Drumgoole and The Newsies
 

     On Dec. 15,1879, leaders of New York's Irish Catholic community gathered for a special cornerstone laying ceremony. The event marked the beginning of construction of the Mission of the Immaculate Virgin at Great Jones and Lafayette Streets in Lower Manhattan. The man behind the effort was Fr. John C. Drumgoole, an Irish priest who'd made caring for the city's thousands of homeless children his life's mission.
     Fr. John Christopher Drumgoole was born in Co. Longford in 1816. His father died when he was young and at the age of nine he emigrated to the United States of America, joining his mother who had gone ahead of him. They joined St. Mary's parish on Grand Street and when he was a young man, Drumgoole took a job there as a sexton (custodian). He considered the priesthood but put it off for years to care for his aging mother. The calling, however, never left him and when family friends took in his mother, he left for the seminary, and was ordained in 1868 at the age of 52.
     During his years as a sexton at St. Mary's, Drumgoole had permitted homeless children to sleep in the church basement. These were mainly Irish children, the victims of domestic abuse, alcoholism, poverty, and desertion that plagued the Famine-era Irish in America. Thousands roamed the city's streets. earning money as ragpickers, bootblacks, and hawkers of newspapers. Many, as they got older, joined gangs and turned to crime and prostitution.
     No public welfare system existed in this era, so homeless children found help only through private institutions, most of which were run by Protestant churches. The most prominent one was the Children's Aid Society founded in 1853 by minister Charles Loring Brace. Starting in 1854 and running until 1929, the CAS sponsored so-called "orphan trains" that carried 250,000 children to the Midwest where they were placed with Protestant families.
     The program operated with no outside oversight and many Catholics considered Brace nothing short of a kidnapper bent on converting Catholic children into Protestants. To combat this, the Archdiocese organized the Catholic Protectorate and other agencies designed to harbor children in need and place them in Catholic families.
     Drumgoole's experience with homeless children led him, two years after his ordination, to be named Chaplain for St.Vincent's Newsboy's Home on Warren St., a converted old warehouse close to Newspaper Row where so many homeless boys earned their living as "newsies." Drumgoole threw himself into the job. He printed and distributed handbills to advertise the home and its services. He also walked the streets of Manhattan, reaching out to the newsies. Soon, the home was filled to capacity and Fr. Drumgoole set about raising money for a new facility. By 1879, he accrued enough funds to buy a piece of property at the corner of Great Jones and Lafayette( in present day SoHo) to build the Mission of the Immaculate Virgin.Completed in 1881, it offered homeless boys lodging, meals, and vocational training, along with a laundry, chapel and library.
     Franciscan sisters from Buffalo were brought in to run the facility, which was soon filled to capacity. Before long, the city's newspapers began referring to Fr, Drumgoole as "The Children's Shepherd." But Drumgoole believed, like so many of his contemporaries, including Charles Loring Brace, that wayward boys from troubled families were best served by removal from the city. Rural life offered the benefits of healthful air, hard work, and wholesome values. Accordingly, Drumgoole purchased 500 acres of land on Prince's Bay on Staten Island where he built Mount Loretto-soon the largest child-care facility in the United States. It boasted a huge farm, 300 cattle, and thousands of chickens, all worked by young boys rescued from the streets of New York. Mount Loretto also offered Vocational training and education.
     Later in the 1920s, another Irish priest, Fr. Edward Flanagan, would earn national acclaim for a similar facilty, Boys Town, in Omaha, Nebraska.
     Drumgoole had only a few years to enjoy the fruits of his labors. In 1888, he was one of many New Yorkers caught in the great blizzard of '88. He caught a severe cold that progressed into pneumonia. He died on March 28 at the age of 72. More than 100,000 mourners turned out to pay their last respects at St. Patrick's Cathedral. Fittingly, he was buried at Mount Loretto.
     Fr. Drumgoole's legacy lives on to this day at Mount Loretto on Staten Island. City and state agencies long ago took over most of the care for orphans and foster children, so Mount Loretto has shifted its focus to serving children with developmental disabilities and autism. It also operates a daycare center, senior center, and addiction recovery clinic. On an average day, about 1000 people from Staten Island visit Mount Loretto for these services.
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