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Cincinnati Bishop John Purcell explaining the Catholics' unique
position in regard to the nonsectarian curriculum:

In religious coalition [Protestants] have nothing to
lose, whatever may be the effect of the experiment.
Their creeds, so called, are so ambiguously defined
that the addition or subtraction of half-a-dozen-
dogmas cannot destroy their identity -except, per-
haps, one of the tenets adopted should be atheism!
They know that we have a creed which cannot exist
but in its integrity. We cannot, therefore, meet them
on equal grounds.149

As Hughes observed, there were fundamental differences between
Catholics and all other Christian denominations that made conflict
on educational questions seem inevitable. Indeed, it was this abso-
lutist, all-or-nothing aspect of Catholic doctrine that would later
puzzle Protestants when it formed the centerpiece of Hughes' chal-
lenge to nonsectarianism.

At the time of his letter to Bishop Purcell, John Hughes was
a rising star in American Catholicism. Born in Annaloghan, Ireland
in 1797 as the third of seven children, the young Hughes never for-
got the bigotry and oppression he experienced as a Catholic under
English rule.150 Hughes happily followed his father to America in 1818,
and, determined to enter the priesthood, he persuaded Father John
Dubois to take him on as a gardener at St. Mary's Catholic College and

149 John Hughes, Letter to John Purcell (June 27, 1837), reprinted in Diffley, supra note
94, at 194 (emphasis in original) (enumeration omitted). Hughes objected particularly
to the Protestant practice of allowing children to read the Bible without note or
comment. Id., at 193-94. While this was common for Protestants, who generally
agreed that individuals could interpret the Scriptures for themselves, Catholic doc-
trine permitted the teaching of only official church interpretations. Lannie, Hughes,
supra note 96, at 44.
150 JOHN R.G. HASSARD, LIFE OF THE MOST REVEREND JOHN HUGHES 14-17 (1866).

Hassard recounts the elderly Hughes' bitter memory of his young sister's burial, at
which the priest could only bless a handful of earth for a layman to throw on the
grave because English law forbade him entry to the cemetery. Id. at 17.
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Seminary in Emmitsburg, Maryland.1S' In just a year, Hughes had
impressed Father Dubois enough to gain regular entry into the
college, and he quickly established himself as both an excellent
student and a willing intellectual combatant. 5 2 While still a stu-
dent at St. Mary's, he published his first essay in a weekly paper
rebuking a local speaker for defaming the Catholic Church during
an Independence Day oration.153 Then, as a young priest in Phila-
delphia, Hughes gained national recognition when he engaged the
well-known Presbyterian Reverend John Breckinridge in a series
of published debates. 154 Though Breckinridge had the benefit of a
far greater education, Hughes' impassioned and erudite defense of
Catholicism won him many admirers -as -did his fearless service
to the sick and poor of all denominations during the cholera epi-
demic of 1832, when many Protestant clergymen abandoned their
city posts for the safety of country life. 155 These were signs of
things to come for John Hughes, who quickly earned a reputation
as a priest who was willing-even eager-to stand up in defense
of his flock and his faith.

Shortly after his 1837 letter to Bishop Purcell, the Provincial
Council nominated Hughes to serve as coadjutor to his old school-
master, John Dubois, then the aging and sickly Bishop of New
York. 156 Just two weeks after Hughes' papal appointment in 1838,
Bishop Dubois suffered a debilitating stroke, and the younger
bishop assumed the heavy burdens of a nearly bankrupt diocese
that struggled to provide its growing population with adequate

151 Id. at 20, 27-28.
152 Id. at 25, 34-35.
15 Id. at 35.
154 BILLINGTON, supra note 137, at 62-65. For a partial record of the published debates,
see JOHN HUGHES & JOHN BRECKINRIDGE, CONTROVERSY BETWEEN REV. MESSRS
HUGHES AND BRECKINRIDGE ON THE SUBJECT "IS THE PROTESTANT RELIGION THE
RELIGION OF CHRIST?" (1833).
155 For an excellent account of Hughes' tireless work during the cholera epidemic, see
RICHARD SHAW, DAGGER JOHN: THE UNQUIET LIFE AND TIMES OF ARCHBISHOP JOHN
HUGHES OF NEW YORK 81-89 (1977).
156 HASSARD, supra note 150, at 178.
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schooling.15 7 Even as he wrestled with numerous financial and ec-
clesiastical issues, Hughes still plainly recognized the profound im-
portance of education to the health of the church.158 Among his first
acts was to issue a pastoral letter in support of efforts to establish a
seminary in the city:

The absence of Catholic faith and feeling among too
many of the children of Catholic parents - the ab-
sence of sacrifice and sacraments of religion from
whole districts, in which our people are numer-
ous; - these are the distressing evidences that [a
seminary] . . . is essentially necessary to the pro-
gress and prosperity of our holy faith.159

Hughes was committed to elementary education too, as he im-
proved relations between the church and its existing city schools
and helped establish at least three new parochial institutions before
1840.160 But, despite his best efforts, the New York diocese simply
did not have the resources to educate more than "a small portion of
the Catholic youth," 161 and Hughes remained stubbornly opposed
to Protestant nonsectarian education for Catholic children. 162

The same year as Hughes' appointment, however, New
York Catholics received an unexpected blessing when William
Henry Seward was elected as the state's new governor. 163 Although
a Whig- traditionally the party of Protestant nativism-Seward

157 Id. at 186-87.
'm HASSARD, supra note 150, at 186-87. Hassard contends that education was always
foremost on Hughes' mind, even as he engaged in a bitter power struggle with the
lay trustees for control of the city's churches. Id. at 189-97. Hughes tried unsuccess-
fully to carry out Dubois' plans for a college and seminary in Brooklyn, but he would
later found St. John's College, now Fordham University. Id. at 190-205.
159 John Hughes, Pastoral Letter (1838) reprinted in Diffley, supra note 16, at 252.
160 Diffley, supra note 16, at 253.
161 Id. (quoting JAMES A. BURNS AND BERNARD J. KOHLBRENNER, A HISTORY OF
CATHOLIc EDUCATION IN THE UNITED STATES 94 (1937)).
162 See HASSARD, supra note 150, at 226 (describing Hughes' objections to the Society's
schools).
163 LANNIE, supra note 130, at 13.
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was an intellectual son of the Enlightenment, and throughout his
career he remained committed to John Locke's idealist conception
of natural and inalienable rights. 164 Seward expressed these views
eloquently in a letter written to a constituent just after the conclu-
sion of the Catholic school controversy:

[I] regard the human race as constituting one fam-
ily, having the same heavenly parentage, the same
earthly rights, and the same ultimate hopes ...
Wherever any human being goes, there, in my
judgment he is entitled to security and protection
of his inalienable rights to life and liberty, and hap-
piness, if he does not by misconduct endanger the
rights of others. Physical and moral enjoyment
none will deny him, but his rights of conscience are
even more sacred.1 65

Happily for Hughes, Seward was also a friend to the Irish Cathol-
ics 166 and a lifelong proponent of public education.167 On July 4, 1839,
while speaking at a Protestant Sunday School on Staten Island,
Seward lauded the common schools as "the great leveling institu-
tions of the age," 168 and promised to make educational expansion a

164 Id. at 16.
165 Letter from William Seward to M.P. Mann (May 5, 1842), microformed on William
Henry Seward Papers, University of Rochester Archival Collection, Microfilm Edi-
tion (Research Publications) [hereinafter Seward Papers]. M.P. Mann is most likely
Horace Mann's wife, Mary Peabody.
166 For a spirited debate on the virtue and character of Irish Catholics see the ex-
change of letters between Seward and Whig nativist Harman Westervelt in March
and April of 1840 microfilmed on Seward Papers, supra note 165. One letter gave Sew-
ard occasion to again express his Lockean idealism: "Quite the contrary of all this. I
think all men, of all nations and kindred alike endowed with reasoning powers
which enable them to defend themselves against danger and injustice, and seek their
own happiness, and to improve their condition." Letter from William Seward to
Harman C. Westervelt (Mar. 25, 1840) microfilmed on Seward Papers, supra note 165.
167 LANNIE, supra note 130, at 17-20.
168 William Seward, Address at a Sunday School Celebration (July 4, 1839), reprinted
in GEORGE BAKER, LIFE OF WILLIAM H. SEWARD WITH SELEcTIONS FROM HIS WORKS 204
(Redfield 1855).
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prominent feature of his gubernatorial term. 169 During his visit to
the city that summer, however, he also discovered what Hughes
well knew: that thousands of poor Catholic parents boycotted the
common schools on religious grounds. 170 This realization would
figure prominently in Seward's educational prescription, which he
articulated in his annual message to the state legislature in 1840.171

After his city visit in July 1839, Seward had expressed his be-
lief that the common school methodology was "defective" in its appli-
cation to city life, and that the system was in need of reform.172 But in
1840 Seward took the more radical step of suggesting that the common
school fund should help support Catholic schools in New York City:

The children of foreigners, found in great numbers in
our populous cities... are too often deprived of the
advantages of our system of public education, in
consequence of prejudices arising from difference of
language or religion. It ought never to be forgotten
that the public welfare is as deeply concerned in
their education as in that of our own children. I do
not hesitate therefore to recommend the establish-
ment of schools in which they may be instructed by
teachers speaking the same language with them-
selves, and professing the same faith.... Since we
have opened our country and its fullness to the op-
pressed of every nation, we should evince wisdom

169 1 FREDERIC BANcROFT, LIFE OF WILLIAM HENRY SEWARD 96 (1900).
170 LANNIE, supra note 130, at 20.
171 Id. at 20-21.
172 William Seward, Annual Message to the Legislature (1839) reprinted in BAKER,
supra note 168, at 210-12. In a letter of November 1840, Seward admitted that he "had
never heard of the New York Public School Society" before that year -and he was
discouraged to learn that a private corporation wielded such power over the public
welfare in New York City. Letter from William Seward to Samuel Luckey (Nov. 29,
1840) microfilmed onto Seward Papers, supra note 165.
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