2 ST. BRENDAN'S CHURCH

History of St. Brendan’s, Stephenville

Prior to 1954, the history of the Catholic Church in Stephenville coincided to a large extent with that of
Dublin, since the Catholics of the Stephenville area traveled to Dublin to attend Mass. One of the best known
Catholic pioneers of Stephenville was Mr. Emil A. Blanchard, arriving from Fredericksburg with a Knights of
columbus badge on his lapel, and being appointed Professor at Tarleton State University. Together with the
few Catholic families of Stephenville, the Catholic students at Tarleton, and some non-Catholic friends —
Emil “Doc” Blanchard and his wife, Nellene formed the first Catholic nucleus at Stephenville. There was
plenty of opposition from the Ku Klux Klan which was very strong in this area at the time, and two anti-
Catholic ministers of religion. They were no match for Doc, who refused to give up his Apostolate or remove
his Knights of Columbus badge.

In these early days, the Catholic families and students attended Sunday mass in Dublin, where the Oblate
Fathers from Brownwood ministered once or twice a month. On the Sundays that the priest could not attend,
Doc would read the Scriptures or lead the Rosary in church. He also conducted funeral services in the absence
of a priest. This continued until 1954.

The Catholic Church had grown in all of Texas, requiring a reorganization of the Catholic Dioceses, including
the Dallas-Ft. Worth Diocese. Hoping for a permanent church in Stephenville, Doc, Jesse Sexton, and Sgt.
Gallagher from Tarleton made a special trip to the Chancery office in Dallas to meet with Bishop Gorman. He
promised to have a Mission Church set up in Stephenville. That same year, Stephenville and Dublin were
placed under the care of the Pallotine Fathers, who were in charge of St. Stephen’s in Weatherford. Fr. James
Maher, Fr. Alphonse Hayes and Fr. John Nagle were the Pallotine priests serving Weatherford at this time.
Each was instrumental in establishing the new parish in Stephenville. Fr. Maher organized the Altar Society,
who took a census of the City and brought back many lapsed Catholics, which helped form the new parish.
Sunday Mass was celebrated in the basement of the old library on Green Street or at the 20th Century Club,
through the courtesy of Mrs. Gladys Neblett, President of the Club. The Catholic community raised $5000
towards the building of a new church. Another $5000 was donated through the Catholic Church Extension
Society, with a request from the donor that the Church be named after St. Brendan.

On April 13, 1958, St. Brendan’s Church was officially dedicated and continued to be served as a mission of
Weatherford. The new structure consisted of a small chapel in the center, an apartment for the priest on the
east side (which is now the “children’s room™) and a bathroom, kitchen, and a CCD/meeting hall on the west

side (which is now where the organ and side seating is). The church was extended in front by Fr. Keogh in
1964.

Two years after the dedication, on February 11, 1960, St. Brendan’s was established as a Parish and Fr.
Alphonse Hayes was appointed as the first pastor. He resigned due to health problems in 1962. Since 1962 the
following Pallotine priests, Deacons, and Sister have ministered at St. Brendan’s: Fr. Stephen Keogh 1962-65:
Fr. Aidan Maguire 1965-69; Fr. Sean Sweeney 1969-75; Fr. Connie Ramirez 1972-78; Deacon Nat Conner:
Fr. Philip Barry 1975-78; Fr. Philip McNamara 1978-82; Fr. Lawrence Perry 1978-81; Fr. Ned Byrne 1982-
85; Fr. Gerald Frawley 1985-90; Deacon Warner Washington; Fr. William Dillon 1990-93; Sister Carolyn
Pelzel; Fr. Philip McNamara 1993-97. In August 1997, Fr. Bob Strittmatter from the Diocese »f Ft. Worth
became the pastor of St. Brendan’s.

In January 1994, Glenn Mullan, son of Dr. and Mrs. Bert Mullan, was ordained at The Cathedral in Corpus
Christi. During his teenage years he studied under Fr. McNamara, who was instrumental in his entering the
seminary to study for the priesthood. '

In 1967 the priest’s residence was built, and in 1977 the first Neumann Hall was constructed. In 1980, the
church was remodeled to the way it looks now. At the end of 1991, the Knights of Columbus Council 10816
was formed. The Coca-Cola building was purchased at the end of 1992, and Christmas Masses were
celebrated in the new Neumann Hall in December 1995. Bishop Delaney celebrated mass and had the
dedication of the new hall afterward on February 3, 1996.

Emil A. Blanchard died in August 1997, after 100 years of age; Nellene had preceded him in death by a year.



