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The^story of Pat Rodgers and his one-man parade
is a "m

u
Fort M

ill character
m

arked St. Patrick's
Day all by himself

Back in 1980,
NEARBY 

R.

r
 Jr.,

shortly after his
'

 ' 
a

s
longtim

e editor
o

f the Fort M
ill

Louise 
P"!'-

P
ettus

book 
he 

title
d

"O
ut 

o
f 

the
Past: A History of Fort M

ill,
South C

arolina, 1600-1980."
Since that tim

e the book has
been updated four tim

es, the last
tim

e in 1997. It still sells weU and

Louise
P

ettus

st have" for Fort M
ill

new
com

ers, of w
hich there are

m
any these days.
O

ne of the book's m
ost col

orful characters was Pat Rod
gers, a native of Ireland, who ap
peared in Fort M

ill around 1915.
Pat set up a "pressing club," an
old term

 for diy-cleaning estab
lishments but, acconiing to the
1930 

Census, 
Pat 

did 
"hand

w
ashing."
Pat's building was w

here H
ar-

dee's is 
currently located on

Tom
 

H
all 

Street. 
(Tom

 
H

all
Street 

was 
know

n 
as 

Booth
Street when Pat first arrived in
Fort 

M
ill. 

Booth 
Street 

was
named for John W

ilkes Booth,
assassin 

of President 
Lincoln

but the name was changed after
W

orld W
ar I to honor Tom Hall,

a M
edal of H

onor w
inner w

ho
was a native of Fort M

ill.)

Every M
arch 17, Pat, all by

him
self, staged a St. Patrick's

D
ay parade. M

r. Bradford w
rote

a delightful description of Pat's
preparation for the parade: "He
would fortify him

self, don his
green shirt and green suit, for
tify him

self, 
and put 

on his
green shoes and green spats. He
w

ould then fortify him
self and

place his green derby atop his
head. Then, w

ith his red tie
m

atching his red nose, he w
ould

take his tam
bourine down from

the shelf, fortify him
self, and the

parade w
as assem

bled.
"It w

ould begin at the front
door of his pressing club w

ith
Pat m

arching in measured, if im
-

certain, steps up the m
iddle of

the road.... Pat would m
ake a

left turn from
 Tom

 Hall Street
into Main, constantly holding
the tam

bourine out in front and

whacking it sharply at regular
intervals."

Pat also was speaking in an
um

ntelligible 
language 

that
m

ight have been "som
e sort of

special Leprechaun dialect." But
occasionally 

his 
audience

picked up the words "Blarney
stone" and "Killarney."

He w
ould m

arch to the bot
tom

 of the M
ain Street hill, turn

around and m
ake his way back

to his place and spent a few
 m

in
utes inside (undoubtedly fortify
ing him

selO and m
arch out and

repeat the parade. "The parade
would continue as long as Pat
could 

walk- 
Som

etim
es 

he
w

ould m
ake five or six round

trips..." 
His 

audience on 
the

streets often bet on how m
any

trips Pat could manage.
M

r. Bradford's father, W
illiam

Bradford Sr., w
rote in the Tim

es

in 1920 about Pat Rodgers. He
called Pat "clothes cleaner ex
traordinary 

and 
m

irth-m
aker

par excellence" 
and reported

that Pat believed that the battles
between Great Britain and Ire
land were not about religion as
m

any thought, but instead w
ere

about hom
e rule. Pat told M

r.
Bradford Sr. that since the U

nit
ed States had im

plem
ented Pro

hibition (Pat's words were "gone
dry"), he had m

uch m
ore tim

e to
think about serious subjects.

Pat, aged 67 years, died, w
hile

seated in a rocking chair at the
hom

e of L.E. Perry in the "lower
m

ill village" (area around the
W

hite Plant of Springs Cotton
Mills), according to an obituary
published 

in 
the 

Fort 
M

ill
Tim

es, M
arch 23,1931.

The obituary said Pat was
bom

 in Ireland but the 1930

Census gave his birthplace as
North Ireland and gave his fi
nancial w

orth as $10. The obitu
ary termed Pat as "village dry
cleaner and tailor for many
years." Pat was thought to have a
sister in Philadelphia and was
known to have a brother, An
thony, and a sister, M

rs. Susan
McHough, in Donegal County,
Ire

la
n

d
.

Bradford Jr. ended his account
of Pat Rodgers' life in Fort M

ill
with, "He left no insurance or
funds for funeral expenses, so
friends made contributions to
cover the cost of a casket. H

e
now

 lies som
ewhere in an im

-
m

arked grave in U
nity Ceme

tery" in F
ort M

ill.

Louise Pettus is a retired Winthrop
University history professor. Her
column appears Sundays.
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