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St. Patrick's Roman Catholic Church stood on the present Ashland-Clinton School Road near Ashland. Built in 1880, it served the community long and well, until it was closed in the mid 1960's when the new St. Mary of the Assumption Church opened in Hockessin. 

Irish descent, were farmers and mill laborers living in Red 
Clay Creek Valley, principally between Wooddale and 
Auburn (Yorklyn). So in 1880, a new church was erected 
in the parish. It was called St. Patrick's and was situated in 
a high broad meadow near Ashland, close to the pros
perous grist mill. A parish house was built adjacent to the church. 

Had the fo unders of the new church foreseen the 
impact of the recent kaolin discoveries, they might have re
considered the location selected for their church. Opening 
tbthe mines created an immense need for unskilled Irish 
a_ or. These were the people who worked the English nun · th es Ill Cornwall; these were the people who produced the fine china at the English potteries at Staffordshire; and kt~ Were the people sought after to work in the Hoc
l'tn Works by mineral suppliers of English descent. 
lfoekre ~as work to be found in the mines here, so to c ess1n h · ts t ey came. After 1850, there appear on the tax such d d 'Neill names as Dwyer, Cree on, Brennan, Gra y, 

cG ' Touhey, McGrory, Halloran, Kelly, Haggerty and 
lirc~Vern. Within ten years after the opening of the 
· ed at Ashland, the Catholic population of the area had 
i&hbo~asurably to Hockessin. Once again there was no 

00d church . 

The arguments were settled, plans were drawn, and in 
1882, a large frame church named for St. John, the Evange
list, was built on Valley Road in the heart of Hockessin. 
The corner stone was placed and the first mass said in Sep
tember, 1882. Five years later, when Father James T. Fahey 
was priest over the combined flocks, he had a parish house 
built adjoining the church. Thereafter, St. Patrick's of Ash
land was relegated to mission status in the Hockessin parish. 

A parochial school, known as St. John's, was opened in 
the church hall about this same time. Several nuns, the 
priest, and an occasional layman taught the children the 
three Rs. At one point close to one hundred children were 
attending the school. In 1934, however, because of failing 
financial support, St. John's school closed. 

For many decades that followed their founding, the two 
churches at Hockessin and Ashland met the devotional need 
of the parishioners. It was discovered that St. John's was 
developing structural stress caused by dry rot, termites and 
overuse. Built on marshy ground, the west side of the build
ing was slowly sinking. Either a major remodeling project 
was necessary or a new church would have to be built. 

St. Patrick's was in better physical condition, bur was 
far too small for the growing parish. By ·1955, several mass
es were being said at both churches weekly. 



St. John's Roman Catholic Church (top) opened in 1882 on Valley Road. It was replaced in 1964 by the larger St. Mary of the 

Assumption Church (bottom). There are now approximately 680 Catholic families in the parish. 
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two story brick structure, of Romanesque and Gothic Style. The tower contains a bell of nearly two 
tons weight. First settled clergyman, Rev. Martin X. Fallon, 1881-85; educated at Mount Mary's 
College and Seminary, Emmitsburg Md. 

Minutes, 1895--, 1 vol.; Register (baptism, including record of converts), 1881--, 4 vols.; 
(confirmations), 1881--, 2 vols.; (marriages), 1881 2 vols.; (deaths), 1885--, 1 vol.; (first communions), 
1915--, 1 vol.; Parish Census,1881--, 1 vol.; Burial Permits, 1885--, 2 vols.; book of Announcements, 
1881--, (loose-leaf), nearly complete; Financial, 1926--, 1 vol.; 1881-1926, yearly reports: Holy Name 
Society, 1901--, 1 vol.; Sacred Heart Sodality, 1895-1905, 1 vol.; Blessed virgin Sodality, 1905--, 1 
vol.; St. Vincent dePaul Society, 1893-1903, 1 vol.; at rectory, 1414 King St. Records of incorporation 
and deed: New Castle co. Recorder's office, Deeds Record: vol. D12, p. 131; vol. E12, p. 461; vol. 
115, p. 305; vol.N16, p. 559; vol. 016, p. 413; vol. U16, p. 223; vol. X16, p. 32; vol. S22, p. 441; vol. 
T33, p. 345; vol. V23, p. 489; vol. V34, p.87. 

94. ST PATRICK'S PAROCHIAL SCHOOL, 1888--, 14th and French Sts., Wilmington. 

Organized 1888, in charge of the Sisters of St. Francis. Until 1895, when the present building 
was dedicated, classes were conducted in the basement of the church. Present building enlarged in 
1913. A three story brick structure. 

Attendance and Scholastic record, 1900--, card file; in convent in charge of Sister Superior. 

95. CHURCH OF THE LITTLE FLOWER, 1927--, 16th and Thatcher Sts., Wilmington. 

Organized 1927 as a mission of St. Patrick's parish (entry 93). The building formerly public 
school No. 26, was dedicated 1927. It is a two story brick building with a cross above the entrance. 
See: Rev. James L. Mcsweeney, record of establishment of chapel, in minute book of St. Patrick's, 
1927. 

No separate records are kept. Record of Deed: New Castle Co. Recorder's office, Deeds 
Record, vol. V34, p. 87. 

96. ST. PATRICK'S CHURCH, 1881--, Ashland. 

Organized and incorporated September 17, 1881. Building dedicated 1883. It is an outgrowth 
of St. Mary's Church at Coffee Run (entry 75). The building is a one story frame structure. Present 
pastor Rev. James M. Grant, serves both this church and St. John's Church, Hockessin (entry 97). 
First settled clergyman, who served also St. John's Rev. Peter Donaghy 1883-87. 

Minutes, 1917--, 1 vol.; Register, 1883--, (baptisms. including record of converts), 1 vol.' 
(confirmations), 1 vol.; (marriages), 1 vol.; (members), 1 vol. (deaths), 1 vol.; Financial, 1883--, 1 vol.; 
at rectory of St. John's Church, Valley Rd. Hockessin. Records of incorporation and deed: New 
Castle Co. Recorder's office, Deeds Record. vol. D12, pp. 211 and 386; vol. G12, p. 93; vol. 116, p. 
166; vol. N16, p. 285. 

97. ST. JOHN'S CHURCH, 1884, Valley Rd. Hockessin. 

Organized 1884 as an outgrowth of St. Mary's Church at Coffee Run (entry75). 



Present building was dedicated 1884. Incorporated January 7, 1894. It was remodeled in 1932. It is a 
two story stucco structure with tower and bell. First settled clergyman, who also served St. Patrick's 
Church, Ashland (entry 96), Rev. Peter Donaghy, 1884-87. Present pastor Rev. James M. Grant, 
serves both this church and St. Patrick's Church. There is also a station of this church at the 
Brandywine Sanitorium, Marshallton. 

Minutes, 1917--, 1 vol.; Register, 1884--, (baptisms, including record of converts), 1 vol.; 
(confirmation), 1vol,; (marriages), 1 vol.; (members), 1 vol.; at rectory, Valley Road. Records of 
incorporation and deeds: New Castle Co. Recorder's office, Deeds Record: vol. 116, p. 165; vol. N16, 
p. 293; vol. 016, p. 184; vol. Y22, p. 711 vol. Z34, p. 6. 

98-99. ST. HEDWIG'S PARISH, (Polish), Wilmington, 1887--, 

98. ST. HEDWIG'S CHURCH ( Polish), 187--, linden and Harrison Sis. Wilmington. 

Organized 1887 by the Benedictine Fathers of Sacred Heart Church (entry 84) where a 
separate Mass was said for them until 1892. In that year the Benedictine Fathers erected a two story 
brick structure on Linden St. opposite from the present site. They remained in charge until 1896 when 
secular priest, Rev. John S. Gules, the present pastor, was secured for the parish. Incorporated 
under the present name January 8, 1898 and in the same year the deed to this property was 
transferred to them. Present building opened and dedicated 1904. A two story brick structure. English 
Gothic style. The three steepled towers contain four bells. This is the only church in Wilmington with a 
groined ceiling. The church organ was presented to the church by Andrew Carnegie, this being the 
only Catholic church in the city to receive such a gift. Congregation is largely Polish. First settled 
clergyman, Rev. Leo Szczepanski, 1890-94; educated at St. Mary's Seminary, Baltimore and Irving 
University, Rome, Italy. See: Anthony Liebert, and historical sketch (1904); Rev. John S. Gulez, 
History of St. Hedwig's Church (New York, E. Brickman and Sons, 1904). 

Minutes, 1904--, 1 vol.; Register, 1887--, (baptisms) 5 vols.; (confirmations), 1 vol. (marriages), 
2 vols.; (members),; 2 vols.; (deaths), 1 vol.; Communion Record, 1905--, 1 vol.; Financial, 1887--, 2 
vols.; at rectory, 408 S. Harrison St. Sunday School, 1897 --, 2 vols.; in possession of Sisters of the 
Felician Order, linden and Harrison Sts. Records of Incorporation and deeds: New Castle Co. 
Recorder's office, Deeds Record: vol. D15, p. 293; vol. D15, p. 561; vol. N17, p. 397; vol. P17, pp. 
108-111; vol. X20. p. 138; vol. K21, p. 48; vol. G23, p. 231; vol. B27, p. 126; vol. H27, p. 492; vol. 
137, p. 386; vol. X39, p. 233. 

99. ST. HEDWIG'S PAROCHIAL SCHOOL, 1897--, Linden and Harrison Sts., Wilmington. 

Organized 1897, in charge of Sisters of the Felician Order. Classes were conducted on the first 
floor of the original church until 1904 when the present church was erected. The entire building at the 
old church was then used for classrooms. Part of this old building is still in use for school purposes. 
Present building dedicated 1924. A two story brick structure. 

General registration, 1911--, 3 vols.; Attendance record, 1926--, 189 small vols. (separate vol. 
yearly for each class): in school office in charge of Sister Superior. 
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Hockessin Friend's Meeting took its name from the name of an Indian 

town closeby. In 1730, sixth-day Meetings were held in the home of Wm. 
Cox, now the home of John C. Mitchell, by permission of the New Wark 
Preparative Meeting, which was granted on Apr. 6, 1730. Permission to build 
a meeting-house was granted on Feb. 30, 1737. 

On Oct. 17, 1737, land upon which to build a meeting-house and to estab
lish a burying-ground, was deeded to a board of trustees. In 1738, a meeting• 
house, part of which is included in the present meeting-house was erected. It 
was enlarged in 1745. ,Additions to the meeting-house were made in 1941. 
There is a large burying-ground on the opposite side of the road. The earliest 
legible tombstone is dated 1837. 

Hockessin Methodist Church (M.E.). In 1881, a Methodist meeting was 
held in the wheel-wright shop at Brackenville. A Sunday School called 
"Friendship" was organized. In the fall of that year a room in the Odd Fel
low's Hall at Hockessin was secured for the meetings. On July 21, 1882, trus
tees were elected and on Aug. 28, 1882, one-half acre of land was purchased 
from Taylor S. Mitchell as a church site. The erection· of the church had been 
started on Aug. 21, 1882. The corner-stone was laid on Nov. 5, 1882, by the 
Rev. J. E. Bryan. The dedication ceremonies were held on Feb. 18, 1883. 
There were three services which were conducted by the Revs. Theodore 
Stevens, Madison A. Richards, D.D., and Adam Wallace, D.D. The parsonage 
was built in 1891. The church was improved in 1916. 

The Kenneth Douglass Jones Memorial Chapel at Sunny Hills School 
near Hockessin. This chapel was built in honor of Mr. Jones of Auckland, 
New Zealand, a former member of the staff at Sanford Preparatory School, 
who was killed in action in North Africa in January, 1943. The corner-stone 
was laid on May 3, 1943. The chapel had been designed by Mr. Jones/revious 
to his entry in the service of the British Army in 1939. It was opene for the 
use of the students on Sept. 24, 1945. The bronze bell, cast in Croydon, Eng
land was presented to Mrs. Ellen Q. Sawin, the headmistress by her son-in-law 
Kenneth H. Matthewson. The chapel is essentially a place for prayer and 
meditation by the students of the school. 

Chippy A. U. M. P. Church at Hockessin. On Sept. 24, 1886, the A. U. 1st 
col. M. P. Church purchased a lot at Grant St. and Mill Creek Ave., from 
D. H. Kent. A frame church was then built and used until 1896 when the 
present church was built. Title to the property passed to the Chippy A. U. M. P. 
Church on Mar. 27, 1897. On Dec. 8, 1925, they purchased a dwelling on Mill 
Creek Ave., from H. V. McVaugh. 

St. John's R. C. Church at Hockessin was founded in 1882. The corner
stone of the church was laid on Sun., Sept. 17, 1882, by Bishop Thomas A. 
Becker. assisted by the Rev. Patrick Donaghy, the pastor of St. Patrick's Church 
at Ashland. A special train was run from Wilmington for the event. Bishop 
Becker was driven there in a private carriage. The church was incorporated on 
Jan. 7, 1894. 

On June 1, 1925, the Rev. James M. Grant took charge of St. John·s 
Church. He arranged for the purchase of the Dr. Taylor S. Mitchell estate on 
the Lancaster Pike in Hockessin. The title to the property, consisting of 22 
acres, was transferred to the church on Mar. 3, 1927. The house was used as 
a rectory. Father Grant then opened a parochial school and convent in the 



former rectory beside the church. A school-bus was used to transport the 
pupils. In 1934, the number of pupils having greatly diminished the school 
was closed. The first rectory was again used by Father Grant and the Dr. 
Mitchell property was sold on Sept. 30, 1937. 

St. Luke's M. E. Church, colored, at Hockessin. The church site, located 
between Quarry St. and Railroad St., was purchased from H'enry S. Kent on 
Nov. 9, 1899 and a small frame church was built. The church became defunct 
and the property was sold to M. M. and Hickman Wirt on Jan. 5, 1915. For 
a time the building was used as a warehouse and is now used as a dwelling 
on the original site. 

Pleasant Grove Church, colored, was located on the Newport and Gap 
Road between Swamp Road and Hockessin Road. On June 7, 1856, it was 
sold by John Tilghman to the First United African Wesley Society. 

Christiana Methodist Church (M.E.) was organized in 1827, when a 
frame church was built. The corner-stone was laid on Sept. 17, 1827, and 
"they raised the building" on Sept. 25, 1827. The church site was transferred 
to the church by Abraham Egbert, for $20.00, on Dec. 24, 1827. It was 
located on the easterly side of the Christiana-Wilmington Pike, adjoined the 
land of Mary McMechen, had a frontage of 54 ft. 6 in. and comprised 2362 
sq. ft. of land. This is the present_ site of the colored school. 

This church was used until 1857. On July 9, 1857, the trustees, who had 
been elected on June 27, 1854, purchased from Abraham Cannon, for $312.00 
the present church site comprising one and one-quarter acres. It was described 
as being on the main road to Newark and contiguous to the village of 
Christiana. 

The erection of the present brick church was then started. The corner
stone was laid on Sept. 10, 1857, and it was dedicated on Jan. 28, 1858, by 
Bishop Levi Scott. It was renovated and reopened on June 26, 1892. The 
services were conducted by the Revs. J. D. C. Hanna, T. E. Terry and I. L. 
Wood. It was remodeled in 1929. A new pipe-organ was installed in Septem
ber, 1942. It was dedicated in March, 1943, by the pastor. 

The Church of the Mediator, P. E., at Christiana Village. This church was 
organized, in 1865, at meetings held in the home of J. R. C. Oldham, by the 
Rev. J. P. DuHamel of Delaware City. A lot was purchased as a church site. 
In 1866, the meetings were transferred to the Good Templar's Hall. Bishop 
Alfred Lee paid his first visit to the church on July 14, 1867, at which time he 
confirmed five members. No church was ever built. 

Christiana Friend's Meeting. A Friend's Meeting was formed, in 1772, at 
Christiana Bridge. Permission to meet on the first and fourth days of each 
week was granted by the Wilmington Monthly Meeting. This action was later 
approved by the Chester Quarterly Meeting. The meetings alternated between 
Christiana Bridge and Stanton. The Christiana Bridge meetings were held at 
the home of Hannah Lewden, which is still standing on the easterly side of 
Christina Creek a short distance from the bridge. The Stanton meetings were 
held at Marshall's Mill. These meetings continued until 1781, when the White 
Clay Creek Meeting at ~tanton was established by permission of the Chester 
Quarterly Meeting. . .. ~:- : .. 
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tocill news 

·ttormer St� 3oh-n's Chur-cli razed
By LIZANNE SOBOLES_KY 

A sentimental Catholic land
mark in Hockessin 'last week 
r:etumed,to dust. 

Local reSidept_s, including 
s001e former P.arishioners, wat
cped a demohtion crew July 30 
begin we6k-long wreclta'ge of the 
former St. ,John the Ev.angellst 
Chureh oi:i Valley Road, one of 
the oldest churches in-Oelaware. 

The white, stuccoed, two-story 
church was sold by the Diocese 
in 1964 upon the constrmcfion o1 
St. Mary of the .As.sumption 
Church on Lancaster Pike. St. 

_J-ohn' s, now owned ,by Terry 
'Lake who lives in the former 
rectory lieside the church, was 
c9n(iemnea several years ago. 

"It had to come down because 
it was a safety hazard," !.,ake 
said. He looked into having it 
preserved but said there was too 
much damage to tbe roof and 
floor and it was also ·a fire 
hazard. 

Lake bought the property 
from the 'Diocese bec·ause lie 
"loved" the rectory. ''In the 
�greement of se.lli.ng, the church 
.Jilii,id to go wjtb the property�" 
Lake said. 

He said be regretted destroy
ing the church bec-ause of sen
timental reasons. "A lot of peo
pie here in town went to school 
there, were married there. It's 

sort of.. a_n .historic �Yj>e thlng. 
But'it·had to come down." 

• - • 
l 

During the- 19 years be has 
owned tfie chul'ch many form�r 
parisbion_ei,s, stµdents and te
achers r.etur-ned to v•1sit or col
lect · memorabilia Lake said. 
'Some pews�hav:e·· ev.en been so1d 
thro11gh t�e r�ar:s." 

W:h.en fomier parisbi9ners 
heard 'Of the-planned demolition, 
fhey -returned during. the last 
few weeks to acquire memento$, 
be said. 

People. were always· curious 
about the ch�ch, Lake said. 
"You'�.g�t.a lot of peo�le asking 
y.ou qfi�stions s�ch., s 'D,;, you
have.�ervices in1here? "' 

Every Christmas season Lake 
and his wife 'Barbar-a would 
decor.ate the church .entrance as 
a creche to-maintain an aura of 
the church. 

Lake is . preserving the 
oillgina,1 circular stain-glass win
dow, which was located on the 
back .wall of the sanctuary, the 
marble altar and other ar:.tif�cts. 

"We feel bad," said the 
owner's m9ther, B�ttie Lake. 
''But we t'ook an�hin� we· 
thought would be of religious 
va1ue'' before·the crew-started. 

St. Jqhn �h� Evangelist was 
the third Catholic chutch punt in 
the Hockessin area. St. Mary of 

the .A$sumpf.lpn of Coffee Rtfp, 
the first Gatholic church m 
Delaware, was built in 1790; st 
Patrick's eburch in Ashlaqd 
was bunt in 1880, and St. Johrl''s 
in 1882. 

The present St. Mary of t!l,e 
Assumption Church was plµ}t t"o 
serve �e gro.wipg �?,thollc 
population, accordjn� to pastor 
Fr. Leogard Ke�pski. 

"To keep the continuity of St. 
John the Evangelist" a dai,l_y 
Mass chapel, slated to be bul)t 
on parlsh_grounds, will be·njlln,
ed after. tfie church and will eo,:i
tain the original cruc_if�, Fit. 
Kempski said. 

"W.e still have the bell from 
St. John the E•v:angelist a d 
the cornerstones from both �'t. 
John's and St. Patrick's,' 1 e 
said. The bell will be put 'in a bell 
tower and the cornerstones will 
be used in the constructiQn-of t'1e 
new chapel. 

The priest sa�!;i the d�tt-uction 
of St. John's doesn't affect too 
ll;la:�Y o f  t h e  y o:un·ger 
parishioners. 

"It's been 20 years sjnce it was 
owned by the Dlocese -so for'a lot 
of St_. Mar_N of 'the Assulnjtiofl. 

. "'!u .,,.. '"'1;4. 1-v UV Ll 

1>,atishioners it doesn't have 
meaniqg, But for the old-timers 
of cour�, it does." 

. Helen Qgorek, 'Yho lives 
cU-agonal1y across from the 
church, graduated in 19'32 from 
the basement school. 

"It feels terrible," that it is be
ing torn down, said Ogorek.., a 
parishioner of St. Mary of the 
Assumption. "I think we're go
ing to m�s it. E:verytime you 
lollked out there you would see a 
churcb .. Now there's nothing but 
trees. 

''It brinfs back a lot of 
memories,' she said. "You'd sit 
out here ·on the porch and hear 
singing. I made my first com
munion there. I was confirmed 
there." 

Je� Murphy, who was raise,d 
and martietl ifi St. JcHm !s �arisb 
remembers hagpy times m ber 
class of 10 :,tudents . in the 
school. 

"It has a lot of childhood 
memories," said Murphy, of St. 
Pe�fs parish� �ew 9astle. "I 
remember friend·sh1ps and 
clu1.rch associations." 

"I'm glad now that about two 

I 
I 

A demolition crew ·�ra�ed the forme.r St. John 
Evangelist Church on Valley Road in Hockessin 
week. 

weeks ago IJlY sister-i;i-l�w was was in we are glad to see ifgo,'' 
in Eoom Caliiotnia--a:nd we drove she said. 
by.J'm so f!lad I saw it before it 
went down:' · · . 

j, .-Pl..�i.zabeth Ro13er
,, who lives l directly across from the church, 

I had two sons. who were altar
boys at St. John's. Roser said 
she will miss the church bat that 
its ,poor c;:ondition warranted the 

Roser s fondest memory of St. 
John's was be\onging _to the 
altar society. "We used to dean 
the church �nd we l!ad good sup
pers. It was a nice, warm 
organization," she .s.aid. 

wreckage. 

"M�y�e five or 10 yea:i·s ago 
w� would feel p;:td a_bo�t' it, but 
with the oond�tio� th'e ·church 

"But we'll be in trouble now," 
s�e added,. 1augp!fig. ''When we 
giv� the post o1fice a p18tce for 
delivery we al ays say, Right 
across from the old church.'·" 

t r--� 

- --
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Throughout most of the Eighteenth century the Jesuits from "Bohemia," the mission in Warwick, 
Mary land, visited northern Delaware, serving the growing Catholic population in this area. Among the 
ten priests tending the White Clay Creek area during the years 1730 to 1790, Father John Lewis, S.J., 
knew it best and served it for longer periods of time than the others. While tending the mission, he was 
also the incumbent at Bohemia. 

In 1772 while he was the superior of the Maryland Province, 
Father Lewis directed Father Matthias Manners, S.J., to 
purchase 207 acres ofland from Samuel Lyle seven miles 
west of Wilmington, in Mill Creek Hundred. Probably 
Cornelius Hollohan influenced the decision to select this site. 
A well-to-do Irish immigrant, "Con" Hollohan had lived in the 
neighborhood for some decades and his home had been for 
many years a resting place for Jesuit Missionaries in their 

l journeys to and from Bohemia and St. Mary's County, and 
Philadelphia. When, in 1775, Father Lewis built a residence 

on "Laetitia Manor," the plantation named in honor of its first owner, Laetitia Penn, Con Hollohan sold 
his own land holdings and became tenant of the Jesuit Mission. This house doubled as church for at least 
fifteen years until 1790, and probably longer. 

Bishop John Carroll of Baltimore and first Bishop of the U.S. who had served the White Clay Creek 
plantation as priest, entrusted its care to Father John Rosseter, a Dublin Augustinian. Father Rosseter 
erected the first church, a log chapel, at the site of a cemetery that had existed for several years. 

Father Rosseter had joined the priesthood after serving in the French 
Navy, and he came to the U.S. with others of his order to found a 
religious house. During his pastorate at White Clay Creek, Father 
Rosseter had the assistance of Father Stanton, Father Ennis, and Father 
Matthew Carr, vicar general of the Delaware area for Bishop Carroll. 

Succeeding Father Rosseter was Father Charles Whalen, O.F.M. Cap., an Irish Capuchin. By 1799 when 
Bishop Carroll assigned him to Mill Creek Hundred, Father Whalen's priesthood had included a lengthy 
stay in France, followed by service as a chaplain in the French Navy. After his service, he petitioned 
Rome to perm.it him to remain in America. His petition was granted and he served New York. He laid 
the cornerstone of New York's first church, St. Peter's Church on Barclay Street, in 1785. Then he 
served in Kentucky before his assignment in Delaware. After four years he retired to Old Bohemia, 
leaving his pastorate to a younger man, Father Kenny. 

Father Patrick Kenny, intending to go on to Charleston, S.C., had 
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St. Mary of the Assumption - Parish History Page 2 of 4 . 

arrived in Philadelphia in 1804. The discovery of trustee troubles and 

the intense heat in Charleston persuaded him to remain in the vicinity of Philadelphia. He was 
immediately assigned to the several outlying missions of the White Clay Creek plantation, West Chester, 
Doe Run, Concord. In January, 1805, he was assigned to the White Clay Creek plantation mission itself 

which he called "Coffee Run." For three years, 1805 to 1808, Father Kenny lived near West Chester at 

Goshen with his old friend Anthony Hearne. He began at once to negotiate purchase of the plantation 

from the Jesuits of Old Bohemia, and his friend Anthony Hearne financed the purchase of Coffee Run 
Plantation as well as endowing the church in West Chester. 

Father Kenny initiated a building program in his widespread parish which included all of New Castle 
County north of the present canal, West Chester, Ivy Mills and Doe Run. He constructed a large barn on 

his newly purchased plantation in 1807. Also in that year he began the church in New Castle. In 1812 he 

moved from the original Jesuit residence into a newly completed stone house, the Mundy house, located 
nearby. With money from the estate of Father Charles Whalen, he built the ftrst church in Wilmington. 

Begun in 1816, this is the present St. Peter's Cathedral. 

By 1823 he had sold a large piece of property south of Lancaster 
Turnpike and erected a new home, the Clark House, just across the road 
from the old one. In that year he also completely renovated St. Mary of , ., 
the Assumption, the Coffee Run church, built by Father Rosseter. · 

After Father Kenny's death on March 21, 1840, at the age of eighty, this 
church was used only intermittently because a new church, St. Joseph's
on-the-Brandywine, was built in 1841 to serve the Irish immigrants 
employed in the powder yards. After ten years the Catholic population center returned to the Coffee Run 

area to work in the quarries and Father Kenny's church reopened. In November, 1851, a new and larger 
church replaced the original one on the same site. 

Another population shift in 1880 necessitated another move. The 
cornerstone of the new parish center, St. Patrick's Church, in Ashland, 
was laid on September 24. T o years later the parish built an 
additional, dependent church, St. John the Evangelist, in Hockessin. 
Thus the third and the fourth successors of the original log chapel 
;were built in the same locality. 

-, ..-.. .,..:;;;;1 When St. John the Evangelist was built, Western Mill Creek Hundred 

J I ~~- · had been an Irish settlement from the days of colonization. More than 
two thirds of the population for ten miles around were of Irish 

descent. They farmed, worked in clay pits and lime kilns, quarried and built the Delaware and Western 

Railroad. Then at the turn of the century, Polish immigrants moved to the area to work at the snuff mill 

in Y orklyn, where "Polish Row" still exists. At the same time, Italian workmen came to work in the 
quarry at Wooddale. 

In the twentieth century new industries brought new immigration to 
the Hockessin-Y orklyn neighborhood. In 1927, a group of Italians 
built a settlement on Valley Road to grow mushrooms. Today 83 
percent of the world's supply of mushrooms are grown in the area 
between Hockessin and Kennett Square. Hockessin now feels the 
impact of the chemical industries' post-war expansion in Delaware. 

For decades the hamlets of Hockessin, Y orklyn and Ashland lay 

http://www.stmaryoftheassumption.com/details/history .html 1/20/2015 

: I 



St. Mary of the Assumption - Parish History Page 3 of 4 

nestled in the wooded hills, but by the late 1950's the growth of 

Wilmington suburbia encroached on these small old towns. In the 1950's the parish numbered 

approximately one hundred famil · es; by the '60's it had grown to nearly four hundred with a future of 

increased development and population. 

spreading, home dotted hills. 

The facilities of St. Patrick's and St. John's Churches were becoming 
too small in spite of a Sunday schedule of five Masses. The late 

Bishop Fitzmaurice, together with his coadjutor bishop, the Most 

Reverend Michael W. Hyle, decided that a tract of land should be 

purchased for the future building and expansion of parish facilities. On 

August 10, 1960, the Catholic Foundation purchased from Robert B. 

and Mary E. Walker a tract of 14.371 acres between the old and new 

Lancaster Pikes and contiguous to the Hockessin Elementary School. 
The tract's altitude of 405 feet afforded a magnificent view of the 

On July 21, 1963, Bishop Hy le gave permission for the construction of a new church and rectory to be 

named St. Mary of the Assumption, thus reviving the name and continuing the history of the original 

mother church constructed at Coffee Run. The new edifice would be the fifth church in a line of 

succession stemming from the original log chapel. 

The ceremonies of the blessing of the site and the ground breaking took 

place on the feast of St. Michael the Archangel, September 29, 1964, and 

Bishop Hyle, who at the time was in Rome for the Second Vatican 

Ecumenical Council, was represented by his vicar general, the Right 

Reverend Monsignor Roderick B. Dyer, P.A. Construction began on 

October 10, 1964. 

On Sunday, August 15, 1965, the patronal feast of the parish, Bishop 

Hyle laid the cornerstone and blessed the buildings, and Father Anthony 

DiMichele celebrated the first Mass in the new church. The year of Our Lord 1965 marked the 193rd 

Anniversary of the founding of the parish and the 17 5th Anniversary of the building of the first St. Mary 

of the Assumption Church at Coffee Run. 

Since the dedication and blessing of the church, the parish 
continued to grow. Fr. McDonough, concerned for the 

education of the children at St. Mary's, arranged with Corpus 
Christi in Elsmere to accept the children of this parish. 

Eventually, this agreement led to the :first co-school in the Diocese of Wilmington. 

The small community ofHockessin blossomed. During Fr. Leonard Kempski's tenure, the parish center 

was added. This facility, which connected the church and the rectory at two levels, addressed the need 

for adequate space for religious education, a day chapel which opens to the main church for Sunday 

Mass, office space, storage space, and conference rooms. In addition, the hall and kitchen were 

remodeled and a bell tower was constructed. 

The bell tower was placed on the new facility using the oell that originally belonged to the Catholic 

Church in Hockessin, St. John the Evangelist. At the blessing, the pastor Fr. Roy Pollard dedicated the 

bell to St. Mary and to St. John, her protector, thus meshing the past and present parish churches. Since 

then, the reconciliation room and chapel have been furnished, the hall kitchen has been remodeled, and 

St. Patrick's cemetery is expanding. In 1998, well known artist Carolyn Blish donated the corpus that is 

http://www.stmaryoftheassumption.com/details/history .html 1/20/2015 
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on the cross in the parking lot. 

The cemetery of St. Patrick's is still in use. A number of artifacts from the former churches are in use at 

the present St. Mary's facility. From St. John's church we have a ciborium, stations of the cross, and the 

church bell. The cross at the Lancaster Pike entrance to the property is from the second St. Mary's 

church at Coffee Run. The corpus from that cross is displayed outside the chapel. 

The small parish of 300-500 families has grown to approx. 2,800 registered families, which gives us 

over 10,000 registered parishioners. There are 40+ organizations and activities in the parish. The parish 

continues to grow, and the Pastoral Council and Finance Council are making plans for future growth and 

care of our present facilities and grounds. 

We welcome all new parishioners to be a living and active part of our history. 



. . I 

St. Johna R. C.. Ch11r~h. Hockeasln, belai.oare 



St. John's the Evangelist Church and Parish House 

Site of Saint John's Evangelist Catholic Church and Parish House. 

The church was built in 1882, the third church within the area parish, after 

Coffee Run and St. Patrick's of Ashland. 

A parochial school, known as St. John's was opened in the church hall 

about the same time. Several nuns, the priest, and an occasional layman 

taught there. At one point close to one hundred children were attending 

the school. In 1934 however, because of failing financial support, St. John's 

School was closed. 

In later years, it was discovered that the church was developing 

structural stress caused by dry rot and overuse. The church was replaced in 

1964 by the new larger St. Mary's of the Assumption Church on Lancaster 

Pike Hockessin, the fourth within the parish built. At this time there were 

six hundred and eighty families in the parish. The St. John's Church was 

demolished in 1985. 

The parish house was built on the site next to the church in 1887 

under the direction of Father James T. Fahey, which still stands today. The 

entire property and Parish House was purchased from the Diocese by the 

Lake Family in 1967, with the help of Rev. Anthony R. DiMichele. The 

family as of this date still reside in the Parish House. 
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St. John '.~ /=ipmsn Catholic Church (top) opened in 1882 -on · 
Valley R.oad: It was replaced In 1964 bY,thelarger St; Mary of 

the Assumption Church (bottom). Thon~ '"r· ( 
mate/y 680 Catholic faml/los In th,,1 t>m/1.rhr"· 
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