


Black and Catholic
in Savannah,
Georgia

Gary Wray McDonogh

THE UNIVERSITY OF TENNESSEE PRESS / KNOXVILLE



Frontispiece. Saint Benedict's graduation, 1932. Photograph courtesy
of Mrs. Mildred Chisholm.

Copyright © 1993 by The University of Tennessee Press / Knoxville.
All Rights Reserved. Manufactured in the United States of America.
First Edition.

The paper in this book meets the minimum requirements of the
American National Standard for Permanence of Paper for Printed
Library Materials. @ The binding materials have been chosen
for strength and durability.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

McDonogh, Gary Wray, 1952—

Black and Catholic in Savannah, Georgia / Gary Wray McDonogh. —

Ist ed.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-87049-810-X (cloth : alk. paper).

ISBN 0-87049-811-8 (pbk. : alk. paper)

1. Afro-American Catholics—Georgia—Savannah—History.
2. Catholic Church—Georgia—Savannah—History. 3. Savannah (Ga.)—
Church history. 1. Title.
BX1418.538M33 1993
282'.758724'08996073—dc20 93-15389

CIP



To my godchildren—
Meghan, Nicholas, Julian, Jimmie, Joe Bob, and Samantha—
who are the future; to Cindy, of course;
to Pie, a miraculous mother:
and to Larissa Jiit-Wai McDonogh-Wong,
with all our love



Acknowledgments

It seems fitting that a text revindicating creative human community in
the face of contradictions should begin by acknowledging three dispar-
ate communities within which this work has taken shape. These com-
munities, each defined by social networks bonded to a strong sense of
place, have been my source of data, my arena for criticism, and my life-
worlds over the past decade, and all three—Savannah, New College, and
Barcelona—have left their mark on this work as they have on me.
Savannah’s role transcends its meaning as a field site or ethnographic
case study. In 1982 I began research for this work under the aegis of a
grant from the University of South Florida Creative Research Fellowships.
At that time, I knew the city only as a casual tourist with a secondhand
introduction to friends of family friends. By the end of the summer, the
people of Savannah had made me feel at home by their generous coop-
eration in interviews, observation, research, and teaching, a process that
has intensified in the subsequent years. The convenience of Savannah as
a field site, seven hours from my university, allowed frequent weekend
visits in addition to two semesters of sabbatical research supported in
part by New College. My acknowledgments there begin in Saint
Benedict's with my adopted mother, Mildred “Pie” Chisholm, and her
household and breakfast club; Jimmie Reynolds, my godson; Geraldine
Abernathy; Annie and David Polite; Devon Mayo; Otis and Lillie Mae
Charlton; Willowdean and Herbert Brown and the Scurdy family;
Franklin Jenkins; Deacon Prince Jackson; Bobby McCallister; Mary
Lockwood; Delores Howard; Carlos and Tamika Washington; and many
others. Outside this immediate family, the late Veronica Arnold provided
a unique historical link to both Matilda Beasley, her step-grandmother,

xXi



Black and Catholic in Savannab, Georgia

and W. E. B. Du Bois, her teacher. Others from the parish who have
helped me during the years include Boston and Geraldine Williams, Ann
Bell, Ronnie Bell, Jackie Rainey, Father Robert Chaney and his family,
Dorothy Campbell, and Oscar Daub. In Saint Anthony’s, my headquar-
ters was the home and family of Gloria and Evelyn Daniels, but gener-
ous cooperation also came from Georgia Mae Tanxley Lucas, Mr. and
Mrs. Lotson, Mr. and Mrs. Williams, Ann Bower, Gwen Goodman, Rick
Moore, and others with whom I worked on the parish history project. In
Saint Mary's, the late Rosalie Williams and her sister Marie Williams, the
late Clarabelle Moore, Donna Myers, Lucy West, Joe Turner, and Deacon
Frank Mathis have been among those who have helped me immeasur-
ably. I have tried to be faithful to their voices and insights.

I also learned from many others in Savannah outside these parishes.
The late Hugh Grady, Mr. and Mrs. Patrick Buttimer and their family,
Catherine Lingenfelser, William Canty, Aline Saunders, and others par-
ticipated in an oral history project and general interviews from which
background for this project has come. The late Patricia Bravo, diocesan
archivist, was a guide and friend, as have been the subsequent archivists
there. Similarly, the staff of the Georgia Historical Society, especially
Bobbi Bennett, Ann Smith, Tony Dees, T. Bearden and K. Osvald, went
far beyond their administrative roles to provide family records and use-
ful critiques during my visits there. W. W. Law has also guided me in the
appreciation of African-American history and action in a way that I can
only hope this book begins to repay.

Father Liam Collins in Saint Mary's, Father Michael Smith in Saint
Anthony’s, and Father James Mayo in Saint Benedict's welcomed me both
into their parishes and their friendships, for which I am eternally in their
debt. From these men and from other priests and religious in Savannah,
including Father Patrick Shinnuck, Father Frank Higgins, Sister Mary
Laurent, Sister Virginia Ross, Sister Nancy Ross, and Bishop Raymond
Lessard, I have grown in my knowledge of anthropology, of faith, and of
myself. Father Daniel Bourke deserves extra thanks as well for being one
of the best teachers of Irish history I have encountered. Also generous in
sharing rich historical knowledge, were the retired priests of the Society of
African Missions and the sisters of the Franciscan Sisters of the Immaculate
Conception, including Father Adolf Gall, Father Feeley, Father Burke, Sis-
ter Robert, Sister Vergilius, Sister Ursula, Sister Clare, and Sister Emily. The
archival assistance of the diocese, now under the direction of Sister
Felicitas Powers, has provided able assistance in many areas.

Xii



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Savannah, over the years, has been a home to New College stu-
dents who have shared the drive and the experience, as well as the
research that inform the present work. This in part defines the way my
teaching at the college has been linked to this project, which began in
my first year here. Donald Moore spent a summer—and a busy Thanks-
giving weekend—in Savannah and has read the drafts of all my work
with intellectual acumen and human care. Chuck Rutheiser has also
shared his critical insight and indeed opened up a world of educa-
tional anthropology to me that underlies all of chapter 4. Other visitors
and critics over the years include Michael Russell, Dale Nelson, Chris
Pallm, Marsha Pool, David Dewey, Geoff Mohlman, Carolyn Miller, Will
and Susan Snedden, Jerry Felz, and the late Jay Feight. Not all my crit-
ics have yet shared the experience of Savannah, although their read-
ings have also been essential to this text. Dan Bosch has kept me
keenly aware of voice, while Andy Workman has kept me posted on
southern history. In this group I also include my Linguistics Reading
Group—]Jonathan Loftin, Wendy Hoon, Amy Waller, Robin Reed, Buffy
Weathington, Karina Mertzman, and Will Snedden—who carefully
worked through chapter 2, and my Culture and Education Tutorial—
Jonathan, Wendy, and Geoff—who worked through chapter 4 with
equal force. Mary Andrews as well as Amy and Jonathan devoted ex-
tensive effort to critiquing most of the manuscript. Will Snedden de-
voted hours to drafting tables, which were later completed by Charlene
Saeman and Donald Hayward. Christian Perez worked on maps. Ethel
Caddell and Charlene Saeman have coordinated typing and other assis-
tance throughout the project.

More than individual debts, this project has involved the whole ex-
perience of teaching at the college, of having to think through a pro-
gram in anthropology from scratch with my compadre Tony Andrews,
and of facing the challenges of bright students through the years in all
areas of theory and practice. In this educational project, many colleagues
who have taught me and talked with me, especially Gene Lewis, Cathy
Elliott, and Justus Doenecke, deserve credit for my development of a
coherent perspective on teaching and research. The college, too, has
been a home where students and friends have kept me sane at various
stages and crises in this research. A special debt of that nature is due to
a set of remarkably tolerant housemates, Dale Nelson, Jerry Felz, and Jay
Feight, and to an even more tolerant colleague and wife, Cindy Hing-
Yuk Wong.

Xiii



Black and Catholic in Savannah, Georgia

Finally, it is impossible to separate this work from my ongoing com-
mitment to urban anthropology in Barcelona. What I have gained from
seventeen years of fieldwork there, in approaching the complexities of
urban life and generalizing from Savannah to a more theoretical vision
of the city, permeates these pages. My ideas on Savannah have often
been the subject of discussion with colleagues there, while their studies
have inspired new looks at American society. Among those who must
be acknowledged as colleagues and friends are Jim Amelang and Elena
Lopez, Susan DiGiacomo and Oriol Pi-Sunyer, Carlos Carreras and
Mercedes Marin, Kit Woolard, Josefina Roma and Joan Santoma, Pep
Fradera, Xavier Gil, Gaspar Maza, Josep Maria Gallart, Florentino and
Cristina de Retana (on whose balcony I edited the final drafts), Juanjo
Pujadas and M. Dolores Comas d’Argemir, and Jesus Contreras.

Even as I try to focus on these three central communities, there are
others whose contributions become more apparent. Sidney Mintz and
Richard Price introduced me to African-American studies at Yale and con-
tinued this training, along with my other teachers at Johns Hopkins.
Randall Miller, Sam Hill, George Pozzetta, and James Peacock have en-
couraged me in earlier publication of sections of this work, and Carol
Orr patiently encouraged its completion. Greer Gordon and other guest
speakers of the 1985 meetings of the National Office of Black Catholics
in Atlanta oriented me toward many questions of ethnographic interest.
Jon Anderson of Catholic University has asked interesting new questions
and given me a new vision of being informant as well as analyst.

These communities have become extensions of an older family that
has been with me for decades: my brother Allen McDonogh, my former
sister-in-law Karen O’Connor, and my niece Meghan O’Connor McDonogh,
‘the Henson family in Louisville, Tom Szydlowsi and Didi Coyle (and
Nicholas and Emily), Ed Hansen, Tom O’Connor, and Bob and Cathi
Cunningham and my newest godchildren, Joe Bob and Samantha, as well
as others I have inadvertently failed to recognize here. And of course,
my wife, Cindy, who has also become very much a part of my life in
Savannah and everywhere else. The kind of involvement and study that
I have undertaken in Savannah have called upon my humanity as well
as my scholarship; and all of these friends, among others, deserve credit
for whatever good has resulted.

Xiv



Contents

Acknowledgments Xi
Introduction 1
1. The Evolution of Black Religion in Savannah:
Choice and Constraint 24
2. The Divided City:.Black and White as Metaphors and Action 65
3. Catholics Enter the Black Community:
Race, School, and Missions 96
4. Parish, Neighborhood, and Community 141
5. Priests and People: Organization, Power, and the Church 185
6. Laity, Continuity, and Empowerment 222
7. Life Cycle, Family, and the Sacramental Order 253
8. The Eucharist: Worship, Belief, and Variation 294
Conclusion: Contradiction, Church, and Conscience 324
Notes 333
Bibliography 345
Index 367



Figures

1. Saint Benedict the Moor Church, 1991 7
2. First African Baptist Church, 1990 33
3. Saint Patrick’s Church, Destroyed after the 1940 Hurricane 39
4. Queen of Apostles Chapel, the Mobile Catholic Chapel
for Rural Georgia 55
5. Black Alley Residences in Eastside Savannah, 1991 86
6. Most Pure Heart of Mary School, Original Convent
and Chapel, 1990 109
7. Early Kindergarten Classes at Saint Anthony’s School 114
8. Saint Benedict's School and Rectory, 1990 116
9. Classroom at Saint Benedict’s 118
10. Old Cathedral of Savannah 151
11. Old Saint Anthony’s Church 157
12. Saint Anthony’s Church, 1992 165
13. Savannah Catholic Parish Baptisms, 1900-1975 167
14. Most Pure Heart of Mary Church, 1990 171
15. Classroom at Saint Benedict's 213
16. A Holiness Baptism by the Reverend C. M. Grace 265
17. First Communion, Saint Anthony’s 269
18. A Black Rural Cemetery 291
19. A Pre—Vatican II Church Interior 300



Contents

Acknowledgments Xi
Introduction 1
1. The Evolution of Black Religion in Savannah:
Choice and Constraint 24
2. The Divided City: Black and White as Metaphors and Action 65
3. Catholics Enter the Black Community:
Race, School, and Missions 96
4. Parish, Neighborhood, and Community 141
5. Priests and People: Organization, Power, and the Church 185
6. Laity, Continuity, and Empowerment 222
7. Life Cycle, Family, and the Sacramental Order 253
8. The Eucharist: Worship, Belief, and Variation 294
Conclusion: Contradiction, Church, and Conscience 324
Notes 333
Bibliography 345
Index 367



Maps

1. Savannah and Its Catholic Parishes 14
2. Downtown Savannah Parishes, Black and White,
in the Nineteenth Century 149



Tables

1. Savannah Catholic School Enrollment, 1958-59 113
2. Savannah Catholic School Enrollment, 1964 125
3. Savannah Catholic School Enrollment, 1971 128
4. Savannah Catholic School Enrollment, 1975 129
5. Savannah Catholic School Enrollment, 1985-86 131
6. Baptisms at Saint Benedict the Moor Parish, 1875-99 150
7. Baptisms at Saint Benedict the Moor Parish, 1900-75 154
8. Sacramental Life of Most Pure Heart of Mary Parish, 1923-38 168
9. Sacramental Life of Saint Anthony of Padua Parish, 1923-38 169



Introduction

The controversial nomination of Clarence Thomas to the United States
Supreme Court in the summer of 1991 and the subsequent publicity and
hearings that explored his past focused national attention on those who
are African American and Catholic in his hometown of Savannah.
Thomas's story, in the hands of local and national media, became an
American myth to be believed or attacked: a “black Horatio Alger,” to be
understood through examination of his race, his region, his era, and his
religion. While his former teacher, Sister Mary Vergilius Reidy, appeared
on television, testifying in a Senate chamber, journalists called on my
friends in St. Benedict the Moor Parish for their memories of the nomi-
nee, of Savannah life and ambiance, and of the meaning of a Catholic
education in black success.

I do not know Judge Thomas; he left Savannah years before I began
my work there in 1982 and no longer practices as a Catholic. Yet the
“Thomas story,” as I interpreted it within my work among African Ameri-
cans and Catholics in Savannah as well as conversations with members
of Saint Benedict’s who became excited by his nomination, highlights
many anomalies of race, religion, and individual choice that have shaped
southern life and belief. Remarks about his sister being on welfare, for
example, have pointed out the divisions of opportunity as well as reli-
gion that have torn apart black families in Savannah. Thomas recalled
racism within both integrated seminaries and the all-black parochial
school where students paid attention to skin shades as marks of class.
These echo the memories of southem racial divisions and Christian ideals
in Savannah Catholicism that friends have shared over the years as they
themselves have sought to make sense of racism within their lives. Even
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his differences from the positions of other black activists suggest the am-
bivalent heritage of Roman Catholicism within the civil rights era as well
as the agonies of many contemporary Catholics facing issues such as
abortion or war (Lancaster and Lafraniere 1991).

Nor is Thomas the only African-American Catholic to claim national
attention in recent years. The separatist church of Reverend George
Stallings in Washington, whose appeal to Afrocentric worship has in-
cluded African-American followers in Georgia, has decried conflicts of
values within black and Catholic traditions. Meanwhile, the consecration
of Archbishop Eugene Marino of Atlanta as the first black archbishop in
the United States, his stepping down, and his replacement by fellow
black prelate Joseph Lykes underscored the ambiguous spotlight on
blacks within the Catholic church.

This book, however, does not focus on the famous or powerful,
whether Clarence Thomas, George Stallings, Eugene Marino, Joseph
Lykes, or such past actors as Bishop James Healy, Reverend Andrew
Marshall, Mother Matilda Beasley, James Cardinal Gibbons, or Father Di-
vine. Nor does it attempt to trace the complex national and institutional
panorama of black ‘Catholicism in the United States, which has recently
attracted the increasing attention of authors such as Stephen Ochs (1990)
and Cyprian Davis (1991). Instead, it focuses on many lives, relation-
ships, institutions, and beliefs that have constituted key facets of Catholi-
cism in a city divided by conflicts over culture, class, and ethnic or racial
differences. Those who have been black and Catholic in Savannah over
the past two centuries have formed their lives, families, parishes, and
city among conflictive identities and interpretations of the world. Ambi-
guities pervade belief and rite as much as they shape meanings of edu-
cation and economic opportunities. Questions arise before the altar in
the relations of authority between blacks and whites while they perme-
ate the meanings of such everyday acts as sharing food. In this study,
religion provides an important cultural medium through which to under-
stand both the general situation of black and Catholic life and the mean-
ing of divided cultures in the modern city. At the same time, religion
remains a theme of study in itself within the social and cultural contexts
in which it has evolved.

This study is constructed out of voices, memories, acts, and observa-
tions constituting the basis of both ethnology and practice. As such, its
local knowledge provides the basis for comparative insights and theo-
retical generalization. The construction of community through ritual,
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school, and society can be framed by insights into other Catholic com-
munities, black and white, as well as ethnohistorical approaches to the
South. This book also moves further afield into social studies of symbol-
ism, gender, class, authority, and power. The imagery of mass media
evoked by Thomas, Stallings, and Marino makes us focus on how “we"—
Americans, anthropologists, or readers of many heritages and interests—
think and talk about religion and race in contemporary society and deal
with the many conflicts that arise among social identities in urban life.
The violent divisions that flared up in many American cities in 1992,
from Los Angeles to Atlanta and Savannah, underscore the ongoing need
to understand these issues and to act on them.

This dialectic of local experience and wide generalizations, so cen-
tral to the anthropological imagination, can be evoked through two
events that I attended on Sunday, September 15, 1985, after several years
of fieldwork. The first, from 12:30 to 3:00 p.m., was the solemn reopen-
ing of Savannah’s Saint John the Baptist Cathedral and the dedication of
its new altar. The second, from 5:00 to 8:00 r.m. of the same day, was the
twelfth anniversary concert of the Saint Benedict the Moor Gospel Choir,
held at the mother church of black and Catholic Savannah.

CATHOLICISM AS SYMBOL AND PRACTICE

Savannah’s eighty-five-year-old cathedral, the center for worship in South
Georgia, was closed in 1982 when structural damage became evident. A
diocesan campaign raised $2 million for repairs, interior restoration, and
a new main altar. The liturgy celebrating the reopening of the building
evoked the splendor, order, and unity of the Roman Catholic church of
decades past. Catholics from the entire diocese crowded the cathedral.
Urban dignitaries, Catholic and non-Catholic, also joined the assembly.
Blacks were present throughout the church as representatives of the tra-
ditionally black parishes of the diocese as well as of parishes that had
become mixed through consolidation and recruitment; African Ameri-
cans were also prominent in the procession and ceremonial. Yet, to me,
the black presence took on meanings with regard to other groups—in-
cluding women, youth, and the laity—whose positions reflect the distri-
bution of power within the church and the city.

The entrance procession, for example, sanctioned classic Roman
Catholic hierarchy. Young male acolytes led the double files that moved
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between the central pews. Their dress and roles were analogous to those
of priests, whom they assist during the mass. Senior males from Catholic
military orders followed. They represented European institutions such as
the Knights of Saint Gregory and better-known American groups like the
Knights of Columbus. A member of the traditionally black Knights of
Saint Peter Claver proved the only black in the honor salute through
which others in the procession passed.

Priests and deacons of the diocese followed the knights. This order
enforced a distinction between deacons—who may be either men train-
ing for the priesthood or laymen acting as ordained associates in the
parish—and the ritual leaders set apart by further training, ordination,
and vows of celibacy. Black and white clerics joined the procession. An-
other black deacon later helped bring gifts to the altar while a third
worked with the ushers. Finally, the bishops of Savannah and neighbor-
ing dioceses entered the cathedral sanctuary with local abbots and the
apostolic nuncio, Pio Laghi, who represented the pope.

The mass itself emphasized interlocking differences of space and
rank. The bishops and abbots, colorfully vested, sat behind and around
the altar, with other clerics, robed in white, on either side. An altar rail
separated them from the laity in their crowded pews. Musicians sang
from a back choir loft above the participants. This geography of power
was underscored by the boundaries of participation. No women—reli-
gious or lay—participated in the procession, although women later read
and brought forward gifts to the sanctuary. Apart from the knights,
nonordained males took even more limited roles in the ceremony as
ushers, gift bearers, and musicians. Almost everyone who took on a pub-
lic role was a mature adult; youth and children were not nearly as well
represented as they are in normal parish life.

Actions inside the sanctuary affirmed the imagery of political, social,
and religious power. After two women, including the chancellor of the
diocese, proclaimed the first readings, a black deacon read the Gospel
(which can only be delivered by a consecrated specialist). Later, bishops
and priests concelebrated the Eucharist, the central act of belief and wor-
ship in the Catholic church. Although most parishes nationwide rely on
the laity to distribute communion to the congregation, only priests and
deacons performed the task in the cathedral. Thus, the laity physically
moved toward the priests to participate in full union with the church
and with God. This ceremony identified the cathedral with the clergy,
the episcopacy, and the papacy, whose representatives held the central



