. On 
September 7, 1927, the parish purchased a 
piece of land from the diocese. A letter from 
the time shows that this land, formerly part 
of the Hogan farm, was the fi rst choice of 
the pastor and provincial.  However, Bishop 
William A. Hickey, representing the Diocese 
of Providence as the owner of the land, 
was reluctant to part with it.  Eaton Street, 
Roslyn Avenue, Fairoaks Street, and Elmhurst 
Avenue formed the land’s boundary.  Bishop 
Hickey permitted Fr. Sullivan to announce 
the purchase of the land to the parish on 
Sunday, September 11th. Parishioners would 

have preferred a grand church, but in discussions with the pastor and 
Bishop Hickey, the decision for a church-school combination would 
make more sense in those economically hard times.  

In June 1928 a construction contract was awarded, and John Hogan—
no relation to the land’s original owners—was named architect. St. Pius’ 
planned building would be used as a church, school, and residence for 
religious who would teach there. It would be designed in the Tudor 
revival style of Harkins Hall featuring brick and limestone and gothic 
entrances. Th is building would serve as the parish church for over 35 
years. Today, many renovations later, it is still in use as our elementary 
school serving students in Pre-K through 8th grade.

In January 1929, as the church-school building neared its completion, 
Fr. Sullivan reached out to his provincial, Fr. Meagher, regarding which 
congregation should be approached to staff  the school. Th e Blauvelt 
Dominicans of New York were their fi rst choice, but there was a need to 
present this request to the Bishop. An excerpt from a letter on February 
20th from Fr. Sullivan to Fr. Meagher shows the Bishop readily agreed. 

William Augustine Sullivan, O.P
1926 - 1929

George Innocent Smith, O.P
Temporary Pastor 1926



Th is blueprint 
refl ects parish 
property and 
buildings in 1929. 
Note that Wyndham 
Avenue is only 
a planned street 
but does not exist 
yet. Fairoaks also 
only existed up to 
Elmhurst Avenue.

Th e fi rst rectory, 
the Hogan mansion 
is pictured above. 
It was these stately 
elms that gave our 
neighborhood its 
name.

Th e J. Hogan Farm 
was located on 
River Avenue and 
enclosed by a stone 
wall along River 
between Smith and 
Eaton. Th e wall 
was modeled aft er 
Irish stone walls 
which Mr. Hogan 
admired. He also 
built portions of the 
walls on Eaton and 
Elmhurst where the 
Hogan mansion was 
situated. In between 
River and Elmhurst 
was open land 
covered with Jacks-
in-the Pulpit and 
Lady’s Slipper.



It also noted that the building was far from complete since 
the school portion was still under construction. The college 
chapel’s cramped quarters prompted Fr. Sullivan to use the 
church portion sooner than anticipated. The formal dedication 
was planned for late summer or fall when the Bishop of 
Providence would return from Rome.
 
Easter Sunday, March 31, 1929, saw the parish celebrate the 
first Mass in this new building. Parishioners were so pleased  
to be in their spacious new church. 

April correspondence attests that the Blauvelt Dominican 
Sisters would indeed be taking charge of St. Pius School. 
Formal letters were exchanged between Fr. Sullivan and Mother 
M. Suso. This collaboration would last until the year 2000. 

In April 1929 the parish decided to purchase Mr. Frey’s home, 
opposite the new church, for use as a rectory. The third house 
in the neighborhood considered for this purpose, it appeared 
to meet the needs for a priory best. After some improvements  
and repairs, the former Hogan homestead was ready to receive  
the pastor and a new assistant on September 1, 1929.

Below is an excerpt of the April 16th letter from Fr. Sullivan to Fr. 
Meagher describing the house. A photo of this new rectory is on 
the opposite page. This house occupied the location of the existing 
school playground and parking lot.

A few weeks after occupying this new 
priory with Rev. John J. Hartnett, O.P., his 
new assistant, Fr. Sullivan was reassigned 
to a New Jersey parish. Fr. Joseph R. 
Clark, O.P., succeeded Fr. Sullivan as 
pastor. Fr. Clark would shepherd his 
parish of 2,000 
people through 
the trials of the 
Great 
Depression. 

In preparation 
for the September 1929 school opening, four Dominican sisters from the Blauvelt 
community in New York took charge of the new school. There were 110 elementary Joseph Richard Clark, O.P

1929 - 1936



Excerpts of Bishop William Hickey’s Address 
on the occasion on the Dedication of St. Pius Church-School 
October 6, 1929, as recorded by the Providence Visitor:

“I wish to take a few minutes of your time, dearly beloved brethren, clergy and 
laity, to offer you a word of sincere congratulation on your new church and school 
convent. I am sure you much feel without undue pride that you have deserved 
congratulations. You have had courage, you have shown extraordinary zeal for the 
house of God and all this has manifested your faith and your love or your faith. 

“You have wanted a church for many years. The appeal has rung in my ears almost from the first days of my 
administration as Bishop, and although you desired to have particularly a monumental church, still when it 
was proposed to have a combination school and church, you welcomed the proposal like devoted, loyal and 
docile children and members of the Church. Here you have the church, here you have the school, combined 
in as beautiful a form as I have ever seen take shape anywhere in my travels or in my experiences. Credit is 
due to everyone who has had hand or part in it, but the spirit of the parish is the great thing that must give 
joy to the heart of Our Lord, as it gives consolation to us who are striving to do his work.

“You have the altar, the confessional, the pulpit in your church, a place to congregate at the holy Sacrifice, 
which is the chief thing in our religion. The foremost purpose in the ordination of the priest is that he 
may offer sacrifice to God for the people, that he may draw down the blessing of God, and pray there as a 
sacrificial priest for the souls of men. 

“For a right understanding of these three great purposes of the Church in the minds of the future 
generations, you have the nursery of the faith in the parochial school, and the devoted sisters who are 
mothers of the children, their leaders, guides and inspiration, all under the direction of the priest and 
bishop. You have a complete parish, something to be proud of in a spiritual and material way.

“I wish to give credit for this splendid consummation of hopes and ambition and desire of St. Pius’ parish 
not only to the people, who, I know, are the strong right arm of the priests, but to the priests who have 
enabled you to rise to the heights of this occasion to the demands of parochial life.”

Opening Remarks of the Sermon on October 6, 1929
Delivered by Fr. Lorenzo C. McCarthy, President of Providence College
at the Solemn High Mass Following the Dedication
“The ceremony which we have just witnessed marks a very singular event in the 
history of this parish. Regarded in the light of the past it is the seal of approval, which 
the ecclesiastical authority places upon the serious efforts of pastors and the devotion 
of the people of this parish. Regarded in the light of the future, it is an assurance of 
an increase in Christian life in the community. It is a memorial to the past, a presage 

of future achievements. This edifice, a combination church and school, has been erected through the wise 
direction of your ecclesiastical superiors, and through your own generous efforts. To the worldly mind, this 
edifice is merely another building in this section of the city, but to the minds that interpret events in the 
light of faith, this is another dwelling place for the Eucharistic Christ. It is another place wherein will be 
generated and fostered the spirit of true piety and true devotion.”



students enrolled in grades one through four that inaugural 
year. Th e four Dominican sisters — Sr. Catherine, Principal, 
Sr. M. Blanche, Sr. M. Clarissa, and Sr. Gabriel—worked 
and lived in the church school building until September 
1932 when they moved into the second fl oor of a rental 
house at 44 Hilltop Avenue. Th e move allowed the sisters 

to add grades fi ve 
through eight at the 
rate of one per year, 
beginning with 5th 
grade in 1932.  Th e 
additional grades 
meant welcoming 
four more teaching 
sisters to the staff . 
Th e photo above 
right, from 1934, 
shows the principal, 
Sr. Catherine, to the 
left  of the pastor.

On October 6, 
1929, the Most 
Reverend William 
A. Hickey, Bishop 
of Providence, 
dedicated the 
newly completed 
church and school. 
Th is dedication 
ceremony was 
followed by a Solemn High Mass, celebrated by the Very Rev. Stephen 
McDermott, O.P., Vicar Provincial of the Province of St. Joseph.  Th e two 
former pastors, Father Casey and Father Sullivan, served as deacon and sub-
deacon. Bishop Hickey’s address is found on the facing page. 

Front Row: Sr. Bernard Joseph Larkin, Sr. Catherine Healy, Principal, 
Rev. Joseph Clark, Pastor, Sr. Clarissa Doyle, Sr. Marita Heaton

Back Row: Sr. Rosarita Duggan, Sr. Rose Marie Rooney, 
Sr. Immaculata McGowan, Sr. Dominica Brophy

house at 44 Hilltop Avenue. Th e move allowed the sisters 





Fr. Clark was a dynamic leader with a strong sense of community. He 
gained renown throughout the community as is evidenced by this article 
published in 1931 in the directory, Rhode Island - � ree Centuries of 
Democracy: “� e spiritual life of the parish has been greatly stimulated by 
Father Clark, who takes a keen personal interest in every phase of the work... 
� ough he has been in charge of St. Pius parish for only about a year, Father 
Clark has already won the con� dence and esteem of its people and the high 
regard of the community.” 

Here are a few articles in the early 
1930s about the various ways the 
parish was both reaching out and 
having fun together. Th e articles 
about the parish St. Vincent 
de Paul Society anticipate how 
our present parish chapter still 
reaches out to those in need. 

Th e St. Pius Holy Name Club, a 
baseball team, was formed in the 
early 1930s. A newspaper article 
tells of a baseball game against St. 
Mary’s Club of Mansfi eld played at 
the LaSalle Academy fi eld. 

In letters to his provincial, Fr. Clark 
relates a rather funny story from the 
early 1930s. Th e parishioners of St. 
Pius, aware of the frequent evening 
hospital calls the priests had to make, 
approached Fr. Clark with an off er 
to buy the priests a car. In a letter 
from January 15, 1931, we hear about 
the eventual plan and outcome. Th e 
parishioners decided to put on a 
musical show to raise the money. It 
was a very good show, but it was also 
quite involved. Notes and memorabilia 
from a later performance, in the 
1950s, show a tentative song list, 
some sheet music, lists including 
a request for luminous paint for a 
moon background, tambourines, and 
more. If the 1931 production was 
similar, it is understandable why not 
much money was raised! Th e letter and notes are on the opposite page.

Th e Dramatic Society was very active, staging multiple well-attended 
shows each year. We have many of their programs shown on the following 
page. You may recognize some of the actors and actresses’ names.

regard of the community.” 

In letters to his provincial, Fr. Clark 

much money was raised! Th e letter and notes are on the opposite page.



Students in the eighth grade class pose to commemorate their final school performance. 
The group below is the Class of 1934, the first class to graduate from St. Pius. 



Plays or musical performances were a part of student life at St. Pius School. A large stage in the basement 
room of the school served as the backdrop for these performances. Th is was also the site of the Dramatic Club 
performances. A photo on the following page shows the fi rst eighth grade class posed at their last performance. 

1934 saw the fi rst class 
graduate from St. Pius 
School. Little could people 
imagine that one of the 
graduates would someday 
become pastor of this 
parish! Th e future pastor 
is found in the back row, 
second from the left : 
Charles Farrell.

Th ere were now two 
assistants to the pastor, 
and they were able to 
expand the spiritual activities that the parish off ered. Some included the St. Th omas Sodality, for boys and girls 
in grade school, the Th ird Order of St. Dominic for men and women, a Blessed Virgin Sodality for married 
women and the Children of Mary Sodality that was for high school age girls.

In 1936, Fr. Clark 
was succeeded by 
Fr. Charles Mulvey, 
O.P.  Fr. Mulvey was a 
native of Providence, 
Rhode Island, and 
had attended LaSalle 
Academy for two 
years before entering 
the Dominican Order 

in Somerset, Ohio. He shepherded the parish 
through World War II.

Aft er enough practice, by December 1936 the 
parish had a Boy’s Choir able to sing at the 
Christmas Midnight Mass under the direction 
of Rev. John J. H. Hartnett, O.P. 

Charles Matthew Mulvey, O.P
1936 - 1947



Another milestone graduating 
class was the Class of 1937. Th is 
class was the fi rst to go to St. 
Pius School for all eight grades. 
Long-time parishioner Jimmy 
Egan was part of this graduating 
class as his diploma shows.

Th e hurricane of ‘38 tore through the area with full force but Fr. Sullivan 
felt it spared St. Pius. His letter to Fr. McDermott, the Provincial, related that some glass was broken and most of 
the trees spread throughout the neighborhood were lost. He also relayed how the storm surge wave waxed and 
waned over an eight hour period, seriously aff ecting the downtown area. A handwritten note on the Lying In 
Hospital (now Elmhurst Extended Care) annual report shared memories of the hurricane’s eff ect on the hospital 
and why St. Pius was listed as donating candles. On hearing of the hospital being without power, parishioner Joe 
Cavanaugh approached the pastor regarding the hospital’s needs.  Fr. Mulvey willingly gave boxes and boxes of 
candles. Some of the tall candles were used to light an emergency operation!

In 1942 
two new 
buildings 
were 
added 
to the 
parish. 

At 30 Elmhurst Avenue, workers remodeled 
a house into a convent able to accommodate 
eight sisters. Th is spacious house gave the 
sisters a comfortable and appropriate space 
for community and prayers. 

Th e other addition was a new priory built 
next to the church school. In this aerial photo, before the priory was built, you can see the fi rst rectory at the 
upper left  corner. 

felt it spared St. Pius. His letter to Fr. McDermott, the Provincial, related that some glass was broken and most of 

In 1942 



Th is certifi cate refers to the indulgence that may be obtained 
by praying the Stations of the Cross in the old church. 

Th is certifi cate refers to the indulgence that may be obtained 

Front row left  to right: Demoe, Bouncevello, Casserly, Egan, Lennon, 
Mahoney, McGettrick, Back row: Rev. Charles Mulvey, O.P.; Elroy, Mgr. 

Pugliese, Cusick, Coach Milton Lacy, Kenny, Paolilli, McHenry, Cummings, 
Mgr.; Rev. William M. Delaney CYO Diocesan Director 

We hope you are enjoying the 
early history of our parish.

Please continue reading the story 
of St. Pius V Church 
for the next 25 years.


