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The KKK leaves its Mark  

An amazing historical excerpt of trying times past, with the Boylston Catholic 

community standing together to eventually form a new spiritual home, from the 

publication “Celebrating our Parish, 70 Years of our Catholic Community Saint 

Mary of the Hills Boylston, Massachusetts” by Nancy O’Loughlin Filgate, Patricia 

Kelleher Bartram, Victoria Triolo, and Judith Haynes. 

 

Our Lady of the Assumption Chapel 

Following the taking of Sacred Heart Chapel for the construction of the Wachusett Reservoir, the 

Catholics of Boylston were assigned by the Bishop of the Diocese of Springfield to Our Lady of 

the Rosary Church in the Greendale section of Worcester under the pastoral care of Reverend 

Richard F. Riley. It was generally more convenient, however, for Boylston Catholics to attend 

Mass in nearby Clinton, and that is what many did. Finally on July 14, 1926, a meeting was held 

at the home of Mrs. Mary Anne Slack (1860-1943), widow of Alexander P. Slack Jr., in Boylston 

on the matter of needing a Church in Boylston.  Several meetings were held by local Catholics and 

a committee was formed. The original committee was: James Howley, chairman, Thomas Slack 

and John Scott.  Father Riley, the pastor of the Greendale Church, came to some meetings and was 

impressed by the people’s enthusiasm and sense of purpose.  This locale on 180 Main Street in 

Boylston’s Morningdale neighborhood would make attending Mass much more convenient for 

Boylston residents so Father Riley granted his permission to do so and he celebrated Mass every 

Sunday at the home of Mrs. Mary Slack. 

 

Shortly thereafter, the Boylston Catholics were placed under the pastoral care of Reverend Thomas 

McKoan, the first resident pastor of Shrewsbury. Father McKoan’s parish, Saint Theresa, had in 

1922 moved from mission status to a parish. Saint Theresa had been built in 1872 by Shrewsbury’s 

then 60 Catholic families.  However, there remained a push to build a new Catholic chapel in 

Boylston and, having been installed in 1921 as the Bishop of Springfield, the Most Reverend 

Thomas M. O’Leary ultimately gave his approval. Reverend Ted Brown noted that there were two 

families who were instrumental in the formation of the new parish, the Browns and the Slacks.   

 

Mrs. Slack’s son, Stephen L. Slack (1895-1981), donated property in Morningdale for this 

endeavor and the work was underway. Some local Catholics bought and demolished what had been 

the Knowles Estate on Plantation Street in Worcester, and at a cost of about $200 brought the 

lumber to Boylston to be used in building the chapel. Additional materials for construction were 

provided by a local carpenter by the surname of Anderson. The men of the parish banded together 

to build the Church.  

 

Rise of Anti-Catholic Sentiment 

At this time there was increasing anti-Catholic sentiment, with American born workers resenting 

the growing influx of immigrant populations of laborers and highly skilled tradesmen – many Irish, 

French-Canadian, and Italian who were Catholic – seeking work and who would accept lower 

wages. Central Massachusetts was not immune to this growing prejudice.  

 

The oldest and most infamous of American hate groups, the Ku Klux Klan (KKK), was 

(surprisingly, from today’s vantage point) very active in Worcester County in the early 1920s. The 

Klan started a major drive for membership in Worcester in 1923 and the city actually became a 

major center of Klan activities. As evidence, the largest-ever gathering of the KKK held in New 

England took place October 19, 1924 at the Agricultural Fairgrounds in Worcester, attracting an 

estimated 15,000 supporters. Klan meetings and cross burnings occurred across the County, 

including in towns such as Berlin, Holden, Shrewsbury, Marlborough, Upton, Paxton, Charlton, 

West Brookfield and Spencer. Newspapers from that time period have many articles about Klan 

activities that were taking place in the area. One that hits close to home was the Worcester Evening 

Gazette’s report on August 13, 1924 that a Klan meeting had been held the previous evening “on 

a large field… on the Shrewsbury-Boylston line attended by about 150 Klansmen, many in full 

regalia.” 
 

That summer of 1926 the Clinton Klavern (local unit) of the KKK noted the construction of the 

Catholic chapel being built in Boylston and burned a cross on the site. Thereafter, Catholic men 

of Boylston took turns guarding the site every night through the remainder of the construction.  

Elmer Brown and his 15-year-old son were two of the Catholics who stood guard to protect the 

lumber and construction of the church building.  Thankfully, there were no further incidents, no 

violence, and no work stoppage. 

 

A New Catholic Chapel for Boylston  

By the end of that summer, the chapel was ready and the Catholics of Boylston rejoiced in the 

celebration of the first Mass in the new mission chapel on September 6, 1926. The care of the 

chapel, which was named Our Lady of the Assumption, was assigned to the Shrewsbury church. 

By the end of that decade Our Lady of the Assumption was the spiritual home of some 300 souls. 

It served the community as a mission chapel for 26 years. 
 
_______________ 
Acknowledgement:”Celebrating our Parish, 70 Years of our Catholic Community Saint Mary of the Hills Boylston, Massachusetts” 
by Nancy O’Loughlin Filgate, Patricia Kelleher Bartram, Victoria Triolo, and Judith Haynes, Boylston Historical Society and 
Museum, Inc., 2022. 
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