
Our Lady of the Rosary

established in 1886
Shrine of St. Elizabeth Ann Seton



The Church of Our Lady of the Rosary is more commonly known as 
the Shrine of Saint Elizabeth Ann Seton. The parish was established in 
1886 and began as a mission for young female Irish immigrants. 

In addition to being a stunning home of worship, and a place for special 
devotion, the Shrine has a great deal of educational material about 
her life. Among Saint Seton’s many accomplishments, she founded 
the order of The Sisters of Charity and began the Catholic parochial 
schools system in the United States. 
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Our History

SAINT ELIZABETH ANN SETON
Elizabeth Ann Bayley was born in 1774, one 
week before the First Continental Congress, 
and grew up in New York City during the 
American Revolution. She witnessed the 
rebel army battle the British and understood 
sacrifice at an early age. This understanding 
of the costs of personal beliefs was not lost 
on Mother Seton as a girl. Her own calling to 
the Catholic faith would later cost her family, 
friends and social status.
 
Elizabeth Seton, who came from a wealthy Episcopalian family, was 
received into the Catholic Church at the city’s only Catholic church at 
the time, St. Peter’s Church. For three years, she struggled to support 
herself and her five young children without friends or family. Three 
years later she graciously accepted an invitation to open a school for 
girls in Baltimore. There, she founded America’s first religious order – 
the Sisters of Charity. During the great emigration of Irish to America, 
New York City struggled to assimilate countless sick and poor. The 
Sisters of Charity were called upon to create educational institutions, 
hospitals and social welfare agencies and proved themselves brave 
and tireless.

THE INSPIRATION
Charlotte O’Brien (daughter of William Smith 
O’Brien, an Irish nationalist Member of 
Parliament) came up with the idea of starting 
a mission.  She toured a ship of immigrants, 
and the desperate accomodations she 
observed are what pursuaded her to act. 
She arranged to meet with Archbishop John 
Ireland  of St. Paul, Minnesota and proposed 
the creation of an information bureau 
at Castle Garden, a temporary shelter to 
provide accommodation for immigrants, and a chapel. The Archbishop 
promised his support until the young women could contact relatives 
or secure employment. The Archbishop approached Irish societies 
and secured the cooperation of Cardinal John McCloskey of New York.
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HOME OF IRISH IMMIGRANT GIRLS
In 1883, the mission was established with Father John J. Riordan as its 
pastor. Three goals for the project: establish a Catholic Bureau at Castle 
Garden to provide information and counseling to arriving immigrants, 
offer temporary housing while immigrants wait to be reunited with 
their families or friends or until they found work, and establish a chapel 
for their spiritual support. The mission was a sanctuary for more than 
300,000 girls and women aged 14 to 44 between 1883 and 1908.

What they did for the Irish girls is summed up here:

It has exercised a moral influence 
over steamship lines to safeguard 
the immigrants on board their 
vessels.

It has watched over, guided and 
assisted at the landing-depot those 
who intended to proceed by rail or 
steamboat to destination.

It has examined the claims and 
fitness of the relatives or friends 
who called for the immigrant.

It has provided a Home at No. 7 
State St, where were kept “free of 
charge” 70,000 girls whose friends 
did not call on the day of their 
arrival, or who had no friends at all, 

or who were unable to proceed on 
their journey.

It has tried to locate relatives of 
those with indefinite addresses.

It has secured positions in good 
families for those ready to go to 
work.

It has provided a Chapel before 
whose altar the immigrant has knelt 
to receive comfort, encouragement 
and strength for the battle of life 
before her.

It has supplied the good office of 
the priest in whom alone the Irish 
girl is ready to confide.
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CARDINAL JOHN MCCLOSKEY
The son of Irish immigrants, John 
McCloskey was baptized at St. Peter’s 
Church. He was named the Bishop of 
Albany, then the Archbishop of New 
York in 1864, and in 1875 Pope Pius 
IX named him the first cardinal of the 
western hemisphere. In 1886, Cardinal 
McCloskey divided St. Peter’s Parish and 
directed that the 1,500 Catholics living 
in Lower Manhattan, and on the Harbor 
Islands, be constituted as the Parish of 
Our Lady of the Rosary.

REVEREND JOHN J. RIORDAN
The first pastor of Our Lady of the Rosary 
was a New York City native, born in 1851. 
He was well loved for his “whole-souled, 
witty, kind and energetic” demeanor. Fr. 
Riordan established the refuge for the 
immigrant girls, first at 7 Broadway, then 
at the present site where 5,000 girls were 
housed each year. Under pressure to 
keep the doors open and after 14 years 
of hard work, Fr. Riordan passed away. 
With his last breath, he was reported to charge the Irish race in 
America to take care of the immigrant girls.

FIRST AMERICAN SAINT
In 1821, Mother Seton died of tuberculosis. At the time of her 
death, there were more than 20 Sisters of Charity communities 
conducting free schools, orphanages, boarding schools 
and hospitals in Pennsylvania, New York, Ohio, Delaware, 
Massachusetts, Virginia, Missouri, Louisiana and in the District of 
Columbia. Today, six separate religious congregations trace their 
roots to the Sisters of Charity. 

In 1975, Elizabeth Seton was canonized in Rome as the first native 
born American Saint. Archbishop Kenrick declared that, “Elizabeth 
Seton did more for the church in America than all of us bishops  
together”.
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9/11 BROTHERHOOD
After September 11, 2001, Our Lady of the Rosary held memorials for 
British and Canadian citizens who died in the catastrophic event. The 
church kept its doors open and, for seven Sundays, hosted services of 
Trinity Episcopal Church.  

MAKING ALL THINGS NEW
In 2014, Our Lady of the Rosary rejoined St. Peter’s Parish in the effort 
to consolidate churches, staff and resources as a cost cutting measure 
directed by the New York Archdiocese.

BRIEF TIMELINE

2014 Our Lady of the Rosary is joined again with 
St. Peter’s Parish and mission of St. Joseph’s Chapel

1975 Elizabeth Ann Seton is canonized in Rome

1805

1883

Elizabeth Seton is received into the Catholic Church

The Irish Mission for Immigrant Girls in New York 
City is established

“ I will go peaceably and firmly to the 
Catholic Church: for if Faith is so 

important to our salvation, I will seek 
it where true Faith first began, seek it among 

those who received it from God Himself.”
   

- Mother Seton

1886 Our Lady of the Rosary Parish is established
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ARCHITECTURAL DETAILS
The Watson House is a New York City landmark and registered in the 
list of National Historic Places. At the time it was built in 1793, the 
area housed the affluent merchant class. The famous architect John 
McComb Jr, who also designed Gracie Mansion and City Hall, designed 
the residence for the owner, importer James Watson. The façade is late 
Georgian, and the columns are made from ship’s masts, a fitting detail 
given that many successful merchants were residents in the area and 
were attracted by proximity to the point between New York City’s two 
main rivers, the Hudson and the East River.

At the turn of the twentieth century, an 
elevated train rattled just outside the two 
adjacent building windows. By the 1960s, 
the properties had so deteriorated that the 
Watson House was gutted inside, and 8 State 
Street, where Elizabeth Seton had originally 
lived, was demolished. Architects Walter 
Knight Sturges and Joseph Sanford Shanley (a 
descendant of Mother Seton) designed a new 
church for the 8 State Street site in a style 
that drew from the Federal and Georgian 
periods to complement the Watson House 
next door. It is said that Sturges and Shanley 
planned the sanctuary to be reminiscent of a 
ballroom because of Elizabeth Seton’s love of dancing. Outside, above 
the entrance looking out over New York harbor, is a white marble 
statue of Mother Seton sculpted by Robert E. Gaspar.



visit our website for more information
www.spcolr.org

7 State St NY NY 10004

St Peter’s
Our Lady of the Rosary

Parish
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Our Mission
 

Saint Elizabeth Ann Seton and the Venerable 
Pierre Toussaint, who performed many works of 
charity in the parish, inspire us to a tradition of 
service to the residents, the many people who 
work in the area, and the multitude of visitors who 
come from around the world. We strive to serve our 
neighborhood in that spirit, with welcome and 
compassion for all because we are all children of God.


