Immaculate Conception Parish

History: 1854 - 2004

IN THIS YEAR of Our
Immaculate Conception

the

Lord,
Parish plays an
important role in the life of our fine city.
When referring to our church, school, rectory
and cemetery, people often use the letters

2004,

“l.C.”. Those two letters have a familiar ring
because of the great contributions
Immaculate Conception has made over the
years in the growth of our community. They
have been vyears marked by joy and
happiness, care and sorrow, and sometimes
by misunderstanding and opposition between
the newly arriving Catholic immigrants and
the non-Catholics already established in the
community in the mid-nineteenth century.
As we join in the celebration of the 150"
anniversary of our parish, it is with a sense of
pride that we review the sequence of pastors
and events that contributed to her growth
from humble beginnings in 1854 to our own
day.

In Marlborough today a Catholic may
conveniently satisfy his obligation to hear
Mass at one of two Catholic Churches.
Attending Mass was more difficult 154 years

ago. The few Catholics in Marlborough in the
year 1850 did not have a church in the
community. They were required to walk or
ride to Worcester or Saxonville if they
wanted to attend Mass. S0, they hailed the
opportunity to celebrate the first Catholic
Mass in Marlborough as a very special and a
very blessed event. That first Mass was said
after our Catholic ancestors sent out an
urgent appeal for the services of a priest. In
answer to that appeal, Rev. George
Hamilton, pastor of . George’s Parish in
Saxonville came to Marlborough one Saturday
in October 1850. He heard confessions and
the next morning he celebrated Mass at the
home of William Brewin on South Street.

The second Mass in Marlborough was the fruit
of an organized hunt for the services of a
priest, since Father Hamilton was unable to
come to Marlborough. Christmas, 1850, was
drawing near and the Catholics in
Marlborough were greatly dismayed at the
prospect of observing the Feast of the Birth
of our Lord without Mass. They formed a
committee to go to Worcester to find a priest



who would be free to celebrate Mass. The
hunt ended when the committee finally
presented itself to Father Mulledy at Holy
Cross College. The good Jesuit Father could
not resist the earnestness of the appeal and
thereby granted their request. Father
Mulledy celebrated the first Christmas Mass
in Marlborough in the home of William
Brewin. The next priest to visit Marlborough
was Rev. Napoleon Mignault of Webster.
Father Mignault celebrated two Masses during
the winter of 1850-1851 in a home on Lincoln
Street. A small number of Irish and French
families attended the services, and Father
Mignault preached both in French and
English.

In 1851 the Catholics of Marlborough were
encouraged by the promise that they could
expect to have Mass once a month. In that
year Father John Farrelly, successor to
Father George Hamilton at . George’s
Parish in Saxonville, visited Marlborough. He
found such an increase in the population that
he felt it his duty to make Mass and the
sacraments available every month. He said
the first monthly Mass on March 17, 1851 at
the home of William Brewin. Because it was
such a fine day, it was decided to
accommodate the large congregation at an
outdoor Mass. An altar was erected under a
tree. As the lIrish congregation knelt before
the altar that day, they were convinced that
the great Saint Patrick had not forgotten
them.  Knowing how harsh old-fashioned
winters were, it seemed incredible that Mass
was said outdoors, but the Irish have proven
so often that a bit of weather can never chill
the ardor of their devotion to the patron
saint of Ireland. Faithful to his promise
Father Farrelly saw to it that Mass was said
each month at the home of Lawrence Carey
on Lincoln Street.

About 1852 Catholic of

the people

Marlborough began to express forcefully their
desire for a church. They called a meeting
to discuss means of raising a building fund.
How to finance such a project was quite a
problem as the wages of workingmen were
only $1.00 a day. Father Farrelly encouraged
the plan and promised they could build when
they had accumulated $1,000. Meanwhile, a
more pressing concern presented itself, and
that was to obtain a suitable temporary place
of worship. A private house was now too
small to hold the faithful. A request was
made to obtain the Town Hall for this
purpose. The selectmen, thinking that public
opinion would severely condemn them if they
granted the request of the Catholics, refused
at first. But a subsequent request was
granted. It was believed by many Catholics
that the request was initially denied because
non-Catholics viewed the Catholics as
intruders.

Two years passed before members of the
congregation gathered enough money to buy
a plot of land on Mount Pleasant Hill, now
Charles Street. This was to be the site of the
new church. On July 12, 1854, Father
Farrelly purchased the land from Lambert
and Emily Bigelow for the sum of one
hundred and fifty dollars and work began on
the church. Every available workingman in
the parish volunteered to help with building
the church. The cornerstone was laid August
15, 1854, the Feast of the Assumption, and in
November 1854 Father Farrelly celebrated
the first Mass in the church. It was a small,
humble edifice, but every heart in the
congregation throbbed with pride and joy to
hear the sound of the consecration bell
within the sacred walls of the church they
had built. Father Farrelly’s intention was to
name the church after his favorite Irish saint,
Saint Columba, but at the dedication service
on May 15, 1855 Bishop John Ftzpatrick
named the church Immaculate Conception in



honor of the Blessed Virgin Mary. It was an
appropriate title, since the little church was
built during the same year that Pope Pius IX
infallibly pronounced the dogma of the
Immaculate Conception.

Father Farrelly was transferred to Milford in
December 1854. The Bishop appointed Rev.
John Walsh to take his place as pastor of .
George’s Parish in Saxonville. Father Walsh
was a man of excellent foresight. In 1856 he
bought two and one-half acres of land on
Gates Hill for a parish cemetery. Until that
time, Catholics in Marlborough were obliged
to go as far as Hopkinton or Worcester to
bury their dead. In 1862 when he saw that
the Catholics in Marlborough were increasing
in such numbers that their little church
would soon be inadequate, he purchased the
plot of land on Prospect Sreet which marks
the present site of our church. He looked
forward to building a new and larger church.
At this point, however, parish members made
an appeal to Bishop Fitzpatrick for a resident
priest at Immaculate Conception Parish. The
Bishop granted their request and appointed
Rev. John A. Conlin as the first pastor of
Immaculate Conception Parish in January
1864 with Maynard, Sow, Hudson and
Southborough as missions.

Rev. John A. Conlin

1864 - 1869

Father Conlin, born in
Ireland, was a man from the
ranks of labor. Before

entering the seminary he
had worked as a shoemaker.
He was dedicated to upholding the right of
his people to political and social recognition.
He formed a society called the “Irish Union”
to educate his parishioners of their rights and
duties as citizens. It was a powerful
organization and it succeeded in electing

Father Conlin to the Marlborough School
Committee.

No priest was more loved by his flock than
Father Conlin, so it was a shock to the parish
when he was reassigned in January 1869 to
the pastorate of Bridgewater. He already
had the plans drawn for the new church on
Prospect Sreet and had started work on
laying the foundation.

Rev. Michael Maguire
1869-1870

On his first Sunday as pastor, Father Maguire
introduced himself to the congregation and
announced the financial condition of the
parish. The mortgage on the old church was
not yet paid, and there was no money to
continue building the new church. To raise
the funds needed to carry on construction,
he visited the Catholic households and the
shops and succeeded in collecting $20,000.
In 1869, a church fair netted several
thousand dollars towards the building fund.
Father Maguire was now ready to move
forward with construction of the church.

The foundation of our church is made of
quarried stone. Father Conlin planned to
also build the walls of the church of this
stone. Father Maguire believed however that
there was too much delay in getting delivery
of the stone. He therefore decided to build
the superstructure in brick. He had a good
deal of experience in building. Before
coming to Marlborough he had been attached
to the Buffalo, New York Diocese. In that
diocese he had built a church at Lima, New
York, and a church and school at both Mt.
Morris and Genesee, New York. He was
determined to complete construction of the
new Immaculate Conception Church. To aid
him in his work he asked the Bishop for an
assistant. The Bishop appointed Reverend J.



Cosson, a French-Canadian, and he proved to
be a valuable assistant in caring for the
French Catholics, whose numbers in the
parish were increasing rapidly.

Father Maguire not only had great ability as a
builder, but even greater ability as a money-
raiser. The cost of the new church was
$60,000. In less than two years he had
almost completed the work of construction,
and at the same time raised $45,000 to meet
the debt. Much of his success can be
attributed to the fact that the parish had
outgrown its little church and the
parishioners enthusiastically endorsed the
plan to rebuild. Furthermore, the little
church on Mount Pleasant Hill had recently
been damaged when struck by a bolt of
lightning. Nevertheless, the accumulation of
so large a sum in so short a time was truly a
great accomplishment, especially in a period
when wages were so pitifully low, and a
working-man was paid only $12.00 a week. It
could only have been done by a parish
animated by a great spirit of sacrifice.

Serving the needs of Catholics in the Town of
Hudson, at this time, was the responsibility
of Father Maguire, since Hudson was a
mission of Immaculate Conception Parish.
Father Maguire was not long at Immaculate
Conception when he assembled the Catholics
in Hudson and told them he intended to
purchase land on Maple Sreet in Hudson and
erect a small church. He asked for the
parishioners’ assistance and gained it.
Within a year, in February 1870, the
completed church was dedicated to the
service of God, under the patronage of .
Michael, by the Right Rev. Bishop John J.
Williams (later Archbishop). In 1870, the
French Catholics at Immaculate Conception
also requested a parish of their own, .
Mary’s, and their request was granted by
Bishop Williams.

Father Maguire was greatly loved by all under
his jurisdiction. He was a man of delicate
physique and his health broke under the
strain of his endeavor. He went to Horida to
recover but died there on December 8, 1870,
at the age of forty-four. His body was
returned to Immaculate Conception for burial
in our parish cemetery.

Rev. John Delahunty
1871 - 1876

Rev. John Delahunty
B succeeded Father Maguire in

¥ January 1871 and soon won
the affection of his flock. One of his first
acts was to purchase a parcel of land and a
small parochial residence located between
Washington and Grant Courts. He then
turned his attention to decorating the church
interior with a beautiful oil painting of the
Immaculate Conception, which he brought
from Spain. Bishop Williams dedicated the
new church on July 30, 1871. In hisremarks,
he said the people of the parish certainly had
reason to be proud, for they had erected a
church  unsurpassed in its majestic
proportions by any in the town, and by few in
the state.

During Father Delahunty’s five years in
Marlborough he raised $20,000 to clear the
parish debt. In 1876 he was transferred to
St. Francis de Sales Parish, Roxbury.



Rev. James B. Donegan
1876 - 1886

Appointed pastor in April
1876, Rev. James B. Donegan
came from St. James Church,
Boston. He was born in
Ireland and came to this
country about 1866. Genial, bluff and
hospitable by nature, he gathered his people
about him as a loving father would his doting
children. Like Father Conlin before him, he
was much concerned for the civic as well as
the spiritual welfare of his flock. To
safeguard their interests, he served nine
years on the Marlborough School Committee.
He considerably enlarged the parish
cemetery by acquiring additional land on Mt.
Pleasant Hill. The parish lost a wise
counselor and a true shepherd of souls when
he died in February 1886 at the age of forty-
eight.

Rev. Peter A. McKenna
1886 - 1896

Rev. Peter A. McKenna was
initially assigned to
Immaculate Conception
Parish as an assistant to
Father Delahunty from 1870 to 1876. During
those years he had greatly endeared himself
to the Immaculate Conception Parish by his
interest in the activities of the young people
and his devoted attention to the elderly and
the sick. In January 1876, Hudson was made
a parish and Father McKenna had been sent
there as the first pastor. The sadness
occasioned by the death of Father Donegan
was relieved when it was learned that Father
McKenna was returning to Immaculate
Conception as pastor. Marlborough welcomed
his return after an absence of ten years.
In his first year as pastor of Immaculate
Conception, Father McKenna enhanced the

beauty of the new church by adding a bell
tower surmounted by a lofty spire. The bell
was christened “Petrus” in honor of the
pastor.

He also bought additional land and had
erected on it a spacious rectory. Father
McKenna was a priest who applied his skills
to a wide range of activities. He established
the “Marlborough Sar,” a bi-weekly parish
publication which he edited for the good of
religion and the encouragement  of
temperance. He will be remembered for his
insightful sermons and brilliant lectures. His
reputation as a preacher brought him
invitations to address gatherings all over the
country. He was sometimes called the pulpit
orator of New England. Father McKenna died
in October 1896. On the day of his funeral,
the shops, schools and places of business
closed. The church was filled to capacity
and many stood outside for the service. All
religious denominations were represented.
He is buried in Immaculate Conception
cemetery.

Rev. Thomas B. Lowney

1896 - 1929

Rev. Thomas B. Lowney
replaced Father McKenna as
pastor of Immaculate

Conception Parish. The parish
iIs greatly indebted to Father



