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Peter Paul Tolton received basic religious instructions from his master. Even
though he was illiterate, he must have had an active mind as he listened to the gossip
about the unrest in the country brought about by the slavery question. He must have
heard talk of secession by the slave states, insurrection by slaves, and possibly war.
The main source of news would be from new slaves in the area who came from other
parts of the country. Perhaps he heard of the scaffold-words of John Brown: “I am now
quite certain that the crimes of this guilty land will never be purged away but by blood.”

Perhaps, too, Peter Paul thought of trying to escape. He surely knew of the
Underground Railway system, one route of which had its first station in nearby
Quincy. There, at Twenty-fifth and Maine Street, runaway slaves were hidden from
bounty-hunters until they could be moved to the next station, and then the next, and
so on, until they reached the safety of Canada.

The day Peter Paul Tolton met his future spouse, Martha Jane Chisley, she was
calling for help. She was trying to help a slave boy who collapsed. The boy died, but
Peter Paul could not forget Martha Jane and her tender compassion.

When he made his interests in her known, an agreement was reached between
the slave owners, the Elliotts and the Hagars. They would allow Martha Jane and
Peter Paul to enter into a Catholic marriage, with the agreement that Peter and Martha
would live in a slave cabin on the Elliott farm, with Peter remaining a slave and
worker of the Hagars, but Martha and all children born of the union would be the
property of the Elliott family.

In the Spring of 1851, Peter Paul Tolton and Martha Jane Chisley, now
eighteen years of age, were married in St. Peter Catholic Church, Brush Creek
Missouri. Father John O’Sullivan officiated at the ceremony.

Part Three: The Birth of Augustine

There is no reason to believe that life was easier for Martha Jane and Peter Paul
after the marriage. Within a few years, besides the endless work imposed on them, they
had to care for their children. Their first child was a sickly boy named Charles. He was
born in 1853. Augustine was born in 1854, and a daughter, Anne, was born in 1859.

The baptismal record of St. Peter Church at Brush Creek does not even mention
Augustine’s name. It simply states: “A colored child born April 1, 1854, son of Peter
Tolton and Martha Chisley, property of Stephen Elliott; Mrs. Stephen Elliott, sponsor;
May 29, 1854, (signed) Father John O’Sullivan.”

In later life, Augustine Tolton said that he was given the name of Augustine, the
great African theologian, because that was his grandfather’s name, and he was given
the name of John because that was the patron saint of the priest who baptized him.

As the years progressed, tensions over the slavery question grew in the country.
There were political upheavals and rumblings of a possible war to free the slaves.

Several crucial cases concerning slavery were heard by the United States
Supreme Court in the 1850’s. The case of Dr. Richard Eells of Quincy, Illinois, was
decided by the court in 1853; The Dred Scott Decision from Missouri was decided
in 1857. Violence against abolitionists and those assisting runaway slaves had been
part of the country for years.
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Abolitionist Elijah Lovejoy of Alton, Illinois, was shot to death in 1837 as he
tried to prevent a pro-slavery mob from stealing his printing press; not long before,
an earlier press of his had been thrown into the Mississippi River.

People from Quincy, Illinois, were known to go into Missouri near where the

Toltons lived and encourage slaves to run away. A notice was posted at the Canton,

Missouri, ferry landing warning: “Anyone caught stealing slaves will be hung by the
neck till he is Dead! Dead! Dead!!!” Many citizens of Palmyra, Missouri, boycotted
businesses in Quincy because of the abolitionist activity in the Illinois city. The chapel
at the Mission Institute at Twenty-fifth and Prentiss in Quincy was burned in retaliation
for the institution’s assistance given to runaway slaves.

Dr. Richard Eells in Quincy assisted many runaways, but one day he met his
match. A runaway by the name of Charley, from the Chauncey Durkee plantation at
Monticello, Missouri, showed up at his door, his clothes still wet from swimming the
Mississippi. Slave catchers were close behind. Eells took Charley by a circuitous route
towards the Mission Institute. When he was about to be overtaken by the pursuers,
Charley jumped out of the carriage and ran into a cemetery, but was caught. Later Dr.
Eells was charged with “harboring, secreting and assisting a fleeing slave.” He was
fined half the price of the slave he was assisting, but the abolitionists raised the funds
to appeal the case, thinking maybe the courts would rule that since it was in a free state,
the court would rule in favor of Dr. Eells. The case reached the Supreme Court which
decided that harboring a runaway would be the same as being in possession of stolen
property. Dr. Eells had died before the unfortunate decision was handed down.

Four years later, in 1857, the United States Supreme Court reached a decision in the
case from Missouri called The Dred Scott Decision. Dred Scott was a slave in Missouri.
His owner went to Illinois, which was a free state, and to the Wisconsin Territory, which
was free, and Scott went along as an employee. Then his owner moved back to
Missouri. The question was, since Scott had lived in a non-slave state, was he a free
man? The Supreme Court decided that Negroes, whether free or slave, could not be
citizens and so had no civil rights. Therefore, they could not bring a case into court.

This was the milieu in which the Toltons lived in eastern Missouri. The ominous
events of the time must have made the field slaves in Ralls County wonder if they
would ever be free persons.

Part Four: Runaways

It was obvious that the nation was headed toward civil war over the slavery
question. We can only imagine the feelings in the hearts of the slaves when news of
Fort Sumter was heard. More slaves than ever were escaping, many of them joining
or assisting the Union Army.

Surely Peter Paul Tolton informed his wife and children about his plans. Surely
he bid them good-bye before he ran away. Surely he was thinking about the future
of his children, about freedom and education for them. As he left, little did Martha
Jane and the children realize that they would never see him again. Peter Paul got to
St. Louis, a highly divided city, in an effort to help the Union Army. During the Civil
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In less than a month, it was mutually agreed upon to have Augustine withdraw from
the school. Father Schaeffermeyer, in later years, always spoke with sorrow when telling
of the incident. He recalled: “I can still see them — mother and son — Mrs. Tolton’s arms
flung around the boy’s shoulders, walking down the sidewalk after we drove them out.”

After the St. Boniface School experience, it would be several years before
another effort was made toward his education. Because Augustine had attended
St. Boniface Church for several years, he learned some German. This would be a
“plus™ for him in his later education,

Part Seven: The Pastor from the Emerald Isle

Each year during the three winter months, the Harris Tobacco Factory was
closed. In 1868, during the layoff time, Mrs. Tolton decided to put her fourteen-year-
old son in the all-Negro public school at Tenth and Oak Streets. The Colored School
Number One, in 2 small log cabin, was founded in 1862.

But again, this school experience was bitter for Augustine. He was a tall, extremely
black, fourteen-year-old who could not read or write. He was placed in the class with the
primary children. The mulattoes, who were numerous in the school, looked down on
him: there was no father in his family, so the other boys called him a bastard and called
his mother a whore. He remained in this school for a couple of months.

In Quincy at the time, there were four Catholic parishes: St. Boniface, founded
as The Church of the Ascension, in 1837, St. Lawrence O’Toole founded in 1839,
which would eventually be known as St. Peter Church, St. Francis Church
established “on the prairie”, and St. Mary Church in the south end of town. After the
unfortunate experience at St. Boniface, Mrs. Tolton started attending St. Lawrence
Church with Augustine and Anne.

The pastor of St. Lawrence Church was a strong-willed Irishman, Rev. Peter McGirr.
He came to America during the potato famine at the age of 15; he studied for the priest-
hood and was ordained April 22, 1862, for the Diocese of Alton, Illinois. After a few
months in Pittsfield, [llinois, Father McGirr was assigned to St. Lawrence in Quincy,
a parish he pastored until his death in 1893.

It is thought that the first time Father McGirr talked with his teenage
parishioner, Augustine Tolton, was on the occasion of the death of Mary Ann Davis.
Mrs. Davis and her daughter, Mary Ann, were the ones who took in Mrs. Tolton and family
when they arrived in Quincy. Mary Ann was dying of tuberculosis in 1868 at the age
of sixteen. When Father McGirr gave her the Last Rites of the Church Augustine
was there. Father McGirr, who knew about the trouble in St. Boniface School, learned
that Augustine was now in the public school. Father insisted that he come to
St. Lawrence School, also taught by the School Sisters of Notre Dame. Father would
see to it that there would be no trouble.

Around this time, Mrs. Tolton, with Anne and Gus, as Augustine was generally
known, moved to a dwelling in the alley between Maine and Jersey, Eighth and Ninth
Streets. It was just a few steps from St. Lawrence Church and School.

6

Part Eight: Confirmed in His Religion

The Sisters of St. Lawrence School prepared the pupils to accept the first black
youngster in the school. There was no trouble in the school, although Father McGirr
received threats of withdrawal of church support. Father McGirr's Sunday sermons
were eloquent explanations of Christian doctrine which applied to the situation. “If
you did it to the least of my brothers, you did it to Me,” and “Depart from Me into
everlasting fire!” and “Let the little children come unto Me.” He applied the Good
Samaritan story to the situation at hand. The opposition died down. Sister Herlinde
arranged to give Gus additional instructions after school.

In 1869, the church and school were renamed in honor of St. Peter. Years later,
Augustine spoke fondly of his time in St. Peter School saying, “As long as I was in
that school, I was safe. Everyone was kind to me. [ learned the alphabet, spelling,
reading and arithmetic.”

During his first months there, he memorized the Latin Mass prayers and began to
serve Mass. He attended St. Peter School for three or four years for the winter months,
but as soon as the tobacco factory opened again, Gus would go back to work.

It is not known when Augustine made his First Communion. He was confirmed
in St. Peter Church on June 12, 1870. At the time, it was a common practice for a
young person to make First Communion on the day of Confirmation.

Gus was such a devout Catholic, serving daily Mass before going to work, that
at some point Father McGirr and Gus discussed the possibility of a vocation to the
priesthood. They found out that there were no Negro priests in the United States.
(The three Healy brothers of Georgia who became priests had a white, Irish Catholic
father and a light-skinned slave woman was their mother; they were not readily identified
as Blacks, but went north to avoid any possibility of being identified as slaves.)

Because of Augustine’s limited education, it was thought that if he wanted to
become a priest, he should join the Franciscans since they could accommodate his
educational needs more readily. Father Schaeffermeyer, the pastor of St. Boniface,
joined the Franciscans himself, but left some of his money to provide for the
seminary training of Augustine.

Augustine applied to be a postulant in the Franciscans, but his request was
turned down. Then Father McGirr wrote the diocesan bishop about the devout,
talented, and aspiring young man. The bishop advised father to “find a seminary
which will accept a Negro candidate ... the diocese will assume the expenses.” The
directive of Bishop Baltes was of no value, since Father McGirr had already written
every seminary in the country and the responses all started with words like “we are
not ready for a Negro student.”

Part Nine: Local Tutoring
When no seminary or religious order in the country would accept him because
of his race, the priests in Quincy decided to tutor Gus locally. The city was blessed
with well-educated priests, both diocesan and Franciscans.
In 1866, Cardinal Vaughan of England founded the St. Joseph Society for Foreign
Missions which was dedicated to the work of the Christianization of Negroes. In
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