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1. Name of Property
historic name

Church of Saint Emery

other names/site number

St. Emery Roman Catholic Church

2. Location
street & number

838 Kings Highway East

city or town

Fairfield

county

Fairfield

vicinity
zip code

06825

not for publication

3. State Agency Certification
I hereby certify that this nomination
meets
does not meet the documentation standards and criteria for registering properties in
the Connecticut Register of Historic Places. (See continuation sheet for additional comments.)
Signature of certifying official/Title

Date

4. Classification
Ownership of Property
(Check as many boxes as apply)

Category of Property
(Check only one box)

Number of Resources within Property
(Do not include previously listed resources in count.)

private
public-local
public-state

building(s)
district
site

Contributing

public-federal

structure

sites

object

structures

2

buildings

objects
Property Owner
name The Bridgeport Roman Catholic Diocesan Corp
address
city
zip code

238 Jewett Ave.
Bridgeport
06606

phone

state code

2

CT

(203) 416-1340

1

Total

St. Emery Roman Catholic Church

Fairfield, Connecticut

Name of Property

Municipality

5. Historic Preservation Council
Approval date
Comments

6. Function or Use
Historic Functions

Current Functions

(Enter categories from instructions)

(Enter categories from instructions)

RELIGION/Religious facility

RELIGION/Religious facility

Church

Religious facility

Rectory

Church Related Residence

7. Description
Architectural/Archaeological Classification

Materials

(Enter categories from instructions)

(Enter categories from instructions)

TH

TH

LATE 19 AND EARLY 20 CENTURY
REVIVALS
Other: ROMANESQUE Revival

foundation

Stone

walls

Brick Work

roof
other

Slate/Copper
Front Stairs - Sandstone

Narrative Description
(Describe the historic and current condition of the property on one or more continuation sheets.)

Summary Paragraph
The Romanesque revival-style Roman Catholic Church of Saint Emery was built in 1932 and is located in the northeast section of
Fairfield, Connecticut on Kings Highway East (U.S. Route 1). It is significant under Criterion C (architecture and construction)
because of the high level of style and craftsmanship for the exterior and interior. It is also significant for the historic fresco art,
paintings, statues and rare plaques that adorn the interior of the church. The related Rectory resident structure adjacent to the church is
significant since it is from the same period. It is a great testimony to the determination of the Hungarian people that the church (and
rectory) was built during the height of the Great Depression.
SEE CONTINUATION SHEET
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8. Statement of Significance
Applicable Connecticut Register Criteria
(Mark “x” in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the
property for State Register listing.)

Levels of Significance (local, state)
Local

1 That are associated with events that have made a
significant contribution to our history and lives of persons
significant in our past; or
2 That embody the distinctive characteristics of a type,
period, or method of construction, or that represent the work of
a master, or that possess high artistic values, or that represent a
significant and distinguishable entity whose components may
lack individual distinction; or

Areas of Significance (Enter categories from instructions)
Architecture
Religion

3 That have yielded, or may be likely to yield information
important in prehistory or history.
Significant Dates
1932

Significant Person

Cultural Affiliation (Complete if Criterion 3 is marked)

Architect/Builder
Anthony J. DePace. New York Architectural Firm
Narrative Statement of Significance
(Describe the significance of the property)

Summary Paragraph
Historically, St. Emery’s is an ethnic Hungarian Roman Catholic Church and is significant for its association with Hungarian
immigrants who settled in Connecticut starting in the 1880’s to early 1920’s. It is significant under Criterion A (contribution to
American history). St. Emery’s Hungarian Church was the religious, cultural and social epicenter for the largest migration of
ethnic groups to settle in Fairfield, Connecticut during that period.
SEE CONTINUATION SHEET
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9. Major Bibliographical References
Bibliography
(Cite the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form on one or more continuation sheets.)
St. Emery Anniversary Publications
St. Emery Church. 1932-1957 Publication
St. Emery Church. ‘Celebrating Our 50th Anniversary (1932-1982) Publication
St. Emery Church. ‘Our Seventy-Fifth Anniversary (1932-2007) Publication
Down in Villa Park: Hungarians in Fairfield. Author – Magdalene Havadtoy, 1976. R 974.69
Shipman A. (1910), Hungarian Catholics in America, The Catholic Encyclopedia, New York: Robert Appleton
Parish History 1932-1982. Mr. Donald Ross, November 1982
St. Emery Archives. Bridgeport Diocese, Bridgeport, Connecticut
Fairfield and Bridgeport Hungarian Archives, Fairfield Library, Fairfield, Connecticut
Bridgeport City Records

10. Geographical Data
Acreage of Property

0.63 acres (Church and Rectory)

Municipal Map, Block and Lot Number and UTM Coordinate (If possible)
(Place additional UTM references on a continuation sheet.)
79
166
Map
Block
Lot
(1)
1
Zone
Easting
Northing
2

3

(1)
Zone

Easting

4
See continuation sheet

(1) Zone: 80.7% Design Commercial. 19.3% Resident Commercial
Verbal Boundary Description
(Describe the boundaries of the property on a continuation sheet.)

The boundary is defined by the existing parcel as shown on the City of Fairfield’s Assessor Map no. 79.
Boundary Justification
(Explain why the boundaries were selected on a continuation sheet.)

This boundary represents the historic parcel boundaries for the site.

11. Form Prepared By
name/title
organization

Carroll Fencil - Author
St. Emery’s Parish

street & number
city or town

213 Pepperidge Circle
Fairfield

date
telephone
state
CT
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CONNECTICUT STATE REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
REGISTRATION FORM – Continuation Form
St. Emery Roman Catholic Church

Fairfield, Connecticut
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Municipality

Section 7 Continued
(Narrative Description)
CHURCH AND RECTORY ARCHITECTURE AND HISTORIC SURROUNDINGS
St. Emery’s Romanesque Revival-style Church and Rectory is significant under Criterion C (architecture and construction) at the local
level. The church is significant because of the high level of style and craftsmanship of the exterior of this structure. The church is
also significant for the historic art, sculptures and artifacts that adorn the interior of the church. The related rectory resident structure
adjacent to the church is significant since it is from the same period.
It is a great testimony to the determination of the Hungarian people that the church (and rectory) was built during the height of the
Great Depression.
St. Emery, a Roman Catholic Church (Figure1), was designed by a known American architect Anthony J. DePace(1) and built in 1932
(Figure 2) on the ‘Hungarian Highway’ (Figure 3). DePace’s work was recognized throughout the northeastern U.S., particularly for
designs of several Catholic churches, including the Holy Rosary Church in neighboring Bridgeport, Connecticut in 1930. It is
believed that because of DePace’s reputation and expertise as an architect in the region, he was chosen to design St. Emery’s Church.
DePace was also known for his Romanesque revival style designs of Catholic churches. Thus St. Emery parishioners likely selected
the Romanesque Revival architecture because of DePace’s experience with this form. Also worth noting that in the 1930’s, St. Emery
parishioners were either recent immigrants or were maintaining close ties with their homeland. Over Hungary’s history, the country
was closely tied to Rome and/or the Roman Empire where the architecture was to an extent, influenced by the Romanesque style. A
famous example is the Benedictine Abbey in Lebeny, Hungary.
The groundbreaking for St. Emery’s Church took place on Easter Sunday, 1932. Bishop Maurice M. McAuliffe of the Hartford
Diocese performed the blessing and placing of the cornerstone on November 5th (the Feast day of St. Emery) of the same year that the
church and altar were dedicated and consecrated (Figures 4 and 5).
The church and the rectory co-exist on the same 0.63 acre square parcel of land where both buildings face Kings Highway East (Route
1) in Fairfield, Connecticut. This parcel of land is bordered by three other streets (Biro, Warren and Castle) and is called Cardinal
Mindszenty(2) Square. This historic square was named in honor of Cardinal József Mindszenty (1892-1975) of Hungary who visited
St. Emery’s Parish May 8, 1994 and is world renown for his steadfast support of church freedom and an opponent of Communism.
Biro Street is also named after Friar Benedict Biro, O.F.M, who was the first Pastor and founder of St. Emery’s church.
____________________________________
(1) DePace, Anthony, AIA Architect Roster Questionnaire, 1953. Anthony DePace, En-wikipedia.org. Anthony DePace was born in
Italy in 1892 but immigrated to the U. S as a young child and became an American citizen. He was a prolific designer of Roman
Catholic churches, schools, rectories and convents. He designed churches in Connecticut, New Jersey, New York, Massachusetts and
Pennsylvania. He designed 9 Catholic churches in the Hartford, Connecticut Diocese including 5 of those in the Bridgeport,
Connecticut Diocese.
(2) Mindszenty, József Cardinal. Memoirs. 1974. New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc. Cardinal Mindszenty supported church
freedom. He was an opponent of Communism and the Communist persecution in Hungary. As a result, he was tortured and given a
life sentence in a 1949 show trial that generated worldwide condemnation, including a United Nations resolution. Freed in the
Hungarian Revolution of 1956, he was granted political asylum and lived in the U.S. embassy in Budapest for 15 years and finally
allowed to leave the country in 1971.
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The church and rectory are also part of a larger complex of buildings including the St. Emery Catholic School and the St. Emery
Convent. The school and the convent are located on parcels of land northwest of Cardinal Mindszenty Square. The school and the
convent are not part of this nomination.
The area including and surrounding St. Emery’s Church, was the epicenter for the Hungarian people who settled in Fairfield. Kings
Highway in Fairfield was known as the ‘Hungarian Highway’. The Hungarian Calvin United Church of Christ is one block from St.
Emery’s Church located to the southwest on Kings Highway. The Calvin Church was built in 1950 but the congregation had built a
school and hall on their parcel of land earlier in 1931. Directly across Kings Highway from St. Emery’s is the Hungarian Fairfield
Meat Emporium, which was formally the Hungarian Drotos Brothers Market(3). Drotos Brothers was famously in business for 75
years (in Bridgeport and Fairfield) closing in 2005 and a historic place in its own right.
The church central structure is the main body of the church. There are two connecting towers located on either side of the central
structure. One tower is the bell tower, which rises above the apex of the church. The other tower is a two-story tower ending in height
1 meter (3.2 feet) below the eave of the church roof. As one views the facade of the church from Kings Highway, the bell tower is on
the right (northeast) and the two-story tower is on the left (southwest). The towers are identical in width (3.7 meters or 12 feet) each
with décor designed to provide a graceful symmetrical appearance across the facade of the church and towers. The entire church and
tower exteriors are built from fired clay mason-bricks with various shades of brown-red coloring.
Although the interior of the church has a very large, wide and long arched (cannon dome) ceiling supported by heavy crossbeams, it is
interesting to note that the exterior sidewalls of the church (Figure 6. Northeast (a) and southwest walls (b)) do not have buttresses to
support this internal dome. The exterior brick sidewalls were designed with sufficient strength to maintain the integrity of the internal
Roman arch to this point in time, over 80 years. As can be seen in the Figure 6 photographs, the church sidewalls also house four
stained glass windows (each church side) and the rear transepts extend 3.6 meters (12 feet) out from the church walls.
The plan of St. Emery’s Church is that of a cross with a nave and abbreviated transepts (Figure 7). The nave (center axis) measures
23.5 meters (77 feet) and the transept axis (crossing) perpendicular to the nave axis measures 18.3 meters (60 feet). The traditional
church ‘East Apse’ actually points northwest with respect to a compass rose. The church, including the bell tower and spire, is 20
meters (65 feet) in height. The church appears elegantly and prominently above street level more than a story high (4 meters or 13
feet) and is set back from the street (12 meters or 40 feet).
As one approaches St. Emery’s Church from Kings Highway, two sets of stairs lead up to the front entrance of the church. The lower
set of stairs, starting from street level lead up to a large bluestone concourse that is 9 by 4 meters (30 by 12 feet). The upper set of
grand stairs, comprised of natural sandstone and with wide banisters, span the entire church façade (9 meters or 30 feet in width). The
grand stairs lead up to a bluestone landing 9 by 4 meters (30 by 12 feet) in front of the entrance doors of the church.
At the bottom of the grand stairs or lower concourse, and to one’s left facing the church, is a stone pathway that leads to the adjacent
rectory building (Figure 8). To one’s immediate right is a bronze statue of St. Francis of Assisi and the Wolf of Gubbio(4) (Figure 9)
placed there in 1952 in honor of Father Benedict Biro, a Franciscan Friar and the first pastor of St. Emery’s parish. On each side of
the grand stairs are two tall and elegant antique post lamplights that date back to 1932 as shown in Figure 8. Beautiful gardens adorn
the front of the church and rectory.
Viewing the front of the church, two rectangular large brick columns 1.2 meters (4 feet) in width are located on either side of the
façade of the church central structure giving the appearance of a recessed façade. These brick columns extend to the roof eaves and
cornices of the church. The façade roofline has an elaborate cornice consisting of thirteen ‘hanging arches’ (Figure 10) each in the
order of 0.4 by 0.5 meters (1.3 by 1.7 feet) in size. Every hanging arch has two ornate capital pieces. The overall design of the roof of
the church is hip-shaped made of slate and underlying copper sheet.
__________________________________________
(3) Fairfield Citizen Newspaper. ‘But who will eat the goulash?’, July 17, 2010
(4) Madeleine L. Engle and W. Heywood. The Little Flowers of St. Francis of Assisi (Chapter XXI). New York Vintage Spiritual
Classic 1998. This original publication is a source for St. Francis of Assisi’s biography. One chapter is the story of St. Francis of
Assisi taming the Wolf of Gubbio. Gubbio is a village in far northeastern Italy
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There is a prominent lower 3-layer brick belt-course layer designed with short vertical brick columns that span the width of the church
façade and towers intersecting the mid-point of the front doors. There are also horizontal belt-course non-protruding type designs of
darker colored brick spaced 0. 4 meters (1.3 feet) apart and up the entire height of the façade. The bricklaying workmanship is a credit
to the skilled designers and masons employed in 1932.
The St. Emery’s Church has four large wooden front entrance doors (Figure 11a and b) where each door measures 2 by 1 meters (7 by
3 feet). These front doors are constructed of solid oak hardwood with medieval style black wrought iron hinges and décor, perhaps
reminiscent of Hungary’s King Stephen(5) early middle age era (1000-1038). Two vertical stone columns are located on either side of
the pair of center doors where each of these columns support stone capital pieces and a large decorative stone semi-circle arch.
Antique lamps are situated to the left and right of the center doors. The metal antique lamps are adorned with a dome and a cross.
Decorative brick columns are located on both sides and the top of the two other front doors to the right and left of the center doors.
Directly above the pair of center doors is a tympanum with a quarter circle sunburst pattern. Above this tympanum and enclosed
within the upper stone arch, is a large and beautiful intricate tile mosaic display of a descending white dove (Figure 12). The dove is
imbedded in a light blue background mosaic surrounded by a yellow border mosaic. Mounted directly above the white dove mosaic
and arch is a white stone cross. The white dove symbolizes peace and in Christianity, the third person (Holy Spirit) of the Blessed
Trinity. The selection of the descending white dove design is a religious symbol of faith ‘let the holy spirit descend upon us’ now and
for future generations.
Located mid-way up the church façade, and on either side of the white stone arch cross, are two prominent and interesting shieldplaques (Figure 13). One plaque is a cross with a sunburst background (left facing) and the second plaque (right facing) is the U.S.
shield representing the original 13 colonies. The cross with the sunburst usually represents the risen Lord but it is also characteristic
of a religious Monstrance.
Centered above the white arch cross and the façade plaques is the striking circular ‘rose window’ recessed in a circular stone frame
(Figure 14a and b, exterior and interior views). The rose window has twelve petal-shaped stained glass window partitions supported
by an elaborate tracery. Each rose window stained glass section carries the symbol for each of the twelve apostles. The window
measures 3.7 meters (12 feet) in diameter and dates to 1932. This rose window tracery is constructed of mahogany.
THE TOWERS
The Bell Tower is connected to the central church structure and located to the right facing (northeast) of the church (Figure 1). The
tower rises above the church and is topped with a steeple (or spire) supporting a cross. The height of the bell tower and steeple is 20
meters (65 feet). At the base of the bell tower is a side entrance (northeast) to the church, where stairs lead up to the vestibule and
down to the lower gathering (undercroft) hall.
The bell tower is built of mason-brick but with a slightly gray offsetting tone design compared to the church façade bricks. At the
bottom of the bell tower façade is a stained glass window with arches and glass tympanums. Directly above this window is a pair of
other recessed smaller stained glass windows situated within a high and slender brick rectangular columns topped with arches.
Located above the long rectangular column-arches are four decorative hanging arches in keeping with the church façade motif or
décor. The last upper section of the bell tower has eight open windows with arches, which completely surround the top of the tower.
These windows each have beautiful stone columns with capital pieces supporting each of their arches. Although removable wooden
shutters now enclose these eight windows to protect the bell tower from weather, the bell tower architecture has not been modified.
A slated spire 3.7 meters (12 feet) high is situated on top of the bell tower and adorned with a cross. The other sides of the bell tower
façade do not have lower windows but have the same cornish motif with hanging arches and brick columns as the front of the bell
tower. The bell tower contains the original large bell (Figure 15a) but the bell has not been used since 1971 although the bell remains
functional. Today the bell tower uses automatically timed electronic-speaker carillons.
The preserved St. Stephen’s Church of Hungary church bell, which dates back to 1894, is located outside the church at the bottom of
the bell tower (Figure 15b).
__________________________________
(5) "Stephen I". Encyclopedia Britannica. Encyclopedia Britannica, Inc. 2008. Retrieved 2008-07-29. Saint Stephen was the first King
of Hungary (1000-1038) and is considered the founder of Hungary. Saint Emery was his son.
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The Two-story Tower (Figure 6) is connected to the central church structure and located to the left (southwest) of the church and
reaches slightly below the height of the church roof eaves. This tower façade has three recessed columned and arched windows. The
lower arched window is identical to the lower bell tower window adding a consistent architecture appearance to the front of the church
façade. The top of this two-story tower roofline has a cornice with hanging arches and capital pieces again consistent with the motif
of the church façade hanging arches. The southwest side of the two-story tower has four elegant arched windows artfully recessed in
brick rectangular columns, similar to the bell tower, and cornice with hanging arches and capital pieces. This two-story tower has two
rooms in the interior. One is the first floor room, which extends the width of the vestibule, and the other second floor room extends
the width of the choir loft area.
The entire St. Emery’s Church façade and exterior walls, including both tower and transepts façades, are an excellent presentation of
consistent, flowing Romanesque revival architecture design and craftsmanship.
EXTERIOR TRANSEPTS
The southwest and northeast transepts (Figure 6) located towards the rear or apse of the church protrude outward from the exterior
sidewalls. These transept structural projections are again made from brick and their roof cornices are adorned with hanging arches
and capital pieces consistent with the façade decor of the church. The apse of the church structure is dome shaped to house the
interior sanctuary dome and house the sacristy.
The exterior of St. Emery’s church has not been architecturally modified since built in 1932.
CHURCH INTERIOR ARCHITECTURE AND HISTORIC ART
The historic fresco paintings, the prominent sanctuary mural, rare hand woven tapestries, handcrafted sculptures, rare artisan bronze
plaques, century old stained glass windows, carved oak pews, Italian marble altars and the exquisite décor that resides in the interior of
this Parish Church, St. Emery’s, is unique rivaling ageless European classic art and architecture. It is after all, the creation of
Hungarian European immigrants arriving in America beginning in the late 19th century placing their hand on the beautiful creation of
St. Emery’s Church in 1932.
As one enters St. Emery’s church though the front doors, you enter the church vestibule. The vestibule extends along the width of the
church (not including the two connected towers). Directly opposite the church front doors are four vestibule doors that open to the
main nave pew area, the sanctuary and the chancel altar area. On either side of the vestibule center doors are two large tapestries
(Figure 16) that were commissioned from a Canadian Monastery during the church restoration in 2000
As one enters the church from the vestibule, the view is stunning (Figure 17). The magnificent interior of the church is graced by a
high cannon domed or arched ceiling with five large and original paintings (Figure 18) spaced along the full length of the ceiling apex,
eight large and rare stained glass windows adorn the sidewalls, a large and prominent sanctuary mural of St. Stephen and St. Emery,
three stained arched glass windows above the sanctuary, large original sanctuary frescos of religious figures (Figures 19), St. Elizabeth
and St. Ladislaus (who was once a King of Hungary), the elegant marble main altar with the gold plated crucifix, the marble altar
table, the marble pulpit and the marble baptismal fount.
The main altar (Figure 20) built in 1932 is an exquisite display of marble of various colors, tones, contoured shapes and columns. The
polished brass metal gate with the side columns in front of the altar is from the original communion railing built in 1932. The two
(two of six) tall gold plated very ornate candleholders situated on both sides of the altar are from St. Stephen’s Church and are over a
century old. The six candles on the altar are from 1932 as is the gold plated crucifix located in the dome above the altar tabernacle.
The floor of the sanctuary ambo was replaced with imported Carrera Italian marble in 2000.
On either side of the sanctuary are two side altars with sculptures of the Christian Holy Family (Figure 21) and the Franciscan Family
(Figure 22). These elegant sculptures were imported from Italy during the restoration of the church interior in 2000 and were
handcrafted from linden wood, which is indigenous to the northern Italian Alp area. The inner southwest transept also has three
sculptures of religious Franciscan figures (Figure 23) and the 1899 cornerstone from St. Stephen of Hungary Church(6). These were
____________________________
(6) Hungarian Catholics in America. Shipman, A. (1910), Hungarian Catholics in America, Catholic Encyclopedia, NY, Robert
Appleton, Co. St. Stephen of Hungary Church , Bridgeport, Connecticut, was the second Hungarian Church to be built in America.
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dedicated to the Hungarian Saints – St. Stephen, Our Lady of Hungary and St. Emery. The inner northeast transept area has two rare
tapestries displayed (Figure 24), the Monstrance and the St. Elizabeth Altar Society (1917 -1937), which are from the St. Stephen of
Hungary Church era (1897 – 1971) that were weaved by the convent Nuns. Each of the transepts has a single stained glass window.
St. Mary’s Hospital in Brooklyn, New York donated each window and they pre-date 1932.
The nave ceiling paintings, including all the sanctuary paintings (frescoes), date back to 1932 and are the work of Italian artist Joseph
Natale(7) from New York. The sanctuary mural of St. Stephen and St. Emery is a copy of the works of famous Hungarian artist
Karoly Lotz(8).
Six of the eight large stained glass wall windows (Figure 25) in the church are over 130 years old(9) and were obtained from the
Franciscan Immaculate Reception Seminary in Troy, New Your in 1980. These six seminary windows were crafted by German
artisans in the late 1800’s and tell the Franciscan story(10) of St. Francis of Assisi. The other two stained glass wall windows were
originally installed in 1932.
The walls of the interior of the church are exquisitely decorated throughout by gold leaf grapevine designs (Figure 26) and numerous
gold plated plaques located above all the windows. Solid oak pews, with a seating capacity of 325, are located down the center of the
church and all have craved cross symbols at each end. The oak pews (Figure 27) are original dating back to 1932. The church walls
have fourteen original stations-of-the-cross plaques from 1932 (Figure 28a). The plaques are unique, one-of-a-kind pieces of
European art and sculpture. The plaques are made of bronze where each one was made from individually handcrafted bronze castings.
Also shown in Figure 28b is a hand carved replica of the famous St. Francis San Damiano Cross (imported from Italy during the 2000
restoration).
The choir loft is located above the vestibule of the church and is reached by a staircase that is located in the bell tower. The choir
organ, a historic antique in its own right, is a Kilgen-Wurlitzer pipe organ (Figure 29a, b and c) obtained from a New York Theater
Broadway firm and renewed in 1932(11). The organ has been in continuous use since 1932 and is among the few remaining organs of
this era. A group known as the American Theater Organ Enthusiasts (ATOE), formed in the 1950’s, aim to preserve these rare organs.
Because of the concave shape of the large ceiling dome, the reflection of sound waves, such as from the choir, are concentrated on the
congregation resulting in exceptional acoustical clarity. The acoustics of the church have been the praise of professional musicians.
The interior of the church underwent a restoration in 2000. Heating, air conditioning, lighting, convenience facilities, and fire safety
improvements were made to meet Connecticut State Codes. Lower decorative wood sidewall paneling added to accommodate heating
and air conditioning vents. In the sanctuary area, the original communion rail was removed to meet Catholic Vatican II requirements
for the sanctuary-altar ambo. A new marble front altar table was imported from Italy but the large and original elegant main altar,
containing the Eucharist chamber and crucifix, was fully preserved. A medieval type structural background setting was added to the
sanctuary mural painting of St. Stephen and St. Emery replacing a gray nondescript background to truly replicate the Frank Lotz
‘Admonitions’ painting. However, the figures from the 1932 mural are originally as painted. A photograph of the original sanctuary
from the 1930’s is shown in Figure 30.
_____________________________________________
(7) Artist Joe Natale from New York.
(8) This mural “Admonitions” was given to St. Emery by his father St. Stephen, King of Hungary. Karoly Lotz (1833–1904). Lotz
was one of the greatest Hungarian academic painters in the style of Historicism. He worked for the famous painter Rahl. Lotz was
one of the most popular mural painters of this time. The frieze compositions decorating the staircases of the Hungarian National
Museum and the frescos in the Budapest Vigadó (Casino), the ceiling of the Opera's auditorium, and the murals in the House of
Parliament are among his best-known works.
(9) Connecticut, Fairfield Citizen Newspaper. St. Emery dedicates Windows, October 2, 1981. These stained glass windows came
from the Franciscan Seminary in Troy, New York and are over 130 years old.
(10) The Window Old Latin Phases (130 years). Father Charles H. Allen, S.J. of Fairfield University did a complete translation of
Latin to English for every window in 2011.
(11) Wulitzer built pipe organs (mostly for theaters) were used during the silent movie era (1894 – 1929). They were considered the
finest organ ever made. They built 2500 of them. They also built some church organs and one was sold to a St. Andrews Church in
Chicago. The Church burned. Kilgen sold them a new Kilgen organ. In fact, only the Wurlitzer’s console was burned and the rest of
the organ made it through the fire. Kilgen later sold an organ to St. Emery’s. It turned out to be the St. Andrews Wurlitzer with a
Kilgen console.
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THE RECTORY
The related Rectory (Figure 8 shown before) resident structure adjacent to the church is significant under Criterion C (architecture and
construction) at the local level since it is from the same period. The rectory served as a residence for Franciscan Friars for 79 years
and now serves as a residence for the parish priests. The rectory also contains the Parish Office and Conference rooms.
The rectory is a two-story building located adjacent (southwest) to the church and was constructed in 1932 (Figure 2). It was designed
by the same architect Anthony DePace and with a design façade that matches the façade of the church. The rectory is located on an
incline 4 meters (13 feet) above street level.
The main front door entrance to the rectory has two columns, capital pieces and a semi-circle Romanesque arch. The arch encloses a
decorative tympanum. The rectory is also built from fired clay brick as is the church. The front door is medieval design matching the
front doors of the church.
Located in front of the rectory is a stone statue of St. Stephen of Hungary (Figure 31). The parish Franciscan Friars commissioned
this statue in 1959. The sculptor was Ferene Vargo, a local Connecticut professional sculptor (1989). The statue is made from Athena
stone.
The exterior of St. Emery’s Rectory has not been architecturally modified since built in 1932.
Section 8 Continued
(Describe the significance of the property)
THE BEGINNING OF ST. EMERY’S PARISH
Historically, St. Emery’s is an ethnic Hungarian Roman Catholic Church and is significant for its association with Hungarian
immigrants who settled in Connecticut starting in the 1880’s to early 1920’s (12). It is significant under Criterion A (contribution to
American history). St. Emery’s Church was the religious, cultural and social epicenter for the largest migration of ethnic groups to
settle in Fairfield, Connecticut during that period.
During the period following the First World War (1918) many Hungarian immigrant Catholics settled in Bridgeport’s West End
suburbs, an area that is bordered by North Avenue, Park Avenue and South Avenue. The Bridgeport West End suburb became known
as ‘Hungarian Town’ (or Hunktown), and was the home to many Hungarian neighborhoods and local businesses (Figure 32a, b and c)
in the 1930’s and up to the 1970’s. Hungarian families maintained and still maintain their Magyar (Hungarian) language, customs and
cultural ties with their homeland. However, in the late 1920’s and early 1930’s the West End Bridgeport Hungarian Catholics began
to slowly migrate into the nearby suburbs of Fairfield.
The Hungarians immigrants who lived in the Bridgeport and nearby surrounding areas in the 1920’s and 1930’s were for the most part
skilled workers where many worked in the local factories. The immigrants were a sturdy, hardworking, and diligent and honest lot.
They had immigrated mostly from the farms or from Baron’s of large properties in Hungary seeking work in the U.S. at a decent
wage. There were incredibly, 500 factories(13) in the Bridgeport area in 1930 involved in a wide array of manufacturing such as
clothing, metal goods, organs, armaments, typewriters, and electrical components to name a few. Factories, such as Wheeler and
Wilson (sewing machines), Dictaphone, Bridgeport Brass, Acme Shear, Locomobile (automobiles) and Jenkins Brothers populated the
city area. Hungarian carpenters and craftsmen also used their trade for home construction, fine cabinet making, and even handcrafted
violins.

(12) Shipman A. (1910), Hungarian Catholics in America, The Catholic Encyclopedia, New York: Robert Appleton
(13) 1930. 500 Factories in Bridgeport, Connecticut reference
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From 1930-1932, the City of Bridgeport was part of the Catholic Diocese of Hartford, which encompassed the entire State of
Connecticut. Although the spiritual needs of the Bridgeport Catholic Hungarians were met by St. Stephen of Hungary Church (Figure
15 cut-in) in the West End, the spiritual needs of the Hungarian diaspora in Fairfield were also recognized by the Most Reverend John
Nilan, Bishop of Hartford and the Reverend Stephen Czernitzky of St. Stephen’s church(14). It was therefore on New Years Day 1932
that 547 persons gathered for the celebration of the Eucharist at a temporary chapel on Hibiscus Street in Fairfield (Figure 33a and b).
This gathering was the beginning of the Parish Community of Saint Emery Roman Catholic Church. Bishop John Nilan, the founding
pastor, Reverend Benedict Biro (1932 – 1952) and a small group of founding men and women chose to place the newly formed parish
under the patronage of Saint Emeric (Emery) of Hungary.
Soon after the brick and mortar aspect of the founding of our Parish Community, Friar Biro (Figure 34), who was first Pastor of St.
Emery’s, and other Franciscan Friars worked relentlessly to establish various societies and groups that would gather the community
under a common cause or purpose. Such groups were – St. Margaret of Hungary Altar Society (Figure 35), St. Emery Rosary Society,
St. Emery Ladies Guild Father Biro Men’s League, Holy Name Society (Figure 36), Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Children of Mary
Sodality and of recent vintage, St. Emery Seniors.
These and other societies/groups began to attract not only Catholic families of Hungarian extraction now living in Fairfield, but people
from many different ethnic heritages. Very early in the church’s history, the parish community at once sought to maintain their
Magyar heritage, while honoring the teachings of Saint Stephen by accepting and encouraging people regardless of nationality.
SAINT EMERY – THE PATRON SAINT OF YOUTH
Saint Emery, the church’s patronal saint, is a rather obscure figure not known to Americans but certainly one endeared to Hungarian
Catholics. Saint Emery (1007 – 1031)(15) was the pious son of Saint Stephen (Szent Istan) (967 - 1038) and crown prince of Hungary
(1000 - 1038). St. Stephen brought the Catholic – Christian Faith to the Magyar tribes living in the Carpathian Basin of Eastern
Europe. Saint Emery shared his father’s disposition of both hospitality and tolerance of various nations and peoples. Unfortunately,
his premature death never allowed him to ascend to the throne. The Catholic Church canonized his father Stephen and him in 1068.
Saint Emery became known as the patron Saint of Youth and he is often depicted holding a white Lilly with a small child at his feet.
Saint Emery is also the unofficial Patronal Saint of America due to the fact that the person who named America – Signor Amerigo
Vespucci venerated Saint Emery of Hungary (16).
UNDER THE FRANCISCAN ORDER
The parish through the great zeal and dedication of Friar Benedict Biro, O.F.M. (1890 -1952), was given to the pastoral care of the
Franciscan Friars – the Commissariat (later custody) of Saint Stephen, King. This small band of zealous Friars came from the historic
region of ancient Hungary referred to as Transylvania (now present day Romania) to minister to their fellow Hungarians.
Generally more then one Franciscan Friar is assigned to a parish to share the religious duties, although a single Friar can run a parish
as was the case with St. Emery in 2005 – 2011. However, other Catholic Priest Orders, such as the Jesuits or Dominicans, do not
share official roles in Franciscan run parishes.
Saint Francis of Assisi (1181-1226) is the founder of the men’s Franciscan Order(17). The art and sculptures in St. Emery’s Church are
dominated by the Franciscan religious culture. St. Francis was born in Umbria, Italy to a wealthy cloth merchant but later chose a life
of poverty. He is one of the most venerated figures in religious history.
The Franciscan order is known worldwide. The ‘Franciscans’ are the most prominent group of Friars known as Order of Friar Minors
(O.F.M.), a status carried by all the St. Emery Pastors over the years. The Franciscans arrived in the U. S. as early as 1527 in Florida
migrating westward later founding numerous missions in California in the mid-1700’s. The Franciscans presence appeared in the
eastern U.S in the mid-1800’s to minister to the flood of European immigrants occurring at that time.
(14) St. Emery 25thAnniversary ‘ 1932-1957’. The Parishioners of St. Stephen who lived in Fairfield petitioned Bishop Nilan of
Hartford to form a new parish, which was accepted by the Bishop
(15) St. Emery Historic Hungarian Reference
(16) Magyar News, February 2013 Issue 67. ‘America is named after St. Emery
(17) St. Francis of Assisi. Catholic Encyclopedia, New York, Robert Appleton Co.
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THE COMMUNITY – RAPID GROWTH
Addition of Convent (1952) and Parochial School (1956)
Beginning in 1932 and spanning over 70 years, St. Emery’s Roman Catholic Church in Fairfield, Connecticut became not only a
religious center, but also a thriving community center of cultural and social activity. In the mid-1950’s, the parish had grown to 547
families or around 1700 - 2700 men, women and children depending on family size. The St. Emery parish interacted with the
community with an abundance of societies, activities and events ranging from charity events, feast day dances, crowning (Figures 38),
weddings, picnics (Figures 37), school musical shows, youth fashion shows to name a few
A residence was made available as a convent for the Nuns in 1952 (Figure 39). Later in 1961, a more modern facility was built in
1961 for the Sisters. The Catechetical School, which opened in 1954 (Figure 40), ministered to thirty-four students (Figure 41) but
soon was outgrown by the growing number of children in the parish. With the passing of time the Catechetical School became too
small and inadequate for the growing number of children in the parish. Most Reverend Lawrence J. Sheehan, the First Ordinary of the
Diocese of Bridgeport and later Cardinal of Baltimore, blessed and broke ground for a school addition on August 29th, 1955 and
returned a year later on October 7th, 1956 to bless and dedicate the school.
St. Emery’s Convent still has Nuns in residence. However, St. Emery’s grade (1 - 8) school closed in 1987 due to demographics
although the school is currently being used as an Alternate Fairfield High School. The convent and school are located behind the
church on 105 Biro Street and 108 Biro Street respectively. The convent and school are not being proposed as significant buildings
under Criterion C (architecture and construction).
After the passing of Friar Biro in 1952, the Franciscan Friars faithfully continued the pastoral care and spiritual growth of the parish.
It should be noted that all of the Pastors and Parochial Vicars to up until the present have either been born in Transylvania (Hungary)
or were born of Hungarian parentage. These Friars have been:
Friar Benedict Biro, O.F.M. First Friar for 20 Years (1932-1952)
Friar Hippolyt Dessy, O.F.M. (1952-1961),
Friar Dennis A. Szocs, O.F.M. (1961-1976),
Friar George Meszaros, O.F.M. (1976-1977),
Friar Robert D. Nemeth, O.F.M. (1977-1998)
Friar Louis M. Pintye, O.F.M. (1998-2011)
On December 31, 1992 the Order of Friars Minor (Rome) suppressed the Custody of St. Stephen King as a Franciscan entity. Due to
the lack of vocations and the fall of Communism in Eastern Europe, the restructuring of the Franciscan Order worldwide had brought
the life and ministry of group of the Friars who served at St. Emery’s to an end.
On January 1st, 1993, the pastoral care of the parish was entrusted to the Franciscan Friars of the Order of Friars Minor – province of
the Immaculate Conception (New York City). Our Parish community celebrated their Silver Anniversary on November 17th, 1957,
our Golden Anniversary on November 7th, 1982, our Seventieth Anniversary on November 3rd, 2002 and our Seventy Fifth
Anniversary on November 4th, 2007.
THE 1956 HUNGARIAN UPRISING
In 1956 the Hungarian’s rose up against the ruling Soviet Union becoming the first major threat to Soviet control in Europe since
World War II ended. Many Hungarian refuges immigrated to Fairfield, Connecticut and surrounding areas during that time. Local
people took the Hungarian immigrants into their homes until they could find work and become part of the community. To this day,
Hungarians at St. Emery celebrate October 23, the day of the revolution. It is an important part of the parish history.
THE CLOSING OF ST. STEPHEN’S CHURCH OF HUNGARY – MERGING WITH ST. EMERY’S
Originally the spiritual needs of the Bridgeport Catholic Hungarians were met by the St. Stephen of Hungary Church (Figure 15) from
1887 to 1971, which was located in the West End ‘Hungarian Town’.
It was on October 10th, 1971, that the Diocese of Bridgeport in consultation with the parish communities of St. Stephen of Hungary
(Bridgeport) and St. Emery (Fairfield) decided that due to changing demographics in the West End of Bridgeport, and the lack of the
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number of parishioners, that the Last Mass would be celebrated at St. Stephen’s. In short, two Hungarian parishes merged to make
one strong Hungarian Community in Fairfield, Connecticut. There is another Hungarian parish, St. Ladislaus in South Norwalk,
Connecticut, which also ministers to Hungarian Catholics. The story of this merger is quite impressive due to the fact that in 1932, St.
Stephen’s Parish gave birth to their child (St. Emery’s). St. Stephen allowed the birth of his son, St. Emeric. As St. Stephen’s
weathered many storms and transitions over the years, St. Emery’s came to the rescue in her advanced years to bring needed support
and a ‘spiritual renewal’.
When time and need allowed to become two unique and distinct parish communities had united through our common CatholicChristian tradition and a common Hungarian heritage for the past thirty-one years has become one parish again, St. Emery18).
After St. Stephen’s was closed in 1971, it was demolished shortly thereafter to make way for Interstate 95 construction. The
Connecticut government had right-of-way easement rights. After 1971, the remaining West End Hungarian people migrated to
Fairfield and other areas. Once Interstate 95 occupied the West End, the West End Hungarian neighborhood ceased to exist. Also
during the 1970’s, the great deindustrialization of Bridgeport city was occurring and people needed to find work outside of Bridgeport.
CHANGING DEMOGRAPHICS
Changing times and demographics, the high cost of living in Fairfield County, the greatest exodus of young couples to live in more
affordable section of the state, the inter-marriage between Hungarians and non-Hungarians have allowed the make-up of our Parish
Community to not only change but begin to dwindle in numbers. Once again, St. Emery is becoming a neighborhood parish
ministering to not only Hungarians but to who ever wishes to embrace the Catholic-Christian faith and to celebrate the sacramental
and liturgical tradition of the church.
RESTORATION OF THE CHURCH (2000)
As a means to provide for the younger families and to celebrate the Millennium in 2001, the parish community under took the first
full-restoration of the interior of our parish church and sanctuary. The sanctuary was changed to be in compliance with the restoration
of the Liturgy as envisioned by the Second Vatican Council – a new front altar, ambo, baptismal fount were imported and installed
from Italy. The reredos (old or rear main altar) on which the Blessed Sacrament is reserved remains the focal point of our worship as
it has for the past 80 years. New lighting, heating and air-conditioning was also installed.
Three Shrines in the church bespeaks of the various heritages we envision to maintain. One dedicated to the Holy Family – Jesus,
Mary and Joseph (Figure 21). One dedicated to our Franciscan Family – St. Francis, St. Clare, St. Elizabeth of Hungary, St. John of
Capistrano and Blessed Padre Pio (Figure 22). The third dedicated to our Hungarian Saints – St. Stephen, Our Lady of Hungary(19)
and St. Emery (Figure 23), which is located in the transept.
The newly restored church was blessed and the expanded front altar was dedicated by the Most Reverend Edward Michael Egan,
J.C.D., on Sunday, May 7th, 2000 at the 11:30 am Hungarian Language Mass. It was only days after this dedication that Bishop Egan
received appointment as the cardinal-Archbishop of the archdiocese of New York. Bishop (now a retired cardinal) Egan spoke quite
eloquently of the need to preserve both the spiritual heritage as Catholic-Christians as well as the heritage and customs as Hungarians.
Since our restorations, which were a challenge for most and rather painful for some, the parish church has become known as “The
Cathedral of Fairfield”.
In 2011, St. Emery became a parish under the Diocese of Bridgeport and no longer under the auspices of the Franciscan Order.
However, the parish tries to maintain its age-old Hungarian language, customs and traditions brought to the shores of America by our
Hungarian immigrant ancestors. Today, St. Emery shares these traditions with our entire community being quite sensitive of trying
always to include and celebrate other ethnic traditions as well. Father Guido G. Montanaro is the current Parish Pastor and
Administrator.
________________________________________
(18) Official Merger document of St. Emery and St Stephen (Fairfield, Connecticut History and Museum Archives)
(19) The Statue of Our Lady of Hungary was given to the Church by Transylvania Franciscans in 1957. It was sculptured by Bertha
Hellebrandt to the likeness of Cardinal Mindszenty’s mother Borbala. The statue portrays a simple village woman holding the child
Jesus. Reference: Letter from Cardinal Mindszenty to St. Emery’s Parish in 1974.
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Figure 1. Saint Emery Roman Catholic Church.
Founded in 1932

15

St. Emery Roman Catholic Church

Fairfield, Connecticut

Name of Property

Municipality

Figure 2. Construction of St. Emery Church and
Rectory in 1932

Figure 3. ’The Hungarian Highway’ (Kings Highway) as it appeared
in 1932. Northeast view. St. Emery’s Church is in upper
left-hand corner.
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Figure 4. Church Cornerstone Ceremonial Preparations (front of Bell Tower) in 1932.
Photograph (right) is the cornerstone located in the Bell Tower wall

Figure 5. Cornerstone Ceremony. Bishop M. McAuliffe of Hartford presiding in 1932
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Figure 6a. Southwest view of the church showing the four stained glass
windows and northeast (rear) transept

Figure 6b. Northeast view of the church showing the four stained glass windows
and the Two-story Tower. Part of the Rectory is shown on the left
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Figure 7. Plan of St. Emery Church
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Figure 8. St. Emery Church Rectory. Church antique lamp post
shown in foreground - 1932

Figure 9. Statue of the Wolf of Gubbio. Statue was dedicated in 1952 to Friar
Biro, the first Pastor of St. Emery’s. Expansive flower gardens adorn
the front property
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Figure 11a. Medieval Style Church Front Doors

Figure 10. Roof Cornice Hanging Arches

Figure 11b. Antique Door Lamp with White Dove
Mosaic and Column Capital Piece - 1932
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Figure 12. Descending White Dove cast in elegant
detailed tile mosaics - 1932

Capital Piece detail on side of the
front door column

Figure13. Façade Plaques. Upper plaque is U.S Shield of the
13 original colonies. Lower plaque symbolizes the
Risen Lord - 1932
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Figure 14a. Rose Window (Exterior) - 1932

Figure 14b. Rose Window (Interior). Each window section petal is
a symbol for each of the twelve Apostles
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St. Emery Bell Tower

Figure 15a. St. Emery Church Tower Bell. Inscription: Donated by Michael Varga – 1932
- St. Emory Church, Fairfield, Connecticut. (Note: Incorrect spelling of
Emery on bell)

Figure 15b. Tower Bell from St. Stephen of Hungary
Church - 1987. Bell is located in front
of St. Emery’s Church

St. Stephen of Hungary Church,
Bridgeport, Connecticut (1897 - 1971)

St. Emery Roman Catholic Church

Fairfield, Connecticut

Name of Property

Municipality

24

Figure 16a. St. Emery Tapestry in Church
Vestibule (Patron of Youth).
2000 restoration

Figure 16b. St. Stephen Tapestry in Church
Vestibule (King of Hungary).
2000 restoration
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Figure 17. Entrance to the church viewed from the vestibule/choir loft (top
view). Sanctuary mural of St. Stephen (center), St. Emery kneeling
(left) and St. Gerard (left), teacher of St. Emery - 1932
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Figure 18. Nave Ceiling Paintings - 1932. Top photograph is three of five ceiling paintings viewed looking
towards the sanctuary. The other two ceiling paintings are lower left, a close-up of St. Celicia
with Harp and lower right, a close-up of St. Elizabeth (kneeling) and the Blessed Virgin Mary
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Figure 19a. Sanctuary Painting - 1932. Saint Ladislaus
(1040-1095). Famous Hungarian King

Figure 19b. Sanctuary Painting - 1932. Saint
Elizabeth, Patroness of the Poor
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Figure 20. Main Marble Altar and Crucifix - 1932. Polished
brass gate with side marble columns (foreground)
from original Communion rail. Two tall candle
holders are from St. Stephen’s Church (1987-1971)
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Figure 21. Our Holy Family. Side Altar
(southwest). 2000 Restoration

Figure 22. Our Franciscan Family. Side Altar
(northeast). 2000 Restoration
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Figure 23. St. Stephen, Lady of Hungary and St. Emery (left to
right) statues in southwest transept - 1932

Figure 24. Rare Tapestries from St. Stephen Church (1897-1971).
St. Elizabeth Society (1917-1937) and the Monstrance
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Figure 25a. Rare Stained Glass Windows.
1880 period. St. Francis
‘Receiving the Holy Stigmata’

St. Emery Roman Catholic Church

Figure 25b. Rare Stained Glass Windows. 1880
period. St. Francis ‘Teaching a Holy
Lesson’
Fairfield, Connecticut
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Figure 26. Decorative (grapevine) Church
raised wall gold trim décor - 1932

Figure 27. Decorative carved ends
of solid oak church pews
- 1932
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Figure 28a. Bronze Molded Stations–of-the-Cross 1932. Station 1

Figure 28b. The St. Francis San Damiano
Cross. 2000 Restoration
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Figure 29a. Antique Church Organ Console pre-dates 1932

Figure 29c. Church Organ Pipes
Figure 29b. Church Organ Name Plate.
(Kilgen Organ. Geo. Kilgen & Son, Inc., Builders, St.
Louis, MO. Shield: Mirable Avditv or ‘Wonderful Avid’)
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Figure 30. St. Emery Sanctuary and Altar
as it appeared in 1932
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Figure 31a. St Stephen Stone Statue
discovered in 1959. Now located
in front of the Rectory

Figure 31b. Rededication of St. Stephen Statue in 2011.
Hungary Flag with 1932 Coat of Arms
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Figure 32a. ‘Hungarian Town’ Worden Avenue in the
West End of Bridgeport in the early 1920’s

Figure 32b. ‘Hungarian Town’ Pine Street in the West
End of Bridgeport in the early 1920’s

Figure 32c. Famous ‘Hungarian Town’ Westerns
football team from the West End in 1926.
A Semi-pro interstate team that went
undefeated winning 30 consecutive games
over 4 years (1926-1929)
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Figure 33a. St. Emery Temporary Chapel during
construction - 1931

Figure 33b. St. Emery Temporary Chapel – 1932.
Used for only one year
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Figure 34. St. Emery’s very First Church
Communion – 1933. Father Biro First
Pastor
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Figure 35. St. Emery St. Margaret’s
Altar Society - 1947

Figure 36. St. Emery Holy Name Society - 1947.
Father Biro first parish Pastor
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Figure 37. March to St. Stephen Grove Picnic –
1950’s

Figure 38. Crowning of the Blessed Virgin Mary –
1952
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Figure 39. First St. Emery Nun
Convent Resident 1952

Figure 40. St. Emery Parochial School - 1954

Figure 41. St. Emery Parochial School Class
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