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In April 2012, Bob Tedeschi, a reporter 

for The New York Times, reached out to the 

Baltimore Province archives with an inquiry.  

He had been tipped off by Fr. Peter Schineller, 

SJ, at the Jesuits’ New York Province archives 

that Redemptorists had ministered on New 

York City’s several islands—sites that housed 

a lunatic asylum, prison, poor house, quaran-

tine station and other buildings that deliber-

ately sequestered and isolated the most aban-

doned members of society.  Tedeschi won-

dered whether the Redemptorists have any re-

cord of their work with these people, espe-

cially in the decade prior to the Civil War? 

In fact, the archives possess several items 

related to this urban ministry.  This essay as-

sembles the sources.  The islands to which 

Tedeschi referred are Blackwell’s Island, 

Ward’s Island, Randall’s Island, and Staten 

Island.  Governor’s Island was being used as a 

fort and was not the object of pastoral care.  

Ellis Island had yet to be built and did not be-

come active until 1890.  This famous immigra-

tion inspection station was preceded by Castle 

Garden, at the southernmost tip of Manhattan,  

 

which began its operations about 1855.  But 

even prior to that Redemptorists were active in 

a ministry to new arrivals and the social out-

casts that were collected in the city’s welfare 

institutions along the East River.  The city it-

self recognized the importance of social wel-

fare agencies from at least the seventeenth cen-

tury.  The first recorded legislative act to erect 

an alms house, for instance, occurred Septem-

ber 26, 1693, and provided for a “Ministry” for 

the maintenance of the city’s outcasts as well 

as a tax levied for the support of “one good 

minister for each” of the various neighborhood 

institutions dedicated to that work.1 

The city’s care for the poor, sick and des-

titute was never optimal and the numbers of 

poor that drove policy (it was never the re-

verse) could be daunting.  In his 1823 Board of 

Charities report to the New York Secretary of 

State, J. V. N. Yates wrote that along the Hud-

son River there were “no less than 12,270 per-

manent and occasional paupers…being far 

more than one half of all the paupers of the 

state.”  He lamented the fact that the City of 

New York alone had nearly 1,700 permanent 
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legislature’s ability to inculcate “correct moral 

habits, it is feared that this mass of pauperism 

will at no distant day form a fruitful nursery 

for crime.”2  Vagrants and “out door 

poor” (homeless people) were seen as a pesti-

lence in need of purifi-

cation.  If that meant 

removal or sequestra-

tion from others, there 

was no hesitation.  In 

the 1820s the Alms 

House at Bellevue 

Hospital took inmates 

that were sometimes 

lice-ridden and filthy, 

suffering small pox, 

dying from consump-

tion, or were otherwise 

paupers with no other 

place to go.  Accord-

ing to one report of 

commissioners visiting 

from Philadelphia, in 

the wards of Bellevue 

groups of twenty five 

were crowded into 

rooms about 22 feet by 45 feet and divided by 

race and ethnicity.  “The Americans are gener-

ally by themselves; so are the Irish; and the 

Blacks also have their separate apartments.”3  

Improvements to these conditions were sought 

off Manhattan, but within a manageable prox-

imity to the city’s resources.  The East River 

islands were a logical place.  Social welfare of 

the city’s undesirables or incurables would be 

kept at arm’s length.   

 We know that Catholics were on these is-

lands.  In 1851 there were 214 out of 441 in-

mates at Blackwell’s Island alone who pro-

fessed to be Catholic.  The others, except for 

16 Jews, were Protestant (211).4  That there 

was a significant Catholic presence among the 

waifs given over to the care of the Alms House 

on Blackwell’s Island is clear from the intake 

manifests, which are heavily laden with Irish 

names, many of which were likely from Catho-

lic families.5 

 The islands themselves served different 

functions at different periods in the city’s his-

tory.  Briefly, Ward’s Island was named for 

Jasper and Bartholomew Ward, two seven-

teenth century settlers who were the island’s 

early developers.  Over time, it was used as a 

burial ground, a refuge for sick and poor immi-

grants (during the 1850s, it was among the 

largest hospital facilities in the world), the 

New York City Asylum for the Insane, which 

opened in 1863, and its successor, the Manhat-

tan State Hospital which, by the time of its 

opening in 1899, was the world’s largest psy-

chiatric hospital with 4,400 patients.  When 

Ellis Island began to receive the world’s 

throngs, Ward’s Island served to absorb the 

overflow. 

 Randall’s Island, located just to the north 

of Ward’s Island, was in the mid-1850s the site 

of the New York House of Refuge, a massive 

juvenile detention facility.6  The concept of a 

youth detention center came from the Society 

for the Prevention of Pauperism which advo-

cated for the separation of young offenders 

A wood engraving representing the New York House of Refuge, Randall’s Island, circa 1853. 
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offenders from the adult prison population.  

The House of Refuge began in 1824 and by the 

end of that decade the reformatory was the ob-

ject of many proselytizers.  Protestant 

“chaplains” served as catechizers, but also as 

social workers and placement supervisors so 

that their influence on their charges was sub-

stantial. Blackwell’s Island, later Welfare Is-

land, has since been renamed Roosevelt Island.  

Originally, it housed the Lunatic Asylum be-

ginning in 1839 and a penitentiary.  An alms 

house was created in 1846, though it was more 

 

Photographs courtesy of the New York Public Library Digital Gallery. 
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aptly called a death house.  Children were par-

ticular victims, often dying from diarrhea or 

typhus.  In 1856, a small pox hospital opened, 

though today its ivy-clad, Gothic ruin stands as 

testament to a bygone era.  It had been de-

signed by James Renwick, Jr., whose architec-

tural portfolio also included the design for St. 

Patrick’s Cathedral.  In 1921 the city changed 

the name of the island to Welfare Island in 

keeping with the general nature of the activi-

ties that went on there.  The bulk of the Re-

demptorists’ ministrations occurred on Black-

well’s Island in the 1850s, though periodic 

transport was arranged between all of these 

islands. 

 Lastly, the Quarantine Station at Staten 

Island, which had been the first stop for many 

vessels traveling into New York Harbor, was 

routinely visited by Redemptorists.  They came 

first from Most Holy Redeemer on East Third 

Street and later from St. Alphonsus on Thomp-

son Street until September 1858, when the citi-

zens of Staten Island—alarmed at the 

“miasma” (aka “Yellow Fever”) arising from 

the quarantine’s precincts—broke into the fa-

cility and burned the complex to the ground.7 

 The exact beginnings of the Redemptor-

ists’ ministry are somewhat difficult to nail 

down.  One of our prior archivists and prov-

ince historians, Fr. John Byrne, C.Ss.R, wrote 

in the Redemptorist Centenaries: 

 

In the early days the Redemptorists 

in New York were engaged in 

many apostolic labors outside their 

parochial sphere.  In 1848 the Rt. 

Rev. Bishop [John] Hughes con-

fided to the Fathers the spiritual 

care of the following public institu-

tions: the penitentiary, the alms-

house and the insane asylum on 

Blackwell’s (now Welfare) Island; 

the home for orphans and aban-

doned children on Randall’s Is-

land; the home for destitute immi-

grants on Ward’s Island, and the 

Quarantine Hospital on Staten Is-

land.8 

 

 This two-sentence snippet contains a num-

ber of clues in getting hold of the story, but 

they also raise some hurdles.  For instance, it is 

difficult to locate correspondence of 

Archbishop Hughes on this matter.  How did 

Father Byrne know that Hughes asked the Re-

demptorists to minister on the East River is-

lands and what occasioned the request in the 

year 1848—a year when cholera invaded the 

city?  Byrne’s citation led to the pages of the 

Chronicle for the American Province, but even 

here information is lacking or spare.  The 

chronicler gives, only in the most oblique way, 

a reference to the care of the infirm and desti-

tute (“cura infirmorum et miserorum”) by the 

Fathers in New York.  There is no specific di-

rective from Hughes that is mentioned, nor is 

there reference to the specific ministries on the 

various islands around Manhattan.  Perhaps 

further information could be found in the par-

ish annals for Most Holy Redeemer, its parish 

files, along with the monumental Annales of 

Father Joseph Wuest.  

From these sources we can begin to 

know the principal players in this ministry, at 

least between the years 1848 and 1856, after 

which the pastoral care of the Islands’ institu-

tions is transferred formally to diocesan clergy.  

The reasons for directing pastoral services to 

this or that group often hinged on concerns of 

ethnic Catholics.  In antebellum New York, the 

Catholic parishes were often built for one eth-

nic group or another and Most Holy Redeemer, 

known early on as “The German Cathedral,” 

was among them.  Founded in 1843 in order to 

enlarge ministry to Germans of the Lower East 

Side, in 1847 it spawned a mission on Thomp-

son Street, St. Alphonsus.  There was consider-

able exchange among the staff at both houses 

and so often if one was absent from a particu-

lar ministry, another would fill in.  The work 

on the islands was frequently met by Redemp-

torists from both parishes. 
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The Germanic population on these islands, 

however, was minimal.  Neither the staff nor 

the inmates housed there were typically Ger-

man and the Redemptorists would often spend 

hours searching for those who were in need of 

German-speaking clergy without encountering 

many.  More often, they gave pastoral care to 

the Irish.  They were not in a position to refuse 

the Redemptorists’ ministrations whenever 

they happened to be present largely because 

Catholic clergy were so rarely seen.  Catholics 

may have made up slightly more than half of 

all inmates, but it was Protestant clergy that 

dominated.  The Irish Catholics on the East 

River islands were not served regularly by the 

curates at St. Mary’s Church on Grand Street 

nor St. Bridget’s on Tompkins Square, both of 

which were staffed by diocesan clergy of Irish 

extraction.  These parishes were almost always 

under-staffed and the pastors there were en-

gaged in the full-time work of resettlement of 

newly arrived immigrants. 

The house chronicles for Most Holy Re-

deemer go back to 1842 and are in Latin, Ger-

man, and English.  The hand writing is some-

times good, sometimes poor.  In Most Holy 

Redeemer’s annals there is a reference to Fr. 

Joseph Müller, the pastor who built the church 

on its present location, who persevered in 

building even while attending to those devas-

tated by the city’s cholera epidemic between 

1848 and 1849.  The house chronicler did more 

than mention this fact.  He wished to take note 

that the priests under Müller’s care were creat-

ing a reputation for fearlessness.  The 

neighborhood considered those willing to serve 

in the midst of a calamity to be heroic and so, 

within the next several years, when Know 

Nothingism was taking hold in some parts of 

the country, the Lower East Side was largely 

immune from such ideology.  Years later, the 

recollections of a farm hand at Mount St. 

Alphonsus in Esopus, New York, tended to 

confirm the impact the fathers’ at Third Street 

made on the local population.9  He affirmed 

that two Redemptorists died after ministering 

at Blackwell’s Island and that another, Fr. 

Robert Kleineidam, C.Ss.R., continued in this 

ministry even after his confreres expired.  

Kleineidam was assigned to Most Holy Re-

deemer until 1856 when he was transferred.  

He lived until 1883, an eventual victim of ty-

phus or “ship’s disease.” 

  

Father Robert Kleineidam 

 

 There were, in fact, three fathers who 

perished from direct contact with the poor and 

abandoned.  All were young men.  The first 

was in America barely three months before 

contracting typhus:  Fr. Adolph Germanus Kit-

tel, C.Ss.R., who was from the province of 

Salesia.  He was only 33 and died June 22, 

1851.  He was the first to be entombed in the 

crypt of Most Holy Redeemer Church, a victim 

of plague and of charity to the stricken.  Scat-

tered typed notes from the parish files, how-

ever, indicate that it was after attending the 
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sick of the Quarantine Hospital on Staten Is-

land that Kittel fell ill, though there is no way 

of telling it was here rather than on one of the 

other islands that he contracted his illness.  The 

notes are anonymously written and there’s no 

supporting documentation to connect his death 

to any particular island.   

The other to fall to typhoid after minister-

ing at Blackwell’s Island was Fr. Wenceslaus 

Charles Ferdinand Kubin, C.Ss.R., a Bohe-

mian, who died at age 29.  When he suc-

cumbed on March 17, 1852, he was also buried 

in the crypt at Most Holy Redeemer.  But here, 

too, we have no definitive statement that his 

illness was contracted at Blackwell’s Island, 

though everyone attributed his death to his 

ministry to those “in the public hospitals.”  

Kubin was followed in the ministry to the sick 

by Fr. Charles De Landtsheer, C.Ss.R., a Bel-

gian who was a secular priest before becoming 

a Redemptorist.  Unfortunately he was a mem-

ber of the order for less than six months before 

expiring on April 2, 1852, after contracting 

typhus.  He, too, is buried in the crypt at Most 

Holy Redeemer. 

Though valiant and deserving of all the 

applicable encomia, none of these fathers was 

the first Redemptorist to minister at Black-

well’s Island.  That distinction belongs to Fa-

ther Jacob (James) Nagel, C.Ss.R., one of the 

priests assigned to Most Holy Redeemer from 

1845 to 1850.  It was Father Nagel, a native of 

Trier, who managed to penetrate the inner 

sanctum of the children’s asylum on Randall’s 

Island beginning in 1848.10  Until 1850 in this 

city Catholic clergy were barred from entering 

“owing to the bigotry of the officials on the 

island.”11  Nagel, however, had managed to 

pass through the gates.  The first Mass was 

said for these urchins in November 1850 and 

about a year later, Nagel began to celebrate 

Mass at Randall’s Island and then take a small 

boat to Blackwell’s Island where he would 

celebrate another “for the bigger kids.”  There 

followed monthly masses, catechetical instruc-

tion, and baptisms.  It should be remembered 

that Nagel’s work among these impoverished 

and sick youth was not his principal assign-

ment.  Like that of his confreres, it was to 

make parochial visitations in the hospitals 

around the city; the work on the East River is-

lands was in addition to his regular labors.  As 

the buildings for the East River asylums grew 

in number, the pastoral needs of their inmates 

increased, but it is for his work with young 

people that Nagel is remembered.  The Chroni-

cle of the American Province noted that : “Fr. 

[James] Nagel was an eminent visitor of these 

places, and especially those dedicated to chil-

dren's welfare, providing a Christian presence 

for German children before the German com-

munity had such a facility.”12  In fact, the city 

would not have a separate child welfare agency 

properly dedicated to Germans until Most 

Holy Redeemer Parish began St. Joseph’s Or-

phan Asylum in 1857.13 

That Fr. Nagel’s ministrations were first 

seems rather definitive, but the precise nature 

of his activities and how he managed to get by 

the gatekeepers is somewhat legendary.  To 

obtain some picture of his work, a contempo-

rary confrere’s vantage may shed light.  From 

1845-1850 Father Albert Schaeffler was sta-

tioned at Most Holy Redeemer.  It is through 

his writings that we have any sense of the con-

nection between the Redemptorists and Black-

well’s Island.  Schaeffler often worked at St. 

Alphonsus, particularly in relation to the 

school and the orphanage overseen by the Re-

demptorists, so he knew the importance of 

ministry to these young outcasts.  Here is a 

translation from Fr. Schaeffler’s German: 

 

On Blackwell’s Island, where the 

poorhouse, the state prison, the in-

sane asylum and a hospital were 

administered by three governors, 

three Protestant preachers were en-

gaged for religious needs. Many 

Catholics were completely ne-

glected because it was difficult for a 

Catholic priest to enter.  One of our 
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priests [Fr. Nagel], although still not 

familiar with English, had himself 

ferried over by boat to find out 

whether there were any German 

Catholics who needed his help.  As 

the clerks spoke to him, and he 

could not understand, they let the 

old dignified priest come in.  He 

found no Germans, but more Irish 

and among them many who were 

sick and urgently longed to receive 

the holy sacraments. 

 In the midst of this great dis-

tress, the following week two 

priests were sent to help investigate 

and the work was taken up.  They 

found no obstacle to their admis-

sion; the cholera had broken out.  

The three Protestant ministers had 

taken to their heels out of fear of 

contagion, and so everyone was 

happy about the arrival of the 

priests.  As long as the epidemic 

lasted, two priests went daily to 

Blackwell’s Island.  One day there 

were four priests busily dispensed 

the sacrament of extreme unction 

and on that day 31 people died.  

This service, in the governor’s eyes, 

prompting them to remark: “The 

Minister’s have a salary and room 

and board, but in time of need they 

run away, and these priests who 

have no salary come daily in order 

to minister to these poor people. 

 After the cholera ceased, Very 

Rev. Father Provincial, Father Ber-

nard [Hafkensheid], visited with us 

and at recreation the occasion pre-

sented itself to discuss Blackwell’s 

Island. Rev. Father Superior ex-

plained that this post had to be 

given up because of a shortage of 

priests and the associated expenses.  

But one of the priests begged Father 

Provincial to see it for himself be-

fore he decided.  This suggestion 

was accepted.  After observing the 

great distress and abandonment of 

the poor Catholics, he made the de-

cision to adopt the proposal.  He 

assigned Blackwell’s Island to the 

care of Father [Robert] Kleineidam, 

whose expenses would be assumed 

by the province. 

 When the danger was over, the 

three Ministers came to take their 

places again, but received the reply: 

“No salary anymore.”  They could 

do as the priests did in their spiritual 

services, but without pay.  As a con-

sequence, two of them no longer 

appeared, but the third continued to 

beg the superintendent.  The gover-

nors resolved to engage two clergy-

men, a Catholic and a Protestant, 

with a yearly salary of $400, plus 

room and board.  So Rev. P. 

Kleineidam was the first Catholic 

Chaplain with a salary of $400; as 

well as housing and food, though he 

had no need of them.  

Father Kleineidam decided to 

provide a chapel with a beautiful 

altar for the celebration of Catholic 

worship.  The altar could be con-

cealed, so that after his Sunday 

preaching and Holy Mass the altar 

could be locked away before the 

Protestants held their preaching and 

singing.14 

  

Father Schaeffler also remarked on the Re-

demptorists at Randall’s Island.  He noted that 

Fr. Kleineidam was ferried back and forth be-

tween Randall’s and Blackwell’s Island with 

some regularity—a relatively mild trip except 

in winter. 

 Finally, among our sources is a little book 

by Father George Dusold, C.Ss.R., which was 

printed in gothic German on the occasion of 

Most Holy Redeemer’s golden jubilee.15  Fa-
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ther John Oberdorfer, C.Ss.R. printed up a later 

translation which took note of the following: 

 

The Fathers also did a great deal 

of external work in the regime of Fa-

ther Mueller.  They had about 20 

mission places to visit [as far north 

as Poughkeepsie].  …At least once a 

month one of the Fathers went to the 

different islands of the East River to 

dispense the consolations of our holy 

religion and the sacraments to the 

inhabitants.  Thus the strayed and 

poor and prisoners of Blackwell’s 

Island, the immigrants on Ward’s 

Island who were held there because 

of sickness or other reasons received 

the aid of the Redemptorist Fathers.  

On Staten Island where the Quaran-

tine Station was located the Fathers 

said Mass and when possible dis-

pensed the Sacraments.  In 1854 the 

Archbishop handed over the care of 

these different islands to several di-

ocesan priests and thus the Fathers 

were freed of this task.16 

 

It is not possible to say whether 

Archbishop Hughes’ removal of the Redemp-

torists from their role as chaplains was occa-

sioned by other than pastoral motives.  Nor can 

it be confirmed that the date supplied by Father 

Dusold (1854) is accurate.  The almanacs and 

directories from that period do not list the Re-

demptorists as being in charge of Blackwell’s 

Island—or any other of the East River islands.  

But in 1857, a diocesan priest, Father Hugh 

Brady, is listed as the minister to the inmates 

on Blackwell’s Island, the first such entry for 

that location.17  In the following years he 

would be replaced by Father Michael Joyce.  

Also Father Ambrose Manahan, D.D., was 

named as ministering to those on Ward’s Is-

land at least by 1854.18  Thus by the mid- to 

late 1850s, Redemptorists were no longer the 

official chaplains in the East River institutions, 

though on occasion they could be found mak-

ing visits.  At the dawn of the Civil War, more 

detailed reports of the activities on the East 

River Islands began to emerge from the ap-

pointed physicians.  Some attention is given to 

the spiritual welfare of those on the islands, 

though no mention is made of the service pro-

vided by Redemptorists.19  Jesuits began a for-

malized ministry to Blackwell’s Island begin-

ning in 1860 and they continued through the 

latter part of the nineteenth century.20 

One more short reference comes from the 

parish files of Most Holy Redeemer and is en-

titled “Historical Sketch of the Church of the 

M. H. Redeemer, N.Y.”  This 30-page type-

script by an anonymous author states the fol-

lowing with remarkable specificity:  

 

The first ministrations of the Fathers 

in this line [to the islands] consisted 

of a weekly visit, on Thursday, to 

Blackwell’s Island.  In 1849 the 

Warden of the Alms-House peti-

tioned Bishop Hughes to send a 

priest to say Mass for the inmates on 

Sunday.  The bishop proposed the 

matter to the Very Rev. Bernard 

Hafkenscheid, C.Ss.R., the superior 

of the Redemptorists in the United 

States, who accepted the charge, as 

the following letter shows: 

 New York, Nov. 16?, 1849 

 Right Rev. Bishop: 

 After mature deliberation upon the 

subject proposed to me, I have the 

honor to inform you by the present 

letter that I find no reason for declin-

ing the acceptance of the spiritual 

attendance of Blackwell’s Island’s 

Catholic inmates.  Though I would 

prefer not to confine ourselves to any 

definite period, yet I may bind my-

self never to give it up, without giv-

ing you notice some months before.  

Moreover, I may expect that your 

Lordship will find some means to 
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liberate us from making the expenses 

required for the conveyance of the 

priest and the duly performance [sic] 

of the divine worship in the chapel to 

be arranged for the purpose.  Father 

Müller will call on your Lordship in 

the course of a few days to make fur-

ther arrangements necessary to carry 

out the object you have in view. 

  /s/ Bernard Hafkenscheid, 

C.Ss.R., Vice-Provincial 

 

The following month, December 

1849, an altar was erected and Mass 

celebrated.  The Bishop afterwards 

arranged with Father Bernard that 

the priest who said Mass on Sunday 

should visit the hospitals on the Is-

land once a week.  Until 1852 the 

Fathers filled this post at their own 

expense, but in January of that year 

the chaplain began to receive an an-

nual salary of $400 which in the 

spring of 1853 increased to $600.  At 

this time he began to render in-

creased service, saying two Mass 

[sic] on the Island every Sunday, and 

preaching twice, once in the prison 

and once in the insane asylum.  The 

same year a new prison was erected, 

in which Mass was said once a 

month.21 

 

The letter of Hafkenscheid to Hughes sur-

vives in a photostatic negative copy in our Pro-

vincial files, which is important for the record 

insofar as the Hughes’ papers are both incom-

plete and scattered between collections at the 

Archdiocesan Archives and the Columbia Uni-

versity Special Collections library.  The parish 

files confirm that the path breaker in the pas-

toral care of those on Blackwell’s Island is Fa-

ther Nagel in 1848, but that precedes the offi-

cial petition of Bishop John Hughes to Father 

Hafkensheid by nearly a year, since the first 

cases of cholera began to appear in New York 

City in December 1848.  Through the winter 

and well into 1849, the disease claimed the 

lives of over 5,000 New Yorkers, forty percent 

of whom were Irish.   

 The most extensive account of Redemp-

torists’ ministries to these unfortunates comes 

through the Most Holy Redeemer House An-

nals for the year 1854 (pp. 68-72).  They pro-

vide further detail on the activities of Redemp-

torists than what has already been mentioned.  

The original text is in German and has been 

ably translated by Father Carl Hoegerl, 

C.Ss.R., archivist emeritus of the Baltimore 

Province. 

 

THE MINISTRY OF THE  

REDEMPTORIST FATHERS  

TO THE ISLANDS IN THE EAST RIVER 

OF NEW YORK CITY  
 

BLACKWELL’S ISLAND 

 

 In the summer of 1848, a priest of our 

Congregation began to visit the so-called 

Blackwell’s Island in order to bring the sacra-

ments to the abandoned and dying Catholics 

there. The visitation took place usually on 

Thursdays every week. 

 The institutions where so many dying Irish 

and some German Catholics required the ser-

vices of this priest were: 

1] the house for the insane (or the Lunatic Asy-

lum); 

2] the poor house (or the Alms House); 

3] the jail (or Penitentiary). 

 Since these institutions in former times 

were visited by Catholic priests only very sel-

dom and in pressing need, the warden of the 

Penitentiary severely forbad our Father any 

further visit to the large hospital of the prison; 

but with this proviso, that if anyone was dying 

and wanted the priest, he himself would send 

for him. But this prohibition lasted only a short 

time, since the priest continued to visit the 

other hospitals of the island every week, no 

further difficulty was made to visiting the hos-
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pital of the Penitentiary. 

 The following years, that is, in 1849, the 

cholera raged during the summer months and 

many died in the hospitals of this sickness in 

great pain. In the same year the institutions of 

this island were placed under the special ad-

ministration of ten governors who soon issued 

the regulation that in all the institutions that 

were under their authority, religious freedom 

was to reign and that it was permitted the min-

isters of every denomination to visit them and 

to preach there. This was naturally very benefi-

cial for the German inmates there. 

 The warden of the Alms House, John 

Fitch, therefore, sought from the archbishop, 

John Hughes, a priest to give the many Ger-

man Catholics an opportunity to attend Mass 

on Sundays. For this purpose he immediately 

had an altar set up upon which in December 

1849, for the first time, a holy Mass was cele-

brated. 

 The archbishop came to an agreement 

with the provincial, Bernard Hafkenscheid, 

that the priest who visited the hospitals once 

every week, from then on, should also on Sun-

days have Mass. And so it happened, for in the 

next two years, 1850 and 1851, our Father said 

a Mass every Sunday in the Alms House 

church. Each time he was picked up either on 

the dock of the 26th Street ferry or at the gar-

den of Bellview. This mission was paid for by 

our monastery. 

 Finally in January 1852, after much argu-

mentation, a salary was awarded by the ten 

governors; that is, the priest was to receive an-

nually $400.00 and his free board as that was 

already awarded to the Protestant preacher. 

After some months, $13.00 were given him 

every month for his board. In the spring of 

1853, when the annual salary of all officials 

was increased, our priest received $50.00 

every month up until now. 

 For this reason our Father, from the begin-

ning of 1852, had a Sunday service every 

month, that is Mass and a sermon in the Peni-

tentiary on Blackwell’s Island, and a second 

Mass and sermon on another Sunday of the 

month in the Lunatic Asylum, Blackwell’s Is-

land. 

 Since during the summer of 1853, part of 

the new Work House was completed, from that 

time on, every month, a Sunday Mass was 

celebrated. Since the first Mass every Sunday 

began at eight o’clock in the morning in the 

Alms House church, the priest afterwards went 

to one of the other institutions to say a second 

Mass there. The candles on the various altars 

were usually taken care of by the Board of 

Governors; as also $50.00 were allowed the 

priest in May 1854 to set up an altar in the 

Work House. 

 In this regard, the observation cannot be 

omitted that Father Albert Schaeffler contrib-

uted much by word and deed that the begin-

ning and continuance of this mission was as-

sumed and carried on by our monastery. The 

provincial, Father Bernard, also deserved much 

praise for his gifts, such as rosaries and books. 

 

RANDALL’S ISLAND 

 

 On Randall’s Island, opposite Harlem, 

there is an institution where, at the expense of 

the city of New York, orphans, as well as poor 

and abandoned children, are brought up. Be-

fore their twelfth or fourteenth birthday, they 

are bound out to people of the city. Their num-

ber varies: sometimes there are a thousand, 

sometimes twelve hundred and also more than 

that. 

 Just about in the middle of the island, two 

large hospitals have been built for sick chil-

dren, in which, around two or three children 

die every week. Religious services are held 

every Sunday in the school house by Protestant 

preachers. 

 At the beginning, this institution was also 

closed to the visitation of the Catholic priest, 

until the same Father who usually went to 

Blackwell’s Island made the effort for the first 

time in the summer of 1850, together with 

Governor McLoughlin, to bring the consola-
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tion of the Catholic faith to the abandoned 

Catholic children on Randall’s Island; and af-

terward in the hospitals to impart the sacra-

ment of baptisms to the dying. 

 From that time on, this Father continued to 

visit these children almost every week. When 

he arrived on the island, he went first to the 

hospitals to baptize only the dying; or also 

those whose parents were still living and were 

Catholic. Then he went to the Playhouse of the 

girls and smaller boys whom he instructed in 

catechism and their prayers. Afterwards he 

went to the Playhouse of the bigger boys with 

whom he also prayed and to whom he gave 

instructions. 

 In November 1850, he celebrated the first 

Mass in the schoolhouse and preached; after 

that he had a Sunday service every month until 

November 1851 when it was forbidden him by 

his provincial superior to celebrate Mass there, 

because it was too difficult for him. After he 

had a Mass and a sermon on Blackwell’s Is-

land, he then went to Randall’s Island in a little 

boat to celebrate a second Mass there. 

 In respect to these little children, the 

writer does not want to leave unmentioned the 

following little incident. A young Irish woman 

had a four-year-old girl here in the hospital. 

She was too poor to have her cared for in the 

city. The girl became very sick and actually 

eventually died. When the mother came again 

to the island to visit her, she heard, to her great 

consternation, that her child had died some 

time before and was already buried. At this, 

she was overcome with great sorrow, not so 

much because of the death of her child, but 

more because she had not yet had the child 

baptized. 

 Only a tiny ray of hope still gave her cour-

age. She had heard that now and again a 

Catholic priest came to this hospital. He might 

possibly have baptized the sick child with the 

others. She inquired for the name and dwelling 

of this Father. And when she actually found 

him, she asked him with fear and trepidation if 

her child before dying had received the sacra-

ment of baptism. The Father goes and looks in 

his little baptismal book and finds that on a 

certain day and month, he had baptized a child 

who had the same name and same age as the 

one in the hospital. 

 On hearing these words, the mother was 

almost beside herself with joy. After thanking 

the Father heartily, she said that she could live 

in peace now that she knew that the soul of her 

beloved child was saved and was already in 

heaven. 

 

WARD’S ISLAND 

 

 This island also lies in the East River near 

Harlem between Randall’s and Blackwell’s 

islands. It is used for the detention of those im-

migrants who are too sick and helpless to un-

dertake the trip to their friends in the interior of 

the country. Also, a part is used for a common 

cemetery, that is, potter’s field. 

 The government of this island is directly 

under the Board of Commissioners of Emigra-

tion which is responsible for caring only for 

those sick and abandoned immigrants who 

have arrived in New York harbor and who are 

not yet in the country for five years. As soon as 

five years have passed after their arrival, they 

are brought to the hospitals and poor houses 

that belong to the city of New York, as long as 

they are still sick. 

 On the island, a number of houses have 

been erected that, because of their length and 

lowness, are called “shanties,” and these also 

serve as dwellings and hospitals for the immi-

grants. A Catholic church is also there with a 

salaried priest who every Sunday conducts a 

Catholic service. Among the great number of 

people, running into several thousands, there 

are many Germans. Thus necessarily a priest 

of our monastery visits these people once 

every week, especially to console the sick and 

to give the sacraments to the dying. 

 Father James Nagel took a special interest 

in these abandoned people. Tirelessly and en-

ergetically he visited them every week, 
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brought them alms, rosaries, books and such 

things, and gave instructions to their children. 

If they lost their parents, sometimes he took 

them on his shoulders, carried them into the 

city, and had them brought up in Catholic 

families. 

 The great misery, the danger of losing the 

faith, the pitiable state into which so many or-

phans of this city fall moved him greatly and 

often made a painful impression upon his sen-

sitive nature. 

 He thought about how something could be 

done most effectively for the hard condition 

and sad lives of these little ones, who once 

were so dear to our Savior. And so, after many 

prayers and much consultation, he finally 

reached a point where he decided to start an 

orphanage. With the permission of Father Pro-

vincial Bernard, it came to be. 

 In the beginning a place for the orphans 

was rented opposite the church on Third Street. 

A few months later, they were brought to our 

house next to Saint Alphonsus Church on 

Thompson Street where they still are. 

 Through this small charitable institution, 

this priest has done unusually much good. 

Over 170 boys in the last four years have 

found a home there and a roof over their heads, 

have received the best care and instruction in 

religion and elementary subjects, and even an 

abundance in food and clothing. 

 Sadly, Father Nagel, a priest beloved by 

so many, was in the spring of 1850 called to 

Baltimore and in his place there came a certain 

Father George Ruland from Baltimore to New 

York. Then Father Adolph Kittel went to 

Ward’s Island; he had arrived from Europe 

several weeks before. 

 This very zealous Father fell victim to his 

many exertions. Completely exhausted from 

the mission in Macopin, New Jersey, he soon 

took to his bed and died about ten days later. 

He was born in Germany, grew up in Neustadt, 

Silesia, studied for a time in Neisse, entered 

our holy Order in Belgium, and went from 

there to London, and then to America. May he 

rest in peace! His remains lie in the crypt under 

the center aisle of the church. 

 Father Peter Baunach also visited this is-

land for almost a whole year and had great suc-

cess. He was transferred to Pittsburgh. After 

that, Father Francis Krutil came to New York. 

He also visited this island for a considerable 

time. After him, Father John Hespelein was 

designated to console the abandoned people 

there and he did this until he was sent to Phila-

delphia in 1854. A certain Father Edward Van 

Campenhout visited this island several times. 

The need seemed to cease when the English-

speaking priest, Dr. Ambrose Manahan, came 

and took care of the English people. Since he 

also spoke German he took care of the Ger-

mans, giving them the sacraments in their sick-

nesses. 

 

STATEN ISLAND 

 

 On Staten Island, there is the quarantine, 

or the general hospital, for the immigrants. 

Since an English priest is stationed nearby and 

also takes care of the English in the hospital, 

the concern of our priest is directed only to the 

Germans who are sick. 

 Here also, Father James Nagel, as it 

seems, was the first priest from our monastery 

who visited these abandoned people. After 

him, Father John Hespelein came in 1848. Af-

ter him, several priests arrived who went to 

Staten Island. Among these, Father Wences-

laus Kubin stood out especially. He was young 

and very peace-loving. In March 1852, he took 

sick of nerve fever [typhus] and died on March 

17. He also is buried in the crypt under the 

church. His parents lived in Bohemia. 

 A few weeks after his death, a similar mis-

fortune fell upon the monastery. A Father 

named De Landtscheer, who had arrived from 

Europe only a short time before and who vis-

ited this hospital faithfully in the worst kind of 

weather, contracted nerve fever and died to-

ward the end of Lent of that year. 

 Also Father Fredolin Luette and Father 
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Krutil were for a considerable time the spiri-

tual comforters of the abandoned sick here. At 

present, that is, in October 1854, Father John 

Van Rijckevorsel goes there usually once 

every week and faithfully cares for the sick 

and dying. 

[....] 

During July, August, and the beginning of Sep-

tember [1854], the cholera raged violently in 

the city and among the abandoned people on 

Blackwell’s Island. So much so that during this 

time, a priest had to visit this island almost 

every day. 

[....] 

 At the end of this year, the missions on 

Blackwell’s and Randall’s Islands were given 

over to the Reverend Archbishop Hughes: for 

five years services were held on Blackwell’s 

Island; and one year on Randall’s Island. The 

archbishop was very sad to accept this; he was 

of the opinion that these institutions on the is-

lands would be cared for most faithfully by our 

order. But despite our best intentions, it was 

hardly possible to care for these missions any 

longer. Because of the lack of priests, our own 

parishes could hardly be fittingly cared for; nor 

the requests for missions by our order, in a re-

sponsible way. At the same time, the poor peo-

ple on these islands were no longer to be con-

sidered as ‘abandoned’ as they were formerly. 

A salary for a priest is guaranteed and now a 

secular priest, Hugh Brady, is called there who 

can dedicate himself more than it could possi-

bly be done from our monastery. 
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Father Jim Mason: Historian of  

Redemptorists in Canada 

 
By M.C. Havey, Archivist, Toronto Province 

 

For almost four decades, Rev. James Ma-

son has striven to tell the story of the English-

Canadian Redemptorists. 

 “The CSsR have made a real contribution 

to our people and our country and it belongs on 

the public record,” he wrote to confreres in 

1995. “It should stand with other critical histo-

ries that tell the story of the birth and develop-

ment of Canada.” 

 Formally, this historical undertaking 

started with his appointment in 1977 as editor 

of the Co-Redemptorist Association News. In 

that capacity and until the association ended in 

2011, he wrote articles in the monthly issues 

about confreres, foundations, celebrations, 

events and changes in the Canadian congrega-

tion. It has become the unofficial general an-

nals of the English-Canadian Provinces. 

 During the decade of the 1990s, the re-

sponsibilities as Provincial Procurator/

Treasurer (1994-2001) intensified with the 

merger of the Toronto and Edmonton Prov-

inces. However, the commitment to promoting 

and publishing Redemptorist history strength-

ened. In joining the North American chapter of 

the Institute of the Redemptorist Historical 

Studies (IRHS-NA), his outlook widened as 

publisher (1995-2005) of its History Bulletin 

with Paul Laverdure as editor and contributing 

profiles of the Canadian Provinces and con-

freres. As well, he served as a member of the 

North American Task Force of the General 

History of the Congregation.  

 Rev. Rich Luberti, a fellow IRHS-NA 

member, has admired Fr. Mason’s “love of his-

tory and his pushing the limits of technology 

by posting the history bulletins on the web-

site.”   

 After retiring as Provincial Procurator, his 

active participation in the IRHS-NA confer-

ences grew, chairing conference sessions and 

presenting papers. At the 2004 conference, he 

outlined the history of the League of St. Gerard 

in the Toronto Province.  For the next confer-

ence in 2007, he prepared a biography of Civil 

War chaplain Rev. James Sheeran after pains-

takingly transcribing the Sheeran journals.  At 

the same conference, he presented a descrip-

tion of the Icon of Mother of Perpetual Help in 

the devotional television series Perpetual Help 

Devotions for TV, which he initiated and pro-

duced for seven years until 2002.   

 For Jubilee Year of 2000, he organized 

television profiles of 21 religious congrega-

tions across Canada, including the Redemptor-

ists. These profiles struck at the bottom line of 

“telling our story so that history of Canada 

may be more honest and complete.”  Recog-

nized for a significant contribution to Canadian 

television, he received an award from the As-

sociation of Roman Catholic Communicators 

of Canada in 1999.  

 For the relating of English-Canadian Re-

demptorist history, no one was more suitable 

or interested to co-ordinate the project. A Cape 

Bretoner, whose inhabitants knew and cher-

ished their history, Fr. Mason entered St. 
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Mary’s College in 1951, Novitiate in 1954 and 

ordained in 1960. From that formation period 

in Novitiate and seminary along with later as-

signments, he either met or was familiar with 

the accomplishments of the English-Canadian 

Redemptorists, who built the Toronto and Ed-

monton Provinces. Moreover, he witnessed or 

participated in the events of the last half cen-

tury during appointments in vocations (1963-

1965), parishes (1968-1975), the mission band 

(1962-1963, 1965) and parish renewal week-

ends, marriage encounter, retreats and engaged 

encounter weekends (1977-1994). 

 With the publication of Redemption and 

Renewal, the history of the Redemptorists in 

English Canada (1834-1997) and the drafting 

of a dictionary of biography of deceased con-

freres, his attention was drawn to the Provin-

cial archives, of which be assumed responsibil-

ity in 1996.  

 His familiarity with the state of religious 

archives grew as a member since 1988 of an 

archivist association of Ontario religious com-

munities. Its annual conferences introduced 

aspects of the professionalization of archives. 

When the association expanded across Canada 

as the Catholic Archivist Group, Fr. Mason 

served as its first treasurer (2002-2005). 

 Often emphasizing that the archival re-

cords will be the congregation’s lasting legacy, 

he hired staff with history degrees and sup-

ported their archival training. Inside the pro-

vincial archives, he slowly orchestrated the 

continuous conversion of the records from files 

in a bank of filing cabinets to acid-free boxes 

and folders, which are stored on 500 feet of 

metal shelving in climate-controlled records 

area.  

 At the end of a 25-year agreement for stor-

ing the Edmonton Province records, he ar-

ranged for the transfer of the Edmonton re-

cords to Toronto, thus completing the holdings 

of the Edmonton-Toronto Provincial Archives. 

Under his guidance, the 40 years of academic 

records created by Rev. Joseph Owens at the 

Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies were 

returned in a donation to the University of St. 

Michael’s College. As well, he negotiated the 

legal contracts for the donation to the Archives 

of Ontario of the media records of Rev. Mat-

thew Meehan, whose 43-year broadcasting ca-

reer is considered the longest in Canada. 

While overseeing the operation of the ar-

chives, he continued to collect archival mate-

rial and chronicle the contributions in a revised 

Cherished Memories in 2007, adding yearly 

supplements. With his encouragement, Cana-

dian Redemptorist history has been docu-

mented on separate archives pages of the web-

site of www.redemptorists.ca. 

Much appreciated by the archival staff for 

a relaxed manner and thoughtful, wise advice, 

Fr. Mason retired as director of archives in No-

vember 2012 and has been succeeded by Pro-

vincial Superior Mark Miller. 

 

*** 

 

The Brothers’ Corner 
 
 With the declining health of Brother Louis 

Kenning, the house chronicler for the community 

in New Orleans, Brother Frederick Roeder volun-

teered to take his place and arrived in the Crescent 

City on December 9, 1873.  Brother Frederick took 

up the duties of house chronicler and was also por-

ter and business manager.  He also wrote for the 

Volkziriton, a local German news paper. 

 Born November 10, 1846 in Niederlosheim, 

Prussia (Diocese of Trier), he emigrated with his 

family to Chicago.  He came to Cumberland, Mary-

land, as a clerical novice in April 1863, but left 

over health concerns that June.  Returning as a lay 

novice to Annapolis, he was invested October 15, 

1866 and was professed March 1, 1870. 

 On his death bed he stated that his only object 

in accepting the New Orleans post—where so 

many confreres died from yellow fever—was that 

he might sacrifice his life for the love of God, and 

in atonement for his sins. He, too, died of yellow 

fever, October 8, 1876,  about a month short of his 

thirtieth birthday.  

http://www.redemptorists.ca

