
Saint Ignatius College Prep Honors Founder and First President Arnold Damen, S.J. for 
Providing Relief to Thousands of Homeless Victims of the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 
 
CHICAGO, ILL.—October 8, 2021—Matt McCormick (l.) and Frank Freeman (r.) drape gold and 
maroon sashes around a statue of Rev. Arnold Damen, S.J., founder and first president of Saint 
Ignatius College Prep, on the 150th anniversary of the Great Chicago Fire of 1871.  They and 
other members of the school’s National Honor Society chapter feted Fr. Damen’s leadership for 
promptly providing relief services for thousands of homeless victims of the Fire.  
 

Others in the photo 
are (l. to. r.) Angie 
Strand, president 
John J. Chandler, 
Gabriella Sloane, 
and Madison Davis.  

The seven-foot 
bronze statue of Fr. 
Damen stands on 
Saint Ignatius 
College Prep’s front 
lawn on a piece of 
Mt. Rushmore 
granite. It was 
sculpted by Eliot 
Goldfinger, an 

internationally recognized New York City artist and commissioned by the Richard H. Driehaus 
Foundation and Art in the Center, not-for-profit organizations that work to commemorate 
major figures in Chicago history.  

On the night of the Great Chicago Fire, October 8, 1871, Father Damen vowed that seven lights 
would burn in perpetuity in the east transept of the Church of the Holy Family if the massive 
Victorian Gothic church completed in 1860 and the adjacent Saint Ignatius College, built in 
1869, were spared destruction from the Fire that allegedly began in the barn of Holy Family 
parishioners Catherine and Patrick O’Leary on DeKoven Street at the east end of the Jesuit 
parish.  

The wind shifted, the Fire jumped the south branch of the Chicago River and burned north to 
what today is Lincoln Park. The Church of the Holy Family and Saint Ignatius College were 
spared.  

The seven lights, now electrified, burn in the Church of the Holy Family today. The adjacent 
Saint Ignatius College Prep, founded in 1869, is the oldest private high school in Chicago that 
occupies its original footprint at 1076 West Roosevelt Road.   



Father Damen and his fellow Jesuit priests and brothers immediately welcomed thousands of 
the city’s homeless survivors of the Fire “without distinction of race or creed” (see below Irish 
World, November 4, 1871) with food, blankets and shelter in the 1860 Gothic church, upstairs 
and down and in the adjacent 1869 Saint Ignatius College.  
 
Chicago historian and author Ellen Skerrett asserts, “it’s time to set the record straight. “ 

“Under Fr. Damen’s leadership, the Jesuits of Saint Ignatius College promptly housed victims of 
the Great Fire and distributed food and supplies to thousands,” she explains. 

According to Jesuit historic records which Skerrett researched, “orphans of the Fire were 
housed in the then new Saint Ignatius College” and its basement was used as “a depot for the 
distribution of provisions & clothing.”   
 

This critical outreach by the Jesuit priests and brothers occurred during a time of widespread  

hostility toward Irish Catholic immigrants. 

Commenting on the events of October 8-9, 1871 in Chicago, John J. Chandler, president, Saint 
Ignatius College Prep, explains, “It was not only the physical buildings that were saved. What 
was saved was the vision and mission of Fr. Arnold Damen and those first Jesuits to continue to 
be able to transform lives. In the aftermath of the Great Chicago Fire, it was the Jesuits and the 
Church of the Holy Family- Saint Ignatius College community who began relief aid to homeless 
and suffering Chicagoans.” 

Born in Leur, Holland in 1815, Arnold Damen, S.J., emigrated to the United States in 1837 and 
became one of the most influential Jesuit preachers in the nineteenth century.  He was a “city 
builder,” who founded the Church of the Holy Family, built between 1857 and 1860, Saint 
Ignatius College in 1869 and a network of parochial schools that spread west to the city limits 
that enrolled over 5,000 students at the time of the Great Chicago Fire. 
 

Reverend Thomas Foley, the bishop of Chicago in 1871, lived with the Jesuits at Saint Ignatius 
College while his home at the original Holy Name Cathedral on the north side of the city 
destroyed by the Fire was rebuilt.   
 
In gratitude for the Jesuits’ hospitality, Bishop Foley donated funds to Saint Ignatius College for 
a unique Natural History Museum at the east end of the school’s 4th floor.  The museum was 
expanded in 1887 and 1888 into what is now the historic Brunswick Room whose cabinets and 
staircases were built by the nationally known billiard company founded by Swiss immigrant 
John Moses Brunswick. 
 

In addition to the Church of the Holy Family, Father Damen founded a number of mission 
churches in the near west area. He began an apostolate to deaf and mute people and a hostel 
for country girls who came to the city to work as maids. 
 



Fr. Damen encouraged the Sisters of Charity of the Blessed Virgin Mary to open a high school 
for girls: St. Mary's. He began a life insurance company to protect widows and children, 
preached missions all over the United States and could address crowds of 3,000 or more long 
before microphones were invented. 

CONTINUE SCROLLING TO VIEW ILLUSTRATION OF JESUITS OF SAINT IGNATIUS COLLEGE 
DISTRIBUTING FOOD AND AID TO HOMELESS VICTIMS OF THE GREAT CHICAGO FIRE 

IRISH WORLD Nov. 4 1871. 



 


