
FROM READING, BERKS COUNTY PENNSYLVANIA 
TO CONCEPTION MISSOURI 

 
The founding of an Catholic Community in the West 

 
In the mid-fifties, St. Peter's Parish in Reading Pennsylvania was visited by Father Edward 
Malone, a Benedictine priest from Omaha Nebraska, His visit was in conjunction with a publication 
for the centenary of the great Benedictine Abbey at Conception, Missouri.  The Catholic community 
was founded by a group who went west from St. Peters in 1856, led by the then pastor, Fr. 
James Power. The information listed below comes from a study done by Father Joachim Schrieber, 
O.S.B. and tells of this great foundation of Catholic Life in Missouri that was made from St. 
Peter's Parish about one hundred years ago. 
 LIFE IN READING  ---- 1855 
 
St. Peter's Parish in Reading had been in existence for over one hundred years when Father Power 
was appointed pastor of the Church.  It was a parish that was directly connected with the Church 
that boasts the possession of the oldest Catholic church records, as far as is known in all of the 
thirteen colonies..  This distinction belongs to the church at Goshenhoppen, now Bally, Pennsylvania, 
not far from Reading.  Goshenhoppen had been the original mission center in Western Pennsylvania 
from which other churches sprang. 
 
The original members of St. Peter's Parish in Reading had been almost exclusively of German 
extraction.  The well known and widely publicized tolerance of William Penn had attracted many 
colonists, and when religious persecution broke out in Maryland, many Catholics left that colony and 
migrated to Pennsylvania.  The predominance of the people of German extraction at Reading was at 
least partially due to the fact that many of the Hessian soldiers in the service of the British 
during the Revolutionary War had settled there.  One Thousand of them who had surrendered with 
Burgoyne at Saratoga in 1777 were sent to a prison camp at Reading, and when the war was over 
many remained in the neighborhood and established their homes there.  The predominance of 
Germans in Reading was reduced in the middle of the nineteenth century by the influx of Irish 
immigrants from the eastern seaboard cities.  Upon the advise of the Irish Immigration Society 
many Irish immigrants went directly to Pittsburgh or to Reading rather than remain in the ports of 
New York and Philadelphia. The rapid industrial development of Berks County during the early 
nineteenth century had opened many opportunities for the newly arrived immigrants.  The rapid 
growth of the Iron Industry, and the consequent need for expanded transportation facilities, such 
as Canals ad Railroads, made it possible for the new industrial centers of the West to absorb an 
almost unlimited number of common laborers.  One of the historians of Reading has pointed out 
that one industry stimulated and promoted the growth of others.  The discovery of vast deposits 
of coal, the use of steam for the operation of machinery, and many other factors combined to 
create a tremendous boom in these Western districts.  The influx of a large number of Irish 
changed the complexion of the Catholic population, and this required the services of additional 
English-speaking priests. 
 
Some of the people who were to figure prominently in the future plans of Father Power were 
members of his parish in Reading.  The Felix family was one of the most active in the parish and 
the name Felix is one of the first to appear on the parish records. Stephen and Nicholas Felix 
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came to America from Germany in the second quarter of the eighteenth century, Nicholas Felix 
served in the Continental Army during the Revolution. The Felix family were among the founding 
fathers of the first parish in Reading. 
 
Attention has already been called to the friction and conflicts that often resulted from the 
association of German and Irish Catholics in the same parish.  This same tension soon developed in 
Reading when large numbers of Irish Catholics were added to the German parish of St. Peter's. 
Bishop John Neumann had been constantly harassed by this problem and on several occasions he 
had had to resort to excommunication to restore peace to the disturbed congregations.  This 
friction, together with the troubles arising out of the peculiarly American problem of trusteeism, 
made the assignment at Reading a difficult one for Father Power.  These factors may also have 
had some bearing on his later decision to start a Catholic Irish Colony in the West where he could 
be rid of both of these problems. 
 
The troubles arising out of nationalism and trusteeism might have been more easily settled had not 
the great national depression of the year 1854 been anticipated by two years in the Reading area. 
The people of Reading suffered severely during the depression for they had no reserve funds upon 
which to depend, and their daily sustenance was almost entirely dependent upon their work.  The 
Irish felt it more severely than others for they belonged almost entirely to the laboring class. 
Food was hard to obtain and so desperate had the situation become, that the papers of 
Philadelphia published an article listing foods that were necessary for a healthy diet.  The Public 
Ledger of Philadelphia in the early days of 1855 described the situation as follows: 

 
With one of the hardest winters for the poor that has stared them in the face for many 
years. It behooves them to look about for something to eat less costly than roast beef and 
plum pudding; for the two dollars a day, that some of them seemed to think would endure 
forever, has been cut off suddenly.  It is estimated that 50,000 persons have been out of 
employment since the cold weather commenced, by that cause alone.  An equal number have 
been thrown out by failures and general stagnation of business.  It is to be a winter of 
suffering to these who are dependent upon the labor of their hands for daily bread for 
themselves and families. 

 
The financial situation caused much concern to Philadelphia, Reading and the entire East. A recent 
biography of Bishop John Neumann reports on the development of the difficulties in Philadelphia: "A 
scarcity of money during the winter of 1854-55 brought on a business depression," and "thousands 
of poor laborers were out of work and on relief in Philadelphia that winter," so that "Mayor Conrad 
was forced to call a great relief meeting to establish soup kitchens to alleviate hunger, the keenest 
suffering of the people,"  the same system became common throughout the eastern cities. In 
February of the same year, American Foreign Protection and Employment Society used its funds to 
send unemployed men and their families to other sections of the country where they might find 
employment on the farms and in other industries. 
 
Reading and its citizens did not escape the suffering of the depression.  The Berks Journal of that 
city at this time wrote, "The amount of poverty and suffering existing in our city at this time is 
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said to be greater than at any former period."  Reading suffered especially since its growth had 
been sudden and sporadic and it did not have time to adjust itself to their sudden expansion.  In 
1840 the population had been 8,410 and ten years later the city had almost twice that number, 
15,743, and by 1860 it had increased to a city of 23,163.  this sudden and rapid growth, and the 
dependence of the population on the daily work provided by the infant industries, only tended to 
aggravate the misery of the depression when it struck.  This depression continued through 1857 
and the number of idlers and beggars in the city was steadily on the increase.  Even the papers 
became alarmed at the increase of vagabondage and annoyances caused by the large numbers of 
unemployed and often shiftless men who wandered about the city.  During the winter of 1856-57 
the papers were still remarking on the amount of unemployment that yet existed. A number of this 
class can be seen daily about our streets.  They generally lounge around the corners in squads of 
three or four and are ever on the watch to gratify their thirst. Even cold weather does not seem 
to be potent enough to disperse them...their moral sense is so blunted and their conditions so 
degraded, that they are objects of pity rather than disgust. 
 
During all this time Father Power had been giving considerable thought to a solution for the 
problems of his people. He was firmly convinced that if the moral quality of his parish was to be 
maintained and improved the economic difficulties of its members must soon be solved.  Early in 
1855, not long after he had become pastor of St. Peter's parish, Father Power was invited to 
attend a meeting of Catholic contract employers of the Lebanon Valley Railroad.  These men were 
sincerely interested in solving the difficulties of the poor and they wisely foresaw that after the 
completion of the construction of the railroad unemployment would be increased.  Since they were 
for the most part of the same nationality and faith as the men they employed, they were eager to 
find some means that would solve the problem of unemployment for their men when they should be 
released. Father Power was asked his opinion and he made a suggestion that had been gradually 
forming in his mind ever since he had come to Reading.  He recommended that since the government 
was making available large tracts of land in the West at very reasonable prices, a company should 
be formed for the purpose of starting a Catholic colony to which the unemployed Catholic laborers 
could be transferred.  This bold and aggressive thinking pleased those who attended the meeting, 
and the project began to gather momentum very rapidly.  A second meeting was held and the 
attendance was greatly increased.  This second meeting seems to have come to grips with the 
problem immediately, for discussion was begun as to the means of proceeding with such a project, 
the most suitable location for such a colony and the means of financing it.  Almost immediately a 
subscription list was begun to raise funds for the purchase of land; and each subscriber was to 
receive land in proportion to the amount of his subscription.  More than $9,000 were pledged at 
this first meeting, and after a few days the total had been increased to $20,000 which was 
distributed among fifty-eight subscribers.  A committee to handle the negotiations was appointed; 
the members of this committee were Father Power, Mr. Anthony S. Felix, and Mr. Owen O'Reilly. 
The committee was empowered to make any arrangements and carry on any negotiations that should 
be found necessary for the establishment of the colony.  The idea of buying large tracts of 
government land in the West for the purpose of establishing colonies did not originate with Father 
Power.  The same idea had been urged previously by some of the newspapers in the East.  At least 
fourteen months before the meetings in Reading, the American Celt, and Irish-American journal, 
had published a detailed plan for a Catholic Frontier movement. 
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"Allow me sir, a word upon the subject of immigration from the Northern States to some 
more congenial spot where we can enjoy our civil and religious privileges from annoyance of 
northern bigotry   For the present I would advise our friends to move out either west or 
south in families or colonies.  There are millions of acres of public lands that can be bought 
for twelve-and-a-half cents and acre.  Now suppose fifty Irish families pulled together 
and send an agent into one of these states, and enter for each family 150 acres of land, 
the expense of doing so would not be more than $5.00 to each, enough to cover all his 
expenses of travelling there and back again, and of having the ground surveyed. 

 
The government itself had encouraged such projects by the passage of the Kansas Nebraska Bill in 
1854, and Andrew Reeder, a citizen of Pennsylvania had been appointed first governor of one of 
the new territories.  Reeder proved later to be such a militant proponent of emancipation that he 
had eventually to be removed from the office of governor but he remained in the Kansas Territory 
to join forces working for a free soil movement.  Glowing reports describing the lands in Kansas 
appeared in the Reading papers, and some of these had been prepared by Governor Reeder himself. 
 The editor of the paper expressed his complete confidence in the accuracy of the reports of the 
governor. 
 
The people of St. Peter's Parish were not the only ones who were seriously considering migration to 
the West.  Notice of the meetings of other groups and organizations frequently appeared in the 
Reading papers.  That many of them resulted in the formation of colonies in the newly opened 
territories, is clear from the fact that already in May, 1858, the Gazette of Reading had reason 
to be concerned over its loss of subscriptions.  Many of its former subscribers had left the city, 
and the paper complained that a large number of them had departed without canceling their 
subscriptions or leaving any new address. 
 
Although the glowing accounts of the beauty and fertility of these lands in the West made the 
foundation of new colonies attractive, most of the settlers were not unaware of the dangers and 
hardships it would entail. The fact that they did not shrink before the difficulties is a tribute to 
the vigorous pioneering spirit, the stout hearts and the deep faith of that rugged generation.   
 

Joachim Schreiber, OSB. 
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CAUSES OF IRISH IMMIGRATION TO THE WEST 
 
The business depression that lay over the land from 1855-1857, together with the promise of a 
better future held out by the release of additional government lands, seem to have been the 
principal factors in the decision of the Irish settlers of Reading to migrate West.  However, there 
were minor, though important factors which were both remote and immediate. One of the remote 
causes of complaint of the Irish population was the unsatisfactory relationships that had grown up 
between them and some of their employers.  This was especially true in the case of the 
Philadelphia and Reading Railroad and its employees.  This firm had made a very considerable 
contribution to the rapid growth of the city of Reading, but it had failed to maintain a satisfactory 
relationship with its employees.  One of the historians of Reading explained that: 
 

Many mechanics and workingmen in Reading petitioned the legislature for much needed 
labor reforms.  These working people met in the Odd Fellows Hall, in 1848, to discuss 
the local labor problems and concluded by asking the State Legislature to enact a law 
which would provide for the laborer the punctual payment of his wages in full, in good 
currency money at least once a month...One of the resolutions adopted and which 
indicates the most severe grievance of this group stated that the practice of paying 
laborers and mechanics in depreciated monies and store orders which is so much 
practiced by nearly every class of employers is a gross outrage and abuse. 1   

 
It is probable that these protests accomplished little since the laboring men in those days lacked an 
organization to press their claims and they were not in a favorable position for bargaining.  
Moreover, the railroad authorities had tried to nullify their dissatisfied employees by dispensing 
whiskey as part of their compensation.  
  

In June 1839, these men, who were receiving a dollar a day, went on strike for an 
advance of a shilling a day.  In some instances the men added a demand for an 
allowance of a pint and a half of whiskey per day. This whiskey was to doled out to 
them in nine drinks during working hours of the day, approximately after each hour of 
work.2  

 
Father Power and the more thoughtful and serious minded of his parishioners could see little hope 
for a healthy and vigorous Christian community in such an environment; doubtless the hope of 
rescuing their countrymen from such living conditions contributed to their decision to move West. 
 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
1. Raymond W. Albright. "Two centuries of Reading, Pennsylvania 1748-1948, (Reading Eagle 

Press) p. 191.   2. Gazette, February 24, 1855 
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Only by escaping completely could they hope to establish an ideal Catholic community.  For 
conditions in other parts of Pennsylvania were not much better than they were in Reading. A 
Reading newspaper in 1855 described a strike that had occurred in the vicinity which gave a clear 
picture of how violent these outbreaks had become. 
 

"A shocking riot occurred at the Ridgeway on the Buffalo, Brantford and Goodrick 
Railroad on Saturday.  The laborers on the road spiked down the switches because 
their wages were not regularly paid.  The chief officer of the company with 
twenty-five armed men from Buffalo, went to Ridgeway, with the Canadian Sheriff 
of the locality, who deputized them as officers.  The sheriff and several Catholic 
priests endeavored to persuade them to be peaceable, but without effect.  The 
sheriff then ordered the road to be cleared, where upon the laborers commenced 
firing with rifles killing one of the Buffalo party, and wounding several others. Two 
or three of the laborers were also wounded and about a dozen arrested among them 
being a murderer."3 

 
Nor was it the railroads alone which were having labor troubles.  A great many of the Irish 
immigrants had found employment on the canals and here the unsatisfactory working conditions were 
duplicated.  A strike occurred among the canal workers also, and the demands of the strikers 
indicated that working conditions on the canals were similar to those on the railroads. For example, 
in the course of a strike which occurred on the canal in June 1856, it was reported that: "The 
laborers on several sections of the Union Canal enlargement between this city and Lebanon were on 
strike for several days this week.  They wanted an increase of wages and more Jiggers." 4 
 
When the Pennsylvania Legislature passed the ten-hour labor law at the beginning of the 
depression, many factories and rolling mills seriously considered closing their doors.  This law 
provided that no firm could employ men or women below the age of twenty-one years for more than 
ten hours a day, or for more than sixty hours a week.  This forced many companies to hire grown 
men and women instead of young boys and girls, with a consequent increase in the cost of 
production.  Feeling that they could not continue to operate profitably with the increased wage 
scale, some of them seriously considered closing down.  This discussion caused much alarm among 
employees and gave them a profound sense of insecurity in their works.  Notices such as the 
following appeared in the papers and no one was sure just how long he would have employment. We 
understand that a meeting of the Directors of Reading Cotton Manufactory held a few days ago, 
the propriety of closing down the mill was seriously discussed some of the directors being decidedly 
in favor of such a step.  It appears that since the ten hour law has gone into operation the mill 
has been losing money.  It was finally concluded to run the mill three months longer, and an 
experiment, and if at the close of that period the business is still found to be a losing one, the 
works will be suspended. We regret this state of things as the mill has done much for the portion 
of our population that most needed the means of support.  Much credit is due to those who invest 
their capital in works calculating to employ labor and distribute money among the working classes 
and we are confident that 
 
 
________________________________________________________ 
3. Gazette, February 24, 1855     4. obid, June 7, 1856  
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the best wishes of the community go with them in every such enterprise. In order, 
if possible, to keep the cotton mill going, a reduction has been made in all salaries, 
and a small reduction in some species of labor. It is believed that all will recognize 
the propriety of this step, as the closing of the mill would be a cause of regret5.  

 
A closer acquaintance with the conditions that existed among the numerous coal miners of the 
district also offers some suggestive hints as to why many of the Irish families of Reading may have 
welcomed a chance to move to another locality.  Perhaps in no other industry were the immigrants 
so shamelessly victimized as they were in the coal mines. 
 
Coleman, in his study, Labor Disturbances in Pennsylvania, give a graphic description of these 
conditions.  The mine owners were accustomed to visit the cities where large numbers of 
unemployed immigrants were apt to be found, and by promising them work and a home for their 
families, would then transport them to the scene of their labor in box cars.  The home that had 
been promised was always a poor and empty shack which was hardly fit for habitation.  This 
building belonged to the company and had to be rented from the company.  The miner could build 
his own home if he wished, but he would have to build on company land since all the land 
surrounding the mines belonged to the mine operators.  To supply the miners with their needs the 
company operated a company store which proved to be a valuable source of income to the owners.  
The miner was free to trade where he wished, of course, but since no other stores existed the 
result was a company monopoly.  If other stores were opened the company store could always 
undersell them and force them out of business.  Miners were encouraged to establish charge 
accounts at the company store, and their pay checks were accepted to cancel their indebtedness.  
Thus the company held a strangle hold on its employees.  Concerning these practices Coleman said: 
 

When miners were paid only in orders on a store, they realized that it meant 
reduction of fifteen to twenty percent in their wages.  Men have been known to 
work for a month in the mines and receive instead of a check, a statement from 
the store, canceling their earnings completely.   

_______________________________________________________ 
5. Berks Journal, August 11, 1835 
6. .J. Walter Coleman, Labor Disturbances in Pennsylvania, 1850-1880 
   (Washington: The Catholic University Press, 1936), pp 16 f  
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This kind of statement, a slip indicating to the miner that he had no money due at the end of the 
month, was known as a "bobtail check" and there was hardly anything that could be more 
demoralizing to the worker, or more likely to make him believe himself the victim of tyranny and 
opposition than to receive a "bobtail check." If the miners attempted to strike in protest against 
these conditions the owners would often bring in workers of another nationality to supplant them. 
The forceful Irish met this challenge by organizing a semi-secret society known as the Molly 
Maguire's which became so violent in its operations that no good Catholic could conscientiously 
belong to it.7 
  

In view of such conditions, it is not surprising that the Catholic leaders among the Irish population 
of Reading should seek a new and more promising environment by migrating to the West.  
Moreover, the fact that they were Irish Catholics, and in the opinion of many of their neighbors, 
foreigners, constituted a stigma which was extremely humiliating in the proud Irish spirit.  The 
famous Know-Nothing party was constantly attacking Catholics and Foreigners and one's nationality 
and religious affiliation soon became an important political issue.  Politically the Irish Catholics had 
for the most part aligned themselves on the side of the Democratic Party.  The unprincipled and 
unfair attack of the Know-Nothing Party on its opponents in its bid for political power, made the 
Irish Catholics increasingly unpopular. 
 
The Lebanon Valley railroad had been incorporated under the laws of Pennsylvania in 1836, but 
actual construction of the road was delayed until 1853. The road had been planned to connect the 
cities of Reading and Harrisburg, and to serve the fertile and industrially rich Lebanon Valley. The 
president of the road, in describing the clientele, said the Lebanon Valley was one of the most 
densely populated areas in the state and that no other district in Pennsylvania could compare with 
it.  Its people were the most industrious and thrifty within Pennsylvania and could consequently one 
day hope to be among the most wealthy.  Thriving villages abounded in the valley and the rapidly 
growing iron industry gave promise of a bright future.8 
 
The construction of the Lebanon Valley Railroad was completed as far as Harrisburg by January 
1858, but it had been sold to the wealthy Philadelphia and Reading Railroad as early as May 5, 
1857. There can be little doubt of the soundness of the venture, and of the financial stability of 
the company, and hence of the ability of the owners to pay a suitable wage to their employees. 
The cost of the venture had been kept low because of a wise selection of the right-of-way.  A 
local newspaper in Reading took note of this fact when it stated: 
_______________________________________________________ 
7. Beginning with the 3rd quarter of the nineteenth century the Reading newspapers dealt 
extensively the deeds and practices of he Molly Maguire's, and the efforts of the Catholic Clergy 
to control them.  Coleman devotes a chapter to the Molly Maguire's Deeds and Legends  
8. Gazette, June 3 1856 



 
 

9 

The Lebanon Valley Railroad--the company constructing this work is re- ported to 
be in a very prosperous condition.  They have plenty of money wherewith to make 
the deep cuts, raise the high banks and build costly bridges.  In walking along the 
section nearest our town, we were particularly struck with the admirable style in 
which the work has been performed.9   

 
The deep cuts necessary for the bridge over the Schuylkill River and piers along the River were 
estimated at $2,400,000 and employed 1000 laborers. 

  
In spite of all this apparent prosperity the employees were grossly underpaid. In May 1855; the 
working crews of the Lebanon Valley went on strike to demand and adjustment of their wages.  
This strike was known as the Irish riots of 1855. Although these riots have attracted very little 
attention in history they proved very important to those involved.  The newspapers of Reading gave 
conflicting views as to the causes and the justice of the strike.  National prejudice seems to have 
determined editorial policy more than objective evidence Albright described the "Irish Riots as 
follows:   

The so called "Irish Riots" occurred on May 3, 1855 during the construction of the 
Lebanon Valley Railroad.  About 150 employees, any of whom were Irish were 
working in the Womelsdorf area at the time.  They decided that they must have 
higher wages for their work and so went on strike and refused to permit other 
persons to take their places. The sheriff called a posse of about 200 persons, 
including the Ringgold Light Artillery, the Reading Artillery, and the Reading rifles 
under the command of General William H. Keim, and proceeded to Womelsdorf.  In 
the face of that authority there was no resistance.  The ringleaders were arrested 
and placed in the Berks Jail and the strike was broken.10  
 
Disturbances continued however, for the rebellious workers continued to threaten 
the contractor and their properties. The conditions in the Berks County Jail were 
such that they might have supplied Oscar Wilde with a second and more lurid 
"Ballad of Reading Gaol." Fortunately, the twelve men arrested did not have to 
remain in jail long.  The Judge, Pringle Jones, who presided over their trial said, 
due to the length of time they spent in jail was ample punishment for their crime 
and vowed to commute their sentence unless charges were dropped. The records 
indicate that the twelve prisoners were listed as having been discharged from jail by 
proclamation.11  

 
 
 
 
 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 9.   Berks Journal, October 27, 1855    10 - Albright, op.cit., pp. 191 f 

    11. "Minutes & County Quarter Sessions 1852-1853," Court of Quarter Sessions           
(Unpublished records in Berks County Courthouse, Reading, V!, 278. The names of the twelve were: 
George Malone, Thomas Conley(Connelly), Samuel McMahon,  Peter Devey, Michael Duffy, John 
Stewart. Patrick Rein (Ryan), Daniel Sullivan, Michael Custin, Edward Quinn, Richard Wilson, 
Michael McIntyre. 
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The strike at Womelsdorf was not an isolated incident, for a similar outbreak occurred on the 
Lebanon Valley Railroad near Annville in the following year.12 In the Fall of the year 1855 trouble 
occurred again at Womelsdorf and again little was accomplished beyond an increase of the tension 
and ill-feeling.  This latter strike began in September and again the infuriated Irish workmen 
threatened to destroy the barns of their employers unless their demands were granted. 
 
The procession numbered about three hundred, including of course, the boys.  They were 
accompanied by martial music. A large banner, with a Negro printed on it, and a driver after him 
with a whip in hand, was carried in front of the procession. The driver represented the man who 
has the general superintendence of the section, and whose ill treatment they were no longer willing 
to bear.  I am happy to say that there was nothing riotous in their conduct. They spent the day in 
marching from the town of Womelsdorf, and thence to Newmanstown. Some of the party indulged 
very freely in strong drink, the result of which was the "inner man" conquered the "outward man" 
causing locomotion to cease for a time.  They did not accomplish their objective. i.e. the removal 
of the Superintendent.  They suspended work until Wednesday last, when some resumed again, but 
the largest number left, their places fast filling up with new hands,.13     
 

The rebellion of the workers was directed primarily at the superintendent of works, 
and at the directors of the railroad.  For the most part, the lesser officials of the 
railroad were in agreement with the laborers and were in favor of granting their 
demands, although even some of them suffered at the hands of the strikers.  
Several of these lesser officials were to figure prominently in the future plans of 
Father Power.  Two of the most important subcontractors on the Lebanon Valley 
construction job were Irishmen, namely, Peter McLaughlin and Owen O'Reilly.  
McLaughlin and O'Reilly had attracted considerable attention by the excellent work 
they had done in building the Schuylkill River Bridge.  This bridge was considered 
the most remarkable piece of architectural engineering that had been seen in 
Reading up to that time.14  During the Spring of 1856 they announced that they 
expected to finish the bridge in August of that year, and they gave notice that 
they would then be obliged to release most of their workmen.  The paymaster 
employed by McLaughlin and O'Reilly was William Brady, and this man, too, was to 
play an important role in the formation of the new colony in Missouri. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________ 
 
12. Gazette, May 10, 1856         
13. Ibid., September 16, 1855. 
14. Albright, Op.cit., p. 189 
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During the winter of the years 1855 and 1856 the labor troubles subsided somewhat, but in the 
Spring of 1856 they were renewed.  Early in April of that year fires swept through the barns of 
some of the construction camps of the Lebanon Valley Railroad. There was little doubt on the part 
of most of those concerned, that it was the rebellious Irish workmen who had started the fires, 
but since the troubles at Womelsdorf the incendarist had perfected their methods of sabotage and 
nothing could be proved.  If other workmen knew who had started the fires  they protected the 
secret well.  "The origin of the fire is unknown," became a standard phrase in reporting these acts 
of violence.  On several occasions, however, the culprits were caught in the act and were promptly 
arrested.  On May 31 the papers reported the burning of a brick stable and storehouse at 
Reading, and witnesses claimed to have seen a man applying a match to the stable door, but he 
melted into the crowd that gathered so rapidly that his identity was never discovered.15 
 

These fires usually resulted in the complete construction of the property, since Reading at that 
time did not have adequate fire fighting equipment. sometimes the fires started in the stables 
spread to her buildings and caused additional damage.  In June, 1856, a stable was set afire within 
Reading, and it quickly spread to neighboring buildings.  
 

The loss was estimated to be in excess of $11,000.16  One of the few arrests made for these acts 
of vandalism came in July, 1856, when two full grown boys were discovered in the act of firing a 
barn .  The fires continued during the winter of 1856-57, and a few were reported during the 
summer of 1857. As in the case of the outbreaks at Womelsdorf, convictions for incendiarism were 
hard to obtain. The Berks County records do, however, contain several reports of convictions 
obtained on this score.  For example, in 1856 a certain Henry Fisher was brought to trial before 
Judge Jones for setting fire to a barn:  he was convicted and sentenced to three years of solitary 
confinement and hard labor in the state penitentiary at Philadelphia.18   During the August session of 
the court in 1857, Peter D. Ludwig was convicted of the same crime and sentenced to five years of 
imprisonment in the penitentiary.  Both of these men appear to have been of German extraction.  It 
is rather surprising that no Irish names appear on the list of those convicted, a rather striking fact 
since it appears to have been the common conviction of contemporaries that the Irish workmen had 
been principally responsible for the fires.  Two explanations are possible.  Either the Irish 
incendiarist were more subtle and skillful in their methods than the Germans, or they received more 
sympathetic treatment on the part of the courts because of the misery of their condition 
 
 
 
 
 
       __________________________________________________________________________________ 

15. Gazette, May 31, 1856: Berks Journal, May 31, 1856 
16. Berks Journal, June 21, 1856   17. Ibid., July 19, 1856 
18. "Oyer & Ternimer Minutes 1856-64," Court of Quarter Sessions,  
     (unpublished records of Berks County Courthouse, Reading)' pp. 19 

As has been noted in the case of the riots at Womelsdorf, the leaders of that disturbance were 
treated with sympathy and leniency by the presiding magistrate, Judge Jones of Reading. It was 
quite possible that because of the misery of their living conditions they had won the sympathy and 
support of their neighbors, and these were unwilling to report them or act as witnesses against them. 
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 Perhaps, too, Jones' asttitude had set a precedent, and the courts themselves may have tended to 
condone such acts of violence as an end result of misery driven to desparation by injustice. One of 
the demands of the dissatisfied workmen, in addition to increased compensation, had been for regular 
payment of their wages. This objective at least seems to have been accomplished.  Many of the 
contractors who worked for the Lebanon Valley Railroad were of Irish extraction and were in 
sympathy with the laborers. When the construction work was completed, many of these contractors 
refused to turn over their sections to the owners until the workmen had been paid in full.  In 
December 1857, the Reading newspapers reported:   
 
The difficulty existing between Messrs. Lauman and Co. contractors, and  the Lebanon Valley 
Railroad Company, has been amicably adjusted.  The  contract of this firm embraced a section of 
the road at Hummelstown, including the Swatara Bridge, both of which are completed, but they  
refused to hand them over to the company, in consequences of the Chief  Engineer keeping back their 
September and October estimates. This refusal it appears, excited the ire of the Chief Engineer who 
telegraphed  for assistance and on the day following, a large body of men left that city for the point 
of dispute, and subsequently Mr. Nicolas, Chief Engineer and (Superintendent of the Lebanon Valley 
Road) arrived at Hummelstown by an express locomotive from Reading and had a conference with the 
contractors, which terminated in e stable and outbuildings belonging to Mr. Anthony Felix in 
Washington St. near seventh, were destroyed by fire,  with all their contents.  The stable was in 
the occupancy of contractors  on the Lebanon Valley Railroad, and we regret to say a valuable horse, 
  owned by Mr. Osborne, and three carriages, a quantity of harness, and  hay and straw and grain, 
belonging to Mr. Osborne and O'Reilly were also  burnt.  A stationary engine of 12 horse power, the 
property of Messrs.  H.F. Felix and Co. which was stored in the stable was considerably injured  by 
the fire.  The whole loss is estimated at about $1500. an agreement  by the former, on behalf of 
the company to accept the orders of the    Contractors for the payment of the laborers and 
mechanics employed on  the contract, and the acceptance by the latter of the company's notes for  
six months,  for the amount of back estimates.  After this arrangement  had been effected the 
contractors immediately delivered over their work  to the Chief Engineer of the Company.19 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
19. Gazette, December 19, 1857     20. Ibid., May 3, 1856 
 
 
 
 
 
Events took and odd and ironical turn in May, 1856, when the barn belonging to Anthony Felix was 
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burned.  The story of the fire was reported as follows: 
 

"On Tuesday morning between 4 and 5 o'clock, the frame The O'Reilly mentioned in this 
report was Owen O' Reilly, who was to be open of the chief collaborators with Father 
Power, together with Anthony Felix, in the formation of the future colony.  O'Reilly was 
related to Anthony Felix by marriage, having married his daughter, Elizabeth B. Felix.21  H. 
F. Felix, the man who was to be the most helpful in the formation of the colony was a 
wealthy shoe manufacturer in Reading.22   It was shortly after the destruction of their barn 
and property that these three men, Anthony S. Felix, H.F. Felix, and Owen O'Reilly along 
with others met wit Father Power to set up the organization for help to Irish workers that 
was to result in the founding of the colony at Conception, Missouri.  At the meeting Father 
Power, O'Reilly, and Anthony Felix were elected a committee to begin negotiations, and they 
left for the West on October 27, 1856, to investigate possible sites for settlement."  

  
FIGHT FOR LAND--APPLICATION FOR LAND IN MISSOURI 

 
The business depression which began in 1855 and was to culminate in 1857 in a nation-wide panic, 
touched the life of everyone in Reading.  Father Power had witnessed the terrible sufferings of the 
working classes during his three years pastorate at Honesdale in the heart of the mining district, 
and consequently it did not take him ling to understand the similar hardships of his people in Reading 
when he was moved there early in the year 1856.  However, Father Power would not have been able 
to carry out his courageous plan of an Irish Catholic Colony on the frontier, had it not been for the 
able and generous parishioners he found at St. Peter's.  Strangely enough the very parishioners 
that the priest depended on for support of his plan were the men who suffered most at the hands 
of the people they were trying to help  The Felix family had lost heavily when the rebellious 
Irishmen of the Lebanon Valley Railroad burnt their barn, and the son-in-law of Anthony Felix, 
Owen O'Reilly, also had property damaged in the same fire. 
 
The later history of St. Peter's Church in Reading bears witness to the fact that both the Felix 
and O'Reilly families were deeply charitable people.  The Felix family continued its leadership among 
Catholics of Reading after the colony was started.  Anthony Felix donated the land for a new 
church there in 1860.23  Henry Felix became widely known in and around Reading for his charitable 
donations; moreover, he was instrumental in the establishment of an orphanage through gifts given 
by his last will specifically for an orphans' school to be conducted by the Sisters of the Immaculate 
Heart of Mary.  Later the Archbishop of Philadelphia, as executor of Henry Felix's will, closed the 
institution in Reading, disposed of the property at a sizable sum and was thereby able to start 
several similar institutions in his diocese.24  

____________________________________________________________ 
21. Montgomery, Biographical, I, 385 
22 J. Knabb, Reading Directory and City Register for 1856-57--- 
    -Reading: J Knabb Journal Office, 1856) , p.7. 

23. Albright, op.cit., p. 215 
24. Sister Maria Alma, "Sketch of the work and history of the Sisters, servants of the 
Immaculate Heart of Mary 1845-1920, "Records of the American Catholic Historical Society of 
Philadelphia, XXX1 (1920), 329    
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The Charity of the O'Reilly's is still attested to by the inscriptions on the windows and altars that 
they gave to the church in Reading.  In the history of St. Peter's Church it is related that Mr. 
O'Reilly had promised to donate the expensive high altar, but when the parish desired to donate 
the altar in honor of one of the beloved, deceased pastors, O'Reilly generously acceded to their 
wishes and furnished instead the St. Joseph Chapel;  he declined to accept in return the 
difference in cost and even added a beautiful Saraband rug.25 Both the Felix and O'Reilly families 
had the wealth and the prestige which were needed by Father Power to carry through his plan of 
colonization.   
 
Anthony S. Felix, Owen O'Reilly, and Father Power, the three men chosen as a committee by the 
land association, left Reading on October 27, 1856, to carry out the instruction received from the 
association.  They proceeded to St. Paul, Minnesota, and after an investigation were satisfied that 
this locality would not suit their needs.  They turned then southward toward the territory that had 
been opened by the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854.  The three travelers inspected the land and 
watched for a location that might be suitable for colonization, but found none that appeared 
satisfactory.  On November 17, they arrived at Fort Leavenworth and attended a sale of Kansas 
Lands that was being held there.26  The competition for the land was so intense and the prices so 
much higher that they could pay that they turned their attention instead to the public lands in 
Missouri.27  Traveling on to the city of St. Joseph they were met by Father Scanlan, who was 
pastor of that place.  This good priest was well informed about public lands and advised them to 
buy a tract of land located in Nodaway County, where he thought they could obtain the required 
20,000 acres.28 The services of a land agent named Jeff Thompson were engaged, and he pointed 
out the desirable lands on his map.29  Thompson then directed Felix and O'Reilly to the government 
land office in Plattsburg, while Father Power remained in St. Joseph and began his priestly work. 
When the group arrived in Plattsburg on November 26 they learned that the registrar, James H. 
Birch, had arbitrarily closed the land office.  Birch himself simply told them the office was closed, 
and at the present time did not know when it would open again 29.  Felix and O'Reilly were quite 
discouraged, but seeing that nothing could be accomplished at Plattsburg, they returned to St. 
Joseph where they were joined by Father Power; immediately they proceeded to Nodaway County 
with Jeff Thompson to investigate the lands they had been advised to buy. 
 
The committee appointed Jeff Thompson their agent with the power to act in their name at the 
land office in Plattsburg when it reopened, and they returned East.  At Reading they consulted 
with their friends and it was decided that the safer way to deal with the Plattsburg Land Office 
would be to purchase the desired number of land warrants from the Federal Government under the 
Congressional Act of 1855. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________ 
25. Gross, op.cit., p. 34                    26. Gross, op.cit. , p. 34    
27. Senate Reports p. 19       28. George Minot, Statutes at large and treaties of the United 
States of America from  12/1/1851 to March 3, 1855 (Boston, Little and Brown and Co., 1855) x. 
703     29. Senate reports p. 19 
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By so doing would be able to pay an authorized officer the amount of money necessary and to 
receive in return an affidavit or warrant for a certain amount of land wherever they decided to 
make the purchase.30  A number of such were obtained immediately in Philadelphia and by January 1 
of the following year these warrants were in the hands of Thompson in St. Joseph.31 
 
However, the land office in Plattsburg was still closed and Thompson being sincerely interested in 
the success of the venture, returned the warrants at once to his clients advising them to negotiate 
with there Federal Land Office in Washington D.C. since the closing of the Plattsburg office had 
been illegal.  The Reading Land Association now commissioned Henry F. Felix and Peter McLaughlin to 
proceed to Washington where on February 5th they filed their warrants for the lands in Nodaway 
County in the state of Missouri.32  There was joy in Reading when the two men returned from the 
capitol and announced that they had purchased the land from the federal land office. The joy was 
premature, however, for new complications developed in dealing with the land office at Plattsburg.   
The land office at Plattsburg had been opened in 1843 by Mr. James H. Birch.  Since this 
gentleman was to exercise an important, although an unfavorable, influence upon the development of 
the new colony in Missouri it will be of interest to examine briefly his background.  Birch was a 
descendant of the house of Wellesley in England, and his father, Thomas E. Birch was a minister of 
the Methodist Church in England. Although he was trained to be a minister and sent to Jamaica, he 
realized he had no desire to follow in his fathers footsteps and took his family to Virginia.  After 
coming to America he laid aside the robes of the minister and enlisted as an ensign in the United 
States Navy, and served under John Paul Jones during the Revolutionary War.  Later he moved to 
Kentucky where he founded Washington University in Mason County.  He died in Kentucky after 
giving his son James an excellent education.33  After his fathers death, James moved to Missouri 
where he acquired a high reputation as an editor. In 1849 he was appointed judge of the State 
Supreme Court, a position he held until 1853, and which he occupied during his terms as registrar 
and receiver in that office under their father: a nephew of James Birch was a land agent.  James 
Jr. was a graduate of the law school of Cumberland University.34  The land agents nephew, Thomas 
Erskind Turney, was also a lawyer and worked with his uncle in the land office.  During the years 
1856 and 1857 he added to these duties those of a representative in the Missouri State 
Legislature.35 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________ 

.30. Ibid., p. 69 
31. Senate reports p. 6932. Colonel H. Birch the father of Wellesley Bassett" (unpublished Ms in 
the archives of Conception Abbey).     
33. Ibid.    
34. Buchanan & Clinton Counties, Missouri. (Chicago: Chapman Bros., 1893 pp. 390 f.   
35. Ibid. 
Some contemporaries of Plattsburg and Clinton County were highly critical of James Birch and made 
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fun of his political pretensions.  Regardless of the interpretation of the character of James Birch, 
there can be little doubt that he and his associates were clever lawyers, and whatever their 
motives, they were definitely opposed to the sale of land to the company from Pennsylvania.  
Perhaps Felix and O'Reilly had recognized this when they dealt with them in Plattsburg, and felt 
that they would be well advised to deal directly with the federal officials in Washington. 
 
On February 6, 1857, the Federal Land Office in Washington D.C. sent the Plattsburg office the 
warrants that had been purchased by the representative of the Reading group, together with the 
$477.00 they had paid down to complete the contract.  In the meantime James Birch and his 
associates were attempting to buy these lands for themselves and for a group of friends in 
Kentucky.  On March 2, 1857, Birch Jr., Thomas Erskine Turney, and four associates representing 
thirty-six persons from Kentucky, handed in descriptive lists of thousands of acres of land they 
wished to buy in Nodaway County.  James H Birch Jr., himself, wished to purchase over 30,000 
acres of land.36  These requests for the purchase of land were not secured by the deposit of 
money; this was to be paid later when the land office had arranged for the sale.  All the lands 
which had been already sold in Washington to the Pennsylvania group were included in this dubious 
transaction.  On March 7, the warrants and a letter from the Washington office arrived at the 
Plattsburg office informing the agent that the land sought by the Pennsylvania group had been sold 
to them.  The letter had been mailed from Washington on February 6, but it was delayed in 
reaching Plattsburg because of excessive rains which had impeded the delivery of mail.  The letter 
and warrants were the first mail received from the East in over a month.  When James Birch 
received this information from Washington he immediately informed the Federal Land Office that he 
had already sold these lands to other applicants.37  But the local representative of the 
Pennsylvanians, Jeff Thompson, was on the alert and having received information of the attempt 
that was being made by Birch to secure the land for himself and his immediately and engaged The 
service of a competent friends, he passed on this information to his clients. The Reading company 
took action immediately and engaged the services of a competent lawyer, Glancy Jones, to represent 
them in Washington.  Jones appeared before the commissioner in Washington on April 8 and charged 
fraud at the Plattsburg Land Office and demanded an investigation of that office. The Commissioner 
of the General Land Office in Washington studied the facts of the case thoroughly, and on July 10 
he ordered the Plattsburg office to enter the land for Felix and McLaughlin.38    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
36. Senate Reports p.7     
37. Ibid. P. 20 
38. Ibid., p.37 
 
 
 
Jones as their lawyer obtained a copy of this order and delivered it to his clients in Reading.  Henry 
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Felix armed with this document went immediately to Missouri to conclude the negotiations.  He 
arrived in Plattsburg on August 4, 1857 and presented his letter from the Commissioner in 
Washington, a copy of which had been sent to Birch.  The latter was thus obliged to cancel the 
application of his friends and assign the land to Henry Felix and Peter McLaughlin.39 
 
But James Birch was not a man to submit meekly.  Ha and his friends were infuriated by the order 
from Washington, and since Glancy Jones had charged fraud and demanded an investigation of the 
Plattsburg office, they countered with a demand for an investigation of the Federal Office in 
Washington.  Being thoroughly familiar with the workings of American politics, Birch supplemented 
his demand for an investigation with the appeals to his representative and senator in Washington 
soliciting their intervention. He induced his friends and associates to do likewise.  He himself wrote 
to President Buchanan alleging that the Commissioner of the General Land Office in Washington was 
corrupt, and added that if he were not removed from the office the states of the Mississippi Valley 
would desert the Democratic administration in the next elections as it had done in 1840 for similar 
reasons. 40 Long articles were prepared by Birch and his friends, which were circulated throughout 
the newspapers in the state.  They appeared first in the Republican of St. Louis and they charged 
the Commissioner of the Land Office in Washington with corruption.  These activities proved useless 
however, for the congressional investigation resulted in the repudiation of Birch for the manner in 
which he had conducted his office.     
 
The complaint of the general commissioner against the Plattsburg office was that it had been opened 
and closed arbitrarily by Birch against the instruction of the general office.41  Upon the investigation 
it was found that the office had been opened for one day only on four different occasions between 
July 1, 1856, and March 2, 1857.  This was the result of a rush of purchasers and other 
applications at the Plattsburg office because of the closing of the land office in Iowa.42 The senate 
committee passed over this difficulty as a problem of the executive branch of the government and 
confined itself to the actual facts of the case at hand. The committee held that the application of 
Felix and O'Reilly at the Plattsburg office in November of the year 1856 did not give then a right 
to the lands. However, they decided that the application of Felix and McLaughlin in the General 
Land Office in Washington on February 5, 1857, were to be upheld because they were the first 
applications for the land that were accompanied with the warrants and a payment of money to 
consummate the contract. Hence the order of the commissioner that Birch and his friends be 
deprived of lands they had entered on March 2, 1857, and that those same lands should be entered 
for 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
39. Ibid., p.203 
40. Ibid., pp. 101f  41. Ibid., p.13    42 Ibid., p. 8
 
McLaughlin and Felix, was also upheld by the Senate Committee.  The Senate report found that 
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Birch and his friends were becoming the great land holders instead of the government, and that 
they actually made $7,500 extra in wages at the expense of the United States Government.43 
These extra wages were obtained through the appointment and reappointment first of Birch and 
then his sons to the offices of the Registrar and receiver of the Plattsburg Land Office. The 
change of appointments made it possible for them to draw extra commissions, that would not 
otherwise have been allowed.  The interpretation of the senate committee and its subsequent 
judgment favoring the Reading group over the Plattsburg contenders was decisive.  The financial 
backers of the Reading colonists had handled the case well, and in doing so, had put to good use the 
political connections they held.  As a citizen of the State of Missouri, I protest against Mr. 
Hendrick's (Commissioner of the Washington Land Office), saying what kind of citizens will add to 
the prosperity of our State, and the recent political troubles of our State seem to demonstrate 
that we have more of just such men than is desirable; and had this colony been here at our last 
election (just passed), Missouri would probably have had a governor pledged to "emancipation", 
instead of a pro-Slavery democratic governor.44 
             

Although personal aggrandizement may have played a part in the opposition shown by Birch and his 
supporters at Plattsburg to the prospective Reading settlers, it does not explain their resistance 
fully.  It is evident that they would not have been so violent in their opposition, had the proposed 
colony come from a different section of the country, and had its members been of different 
religious persuasion. It must not be forgotten that Missouri was a critical area in the struggle 
between the free and slave states to keep the balance of power.  
 

That much of the opposition to the Pennsylvania colony resulted from the fact that 
they were apt to be opposed to slavery is made clear by a letter written by Thomas 
Yondley to the honorable Jacob Thompson, Secretary of the interior calling 
attention to the fact that Missouri was a slave state and the introduction of 
northern sympathizers would cause trouble.  
 

The Commissioner of the General Land Office who bore the brunt of Birch's anger spoke in a letter 
to the Secretary of the Interior of the designs of Birch and his confederates as being sinister, 
deceptive, and ulterior motives; he believed that Birch had shown his hand in his letters to the 
Secretary of the Interior and to the President which, he said, had been written in such rabid and 
malicious terms that they were unfit for the public archives.45 The confederates of whom the 
commissioner spoke were the men who had tried to buy the lands sought by the Reading group.  
These men were all southern sympathizers and they were attempting to secure the lands for 
colonists from slave states, and especially from Kentucky. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
43. Ibid., pp 82 f     44. Ibid., p. 114   45. Ibid., pp. 37-41 
The question of slavery was one of the burning issues in every phase of life at this period, and the 
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new lands of Kansas and those opened in Missouri were one of the most critical areas.  The Kansas-
Nebraska Act of 1854 had transferred the fight over slavery from the halls of Congress to the 
plains of Kansas and Missouri.  This act had opened up vast areas for colonization, and the delicate 
balance that existed between free states and slave States might easily be upset by the type of 
colonists that took up these lands.  The group from Reading, whether they realized it or not, were 
seeking to make settlement in an area where their political views were apt to make them most 
unwelcome. Platte County, Platte City, and the neighboring town of Plattsburg were the centers of 
intrigue for all those who sought to preserve slavery in Missouri and to extend it into Kansas. The 
tireless pro-slavery leader, David Rice Atchison, had his stronghold in this county and he became 
the soul movement in the territory.  The newspapers were, for the most part, ardent supporters of 
slavery, and spoke in glowing terms of Atichson's activities in the interest of a "just cause", of 
saving Kansas for slavery.  Atchison understood the importance of the slavery question much better 
than most of his contemporaries, and he realized that what happened in the Missouri and Kansas 
Territory would tip the balance one way or the other.  He was immensely popular in Plattsburg, and 
even to this day his statue is honored there on the court house lawn.  The city of Atchison, Kansas, 
was named after him, and bears witness to the esteem in which he was held in the supposedly free 
territory of Kansas.46   

  ________________________________________________________ 
 
46. "David Rice Atchison," The Americana (1941 ed.), 11, 488 
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As a matter of fact, it would have been remarkable had there been no opposition to the Reading 
Colony on the grounds of their views on slavery. Almost all the residents of Plattsburg, and 
particularly those in charge of the distribution of the lands, were southerners.  It was but natural 
that they should make use of their position to advance what they considered a "just cause."  James 
H. Birch, although he remained faithful to the Union out of deference to a promise made to his 
father, was a slave holder and ardent believer in slavery.  Slaves were being sold at public auction in 
the vicinity of Plattsburg as late as 1858, and slaves were rented out on a basis as hired help by 
their owners.47   Atchison and the other pro-slavery men had been so active in Missouri and Kansas 
that they had helped focus the attention of the nation on this territory.  The Berks Journal of 
Reading had carried articles reporting on the situation in Missouri even before Father Power had 
suggested his plan for a colony there.  A Kansas correspondent of the New York Daily Times says 
that plans are on foot to colonize Missouri with Eastern Free Boilers, and make an effort to abolish 
slavery there as an offset to the lawless invasion of Kansas by the Missourians. The announcement of 
the fact, however, is very likely to prevent its success by stirring up an opposition in Missouri. The 
mere suggestion of such a plan being conceived, shows the danger of the example set by the 
Missourians.48   
 
In analyzing the motives which led Birch to such determined opposition to the Reading Colony, one can 
hardly overestimate the importance of the slavery question.  The states that had contributed most 
heavily to the papulation of Missouri, previous to 1850, were Kentucky, Virginia, Tennessee, and 
North Carolina.  Until that time the population had been predominantly pro-slavery in their 
sympathies.  Between the years 1850 and 1870 there would be heavy immigration from the northern 
states, chiefly from Pennsylvania, and the predominance of southerners was being gradually 
overcome.49 It may be reasonably presumed that any ardent southern sympathizer placed in the 
strategic position occupied by Birch, would have used his position to favor southern colonists whenever 
possible. 

 
It is possible that religious bias may also have played an important role in the opposition of the 
colony from Reading, although it cannot be said that there was any evidence of this in the report of 
the Senate Investigating Committee.  It did appear that a strong dislike actually existed between the 
residents of Plattsburg and the colonists of Nodaway County on religious grounds.  A later historian 
of the colony who had lived among the early settlers in the territory reported that the committee 
from Reading were informed at the Plattsburg Land Office when they applied there in 1856 that the 
people there were chiefly Methodist, and that they would not welcome a Catholic Colony in the 
territory.  The religious background of both groups would lead one to suspect that both would be 
ardent and militant in their religious views, and that regrettable as it may have been, religious bias 
could hardly have been excluded ____________________________________________________ 
47. W.M. Paxton, Annals of Platte County Missouri (Kansas City: Hudson Kimberly            
Publishing Co., 1897), pp. 247-255.    48. Berks Journal, July 7, 1855 
49. Floyd Calvin Shoemaker, Missouri and Missourians   Chicago: The Lewis Publishing Co.,             
                                                    1943), I, 616 
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The free and unhampered practice of their religion had certainly been one of the chief motives for 
the Reading families in moving West, and the Birch family had most certainly inherited strong 
religious feelings from their minister father.  Perhaps, the most tangible evidence for the existence 
of religious prejudice was the fact that the Plattsburg territory was dominated at the time by the 
intensely anti-Catholic and Ant-Irish Know Nothing Party.  Their representative in the Missouri 
legislature during the years of 1856 and 1857 had been Turney, who was one of the most active 
members of the group headed by James Birch in opposing the establishment of the Reading Colony.  

Father Power and his parishioners in Reading looked forward to the spring of the year 1858 with 
great eagerness, and they were buoyed up by the hope of a bright future.  Their lands had been 
secured in Missouri and the way had been cleared for the establishment of the colony which held 
such high promise.  They would now escape from the handicaps from which they had suffered, and 
would pass from a condition of servitude to the actual ownership of rich lands in the West.  In the 
mind of the pastor and his devout associates, the venture was important also from the viewpoint of 
religious advantages it offered.  They would be able to practice their religion free from the annoying 
nationalism that had vexed them in the cities of the East, and they would also be agents for the 
spread of the Kingdom of Christ in the West.  Father Power had been the moving spirit of the 
enterprise from the beginning, and it was his dauntless spirit and firm determination that kept the 
colony together during its first uncertain and critical years. 
 
Another immigrant Irish Catholic priest from a different part of the country was at this time 
beginning his labors in the same territory to which Father Power was about to lead his flock.  Father 
John Hogan, who had emigrated to the United States to work on the missions, had made such the 
same observation as Father Power.  He had begun his work in the growing city of St. Louis and 
there, as in cities of the East, he had found that the Irish immigrants had not bettered their 
condition much by coming to America.  Hogan's attention was called to the fact by a rather curious 
circumstance.  He was edified by the large number of Irish immigrant girls who attended Mass in the 
morning before going to work; but he was curious to know why such a large number of them were still 
unmarried.  Upon investigation he found that the reason was simple enough.  Most of the eligible 
young Irishmen had not been able to find work in the city by which they could support themselves, 
nor were they able to compete with the cheap slave labor on the farms. This condition forced them 
to accept work on the railroad construction crews and this occupation took them away from St. Louis 
for long periods of time.  The priest did not consider the condition a healthy one, and at one time he 
considered founding a Catholic colony in the West as the solution of the problem. 
 
Early in the spring of 1858 the colonists from Reading were ready to begin their journey York, since 
a number of families who joined the expedition listed their homes  as New York City. 
________________________________________________________ 
50. Cummins op.cit., p. 73      51. Placidus Schmid, the Immaculate Conception Parish memoirs of an 
old country Pastor concerning his Pastorate at Conception Missouri, cottonwood Idaho: St. Gertrude's 
Press, 1922) p. 9 Hereafter cited as memoirs.  
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West.  They left Reading in March and traveled to St. Louis by rail.  The railroad had not been 
completed west of St. Louis, and they were obliged to continue their journey up the Missouri River by 
boat.50  Fifty-eight people had composed the group when they left Pennsylvania, 51 but not all of 
them from Reading. The fact that such a colony was being attempted must have been well known in 
the cities of the East and particularly in New In 1857  Father Hogan, with the permission of his 
Superior, Bishop Peter Richard Kendrick, left St. Louis on an exploratory trip through the upper 
Missouri territory in the hope of finding a suitable location for such a colony.  Lands were available 
and Hogan judged them to be of excellent quality, but he was unable to find a means of financing 
such a colony and for this reason his plan never materialized. 
 
Apparently the long boat trip from St. Louis to St. Joseph where they disembarked, proved to be 
uneventful for no account has been left by the colonizers of this part of the journey.  Apparently 
the enthusiasm of many of the colonists had been dampened by the experience of the lands along the 
Missouri River, for when they finally arrived at St. Joseph a large part of the original group refused 
to go farther.  It may be, too, that they were impressed by the opportunities offered in the 
brawling frontier town of St. Joseph which at the time was experiencing a phenomenal growth and 
gave promise of becoming a flourishing city.  Whatever the reason, well over half of  the original 
group decided to remain in St. Joseph.  Father Power did not accompany the colonists on their trip 
to the West.  Apparently he had determined to visit some of the missions he had served onhis 
previous trip since March until June of 1858 the name of the Reverend James Power appeared on the 
parish baptismal records of St. Philomena's Church in Omaha Nebraska.52  
 
St. Joseph, the city in which the emigrants found themselves in 1858, had been laid out only in 1843 
and had been incorporated as a city in 1851.  When the colonists arrived it was bustling with 
activity, and was stirred to an exciting tempo by the consciousness of its future possibilities.  Its 
newspapers reflected its ebullient civic pride.  As one of them stated: 
 

"This town, as exhibited at present, seems to answer the expectation of those who 
have been the most hopeful of its advancement and prosperity. Many persons long 
doubted whether St. Joseph would like the "thousand and one" towns that sprang up 
along navigable streams flourish for a while and then dwindle into insignificance, or 
would take and maintain a permanent stand as a place for the transaction of 
business and ultimately fill the dimensions of a large town. The observation of the 
place now will effectually drive away all such doubts and establish the fact that we 
will at no distant day exist in the midst of a populous and important city.53 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
52. Sister M. Aquainata Martin, The Catholic Church on the Nebraska Frontier 1854-1855 
(Washington: the Catholic University of America Press. 1937), p.44 
53. History of Buchanan County, Union Historical Company (St. Joseph Mo.: St. Joseph Steam 
Printing co., 1881), p. 430 (quoting the St. Joseph Gazette April 16, 1847). 
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When the colonists from Pennsylvania arrived in 1858 the population of St. Joseph was estimated to 
be in the neighborhood of six or eight thousand, and the city was growing rapidly.  New Businesses 
were being started; mills, foundries, distilleries, and factories were already in operation. Two new 
first class hotels had just been opened, and impressive residences were being built as fast as the 
builders could erect them.54  All this activity, and the apparent prosperity of the city so impressed 
many of the immigrants that they lost all enthusiasm for the proposed colony, and decided to remain 
in St. Joseph.  Only a small portion of the original group remained steadfast in their determination 
to go ahead with the establishment of the colony.  
 
Seventeen of the fifty-eight original members of the expedition persevered on their plan of 
establishing a colony.  They parted from their companions at St. Joseph at 10:00 am on Friday 
morning, April 16, 1858;55 the colonists consisted of the following: 
 

William Brady, John McCarthy and his wife and two boys, four and ne respectively, 
Philip Growney and his wife, Jeremiah Sullivan and his wife and their three children, 
Michael Fagan and his wife Margaret; John Growney and the two brothers, Thomas 
and Edward Reilly.56  

 
William Brady, then a young man of thirty-five, was the leader of the group which set out for the 
site of the colony on that brisk April morning. He had immigrated from Ireland in 1849, and had now 
been in the country nine years.  He had landed in New York, where he found himself stranded for 
several years, and it was there that he met his wife, Miss Rosa Growney, and in 1854 they were 
married in Brooklyn.57  After the wedding they moved to Reading where Brady had the promise of 
employment.  When he arrived in Reading he became paymaster for several of the Irish contractors 
engaged by the Lebanon Valley Railroad.  The contractors for whom he worked were among those 
who had been instrumental in organizing the proposed land company, and they chose him to lead the 
expedition when final arrangements were made. 
 
John McCarthy, a young married man of twenty-eight, had come to the United States in 1850.  He 
too, landed at New York where he immediately found employment with the Brooklyn Gas Company.  
Like William Brady he met his future wife, Bridget Herbert, shortly after coming to the United 
States.  Miss Herbert had already been in America for a year when McCarthy  arrived, and they 
were soon married in St. Stephen's Church in New York City in 1853.58  It is not clear whether the 
McCarthy family was still living in New York City when they joined the group, or whether they had 
moved to Reading. It is possible they heard of the expeditionand decided to join it.  Additional 
evidence for this for this assumption is provided by the fact that their two sons, whose ages are 
given a one and four years respectively, were listed as having been born in New York and baptized 
there.  It is safe to assume that if they had lived in Reading at all, they had not been there a year 
when they migrated to Missouri. 
________________________________________________________ 
54. Cummins, op.cit., pp. 23 f.   55. Schmid, memoirs p.6     56. Ibid. 
57. "Oldest Census 1858-1882" ( unpublished records in the Archives of Conception Parish) 
58. Ibid, (The McCarthy name is found with two spellings, both with and without the "h"". 
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It  was the dread Potato Famine in Ireland which had driven Philip Growney into exile as a boy of 
seventeen.  He landed in Brooklyn, New York where he found work and made his home for some 
years.  There he met another immigrant. Miss Margaret McCabe; whom he married in 1854.59  The 
entire Growney family, consisting of the father and mother of Philip Growney, his two brothers, and 
a sister had come out of Ireland in 1848. They had been farmers in Ireland, and had come to this 
country with the hope of resuming that occupation here.  The founding of the Reading land company 
had offered them precisely the opportunity they had come to seek.60  Although the entire family 
joined the expedition,  only Philip Growney, his wife, Margaret and his brother John accompanied the 
colonists to the new site. The rest of the family remained in St. Joseph. 
 
Little is known of the previous history of the family of Jeremiah Sullivan. He was certainly a resident 
of Reading and was listed there in the city directory as a laborer.  His wife's name was given as 
Bertha in the records of the Conception Parish, but she was known to her friends as Abbie Sullivan.  
The only unmarried men in the group besides John Growney were the Reilly brothers--Edward was 
thirty-three years old at the time of the founding of the colony, and Thomas was only eighteen.  
Both of them had come from Ireland and had filed citizenship papers at Reading in 1855.61 The last 
member of the group that set out for the site of the colony was Michael Fagan who had been a 
shoemaker in Reading.62 He and his wife Margaret Land Fagan, had been married on March 20, 1858 
shortly after they determined to join the colony. Michael Fagan was twenty-nine years old at the 
time and his wife was twenty-four.63 Of the seventeen people who were actually to take part in the 
founding of the colony, three were single men, five were married, and there were five children among 
the settlers.  It was a small group, but they were a very select minority, and their mettle was to be 
tried and proved by subsequent events. They left St. Joseph in five wagons drawn by oxen and these 
wagons contained all the worldly goods possessed by the colonists.  One wagon had been made ready 
for the women and children, but when measles broke out among the children, the women joined the 
men and made the journey on foot lest association with the children should spread the disease. On 
the second day of their journey they reached Whiteville, where they spent the night.  They had 
covered about half the distance to their objective during the first two days.  On the following day 
they crossed the Platte River in a boat which was so leaky that they nearly lost their lives. Since no 
roads existed, they were attempting to follow the course of the river which was supposed to flow 
through their lands.  They arrived in the general neighborhood of their properties on April 20, 
1858.64 
 
________________________________________________________ 
59. Ibid. 
60 Past & present of Nodaway County, Missouri, National Historical Society (St. Joseph Steam 
Printing Co. 1882), p.226 
61. "Berks County Naturalization Docket", (unpublished records in Berks County Courthouse, in        
  Reading, Pa. i789-1914)     
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The first task of the colonists upon arriving at their destination was to prepare some sort of shelter 
against the elements for their families.  They had not yet constructed cabins or houses, and they 
had no place to live except the wagons in which they had come. As a matter of fact, they were not 
even sure of the exact location of their lands and could not have constructed houses even had they 
been able.  Not far from the river they found the home of a white settler, a man by the name of 
Silas Best.  Best had already built a rough cabin, not large but substantial.  Upon learning that the 
colonists were to be his neighbors he offered them what shelter he could provide and the offer was 
gladly accepted.  They remained in Best's cabin for two weeks.65  In the meantime William Brady 
went to Maryville, Missouri, to find the exact location of the properties they had bought.66  When 
he arrived with this information they began immediately to erect small dwellings on their property. 
William Brady, Philip Growney and John McCarthy decided to build a cabin on the farm belonging to 
McCarthy.  The result was a rough cabin 12' x 15' which proved adequate for the time being.  
Fagan, Sullivan, and the O'Reilly boys each built separate swellings for themselves on their own 
land.67 With these accommodations provided they were ready to start their farming operations. Their 
troubles were only just beginning however, for they would yet suffer many hardships from the 
elements, the roving bands of ruffians from Missouri and Kansas, sickness, cold, and hunger. 
 
Only six white men had previously attempted to settle in the vicinity before the colony arrived from 
Reading.  David Rhodes was the first white settler known to settle in this neighborhood and he had 
arrived in 1846.  He was followed by two other known men, namely Samuel Ross and Silas Best who 
had befriended the Reading colonists on their arrival.  All three had come separately from different 
parts of the Union into the territory with their families and had taken up their residence there. 
Between 1856 and 1858 three more families filtered into the territory; they were the families of 
Jacob Pugh, Anderson Smith and Isaac Weatherman.68  These six families had settled in the new 
country before the Pennsylvania group arrived, but they came from different parts of the country 
and were in no way connected with one another.  They had taken up land along the Platte River 
bottoms or along the Wild Cat Creek which flows along several miles to the east of the Platte River.  
                                                                     
________________________________________________________ 
64. Schmid memoirs pp. 6 f. 
65. Past & Present of Nodaway county Missouri I. 171 
66. Placid Schmid, O.S.B., the first historian of the colony, stated that Brady and Owen O'Reilly 
went to Maryville in order to locate their lands. This is the only mention of Owen O' Reilly in the 
movement West in the year 1858.  Schmid does mention him when he lists the pioneers that left St. 
Joseph for the colony land on April 6, 1858.  C.F. Schmid, Benediktiner, p. 25. 
67. Schmid, Benediktiner , p. 25  
68. Past & Present of Nodaway County, I. 287 
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None of the families were Catholics but there was a Catholic family in Gentry County in 1856 from 
New York by way of Illinois, and had attached themselves to the Catholic parish at Conception when 
it was founded.69  The name of one, Albert Blayley is listed in the first records of Conception Parish 
and as having been there when the colonists arrived, but no other trace remains of him. 
 
It is certain that Father Power was not with the colonists when they arrived at their destination, 
since, as has been mentioned, he was listed as having been active in Omaha, Nebraska from March 
to June of 1858. As soon as he was free to do so, however, he visited the colony, arriving there in 
June, several months after the colonists.70  Had it not been for the solace provided for them by 
their religion and the encouragement given them by Father Power, the little colony would in all 
likelihood have failed. Their religion was a bond of unity which held them together.  The difficulties 
might have been lessened had Fr. Power been able to remain with the colony, but this he was unable 
to do.  He had not as yet received permission from his ecclesiastical superiors to attach himself 
permanently to the community.  It was thought advisable, therefore, that he do missionary work in 
the region, and visit the colony only periodically when he found the time to do so.  At this time there 
were only two other priests in all this vast territory.  Father Scanlan was working in St. Joseph, and 
Father Hogan was active near Chillicothe, and making trips up and down the center of the state.71 
There was, of course, no church as yet and no place for the priest to stay, as the colonists had 
been able to construct only the most primitive kind of shelters for themselves on their lands. Father 
Power on the occasion of his first visit promised to return frequently, or as often as his duties 
permitted him to do so.  He then went back to St. Joseph which he made the base of his missionary 
operations in the surrounding territory.72  He became a familiar figure riding his pony and a welcome 
sight to the Catholic families scattered throughout upper Missouri, and distant points outside the 
state.73  He covered thousands of miles on these missionary journeys, making his home with Catholic 
families wherever he found them When Father Power visited the colony again in October, 1858, he 
found them very depressed and almost on the point of abandoning the venture.74 Some of the 
colonists like the Hebrews led by Moses reproached the priest bitterly for having led them into this 
wilderness where they had been deprived of all comforts of life, and for the most part even of the 
consolations of religion.  Power hastened to point out the advantages they had gained, and promised 
that their sacrifices would be rewarded if they remained in the colony.  He even informed them that 
he had hopes of bringing a religious community of priests and nuns into the area to provide for the 
education of their children and to give them regular religious services.75  It was on this visit that 
Power found that William Brady had managed to build a house of his own, and this he made his 
temporary church.  It was in the Brady home that he celebrated the first Mass and baptized the 
first children to be born in the community.  The honor of being the first child to be baptized in the 
colony fell to Helen Sullivan, who was born in the month 
______________________________________________________ 
69. Ibid., 11, 1081-83       70. Schmid, Benediktiner, p.26.  
71. Hogan, on the Mission in Missouri, Passim. 72. Schmid, Benediktiner, p.26. 
73. Schmid, Memoirs, p.11    74. Ibid.     75 Ibid. 
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of September, and the child received a baptismal certificate of forty acres of land from Father 
Power.76  However, the honor of the first birth of the new community belongs to the Philip Growney 
family.  A son was born to this family on August 25 and was baptized Patrick on the same day as the 
Sullivan girl.77 These baptisms administered in the Brady home were the first entries in the local 
records.  In indicating the place of the baptisms, Father Power wrote "Coloni loci catholici vocati 
conception."  This entry in the baptismal records was the first indication that Fr. Power had selected 
a name for the colony and had decided to dedicate it in honor of the Blessed Virgin Mary whose 
Immaculate Conception had just been defined as dogma of the Church.  The name was to become 
permanent, although it was replaced by others in localities surrounding the colony for a number of 
years.  It is not known whether Father Power returned to Conception again that year, but it is 
probable that he did since that same year he founded the Catholic mission at Maryville, about twenty 
miles distant from Conception, where he discovered a few German Catholic families had migrated 
from Kentucky.78 
 

The year 1858 proved to be a critical one for the colony at Conception.  There had been excessive 
rains in the spring and the Platte River overflowed in June and inundated the lands of the colonists in 
the river bottoms.  In July of the same year another flood made the farming of the river bottoms 
impossible,79 and their condition became serious.  The farming was done with oxen which the men 
brought with them from St. Joseph, and since none of the Irish settlers was familiar with these 
beasts they found them difficult to handle.  There was only one horse in the entire community, a 
gentle character called "Charley", whose chief occupation seems to have been eating prairie grass and 
being admired by the children on his rare appearances.  The houses which the settlers had 
constructed were of the most primitive type. They were formed from tall posts interlaced with sod 
and roofed over with rough native timbers.80  After William Brady took time off in September, 
1858, to build his own dwelling, he brought his wife and her parents, Mr. & Mrs. Philip Growney, to 
live with him.81  Even the better houses in the colony provided only the most necessary shelter and 
none of the comforts of areal home.  They were  constantly being invaded by vermin of all kinds, and 
no experienced settler would venture to put his shoes in the morning without examining them 
cautiously to see that snakes had not taken up residence during the night.82 The spring of the year 
1859 found the colonists more resolute in their determination to remain in the settlement.  They 
were convinced, however, that if they were to succeed the settlement must have the regular services 
of a priest.  Up to this time Father Power had not been able to obtain permission to remain 
permanently in the colony.  That spring Brady wrote to the friends of the colony in urging them to 
try to obtain permission for Fr. Power to remain permanently with them. Have you done nothing yet 
for Father Power? (There seems to be a question here of the stay-at-home investors and promoters 
with the colony). I feel you are too long coming about it to do much good.  We are all anxiously 
watching the result, especially the women; they pretend to be most anxious to have Father Power 
permanently settled here, but I know they secretly hope for quite the reverse, because it would 
afford them a very  plausible pretext for leaving here, all entirely for the good of their souls of 
Course.83                 
 

______________________________________________________________________ 
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Father Power's residence in the settlement was now extended over long periods of time. His name 
appears in the baptismal records only during the month of May 1859, when  he baptized the child 
Michael Fagan; yet there were entries in his expense account which would indicate that he was living 
in the colony during the months of January, February, and March.  He appears to have gone on 
extended tour of his missions during the summer months, but was back in the settlement in 
November. 
 
The year 1859 brought new trial to the community.  The parish records state the Jeremiah Sullivan 
and his wife, Abbie, his sister Catherine, and young Edward Reilly all died and were buried in the 
colony before 1860.  No other records exist to tell what happened to these settlers, but the 
traditions handed down by the surviving colonists tell the sad story.84  During the turbulent years 
preceded the Civil War, roving bands of ruffians from Kansas invaded Missouri seeking to intimidate 
the slave holders of that territory.  Similar bands of Missourians raided the settlements in Kansas in 
retaliation. David Rhodes, the first white settler in the territory, seems to have fallen into disfavor 
with one group or the other, for he was found one morning hanged upon a tree near the Platte River. 
A group of radicals known as the "Midnight Raiders" was thought to be responsible for the murder, 
and the colony lived in constant fear of this band of lawless men.  Sometime after the murder of 
Rhodes the colonists were informed that the "Midnight Raiders" were planning to attack the colony 
and they armed themselves to protect their land and their homes. They gathered in a school house 
that had been built near the town of Bedison some miles northwest of Conception.  Sentries were 
assigned to stand guard while the others slept.  During the night while the sentries were being 
changed, someone accidentally tripped over a loaded gun which discharged and wounded Jeremiah 
Sullivan in the leg.  No medical assistance was available and the injury proved fatal.  Not long after 
the death of Sullivan, his wife died in giving birth to twin girls.  Edward Reilly, the fourth member of 
the colony to die that year was found dead on the prairie one morning some distance from his home. 
 No satisfactory explanation has ever been given for the death of Reilly.  Had it not been for the 
firm and enlightened leadership of William Brady these misfortunes might have proved fatal to the 
colony.  Since the death of both of the Sullivan's had left their children orphans, William Brady took 
charge of the family property and the children until provision could be made for them. He sold the 
properties, and arranged with the other families in the settlement to adopt the three older children. 
 The twin girls who had been born to Mrs. Sullivan at the time of her death were placed under the 
care of Father Power who took the infant girls to St. Joseph on horseback where he arranged with a 
Catholic family for the adoption of one of them and the other was placed in an orphanage in St. 
Louis.  Father Power continued to watch after the Sullivan child in St. Joseph until the time of his 
death. 
 ______________________________________________________ 
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Father Power continued his missionary travels, far and near, but he always returned at regular 
intervals to his beloved Conception.  His visits to Conception during the year 1860 followed the 
pattern of the previous year, for his parish books show that he was there during the months of 
January, May and June, and again from September to the end of the year---leaving the summer 
months for his extended missionary visits to outlying districts. Fr. Power's solicitude for his mission 
at Conception and his flock there, can be seen in his desire to build a place of worship for the 
colonists and some form of shelter for himself. He had encouraged his people at Conception to make 
the necessary preparations during the year 1859, while he himself made a trip to Reading to report 
to the land association.  While doing so he persuaded the good people who had financed his colony to 
donate $267.00 toward a fund for a church at Conception.85 
 

The logs for a small colony house, which was to serve as a chapel and pastor's residence, were 
prepared in 1859 and by June 9, 1860, Father Power was able to dedicate the building.  The title of 
St. Columba was given to the church since the dedication fell on the feast day of the Irish Saint.86 

Father Power was well pleased on this occasion for he would now have a center of religious life.  True 
missionary that he was, in his simplicity he was more than satisfied with poor flock had provided for 
him. This simple lodging was located about one-half-mile north of the present cemetery close to the 
present highway.  The following observation was made of this colony house by one of the members 
who remembers it:  
 

From the way it stands, catercornered across the world, it is evidence of the 
wilderness of the place at the time.  There were no roads, no section lines, no mile 
posts or corner stones to indicate the direction or location. All was guess work, the 
sun was their only guide, and judging from the way it stands, their time pieces must 
have been an hour fast and they set their posts at eleven-o-clock thinking it was noon 
with the shadows straight to the north.87  
 

That same year Father Power and William Brady laid out the town and formally gave it the name 
"Conception."88 The people around the settlement immediately called the town Bradyville, in honor of 
the most prominent member among the colonists; other referred to it as the "Irish Colony" or the 
"Catholic Colony," but although some of these names lasted for a time in certain circles, none of 
them was able to supplant the name Conception. It was probably at this time that Father Power 
began to realize fully the difficulties of his own permanent residence at Conception.  The colony 
would not be able to offer much material assistance and the ministrations of outlying missions would 
keep him away mush of the time.  Being a pious priest he knew full well the blessings and stability a 
religious community would give to his colony, so he petitioned the Archbishop of St. Louis to let him 
bring the Trappists From Ireland whom he had known full well in his younger days in County 
Waterford.  Much to his regret Archbishop Kendrick refused to take any action.89 
_________________________________________________________________ 
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The growth of Conception and the Catholic colony there was retarded by the Civil War and its 
wasteful destruction of human life.  The problem was the same as in so many other places throughout 
the country; The colonists simply held on and waited for peace.  During these years William Brady 
was the main support of the settlement.  One of his chief preoccupations during these years was the 
attempt to obtain clearer titles to the lands held by the colony, so that new settlers could be 
induced to migrate there.  In these efforts he was ably supported by his friends in Reading.  
Without their help it would have been virtually impossible to counteract the sinister machinations of 
the Birch faction.  Henry Felix wrote encouragingly to Brady assuring him of the help of powerful 
friends in the East. So you see we have a powerful friend at Washington, but keep this to yourself 
and state nothing to anyone about it except to Father Power.90 The continued interest of their 
friends in the East and the promise of their help sustained the colonists through their long and 
disenheartening struggle.  In the letter quoted above, Felix assured the people of Conception that 
conditions in the East were almost as bad as those in Missouri, and that all one could do was to hope 
and pray, until the poor distracted country should regain its former peace and prosperity.  The 
problem of obtaining a clear and undisputed title to the lands they had purchased was not solved for 
many years.  As the years passed, however, it appeared evident from the correspondence of James 
H. Birch Jr., that he had lost hope of actually obtaining a title to the lands and was merely 
attempting to frighten them into a settlement with him that would prove to his advantage.  He had 
no desire to become involved again with the investigations by the United States Senate. The Civil 
War period was a trying time for all of the Missionaries working along the frontier.  Father Hogan, a 
contemporary of Father Power, reported that his Catholics in Missouri settlements suffered horribly 
during the war.  His settlements in the southern part of the state were abandoned and the colonists 
dispersed.  Father Hogan's own life was repeatedly in danger and he attributed it to the kindly 
protection of divine Providence that he survived at all.  He had managed, he said, to live through 
twenty-one train wrecks and numerous of other dangers during the war years.  Since the colony 
started by Father Power was farther removed from the scene of the fighting, they suffered less 
from the ravages of war than the missions attended by Fr. Hogan.  Fr. Power is said to have visited 
the colony at least twice a year during the critical war years, but he found it impossible to remain 
there and to care for his other missions.  The parish books at Conception show that he visited the 
colony at least twelve times in the period from 1861 to 1864.  He spent part of his time during the 
war in Illinois,91 but his friends at Conception reported that his missionary journeys extended into 
Nebraska, Kansas, and as far west as Colorado.92 The Catholics of the mission started by Father 
Power at Maryville asserted that when he visited them he alleged that his trip would take him as far 
afield as Des Moines and Council Bluffs.93  From June 1864, until June 1865, he was listed as pastor 
of St. Francis Xavier Church in Council Bluffs,Iowa.94   During those years he must have traveled 
thousands of miles attending the scattered settlements in Iowa, Nebraska and Missouri.  When the  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________  
90. Felix to Brady, Reading March 7, 1861 (Archives of Conception Abbey)91. Schmid Memoirs, p. 
14    92. Notes on Father Power's first year at Conception" (Anonymous MS in the Archives at 
Conception Abbey). 93. Cummins, op.cit. p.26    94.  Ibid  
Civil War ended in 1865 Father Power returned to his colony at Conception, this time wit the firm 



 
 

31 

intention of remaining there.95  The delight and satisfaction of the settlers may well e imagined. they 
knew, of course, that they would be obliged to share his services with many other missions that 
would call upon him, but they were satisfied that he had decided to make the settlement his 
permanent base of operations.  The future of the colony appeared assured, for there had been no 
other premature deaths among the settlers, and all of those who had come with the original party 
had remained in the colony. A few new families were gradually being added to the settlement.  Eight 
additional families had joined the colony since its establishment.  One new family had come during 
each of the years 1860-61, and two new families settled there in 1862. Since the Civil War was at 
its fiercest during the year 1863 no new families had joined the settlement.  On more family came in 
1864 and in 1865 three additional families came to make their homes at Conception.96 
 

the decision of Father Power to remain permanently with the colony in 1865 gave the settlement the 
last support it needed to assure its permanence.  Thus a dream had been fulfilled.  If Irish 
immigrants found themselves oppressed in the cities of the East, there was now a land of promise 
where they would be certain of a welcome.  If they could not find suitable work in the cities there 
was good fertile land awaiting them in the West, among friends who would welcome them.  The colony 
had been put to a severe test by the rigors of the frontier and horrors of war, but it had proved its 
mettle, and was there to stay. 
 
________________________________________________________ 
 
95. Schmid Memoirs, p. 14  
96. Oldest Census, 1858-1882 


