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South Carolina State Council Legacy
Everybody Welcome, Everything Free
Knight of Columbus during WWI

What a great Catholic American legacy we have – both as Catholics and as Knights of Columbus. Just over one hundred years ago, this nation was thrust in to “the World War.”  Our grandfathers’ response is one we should be proud of. This is the story of the Catholic Church, The Knights of Columbus, and of Catholic population in the United States.

On April 2, 1917, President Woodrow Wilson addressed a joint session of Congress calling for a declaration of war against Germany. He cited Germany’s resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare. He framed the war as a struggle for democracy and a way to make the world safe for it, emphasizing the threat to international law and human rights posed by the German actions. The resulting congressional vote on April 6, brought the United States into “The World War.”  Having congress approval, President Woodrow Wilson declared war on April 7, 1917.The Sacred Heard Review
April 21, 1917, Vol. 57 - No. 19


The Church
On April 18, while meeting as the trustees of Catholic University (CU), James Cardinal Gibbons of Baltimore, and William Henery Cardinal O’Connell of Boston and six Archbishops signed a letter which was delivered to President Wilson by James Cardinal Gibbons. In the most effusively patriotic language possible, it promised all out support of U.S. Catholics for President Wilson and the war.

​
James Cardinal Gibbons
1834 - 1923













That promise was kept. Three cardinals, including Gibbons, set up a general “Convention” of Catholics which took  place at Catholic University in Washington, DC on August 11-12. “Present were official representatives, clerical and lay, from sixty-eight dioceses...twenty-seven national Catholic organizations and of the entire Catholic press. In November, the Archbishops of the United States constituted themselves the National Catholic War Council (NCWC.)  The NCWC purpose was to coordinate Catholic efforts in support of the military, demonstrate Catholic patriotism and unity, address the needs of soldiers and war workers, and promote the Americanization of immigrants. [Note: The NCWC is considered the predecessor of today’s United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB).]  The Church's involvement in  World War I was marked by a commitment to both the spiritual and material support of the war effort.
  
Before the NCWC, individual Catholic dioceses sent priests to minister to Catholic soldiers and sailors on the battlefield without any central organizational structure. When the United States entered WWI there were 25 Catholic military chaplains. 

To organize these efforts and establish jurisdiction, Pope Benedict XV in November 1917 erected a military diocese of the American armed forces. He appointed Auxiliary Bishop Patrick Hayes of the Archdiocese of New York as bishop of this new diocese. Hayes received the position because New York was the primary port of embarkation for U.S. troops leaving for France and was therefore a convenient contact point for Catholic chaplains accompanying them. During the war, Hayes established four vicariates within the United States and one for troops in Europe. By the end of the war, there were over 1,000 catholic chaplains. [Note: The military vicariate eventually became the present-day Archdiocese for the Military Services, USA.]
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The Knights of Columbus also responded quickly and dynamically. 

On April 14, 1917, the Knights of Columbus Board of Directors (BOD) passed a resolution pledging the devotion and unconditional support of the 400,000 members of the Order in this country to our Republic.

On April 16, the BOD removed the provision from all life insurance policies that voided payment for deaths resulting from acts of war. This removed any insurance deterrent for members wanting to fight for their country.

On April 17, Supreme Knight James Flaherty informed President Wilson of the BOD resolution of unconditional support.

On June 13, by recommendation of the Supreme Officers, the Supreme Knight notifies the U. S. War Department of the Knights of Columbus’ plan to provide facilities (KC Huts) to provide for the social and moral welfare of Catholic in the military.
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On June 21, the War Department’s Commission on Training Activities notified the Knights of Columbus of the War Departments acceptance and appreciation of the Knights “generous offer.” This commission had full control over all welfare work other than the Red Cross. Thus, the Knights of Columbus was officially recognized by the government as an agency for war relief work.

On June 25, the BOD meeting in Detroit, voted:
· The establishment of $1,000,000 Knights of Columbus War Camp Fund
· To levy a $2 per capita tax on their 400,000 members to be paid by all members to their council within 30 days, and for each council to be paid within 40 days.
· Directs all GKs to appoint committees to solicit all Catholics (in addition to the $2) for donations.

The Knights of Columbus war support had started.

And on November 20, 1917, General Pershing issued General Order #63 which put the Knights of Columbus on equal footing with the Red Cross and Y. M. C. A. for War Relief Work.

The Prelude: Between the summer of 1913 and Spring of 1917, the U. S. was forced to deployed 250,000 men (Army and National Guards) along the Mexican border in Texas, Arizona, and New Mexico. This military force, under General Pershing, purpose was to protect Americans living close to the border from raids by Poncho Villa. This sometimes required expeditions into Mexico to rescue Americans troops and prisoners.

To their credit, the Y. M. C. A. established recreation facilities for the social and moral relief of military personnel. These facilities offered a place for recreation, writing home, reading, and other social activities. This included non-Catholic services. While these facilities were open to men of all denominations, they were not Catholic friendly and were not open to allow priest to hold Catholic Mass or support.

The Knights of Columbus sent agents to survey the needs of Catholics soldiers on the border. Out of their own operating funds, the Knights of Columbus established the Mexican Border Works. Working with local councils, nineteen (19) Recreations “Centers” were built. The word “center” includes buildings, tents, or other structures and were manned by civilian volunteers- many from the local council. Following the model of the YMCA, these centers were open to all the military. This offered a place for priests to say Mass and provide the sacraments. The centers organized baseball, football, boxing, and other sporting events. They offered reading rooms and places for service men to write home. They provided, where possible, movies, dance floors, pool tables, and ice water. 

From this experience, the Knights of Columbus knew what was needed going into WWI.

The Casey Huts: Over by the summer of 1917, the Knights of Columbus set up similar rest and recreation facilities as they had done at the Mexican border at training camps and behind the lines of battle. These K of C huts became known as KC or Casey Huts. They provided social services to Allied service men of all faiths. K of C Huts provided religious services, supplies, and recreation. To those in service, these were homes away from home. The motto: “Everybody Welcome, Everything Free.” meant everybody, regardless of race or creed – truly unique for that day and age.
War Emblem of the Order

The Knights of Columbus employed men titled as “Secretaries” to operate these huts. Naturally, secretaries quickly got the nickname “Casey.”  These men were hand chosen to be men of high Catholic morality. Most were past military age. The Order prided itself on not claiming service exemptions for its workforce and valued the fatherly approach of relatively older men. Their uniforms were like the U.S. Army’s but with “KC” on their shoulder badge and buttons. There work sometime consisted of writing letters and finding a priest for dying men. 

Accomplishments include:
· More than 1100 Caseys served at over 250 Casey huts assisting service men “over there.”
· In addition, nearly 2000 Caseys served at 450 huts for the troops at home. 
· 100 priests served as chaplain. (This is in addition to the 1000 active priests serving in the military.)
· During the first month overseas, the Casey huts had freely distributed 15,000 baseballs, 1500 footballs and 2200 boxing gloves.
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Fund Raising: In addition to the $2 per capita tax, many councils actively raised funds through donations from their members and local parishes.
· By August. 1917, the Knights of Columbus War Camp Fund had achieved its $1M pledge.
· By late Autumn, 1917, the councils of the Order had raised over $3M.

As the movement progressed, further success brought the Knights of Columbus to the attention of thousands of benefactors. 
· Many large cities had raised War Relief Funds to support their boys in the military. 
· There were concerts by celebrities, and generous donations from other denominations and civic organizations
· By the end of the war, the Knights of Columbus War Camp Fund had raised over $14M. (approximately $200M today,)  

After the Armistice:  The first World War ended on 11/11/18 at 11:00 AM. This was followed by the military occupation of Germany to restore order. And the months of effort to return the American forces home. Therefore, the Casey Huts continued to operate for over a year after the war was over.
· 420+ Caseys moved with Army of Occupation into Germany. One Casey Hut in Coblenz Germany made 40-60,000 doughnuts per day – all free.
· Over 199 huts and 150 Caseys moved to ports of embarkment. Tobacco, shaving kits, and other comforts were provided for those embarking. And while waiting for embarkment, soldiers were provided at the Casey Huts a K of C card. The card had a place for the soldiers to write their home address. and had a single printed sentence that stated,  “I am safe and sound.”
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]When Back Home: The Knights of Columbus was there to help assimilate the 2,000,000 returning soldiers. The Knights of Columbus established a viable employment campaign and educational programs
· Over 1700 councils became defacto employment agencies
· By 1921 – 300,000 veterans found jobs through these councils
· Until 1926, over 150 evening schools were established.  More than 50,000 students are enrolled in K of C-sponsored evening school programs across the United States and Canada.
· And Supreme established correspondence courses covering eighty-five subjects. This program was offered until the late 1950s.



The American Catholic Laity
James Cardinal Gibbons. In the most effusively patriotic language possible, delivered a letter to President Woodrow Wilson promising all out support of U.S. Catholics for Wilson and the war within days of America’s declaration of war. The American Catholic’s response was overwhelming by contributing to the war effort through various means including fundraising, volunteering, and providing medica aid. But none so much as those valiant Catholic American men willing to risk their lives to support the United States.
· During WWI, Catholics made up approximately 15% of the population of the United States. During WWI, 1,000,000 Catholics served in the military. This was nearly 35% of the Army and 50% of the Navy. This is over twice the population’s numerical proportion.Lt. William T. Fitzsimons

· By the end of the war in November 1918, more than 116,500 American men and approximately 60,000 Canadians had died in the conflict (including combat, diseases, and other causes.)  Among them were 1,500 members of the Knights of Columbus from the United States and approximately 120 Knights from Canada.
· Lieutenant William T. Fitzsimons, a medical officer, was the first American Expeditionary Forces (AEF)  officer killed in action in World War I. He died on September 4, 1917, from wounds received when bombs fell on Base Hospital No. 5 near Dannes-Camiers in Pas-de-Calais, France. While other Americans died earlier in the war, including some serving in foreign forces, Fitzsimons was the first American officer in the AEF to be killed in action. Lt. Fitzsimmons was a member of Kansas City Council #527. 
· Father William F. Davitt, a Catholic chaplain and 1st Lt. with the American Expeditionary Force in World War I, was killed in action at 9:45 AM on November 11, 1918, just one hour and fifteen minutes before the armistice went into effect. He was the last American officer to die in the war. Davitt was struck by shrapnel from an artillery shell while attempting to raise an American flag to mark the armistice. Fr. Davitt was a member of Holyoke (Mass.) Council #90. Fr. William F. Davitt

[Note: During the summer of 1918, Rev. Davitt lead a group of volunteers to rescue forty wounded American soldiers cut off and pinned down by enemy fire. Under heavy enemy fire, Rev. Davitt rescued all forty soldiers without incurring a single casualty. For his gallantry in action, Rev. Davitt was awarded the French Croix De Guerre and the American Distinguished Service Cross.]
· Henry Nicholas John Gunther (June 6, 1895 – November 11, 1918) was an American soldier and possibly the last soldier of any of the belligerents to be killed during World War I. He was killed at 10:59 a.m., about one minute before the Armistice was to take effect at 11:00 a.m. He joined the Knights of Columbus, in 1915. 

South Carolina Knights of Columbus Answers the Call.
During World War I, Carolina Jurisdiction included both South Carolina and North Carolina. South Carolina first State Historian  SK Phillip Hugh Morgan, worked at Camp Jackson in Columbia from June 1919 until July 1920 and wrote that he was “well acquainted” with the KC Huts. In 1920 a School for Veteran was established in Columbia, SC, where Phillip worked teaching English, History and Salesmanship. 

In the book, Knights of Columbus in Peace and War by Maurice Francis Egan and John B. Kennedy, Volume 2 (published by the Knights of Columbus – 1920) lists those Knights of Columbus members who subsequently served in World War I. The list of South Carolina Knights is shown in Attachment 2.

Most noteworthy on the list are:
· T. A. Albenesius (Council #704) – Wounded in action.
· Hugh L. M. Degnan (Council #724) – Died in Service.
· Thomas Walsh (Council #724) – Died in Service.
· Alexander C. Dohl (Council #724) – Promoted from rank to commission.
· Basil Kerr (Council #704) – Served as South Carolina 5th State Deputy in 1931-1933.



Attachment #1
James Cardinal Gibbin’s letter to the U. S. Hierarchy
Regarding the National Catholic War Council
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Attachment #2
South Carolina Knights of Columbus Roll of Honor
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8. The founding and maintaining of a school to give
to X. of C. camp secretaries the necessary
training; without it many or most of them would
e unequal to their task.

9. Means of combating immorality near camps; the
safe-guarding of Catholic young men and girls.

10. The preparation and distribution of religious
literature to our soldiers and sailors.

11. The organizing of local war councils, which can,
if properly managed, do most valuable work, and
foster a fine spirit of zeal in our Dioceses.

12. Catholic War Records, which should be begun &t
once, under responsible authority.

13. The mentel and moral preparation of our people
for the war.

There ars many other anxious problems and mors will

erise, This war offers us, indeed, the grandest opportunity
in a1l hiafory oF InSpIring our men with religion; but
180 puts to the severest test, not only our SpIFit of

2eal, but our ability to organize and to cope with new diffi-
cultios. We all realizs that the situstion demends the
best thought and the best offort of us all, We ocan

Bardly oxaggerate the dangers to our young men and to the
future of religion.

I ask, therefore, whether you would agree to the form-
ation of & war council by the Board of Archbishops. I
shall be grateful for an early reply: kindly give me your
observations and suggestions.

Faithfully yours in Christ,

S (ot Fttin,
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Cardinal James Gibbons' 1917 Letterto | Sarifnsl’s Residence

Members of the U.S. Hierarchy November 2let.,1917.
Requesting their Assent to the
National Catholic War Council

After the meeting of the Catholic
University Trustees last wesk, the Archbishops and
Bizhops present informally difcussed the needs of our
Catholic soldiers and sailors during the war. It was
our unanimous opinion that the Hicrarchy should act in
concert; that the responsibility of taking the lead and
organizing rested upon the Board of Archbishops, as our
only constituted body; that, accordingly, the Board of
Archbishops should organize without delay as a Catholic
War Council; and, that if it be deomed best it should
associate with ifself a number of the Bishops for the
active direction and carrying on of Catholic work in the
war.

It was also agreed that we ought to consider the best
means of utilizing the services of the gentlemen, clerical
and lay, who as our representatives, had formed the
Nationel Catholic War Council.

There are several questions demanding ismediate con-
sideration, as, for instance:

1. The organization of our war council,

2. The whole question of chaplains, their recruit-
ment, their specisl training, their supervision
here and abroad, ete.

3. Legislation in the Congress about to convene,
which will affect the number of chaplains or
other religious interssts,- a very urgent and
vital matter.

4. A budget of probable expenditures for Catholic
needs, so far s can be estimated at present.

5. The raising of funds.

6. The Knights of Columbus: their stetus and sphere
of work; their campaign for funds, etc.

7. The erection of halls for divine service and as
social centres in the great majority of camps;
these were never included in the K.of C. programme.
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SEE HIM THROUGH

HELD THE BOYS

NATIONAL CATHOLIC WAR COUNCIL
KNIGHTS OF COLUMBUS

Unifed War Work Campaigin - Week of November II-1916
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only constituted body; that, accordingly, the Board of
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War Council; and, that if it be deomed best it should
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war.

It was also agreed that we ought to consider the best
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and lay, who as our representatives, had formed the
Nationel Catholic War Council.
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10. The preparation and distribution of religious
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— In response to requests
Cardinal Gibbons from statesmen at
on the War. Washington for an ex-
== pression of his opinion
on the crisis now confronting this country,
Cardinal Gibbons said recently: '‘In the
present emergency it behooves every Ameri-
can citizen to do his duty and to uphold the
hands of the President and the legislative
department in_the solemn obligations that
confront us, The primary duty of a citizen
is loyalty to country. This loyalty is mat
fested more by acts than by words; by
solemn service rather than by empty decla-
mation. It is exhibited by an absolute and
unreserved obedience to his country’s call.
‘The members of both houses of Congress
are the instruments of God in guiding us in
our civic duties. It behooves all of us,
therefore, to pray that the Lord of Hosts
may inspire our national legislature and ex-
ecutive to frame such laws in the present
crisis as will redound to the glory of our
country, to righteousness of conduct and to
the future permanent peace of the nations
of the world.””





image2.png
The Fheek's Nt;!_’

— In response to requests
Cardinal Gibbons from statesmen at
on the War. Washington for an ex-
== pression of his opinion
on the crisis now confronting this country,
Cardinal Gibbons said recently: '‘In the
present emergency it behooves every Ameri-
can citizen to do his duty and to uphold the
hands of the President and the legislative
department in_the solemn obligations that
confront us, The primary duty of a citizen
is loyalty to country. This loyalty is mat
fested more by acts than by words; by
solemn service rather than by empty decla-
mation. It is exhibited by an absolute and
unreserved obedience to his country’s call.
‘The members of both houses of Congress
are the instruments of God in guiding us in
our civic duties. It behooves all of us,
therefore, to pray that the Lord of Hosts
may inspire our national legislature and ex-
ecutive to frame such laws in the present
crisis as will redound to the glory of our
country, to righteousness of conduct and to
the future permanent peace of the nations
of the world.””





image3.jpeg




image17.jpg




