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Preface

American Catholicism is the country’s largest religious denomination. But it has always been as much a culture as a religion, one defined by its prickly apartness from the broader, secular American culture—in America, usually enthusiastically for America, but never quite of America. In its glory days, especially in the 1940s and 1950s, the Catholic Church constructed a virtual state-within-a-state so Catholics could live almost their entire lives within a thick cocoon of Catholic institutions.

The story of American Catholicism is therefore the story of the rise and triumph of a culture, and of the religious crisis that has ensued in the wake of that culture’s breakdown. Most of the Church’s much publicized recent problems—the financial, sexual, and other scandals that are blazoned across the front pages—can be understood as the floundering of an institution suddenly forced to make its way solely as a religion, shorn of the cultural supports that had been the source of its strength.

The fluidity, the individualism, the frankly experimental style that define the American character are in direct opposition to many of the central concepts of Catholicism—the notion of dogma, the principles of authority and hierarchy, the medievalisms. The core tension in the American Church has always been its stiff-necked resistance to the great American assimilationist engine, and the shifting terms of its accommodation with the rest of the country. Yet by the mid-twentieth century, the Church had managed to become a dominant cultural force and, with all its current problems, is arguably still the most successful national Catholic church in the world. Since the story has so many twists and turns, a very brief road map may be in order.

The roots of the modern American Catholic Church are found not in Rome, or in the early Spanish missions, but in nineteenth-century Ireland. What most people understand today as “Irish Catholicism” was a religious reaction to the holocaust of the Great Potato Famine. The Famine, which actually lasted, with varying degrees of severity, from the mid-1830s to at least 1880, reduced the island’s population by half and destroyed the Irish Catholic peasantry. A demoralized nation seized upon a strict, reformed version of Catholicism as a way to rebuild its national identity and underscore its hatred for the Protestant English. The hatred and despair was converted into a “moral mission of the Irish race”—quite explicitly adopted by the Irish Church—to save America and the rest of the English-speaking nations from heresy.

Until famine triggered a massive wave of Catholic Irish immigration to America, the American Church was a small, polyglot affair, quietly adapting to a Protestant country. Just like Protestants, Catholic lay people ran their parishes and usually hired and fired their pastors. Especially in Baltimore and Philadelphia, but even in Yankee Boston, Catholicism was gaining intellectual and social cachet, and a number of prominent ministers converted. In its 1832 session, the U.S. Congress chose a Catholic priest as its chaplain.

The Irish diaspora brought a militant and bureaucratic style of Catholicism and touched off nativist riots in most major cities. A new breed of Irish bishop—the archetype is John Hughes of New York—imposed order and discipline on fractious urban dioceses and started building the vast network of Catholic institutions that reinforced religious/ethnic identity and protected lay people from the virus of freethinking. Within a few decades, Irish bosses had taken over almost all big-city political machines using the same techniques employed by their bishops.

The Irish hegemony in the American Church was sharply challenged after the Civil War by successive waves of German, Italian, and Eastern European immigrants. The ethnic struggles and the steady progress of second-generation Irish reopened the question of how assimilated, how American, the Church could become. The “Americanist” struggles, as they came to be called, were fought out through the 1880s and the 1890s, and swept up a host of other issues, like the role of Catholic-dominated unions and the entanglements of powerful bishops in national Republican and Democratic politics. The battles were personal, mean-spirited, even sordid. Prelates told lies, money changed hands, accusations of sexual and financial corruption were tossed around freely. But when the smoke cleared, the Church had arrived at the grand American Catholic compromise that was to prevail for most of the next century.

Ethnic assimilation would be on Irish terms, and the Church was to retain a distinctively Irish rigorist style long after Irish Americans had become a minority of American Catholics. Most of the clergy and the vast majority of the hierarchy were of Irish descent well into mid-twentieth century, far out of proportion to their membership in the Church.

The old conundrum of how to adapt to American-style separation of Church and State was finessed by building a Catholic ministate. Particularly after Al Smith’s presidential defeat in 1928, Catholics executed a remarkable emotional withdrawal from the rest of the country. “Parallel” Catholic organizations of every kind flourished—Catholic businessmen’s clubs, medical societies, bar associations, teachers’ guilds, youth organizations, historical, sociological, and economic associations, Catholic book clubs and literary guilds, and a flourishing national Catholic press. Separatism was balanced by Catholic patriotism. By the end of World War I, the loyalty of American Catholics was as unquestioned as it was unquestioning. During the Cold War, as Daniel Patrick Moynihan put it, it was Fordham men who checked the anticommunist and patriotic credentials of Harvard men.

Paradoxically, the more the Church turned in upon itself, the more powerful it became. Its public image in the 1940s and 1950s was nothing short of spectacular: if movies are to be believed, all battlefield chaplains were Catholic priests. In the booming industrial Northeast and Midwest, Catholic chaplains were fixtures at labor union meetings, and, in many cities, the majority of union officers and leaders, and sometimes even the majority of business labor negotiators, regardless of their religion, were graduates of Catholic labor schools. Bishop Fulton Sheen became the most successful public lecturer in the history of television. “Our Lady of Fatima” was a Hit Parade record. A team of alien anthropologists would have reported that 1950s America was a Catholic country.

The sudden downturn in the fortunes of the American Church after John Kennedy’s election is often blamed on the Vatican Council mat opened in 1962. But, by then, the breakup of the old Catholic culture was already well under way. Suburbanization was dispersing the urban Catholic village, and the social and educational advancement of Catholics was as fast as that of any other ethnic/religious group except Jews. Kennedy’s victory itself signaled the end of the old system. The first Catholic president was a graduate of Choate and Harvard, an utterly secular man, a completely assimilated product of American, not Catholic, culture.

The turmoil that has gripped the Church since the mid-1960s is essentially a replay of the old Americanist struggles. The bitter disputes over papal authority, women priests, marriage rules and sexual ethics are implicitly about the limits on adapting to American culture. Can the Church assimilate and survive? Or must it assimilate to survive? Or will the “Americanization” of Catholicism inevitably lead to the same institutional collapse that has been the fate of mainstream Protestantism? (There are now fewer Episcopalians in America than there are Catholics in Los Angeles.) As of this writing, there is no consensus on any of these issues, and the future of the American Church, is very much in doubt.

A note on style, sources, and approach: A few decades ago, it would not have been possible to write the first section of this book, which takes the story from the Irish immigrations to the period just after World War I. A flowering of Catholic historical scholarship of a very high standard—Gerald Fogarty, James Hennesey, Robert Emmett Curran, Marvin O’Connell, and Jay Dolan are just a few of the leading figures—has been matched by a great improvement in the accessibility of Catholic archives, although some important collections, like those of New York, are still only partially open. I rely mostly on the vast amount of recently produced secondary literature, supplemented by a fair amount of archival research of my own. In addition to American sources, the Irish collections at Maynooth and especially at All Hallows, both of which became veritable American priest factories in the nineteenth century, demonstrated the close relation between the American and Irish churches.

The second part of the book, which takes the story down to John Kennedy’s election, relies much more on oral history. I was delighted to find a number of people, lay and clerical alike, who were involved in some of the great events of the Church as far back as the 1930s and, in one case, to the 1920s. The archivists at Notre Dame, Catholic University, and the Philadelphia Archdiocese were also particularly helpful. For the most part, because of the great extent of the material covered, I use the more recent published literature; but in particular instances, like the chapter on Cardinal Dougherty’s Philadelphia, which I take as an exemplar of the triumphal-era Catholic mini-state, much of the material is based on original research.

In the last part of the book, I depart from chronological narrative in favor of a thematic exploration of the main issues facing the Church. I begin with a journalistic tour d’horizon. (In general, I found grassroots, parish-level Catholicism to be much healthier than I expected. The real problems are in the Church’s upper reaches.) Then I move on to the theological, sexual, doctrinal, authority, and gender issues that the Church keeps grinding its teeth over. In this section, I also adopt a first-person authorial voice, not because I’m telling a personal story—I’m not—but to emphasize the journalistic character of this part of the enterprise: in effect, these are the people I talked to, this is what I heard them say, and this is what I make of it.

I don’t pretend to be without biases. I am a “cradle Catholic” who feels fondly toward the Church, and whose intellectual apparatus was formed, to an extent that occasionally still surprises me, within 1950s triumphal-era Catholicism. I do my best, however, not to adopt a partisan “liberal Catholic” or “conservative Catholic” stance. Instead, I try to seek out the best representatives of the various positions within the Church and to report them as fairly as I can. Readers will judge whether I have been successful.
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“We Laugh to Scorn”

Gothic cathedrals are leaping prayers. The pointed arches of the triple-portaled entrances spring up into the sky. The colors of the great central window flicker with mystery, and far above, soaring steeples and spires cry hope and fear to a God more immense than the universe.

But there were no soaring steeples on the new St. Patrick’s Cathedral, on the crisp and sunny Sunday morning of its dedication, in New York City, May 25, 1879. Instead, it hulked blockishly, squaring its shoulders over the tens of thousands of faithful assembling to witness the dedication ceremony. After twenty-one years of construction, and frantic round after frantic round of fund-raising, there was no money left for steeples, and the skyward sweep of the front portals was stopped flat by a brutal, straight-cut roofline. To the mind’s eye of New York’s Catholics, however, to the Irish hod carriers and ditch diggers, the seamstresses and chambermaids crowded onto the horse-drawn streetcars from the tenement neighborhoods in lower Manhattan; or to the bankers and lawyers, city and port officials, judges and denizens of Tammany’s burgeoning Democracy rolling up Fifth Avenue in. their carriages, the cathedral still soared. Indeed, contemporary pictures of the cathedral in its actual, unfinished, state are rare. Almost all the renderings, even those recounting the events of the day, show it completed, as if the spires had been willed into existence, the inadequacies of purse and physical power remedied by dreams of the spirit.

The cathedral was the dream, the lifework’s culmination, of Archbishop John Hughes, already dead fifteen years by the time of the dedication. Hughes was a farmer’s son, from County Tyrone in Ireland, with the square hands and thick shoulders of a former quarry laborer and field-worker. When he applied to the seminary, the rector, John Dubois, denied him admission for his lack of education, but Hughes stayed on the grounds and worked as a gardener until a place was found for him. Twenty years later, in 1837, he was sent by Rome to take over a chaotic New York diocese from the failing fingers of Bishop Dubois. Hughes was a prototype for a new breed of American bishop—an Irishman from the working classes, a visionary, a patriot, and a politician. Warm-tempered, but a brilliant tactician, he never lost his common touch despite a fierce self-education, and he had the demagogue’s flair with a phrase and a crowd. Wonderfully open and frank, he was blunt to a fault, and his foibles, like the shameless patronizing of his relatives and the ill-fitting toupee he wore in his late years, only underscored his humanity. One priest called him “a tyrant, but with feeling.” Hughes’s militant, unapologetic brand of Catholicism was something new in America. He was the embodied nightmare of nativists and Know-Nothings and a hero to the Catholic masses fleeing famine in Ireland. Other prelates preached a tremulous patience when anti-Catholic arson and riots swept the country in midcentury, but Hughes armed his congregations and threatened to turn New York “into a second Moscow” if Catholics were targeted. Anti-Catholic mobs prowled and glowered, but there were no attacks.
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Credit: Library of Congress
The anti-Catholic Harper’s Weekly was one of the few contemporary journals that showed the newly dedicated St. Patrick’s Cathedral in its actual steeple-less state. Because of continuing financial difficulties, the Cathedral was not completely finished and consecrated until 1908, a full half-century after its cornerstone was laid.

Hughes laid the cornerstone of St. Patrick’s in the summer of 1858, in an open field on upper Fifth Avenue, between 50th and 51st Streets, standing between the flags of the United States and of Ireland. An exuberant crowd of more than a hundred thousand people, the largest New York had ever seen, and almost all Irish, turned out to cheer the ceremony. Wise businessmen, their workforce gone, bowed to the carnival atmosphere and simply closed up shop. Even in the open, Hughes’s high, clear voice could reach out over the huge crowd: “The spiritual descendants of St. Patrick have been outcasts from their native land and have been scattered over the earth … and though there may be no mark to designate the graves in which they slumber, still, the churches which they have erected … are the most fitting headstones to commemorate … the honorable history of the Irish people,” a people accustomed to receiving “the largest share of justice and the smallest share of mercy” from their English overlords. Now they could “laugh to scorn,” Hughes proclaimed, mocking the tsk-tsking of New York’s Protestant establishment who thought cathedral building a grotesque waste of money at a time when Ireland’s refugees were severely straining charitable resources and public order. Telling “ ‘the Irish’ that they were an ill-used race,” The New York Times sniffed the next day, was “a rude violation of the proprieties of the occasion,” but just one more example “of that bad taste which, of late years, has more or less characterized everything His Grace has said or written outside the immediate sphere of his archiepiscopal duties.”
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Credit: Library of Congress
New York’s Archbishop John Hughes, who headed the archdiocese from 1837 to 1864, was the prototype for a new breed of militant Irish working-class bishops, who turned the American Church away from its assimilationist path and forged a culturally and ethnically cohesive Catholic state-within-a-state.

In 1858, even many of Hughes’s sympathizers thought the wastes of upper Fifth Avenue oddly remote from the main centers of the city to be the location of so important a church; and as the construction stumbled and stuttered, or simply crawled almost imperceptibly forward—“in a lazy, dreamy, sort of way,” in one wondering contemporary account—the project became known as “Hughes’s Folly” in the popular press. But in the decade after the Civil War, Fifth Avenue became America’s grandest boulevard. The surge of industry created an enormous concentration of wealth that sucked in the world’s art treasures, its silks and jewels, its Persian carpets and Boucher fans. In a frenzy of building and rebuilding, New York’s “Shoddy Aristocracy” marched their palaces north toward 59th and Central Park, plundering medieval castles for staircases and tapestries, and stuffing their libraries with first editions and old master paintings.

A. T. Stewart, whose great department store draped Fifth Avenue’s ladies in the most exotic satins and laces, had the “most elegant” mansion in America on 34th, until he trumped it with a massive palace of white Carrara marble just across the street. Boss Tweed, lately dead in prison, had built his own mansion at 43rd, diagonally across from the brick-walled reservoir, now the site of the New York Public Library. The top of the reservoir offered lovely strolling vistas down the length of the avenue and across the park; it was designed by James Renwick, the architect of the cathedral. Just beyond St. Patrick’s, between 51st and 52d Streets, the children and grandchildren of Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt, the old railroad buccaneer, built three mansions, two of them in the Greek Renaissance style and one aping a French château. The home of Madame Restell, née Caroline Trow, New York’s leading abortionist, was on the northeast corner of 52nd and Fifth, across from the Catholic orphans’ asylum; it was a gracious building featuring tesselated marble halls and frescoed ceilings. Restell had settled in matronly retirement with her grandchildren, but had been run to ground the year before the dedication by that guardian of public morals, Anthony Comstock, and cut her own throat in her bathtub rather than face the rigors of an aroused New York Protestant establishment.

Cornelius Vanderbilt Jr. was a guest at the dedication of St. Patrick’s; so was A. T Stewart’s widow, although neither was Catholic. Lorenzo Delmonico, the Fifth Avenue restauranteur, was a Catholic, a patron of the cathedral from the start, and donor of a great figured window on the wall by the north entrance. The pageantry of the dedication had been sufficiently heralded in the press that the city’s wealthy classes crowded the windows of the nearby avenue’s mansions with their opera glasses. But the crowds that were forming behind the double line of policemen circling the cathedral almost all came from much farther downtown, mostly from the dozen or so wards squeezed between Canal Street and City Hall, just above the financial district. More than half of New York City’s million-plus souls lived in those wards, the most densely populated area in the United States; more than half of them were “foreigners”; most of the foreigners were Catholic; and the greater part of the Catholics, with the most intensely felt ties to the Church, were Irish.

The fashionable “Apartment Houses” that had begun to pop up on Fifth Avenue were the wonder of New York travel guides, but they had been predated by the cruel tenements downtown. The Famine Irish, the western Gaelic-speaking peasants who had lived by spading out their annual patch of potatoes, coped poorly with the harsh realities of a New World. Traditional strictures collapsed, and whole families sank into alcohol-dimmed degradation, a futility of violence and vice. Packs of feral children, numbering in the tens of thousands, roamed the narrow streets, stealing, begging, or running down and killing wild dogs for the bounty of a dime. Teenage girls became disease-pocked prostitutes plying the alleys and grogshops. Pigs still foraged in dark corners. In the worst of the tenements, named after their proprietors—Butcher Burke’s or Sweeney’s Shambles—as many as nine hundred people were crammed into six floors, five and six squeezed into ten-by-ten-foot rooms, many of them without windows, reeking of coal fumes. Running water was a luxury. A reporter visiting one of Sweeney’s houses found a communal latrine in the cellar, water seeping from the nearby river, fecal matter ankle-deep on the floor. Yellow paint on floorboards raised above the muck lined out six-by-three-foot sleeping spaces that sold for 15 cents a night. Cholera, typhoid, and tuberculosis raged through the unlit halls. Thousands of carcasses—dogs, cats, horses—rotted in the streets, sidewalks were submerged in refuse and night soil, chamber pots were spilled out from tenement windows. A few days before the cathedral’s dedication, the Ladies’ Fruit and Flower Mission toured the noisome tenements near Five Points, passing out flowers to pipe-smoking crones, who apparently responded with gratitude: “Ah, we’re plazed at the sight of a flower or a bit of laylock. It’s seldom the likes of us sees flowers, Miss.”

Many families managed to hold out against the degradations of the tenements, and by no means were all the tenement dwellers poor. A bricklayer earned five dollars for a ten-hour day and could afford better than the tenements. The vast public construction programs—bridges, subways, railroads—that so indelibly stamped the face of the city were just getting under way. While economic cycles were cruel and employment precarious, bridge workers, hod carriers, and teamsters could earn reasonable wages. So many were still trapped in the tenements because the island fastness of lower Manhattan had no space for affordable housing within reach of work, a problem that was solved only as bridges and rapid transit pushed out the boundaries of the city over the next two decades. Unable to spend money on housing, the decent working Irish gave generously to the Church, in sums that Protestants marveled at. If the hearts of the rough-handed men and women thronging around St. Patrick’s swelled with pride, it was because they knew that the mighty building was genuinely the product of their own labors.

By nine o’clock on the morning of the dedication, the police cordons had cleared the crowds from 50th and 51st Streets alongside the cathedral, pushing back the Irish flower ladies and Chinese cigar sellers, so the carriages of the city’s Catholic elite could roll up to the north and south great oak transept doors. Gothic cathedrals are laid out in the form of a Latin cross, with a stubby cross-arm, or transept, just before the choir, or sanctuary. Entering by those doors, the favored few would pass along the altar rail, gaping at the splendid altar screen carved from the finest French oak and the altar canopy sculpted of Caen stone. The families disgorged by the carriages were expensively, and fashionably, dressed—the men in high silk hats and Prince Albert morning coats buttoned up to the chin, with a peek of stiff collar above and waistcoat beneath. Their wives were buried beneath layers of lace-trimmed jackets and vests, skirts blooming with live flowers, hats pouring out ostrich feathers; their young sons were in pleated wool pants to the knee, their little girls barely visible in clouds of organdy and chiffon. These men had homes in the best sections of the city—if not quite on Fifth, then on Madison, or around Washington Square; and they had summer houses on Westchester’s sound, or in Newport or Nantucket.

Ushers in tails and white gloves bowed them in the doors, checked their tickets, and escorted them to a second phalanx of ushers who showed them to their seats/Only purple ticket holders—at ten dollars a ticket, two days’ wages for a skilled working man—could occupy the pews this morning. Seven thousand others had bought blue tickets, at two dollars apiece, entitling them to standing room, but they were required to remain outside until it was time for Mass to free the aisles for the opening processional. The New York Times was scathing: “To native Americans, at least those not Roman Catholics—and very few native Americans are such—the dedication of St. Patrick’s Cathedral … with front seats advertised at a premium … must have seemed like … some grand theologic show, and the regular sale of tickets completed the resemblance.”

There is another St. Patrick’s in New York, the original cathedral, a small jewel box of a church opened in 1815, the predecessor of the great edifice on Fifth Avenue. Old St. Patrick’s is between Mulberry and Mott Streets, in the area now called Little Italy, just above Chinatown. It was once the most important Irish parish in the city, bequeathing no fewer than six bishops to the American Church by the turn of the century. Beneath the church, down stone stairs hollowed out with age, is a whitewashed crypt, and there, carved on the front of the tombs lining its walls are the histories of the families who were promenading into the new cathedral on that bright May morning. Beginning about the 1840s, the early French or Spanish inscriptions give way to names that, with the occasional exception like the Delmonicos, are almost exclusively Irish. For the most part, these are the men that John Hughes allied with when he arrived in New York to impose his formidable will on the fractious collection of independent, lay-controlled, churches that passed for a diocese, to expel uncontrollable foreign religious, to centralize all the diocese’s considerable patronage in his own hands, and to commence the astonishing feats of public construction that culminated in the cathedral.

The men who dominated New York’s Catholic elite in 1879, the friends and advisers whom Hughes had bequeathed to his successor John McCloskey, now a cardinal, were at the apex of their careers and influence. Despite the nativist sneers that still sometimes crept into the pages of the Times, and the comic brogues that all the city’s dailies adopted when quoting working-class Irish, the city’s leading Irish Catholics moved with ease and assurance in society’s best circles. They or their families, typically, had emigrated well before the Famine. As often as not, they were dispossessed Irish gentry and well educated; while they often arrived in America poor, they were rarely penniless. Although there were exceptions, they tended to be loyal Democrats, members of Tammany, and among the North’s most persistent opponents of the Civil War. They hated the English, and were openhanded with their wealth in supporting Irish Home Rule; but along with their Church, they were suspicious of Fenian radicalism and the militant Irish secret societies. They were deeply conservative on social issues: they saw the Church as the chosen instrument for raising up America’s degraded famine-dispersed Irish underclass, but through education and discipline, not charity.

The Catholic luminaries at the dedication included Chief Justice Charles P. Daly, Judge James T. Brady (once Madame Restell’s defense counsel), the bankers William and John O’Brien, the dry goods merchant Thomas O’Donoghue, Emigration Commissioner James Lynch, and, closest of all to Hughes and most deeply involved in planning the cathedral, Eugene Kelly. Kelly’s background was archetypical: he had emigrated at age twenty-two, from County Tyrone, Hughes’s home, in 1830. His family had been Galway nobility who lost their lands during the Elizabethan expropriations. Kelly started as a clerk in an Irish-owned dry goods house, married the owners’ sister, and opened dry goods stores in St. Louis, Kentucky, and gold-rush San Francisco. In 1841, when he was only thirty-three, he was one of a small group of Irish merchants and bankers whom Hughes called together to found the Emigrant Savings Society for the immigrant Irish, eventually to become one of the city’s major savings banks. Kelly went on to found banking houses in San Francisco and New York, and in 1857, widowed, and in constant touch with Hughes on the cathedral, he married the Archbishop’s niece. He was known for his prudence and taciturnity, and Hughes and McCloskey seemed to have consulted him on all matters financial. Seventy-one at the time of the dedication, he was on the board of the Equitable Life Assurance Society, Lloyds’, and four banks, was a trustee of the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Geographic Society, and a mem ber of the city’s Board of Education. Kelly’s longtime friend and partner, Henry Hoguet, was lay chairman of the dedication ceremony. Born in Dublin, Hoguet was also a merchant and investment banker and served for many years as the president of the Emigrant.

Charles O’Conor was seventy-five and in failing health in 1879, but he made the trip for the dedication from his vacation home in Nantucket. O’Conor was despised by the Times for his prosecessionist and proslavery views, but even the Times freely acknowledged that he was probably America’s greatest lawyer and “the unquestioned head of the New York bar.” His first major case had been representing Hughes in his struggle against the New York legislature to wrest control of church property from an older generation of Catholic lay trustees. O’Conor had been U.S. Attorney, and was a close adviser of Samuel J. Tilden, the former governor of New York and 1876 presidential candidate. He had run for president himself on a third-party ticket in 1872, and had masterminded the breaking of the Tweed Ring. When Tweed jumped bail, O’Conor directed a relentless international legal pursuit until finally Tweed, broken and bewildered, more than a hundred pounds lighter, his massive suits billowing from his sagging frame, was clapped into the prison cell where he died.

Shoulder to shoulder with O’Conor, Hoguet, and Eugene Kelly at the dedication ceremony was “Honest John” Kelly (no relation to Eugene). A trustee and patron of the cathedral, Kelly had been handpicked by O’Conor and Tilden to be the first Irish boss of Tammany in the wake of the Tweed scandals. Powerfully built, with a square, flat, inscrutable face, never wasting a word when silence would serve, Kelly was America’s first true machine politician; he exercised an iron but almost invisible control over the once riotous New York Democracy and created the genus of tight-lipped, string-pulling Tammany boss that dominated New York politics for the next seventy-five years. Kelly’s epitaph, when he finally ceded the scepter to his protégé, Richard Croker, in 1886, was that he “found Tammany a horde; he left it a political army.”

Kelly’s prominence at the dedication underscored the cheek-by-jowl relation between New York’s Catholic Church and Tammany Democracy*—one that was to be replicated in other big cities with Irish-dominated political machines, After the frank anti-Catholicism of earlier city administrations, a friendly local government, one willing to subsidize Catholic schools and to facilitate the Church’s unflagging building drives, was a great relief. But there was much in Tammany that made, or should have made, Catholic prelates acutely uncomfortable. John Kelly was a deeply religious and fairly cultivated man who married McCloskey’s niece, but he was “honest” only by comparison with the Rabelaisian insatiety of a Tweed. A relatively brief stint as sheriff left him wealthy enough to spend several years traveling though Europe and the Holy Land, shipping back old master paintings as gifts for the new cathedral. His travels let him avoid being tarred by the gross excesses of Tweed’s last years, making him one of the few plausible insiders whom reform Democrats could tap to resurrect the local party. But Kelly’s Tammany still used thugs and cut-purses to intimidate voters on Election Day, and while his personal wealth was built from so-called honest graft, his underlings fed happily on the sordid underbelly of the city’s vice establishment—prostitution, white slavery, opium dens, dance halls, and gin mills—or got paid for looking the other way as the likes of tenement owner Butcher Burke preyed on the honest poor.

At bottom, the affinity between Tammany and the Church was mostly one of outlook and style. In hardly more than a generation both had come to be almost totally dominated by Irishmen, out of all proportion to their prominence as voters or church members. Kelly’s methods of bringing Tammany to heel might have been learned at Hughes’s feet—centralizing finances; winning control over appointments and patronage; squeezing out alien bodies, like the independent religious orders or the various dissident wings of Tammany; and constant, tireless attention to detail. The Irish genius for bureaucratic politics was compounded of immense institutional loyalty, a flatly unsentimental, intensely fatalistic view of human nature, and supreme disdain for theory—there were no “theories at Tammany Hall,” Croker growled to a reporter, “I never went to bed on a theory in my life.” American Irish power was built from the bottom up, combining an instinct for the concrete, the practical, and the personal with an indefatigable appetite for administration and a compulsion for discipline and order—“I will suffer no man in my diocese that I cannot control,” Hughes bluntly put it.

At precisely ten o’clock, as the purple ticket-holders settled in their pews, the great organ burst into a rousing voluntary, then intoned the booming chords of the processional march. The organ, built in New York, was somewhat hyperbolically described as “the greatest in the Western Hemisphere”; if a man suspended his cane from a finger in the back of the church, the rumbling of the bass pipes would set it visibly vibrating. The great oak front doors swung open, and the crowds outside caught the first glint of the gold cross borne aloft by a surpliced altar boy enshrouded by clouds of incense from the swinging thurible. The processants had vested in St. John the Evangelist Church, then located behind the cathedral on Madison Avenue. They entered the cathedral from the still-unfinished rear—the architect’s plan hopefully called for a never-built rosette of five small chapels—emerged in two columns from either side of the altar, and proceeded down the center aisle to the great doors.

[image: ]
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Thomas Nast’s portrayals of gorilla-like Irishmen and avaricious priests expressed nativist anxieties as Irish politicians, imitating Hughes, centralized and disciplined urban political machines. Here, the Irish immigrant and priest carve up the golden goose. The wall map portrays an alleged land-grab for St. Patrick’s, a falsehood that has persisted even in contemporary histories of the city.

Behind the incense and cross bearers came a solemn line of altar boys in black cassocks and white surplices washed and bleached by their mothers to the brightness of snow, hair slicked down, eyes straight ahead. More than four hundred priests followed, also in black, but with surplices of lace, and scattered here and there, the brown robe of a Franciscan or the hooded figure of a Capuchin; and then a burst of color as some fifty monsignors, purple cassocks piped in scarlet, emerged in the column after the priests. The incense and cross bearers were already through the front doors before the first bishop’s miter—the triangular hat of office—appeared around the altar. There were forty-three bishops and archbishops in the procession, the princes of the American Church, in full pontifical regalia, with gold crosiers, the shepherd’s staff, in their right hands, attendant priests at their sides. Their miters glittered with precious stones and their vestments were uniformly reported by the press to be gold. The liturgical color of the day, in fact, was white, but the robes were so thickly embroidered with gold thread that they presented a solid field of gold to the spectator. In the column of bishops was a scattering of Germans—Heiss of Milwaukee and Dwenger of Fort Wayne, both struggling fruitlessly against the Irish dominance of the hierarchy. There were two Frenchmen, de Goesbriand of Vermont and Duhamel of Ottawa; and an Englishman, Archbishop James Wood of Philadelphia, a converted Episcopalian priest. Most of the rest were Irish—Conroy, Hannan, Healy,* Kain, Keane, Loughlin, Lynch, McCloskey (of Louisville), McMahon, McNeirney, McQuaid, Moore, Mullen, O’Hara, O’Reilly, Purcell, Quinlan, Rogers, two Ryans, Shanahan, Sweeny.

All the great figures in the controversies that would engulf the American Church for the rest of the century were there. Bishop John Ireland, the fighting chaplain of the Minnesota Fifth, and a hero of the Civil War battle at Corinth, marched proudly erect, his craggily handsome head thrown back. Presiding over a polyglot diocese scattered over Minnesota’s windswept prairies, Ireland was the church’s leading “Americanist,” an ardent advocate of assimilation who challenged the wisdom of separatist institutions like the parochial school. Ahead of him in the procession was Michael Corrigan, bishop of Newark, soon to succeed John McCloskey in New York. Corrigan was stoop-shouldered and bookish, with fleshy lips pursed in a permanent pout. He was Ireland’s bitter enemy and a skillful intriguer, working behind the scenes for years until Ireland’s “Americanism” was censured by the Vatican in a condemnation that, arguably, came close to branding Ireland himself a heretic.

Last before McCloskey was “Slippery Jim” Gibbons, the silver-haired and silver-tongued archbishop of Baltimore. In the Vatican’s eyes America was still missionary country, a religious outpost on a par with Brazil or Africa, and Gibbons was the prelate who dealt directly with the missionary office, the de facto American primate. He was a consummate politician, in the mold of a skillful congressional majority leader, engaged in constant shuttle diplomacy to his skeptical Italian masters—blurring the disagreements between American liberals and conservatives; softening those Vatican demands most likely to outrage an American public hypersuspicious of foreign entanglements; and executing nimble tap dances whenever the American press inquired about the Vatican’s open sympathies with Bourbon restorationists and other monarchist parties in Europe.

And finally there was McCloskey himself, sixty-nine now and frail, walking behind the huge bejeweled episcopal cross, carrying a splendid crosier, his heavy white and gold robes sparkling with rubies and sapphires, the cardinal’s scarlet at his throat. With him was the entourage of priests who would assist in the dedicatory Mass, Monsignors Quinn and Preston, Fathers Donnelly, McGean, and Edward McGlynn. McGlynn was one of the great orators of his generation, able to quiet a crowd with a word or rouse them shouting to their feet. Soon, with the tacit support of liberals like Ireland, to the great alarm of Tammany Hall and Corrigan, and to the delight of secular headline writers, he would split the American church with a vision of popular social radicalism.

McCloskey’s path into the clergy, like that of many young men of embarrassed means, but of the right class and spiritual disposition, had been smoothed by the wealthy Irish Catholic elite. His mother was widowed in America, and was living in genteel poverty when Cornelius Heeney appeared one day to take over the education of young John. Heeney, a bachelor who affected Quaker garb in his late years, was an original trustee of old St. Patrick’s and a major force in the development of the New York church. He emigrated as a young man in 1784, became a fur trading partner of John Jacob Astor, and owned most of downtown Brooklyn when he died. Heeney steered John toward the seminary, financed his education, pulled strings to ensure that he was sent to study in Rome, paid for his transport and vacations, and oversaw his first diocesan assignments.

The Catholic prelates marching down center aisle of St. Patrick’s were, in by for the greatest part, well-educated men—much more so than Hughes. They were sophisticated, well traveled, frequently multilingual, a substantial social cut above the generations of bishops who would follow them, who were much more likely to be the sons of working men. Isaac Hecker, who, along with Orestes Brownson, a fellow convert, was the leading mid-nineteenth-century American Catholic intellectual, had commented with some surprise—perhaps betraying lingering anti-Irish bigotry—on McCloskey’s breadth of reading and range of reference. John Ireland, despite his hail-fellow heartiness, was a cosmopolitan Francophile who was lionized by the French press when he propounded to enthusiastic audiences there, in French, the moral and religious benefits of the American separation of Church and State.

After the long train of processants emerged from the cathedral, and fanned out around the cathedral steps, McCloskey intoned the psalm “Asperges Me”—“Wash me, O Lord, with hyssop” (hyssop was a Middle Eastern shrub used in ancient times to sprinkle sacred water)—and then the “Miserere Me”—“Have mercy on me, O Lord.” Both psalms were taken up antiphonally by the full choir—sixty men and forty boys, with organ and orchestra—and the priest-cantors accompanying McCloskey: Fathers Kean, Dougherty, Rigney, Farrell, Reardon, Lammel, Barry, and O’Keeffe. McCloskey then led the procession on a stately circumnavigation of the Cathedral, sprinkling the great walls with holy water.

The architectural style of St. Patrick’s is late medieval “decorative Gothic,” consciously modeled after the great Cathedral of Cologne. It is clean and airy, marked by geometric stone traceries that convey an almost Arabic feeling. The architect, James Renwick, an honored guest at the dedication, was a Protestant, and a friend of Henry Adams and John Hay. Besides the Fifth Avenue reservoir, he was best known for his designs of Grace Church in New York and of the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, and was almost single-handedly responsible for the revival of Gothic architecture in America. For the St. Patrick’s assignment, however, Hughes, ever the padrone, partnered Renwick with his brother-in-law, William Rodrigue. Rodrigue came from a family of wealthy exiled Santo Domingan planters who had befriended Hughes when he was a lonely young priest in Philadelphia. He was just beginning his career as an architect when Hughes was put in charge of building the new Philadelphia cathedral. Naturally, Hughes hired him, eventually stage-managing the marriage to his sister, just as he arranged, years later, the marriage of his niece to Eugene Kelly. It was just as natural for Rodrigue to follow Hughes to New York; among his major diocesan designs was St. John’s College, now Fordham University, where he and his wife kept a house. He was aging and ill at the time of the St. Patrick’s assignment, and died shortly after the cornerstone was laid; all of the drawings are Renwick’s.

While Renwick publicly glowed with pride at the dedication, privately he made no secret of his disappointment at McCloskey’s corner-cutting. McCloskey, an intelligent and thoroughly decent man, was in awe of Hughes and readily accepted that his episcopacy would be spent in his predecessor’s massive shadow, struggling to carry on all the multiple enterprises Hughes had set afoot. The cathedral, of course, was Hughes’s crowning work, the most theatrical gesture of a highly theatrical man. It was not so much a personal monument—although Hughes was by no means free of vainglory—as it was a trumpet call to the world that Catholicism, and the Irish, had taken root on American soil, a glorious riposte to fling at the hated English. Or as Hughes put it more loftily in an 1858 letter, he would build the cathedral “for the glory of God, the exaltation of our holy Mother, the Church, the honor of the Catholic name in this country; Se as a monument of which the city of New York, either in its present or prospective greatness, need never be ashamed.” This was a heavy legacy for McCloskey’s narrow shoulders; opening the cathedral in his lifetime became almost an obsession.

The brute fact was that the Catholics of New York could not afford the cathedral that Renwick had designed. Hughes’s plan was to raise $100,000 from 100 individual $1000 subscriptions by the city’s wealthy Catholics—the Kellys, Hoguets, O’Conors, and their friends—followed by a second year’s fund-raising aimed at $100 subscriptions from another 1000 of the Catholic upper classes. Then as he put it:


If I should be successful for these two years, the building will have so far advanced and the people’s hearts will become so interested for its completion that I have no doubt that the work will be taken up separately in the churches and by the clergy in such a manner that it need not be stopped for want of funds, until the sum of half a million shall be expended upon it.… And if, when completed, it should still be in debt for 2 or 300,000 dollars, I should not think much of that.



Hughes’s cost estimate, unfortunately, was at least three or four times too small, and he also greatly overestimated how much money he could raise from the wealthy. The initial hundred donors signed up quickly, doubtless with the archbishop’s strong arm draped around their shoulders, but only seventy-three actually paid their subscriptions. (Seventy-three is the number usually cited by historians of the diocese; the records of the cathedral, however, show only sixty-two paid-up subscribers for a total of $63,000, including one double subscription.) Nor did the hoped-for 1000 additional Catholics step to the fore the next year. The total number of recorded additional subscribers, stretching over the entire two decades up to the dedication, was only 521, for a total of $136,929.13. Hughes ran out of cash just two years after the cornerstone was laid and stopped construction in 1861, with the first-story exterior walls about three-quarters finished. Putting the best face on it, he announced he was suspending construction because of the shortages and financial uncertainties engendered by the Civil War.

When McCloskey finally managed to restart construction in 1866, albeit at a much reduced pace, there was no place to turn for the $2 million or so still required, except to working-class Catholics. The endless round of parish assessments, special fund drives, raffles, and pleas from the altars, lent substance to the Protestant charge that Catholics were “bled” by their church, and “regularly taxed beside for the building of their cathedral.” The burden fell especially heavily on the Irish, who seem to have ponied up by far the bulk of the money. Beyond the subscriber lists, of course, there is no record of the cathedral’s donors; but just as New York’s priests were overwhelmingly Irish, so were the regular churchgoers. The only Italian name among the subscriptions is Lorenzo Delmonico’s, and he was Swiss, although there was a sizable colony of Italian Catholics in New York. There was also an economically successful German Catholic population (whose tenement houses were notable for their cleanliness and order) and a sizable minority of German priests; but of the total of 583 subscribers, hardly a dozen names are clearly German. Almost all the rest are Irish.

Today, the much larger buildings on all sides of St. Patrick’s obscure the skewing of proportions and the reduction of complexity imposed by McCloskey’s financial exigencies. Besides the missing front steeples and the missing rosette of chapels in the rear, the most serious omission, and the most galling to Renwick, was the lack of flying buttresses. As medieval cathedrals strained ever higher, their walls became too unstable to support the great weight of their masonry ceilings, causing cataclysmic outward collapses. Gothic architects solved the problem with the system of spidery exterior braces called flying buttresses, that permitted cathedrals to leap to much greater heights and also created an intricate play of exterior light and shadow. Cologne’s, although they are hard to see under centuries of industrial grime, may be the greatest example. McCloskey, however, eliminated the flying buttresses at St. Patrick’s simply by specifying a much lighter and cheaper modern plaster ceiling. Switching to plaster made undeniable financial sense, but the aesthetic price was large. As the dedicatory procession marched slowly around the building, they were presented with long, bare, blank walls on both sides, and blunt, empty connections where Renwick’s flying buttresses would have been.

The sharpest eyes may also have detected a color change in the marble between the first and second story of the exterior walls, and therein lurks a small scandal. The cathedral’s builders were William Joyce and James Hall. They were selected in large part because Hall was part owner of a marble quarry in Eastchester, New York, which had what Renwick considered the best available exterior stone. In a letter to the cathedral trustees in the spring of 1858, Hughes actually recommended buying the quarry to secure a ready supply of marble, warning more presciently than he knew of the “caprices of quarry owners & quarry men.” Before work started, however, Joyce and Hall got the contract specification changed to cheaper marble from another quarry that they owned in Pleasantville, although without lowering the price to the diocese. Then in 1869, Joyce, in clear violation of the contract, which called for hand-cut marble, switched the marble again, to much cheaper stone blasted from a quarry in Massachusetts. (Hall died shortly thereafter.)

The circumstantial evidence of skulduggery is strong. Joyce had apparently purchased the Massachusetts quarry through a shell company, so he would have made large profits by switching the marble. Although he drew only $3000 a year from the cathedral contract, and had been heavily in debt, he suddenly found the cash to buy $150,000 worth of land—in today’s dollars, that is, he was a millionaire. At the same time, his assistant, Patrick Dwyer, announced that he had unexpectedly inherited $20,000 from in-laws in Ireland. A priest who dined with McCloskey about the time work was being restarted reported that McCloskey was upset because Joyce was demanding to be bought out of his contract. The problem was that Joyce was Irish Catholic, while Hall, who was willing to finish the job, was an English Protestant, and McCloskey feared that would not sit well with “the Irish.” A reasonable inference is that pressure was brought on Joyce to stay on the job, and he avenged himself by cheating the diocese on the marble. In any event, the official descriptions of the cathedral in the dedication programs stress, perhaps a bit defensively, that the walls use two kinds of white marble “of equal quality.” Joyce was an honored guest at the dedication and magnanimously donated a window depicting the life of the Evangelist John.

When the procession finally completed its course around the cathedral, McCloskey was joined for a brief prayer by the lay trustees and the committeemen for the dedication, wearing red-and-white rosettes, and then led the procession back to the altar. The interior of the cathedral was a spectacle of solemn beauty—the tall arches of the Gothic ceilings (no one noticed the plaster), the quiet earth tones of the stone, the soft play of light from, the great stained-glass windows (manufactured in France in workshops near Chartres), the flickering of hundreds of candles, the glitter of the altar plate and the burnished gold of the vestments, the bright cascades of altar flowers against the dark carved wood of the altar screen, the muted shuffle of the long line of processants. The antiphonal chanting of the Litany of the Saints greatly heightened the effect. Gregorian chant, or plainsong, based on the hypnotic repetition of a single note ornamented with regular cadences, developed coevally with Gothic architecture. It is an extraordinarily supple and flexible musical form, able to accommodate verse lines of any length. The litany was piped in high, clear voices by a quartet of choirboys positioned on either side of the altar; the responses, by the full choir, came from the rear of the church in thrumming baritones:


Boys: Sanc-te Pe-tre

DUM-da DUM-da



Choir: O-ra pro no-bis

DUM-da da DUM-da

(Saint Peter, pray for us.)



Or:


Boys: Om-nes sanc-ti A-pos-to-li et E-van-ge-lis-tae

DUM-da da-da da-da-da-da da da-da-da-DUM-da



Choir: O-ra-te pro no-bis

DUM-da-da da DUM-da

(All ye holy Apostles and Evangelists, pray for us)



It was achingly beautiful, and great theater. The New York Tribune reporter, who had not been impressed with the music to that point, found the litany overwhelming.

It was eleven o’clock when the Cardinal reached the altar and the litany was completed. There was a break in the ceremony so McCloskey could vest for Mass—donning an even richer outer vestment and scarlet slippers studded with jewels. The police line by the steps opened so the standing-room ticket holders could be admitted, gawking upward at the ceiling and the stained glass of the clerestory. The doors remained open so the crowd in the streets could witness the Mass. Some began to drift off to the park or to go about their other business, but fully a third stood vigil for the entire ceremony.

The highlight of the Mass was the sermon delivered by Bishop Patrick Ryan of St. Louis, reputedly the Church’s finest orator, an exemplar of the ornate, Ciceronian nineteenth-century style that was already falling out of fashion. Ryan opened, of course, with a celebration of the cathedral, pointedly including the fund-raising gymnastics:


And what shall I say to you—the children of toil—who … glory in what has been said, as if in reproach, “that the great Cathedral of New York was built chiefly by the pennies of the poor.” The pennies of the poor! … It is appropriate that the poor whom [Christ] so honored should aid to build His house which is also their home. We accept, then, the imagined reproach as an honor, and we ask in turn where in this great city have the thousands of bondholders erected a temple like this temple, built up and adorned by the “pennies of the poor.”



And of the Irish:


Today the eyes and hearts of that devoted race in every part of the world are turned to this scene. Here they behold the greatest temple in the New World dedicated to God under the invocation of their national saint, and forever more it shall be known as St. Patrick’s Cathedral of New York.



Ryan then proceeded to boom on for an unmerciful one hour and forty minutes, declaiming on the role of Catholic dogma in the modern world, while the the mute thousands standing in the crowded aisles shuffled patiently, lips doubtless moving in silent prayer, beseeching the Lord that the good bishop might finally stop. When Ryan at last did sit down, Monsignor William Quinn, the diocesan vicar-general rose briefly to announce an auction of pews the following Thursday evening. (The auction drew hundreds of onlookers. The top bid, for $2100, came from José Navarro, a deliberately obscure banker and friend of the Vanderbilts, reputed to be the richest Spaniard in America. Eugene Kelly’s $750 was second highest, followed by those of Joseph J. O’Donohue, a former parks commissioner, the bankers William and John O’Brien, John D. Crimmins, a top Tammany sachem, and William R. Grace, soon to be New York’s first Irish mayor. The press turned out in large numbers to see how much John Kelly might bid, but were disappointed when he failed to appear.)

It was almost two o’clock when the sermon ended, and some in the press corps were worried about McCloskey; he was not strong, and as celebrant would have had neither food nor water since the previous evening. The choir chanted the Nicene Creed, the outline of the Catholic faith hammered out at a series of great councils more than fifteen hundred years before; then, as the hush in the cathedral deepened, came the Mass’s ancient sacrifice, the Offering and the Consecration of the bread and wine, the Cardinal holding them aloft as the true Body and Blood of Christ. The choir sang the “Agnus Dei”—“Lamb of God, who takest away the sins of the world, have mercy on us”—and Communion was distributed on the altar. Finally, the Cardinal bestowed his last blessing, and shortly before three o’clock, some five hours after the processional cross-bearer first started up the center aisle, the Mass ended, the dedication was finished, and St. Patrick’s had become officially the leading Catholic cathedral of the New World. The heavy Sunday clothes of the thousands of people blinking out into the afternoon sunlight were wilted and sweaty, the congregants light-headed and sore from the long hours of standing or kneeling, but they were smiling and happy, basking in the quiet pleasure of having witnessed the completion of a great endeavor.

After the Mass, a banquet dinner awaited the clergy and lay dignitaries, some four hundred in all, in the basement of St. Mary’s orphanage at 52nd. The gathering, save for the nuns who prepared and served the food, was of course entirely male, and a wholly pardonable self-satisfaction, a twinkling joviality, filled the room. At the head table with the Cardinal were Charles O’Conor and Eugene Kelly, the four archbishops—Gibbons, Wood, John Purcell of Cincinnati, Michael Hannan of Halifax, Nova Scotia—and Monsignor Quinn, the day-to-day manager of the cathedral project. After the meal, McCloskey, who had an easy platform style, rose, tapped his glass for attention, and read a congratulatory telegram from the Pope. Amid much applause, McCloskey called for a toast: “It needs no words of mine to commend to you the goodness of the Holy Father, and to call upon you to drink with one accord and hearty earnestness the health of Pope Leo XIII.” The audience stood, drained their glasses, and burst into sustained cheers.

McCloskey called for quiet to remind his audience that “the cornerstone of the cathedral was laid during the pontificate of Pius IX … I ask you then to drink in silence the immortal memory of our late Holy Father.” The drinks were refreshed, the audience rose once more, and after standing for a moment with heads bowed, drained the glasses. McCloskey then said a few words on “that great and illustrious archbishop,” his predecessor, whose “true monument was the Catholic cathedral he founded,” and the crowd stood once more in silence to drain a glass for John Hughes.

Turning to the head table, McCloskey—interrupted by prolonged bursts of cheering—introduced Archbishop Purcell, a venerable seventy-nine years old, who had barely managed to totter through the long procession. Purcell was “a father and brother,” the Cardinal said, but “you are well aware of the misfortunes that have fallen upon him.” Purcell and his brother, a priest of Cincinnati, had organized a savings bank for the diocese. But they disregarded Hughes’s advice to turn the bank over to professionals, and Purcell’s brother made a habit of tearing up notes for loans to Catholics on the grounds “that he did not require notes from members of his communion.” The bank had just been closed by the authorities, with more than 4000 creditors and cumulative losses of some $3.5 million, wiping out the savings of many good Catholics. The archbishop’s bedroom furniture, worth about $15, had been distrained, and he and his brother faced a possible indictment. The old man stood and tried to speak but could not find words. So McCloskey called for a hearty toast to Purcell’s health, and announced a meeting of bishops at his house that night to discuss how to bail out the Cincinnati diocese.

The toasts flowed on. Bishop Ryan was roundly roasted for his interminable oration, and, after the audience had drunk his health, threatened to take an hour and forty minutes to reply. James Renwick’s health was drunk, and he gave a brief speech. Gibbons toasted Monsignor Quinn, whose purse “grew longer and longer” whenever the cathedral’s construction required. Charles O’Conor then spoke “at some length,” although his speech is not preserved. Finally Gibbons remarked that it had been a long day. The time for evening Vespers service—to be celebrated by Gibbons—was drawing closer, and perhaps they should retire “for a good smoke.”

For McCloskey, for the senior clergy, for the Catholic laymen like O’Conor and Eugene Kelly, the dinner was a moment of quiet triumph. After all the financial tensions of the previous twenty years, all the doubts in the lay press, all the false starts and the long hiatuses, the cathedral, if not exactly finished, was at least an accomplished feet. It was dedicated; it was the official, working seat of America’s largest diocese and the grandest church in the Western Hemisphere. And there was no longer any question that one day it would be completely finished, if not quite in accord with the original plans, at least acceptably so. A chapel, if not a rosette of chapels, would eventually be built at the rear, and Gothic spires would surely one day carry Catholic prayers up to heaven.

Beneath the satisfaction, some self-doubts lingered. Ryan revealed a touch of insecurity in his sermon—there were, he said, “possibly many non-Catholics of cultured aesthetic tastes more competent to judge the beauties of such a church as St. Patrick’s than most Catholics.” And it is legitimate to ask, for the question was in the mind of at least some of the dinner’s attendees, whether the inordinate pride in St. Patrick’s as a work of public religious art was justified. The daily press, while criticizing, as the Times did, this or that aspect of the ceremonial or the fund-raising exertions, were for the most part lavish in their praise of the cathedral itself. High-brow Protestant journals were much harsher. The brahmin Atlantic Monthly published a long, scathing review just before the dedication that is remarkable for its sustained vitriol. Almost half the article is an attack on Hughes, then fifteen years dead. Hughes was “a crafty and unscrupulous priest … playing upon the hopes and fears” of a base and corrupt city government, wrote the author, a local architectural critic named Clarence Cook, and had winkled the taxpayers out of the land for St. Patrick’s “for the consideration of one dollar.” Hughes, the article went on,


was not a man of educated taste, nor … a man of education at all.… He was a politician, and one of the shrewdest and ablest of his class. And then he was a priest … one of the few … in this country who have been able to win, by their own character and energy, a national reputation.… We are not saying it was an agreeable reputation. The archbishop belonged to the church militant … always in the saddle, never weary, and, what was more never desponding … so persuasive, or at least so convincing that, when he called for money, if a widow had but one penny, yet should he have a farthing ere he went.



The article’s central charge—that Hughes had, in effect, stolen the land for the cathedral—was false, as would have been easy to discover from the public land registry. The city had sold the land to a private party in 1799, and it had subsequently passed through many hands before the trustees of St. Patrick’s acquired clear title, for $59,500, in 1852;. The 1799 deed included, as was the custom, an annual “quitrent” of four bushels of wheat. When St. Patrick’s acquired title, it paid the city $83.22 to clear the quitrent, which had not been paid for years. The story that the Church bought the land for St. Patrick’s from the Tammany machine for $83 is repeated even in modern histories of New York. John Hassard, Hughes’s biographer, pointed out the falsity of the land-grab charge in a letter to the Atlantic; but Cook, hardly abashed, insisted in a reply that any story so widely believed must contain some truth, and there the dialogue ended.

Cook’s treatment of the design and execution of the cathedral itself was, if anything, even more savage. Renwick’s work, he wrote, will “cause his professional brethren to hang their heads.” The cathedral is all “clumsy repetition and copying of forms and arrangements found here, there, and everywhere in the Gothic monuments of Europe.” The “great door-way came from nowhere unless from some confectioner’s shop … sham and veneer are everywhere and in their most offensive forms.… Words cannot express the paltry character of the internal finish of this vaunted structure.” The interior stone is “the meanest of possible tints that can be found and the sickly color of the glass makes it meaner still.” Cook winds up the diatribe with a pretense of apology: it was only because “the church never did care a farthing for art
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