
The coronavirus (COVID-19) pan-
demic is a calamity. It has caused 
suffering and death throughout 

the world, produced economic turbulence 
and upended ordinary life for millions of 
people. This contagion has also forced the 
Church to adapt to new circumstances in 
order to continue providing spiritual and 
charitable assistance at a time when such 
care has become more urgent.

In the Diocese of Richmond, as in 
other places, this is not the fi rst experience 
of pestilence. Several waves of yellow 
fever battered Norfolk and Portsmouth 
(1821, 1826, 1855), and the Spanish fl u 
(1918–1920) cut a path of destruction 
across Virginia. Countless persons worked 
to alleviate the sufferings of others during 
those outbreaks. 

Among those whose deeds are known 
are several Catholics who acted out of faith. 
Their heroism contributed to the common 
good and provided hope. It also helped to 
lessen anti-Catholic bigotry in Virginia.

Patrick Kelly (1779–1829) had a brief 
but arduous tenure as the fi rst bishop of 
Richmond (1821–1822). He had come from 
Ireland to lead the newly formed diocese 
that was rent by schism, meaning a formal 
division among believers (ca. 1794–1821). 

Owing to a lack of fi nancial resources, 
the Richmond Diocese was placed under 
the administration of the archbishop of 
Baltimore (1822–1850), and Kelly was 
transferred to the Diocese of Waterford and 
Lismore in Ireland (1822).

In the fall of 1821, Bishop Kelly minis-
tered to victims of a yellow fever epidemic 
in Norfolk. A fellow bishop, John England 
of Charleston (1786–1842), wrote that 
Kelly, “was constant in his attendance upon 
the sick, and during months, was every day 
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amongst the infected, solacing, cheering, 
instructing, and administering sacraments to 
the diseased.” 

This ministry included receiving numer-
ous non-Catholics into the Church. Kelly 
himself recounted that, “All the Protestant 
ministers fl ed,” whereas he, by carrying out 
his pastoral duties, had gained “the admira-
tion and veneration of the Americans.”

Five years later, yellow fever struck Nor-
folk once more (1826). The priest stationed 
there and in Portsmouth, Father Christopher 
Delaney (ordained ca. 1821), likewise min-
istered to victims. Delaney had come with 
Bishop Kelly from Ireland as a newly or-
dained priest; after Kelly’s departure (1822), 
he remained in the Norfolk and Portsmouth 
area, and made occasional pastoral visits to 
Richmond.

The recurrence of yellow fever dev-
astated Norfolk and Portsmouth in 1855, 
claiming 3,000 lives. At the time, the cause 
of “yellow jack” was unknown. It was not 
until 1900 that an Army doctor, Walter 
Reed (1851–1902), who was born in Belroi 
(Gloucester County), and was a graduate 
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of the University of Virginia, confi rmed the 
theory that a type of mosquito transmitted 
the disease.

Two priests and a laywoman acted 
bravely during the 1855 epidemic. Father 
Matthew O’Keefe (1828–1906), pastor of 
St. Patrick Church (later rebuilt as St. Mary 
of the Immaculate Conception) in Norfolk, 
was twice infected in the course of minister-
ing to Catholic and Protestant victims, and 
survived. 

In what was an unusual friendship and 
ecumenical partnership, O’Keefe and the 
Reverend George Armstrong (1813–1899), 
a local Presbyterian minister, pledged that 
if either should die from the pestilence, the 
other would conduct his funeral. Both men 
survived. Four decades later, O’Keefe offi ci-
ated at the funeral of his friend.

Across the Elizabeth River in Ports-
mouth, Father Francis Devlin (1813–1855), 
pastor of St. Paul Church, contracted yellow 
fever three times while ministering during 
the outbreak and eventually died from the 
infection. The people of Portsmouth erected 
a monument to commemorate this “humble 
Priest, the faithful Pastor, who sacrifi ced 
his life, in the cause of Charity, during the 
plague of 1855.”

In Norfolk, Ann Behan Plume Herron 
(1802–1855), a benefactor of the Church, 
transformed her home into a hospital where 
the Daughters of Charity cared for victims 
of yellow fever. Herron nursed her infected 
slaves and, before dying, donated her man-
sion to the religious sisters. This was the 
fi rst Catholic hospital in Virginia, which was 
later named the Hospital of St. Vincent de 
Paul, today DePaul Medical Center (1856).

The infl uenza pandemic of 1918–1920 
was called the “Spanish fl u” because early 
news reports focused on cases in Spain, 
which, as a neutral country during World 
War I (1914–1918), did not censor negative 
information the way belligerent countries 
did. The virus spread as the Great War came 
to end and accelerated because of troop 
movements. The Spanish fl u killed 50 mil-
lion people worldwide, including 675,000 in 
the United States and 15,000 in Virginia. 
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Editor’s note: Throughout the Catholic 
Diocese of Richmond’s bicentennial year, The 
Catholic Virginian will publish the history of 
the diocese in the Shine Like Stars in the World 
section that will appear in the last issue of each 
month. The content of this section is provided 
by the Bicentennial Task Force.  

Father Matthew O’Keefe
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Father Francis Devlin monument. 
(Photo/ Maggie McAllister
https://www.fi ndagrave.com/memorial/62430661/francis-devlin)

B i c e n t e n n i a l

In Richmond, an Eagle 
Scout and devout Catholic 
named Francis (Frank) J. Pa-
rater III (1897–1920), togeth-
er with other scouts, helped 
begin an ambulance service to 
transport victims to hospitals. 
Parater then went to Rome 
for theological studies as a 
seminarian for the Diocese of 
Richmond. There he contract-
ed rheumatic fever and died at 
the age of 22, having offered 
his life and sufferings “for 
the spread and success of the 
Catholic Church in Virginia.”

Philip J. Bagley Jr. (1904–
1996), a fellow Catholic and 
later mayor of Richmond 
(1968–1970), extoled Parat-
er’s charitable actions in a 
1920 poem: “But now he has 
departed, / To his reward dear 
Frank has gone. / He worked 
for the good of his country, 
As a citizen he was true blue / 
He worked on the Emergency 
Ambulance / To combat both 
death and the ‘Flu.’”

The annals of the Diocese 
of Richmond demonstrate that 
the Church strives to accom-
plish its mission even in har-
rowing circumstances. During 
times of pestilence, outstand-
ing Catholic men and wom-
en in Virginia have served 
their communities by acts of 
charity that give witness to 
their faith. The Church’s work 
continues during the current 
pandemic.




