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As I walked down a narrow, rowhouse-lined South Philadelphia street searching for Robert Rongione's 

address, I was momentarily struck by just how far I'd come in my four-year search for the Roman 

Catholic High School alumni who died in World War I. I had started looking for names but was learning 

more, including their stories - those who died, but those who survived as well. That meandering path 

had led me to this moment. 

After researching various public records and archives, I had finally found Rongione, the nephew of 

Vincent Diodati, a Roman graduate from the Class of 1906. I planned to present him with the "Roman 

Catholic High School 125 Persons of Distinction Award," which was posthumously awarded to his uncle 

by the school's alumni association to commemorate its 125th anniversary. Rongione had told me over 

the phone that the details of his uncle's experiences during the Great War were sketchy, so I also 

brought a copy of the March 18, 1919, issue of the Philadelphia Public Ledger newspaper, which 

prominently featured a story about Vincent. 

After I found the address and rang the doorbell, I was warmly greeted by Rongione's brother, James, 

and his friend, Phyllis. They graciously invited me in to sit and chat, and we talked for an hour. They 

were very appreciative that Roman had recognized their uncle and were not only interested in what I'd 

learned about Vincent, but what I'd also discovered about the other Roman alumni who fought in World 

War I. 

As chronicled in the Public Ledger, Vincent Diodati graduated from Jefferson Medical College in 1911 

and practiced medicine for seven years at 1222 S. 12th St. in Philadelphia. On April 6, 1917, the United 

States declared war on Germany, and Diodati enlisted that very day. 

Before any American troops were sent overseas, Diodati was commissioned an officer and immediately 

assigned to British forces who were in desperate need of battlefield surgeons. He was the first American 

to be placed in command of the 35th Royal Army Medical Corps, and during his entire time in France, he 

was constantly under fire. 

In the battles that Diodati's unit was involved in ("bloody places they were," he remarked in the Ledger), 

he was wounded three times and gassed twice. Despite being badly gassed at Annequin and 

hemorrhaging, Diodati refused to go to the hospital, as he wanted to continue to tend to the wounded 

Allied soldiers. Out of his original outfit of 220 men, Diodati was one of only 14 survivors. For his 



gallantry in battle, Diodati was awarded the coveted British Military Cross, and it was personally 

bestowed upon him by England's King George V in the spring of 1919. 

I then told the Rongiones some of the other amazing stories that I'd discovered. 

There was Edward Kelley, Class of 1908, who was killed during the Battle of Verdun and posthumously 

awarded the Croix de Guerre medal for bravery by the French army. 

William Armstrong, Class of 1912, was a fighter pilot whose dogfight in 1918 over the skies of France 

against four German planes was headline news in the Public Ledger. 

There was the sad story of Walter Spearing, Class of 1908, who was killed in action while serving with 

the Fifth Marine Regiment during the Battle of Belleau Wood. Spearing was held in such high regard by 

his fellow soldiers that one of them wrote a touching letter to his mother that was published on the 

front page of the Public Ledger in 1918. 

Some of the Roman alumni who served during World War I went on to achieve local and national 

prominence. Vincent Carroll, Class of 1909, was an Army major who received a citation for gallantry in 

battle and went on to become the first president judge of Philadelphia's Court of Common Pleas. James 

McGranery, Class of 1913, served as an Army balloon observation pilot and later, in 1952, was appointed 

U.S. attorney general by Harry Truman. 

The Rongiones were pleasantly surprised to learn that Tommy Loughran, the light heavyweight 

champion from nearby St. Monica's Parish, left Roman as a 14-year-old sophomore to fight in World 

War I. I also told them of a remarkable recent discovery that links the past with the present: Gabe 

Wilson, Class of 1907, served as a lieutenant in the Army during the war, and his great-grandson, Joseph 

Wilson, graduated in June with Roman's Class of 2015. 

When I visited the Rongiones, I arrived thinking that I would simply present them with the award and 

reveal a story about their uncle that they might not have known. I also held out the slim hope that they 

would be able to provide me with something that would help in my search - perhaps a list of names 

from the Memorial Mass held at Roman after the war. Thus far, we have learned that 32 Roman alumni 

died in World War I, and we have found the names of 12. 

The Rongiones did not have any information that could lead to the discovery of more names, but they 

did tell me a story about Vincent Diodati that is the saddest and most poignant I've heard thus far in my 

search. It revealed the depth of the burdens that Diodati must have carried with him throughout his life, 

but, ironically, the story took place before World War I. 

In the years prior to the war, Diodati and his wife, Margaret, had a child. When the little girl was just a 

toddler, she somehow pulled a boiling pot of water from atop the kitchen stove down upon herself and 

died. They never had any more children and became distant from the rest of the family. Perhaps it was 

this terrible tragedy that drove Diodati to heroically save as many lives as he could during the war.  

My search for names continues to be a revelation of stories. 
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