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While on a hunt for information in the Baltimore 

Province collections, I spied a photograph of one of 

the most dour-looking Redemptorists I have ever 

encountered. Father Joseph Edward Adler 

nevertheless had a unique and long-standing 

ministry that is truly inspiring. He began it by filling 

in temporarily for a chaplain who had died. That 

priest had celebrated the daily Eucharist at St. 

Vincent’s Home and School in Washington, not far 

from Holy Redeemer College, where Father Adler 

lived. He ended up as the regular chaplain for this 

orphanage for girls from 1940 to St. Vincent’s 

closure in 1969, never failing to provide spiritual 

counsel and occasional treats for the kids.  

 Father Adler comes back to this account of 

Redemptorists in orphan work later in this article. 

For now, two things will guide us. First, I provide a brief, semi-chronological overview about 

Redemptorist orphan work in the Baltimore Province. I will survey the availability of records in 

 
1 This is a revision of a paper presented at the VII Redemptorist History Conference, Ste. Anne-de-Beaupre, Quebec, 

September 29, 2016.  

Note to readers: the present issue of the Bulletin is another double issue. It follows the special issue, released in 

the summer of 2020 (issue #46), on Redemptorists and the influenza epidemic of 1918. I am attempting to get the 

Bulletin back on a regular schedule and hope to have this done by early 2021. – Ed. In this issue… 
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the Province archive and elsewhere for future work on the subject. Secondly, I will describe one 

particular orphanage that holds a small but important place in the story of priests and brothers 

involved with this marginalized population. By the end I hope it will be clear that the 

Redemptorist interest in child welfare is more than passing.2  

 

New York 

 

 
 Pride of place for the first orphanage 

organized by Redemptorists belongs to the 

industry of the fathers in New York City. 

The tremendous influx of German 

immigrants into New York after 1848, as 

well as the dire consequences of cholera 

epidemics afflicting the city thereafter 

necessitated this ministry. It lasted through 

the early decades of the twentieth century. 

 Under the leadership of Father Joseph 

Helmpraecht, rector of Most Holy 

 
2 According to Francis X. Roth, History of St. Vincent's Orphan Asylum, Tacony, Pennsylvania: A Memoir of its 

Diamond Jubilee, 1855-1933 (Philadelphia: “Nord-Amerika” Press, 1934), wherever the Redemptorists ministered 

they strove to make their pastoral care complete. “Besides church and school, they also erected their own orphanage 

and hospitals, together with a parish cemetery. Almost every orphan asylum for German speaking Catholics between 

1840 and 1860 was the result of their zeal.” (17)  The author was a former chaplain at St. Vincent’s Orphanage. 

Redeemer, the St. Joseph’s Orphan Asylum 

began locally, first in a home opposite the 

church on East Third Street and then in a 

similar building on Thompson Street, near 

the site of the old St. Alphonsus parish. 

These dwellings were costly and hardly 

ideal for the children, who were stuffed into 

small rooms. The pastor and parishioners 

favored a country-like setting, which was 

found in a private home in Throgs Neck, a 

slip of land jutting out from the Bronx 



3 

 

toward Long Island.  This home was kept 

until more commodious quarters were found 

in Yorkville, in a German section of 

Manhattan on the East Side. The Yorkville 

property was developed between 1858 and 

1859 on East 89th Street and what is today 

York Avenue and its campus grew steadily.  

 
 

The children were confided to the care of the 

School Sisters of Notre Dame. The price 

paid for the property was $22,000.00, part of 

which was raised by a house-to-house  

 
3 See John Byrne, Redemptorist Centenaries: 1732-

1932 (Philadelphia: Dolphin Press, 1932), 147. See 

also Joseph Wuest, Annales Congregationis SS. 

 

collection taken up throughout the whole 

city by Father Helmpraecht.”3  

 The 89th Street orphanage had a large 

dormitory and other buildings. Its chapel 

housed one of the earliest copies of the 

OLPH icon to arrive in North America, 

predating that of the Church of the Most 

Holy Redeemer.  

 

 
 

 “In 1880 the Asylum began to receive 

orphans committed by the courts; but as a 

result of the investigation of Catholic 

charitable institutions in New York, 1911, 

Redemptoris Provinciae Americanae, III:2, 1858-

1859 (Ilchester, MD: Typis Congregationis 

Santissimi Redemptoris, 1899), 131.  

Yorkville, NYC 
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this policy was abandoned. On June 11, 

1912, the thirty-five orphans belonging to 

the Most Holy Redeemer parish were 

transferred from the institution on E. 89th 

Street to the Boys’ School Building on E. 4th 

Street, where a home had been provided for 

them. The other orphans remained in the 

asylum under the care of the Sisters of Notre 

Dame [sic] until June 1918, when it was 

closed.”4  

 The civil investigation of New York’s 

charities, which included the Archdiocese of 

New York, was a fiasco that probably 

moved the province leadership toward 

getting out of orphan work and 

concentrating on parishes and schools. 

Nonetheless, we have a singular collection 

of intake books that are highly detailed 

snapshots of child welfare and social 

deprivation in New York from the 1850s to 

the 19-teens.  

 

Pittsburgh 

 

 “Immediately after the church, a new 

school was erected, and in 1851 an orphan 

 
4 Byrne, 147-148. 

asylum at Troy Hill, near the city. Destroyed 

by fire in 1854, the latter building was at 

once replaced by a larger one.”5   

 The fathers attended this orphanage 

from St. Philomena’s parish on the opposite 

side of the Alleghany River. In 1850, the 

rector was Father Frederick Poesl (PAY-zl), 

a Bavarian who eventually returned to 

Europe on January 7, 1851. Thereafter the 

rector was Francis Xavier Seelos (below, 

left) and he was responsible for building the 

three-story structure. The project was 

discussed for about two years before Seelos 

began building in July 1851.  

Father Lawrence Holzer was placed in 

charge of fund raising. He would be the 

dynamo behind other orphanages as well. 

With the aid of a parish bazaar and door-to-

door collecting, Holzer raised enough capital 

to begin construction. Two acres were  

5 Byrne, 84. 
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purchased on Troy Hill. The 

orphanage opened in the summer of 

1852 with the School Sisters of Notre 

Dame in charge.6  

 There is practically no record of 

this orphanage’s existence in the 

Baltimore Province archive. There is 

not much more information on it in 

the Pittsburgh diocesan archive. 

  
 

6 See Michael Curley, Cheerful Ascetic: The Life of 

Francis Xavier Seelos, CSSR (New Orleans: Seelos 

Center, 2002), 85. 

However, one can 

reconstruct the story of this 

institution, in part, by using 

the city’s property maps and 

the proximity of the 

orphanage to the Catholic 

cemetery, which was also 

purchased by the 

Redemptorists. The 

orphanage itself presented a 

fine-looking edifice and 

extended back from a brick 

fence. The building had 

Allegheny River views. 

 

 Also on the property was the old St. 

Philomena Cemetery, which served the 

German Catholics of the parish across the 

river. Most (though not all!) bodies were 

removed in the 1880s to Ross Township. 

Still, by 1901, when this map was drawn 

you can still see that Redemptorists control 

the large parcel adjacent to St. Joseph’s 

Orphanage. What remains unknown is when 

and under what circumstances the deed for 

the cemetery passed from Redemptorist or 

parish control. However, not long after the 

removal of the bodies, new housing began to 

spring up near the orphanage.7 It cannot be 

surmised from existing records at the 

7 Find-a-Grave notes that the transfer of property 

control occurred in 1910. See 
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Redemptorist Archives when this asylum 

officially closed. 

 

Baltimore 

 

According to Father John Byrne, author of 

The Redemptorist Centenaries, “in October 

1847, two orphans were received by the 

Sisters of Notre Dame [sic] into their 

convent; and shortly afterward the Fathers 

began to collect funds for an asylum. On 

October 24, 1852, the cornerstone of St. 

Anthony’s Orphan Asylum was laid by 

Archbishop Kenrick; and in June 1854, the 

building was blessed. At first the institution 

was conducted by seculars, but in 1857 the 

School Sisters of Notre Dame took charge. It 

remained under the control of the 

Redemptorists until 1929, when at their 

request it was taken over as an archdiocesan 

institution by the Most Rev. Archbishop 

[Michael] Curley. The Fathers, however, 

[remained] chaplains.”8 

 

 
St. Anthony’s Orphan Asylum, 1854-1943, 

photo at 
http://contentdm.ad.umbc.edu/cdm/ref/collection/hughes/id/2759  

 

 St. Anthony’s beginnings are written up 

in the house chronicle of St. James the Less:  

“During the month of October (1852) a 

happy event happened. Through the skill 

 

http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-

bin/fg.cgi?page=cr&CRid=2442987. 

and energy of R. P. Schmid [sic, Father 

Anthony Schmitt, C.Ss.R.] a large place was 

bought east of Canal Street and Eager, a part 

of it apportioned for an Orphan Asylum, the 

other part sold on ground rent. Until now a 

few orphans, who could be snatched from 

perdition, were in the small house of the 

Sisters of Notre Dame behind the Church, 

but now a large, commodious and beautiful 

edifice was built of which the corner-stone 

was laid on the 24th of October, 1852 by the 

Most Reverend Archbishop himself with 

great solemnity. The asylum was dedicated 

in honor of St. Anthony of Padua. The 

charge of the orphans was first given into 

the hands of seculars, but after some years 

[1857] with most success into the hands of 

the [School] Sisters of Notre Dame. [On 

April 10, 1858] the different German 

congregations of Baltimore [ie., St. 

Michael’s, St. James, and St. Alphonsus] 

formed a chartered corporation managed by 

trustees. The Pastor of each church and two 

members of his church (elected by the 

trustees) being the trustees.”  A building 

association was formed to make money for 

the orphanage and was managed by Father 

Schmid. 

 From 1868 to 1878 the average number 

of children in the Asylum for the entire year 

was 150. St. Anthony’s Orphan Asylum 

operated for 77 years under Redemptorist 

control. In 1929 it was turned over to 

Archbishop Michael Curley of Baltimore. It 

finally closed in 1943.  

 

Buffalo 

 

Turning to Buffalo, we find that the 

beginnings of orphan work are recounted 

principally by the School Sisters of Notre 

Dame chronicler. As with other places, the 

work was necessitated by cholera outbreaks. 

Here is the sisters’ description of the 

8 Byrne, 102. See also Catholic Review, August 27, 

1943. 

http://contentdm.ad.umbc.edu/cdm/ref/collection/hughes/id/2759
http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=cr&CRid=2442987
http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=cr&CRid=2442987
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epidemic that lasted several years, and to 

which Buffalo lost about 900 inhabitants: 

 “In August 1852 the cholera raged here. 

Many people died of it and children were 

left orphans. There was a great want and 

misery. It was not possible to keep the 

children in their families. The tender heart of 

Reverend Father Helmpraecht knew what to 

do to provide help. He called a general 

meeting of all fathers of families, during 

which arrangements were made for founding 

an Orphanage in charge of the Poor School 

Sisters … the wooden schoolhouse standing 

on the Sisters’ property was turned into an 

orphanage.” 

 

  
 

 The orphanage was placed under the 

patronage of St. Joseph. It was contiguous 

with the school and cost $5,500. It was 

conducted by the School Sisters until 1874, 

when the name was changed to the “German 

 
9 See Kay O’Connell, Mother Caroline Friess and 

the School Sisters of Notre Dame in Western New 

York, 1849-1874 (Wilton, CT: School Sisters of 

Notre Dame, 2004), 6-7. See also Byrne, 230 and 

Roman Catholic Orphan Asylum” at the 

urging of Father Elias Schauer, Rector of St. 

Mary’s. Thereafter the institution became a 

multi-parish enterprise for children of 

German heritage.  

 The sisters’ chronicles speak of the 

early days under Father Helmpraecht:  “As 

often as time and circumstances allowed, 

good Father Helmpraecht would come over, 

sometimes carry[ing] a child in his arms. At 

another time he fed a little one or dispensed 

medicine; here he played, there he corrected. 

…”  The sisters’ house chronicle recorded 

on a vague date around 1856 that over 165 

orphans had lived in the orphanage up to 

that time, 19 had died, and ten were there at 

the time of writing. Twenty-nine boarders 

were also mentioned in that entry.9 

 We have little documentary evidence of 

the existence of the original orphanage. The 

latter years are even more obscure. A granite 

monument, shown at left, marks the spot of 

the old parish cemetery. The remains of 

those old Germans were removed so that the 

land could be used by the orphanage. 

 

Rochester 

 

 “In 1861 the people of St. Joseph’s 

Parish organized an ‘Orphan Society,’ 

whose members contributed ten cents a 

month to the support of the bereaved 

children. On April 23, 1863, it was 

incorporated under the title of ‘St. Joseph’s 

German Catholic Orphan Asylum Society of 

Rochester and Monroe County.’  The church 

gave the Society a loan of $7000.00 for the 

purchase of a piece of property known as the 

‘Orphans’ Farm,’ on which to build an 

asylum for the German children. But when 

Bishop Timon decided, February 1, 1866, 

that the new church of the Most Holy  

Joseph Wuest, Annales Congregationis SS. 

Redemptoris Provinciae Americanae, II: 1849-1854 

(Ilchester, MD: Typis Congregationis Santissimi 

Redemptoris, 1893), 226. 
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Redeemer should be erected there, a site on  

Andrews Street, back of St. Joseph’s church, 

was chosen for the asylum.  

 On June 25, 1866, ground was broken 

for a building which should serve both as a 

convent for the Sisters and as a home for the 

orphans of the parish. On January 12, 1867, 

it was blessed, and at once occupied by the 

Sisters and the orphans, five girls. When this 

building proved inadequate, the 

Redemptorists, who were joint owners of the 

ground with the church, gave the Society,  

with the consent of Bishop McQuaid, a 

ninety-nine-year lease of the property under  
 

10 Byrne, 129-130. See also Mullaney, Four Score 

Years: A Contribution to the History of the Catholic 

Germans in Rochester (Rochester, NY: Redemptorist 

Fathers, 1916), 78: “On February 2, 1862, the men of 

the parish [of St. Joseph] were called together by 

order of Bishop Timon to take steps towards the 

erection of a general Orphan Asylum for the orphan 

children of Rochester and vicinity. Hitherto the girls 

were taken care of at St. Patrick’s Orphan Asylum on 

Frank Street; the boys were sent to a home at 

Lancaster, NY and also to Lime Stone Hill near 

Buffalo, and their board was paid for at those 

institutions by the Roman Catholic Orphan Asylum 

Society of Rochester, which took care of St. Patrick’s 

Orphan Asylum. The German Catholics, preferring 

 

certain conditions; and on June 17, 1874, a 

new brick structure was begun. In 1876, 

when the asylum was in financial straits, 

Father Anwander, Rector of St. Joseph’s, 

himself took up a house-to-house collection 

which amounted to $1500.00. In 1931 St. 

Joseph’s Orphan Asylum counted twenty-

five School Sisters of Notre Dame and 

eighty-eight orphans.”10   

 Just as they had done in Philadelphia 

some years prior, the orphan society in  

Rochester purchased three farms near the 

city amounting to 92 acres. These were also 

sold for house lots and the money was used 

an Orphan Asylum of their own for the German 

orphans, did not enter generally into the project of the 

Bishop. In fact, the people of St. Joseph’s had 

organized an Orphan Society a year previously, in 

1861, whose members contributed ten cents per 

month towards the support of the children. Under the 

title ‘St. Joseph’s German Catholic Orphan Asylum 

Society of Rochester and Monroe County’ this 

Society was incorporated April 23, 1863. The 

incorporators and original Trustees were Joseph 

Hoffman, John Groh, John Wegman, M. Weigel, 

Bernard Klem, Louris Ernst, Roman Schlitzer, and E. 

Weigel. Rev. Lawrence Holzer was appointed 

Superior and assumed office on May 23, 1862, 

succeeding Father Anwander.” 

The rear of the orphanage is at the lower right. 
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for building a new orphanage. Ground was 

broken for this on Andrews Street on June 

25, 1866. The orphanage closed on July 1, 

1938, shortly after celebrating its 75th jubilee 

the previous April.11 

 

Philadelphia 

 

 The history of orphan work in 

Philadelphia begins with the Irish and 

particularly the Catholics of St. Augustine 

Church, the city’s third Catholic church, 

which has been continuously under the care 

of Augustinian friars since 1796. From 

August to November of 1796, the City of 

Philadelphia fell victim to a massive Yellow 

Fever outbreak, killing over four thousand 

people. This was the impetus for the 

congregation of St. Augustine’s to establish 

the first Catholic orphanage in any of the 

thirteen original colonies for the city’s 

Catholics in 1797, twenty years before the 

Sisters of Charity established one in New 

York City.  

 The Church of the Holy Trinity, the 

city’s first German church, had also secured 

a home for German-speaking orphans. The 

church’s trustees formed its first board of 

directors, though the pastor of St. 

Augustine's, Father Michael Hurley, OSA, 

was empowered to secure the services of the 

Sisters of Charity to staff it. On October 14, 

1814, three sisters from Emmitsburg, with 

the blessing of Mother Seton, took charge. 

All five of the city’s parishes pledged their 

support to the Irish and German orphans. 

Eventually, the Church of St. John the 

Evangelist formed a home for orphans 

through the urging of its pastor, Father John 

Hughes, the future Archbishop of New 

York. It was chartered in 1834.12
  

 
11 See Kay O’Connell, Mother Caroline Friess and 

the School Sisters of Notre Dame in Western New 

York, 1849-1874 (Wilton, CT: School Sisters of 

Notre Dame, 2004), 32. 

 To this point, it was difficult to house 

and educate both boys and girls together and 

so a separate institution was formed to take 

in male children. It became known as the St. 

Vincent Orphan Asylum and was under the 

auspices of Holy Trinity. Soon, however, the 

city’s population changed radically. After 

1838, the number of Germans coming into 

the city warranted another German parish. 

St. Peter the Apostle, shown above, was 

given to the Redemptorists by Bishop 

Kenrick in 1842, when about 50,000 new 

German arrivals were already creating a 

pastoral burden on Holy Trinity. By 1854 

that figure climbed to over 215,000.13 

 One the founders of St. Peter’s was a 

tailor named Louis Koch. Among his 

fourteen children were three priests and a 

nun. Two of the priests were 

12 Francis X. Roth, History of St. Vincent's Orphan 

Asylum, Tacony, Pennsylvania: A Memoir of its 

Diamond Jubilee, 1855-1933 (Philadelphia: “Nord-

Amerika” Press, 1934), 13. 
13 Ibid., 16. 
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Redemptorists—Louis and Frank. It was Mr. 

Koch who gathered a few fellow 

parishioners to discuss the prospect and 

financial necessities of an orphanage for 

German speaking children. It was through 

their promptings that “the Revs. Peter 

Carbon of Holy Trinity Church and 

Lawrence Holzer, CSSR, of St. Peter’s, late 

in 1854 chose a joint committee from their 

respective parishes to organize a German 

Catholic Orphan Asylum in Philadelphia. 

These gentlemen purchased for $4,950.00 a 

tract of thirty-three acres at Tacony on the 

Delaware River, about twelve miles from 

Philadelphia, where they erected a three-

and-a-half story building forty by forty-one 

feet.”   

 The Tacony campus itself has a very 

detailed history that can be easily assembled 

through the jubilee books, house chronicles, 

insurance records and archival material in 

both the Redemptorist and chancery 

archives as well as the archives of the 

School Sisters of Notre Dame. “The House 

Chronicle of the Redemptorist Fathers at St. 

Peter’s Church, Philadelphia reports under 

July 1855: ‘There was in our Church and in 

Holy Trinity Church the St. Vincent’s 
 

14 Ibid., 19. 

Orphan Asylum Society 

established to erect an Orphan 

Asylum. At first there was 

some opposition. That 

evening Father Klaholtz 

preached a very impressive 

sermon on the need of such 

institutions. A number of 

collectors were appointed. On 

the fifth Sunday of the month 

there was a meeting of the St. 

Vincent Orphan Society, 

which was very well attended. 

The collectors brought in 

$55.00. Mr. L. Heyer, Mr. L. 

Koch, and Charles Behlen 

were elected Vice President, 

Treasurer, and Secretary 

respectively. The first meeting took place 

July 13, 1855.’”14  

 

  
 
The Laws and Rules of the Tacony Cottage 

Association in Tacony, 1855. 
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 The group purchased two farms in 

Tacony with additional side lots totaling 49 

acres of land for $19,400. The land was 

acquired on October 3, 1855, shortly before 

the election of officers of the corporation. 

When they presented the seller, a Mr. 

Wigfall, with $1,007 and a mortgage on his 

property, the deeds were turned over to the 

group on November 5, 1855 and the next 

day sales of house lots commenced. Eighty-

one lots were sold for $11,723. The 

following week, a second sale of lots 

occurred and this brought in another $8,593. 

A third auction, scheduled for Thanksgiving 

Day, brought the total sale for 1855 to 

$29,000. A subcommittee of the Board, the 

Tacony Cottage Association apportioned six 

cottage lots—about 20 by 250 feet—with 

the sale price of on average $120 each. In its 

 
15 Ibid., 22-23. 
16 The first resident chaplain was Father James 

McNaughten. Little is mentioned about him in the 

School Sisters’ Domestic Chronicle, except to say 

that he was transferred in August, 1860. Thereafter it 

was Father Joseph M. Meurer, CSSR, who remained 

in the job until his transfer in November 1868. An 

English translation of the Domestic Chronicle of St. 

first year of operation, the Association 

yielded a profit of nearly $11,000.15   

 Ground-breaking by Bishop Neumann 

began on Thanksgiving Day (November 20) 

1856. Calls for volunteers went out from the 

pulpits and contracts with builders were 

drawn up. It took eighteen months to erect a 

structure sufficient to house the eleven 

children and three sisters who inaugurated 

the orphanage. J. T. Mahony was the 

architect on the building, which was to 

include a refectory and kitchen in the 

basement, a chapel with a parlor and 

classroom on the first floor, and bedrooms 

and infirmary on the third floor. The priest 

of the Asylum occupied the second floor.16  

An attic was designated for storage.  

 The corner stone was laid on August 15, 

1860. Father Fehlings took up a house-to-

house collection during 

that month and began a 

regular subscription for 

the support of the 

building, a labor which 

netted over $1,400 that 

month. Thereafter the 

regular use of captains 

for door-to-door 

collections of five and 

ten cents per household 

became normative.  

 The first Mass in the 

chapel occurred on May 

20, 1861, on Pentecost 

Monday, when ten 

children received their 

first communion. 

Children dined together 

but were otherwise 

Vincent’s Orphan Asylum, Tacony, PA, from the 

original German are found, together in the Archives 

of the School Sisters of Notre Dame, Villa Assumpta, 

Baltimore, Maryland. Copies of this translation may 

be found in the Philadelphia Archdiocesan Historical 

Research Center and the RABP. 
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separated into two wings of the building, 

whose front and back side you can see here. 

 The early days of the orphanage at 

Tacony were not stress free. Well before the 

opening, in March 1857, the first orphans—

sixteen—who until then had found shelter 

with the School Sisters of Notre Dame at St. 

Peter’s, were received into the new asylum. 

In February 1859, three Sisters of the Third 

Order of St. Francis, founded by Bishop 

Neumann, took charge of the institution, but 

ten months later, they were recalled to the 

motherhouse in Philadelphia. The School 

Sisters succeeded them. On their first day in 

their new ministry, December 6, 1859, the 

chronicler of the School Sisters noted that 

“the number of orphans was ten girls and 

seventeen boys, among whom thirteen were 

covered with sores all over their bodies. The 

whole equipment was meager in every way; 

cotton altar linens were used. The children 

had no clothing to change, only the one 

outfit they had on. In school there were three 

proper desks, in the parlor six plain green 

chairs. Rough boards served as table in the 

kitchen. To the institution belonged about 

thirty acres of land, an old log house, in 

which the gardener, Wetter, lived with his 

wife. A stable and barn, three cows, about 

 
17 English translation of the Domestic Chronicle of 

St. Vincent’s Orphan Asylum, Tacony, PA, from the 

original German in the Archives of the School Sisters 

of Notre Dame, Villa Assumpta, Baltimore, 

Maryland. The children’s first new clothes were 

supplied for Easter Sunday. 

twenty chickens, which the gardener had to 

take care of. Such was the situation.”17   

 Despite these problems, the country 

setting and organizational structure of 

governing the asylum was given ratification 

by the Redemptorist Superior General, 

Nicholas Mauron, who decreed that all 

future orphanages were to follow the model 

set up in Philadelphia.18   

 From the original 27 asylees, the 

orphanage grew by the dozen. At the end of 

1860, the number reached 50 children. By 

1866 there were 131 children under the care 

of four School Sisters of Notre Dame and 

five candidates. In the first fifty years of its 

existence, between 1857 and 1907, St. 

Vincent’s Orphan Asylum sheltered about 

2,500 children. They continued to come 

despite bouts of diphtheria, whooping 

cough, typhoid fever and measles. To treat 

diphtheria, the sisters used warm 

applications of unpeeled, boiled potatoes 

and turpentine. The chronicler proudly 

stated that the doctor’s medicine had failed 

while this homemade remedy worked. “By 

April all the children were well again.”  The 

remedies did not always work. Many 

children died of consumption. One gardener 

after another had health problems and 

several died of pneumonia. The sisters, too,  

18 See the circular letter of the Rector Major, 

Nicholas Mauron, to the superiors of the American 

Province, April 8, 1862, in Joseph Wuest, Annales 

Congregationis SS. Redemptoris Provinciae 

Americanae, 4:2 (Boston: Congregation of the Most 

Holy Redeemer, 1914), 12-14. 
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were not immune and frequently contracted 

diseases or developed other maladies. 

 Many fund-raising schemes were put in 

place to supplement the income generated 

by door to door collections. The German 

Catholic weekly, Nord Amerika, 

Philadelphia, was published in the interest of 

the institution.19 Several vocations also 

emerged from within the Tacony Asylum. In 

1865, an orphan girl, Margaret Lembert, age 

20, became the first female vocation. She 

entered the Franciscan Sisters of 

Philadelphia that January as a candidate 

after having spent the previous four years at 

Tacony. She did not last long, having died of 

cholera later that September.  

At least two Redemptorists, Fathers 

George Philips and Charles Shenckl, shown 

above left to right, were former asylees. 

 Among the most important additions to 

the asylum occurred on September 14, 1871, 

when the orphanage received a copy of the 

icon of Our Mother of Perpetual Help, 

which was given by two New Yorkers. St.  

 

 
19 Byrne, 180-181. 

 

Vincent’s has lasted into this century, 

though today the entire property is presently  

being developed. The only building 

currently in use is a modern structure that 

serves as an emergency shelter for women 

and their children. 
 

Conclusion: Father Ed Adler 
 

 I return for a final thought on 

Redemptorists involved in orphan work. 

There is great merit in studying the history 

of Redemptorist involvement with 

orphans—their organizational and pastoral 

interventions helped guide the development 

both of child welfare agencies in America 

and the place of children in ordinary 

Catholic consciousness. Some were 

pioneering while others continued to pick up 

the thread left by their predecessors. Some 

Redemptorists and their lay boards were 

involved in acrimonious struggles with city 

and state agencies whose regulatory 

oversight was considered a threat to Catholic 

notions of charitability. Nonetheless, their  
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actions were consistently on behalf of the 

children in their charge. Even in the 

twentieth century, when attention was turned 

away from work in the orphanages, some 

spent themselves in faithful service to those 

without parents or immediate guardians.  

 Among these was Father Edward Adler. 

He was described by Father Charles 

Fehrenbach as somewhat like Silent Cal 

Coolidge. He was aloof, simple, and a man 

of few words. Among the first Redemptorist 

graduate students at the Catholic University 

of America, Adler spent most of his life in 

Washington. 

He helped set the pipes in the new Holy 

Redeemer College when the Redemptorists 

moved into the building in 1933. His main 

ministry, however, was the chaplaincy for 

the St. Vincent’s Girls’ Orphanage (later the 

St. Vincent’s School and Home), run by the 

Sisters of Charity of St. Joseph, at Fourth 

and Edgewood Streets in the Northeast 

section of the city.  

He offered daily Mass there at 6 a.m. 

and gave the children there perhaps the only 

fatherly figure they had ever known. “He 

told them stories, played games with them, 

took their pictures, wrote for their little 

magazine and was, above all, a very 

effective teacher of religion in the 

classroom.”20  He also brought the School 

and Home’s alumnae back for a reunion 

after it closed. He became known as the 

Daddy of Orphans owing in part to his 

faithfulness at their rites of passage—from 

graduation to first job to celebrating their 

weddings.21  What higher compliment could 

there be? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
20 See Charles Fehrenbach, “Obituary: Reverend 

Edward Joseph Adler, C.Ss.R.,” Redemptorist 

Chronicle 34:4 (May/June 1983): 6-8, here at 7.   
21 See “Fr. Joseph Adler dies, was chaplain at St. 

Vincent’s,” Catholic Standard (Washington, 

D.C.)(January 13, 1983): 26. The accompanying 

cover note to this obituary by then-Provincial Father 

Joe Kerins, C.Ss.R., indicates that it was prepared by 

Father Francis X. Murphy, C.Ss.R. 
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Marking The Centenary of the 

English-speaking  

Redemptorists in Canada 

By Virginia De Witt, Archivist for the 

Edmonton-Toronto Redemptorists 

 

The Toronto Province, established on May 19, 

1918, celebrated its 100th anniversary with an 

appropriately commemorative project. M.C. 

Havey, who by 2018, had been Archivist of the 

Edmonton-Toronto Province for close to two 

decades, was commissioned by Provincial 

Superior Mark Miller to write “a history of the 

houses which focused on the human 

dimension” of the Congregation.  She rose to 

the challenge by authoring The Redemptorists 

in English-speaking Canada (2018) which 

encompasses the history the Toronto Province. 

It includes within its history the creation of the 

Edmonton Vice-Province (1945–1961) and 

eventual growth into a separate Edmonton 

Province (1961–1996). It finally merged in 

1996 with Toronto’s Province to become the 

Edmonton-Toronto Province. A further 

development has occurred since the book’s 

publication, as the new Province of Canada 

was established on August 1, 2019. The existing provinces of Edmonton-Toronto, Ste. Anne-de-

Beaupré, and Yorkton are regions within the new province until complete integration is 

achieved. 

 Fr. Miller notes in an introductory letter that he wanted especially to “celebrate the 

independence of the mostly English-speaking Redemptorists for Canada, moving beyond the 

strong German flavour of the Baltimore province in the United States.” This meant the history 

needed to reflect a still growing country’s burgeoning sense of its own identity – religious, 

cultural and social. In 1918, Canada was emerging from the experience of the First World War 

no longer seeing itself as a colonial outpost of the British Empire, but as an emergent country 

with an important victory at Vimy Ridge (1917) under its belt; a country determined to demand 

control of its own future.  It is this sense of newly felt independence that M.C. Havey so aptly 

summons in her work by demonstrating that the early 20th century generation of Canadian 

Redemptorists were energetic and eager to seize the opportunity to make a difference in their 

Congregation’s future. 

The book is laid out to illustrate the historic growth of Redemptorist presence in English-

speaking Canada from east to west, whether it entailed taking the reins from Belgian or 

American Redemptorists in well established parishes in New Brunswick, Quebec, or Ontario or 

striking out on the vast plains, prairies and mountains of the Canadian West.  The author has 

carefully chosen archival anecdotes and photographs which manage to keep the lived experience 

of the confreres confronting these various situations front and centre. Sometimes the episode 
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depicted is a major event, such as a young Fr. Henry McGuire, C.Ss.R., preaching one of his first 

missions at a Holy Name rally held on the baseball park adjacent to St. Peter’s Church, St. John 

NB in 1926 (see photo above).  

 Or it might be noting the telling details in the everyday life of a priest travelling to the 

out-missions in the mountains of British Columbia. Fr. Joseph Boyle, C.Ss.R., (see photo below) 

served the parishes of Nelson, British Columbia for almost 50 years in the mid-20th century.  The 

author notes how he was “well-remembered as his 

Volkswagon Beetle travelled the rocky roads, Fr. Boyle 

made many stops, playing marbles on his knees with 

children and umpiring baseball games,” making clear these 

contacts were as much a part of his ministry as his religious 

duties were.  

 M.C. Havey displays a mastery of the archival material 

at her disposal, and a talent for capturing the energy, 

humour, confidence and, most importantly, the spiritual 

commitment of these English-speaking Canadian confreres. 

She describes them as they throw themselves into the 

founding of parishes, local out-missions, novitiates, major 

and minor seminaries, foreign missions and the duties of 

war chaplaincy. With her keen eye for drawing the human 

aspect of Redemptorist experience from the archival 

material at her disposal, M.C. Havey has made a valuable 

contribution to North American Redemptorist studies with 

this work of historical reference.  

 

Photos courtesy of the Archives of the Edmonton-Toronto Redemptorists
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Redemptorist Pioneers in Alaska 
By Brittnee Worthy, Redemptorist Archives, Philadelphia 

 

Heavy snow, bitter cold, untamed 

wilderness – these are not conditions 

for the faint of heart, but they are 

realities of Alaska. For most of the 

year, Alaska’s Kenai Peninsula is 

cloaked in a thick blanket of white, 

but it is far from warm and cozy. Yet, 

dedicated Redemptorist missionaries 

set out to care for the spiritual welfare 

of the people of this region, as is 

declared in the parish annals for 

Homer, Alaska.  

 

June 1, 1961 

At the invitation of his excellency 

Most Rev. Dermot O’Flanagan, the 

Redemptorists of the Oakland 

Province came to Alaska to have 

pastoral care of Seward and the 

Missions and Stations attached. 

Father Provincial, Very Rev. Thomas 

E. Manwaring, C.Ss.R., came with the 

first two first two Redemptorists to be 

stationed in Alaska. Rev. Joseph 

Palmer, C.Ss.R. is to be superior of 

the group and to be at Seward. Father 

Palmer, because of an appointment 

with a doctor, could not come right 

away. The two members 

accompanying Father Provincial are 

Rev. James Van Hoomissen and 

Father Robert Woodruff. The three 

flew to Anchorage by 707 jet. There 

they were met by His Excellency, 

Bishop O’Flanagan, Msgr. [G. 

Edgar] Gallant, pastor of Holy 

Family in Anchorage, and Father 

[Francis A.] Cowgill, assistant at 

Holy Family. The three Redemptorists 

were taken to the Travelers Inn Motel 

in Anchorage. 

 

Redemptorist brochure, c. 1965 
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At the time of their arrival, Fathers 

Manwaring, Van Hoomissen, Woodruff, and 

Palmer joined the Seward community of 

only around 1500 people. While the 

population may have been small, the 

responsibilities that came with their new 

assignment were certainly not. In answer to 

the call for ministry across the Kenai 

Peninsula, the three Redemptorists and their 

successors would crisscross over 1600 

square miles by car, foot, and bush plane 

each week to minister and serve the people 

of God in this region.   

Historically, Kenai dates to 1791 when 

the Russian fur traders and shipbuilders 

formally settled the peninsula. In 1846, 

Russian monks moved in, building their first 

mission house that today only stands as a 

silent monument in memory of their brief 

presence. However, when Catholicism swept 

across northern Alaska as early as 1862, the 

Kenai Peninsula remained largely 

churchless. That is, until the discovery of oil 

at Swanson River in 1957 triggered the 

construction of a 200-mile modern highway, 

and new communities along its expanse. Of 

course, with new opportunities also come 

the needs of those who take them – in this 

case, spiritual needs. 

 

Sacred Heart, Seward 

The first and most established parish 

upon the arrival of Redemptorists was 

Sacred Heart in Seward. Since Father Joseph 

Palmer’s arrival was delayed because of his 

health, Father Van Hoomissen took initial 

canonical possession of Sacred Heart parish 

as acting pastor from June 7, 1961 until 

Father Palmer was able to arrive on site at 

the end of the month.  

Sacred Heart has the oldest ties to the 

Catholic Church on the Kenai Peninsula. 

Like the rest of the region, the original 

settlers in this area were Russian traders and 

shipbuilders. However, the city of Seward 

was founded in 1903 by John Ballaine and 

Company to build a railroad to the interior. 

In the summer of 1905, Catholic 

missionaries arrived in Seward. After five 

years of gathering funds and resources for 

the construction of the first and only 

Catholic church in the region, the original 

Sacred Heart was completed under the 

charge of Father Matthias Schmidt, S.J., in 

1910.  Despite the many challenges that 

came with WWII as well as rises and falls in 

the community’s Catholic population and 

available priests, Sacred Heart parish held 

on for the next 50 years and served as the 

only Catholic parish on the peninsula. For 

this reason, when Redemptorists took over 

Sacred Heart in 1961, they by extension 

took over the entire Catholic population on 

the eastern Kenai Peninsula. 

 
Sacred Heart Church and rectory, c. 1961 

 

Unfortunately, Father Palmer’s Alaskan 

adventures were short lived. Only a month 

after his arrival, he had to leave Seward for 

his health on August 6, 1961. For the 

following two months, Father Van 

Hoomissen rejoined the Seward community, 

becoming acting pastor for Sacred Heart as 

well as the priest in charge of establishing 

the central mission stations in Soldotna and 

Kenai. On September 29th, Father Edward C. 

O’Neill, C.Ss.R., took over at Seward, 
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where he remained as pastor for the next 

seven years until 1968.  

Two years after joining the Seward 

community, on the March 27, 1964, Father 

O’Neill and Sacred Heart parish suffered a 

massive earthquake of magnitude 9.2. At the 

first sign of the quake, Father O’Neill 

gathered the Church’s records and the 

Blessed Sacrament before rushing to Seward 

General Hospital, knowing that there would 

be injuries and potential casualties. 

Moments after his arrival, one of his own 

parishioners arrived having suffered a heart 

attack. Father O’Neill administered the Last 

Rites and remained at the hospital 

throughout the night to help where needed.  

Seward’s 50-year old, original church 

also met its end during the ‘64 earthquake 

and was officially declared damaged beyond 

repair by the Army Corps of Engineers soon 

after the dust settled. Luckily, plans for a 

new A-frame church had already been in the 

works since December 1961. These plans 

were approved May 8, 1964 and ground was 

broken in June of that year. Half a block 

from the old church, the new Sacred Heart 

church, rectory, and parish hall were 

completed in June 1968, right before Father 

O’Neill transferred to Kodiak.  

The parish continued through the next 

two decades with the help of Fathers Joseph 

Elliot, C.Ss.R., Daniel Debolt, C.Ss.R., 

Edward O’Neill again in 1977, Bernard Van 

Hoomissen, C.Ss.R., and Paul Miller, 

C.Ss.R. In 1985, Sacred Heart Parish 

celebrated its Diamond Jubilee. 

 

Our Lady of Perpetual Help, Soldotna 

Father Van Hoomissen, or Father Van 

as he became affectionately known, is 

particularly well remembered for his success 

in serving mission stations in the “twin 

cities” of Kenai and Soldotna. Soldotna’s 

church, Our Lady of Perpetual Help, or 

OLPH, was built from the ground up by 

Father Van and a group of dedicated and 

skilled volunteers.  

The six-foot, athletic priest from 

Oregon reportedly brought to his assignment 

all the necessary traits for success: high 

physical stamina, determination, and 

youthful personality. In his own account of 

the beginnings of the Alaskan 

mission, which now form part of the 

Alaskan records at the Redemptorist 

Archives, he described the story of 

OLPH as “not about ‘Father So and 

So’ or young volunteers, but the 

outpouring of the people in Alaska 

and in the ‘lower 48’ who were 

guided by a loving Divine Hand.” 

Nevertheless, there were certainly 

key players in spreading the Catholic 

faith across the twin cities, with two 

being Frank and Marge Mullen. With 

what Father Van called their 

“infectious vision,” the Mullens 

helped initiate the plans to begin a 

church in Soldotna and even provided 

a temporary residence to the priest 

while property arrangements for the 

church and residence were underway. 
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A stream of other generous volunteers 

followed, offering their skills in logging, 

construction, welding, plumbing, and 

everything in between. In his account of the 

OLPH story, Father Van was careful to 

name as many volunteers as he could, 

honoring their hard work and generosity.  

OLPH, Soldatna, stands in ruins 

 

Despite the abundance of volunteers 

and their dedication to the cause, building a 

church and residence in the cold Alaskan 

wilderness did not come without its 

struggles. With over a dozen generous and 

hardworking volunteers 

assembled, Father Van and his 

team promptly got to work on a 

new church structure in 

Soldotna. However, God had 

other plans for this church. In 

1964, after a night of 

particularly heavy snow fall 

followed by freezing rain, the 

future church “groaned, twisted, 

and then crashed to the ground,” 

never getting the chance to reach 

completion.  

In the end, these seemingly 

devastating and disappointing 

events proved to be a relief – the 

team soon deemed themselves 

lucky that the structure’s 

instability revealed itself before 

completion and before anyone could get hurt 

inside.  

The charitable response to the 

earthquake damage was tremendous. Help 

came from all over, including members of 

the Catholic community in Anchorage, who 

helped provide new scaffolding and 

supplies. The OLPH crew even received an 

invitation from Bill Pasco of PASCO Steel 

to visit Pomona, California to negotiate a 

solution for a stable frame and roof for the 

next church building. After the initial plan 

for a new structure was in motion, the 

existing OLPH team once again welcomed 

new helping hands. Among these new 

volunteers were five men who became 

known as “Nellie’s Magnificent Five.” 

Nellie Cronin, who operated the “Irish 

House” in Anchorage, a retreat for workers 

who needed a place to stay until breakup for 

work, convinced some of her residents to 

join the effort. The “Magnificent Five” were 

William Digney (also known as Scotty), 

John Moran (stonemason), Jim Kelley 

(carpenter), John McCreary (heavy 

equipment operator), and Pete McCreary.  
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While the “Magnificent Five” and the 

other volunteers worked away on OLPH, 

Father Thaddeus Dean, C.Ss.R., also arrived 

on site, and with him came his own handful 

of helpers. The volunteers worked hard, and 

their work was rewarded when the progress 

on the new church and monastery held 

strong in the same 1964 earthquake that 

destroyed Sacred Heart in Seward.  

Later that spring, the church was 

completed, and the Bishop came to 

consecrate it. Father Van, reflected on the 

grand opening, “I never did know [the 

Bishop’s] reaction, but then who could 

understand except for those pioneers who 

had a hand in it.” It was a place by and for 

the people.  

 

St. Theresa’s Camp, Soldotna  

With the arrival of spring came new 

plans to build a summer camp for the 

children of the homesteaders in Soldotna 

and neighboring communities across the 

Kenai Peninsula. Father Van Hoomissen 

expressed, “nothing was as important as the 

children were.” 

OLPH, Soldatna, today 
 

Upon the arrival of Redemptorists in the 

area, there was already a rudimentary 

summer camp established by Frank and 

Marge Mullen who had the use of property 

on Longmere Lake, which belonged to a 

friend of theirs. The Air Force base in 

Anchorage even willingly donated tents and 

dropped them at the Kenai Airport. The tents 

were later placed on top of wooden “floors,” 

making “cabins” for the campers. “In this 

way, the camp idea was kept alive,” says 

Father Van Hoomissen. 

A year later, the summer camp grew 

exponentially due to generous offer of 

parishioner Tommy May, who gave use of 

his homestead on Loon Lake. May’s favorite 

saint was St. Theresa and so it became 

known as St. Theresa’s Camp.  

In typical Kenai fashion, skilled 

volunteers got to work clearing the property 

of trees, making a road, cutting the logs, and 

building camp structures. At the end of it all, 

the camp had a multi-purpose building, two 

sleeping cabins, a chapel, a sanitary 

building, and a mess hall fit with a 

commercial kitchen. The camp became a 

retreat for children not only from Soldotna 

and Kenai, but from Anchorage and the 

military bases. The camp was also used for 

adult military retreats. 

 By 1970, Soldotna, fit with OLPH 

Church and St. Theresa’s Camp, had come a 

long way from the untamed wilderness the  

 

 

community knew only a decade prior. It is 

worth mentioning, as Father Van puts it, 

“[while] the parishioners were up to their 

eyeballs developing their own shelter, 

making ends meet, raising children, having 

children, and dealing with the same frigid 

weather… whenever they could steal time or 

contribute, they did. It was their church, 

their camp, and their dream.” 
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St. John Baptist, Homer 

The third of the original three priests to 

the Alaskan mission, Father Robert 

Woodruff, was assigned to Homer and its 

neighboring mission station, Ninilchik.  

Located on the southwest side of the 

Kenai Peninsula and on the northern shore 

of Kachemak Bay and Cook Inlet, Homer 

was a small parish slightly removed from 

the other three original Redemptorist posts. 

Though they were the first to set up a church 

in Homer, the Redemptorists were not the 

first Catholic priests to serve the 

community. Prior to the Redemptorist’s 

arrival, Homer received Catholic Mass from 

Father Martin G. Borbeck, S.J., who was 

stationed at Sacred Heart in Seward. After a 

road from Seward to Homer was completed 

in 1950, Fr. Borbeck made monthly trips to 

Homer as well as Ninilchik and Soldotna to 

offer Mass in private homes. 

After Redemptorists joined the 

community in 1961, the first church in 

Homer, St. John Baptist, was built under the 

supervision of Father Robert Woodruff. 

While the church in Homer was under 

construction, Father Woodruff stayed in a 

cabin offered by a generous neighbor named 

Emil Hudec, who was also the owner of  

 

Father Woodruff with St. John the Baptist 

youngsters. 

 

Homer’s Inlet Inn. Along with Mr. Hudec, 

the Homer community opened their arms 

wide, helping the Redemptorists in whatever 

ways they could – providing gas for Father’s 

travels, grocery donations, and, of course, 

helping build and furnish their new church.  

Unfortunately, St. John Baptist Church 

was not as lucky as OLPH in Soldotna 

during the 1964 earthquake. However, most 

of the damage to Homer’s church was due to 

the tidal wave that erupted from the bay, 

rather than the quake itself. Showing their 

faith, the community rose up in support and 

the church was completed within the next 

year. 

By 1971, the community outgrew its 

tiny log church. Since the church became 

too small for the rapidly growing 

community, the diocese saw fit to purchase 

property for a new church that would 

adequately care for parishioners. In 1974, 

Father Richard Strass joined the Homer 

community to see this new church through 

to completion. On June 21, 1975, 

Archbishop Joseph T. Ryan of Anchorage 

blessed the new church. 

The Redemptorists continued to care 

for the Homer parish until 1992, during 

which time nine priests had served the 

parishioners there. Father Strass, who 
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returned to Homer from 1988 

through 1992, was the last 

Redemptorist to serve the parish.   

 

Four Decades of Service 

From their humble beginnings 

in 1961, the Redemptorists went on 

to serve the Kenai Peninsula for 41 

years, with the official end of 

Redemptorist service in 2002. Over 

the course of these four decades, 

nineteen Redemptorist priests helped 

grow these once small communities 

and spread the Catholic faith to those 

who lived there.  To honor these 

men, the communities across the 

Kenai Peninsula gathered to say their 

goodbyes and see off the Redemptorists, 

gifting a plaque with their names. One of 

their number, Father Joseph Palmer, is 

omitted because he left so shortly after his  

 

 

arrival for reasons of health. Nevertheless, it 

celebrates the memories made and hard 

work the Redemptorists completed for the 

Alaskan people. 

 

 

To delve deeper 

into the stories of these 

Alaskan pioneers, 

please contact the 

Redemptorist Archives 

to schedule a research 

appointment. The 

Alaska collection 

currently contains five 

boxes of research 

material, including 

detailed annals, 

numerous photographs, 

corresondence, 

bulletins, and more. 
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Frs. George Mylett and George Foerst, C.Ss.R., with children of the German Congregation 

outside of St. Patrick’s Church, Toronto, 1931, courtesy of the Archives of the Edmonton 

Toronto Redemptorists 

 

“To be people:” Redemptorist Accompaniment 

of the German Congregation in Toronto, 

1929 - 1947 
 

By Virginia De Wit, Archivist, Edmonton-Toronto Redemptorists 

 

“When later I worked among the immigrants in Toronto, those people coming over 

during the depression, many of them with just their bare ten fingers, and not much 

more, I wanted them to be people because that is what Christ wanted. And I tried 

to help them always; first to give them a social life, to give them a reasonable way 

of living in this new and strange land of Canada. I spoke the language; I went 

among them, and always with the view that later on, once they felt they were people 

and they saw that the Church loved them they would come to Christ.” – Fr. Daniel 

Ehman, C.Ss.R. in 19751   

 

We are currently in a moment of crisis where the need for mutual aid is highlighted in a way 

not seen for decades. The Redemptorists’ mandate is designed for a moment such as this – to aid 

and accompany those most in need. Nearly a century ago, as the world stumbled out of a global 

war and then a decade later into a great depression, the Redemptorists’ engagement with the 

German-speaking immigrant population in Toronto offered another such moment; a moment to 

reach out to vulnerable people who were initially marginalized upon their arrival in Canada. Fr. 

Daniel Ehman’s assertion that he wanted the German-speaking immigrants newly arrived in 

Toronto “to be people” is a telling and moving statement. It implies much about their status and 

situation upon arrival in Canada and of how they were viewed by the settled society. The stated 

objective of Redemptorist work with immigrants during this time period had as one goal the 

hope of social assimilation.2 Or, as Fr. Daniel Ehman noted in his statement quoted above, his 

 
1 Typescript of recording made by Fr. Daniel Ehman and sent to Br. Leo, C.Ss.R., 1975, File 9, Box 2, Series 5-06, 

Edmonton Province Fonds, Archives of the Edmonton-Toronto Redemptorists, Toronto, Ontario, Canada.  
2 Undertaking to care for German-speaking Catholics in and around the City of Toronto, File 15, Box 39, Series 7-

33.3, Toronto Province Fonds, Archives of the Edmonton-Toronto Redemptorists, Toronto, Ontario, Canada. The 

founding declaration of the German congregation, undertaken by the Redemptorists “at the urgent request of the 

Most Reverend Neil McNeil, D.D., Archbishop of Toronto,” explicitly sites the reason for engaging German 
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aim as their pastor (1934 – 

1947) was for them “to be 

people,” initially via their 

participation in the Church, 

followed by the firm belief 

that through that 

participation their 

integration into the wider 

society would inevitably 

follow.  

 To fulfill this mandate, 

the Redemptorist Fathers of 

St. Patrick’s Church in 

downtown Toronto, and 

with the crucial support of 

Archbishop Neil McNeil, 

joined a settlement 

movement already well 

underway in Toronto. In the 

wake of the First World 

War (1914 – 1918), 

immigration restrictions 

had been lifted on German 

immigration to Canada and 

by 1930, a new wave of 

more than 90,000 Catholic 

Germans had arrived in 

Canada.3 Contemporaneous 

to this influx of new 

German immigrants was 

the advent of a settlement 

house movement in 

Toronto, begun as early as 19024 but reaching its height in response to the immigration explosion 

from Europe in the wake of the dislocations caused by the war. The settlement movement existed 

to provide financial aid and social services to the newly arrived in Canada and it crossed 

denominational lines. Various Protestant denominations, especially Presbyterian and Baptist, 

were at the forefront of the movement and were enthusiastic evangelists in their work. Well into 

the 1920s, the Catholic response to the post-war wave of immigration in Toronto remained that 

of ministering individually to national communities, mainly Irish and German, within parish 

 

immigrants: “It is evident that it is welfare work and will remain so, chiefly for two reasons: 1. There is a constant 

flow of new immigrants and 2. Those who are here will be Canadianized in time and will then be amalgamated into 

the English-speaking parishes of the City.”  
3 K.M. McLaughlin, The Germans in Canada, (Ottawa: Canadian Historical Association, 1985) 13. 
4 Linda Frances Wicks, “There must be no drawing back: The Catholic Church’s Efforts on Behalf of Non-English 

Speaking Immigrants in Toronto 1889 – 1939”, (Master’s Thesis, University of Toronto, 1998), 82 – 83. 
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boundaries rather than embracing the more all encompassing, assimilationist approach of 

Protestant settlement work during this period.5  

 The Redemptorists serving St. Patrick’s Church were uniquely situated, both geographically 

and spiritually, to respond to the intersection of Catholic immigration from German speaking 

Europe and the challenge of competing faiths. St. Patrick’s was located only a few blocks from 

St. John’s Ward (aka The Ward), a slum neighbourhood mainly occupied by newly arrived 

immigrants, many of them German Catholics. By 1929, it was evident the situation within the 

Ward and its adjacent area could no longer be handled in the traditional way.  As Linda Wicks 

notes in her research on the Toronto settlement movement, “Well within the boundaries of St. 

John’s Ward, a building at 84 Gerrard Street West was purchased by the Central Neighbourhood 

House. By 1912, eighteen institutions, primarily sectarian, were doing philanthropic work.”6 

 The founders of Central Neighbourhood House, University of Toronto students and social 

activists, opened their non-sectarian settlement house in 1911 and met with immediate success as 

“a democratic meeting space and a social centre” open to all. Its monthly attendance quickly rose 

to 2000 a month.7 By 1929, it was evident to both the Redemptorists at St. Patrick’s and 

Archbishop Neil McNeil, that the time had come to address the situation in their own backyard; a 

still growing immigrant population who were ever more exposed, over time, to competing 

religious and political movements and who represented an enormous potential loss of souls for 

the Catholic Church.  

 The Redemptorist response was to call upon their 

own German tradition and experience to connect with 

German parishioners in their parish. This was not new 

at St. Patrick’s. In February 1881, a mere month after 

the Redemptorists had taken over the parish at the 

request of Archbishop John Lynch, they invited Fr. 

Krein, a German-speaking Redemptorist from Quebec 

to offer Mass in the vernacular for the still small 

German population in Toronto. In May 1884, the 

annalist at St. Patrick’s records a week-long mission 

preached solely for the benefit of Germans in the 

parish.8 These initiatives died out, however, as the 

local German population gradually assimilated into 

English-speaking Toronto by the end of the century.   

The invitation extended to the German-speaking 

Fr. Paul Stroh (at right) of the Baltimore Province 

would be to solve a more challenging problem than the 

19th century Redemptorists had to face in Toronto. The 

 
5 Wicks, “There must be no drawing back,” 85. Wicks writes that “Canonically, it was the responsibility of the 

Archbishop to erect national or ethnic parishes and chaplaincies to serve the spiritual needs of the culturally distinct 

communities. Beginning with Archbishop McEvay’s administration in 1908, the Church in Toronto recognized the 

need to provide ethnic clergy and religious orders to the non-English speaking immigrant community.”  
6 Wicks, “There must be no drawing back,” 84. 
7 “About:History,” Central Neighbourhood House, accessed August 27, 2020, http://www.cnh.on.ca/about/history 
8 Entry for May 15, 1884 from Annals of St. Patrick’s Church, Toronto – “On this day Rev. L. Ginnen came here to 

give a mission for the Germans of this city. The mission opened on May 15th and lasted a full week, exercises being 

conducted in the evening only. The mission did a great deal of good.” File 1, Oversized Box 50, Series 7-33.1, 

Toronto Province Fonds, Archives of the Edmonton-Toronto Redemptorists, Toronto, Ontario, Canada. 

http://www.cnh.on.ca/about/history
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Redemptorists of the Toronto Province needed him to assist them in ministering to a disparate 

group of ethnic Germans from the now defunct Austro-Hungarian Empire, as well as Hungary, 

Romania and Russia who were emigrating en masse to Canada in the wake of the First World 

War. The only thing they had in common was language and religion. Upon arrival in August 

1929, Fr. Stroh quickly got to work, and by October 6th was presiding at the first German 

language Mass in Toronto for many decades, to a very enthusiastic response. So much so that by 

the spring of 1930 the German Mass was integrated into St. Patrick’s weekly schedule and 

allowed in the church.  

 In July 1930, Fr. Stroh was joined by another German-speaking Redemptorist of the 

Baltimore Province, Fr. George Foerst, who assisted in the pastoral care of the German 

congregation. The first German Mission preached was on Sunday September 31, 1930. It lasted a 

week and was preached by Fr. Joseph 

Schagemann, C.Ss.R., of Lima, Ohio. The 

essential Catholic spiritual practices were in place.  

 In October 1930, Fr. Stroh succeeded in taking 

the next major institutional step. He successfully 

petitioned for the use of the Parish Centre on the 

south side of St. Patrick’s for use as a Catholic 

Settlement House (Katholisches Vereinshaus). It 

opened in 1931, next door to St. Patrick’s church, 

on McCaul Street in Toronto, a few blocks west 

of the Ward. In a speech given to a local Catholic 

Women’s League that April, Fr. Stroh made an 

explicit connection between the settlement 

movement and the Church’s social work. In his 

address, Fr. Stroh demonstrated this relationship 

and then, according to a reporter present, drew the 

conclusion that “the Church had always used the 

settlement method.” 

 

In a settlement house, we could have a Child Welfare Clinic, various clubs for the 

children teaching them sewing, singing, etc. We could do many things that seem to have 

no bearing on religion, but which in reality have, for these people will see that the 

Church wishes to identify herself with every phase of their lives, and thus will be drawn 

closer to her.9 

 

 How it worked in practice was that services offered were aimed at easing the burden on 

women who had to work, thus childcare and homemaking skills were emphasized. During the 

period 1932 – 1933 for example, offerings included - a kindergarten with enrolment of 45; 

classes in cooking, rug-making, knitting, home nursing, embroidery, and sewing; a Boy Scouts 

brigade, English lessons and various other handiworks and crafts.10 

 
9 “Catholic Charities – Fathers Stroh and Foerst Leaving Settlement,” an article dated June 14, 1934 which records 

the details of Fr. Stroh’s speech given on April 21, 1931 to an organization meeting of Toronto Subdivision No. 4, 

C.W.L. File 11, Box 62, Series 7-33.3, Toronto Province Fonds, Archives of the Edmonton-Toronto Redemptorists, 

Toronto, Ontario, Canada. 
10 “The Catholic Settlement An Explanation and Call to action,” an article produced by Catholic Settlement House 

detailing activities offered, along with membership numbers, and the added detail that throughout 1932 – 1933, 

Catholic Settlement House opened in 1931 on McCaul 
Street, around the corner from St. Patrick's Church, 
Toronto. 
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Fr. Stroh continued to 

articulate the importance of 

these settlement activities 

and their relationship to the 

Church publicly; they 

“could … SEEM to have no 

bearing on religion, but … 

in reality have, for these 

people will see that the 

Church wishes to identify herself with every phase of their lives, and thus will be drawn closer to 

her.”11  In the same speech he outlined the most essential part of Catholic settlement work, “to 

burn with a holy enthusiasm to impart our conviction to others, to gain our way into their hearts, 

in order to implant there a greater love of God and a more active desire of serving Him.”12   

In this passionate desire to actively convert “weak Catholics” back to the “True Faith”; to 

keep them in the fold and draw strict sectarian lines vis à vis Protestantism, Fr. Stroh drew the 

basic outlines of Catholic settlement work and laid a crucial foundation upon which his successor 

built.   

The sustained engagement of the Toronto Redemptorists with their German congregation 

was just beginning. Fr. Daniel Ehman took over from Fr. Stroh as pastor to the German 

congregation in June 1934 and during the next 13 years, he built on Fr. Stroh’s work in an 

energetic, determined and systematic way.  In an initial blast of organizational activity (1934 – 

1935) he founded the Legion of Mary, Catholic Youth Organization (CYO), Church and men’s 

Choir, Holy Name Society, Holy 

Rosary Society, and Sodality of the 

Children of Mary. Fr. Ehman was 

determined to further buttress the 

spiritual welfare of the congregation 

by creating a host of programs to offer 

financial aid during a time of high 

economic stress. The Infant Jesus Day 

Nursery (founded 1936; under the 

care of the Felician Sisters from 

1938), and operated through Catholic 

Settlement House, was a non-

sectarian nursery for the children of 

working mothers in the 

neighbourhood. Fr. Ehman set up a 

 

“about 3000 articles of clothing were distributed,” File 6, Box 62, Series 7-33.3, Toronto Province Fonds, Archives 

of the Edmonton-Toronto Redemptorists, Toronto, Ontario, Canada. 
11 “Catholic Settlement Work,” a typescript of an address given by Fr. Paul Stroh on May 9, 1931, File 6, Box 62, 

Series 7-33.3, Toronto Province Fonds, Archives of the Edmonton-Toronto Redemptorists, Toronto, Ontario, 

Canada. 
12 “Catholic Settlement Work,” Archives of the Edmonton-Toronto Redemptorists. 

Cooking class at Catholic Settlement House, Toronto, 1932 

Kindergarten class at Catholic 
Settlement House, Toronto, 1932 
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pre-natal and post-natal clinic (1934) at Settlement House to offer care for mothers; a Child 

Welfare Clinic (1935); and a Specialized Tonsil Clinic and Well Baby Clinic (1937) to further 

assist stressed families. In the late 1930s, he founded a Credit Union to assist parishioners in 

accessing small loans to help them purchase their first homes, and a Funeral Society to help 

parishioners defray the costs of burial of their loved ones. 

 Fr. Ehman combined 

his administrative skill with 

an active involvement with 

the congregation. In a 

monthly report from 1936 

he recorded making 241 

personal visits into homes, 

contacting 616 people, not 

including visits to the sick 

in homes and hospitals. 

Each month, he supervised 

1,100 children at Catholic 

Settlement House, 

averaging 153 children 

daily.13 A housekeeper at 

Settlement House 

remembered, “He worked 

day and night. He never 

stopped. No matter who 

came to the door, he looked 

after everyone.”14 

However, Fr. Ehman did 

not work alone. The work of 

women religious at Catholic 

Settlement House must be noted. The Felician Sisters took over the Day Nursery in 1938, work 

which they continued to perform for the next 50 years.  

 Even with his administrative and organizational achievements, Fr. Ehman remained diligent 

in creating ways to continue engagement with the German congregation. He instituted new 

customs for them to participate more fully in parish life. In April 1935, the first Passion Play was 

staged at Easter, a tradition that would continue for two decades. In October 1935, the first 

Catholic Day (Katholikentag) was also celebrated on the Feast of Christ the King at St. Patrick’s 

church. The Catholic press in Toronto took note of the “German Catholic Day” and summed up 

precisely what Fr. Ehman was working to achieve. 

 

The convention is absolutely non-political. No political leader of any party has been 

invited to attend. The purpose of the convention is simply to re-animate the devotion and 

faith of the German-speaking people of the Province in all that tradition and training has 

taught them to hold dearest in life. At the same time, they wish to demonstrate their 

 
13Sister Mary Agnes Pitzer, As Ever, (Rev.) Daniel Ehman, C.Ss.R. (Toronto: Congregation of the Most Holy 

Redeemer, 1977), 61-62. 
14 Pitzer, As Ever, 66. 

Fr. Daniel Ehman, C.Ss.R., with a Felician Sister, at Catholic Settlement House 
Christmas Party, Toronto, 1941 
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solidarity with their fellow Catholics who, though speaking other tongues, belong in the 

same Catholic supra-national Church of the ages, the Mother of all.15 

 

Fr. Ehman showed his understanding of the German mind and German culture, via his 

carefully thought out efforts to offer meaningful events. He wrote in 1937 of his continuing 

concern that thousands of Germans in Toronto were still falling away from the Church and were 

“being absorbed by German Clubs of which there is one that is out and out Communist, one that 

is Nazi, one that is just a German “Kultur” club that has openly declared its antipathy to the 

Church.”16  By initiating a Catholic alternative to explicitly ideological organizations he 

successfully created a unifying spiritual environment, which had the added advantage of staving 

off the temptation to political extremism so 

popular at the time. Further, in designing a cradle 

to grave response to the economic catastrophe that 

had beset the unemployed and working poor 

immigrants in Toronto, Fr. Ehman’s goal was to 

ensure their sense of material well-being. By 

laying the groundwork of physical security, he 

was able to compound their sense of personal 

well-being through the spiritual offices of the 

Church.  

This sustained engagement by the 

Redemptorists with an impoverished German 

congregation at St. Patrick’s forged a way of 

accompaniment which ensured the spiritual and 

material well-being of thousands during a period 

of great unrest and uncertainty. They did this by 

utilizing an established secular template for social 

work – the settlement house. Catholic Settlement 

House allowed the Redemptorists at St. Patrick’s, 

to offer pastoral care to their German 

congregation by making the connection between 

their religious lives and their social/cultural lives 

explicit. In doing so, the Redemptorist priests at St. Patrick’s succeeded in neutralizing the 

effects of the most disaffecting elements of the surrounding culture and thereby preventing 

thousands of German-speaking Catholic immigrants from potentially leaving the Church.  

 The foundational work done by Frs. Stroh, Foerst and Ehman particularly, would continue to 

be a touchstone for succeeding Redemptorist pastors of the German Congregation. The challenge 

of ministering to an ethnic national congregation, keeping disparate factors of culture, language, 

and politics, at bay while encouraging unity around language, social interaction and religious life 

would be ongoing throughout the 20th century. Another great wave of German immigration 

occurred after the Second World War and the example that these early Redemptorists offered 

 
15 “German Catholic Day in Toronto – Loyal Demonstration to Christ the King,” The Catholic Register and 

Canadian Extension, October 24, 1935, 8,  https://archive.catholicregister.org/library/1925-

1949/The_Catholic_Register_10_24_1935.pdf#page=9&zoom=100 
16 Correspondence from Fr. Daniel Ehman to Procurator General, April 26, 1937, File 13, Box 39, Series 7-33.3, 

Toronto Province Fonds, Archives of the Edmonton Toronto Redemptorists, Toronto, Ontario, Canada. 

https://archive.catholicregister.org/library/1925-1949/The_Catholic_Register_10_24_1935.pdf#page=9&zoom=100
https://archive.catholicregister.org/library/1925-1949/The_Catholic_Register_10_24_1935.pdf#page=9&zoom=100
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provided vital inspiration. They had struck the right balance between strong organizational and 

administrative skills and enthusiastic engagement with all aspects of their parishioners’ lives. As 

important, the Redemptorists of St. Patrick’s had obtained and maintained the support of their 

Archdiocese in addressing an urgent pastoral problem by adapting a popular social movement to 

Catholic ends. Catholic Settlement House proved to be an enormously effective institution for 

combining social, cultural and spiritual cohesion in difficult times and thus a crucial instrument 

for allowing newly arrived immigrants unfamiliar with the language and culture of their new 

country to truly be people within the auspices of the Church.  

 

Excepting the last on p. 31, all photos courtesy of the  

Archives of the Edmonton-Toronto Redemptorists 
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