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It would not be unreasonable to suggest that Bishop John England (September 23 1786- April 11 1842) was the foremost 

ecclesiastic in the Catholic Church in the US during his time in office: in a new country, experimenting with new forms of 

democracy and government, which was decidedly protestant and  largely anti-Catholic in nature, he could be labelled as 

the foremost apologist for the Catholic faith. In doing this singular service to the Church of his youth, his baptism and 

ordination, he was however also very much an early exponent of ecumenism. Everywhere he travelled in these southern 

states he was asked to address congregations and educational groups of all backgrounds and denominations. His love for 

fellow Christians and for explaining the delicacies of Catholic faith and doctrine, long before the Catholic Church’s 

espoused dialog between different Christian confessions at Vatican 2, meant that all the church bells in Charleston were 

rung together on the day of his funeral in 1842. All denominations, including the Jewish community attended his funeral 

and lamented his passing and recognized his genius and integrity. Amongst various achievements, he was a founder of 

the first Catholic newspaper in America, the founder of a community of religious sisters which has survived to the 
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present day, the first Catholic prelate to address Congress in the presence of the  President, and the promoter of a 

Synodal system for the US church which enabled it to speak in unity as an American Catholic voice in the new nation. 

According to Guilday, his foremost biographer, the church in the US had achieved a good start under the tutelage of 

Archbishop Carroll of Baltimore.  Under his direction the church had become ‘a fully organized body, instinct with life 

and hope, throbbing with all the freedom of a new country’; it had  

‘an Archbishopric and four suffragen sees, another diocese beyond the Mississippi with no endowment from Princes or 

Nobles was steadily advancing…Catholics were free: the days of penal laws had departed; professions were open to 

them and in most states the avenue to public offices ‘ 1 

Sadly, things however were not going to carry on successfully after the death of the Archbishop. Growth came to a 

standstill and, indeed, a figure as high as 225,00 people it was recorded had departed from the practice of the Catholic 

faith. A study in 1924 gave the following reasons for this decline: 

‘the inadequate supply of priests and churches, the want of Catholic schools: the scandals and schisms arising from 

trusteeism; mixed marriages; intemperance and the degraded poverty of which it was the cause and sometimes the 

social and political persecution of Catholics, the proselytism of orphans and of men and women of weak faith. 2   

One of the biggest problems seemed to be the rebellious attitudes of various priests where the system of lay control of 

the church – so much the hallmark of other denominational US Churches – had meant that priests could dissent from 

following their Bishops and side with their trustees. Blame for this was largely placed at the feet of some Irish clergy 

who, according to Archbishop Maréchal, created ‘disorder everywhere by their inebriety and by their total lack of 

sacerdotal obedience to authority’3. Sadly ‘scandal and tumult’ and the discord often experienced between Irish and 

French clergy dominated the church in the times after Archbishop Carroll. According to Guilday, ‘malcontent’ groups had 

taken a hold of American Catholic Church life, and in no place was this more evident that in the City of Charleston. Such 

was the struggle there between legitimate spiritual direction and the role of rebellious trustees, that the possibility 

existed of a long lasting schism in the church which may have continued well into the future.  

It was to this ‘rebellious’ Charleston that the young, newly ordained Bishop from Cork, John England came in 1820. 

During his tenure of 22 years until his death, he managed to divert this path leading to disunity and possibly schism, and 

to create a path to the reestablishment and growth of the church. His influence is found even today in many of the 

institutions he helped to establish.  His story however is little known, both in the land of America and in his life in Ireland 

before arriving here. How might his past in a troubled Ireland prepared him for the task of reuniting a people of faith in a 

new land?  What gave him such strength of purpose and zeal to grow and establish the Lord’s vineyard in Charleston and 

in the process to become beloved of so many Christian communities? His past in Ireland is perhaps just as fascinating as 

his achievements in America.  

JOHN ENGLAND IN IRELAND 

Though largely forgotten in today’s Cork, John was a student of law and theology, the first to lecture in the new Cork 

Cathedral, the superintendent for the new Diocesan schools, President of the Seminary and a tiresome opponent of the 

Concordat which was supposed to shackle Irish Church leadership to a Veto in the British Parliament. Little is known of 

his early life apart from this description he gave in 1839 of visiting his grandfather who was jailed for being an illegal 

                                                           
1
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Hedge School teacher: More than forty-four years have passed away since a man, then about sixty years of age, led me 

to a prison, and showed me the room in which he had been confined, during upwards of four years, in consequence of 

the injustice to which the Catholics of Ireland were subjected in those days of persecution. On the day he was immured, 

his wife was seized upon by fever, the result of terror; while she lay on her bed of sickness, she and her family were 

dispossessed of the last remnant of their land and furniture; she was removed to the house of a neighbor, to breathe 

her last under s strangers’ roof. Her eldest child had completed his seventeenth year a few days before he closed her 

grave. Two younger brothers and two younger sisters looked to him as their only support. He endeavored to turn his 

education to account.   It was discovered he was a Papist, as the law contumeliously designated a Roman Catholic, and 

that he was guilty of teaching some propositions of the sixth Book of Euclid to a few scholars that he might be able to aid 

his father and to support his family. Information were lodged against him for this violation of the law, which rendered 

him liable for transportation. Compassion was taken upon his youth, and instead of proceeding immediately to the 

prosecution, an opportunity was given him of swearing before the Protestant Bishop that he did not believe in the 

doctrine of transubstantiation, of penance, and of the invocation of the saints; and a certificate of a prelate would raise 

a bar to his prosecution. The youth knew no principle in his church which would excuse his perjury. He escaped and fled 

into the mountains, where he remained during more than a year, subsisting upon the charity of those whose children he 

still communicated the rudiments of learning, but in the most painful anxiety as to the state of his father, brothers and 

sisters. The Declaration of American independence and the successful 

resistance of the colonies produced some mitigation of the persecutions 

which the Irish Catholics endured. This fugitive returned by stealth to the 

City and was enabled to undertake the duties of a land surveyor, to have 

his parent liberated, his family settled, and he became prosperous.4 

CORK GAOL 1820 SIMILAR TO FORMER JAIL WHERE JOHN WAS CHAPLAIN  

Thomas England was John England’s grandfather and was able to continue 

his life after prison as a surveyor, a profession which professing Catholics 

were able to pursue. It was easy to see how this memory of persecution might have shaped the memories of the young 

nine year old England, but it never seemed to turn him to bitterness or revolutionary activity. Like O’Connell and 

Edmund Burke, he abhorred violence.  Even from birth he seemed to have been formed for a more noble purpose. Only 

after his ordination did his mother reveal that at John’s baptism she dedicated her son to God as had done Hannah with 

Samuel. Indeed, the England family had several vocations: their second son became a priest at Passage in the Diocese of 

Cork in 1847: their seventh child entered the Presentation Order in Cork and took the name Sister Catherine, finally 

becoming superior of the North Convent. The youngest sister Joanna accompanied John to Charleston and was his 

assistant until her untimely death through yellow fever in 1827.   

John grew up in troubled times in Ireland and Europe. 1789 saw the French Revolution against the ancien régime, while 

1798 saw the Irish rebellion of the United Irishmen which ended in failure with a loss of life and scars of bitterness still 

experienced many years later in Ireland. This sad event led to the loss of Irish independence, and the moving of the Irish 

Government to London become the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland in the 1800 Act of Union.  All Irish 

powers were now to be devolved to Westminster.  The price for the church in this new situation is that Catholic 

emancipation would now only be possible in the British system provided loyalty was offered to the British monarch and 

its Parliamentary system. This intense political-religious drama together with his grandfather’s imprisonment provided 

the backdrop to John’s youth and Peter Guilday, who wrote his standard biography ‘The Life and Times of Bishop John 
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England’, suggests their events left an ‘indelible mark on his soul’5. He would see his thirst for justice and his sympathy 

for the downtrodden having been shaped in the turbulent Ireland of his youth. 

John’s great love of learning and consummate writing and speaking skills can no doubt be traced to his early education 

in Cork and the skill and dedication of his father and grandfather. Though the Hedge school system for which his 

grandfather paid the price of imprisonment had largely disappeared in John’s youth, the zeal for learning which 

characterized them remained. It caused Sir Robert Peel, Chief Secretary to Ireland in 1812-1818 to remark about the 

thirst for education in Ireland in the House of Commons on February 27, 1816 

“I can state as a fact within my own knowledge that the greatest eagerness and desire prevails among the lower orders 

of Ireland for the benefits of instruction, and I regard it as the imperious duty of everyone not to obstruct the progress 

or the limits of education. 6 

SIR ROBERT PEEL, CHIEF SECRETARY TO IRELAND 1812-1818 

John’s parents decided for John to attend the Protestant school in the City called 

the Green Coat School which nestled beneath the Shandon Bells where John may 

have been the only Catholic.  Fr Joseph O’Brien, founder of the Bishop England 

High School in Charleston describes Johns’ time at the school being difficult/ In 

ridicule was called ‘the little Papist’ by the Master and occasionally he was bullied 

by his schoolmates.7 However it seemed John was not bitter for his experience, 

and perhaps his tolerance and estimation of other religious communities may have been born in friendships forged with 

some of the Protestant youth during his schooling.  

When John finished his early education, he decided to train as a lawyer, one of 
the new professions now open to Catholics in the passing of the 1793 Catholic 
Relief Bill. Bishop Reynolds who succeeded Bishop England in Charleston suggests 
it was this training in law that helped him in his ‘overwhelming argumentative 
powers’ and that ‘rendered him so eminent as a controversial writer and 
speaker’. One need only look at the columns of his own Charleston Catholic 
Miscellany newspaper to realize the scope of his knowledge and his erudition.  It 
was not long after these legal studies however that John decided to train for the 
priesthood and to attend Carlow College, the first ecclesiastical College to be 
established in Ireland since the relaxation of the Penal Laws; it was the first such 

College for two hundred and forty five years permitted by the British where 
Catholic teaching was openly permitted.  

CARLOW COLLEGE, FOUNDED BY BISHOP OF KILDARE IN 1782 SEMINARY OF FR 
JOHN ENGLAND 

From all accounts John England was a serious student, fond of books and spending 

much of his leisure time in the library of the College. When he had completed his 

formal education in Carlow he was ordained a Deacon and soon returned to Cork 
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6
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Guilday p.45 
7
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where, on October 11th, 1808 he was ordained to the Priesthood at St Mary’s Cathedral. For this he had to receive 

special dispensation from Pope Pius VII as was only in his 22nd year. 

Among his duties after ordination was the Chaplaincy of the North Presentation Convent where he served for ten years. 

He was also appointed Lecturer at St Mary’s Cathedral. From what we can gather ‘Lectureship’ consisted of two clerics 

having a mock dispute over articles of faith during the Homily. One lecturer gave an exposition of the scriptural text 

while the other disputed the first with the idea of drawing out the doctrines involved in the dispute. The practice proved 

popular, and Fr England gained a great following for his debating ability and knowledge. It was argued that this debating 

skill and ability in public oratory held him in such good stead with the combustible atmosphere he was going to find later 

in Charleston and his wonderful grasp of Christian and Catholic apologetics. It was however his duty as chaplain to the 

prisoners of the city that helped him understand the worst social conditions of his day. Prisoners were brought to Cork 

jail from across the country for transportation to the Colonies, and England spent long years consoling and ministering 

to these unfortunate convicts. Together with his grandfather’s own experience, he came to appreciate some of the 

political misery inflicted on the country and the degradations prisoners often experienced. He was able to learn both the 

origin of the wild thirst for justice which might explode into unwise acts of frenzy, while soothing and controlling their 

potential acts of crude insurrection. One such story is recounted in Reynold’s concerned a lad who had led a blameless 

life, but who was inveigled into robbing a military arsenal and had garnered some arms. He had been apprehended, 

imprisoned and was awaiting execution. Encouraged by his fellow inmates he announced that he would not restore the 

arms he had stolen. As Chaplain Fr England argued and sought to cajole him, but seemingly in vain. The day for the lad’s 

execution arrived and Fr England asked him if he would attend mass.  The lad agreed but stated that he would not be 

given communion as he would not restore the Arms he had stolen. A strong military presence was awaiting the 

execution which aroused significant local sympathy. The rope was placed around the lad’s neck and he showed he was 

willing to pay for the consequences of his actions and to die a martyr. Just as the executioner was about to do his job, Fr 

England shouted “Stop sir, you shall not go to hell for half an hour yet’. He asked the sheriff to indulge him for half and 

hour. During that time the young lad made his peace with God as a weeping Christian. Fr England exclaimed that he had 

never commended a soul to His Savior with better hope as he did that sad day. 8  

Such experiences as these over his 9 years as Prison Chaplain undoubtedly gave courage to the young England in what 

perhaps was his greatest achievement in Ireland – resisting the attempt of the British government to grant Emancipation 

to Catholics while controlling through their subsidization their loyalty to the Crown: 

“ I have known and conversed with the persons who figured in a court, and I have frequently made a very rapid 

transition from listening to the story of weeping captive and teaching him how to prevent the galling of his chains upon 

his body and his soul and mingling my tears of sympathy with his tears of grief, the scenes of festivity and enjoyment 

where innocence and mirth exhibited themselves in the faces of some and in others care or guilt showed through their 

deceptive veil which had been flung over them; here as week as in my ordinary intercourse with society, have I learned 

to estimate human nature and to form my ideas of the human soul’.9 

The school of suffering was the school that gave him his political philosophy and outlook. For him ‘true freedom of the 

soul exhibits itself most under the pressure of affliction. Some effect of this work in prison can be glimpsed in a Primer 

attributed to him for schools in Cork about Irish history.  Called a school primer of Irish history it was produced in 1815 

as a part of Fr England’s post as Diocesan Superintendent of Schools. Fr Corcoran – a Professor of Education at 

University College Dublin wrote: 
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‘An examination of its text will show that it was quite apart from the ordinary colorless historical primers which will be 

found even now. Throughout the text the attention of teacher and scholar is focused on ideas and politics; it is political 

in every phase, and devotes most of its space to the forty years of contemporary history which preceded it issue in 

1815’10 

Later the Book was brought before the House of Lords where it was described as a ‘monstrous book’, which was more 

dangerous as it was written in such a clear way that it was open to be understood by the ‘meanest capacity’ of intellect 

in the schools of Ireland. 11  

England’s last assignment in Cork was in the town of Bandon where he was Parish Priest from May 4th, 1817 to his 

resignation on August 25, 1820. On September 21st he was ordained Bishop of Charleston, and, a little later set off on his 

journey to the New World and South Carolina. 

St Finbarr’s South, Place of ordination  
of Bishop England September 21 1820 

Bishop England and Catholic Emancipation. 

‘If I had John England at my back, I should not fear the entire world before me’ 

 

Daniel O’Connell – first Catholic MP in 
Parliament for over 100 years who won the 

vote for Catholic Emancipation in 1839 

It was the controversy over what was called the Veto that brought John England 

more notoriety both in Cork and nationally. Guilday his main American biographer 

argues that it was this political/spiritual struggle that gave him the background to 

the later struggles he would face with his American Mission. The ‘Veto’ 

controversy concerned the right of the British Government to interfere in any way 

in the appointment of Irish Bishops. The whole matter centered around the 

question of sworn allegiance to the reigning British monarch which the British 

were using as a policy of ‘divide and conquer’, casting into doubt the loyalty of 

Catholic Citizens. The years of the anti-Catholic Penal laws were passing, and the 

question of Catholic Emancipation was now on-going. British and Irish Catholics 

and their Bishops however were not agreed on how to approach this new epoch. 

The British were prepared for a veto on Church appointments, while the Irish 

Church demanded complete freedom in choosing their Bishops, with no 

compromise being offered for the prize of emancipation.   To gain this submission 

to temporal powers, the Government was even considering subsidizing 

acquiescent Irish clergy. Perhaps, understandably for the Government, rebel 

priests had been involved in the 1798 uprising, and the Government wanted assurances that those ordained to serve the 

church would have a measure of loyalty to the status quo. The Bishops were divided over what to do, as some of the 

requests seemed reasonable. Others including John England felt such control would be a betrayal of their flock, and this 
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marked a major rift between the Irish and English Hierarchy who were open to co-operating with the Government. It 

was at this time that Fr England accepted the Trusteeship of the Cork Mercantile Chronicle newspaper to carry the fight 

against the ‘Vetoists’. It was a long hard struggle he fought over the years 1813-1817.  

 

CORK MERCANTILE CHRONICLE OFFICES PATRICK STREET  
CORK JOHN ENGLAND EDITOR 1813-1817 

John was already a well known priest in the City, given his work at the Cathedral 

and in schools and more recently as President of the new seminary of St Mary’s. 

The position at the newspaper however would bring him more into national limelight. The Mercantile newspaper was 

decidedly anti-Government. Those who were anxious for a means to placate the Government had managed to persuade 

even the Pope to accept the Veto proposal, but this won the ire of the Irish Bishops and of John England and his 

newspaper and the lawyer who was leading the charge, Daniel O’Connell. 

An early biographer wrote of England at this time: 
‘to him, under God, him only, though aided by many master minds whom courage rallied round him, in this crisis of his 
country’s destiny, is due the glory of the first impulse to that system of peaceable agitation, that has eventuated in the 
emancipation of the Catholics of the British Empire. 12 

It was according to Charleston author Joseph Kelly the appearance of Daniel O’Connell in Cork on September 1811 that 

helped awaken John England to this role in the cause of Emancipation. As a result of the visit of O’Connell , John as a 

young clergyman of 25 helped to found the Association of Independent Roman Catholic Electors. Its purpose was to 

awaken Cork citizens to political consciousness. The Association was like an early Civil Rights movement which 

challenged the idea that Cork – a city of 90% Catholics – was represented in Parliament by a Protestant who opposed 

emancipation for Catholics.  Because of his skill in language, John was elected its secretary of the Association. 13  With his 

work at the Mercantile Chronicle he was unswerving in his attacks on the veto power of Britain.  This work brought him 

to further attention of O’Connell who Kelly says recruited him as a part of the national emancipation campaign, and 

England became one of his closest associates. England was thus involved with several large scale meetings in Cork to 

press the call for full emancipation and to protest the Veto. 

MONSTER MEETINGS OF O’CONNELL AND FR JOHN ENGLAND.  

 

 

Daniel O'Connell Monster Meeting Galway 

One meeting which was organized by the British was attended by upwards of 

10,000 Catholics. The British agents intended for the citizens to accept principles 

of ‘blind obedience’ and ‘non-resistance’.14  Years later in the newspaper England 

established in Charleston, England recounted that  
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Mr. O’Connell, and a few others, and I exerted ourselves and defeated the union of Government agents and aristocrats 

who had combined against the people. Nor were the people ungrateful. I can still exhibit the address which I was 

presented by them, and the chalice with which it was accompanied by the Roman Catholics , when a large and most 

respectable deputation of my fellow citizens, appointed at a meeting of the ‘friends of civil and religious liberty’  did me 

the honor of waiting upon me at the seminary, which I then governed to thank me…[ on the chalice was written in 

Latin]15 

Johanni England, donum Civium Catholicorum, indefessum ejus erga Pqtriam fortunatumque laborem admirantium 

Corcagae, Augusti die 30ma 1813 

 

Chalice presented to Fr England for his work for Catholic Emancipation 
 – given to Sisters of Charity of Our Lady of Mercy James Island Charleston SC 

England carried on the fight and in 1815 was the secretary of an aggregate meeting in Cork 

which drafted a petition in favor of Emancipation which was presented by Henry Grattan to the 

House of Commons.  The resolution stated that ‘no influence or intimidation shall even endue 

us to relinquish our inalienable Rights of opposing Vetoistical arrangements, whenever or 

wherever they shall be brought forward.16   

While the controversy helped to motivate Irish Catholics towards asserting their national rights, 

it was left to Daniel O’Connell finally to win the call for Catholic emancipation when he was elected the first Catholic in 

over 100 years to Westminster in 1828 and after John England had moved to Charleston.  The following year he 

managed to have passed the Catholic Emancipation Act which was made without any need for a government veto.  By 

this time John England had been Bishop of Charleston for eight years. Even in exile it is reported he held his patriotic 

principles dearly. It was reported that in 1828 he said he was able to assemble 40,000 willing men under General 

Montgomery, willing to invade Ireland if emancipation had not been passed. It is not easy to verify this claim, but it was 

reported the Duke of Wellington was aware of such a scheme and that it may have been a factor in his granting Catholic 

emancipation.17 

Whatever of this claim, his zeal was undoubtedly too much for some if the Irish hierarchy. An admirer of his at the time, 

Mr. Coppinger of the Catholic Association wrote: 

He had been the editor of an influential Cork paper and conducted it with great patriotic spirit and ability. The Hierarchy 

rather feared his influence and views, which were decidedly democratic, and a memorial signed by nearly all the Bishops 

of Ireland was sent to Rome praying his holiness to appoint him to some vacant foreign see. Some of the episcopal body 

seemed to fear that on the death of the Bishop of Cork or of Cloyne, Dr. England might be elected to the dignity, and, 

whether truly or falsely, he was suspected to have been tinged with revolutionary principles. 18 

William Trant Fagan, Cork Mayor and Member of Parliament for Cork, and author of The Life of Daniel O’Connell wrote 

of him: 
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The principle mover in this whole democratic insurrection against aristocratic pretension in Cork was the celebrated 

Doctor England. He was a man of great powers of mind, amazing intellectual energy; possessing too, a masculine 

eloquence and a stern unflinching determination, well suited of a popular leader. He had all the qualities that contribute 

to the influence and are necessary to the office of an agitator. No literary labor was too great for him; no opposition was 

too powerful. He was, from the first, a decided anti-Vetoist.  

 

William Trant Fagan, MP and Mayor of Cork 1844 

Trant regretted that England was posted to Charleston and would have preferred 

that he continue his labors in Ireland 

Why was it that Ireland afterwards lost the services of that distinguished man? 

Why was his lot ultimately cast in a foreign land?... It was therefore always a source of deep regret, we believe of a 

private nature, suggested his appointment to the episcopacy in America. He who broke down the Veto spirit in Cork 

would have rendered invaluable services in the various subsequent struggles for civil liberty and social and political 

amelioration. For his was a master-mind; and it was on such a stage, as society in Ireland offered, that his noble and 

various attributes would have found material and room for action. 19   

Bishop England was able to visit his beloved Cork during August 1832. In the twelve years he had been absent, Catholic 

Emancipation had been won, as well as Parliamentary Reform and the introduction of a liberal national educational 

system. During his visit he was waited upon by prominent men of the City who were ‘deeply impressed with a sense of 

the loss which Ireland had sustained by the withdrawal of so powerful and enlightened a mind from that sphere of 

usefulness and patriotism at home , of which, at one time, he was the all moving center’.20  They were aware of his 

important role in all of this, urging and admonishing and ‘warning not to cease, not so suspend, not to abate those 

exertions until, by their success, they had placed the liberty and prosperity of their country on an impregnable basis’. 21 

At a dinner given to him by the Chamber of Commerce the Chair was emphatic when he declared that  John England ‘in 

the critical period of the Irish Question had done more ‘to elevate and magnify the church and the country to which he 

belongs than any other man in Ireland, except one – I mean O’Connell.  

 

The O’Connell Monument at Glasnevin Cemetery, Dublin. 

There is hardly any Irish town which does not boast of an ‘O’Connell Street’. The 

main thoroughfare in Dublin is O’Connell Street, as it is in Limerick and Waterford. 

O’Connell’s statue hovers of the Liffey River in Dublin, complete with bullet marks 

from the 1916 uprising. Nestling over the graves of the most notable Irish political and literary heroes at Glasnevin 

Cemetery is a huge round tower created in his honor. There are no monuments or streets in honor of John England, his 

colleague and co-worker. His destiny lied elsewhere. We perhaps can see the hand of Providence in all of this. Only later 

in America did all these God-given abilities and leadership skills find a new and perhaps more fertile ground in the new 

Diocese of Charleston and a new branch of the church which was able to reshape itself to function in a new visionary 

democracy. Indeed, Ireland’s loss was South Carolina’s gain. 
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BISHOP JOHN ENGLAND, (1720-1842)  
FOUNDER OF DIOCESE OF CHARLESTON IN1820 

  `Bishop England’s Ordination Prayer` 

Blessed Jesus, I devote and consecrate myself this day to Your honor and service, in 

whatsoever way it shall please You to dispose of me. Direct my superiors to point 

out that path which you wish me to go and give me the grace to obey. Holy Virgin 

Mother of my Saviour, I place myself under your special patronage; obtain for me 

from your Son, all the graces which my weakness stands in need of. Protect me in 

life and defend me in death. To obtain this, let me daily recite your Litany, Salve 

Regina. 

 T JNO. ENGLAND 

First Bishop of Charleston Carlow 9 June 180822 

                                                           
22 Prayer courtesy of Sisters of Charity of Our Lady of Mercy, James island, Charleston SC  


