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Early Catholic presence noted
in importance, not in numbers

Louise
Pettus
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Our Catawba River Valley,
that territory first controlled
by the Catawba Indians, was

peopled by Scots-Irish and En
glish Protestants in the 18th cen
tury. An occasional name of

French or Ger

man descent was
mixed in - but al

ways, or nearly al
ways, they were
Protestants.

Catholics, who
were always few
in the Carolinas,
likely stuck to the
seaports.
The first Catho

lic of note to settle
in this area that

we can find was William McKen-

na. McKenna arrived at the village
of Lancasterville ft-om New York

state in 1803. He got a job as a ma
chinist's clerk. In 1808, McKenna
married Anna Cousart, the daugh
ter of his employer. McKenna
stayed, and he prospered.
McKenna's prosperity helped

him to be elected to a succession

of offices in Lancaster District, be
ginning in 1817. He was clerk of
court for eight years and later
served in the S.C. House and the
~S.C. Senate.

By 1835, according to Dr. J. Mar
ion Sims, who treated McKenna
for delirium tremens, McKenna
was the richest man in Lancaster.
Sims wrote that McKenna "owned
one hundred slaves and one half
of Lancaster."
McKenna's personal life (a di

vorce, alcoholism and a contro-
versid wiU) did not attract other
Catholics to the area, even though
he left the bulk of his huge estate
to the Roman Catholic Church.
Legal fees ate up the money he in
tended for the church.
In 1879, the Rev. J. J. O'Connell,

a Catholic better known as Father

Joseph O'Connell, published a
book, "Catholicity in the Caroli
nas and Georgia."
The book includes a section on

O'Connell's family, who had mi
grated from Ireland in 1852. The
O'Connell family settled in Co
lumbia and lived there until Gen.

William T. Sherman's army
burned the city in February 1865.
At that time, they moved to a farm
in Fort Mill township.
O'Connell wrote that for many

years, York County had only one
Catholic man, Hugh McGinnis,
who lived in Yorkville. McGinnis,
a very pious man, was married but
had no children. He died during
the Civil War.

The second Catholic that
O'Connell knew of was Jeremiah

O'Leary, who married into the
O'Hare family. O'Leary died in
1850, leaving a widow, who was
not Catholic, and many children.
Mrs. O'Leary did not object to

O'Connell baptizing the children
as Catholics, and he had done so.
Regretfully, O'Connell wrote that
the O'Leary children had all "fall
en away."
Then, he wrote, Thomas O'Far-

reU came to York\^e and married
a sister of Mrs. O'Leary, but "he
ceased to practice his religion,
and neither he nor his numerous

offspring are known as Catholics,
which is to be regretted, because
they are a respectable and indus
trious family of children."

Yorkville was known as a mis

sion in spite of its few adherents to
Catholicism. O'ConneU served

Yorkville, and when he left. Fa
ther Folchi was sent to head the

mission. Folchi stayed until 1877,
when, disappointed in his inabili
ty to gather converts, he went to a
Jesuit house in California.

When Folchi left Yorkville, Fort
MiU was made the principal sta
tion in York County. Fa^er Jo

seph's eldest brother, Michael
O'Connell was, by 1877 a prosper
ous farmer and had a large far^y.
Michael, his wife, his widowed
mother and his eight children con
stituted Father O'Connell's smaU

congregation.
Michael O'Connell was bom in

Donoughmore, County Cork, Ire
land, in 1816. He came to Columbia
in 1852. There were other Catho

lics in Columbia, enough to have a
smaU "college" (probably an acad
emy) called St. Mary's. The
O'Connell children, except for
Patrick Joseph, the eldest, were
educated at St. Mars^s.
Of Michael O'Connell's eight

children, three became prominent
citizens.
Patrick Joseph served in the

legislature ft"om Richland County.
His death at 30 cut down a promis
ing career.

Michael, the second son, re
ceived a medical degree from the
University of Pennsylvania and
practiced in Philadelphia.
Dennis Joseph, the third son,

educated at American College
(now American University), grad
uated at the top of his class. He
quickly rose to importance in the
church, becoming a private secre
tary to a papal delegate and trav
eling widely for the church over
the United States and Canada.
Annie O'Connell, the eldest
daughter, became a Sister of
Mercy, taking the name Sister Je
rome.

Yet, in spite of the accomplish
ments of McKerma of Lancaster

and the O'Connell family of Fort
Mill, it would not be until the 20th
century that Catholics would have
a presence of importance in the
Catawba River Valley.
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