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Over the last decade, historians of American Catholicism have become increasingly aware that the Church in the United States cannot be properly understood without reference to its truly international character.  One result of this is that scholars have become much more attentive to the relationship between the Roman Curia and the American Church.
  Still, much beneficial work remains to be done by delving into Roman archives, and into the biographies of the American priests who studied at the Collegio Urbano and the North American College in Rome.
  These priests were well represented in the American Church, working in parishes, missions, colleges and seminaries, and a number of them went on to become bishops.
  Roman archives contain letters written between these priests and their alma maters, as well as their correspondence with Vatican officials on matters of local pastoral concern.  These sources offer enticing opportunities for scholars of North American Catholicism who wish to consider more fully the transatlantic context. 

    Patrick Francis McSweeney (1838-1907) provides an example of an American priest who studied for ordination in a Roman seminary and regularly wrote to Rome regarding his ministry in the United States.  An immigrant from Ireland, as well as an alumnus of Propaganda Fide’s Collegio Urbano in Rome, McSweeney served as the parish priest of St. Brigid’s in the Archdiocese of New York.  In 1884 he wrote a report for Michael Augustine Corrigan, coadjutor of Archbishop John McCloskey, giving his personal assessment of Italian-American immigrants in the archdiocese.
  McSweeney wrote the report in Italian, correctly assuming that it would have to be transmitted to Rome and knowing that Corrigan was proficient in Italian. In fact, the coadjutor was also an alumnus of a Roman seminary, having been one of the first twelve students of the Pontifical North American College, which had been erected in Rome in 1859.2
     McSweeney described the composition of the Italian-American community and gave his evaluation of their practice of the faith.  He complained about immigrants from southern Italy because they accepted the worst jobs, saved all their money in anticipation of a return to Italy, and rarely set foot in a church. McSweeney reported that in St. James’ parish, for example, only 24 Italians out of 5,000 went to Mass on the Sunday before he wrote his report, and no more than 200 Italians had attended Easter celebrations in the parishes of New York.  Italian immigrants were hardly renouncing their Catholic upbringing – on the 10th of July immigrants from Salerno organized a large procession for the Feast of Our Lady of Mount Carmel – but, even on that occasion, only eight received the sacrament of Confession.  McSweeney suggested that the archdiocese appeal to New York’s Italian immigrant priests for assistance in incorporating other Southern Italian Catholic immigrants into parish life.

     On July 29, 1884, McSweeney also sent a status report, or “lettera di stato,” to Cardinal Giovanni Simeoni, prefect of Propaganda Fide. His letter comprised the biennial report that former students of the Collegio Urbano were required to write to inform Propaganda of their whereabouts and ministries. The priest liberally quoted his report on the Italians in New York and added significant details, including his assessment of the Italian priests of the archdiocese as “greedy” and “of dubious moral character.”

     McSweeney’s letters are but one representative example of the significant sources on immigration and American Catholic dioceses that can be found in the archives of the Holy See.
 These sources typically fall into one of two categories.  The first consists of letters answering a routine call for diocesan status reports, the aforementioned “lettere di stato.”  The other consists of letters reacting to a particular local crisis.  Undoubtedly, both kinds of documents are written from a subjective point of view, and tend to privilege a diocesan or personal perspective. More often than not, they addressed exceptional circumstances rather than the details of daily life in parishes and institutions.  Nevertheless, they are tremendously valuable in illuminating the issues the American Church faced at the time, and how Roman officials came to understand the Church in America. 

     Material in the Roman archives makes clear that by the mid-19th century the Holy See had not yet grasped the peculiarity of Catholicism in the United States. Roman officials were not only discovering America at the time, but they were also trying to assess its problems, and deciding which Vatican dicastery had competency to address the American questions.
 At the same time, the archives also indicate how quickly the Holy See realized that American Catholicism was defined by the troubled relationship among immigrant groups and their clergy.
 It was this realization that gave rise to Americans studying in Roman seminaries, and specifically gave birth to the North American College in Rome.  Vatican officials hoped that Roman trained priests in America would keep immigrants safe from Protestant influences, help squelch conflicts between immigrant groups, and provide valuable information on the American scene for Roman officials.

In 1852 the man ultimately destined to found the North American College, Mgr. Gaetano Bedini (1806-1864) was sent by the Roman Curia to visit New York and Washington on his way to South America.  His visit was a nightmare: not only was he harassed by nativists fearing a Catholic invasion of America, but by Italian and German Catholic exiles who considered him the enemy of Forty-Eighters.
 Despite the troubles associated with his visit, the nuncio was impressed by America’s economic, technological, and political innovation.   Bedini’s observations convinced him that the United States would soon be the dominant force in the Americas (he even predicted its clash with Spain and the conquest of Cuba).  He also projected that only a huge Catholic immigration would prevent the U.S. from becoming a powerful anti-Catholic stronghold.

     Bedini was convinced that to catholicize America, the Church needed priests to protect the faith of Catholic immigrants. But he didn’t support the recruitment of more European clergy, feeling that there were already too many immigrant priests in the U.S. and that their presence perpetuated old linguistic barriers, which lead to clashes between immigrant Catholic communities. The nuncio believed that the shared language of Catholics in the U.S. should be English.  He suggested, therefore, that a Pontifical North American College in Rome could prepare new American-born priests, teaching them how to support immigrants without ceding to nationalistic approaches that could divide and weaken the American Church.

     At first, Bedini couldn’t find support in the Roman Curia.  Many Roman officers sided with the American bishops who blamed the nuncio himself for the clamor surrounding his American travels. Moreover, many cardinals remained unconvinced that Catholicism’s future lay in the United States.  Bedini eventually found a supporter in Pope Pius IX, who hailed from the same hometown.  In 1856 Bedini was named secretary of Propaganda, and three years later he founded the North American College.

The cherished hope of Gaetano Bedini (and, for that matter, priests such as Patrick Francis McSweeney) was that American seminarians studying at the North American College or at the Collegio Urbano in Rome (or even the American College of Louvain, the Collegio Brignole-Sale of Genoa (Italy), the All Hallows College of Dublin, or the seminaries of France or Quebec) would acquire a more universal understanding of Catholicity invoked by McSweeney as “una carità più ampia.”
  They would also learn as many languages as possible beyond their native English.  This meant that American-born priests would be able to serve in “national parishes,” better prepared to attend to the spiritual salvation of immigrants even though they themselves were note part of the same ethno-linguistic group. This initiative, in other words, represented an attempt to alleviate, rather than exacerbate, inter-ethnic tensions.
Once back in America, these priests often found that their Roman training put them in difficult positions relative to their congregations, other priests and bishops.  Propaganda Fide was convinced that many of these priests were discriminated against in their home dioceses because they were perceived as being excessively “Roman.”
  Moreover, they were often caught in the middle of fights among bishops, or between bishops, clergy and immigrant faithful.  Indeed, American seminarians in Rome, former students writing Propaganda from the U.S., and American professors and administrators at the North American College (particularly the rector), often served as mediators in Roman debates over reports on events in the American church.
  Sometimes, these American mediators collaborated with one another, but mostly they represented opposite factions.  As they worked to advocate for the positions held by their bishops and friends, they had to play the Roman game, and use Roman institutions to advance their cause.

A case in point involves the controversy in the American Church over labor unions and the Knights of Labor.  This history is, of course, well known to historians of U.S. Catholicism. Yet further examination of Roman archives and closer attention to the tactics that both sides adopted in attempting to convince the Holy See would illuminate yet another dimension of that history.

          On November 13, 1883, when the American bishops met in Rome to discuss their upcoming Baltimore council with Propaganda’s officers, Francis Silas Chatard (1834-1918), the bishop of Indianapolis, a former student of the Collegio Urbano and rector of the North American College (1868 al 1876), and Charles J. Seghers (1839-1886), Archbishop of Oregon City, born at Gand in Belgium and a former student of the American College in Louvain, asked for a condemnation of labor unions as equivalent to secret societies.
  Archbishop James Gibbons of Baltimore and Patrick A. Feehan (1829-1902), Archbishop of Chicago, took the opposite view, maintaining that a relationship with the labor movement was necessary in integrating Catholic immigrants.

While Bishop Chatard was well known in Rome, he wasn’t necessarily well liked in the Eternal City.  The following year, in 1884, officials at Propaganda wrote an assessment of the North American College where Chatard had recently presided as rector.  The final report noted that Chatard had asked for an extraordinary independence for his institution, a request that was intolerable to the Vatican.  This report would undoubtedly have been on the mind of Cardinal Giovanni Simeoni, the Prefect of Propaganda, when he received a letter from Chatard, dated February 5, 1885, attacking the Ancient Order of Hibernians and accusing them of violent tendencies, and of being a cover for former members of the “Molly Maguires.”

From the opposing side, Archbishop James Gibbons also wrote Simeoni, on February 20, 1885 and asked for a careful evaluation of the condemnation of the Knights of Labor.
  Noting that many of the Knights’ hundreds of thousands of members were Catholic, Gibbons suggested that it was unwise to alienate this number of faithful just to please a few bishops.  Gibbons wasn’t as well known in Rome but he had his supporters there.  In that same year (1885) Gibbons made a report to Rome on the Archdiocese of Baltimore, and the document was translated by Bernard Smith (1812-1892), a consultant for Propaganda, and formerly a vice-rector of the Irish College in Rome and abbot of St. Paul-outside-the-walls.
  Smith added his analysis of the report, stating that Propaganda owed Gibbons thanks for the precision of his report and for his work in Baltimore.
  The praise may have been deserved, but what makes it most interesting is that Smith was essentially asking for an official imprimatur of Gibbons’ activity.  Smith was likely willing to make this gambit knowing that Chatard was not well liked at Propaganda. 

This episode shows how Roman offices, in particular Propaganda Fide and the Holy Office, were continually called upon to make evaluations of and decisions about the Knights of Labor and other associations.
  The Roman archives containing the correspondences of the opposing American factions reveal important information about the arguments and tactics each side used to advance their respective aims.  In the end, the prolonged American debate over labor unions convinced Rome of the importance of the social question, and Gibbons ultimately won the day when Rerum Novarum was promulgated on May 15, 1891.

For another example of how American graduates of Roman seminarians both provided Rome with reports on America, and used these letters to advance their own perspectives, we might return to Michael Corrigan and Patrick McSweeney.  Corrigan, once Archbishop of New York, wrote critiques of former students of Collegio Urbano working in his diocese and told Roman officials that Francis McSweeney was the youngest and the laziest (“non vuole lavorare molto”) of three brothers, all priests who had studied in the Eternal City.
  Corrigan’s letters to Italian bishops Geremia Bonomelli (Cremona) and Giovanni Battista Scalabrini (Piacenza) reveal his disdain for McSweeney’s complaints. 
 But in his evaluation of McSweeney we can also sense his intense dislike of graduates of the Collegio Urbano. 

Tension among the clergy of New York at the end of the 19th Century is well known and is usually explained as a “political” conflict: Corrigan’s conservatism versus Edward McGlynn’s social reformism.  But perhaps we should also take into account the conflicting visions of former students of the Collegio Urbano and of former students of the North American College. Corrigan wrote at least once to Propaganda complaining that all his priests who graduated from Collegio Urbano were against him.
  And Joseph O’Connell, another former student of Propaganda who served as parish priest at St. Michael’s (Brooklyn), made very similar claims.

          While it is undeniable that there is a distinctly Roman touch to the lettera di stato  these priest alumni wrote to their alma maters, it is also difficult to assess the degree to which their experiences in Roman colleges influenced the perceptions, political standing, or activities of American priests. 
  Still, it is hardly a stretch to assume that former students in Rome became members of different priestly networks in America, and that the Roman institutes where they studied could well have had an important impact on the subsequent choices they made.  

In marked contrast to historians of Canadian Catholicism, U.S. historians have not dealt significantly with this crucial aspect of the American Church’s international and particularly Roman character.
  Research on the history of the Canadian Catholic Church has taught us that the Vatican deemed the Roman education of North American seminarians, particularly at the Collegio Urbano di Propaganda Fide, the best tool to form priests “romani d’intelletto e di cuore.”
  Further research into Roman archives by American historians will certainly shed important light on how the Roman education of American priests had important effects on crucial incidents in the history of American Catholicism.  

My wandering amidst the Roman archives of Propaganda Fide, the Holy Office, and the Vatican Archives shows how Vatican officials obtained and made use of reports from American priests and built dossiers on the Church in the United States. It also testifies to the depth and complexity of these reports, even if Roman officials of the time didn’t always pay adequate attention to this wealth of information. 

According to Propaganda’s own dossier on the North American College, the American Church was one of the most important and vigorous in the world.
  This made it imperative for Rome to better marshal the information contained in its archives, and made finding a more rational system of classifying archival resources on the U.S. Church a pressing concern.  The erection of an Apostolic Delegation in Washington (1893) and the advancement of the American Church to the rank of national Church, under the direct control of the cardinal secretary of State (1908), were both strong steps towards addressing this archival deficiency.

     In particular, the erection of an Apostolic Delegation was the first step in improving the classification of documents pertaining to the American Church.  The new secretary of the Delegation needed to organize his archives, and in doing so, decided to classify them according to new criteria. The archives of Washington’s Delegation were divided into sections, and coded by Roman numerals.  By the time of the Second World War, they totaled twenty-two sections.  While not all of the sections are yet declassified, the sections cover: I.  Apostolic Delegation; II.  United States; III.  United Nations; IV.  Episcopal Lists; V.  Foreign Affairs; VI.  Canada; VII.  Philippines; VIII.  Mexico; IX.  Dioceses; X.  Varia 1; XI.  Varia 2; XII.  Secret Societies; XIII.  Associations; XIV; Catholic Associations; XV.  Greeks (ie. Catholics of the Greek Rite); XVI.  Eccentrics (ie. Priests causing scandal); XVII.  Catholic Universities; XVIII.  Ruthenians; XIX.  Religious Institutes; XX.  Budget; XXI.  Josephine College; XXIII.  Added Documents

The first section contains all the documents about the institution itself and its correspondence to and from Rome.  The second section covers the social, political and religious dimensions of the United States.  Here, we can find documents addressing ethnic complaints; such as those made by French Canadians, Germans, Poles, Slovaks and Ruthenians; and discussions about the schools question and about missions for Native Americans, Afro-Americans and Latino-Americans.

In the fourth section, we find debates about the designation of new bishops, which often revolved around the ethnic or political clashes in various dioceses.  In the ninth we find dossiers about individual dioceses.  The fifth, sixth, seventh and eighth sections point out that the geographical closeness of countries like Canada and Mexico, and the presence of immigrants from Europe and Asia forced the American Church to address its international context and to finance religious and rescue missions around the world.  For example, many groups from Central-East Europe asked the American Church and Woodrow Wilson’s administration to help the subdivision of the Austrian Empire after World War I. Other groups, from the same area, asked for help against the Nazis in the 1930s or the communists after World War II.

The twelfth, thirteenth and fourteenth sections contain the analysis about associations.  And finally, the fifteenth and eighteenth sections present us with the relationship among Catholics of the Greek and Latin Rites, and between the Catholic and the Orthodox Church.

At the same time, the documentary series in Roman archives were also reorganized.

  The archives of the cardinal secretary of State were already based on geographical and/or content-based rubrics, while the Holy Offices had a series for decisions (Decreta), a series for specific arguments (Dispensations), and a kind of general repository (Rerum Variarum).  The archivists at Propaganda opted for maintaining the old series of Acta (or decisions) along with a new series (Nuova Serie), where all documents were classified according to their argument and according to geography (thus, there was a rubric n° 154 for United States, but you have also to check under n° 7 for “lettere di stato”).  In 1908, when the United States lost its designation as a mission territory and became a national church, all of Propaganda’s materials on the U.S. (except those concerning missions in Alaska, for example) were sent to the cardinal secretary of State and all reports by American bishops were sent to the Concistorial Congregation and can now be read in the Vatican Archives in the series, Congregazione Concistoriale, Relationes Dioecesium. 

     This archival effort by the Washington Delegation and Roman dicasteries helped Roman officials to better understand the United States.  But at the same time, the archives were themselves a product of a better understanding of the U.S.: the fruit of correspondence with American priests and bishops who had been trained in Roman seminaries.  Today, this archival effort offers a treasury of resources in the form of diocesan reports, letters from Roman educated priests, and dossiers on major issues in the American church. Researchers who want to study the Catholic Church in America, and especially those who appreciate the importance of incorporating a Roman perspective, will find these largely untapped resources absolutely essential to their scholarly work.
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