FROM THE ARCHIVES





 THE PRIEST

Etienne [Stephen] Larigaudelle Dubuisson (1786-1864) was born of aristocratic Creole parents in St. Dominique (Haiti). The family left for France before the uprising of 1791. Dubuisson considered himself imperfectly educated, even though he was fluent in several languages including English which he spoke without an accent. After pursuing various European careers he came to America and entered the Jesuit novitiate at White Marsh Farm on Dec. 15, 1815, and was ordained a priest on August 7, 1821. During his many assignments he became known for his elegant oratory, his pious demeanor, and his missionary work. When Bishop Kendrick restored Old St. Joseph’s to the Jesuits in 1833, Dubuisson was chosen as pastor to arrive in August, during the Parish’s Centenary Jubilee Year. His assigned duties included observing and reporting on the Catholic situation in Philadelphia and the missions of Northern Pennsylvania. He was a prolific writer and we are fortunate to have copies of his missionary reports, (translated by Neal Hébert), in our archives.





 THE DIGRESSION

As I write this, it is February 2010.  The snow is pouring down and has accumulated to a depth of two feet. Outside on Washington Square, it’s a Christmas card scene. Inside, I enjoy the warmth of a fireplace, the smells of a simmering dinner and sounds of soft music. Sitting at a laptop, working and communicating via the internet, I’m wrapped in all the comforts of the 21st century.





 THE JOURNEY

At 4 a.m. on Monday, December 29, 1833, Stephen Dubuisson would begin his 3-day, 180-mile journey to the Irish Catholic mine workers in the Northern Missions of Pennsylvania [south of Scranton].  On Thursday the scattered Catholics were to congregate at Silver Lake; they had barely seen a priest for 12 years. As Dubuisson entered the “public carriage,” the snow was beginning to fall.  By noon, he and his two companions had to change to a sleigh. The weather had become a storm.  
By Tuesday, before daylight, “the wind had increased; the snow and cold had become excessive. I could only bear the pain by covering my face…..one of the horses was on the verge of collapsing, the sleigh was on the edge of a cliff….the coachman [aged 15] and I jumped out of the sleigh in snow up to our knees. My face was freezing I hid myself, from top to bottom in my soutane [cassock], and blindly abandoned myself to the care of Providence.”  
Weather notwithstanding, Dubuisson insisted on continuing the journey, determined to bring the “sacred mysteries” to the people. Two days later he arrived on time at Mr. White’s home in Silver Lake, “without closing his eyes and on an empty stomach to celebrate Mass”.  As his sleigh pulled in, the “tender sight” of a another sleigh was dashing toward him; an 70-year old Irishman, having traveled 20 miles, leapt out and threw himself into two feet of snow “to receive the blessings of a priest”.  He “had kept all the fervor of the faithfulness to our holy religion, for which the Irish…..are a subject of admiration.”  In the unrelenting extreme cold, Fr. Dubuisson spent the next days in surrounding communities, hearing confessions and celebrating mass in churches that had no ceilings or side walls…..”I set the altar, all the while rubbing my hands; then I put on my surplice….”  Two weeks later he returned to Old St Joseph’s.  He would serve as  pastor until 1835.





THE EPILOGUE                                       
Dubuisson eventually returned to Europe to report to Rome. By visiting nobility, he raised money for American Catholic parishes, among them the third church at Old St. Joseph’s. In the later 1840s, when he was no longer able to preach due to throat and lung problems, he was sent to warmer climates. This saintly Jesuit, “le bon Père,” died at the novitiate in Pau, France.  He was remembered for many years thereafter by the grateful people of Pennsylvania.
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