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Preface 

hen Father John J. Hamel died in 1912, Olean witnessed the largest 
funeral  ever  held  in  the  city  up  to  that  point  in  its  history. 
Incredibly, this beloved religious leader has been almost forgotten 

by  subsequent  generations.  It  is  safe  to  say  that  most  parishioners  today 
know nothing of Fr. Hamel beyond his name inscribed on the old graphic 
scroll  on the west wall  near the St.  Joseph side altar.  While our corporate 
memory has lost touch with this revered pastor who made such a remarkable 
impression not only on Olean’s Catholic community but the entire region, it 
is hoped this biographical sketch of our first resident pastor will change that. 
It’s described as a bio-sketch because very little of Fr. Hamel’s writings or 
reports concerning his life are left to us. But what remains certainly reveals 
enough to  grasp a  sense  of  the  humble  priest  whose  death  impacted the 
community in such a dramatic way.

This  peek  into  our  parish  history  is  part  of  a  work  in  progress  to 
document a comprehensive early history of the Church of St.  Mary of the 
Angels—from  its  pioneer  start-up  days  served  by  traveling  diocesan 
missionary priests in the mid-nineteenth century, to the Consecration of the 
new church in 1919 with the various celebrations of historic events tied to the 
life  of  the  church  in  the  ensuing  decades.  To  that  end,  this  publication 
focusing on Rev. John Hamel’s ministry in Olean may be considered a single 
chapter in an examination of this fascinating parish nestled in the Enchanted 
Mountains of New York’s Southern Tier.

In many ways, this attempt to rediscover our past has been an intriguing 
historical treasure hunt as we uncover who did what, where, when and why. 
It is hoped that by referencing the best sources we have at our disposal today, 
we can come to a more clear understanding of not just our historical roots but 
our  spiritual  roots  which  grounded  us  as  a  Roman  Catholic  community 
attempting to lead to the kingdom of God by living and nurturing the Good 
News of Jesus Christ!

 It is for the reader to now enjoy this forgotten segment of the story of 
God’s  providential  care  of  a  “little  portion”  of  His  immigrant  flock  in 
America. 

     1 October 2016 

      Feast of St. Thérèse of Lisieux 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Introduction 

t. Mary of the Angels parish history is synonymous with the origins of 
Olean’s Catholic Community. Beginning with its organization in 1853, 
thanks to the previous work of hearty traveling diocesan missionary 

priests  (all  with  Irish  last  names)  bringing  the  sacraments  to  immigrant 
Catholics in this frontier region of the State, the community eventually found 
its moorings with the arrival of the Franciscans in 1855 lead by Very Rev. 
Pamphilus DaMagliano, OSF. 

The first Bishop of Buffalo, Most Rev. John Timon, not only commissioned 
the  friars  to  build  a  college  and  seminary  in  the  tract  of  land  along  the 
Allegheny  River,  but  at  the  same  time  transferred  to  their  care  several 
outlying  missions  spread  throughout  three  counties  that  were  completely 
void of regular services and ministry of a Catholic priest.  Olean was one of 1

the first communities to which the friars came on a regular basis (albeit not 
necessarily  every week at  first)—administering sacraments,  preaching and 
teaching.  With  his  position  as  leader  of  the  Allegany  Franciscans,  Fr. 2

Pamphilus  assumed  the  role  of  pastor  of  the  mission  church  in  Olean 
entrusted to their care.  3

Incredibly,  while  in  the  midst  of  building  the  first  structures  for  the 
college in Allegany, he took the initiative to build the first substantial church 
in  Olean  for  that  growing  population.   Up  to  that  point,  they  had  been 
worshiping in a shanty church—a simple wood-frame structure— erected on 
the property the Catholic community purchased on the south side of the first 
block of West Henley Street.   Fr. Pamphilus named the church St. Mary of 4

the Angels  after  St.  Francis’  beloved little  church in Assisi  considered the 
cradle of the Franciscan Order. The saint called his Assisi church, Porziuncola 
(Italian for “little portion”); it is the most sacred place of the Franciscans and 
the first church of their Order. The name is most fitting for the littleness of the 
church and the community in which The Church St. Mary of the Angels—its 
corporate name to this day— was born. 

All  this  early  history  is  detailed  in  the  parish’s  complete  historical 
account. We pick up the story leading up to the arrival of the first resident 
pastor, Rev. John J. Hamel. 
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In  1867,  a  26-year  old  Franciscan  friar  succeeded  Fr.  Pamphilus  as 
president of St. Bonaventure’s College. Ordained to the priesthood only one 
year earlier by Bishop Timon, the Very Rev. Diomede Falconio, OSF became 
the youngest  college president  in the United States.  With this  position he 
assumed the role of pastor at St. Mary of the Angels mission church in Olean 
from 1868 to 1869.  Eventually he became a naturalized citizen. Thirty years 5

after leaving Allegany, he was named the first Apostolic Delegate to Canada, 
and in 1902 he was named the third Apostolic Delegate to the United States, 
the only American citizen ever appointed to this post.

To this day, St. Mary of the Angels is the only parish in the country whose 
pastor  became  the  pope’s  ambassador  to  the  United  States  as  Apostolic 
Delegate. 

Five  years  after  his  appointment  as  Apostolic  Delegate,  Archbishop 
Falconio was created a Cardinal by Pope (Saint) Pius X and made Prefect of 
the Sacred Congregation for Religious on 26 February 1916, making him the 
first American appointed to the Roman Curia. 

Since  the  time  of  Fr.  Pamphilus,  the  office  of  president  of  St. 
Bonaventure’s  College  included  the  pastorship  of  St.  Mary  of  the  Angels 
Church in Olean as it was a mission of the college.  Cardinal Falconio’s next 6

two successors as president of the college and pastors of St. Mary’s were Rev. 
Maximus Cassini,  OSF, and Rev. Theophilus d’Avignon, OSF.   The parish 7

histories recorded by Very Rev. Monsignor Edward Rengel never mention the 
next president, Very Rev. Charles Vissani, OSF, as pastoring the church; the 
1875 Olean city directory notes that St. Mary of the Angels was under the 
“spiritual tutelage” of Rev. Jerome Collins, OSF that year.  With the question 8

of  Fr.  Vissani’s  status  unknown,  we can say that  the first  four  Franciscan 
university presidents  served as pastors  of  St.  Mary of  the Angels  mission 
church.

With the population growing and the work of building St. Bonaventure’s 
College a priority with the ministry of the Franciscan friars, the successor to 
Bishop Timon, Most Rev. Stephen Vincent Ryan, decided to relieve them from 
the  responsibilities  of  their  mission  work  by  formally  establishing  an 
independent Olean parish in the Diocese of Buffalo in 1876.  With this move, 9

the Franciscans relinquished their charge of St. Mary of the Angels parish to 
the care of diocesan clergy.

!5

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prefect
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Congregation_for_Institutes_of_Consecrated_Life_and_Societies_of_Apostolic_Life


In the course of the next 80 years, St. Mary of the Angels Church would 
only know two resident pastors. This is the story of the first one.  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“a worthy and capable clergyman” 
         —Most Rev. Stephen Vincent Ryan, Second Bishop of Buffalo 

t was into this impressive clerical pedigree that Bishop Ryan appointed a 
26-year-old priest  —ordained just  the  year  before  at  St.  Bonaventure’s 
College Seminary— as the first resident pastor of the congregation. Rev. 

John J. Hamel’s commission from the bishop was a hand-written document 
unknown  to  anyone  until  after  his  death  when  it  was  found  among  his 
papers.  A newspaper reporter almost 50 years later noted that the bishop’s 10

words read “like a prophecy.” 11

STEPHEN VINCENT RYAN
By the grace of God and the Favor of the Apostolic See, Bishop of 

Buffalo
We hereby appoint  Rev.  John J.  Hamel Pastor of  the Church at 

Olean and recommend him to all the good people of that district as a 
worthy  and  capable  clergyman  with  whom  I  am  sure  all  good 
Catholics will heartily cooperate. All will likewise realize the benefit 
to be derived from a resident Pastor and be willing to do whatever 
may be necessary in order to enable him to labor advantageously for 
the congregation confided to his care.

In testimony whereof we have given his letter, signed and sealed, 
from the Episcopal residence this 24th day of November in the year of 
Our Lord 1876.

Stephen Vincent,
Bishop of Buffalo

As pastor of St. Bridget’s in the Buffalo area, Fr. Hamel likely announced 
his appointment to his congregation three days later on the First Sunday of 
Advent.12
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Five days after the appointment, he headed for the train station to Olean 
dressed in a long-tailed coat and silk hat. Two altar boys from St. Bridget’s 
Church accompanied their ex-pastor to the station carrying his satchel for 
which they each received a quarter.13

Fr. Hamel arrived in Olean on Wednesday, November 29, Thanksgiving 
Eve. Walking along West Henley Street, the new pastor met up with Rudolph 
Dotterweich, the sexton who kept the keys of the church for the Franciscans, 
and entered little St. Mary of the Angels for the first time.  Children who 14

witnessed these sites on this day would relate these memories in their old age 
at various parish anniversaries celebrating his arrival. 

John Joseph Hamel, born in Newton, Long Island  but known as a native 15

of Brooklyn, was one of six children in the family of Joseph Hammel  who, 16

along with John’s mother, Elizabetha Stricker, hailed from Germany.  He was 17

a graduate of the parish school of the Most Holy Trinity and the College of St. 
Francis.  John, who at some point dropped the second M in the spelling of 18

his  last  name,  was  educated  at  St.  Vincent’s  Benedictine  Seminary  in 
Pennsylvania and then briefly at Niagara University before transferring to St. 
Bonaventure’s  College  Seminary  where  he  graduated  with  high  honors.  19

There  he  struck  up  a  friendship  with  the  future  Cardinal  Falconio,  a 
friendship renewed years later when the cardinal became Apostolic Delegate 
to the United States.  20

In a charming twist of fate, Fr. Hamel was ordained to the priesthood by 
Bishop  Ryan  at  St.  Bonaventure  Church  on  the  Feast  of  St.  Mary  of  the 
Angels, August 2, 1875. His first assignments included assistant to the pastor 
of St. Joseph’s Cathedral in Buffalo and chaplain of the Orphan Asylum on 
Best Street in Buffalo from which he cared for the parish of St. Nicholas. He 
next became assistant in Batavia to the Vicar General of Bishop Ryan but soon 
after was made pastor of St. Bridget’s in Bennington until his appointment as 
pastor of St. Mary of the Angels.  21

It was noted (probably by his successor years later) that something in Fr. 
Hamel’s parish work attracted the attention of his superiors which led to this 
appointment.  While  that  may  be  the  case,  there  is  little  doubt  that  the 22

bishop was aware of the critical need for clergy who could serve the German-
speaking Catholics in the Olean region;  Fr. Hamel was fluent in German. 23

The ability to preach, read the Gospel at  mass,  eulogize at funerals,  teach 
catechism and listen to confessions in German had proved to the Franciscans 
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ministering in the region to be a critical component in keeping those Catholic 
immigrants engaged in their faith life.  The ability to address the language 24

barrier with roughly one-third of the Catholics in the community—coupled 
with his familiarity with the region and the friars at St. Bonaventure’s College 
with whom he would collaborate—all certainly added to his attractiveness 
for the assignment, despite his youth and inexperience.  

The new resident pastor found the parish “scattered,” according to one of 
the priests who worked as an assistant to Fr. Hamel in the years to follow.  25

Looking  back,  we  know  of  the  physical  scattering  of  Catholics—
predominantly  Irish  dairy  farmers  and  laborers  —within  his  parish’s 26

territory  at  the  time  encompassing  Olean,  North  Olean,  Portville  and 
Westons.  But we can imagine perhaps a ministerial  scattering as well—a 27

lack of cohesiveness among the Catholic community without a resident priest 
in  their  midst.  He  would  certainly  bring  an  element  of  consistency  and 
personalization to the ministry that the rotating mix of friars (many of them 
Italian)  serving the parish three miles away could not offer.28

One would think that the first practical task at hand would be to find a 
place for this resident priest to live. Because St. Mary of the Angels had been 
served by Franciscans who lived in community at the Allegany monastery, 
the parish had no rectory. But building a rectory would not serve the physical 
needs of the growing Catholic community. So, Fr. Hamel made due by living 
in rooms he outfitted in the basement of this church for the first four years he 
was in Olean.  The year after his arrival, he purchased the lot opposite the 29

church  at  118  W.  Henley  Street  as  a  site  for  the  future  rectory,  but  the 
expansion needs of the church building put that project on hold.30

The little Church of St. Mary of the Angels could seat 400 people for the 
500-member congregation.31

Almost immediately, Fr. Hamel enlarged the original 40 feet by 60 feet 
Franciscan church by adding a transept and sanctuary. Indeed, the very first 
hand-written entries on the first three pages of his parish accounting ledger 
recorded collections received to purchase a lot for the rectory in 1877.  This 32

was immediately followed by a special collection for the enlargement of the 
church  which increased the dimensions of the building to 110 feet long by 33

40 feet wide with a transept 64 feet by 31 feet.   34
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For  contributing  to  the  building  project,  parishioners  received  a  large 
certificate  with  a  collage  of  photos  featuring  an  artistic  rendering  of  the 
proposed rectory, a rendering of the proposed church building with its two 
additions and a cameo portrait of the 27-year-old pastor. Inscribed below this 
was an acknowledgement of the contributor and a signature of the pastor 
simply signed “J.J. Hamel.” One of these certificates is framed and on display 
in the present parish rectory.

Along  with  addressing  the  language  barrier  with  the  Germans  and 
enlarging the worship space, the pastor attended to another element to help 
draw in his “scattered” flock: communication. This was delivered in the form 
of two church bells— for up to that time, the 125-foot bell tower had been 
vacant.  St.  Mary of the Angels’  bells,  which became a popular part of the 
Olean landscape from that era to the present day, were cast in 1878 by the 
Jones & Co. Troy Bell Foundry of Troy, New York and donated to the parish 
by George Dotterweich of Dunkirk.  35

Traditionally,  Catholic  church  bells  were  used  to  alert  the  community 
three times per day (morning, noon and evening) to stop whatever they were 
doing  to  pray  the  brief  Angelus  prayer.  The  distinct  ring  pattern  of  the 
Angelus bell was easily recognizable by most Catholics from the lawyer in a 
downtown court room to a simple farm hand in a distant field: a triple stroke 
repeated three times with a pause in between. 

But church bells were also used for a variety of other circumstances such 
as to alert Catholics when an unscheduled mass was to begin; to announce to 
the community a wedding; or to toll the death knell as a signal of communal 
mourning or to announce a death. Bells were also rung to signal the presence 
of a dignitary in their midst—so they were rung amidst processions of the 
Blessed  Sacrament  or  during  the  official  visit  of  a  Bishop  or  other  high 
ranking  Church  dignitary.  On  days  of  national  rejoicing  or  when  a 
community alert was needed with an approaching storm or some form of 
danger, church bells were the signal of choice because of the distance their 
sound carried. 

Silencing bells also worked their charm on the Catholic community as a 
token  of  mourning  during  Holy  Week  from  the  Gloria  in  the  mass  on 
Maundy Thursday until the Gloria on Holy Saturday. Even inside the church, 
a wood clapper (crotalus) would even be used during this time in place of 
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hand bells—the parish still has such a device that may well have been used 
during Fr. Hamel’s era. 

St. Mary’s bells, indeed, served as a means for the Church, the parish, the 
pastor to speak to the community at large and to Catholics in particular in 
signaling celebration, mourning, danger, presence of a dignitary, liturgy and 
prayer.

With the initial church addition completed, Bishop Ryan arrived in Olean 
to dedicate it on September 1, 1878.36

Following the dedication, he consecrated the two brand new bells for the 
bell  tower.  The larger bell,  dedicated to the Blessed Virgin,  weighed 1,045 
pounds and contained the following inscription: 

Pro Ecclesia Beatae Virginis Mariae Immaculate
Ave Maris Stella.
Dei Mater Alma.
Atque Semper Virgo
Felix Coeli Porta.

The smaller bell, named St. Joseph, weighed 626 pounds.37

In that year, the parish reported a membership of 200 households.  It is 38

difficult to tell how that congregation size compared with the five Protestant 
churches in Olean at the time. First Presbyterian reported “membership” of 
240; First Methodist Episcopal  reported 165 “full members”; First Baptist’s 
“membership” was 200; St.  Stephen’s Episcopal (the first church in Olean) 
reported  87  “communicants”;  Emanuel  Lutheran  reported  87 
“communicants.”  The church in Olean with the largest seating capacity was 39

St. Mary of the Angels.40

By  1882  the  congregation  size  doubled  from  the  time  of  Fr.  Hamel’s 
arrival reaching 1,000 members.41

The booming oil industry combined with the completion of the Buffalo 
and Washington Railroad (later known as the Pennsylvania) is attributed to 
the population of Olean more than doubling in the five years from 1880 to 
1885 increasing from 3,500 to 8,650.42

With more Catholics  in the region,  Fr.  Hamel decided in 1884 to once 
again expand the church building, funding it with a separate campaign  to 43

make the building 60 feet wide in the nave (essentially adding wings to the 
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nave) and 70 feet  wide in the transepts.  The final  version of  the building 
included  these  five  parts  added  by  Fr.  Hamel  to  Fr.  Pamphilus’  original 
church— transept, sanctuary, sacristy and two wings.   The 30-foot height of 44

the roof remained as did the 125-foot original bell tower.  The wings added 45

to the nave increased seating capacity to either 800  or 900,  depending on 46 47

the  various  secular  publications  to  which  the  church  reported.  This 
expansion, as Fr.  Hamel’s successor noted, left room on the church lot for 
little else.48

On  the  lot  across  the  street  purchased  three  years  earlier,  the  parish 
rectory, an American Queen Anne style, was finally built in 1880.  This came 49

about on the heels of the completion of another separate funding campaign 
from 1879-1880.  The following year the pastor built an addition onto the 50

rectory  to  accommodate  the  first  assistant  priest  assigned  to  him,  Rev. 
William A. Morrison who arrived in 1884.  It  was enlarged again in 1887 51

with an addition to the east side.  One hundred years later, this building was 52

sold and is today a private residence. 
In  April,  1887 Fr.  Hamel  hired a  29-year-old French immigrant,  Frank 

Huselstein,  to  serve as  Sexton of  the  church.   Part  of  his  duties  included 
opening the church each morning at  six  o’clock,  ringing the Angelus  bell 
three times during the day and closing the church at nine at night.  These 53

daily duties he faithfully performed — 47 years in a row. The Angelus bells 
he rang thrice a day for 42 years straight until the automatic chimes were 
installed in 1929.  54

Fr. Hamel built the Church of the Sacred Heart in Portville in 1882 at a 
cost of $2,590.  As pastor of the territory, he said the first mass in this church. 55

This same year, the City of Olean Directory, listing the cost of the expansions 
to the St. Mary’s building at $3,000, paid a complimentary nod to the pastor 
“whose efforts are untiring for the welfare of his parish.”  56
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“outrageous and dastardly calumny” 
              —Most Rev. Stephen Vincent Ryan, Second Bishop of Buffalo

     

hile the pastor of St. Mary of the Angels appeared to have earned a 
measure  of  esteem  within  the  community,  general  sentiments 
certainly  transformed  into  genuine  affection,  ironically,  with  a 

series of sordid events that culminated in a sensational county court trial in 
1887.  The spark to the saga occurred eight years earlier with a despicable act 
by a notorious Franciscan friar at St. Bonaventure’s who played every bit the 
role of a classic 19th Century villain not only in Fr. Hamel’s life, but the life of 
the College, the Franciscan Order and the life of the community. 

His  name was  Rev.  Francis  Dent,  OSF— a  naturalized citizen of  Irish 
decent who, in 1865, became the first American ordained to the priesthood in 
the  Franciscan  custody  at  St.  Bonaventure’s  College.  He  returned  to  St. 
Bonaventure’s 12 years later to teach moral theology, an interesting subject 
for him considering, as a recent Franciscan scholar pointed out, that starting 
in that summer of 1878, he embarked on an eighteen-year career of sexual 
abuse and scandal.57

Fr. Hamel’s trouble with this friar began with Dent’s visit to the St. Mary 
of the Angels rectory in August, 1878 on a particular day that Fr. Hamel was 
absent.  Finding  the  housekeeper  Honora  Mann  alone,  Dent  allegedly 
sexually assaulted her.  This act (among others) ultimately led to the friar’s 58

expulsion from the  Franciscan Order  as  a  furious  Fr.  Hamel  reported the 
incident  to  Bishop  Ryan,  charging  Dent  with  “improper  conduct”  —a 59

delicate term used by the bishop in public a few years later to describe Fr. 
Hamel’s accusations. Apparently, given the fact that Dent enjoyed a relatively 
free life after he left Olean —although sent on retreat by the bishop  and 60

under scrutiny by the Franciscans —exiled for a time to Florida and out of the 
country —  no  criminal  proceedings  resulted  from  this  assault.  It  is  not 61

known whether this lack of legal action was Miss Mann’s choice and/or if 
she was satisfied with this friar’s expulsion from Olean and ultimately the 
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Franciscan Order as a sufficient reparation for his crime. We can certainly 
acknowledge, based on detailed newspaper accounts, that discretion was at 
play given the Victorian environment and sensitivities of the time in which a 
woman’s reputation was jealously guarded. In any event, we must remember 
that it is difficult to judge the past by the criteria of the present—this even 
Pope  Francis  was  compelled  to  note  amidst  the  canonization  of  a 
controversial saint in 2015.62

The  Franciscan  custody’s  chapter  petitioned  the  general  minister  for 
Dent’s  perpetual  exclaustration following more improprieties  after  leaving 
Olean.  Dent  was  finally  expelled  from  the  Franciscan  order  in  1883  for 63

“habitual  depravity”  and  “repeated  attempts  to  seduce  women,”  64

documented in the records of Holy Name Province.  65

The  ex-friar  did  not  take  kindly  to  getting  booted  from  the  Order. 
Revenge was his next move; this he chose to take out on Fr. Hamel because it 
was his report to the bishop which set in motion his ultimate expulsion.66

Looking over the entire saga, we can see that Dent’s revenge plot was the 
stuff of typical syndicated serial crime stories published in newspapers of the 
day: concoct a tale claiming grossly immoral acts against Fr.  Hamel; get a 
couple of close associates to act as accomplices; forge documents verifying 
the story; make the story public.  Clearly, the intended result was Fr. Hamel’s 
expulsion from ordained ministry in addition to destroying his reputation. 

In  November  1885,  approximately  one  hundred  mysterious  circulars 
appeared  in  mailboxes  throughout  Olean.  These  came  in  the  form  of  a 
message by an anonymous source— printed in German and enclosed in a 
handwritten  envelope  in  English.   The  circulars  contained  detailed 67

allegations of grossly immoral acts committed by Fr. Hamel which resulted in 
the death of a young woman in New York City. 

The Olean Herald  was first to report on the postal scandal in its Friday, 
November 13, 1885 issue.  While the newspaper spoke of the accusations in 68

veiled terms and went  out  of  its  way to  zealously defended Fr.  Hamel—
noting that the accusations were the work of a “cowardly miscreant” bent on 
destroying  the  Catholic  pastor  known  by  all  to  be  a  virtuous  man—the 
bishop was not amused that the topic was broached in the newspaper. The 
very  headline,  “Is  it  Blackmail,”  suggested  something  nefarious  on  Fr. 
Hamel’s part. That very day, Bishop Ryan promptly responded with a letter 
addressed  to  Fr.  Hamel  defending  his  priest  in  most  vigorous  language. 
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Printed in subsequent local newspapers and read aloud at St. Mary of the 
Angels Church that Sunday, this is what parishioners heard: 

BUFFALO, November 13, 1885
REV.  DEAR SIR:  —My attention has  been called to  those most 

infamous  slanders  circulated  through  the  post  office  shamelessly 
attempting to  blacken your  character.  I  write  to  say that  whatever 
injury may be done to religion and morality by the circulation of such 
obscene literature, your character will not suffer in the eyes of your 
Bishop,  your  fellow-priests,  or  the  faithful  who  know  you.  Such 
slanderous and cowardly attacks under an assumed or fictitious name 
reveal the true character of their author, and I hope that in the interest 
of public morality and common decency, the criminal will be detected 
and punished according to law. Though written in German characters, 
the style and phraseology show that the author is not a German, and 
very probably he is  the same that  has been writing scurrilous and 
lying communications against you to a certain sheet which I will not 
do it the honor of naming. How any decent journal can publish such 
barefaced  defamation  of  the  character  of  a  worthy  priest  and 
respected  citizen  I  cannot  understand.  Papers  that  live  on  such 
garbage and cater to such appetites are a disgrace to decent American 
journalism and tend to lower the standard of public morality. They 
should never be admitted into any decent home, nor read by any one 
who has any respect for himself or any regard for good morals. If I am 
not greatly mistaken these newspaper communications and these foul 
postal cards may be traced to the same source. If it be any consolation 
to you under this outrageous and dastardly calumny, you may feel 
assured of our entire confidence in your integrity and priestly virtue, 
and I counsel you to continue as you have always hitherto done, in 
your  exemplary  life  and  zealous  missionary  labors,  and  you  need 
neither  heed  nor  fear  the  slanderer’s  tongue,  nor  the  hand  of  the 
cowardly assassin who conceals his identity under an assumed name.

Yours respectfully,
S. Ryan,
Bishop of Buffalo
To Rev. J.J. Hamel69
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Along  with  the  bishop’s  letter,  the  Olean  Democrat  weekly  newspaper 
subsequently  reported  on  the  circulars  (discretely  keeping  the  allegations 
vague, following the example set by its sister publication, the Herald). If the 
newspapers’  characterization  of  the  libeler  is  any  indication,  the  general 
community consensus was to ignore the content of the mailer and hope the 
culprit who concocted this public humiliation would be brought to justice. 
Neither of the newspaper reports made an attempt to conceal their contempt 
for the “rascal” and “libeler” who circulated “vile libel on Father Hamel, who 
is  universally  respected  by  all  who  know  him.”  The  Democrat  report, 
duplicating the text used in the initial  Herald  article, continued its blatant 
editorialization:

 “That the charge is a false one no one who knows Father Hamel will 
doubt for a moment. A sneak who will seek to besmirch the character of an 
honorable  man  should  receive  the  full  benefits  of  the  state’s  prison 
arrangements of this state.”70

It was eventually learned that the mailers went out to select citizens in 
Olean, all  the priests in Western New York as well  as the bishop.  While 71

some of those who received the mailers were seeking a translation for the 
German text,  Postal authorities put a detective from Buffalo on the case to 72

find  the  person  responsible  for  what  the  Olean  Democrat  termed  as  the 
“meanest of all crimes—the assassination of a fair name.”73

In 1886 Francis Dent was indicted in Little Valley for criminal libel. He 
subsequently fled to Brooklyn and then to Canada—a fugitive from justice for 
a while.  74

The criminal libel case against Dent in a county court trial in Little Valley 
would not take place until the summer of 1887. So, for a year and a half, the 
humiliation  of  the  scandal  loomed  over  the  Olean  priest  without  a  final 
resolution of exoneration.  While local newspapers refrained from printing 
the content of the mailer then or subsequently even as the trial began, only 
referring to the allegations in vague terms, the New York Times had no qualms 
in revealing the allegations in print.  Here is a summary of the sordid details 
as they appeared in a page-two story:

“[…] About a year ago printed papers were sent through the mail 
purporting  to  be  affidavits  of  Susan  Hampton  and  Rebecca  Myles 
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declaring that they were present at the dying declaration of Maggie Bauer 
and heard her saying that she was seduced by Fr. Hamel, who gave her 
medicine to produce abortion, from which she was then dying and that 
she saw Father Hamel and his housekeeper together in the same bed. 
Father Dent was indicted by the Grand Jury of Cattaraugus County as the 
alleged author of the libel […] The case is one which has attracted much 
attention in Catholic circles throughout the State and country.”75

Such wide-spread public  humiliation  hurled on a  man in  the  morally 
delicate Victorian era had to be unbearably brutal to endure—lodged against 
a Catholic priest in a small town in this time period, wholly unimaginable.

While Fr. Dent was on the run, Fr. Hamel continued to endure trials in 
other arenas of his life. One Monday afternoon in early April, 1886, he almost 
drowned attempting to make a sick call to a parishioner in Westons. Needing 
to cross the Allegheny River, he had a Mr. Hanley take him in his row boat 
just below the dam. No sooner had they gotten underway, the boat started to 
take  on  water.  Hanley  rowed  feverishly  while  the  36-year-old  Fr.  Hamel 
bailed. The newspaper account tells the rest of the story:

“The river is extremely high with a swift current, and the stream was 
not more than half crossed when the boat filled up and sank leaving both 
occupants struggling in the current. Fr. Hamel who is a good swimmer, 
immediately  struck  out  for  a  saw log  which  was  floating  by.  He also 
assisted Mr. Hanley to reach this, and together they were floating down 
stream when they were discovered by Mr. Burst who hastened to their 
rescue  with  a  seaworthy  boat.  Assistance  came  none  too  soon  as  the 
drowning men must soon have perished from exhaustion and cramping 
brought on by exposure in the cold water. As it was they were soon safely 
landed on terra firm [sic]  and kindly cared for at  the residence of Mr. 
Hanrahan.  Fr.  Hamel  was prostrated by the exposure but  was able  to 
return to his home in this city yesterday. It was indeed a narrow escape 
from a cold and watery grave.”76

Finally, that July, Francis Dent resurfaced in the public eye with his return 
to Cattaraugus County to post bail; reports circulated he was on his way to 
make a stop at St. Bonaventure’s.  An Olean Democrat reporter called upon 77
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Fr. Hamel to get his reaction to Dent’s reappearance and the report of his visit 
to Allegany that day. Expressing surprise, Fr. Hamel then turned the cards on 
the reporter by stating: “I am glad for his own sake that he has decided to 
return and stand trial as I believe that to be the wisest course. There is very 
little to be said at present. The matter is in the courts now, and I have no 
disposition to pursue Father Dent with revengeful feelings. I want to let him 
down as easy as possible.”78

Fr. Hamel’s merciful spirit not withstanding, and despite the court case 
looming over him, Francis Dent couldn’t resist  the opportunity to stab St. 
Bonaventure’s College in its back with more public humiliation. This time it 
was with the exposure of a scandal surrounding one of its brightest friars on 
the faculty. 

Very  Rev.  Arcadius  Mogyorosi,  OFM  was  not  only  a  professor  of 
Dogmatic Theology, Sacred Scripture and Hebrew at St.  Bonaventure’s,  he 
was guardian (local superior) of the friars there.   That November, this priest, 79

widely known for his opposition to Church teaching and practices, returned 
to  Olean  with  a  wife—a  situation  which  Francis  Dent  exploited  to 
newspapers in an apparent malicious attempt to harm the integrity of the 
college.  Dent  mailed a  lengthy letter  filled with  allegations  to  the  Olean 80

Herald newspaper in November of 1886.  The newspaper refused to publish 81

it. A local reporter who did eventually talk to Mogyorosi asked Fr. Hamel for 
his opinion on Dent’s motive behind alerting newspapers to the scandal. The 
pastor  stated  he  believed  Dent  was  maliciously  attempting  to  harm  St. 
Bonaventure’s.82

At the October term of the court, the case was postponed.  It wasn’t until 83

March, 1887, that a trial date had been set. Fr. Hamel, eager for his day in 
court, had made great efforts to have all of his out-of-town witnesses, like the 
bishop,  present  for  the  early  April  court  appearance.  Unfortunately,  the 84

judge suffered an unexpected fall that prevented him from holding court; this 
delayed the trial another three months.85

The  case  of  the  People  vs.  Francis  Dent  opened  June  28,  1887  in 
Cattaraugus  County  court  in  Little  Valley  before  a  jury  composed  of  10 
farmers,  a  merchant  and  a  mechanic.  The  Hon.  W.  G  Laidlaw, 86

Representative in Congress of the thirty-fourth District, served as counsel for 
Father  Dent.  Fr.  Hamel  enjoyed  the  support  of  Bishop  Ryan  (albeit 87

subpoenaed) in the courtroom along with a number of priests.88
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Duly noted by the district attorney was the fact that it was not the aim of 
the trial to determine the truth of the allegations made against Fr. Hamel; 
rather this trial was to determine whether Dent committed criminal libel.  89

An exoneration from the cloud of accusations would require the injured party 
to prove a negative, something Fr. Hamel never attempted.

A variety of handwriting experts locally and from Buffalo testified that 
many of the envelopes in which the scandalous circulars were mailed were 
addressed in a handwriting consistent with Dent’s. Specifically, the hand that 
wrote  the  letters  to  the  editor  of  the  Olean  Herald  about  the  Mogyorosi 
scandal—known  to  be  Dent’s—also  wrote  addresses  on  many  of  the 
incriminating mailers, according to handwriting experts.90

Fr.  Hamel,  occupying  the  witness  stand  most  of  the  following  day, 
vehemently  denied  knowing  any  of  the  alleged  witnesses  and  victim 
associated  with  the  alleged  death.  He  also  testified  that  he  complained 91

about  Fr.  Dent  to  Bishop Ryan in 1878 concerning the assault  upon Nora 
Mann,  something she verified in her own courtroom testimony.  This was a 92 93

key point in establishing motive behind Dent’s malicious mailing,  and it 94

appears that in order to help Fr. Hamel establish this motive, it is likely she 
made the shame of the incident public for the first time. She had already been 
implicated in the scandalous mailer for immoral acts, so this testimony may 
have  tragically  helped  alleviate  that  public  humiliation  now  traded  for 
another. To add to the misfortune, in what had to be a shocking blow to the 
plaintiff’s  case,  the  judge  ruled  her  testimony  inadmissible  as  evidence.  95

Nora Mann’s testimony, regardless, made the front page of at least one Olean 
newspaper. 96

Bishop  Ryan’s  testimony  confirmed  Fr.  Hamel’s  charges  against  Dent 
made to him in 1878; confirmed the subsequent orders from Rome removing 
the friar from the Order; and confirmed the fact that he personally told Dent 
about Hamel’s charges against him. Finally, he identified the handwriting on 
the envelopes of the malicious mailings as Dent’s.97

Two witnesses of the alleged death, both intimately connected with Dent, 
testified to witnessing the death of the young woman (producing tears when 
shown an alleged picture of her) and helping to mail the circulars. Everyone 
else  associated  with  the  allegations  were  either  dead  or  missing.  Not 
surprisingly, the alleged deceased was an orphan. Dent, for all his poise and 
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confidence on the witness stand, failed to convince the jury.  He was found 98

guilty on Saturday evening of criminal libel. 
As one newspaper account noted, “…Dent made a very poor witness for 

the cause of his own defense and that nobody was the least bit inclined to 
believe his story or that of his female partners in the conspiracy to materialize 
the  mythical  Maggie  Bauer  and  the  other  ghostly  creations  of  Dent’s 
overgrown malice…”99

Dent was sentenced to Erie County Penitentiary for six months. His two 
female  accomplices  from  New  York  were  jailed  for  their  part  in  the 
conspiracy.  100

A newspaper report summarized the outcome as utterly failing “to cast a 
stain or a suspicion upon the unblemished character of Father Hamel or the 
eminent Bishop Ryan.”101

But the saga did not end with this verdict. In six months, Dent would face 
more charges connected to the malicious mailings, this time in Federal Court 
for  sending  obscene  material—  “indecent  and  scurrilous  epithets” —102

through  the  U.S.  mail.  This  conviction  would  result  in  a  much  longer 
sentence.

In January, Dent’s time in jail had been served. However, it was Fr. Hamel 
who ultimately took charge of the ex-friar’s legal fate, not the court system. 
That is because in a stunning turn of events, the Olean pastor dropped all 
charges  against  Dent  “on  condition  of  his  expressing  his  regret  for  the 
damage done me,” Fr. Hamel wrote to the court.103

Dent’s statement to the court to satisfy the agreement consisted of this 
solitary, anemic sentence: 

“In consideration of his withdrawing the charge now before United 
States Commissioner Fairchild of the northern district of New York, and 
of his stopping further legal proceedings against me, I hereby express my 
regret for whatever damage I may have done Father Hamel, or caused 
others to do him.”104

Meanwhile  in  Buffalo,  the  Courier  newspaper  published  an  interview 
with  Dent  following  his  release  on  January  18.  Completely  void  of 105

gratitude to Fr. Hamel for his freedom and filled with invectives against the 
bishop, his brother friars and the college in Allegany, it read as a veritable 

!20



manifesto  of  pent  up hostility  against  the  Franciscans,  the  clergy and the 
diocese. The weekly Olean Democrat ran the full text of the Courier interview 
the  next  day  on its  front  page  “with  regret  that  so  unfortunate  a  subject 
should  again  be  made  the  matter  of  public  controversy,”  the  Democrat’s 
editorial stated the following week.   “The fact that Dent is a free man to-106

day is entirely owing to Father Hamel’s remarkable exhibition of Christian 
forgiveness  in  withdrawing  the  charges  that  would  most  likely  have 
consigned Dent to a home in state’s prison for a long term of years […]” the 
editorial continued. 

Comparing Dent’s  “vile  and contemptible“  tone  to  the  Olean pastor’s 
humility, the editorial noted, “Father Hamel, however, like a true minister of 
the gospel of Christ, whose foundation principles are charity and forgiveness, 
having  proved  the  vile  slanders  circulated  about  him  to  be  false  […] 
withdrew from further persecution and left the ex-priest a chance to breath 
free air again.”107

The act of mercy from the Olean pastor certainly could be viewed as an 
extension of his work in the confessional (he did ask for a note of contrition) 
and his interpretation of the Gospel precept to be merciful as the Father is 
merciful  (Luke  6:36).  On  a  practical  side,  it  could  also  be  presumed that 
dropping the suit spared Fr. Hamel from having to endure the anguish of 
another trial in which the obscene accusations would once again wend their 
way through newspapers all over western New York and places elsewhere, 
continuing the scandal inflicted not only on him but by extension the parish, 
the diocese and the Church. 

Following his release from jail, Dent proceeded to spend the 1890s living 
off  litigation suing the bishop,  an Olean newspaper editor,  the Franciscan 
Order and others.  His suit against the Franciscan custody for reinstatement 108

in  the  Order,  alleging  unlawful  expulsion,  dragged  on  for  a  few  years 
resulting in a $10,000 settlement in 1896 which ended up financially crippling 
the custody.109

Fr.  Hamel,  in  the  meantime,  continued  his  ministry  in  Olean  in  his 
signature kindly fashion. But his approach was not all saccharine and honey. 
His was a kindness blended with a bit of in-your-face mercy for the spiritual 
benefit of those watching and listening. Such magnanimity (laced with no 
little moral instruction) we see illustrated in a touching eulogy he preached in 
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1894  for  a  man  who  apparently  was  about  to  go  to  his  grave  with  the 
community murmuring about his debt and, worse, possible suicide.110

In a few sentences, Fr. Hamel resurrected the dead man’s reputation for 
not only those attending the funeral but those who read about it in a front-
page newspaper account that week.  111

After  extolling  the  deceased’s  Christian  character,  Fr.  Hamel  gently 
addressed  the  murmurings  point  by  point—first,  directly  stating  that  the 
deceased’s business troubles were attributed to a good heart that could not be 
severe with poor people who owed him. Next he expressed confidence that 
the death was not a suicide given that he was “too brave and honorable a 
man  to  escape  his  troubles  in  so  cowardly  and  disgraceful  manner,” 
according to  the  newspaper  account  which  included Fr.  Hamel  divulging 
medical information about the poor condition of the man’s heart. And as for 
his debts, he insisted that the deceased had made arrangements such that had 
he lived,  he would have paid off  his  debts.  With this  assurance from the 
pastor, the remains were interred in the Catholic cemetery in Allegany.112
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“Roman candles, and a general display of 

pyrotechnics” 
                                       —An eyewitness to Olean’s grand reception for Bishop Ryan 

ishop  Ryan  came  to  Olean  to  administer  the  sacrament  of 
Confirmation  in  the  middle  of  August,  1888.  Today,  this  annual 113

visit is a relatively quiet affair as far as the city is concerned. Back in 
1888, it was an occasion for a grand celebration that would be fit for the visit 
of heavyweight boxing champion, John L. Sullivan, or even Pope Leo XIII 
himself.  Perhaps  this  bishop’s  visit  was  all  the  more  poignant  in  the 
community given the unjust public scandal of the court trial  the previous 
year  coupled with the bishop’s  vigorous public  defense of  their  pastor  in 
Olean.  While  it  may  have  played  into  the  enthusiasm  of  the  event,  it  is 
nonetheless important for us today to have a sense of the general affection 
and esteem the people had at the time for their bishop. The account reported 
in the Olean Democrat newspaper speaks for itself:

“At eight o’clock both sides of Union street were packed with people 
from the city hall to the Union depot. About a thousand men and boys 
carrying torches and headed by the 43rd band,  met  the Bishop at  the 
depot […] The procession was orderly and was extremely well managed 
by Marshals Gallagher, Duffy, McCormick and Sullivan.”

“The Bishop was met at the depot by Rev. J.J. Hamel and Rev. W. A. 
Morrison [his first assistant] and escorted through the crush of people on 
the platform to an open hack drawn by four milk white horses.”

“The procession then marched back up Union street. The street was 
filled with people who wished to catch a glimpse of the beloved Bishop’s 
face, and rockets, Roman candles, and a general display of pyrotechnics 
saluted him as he proceeded up the street. At the parsonage the bishop 
thanked his people for their hearty welcome.”114
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         “Teaching religion in the church 
          and the home is not sufficient.” 
                                      — Most Rev. James McFaul,  Diocese of Trenton 

or decades, the American bishops had wrestled with the impact of 
public  education  upon  Catholic  school  children.  Their  concerns 
included the use of textbooks biased against the Catholic Church—its 

history  and  its  teachings;  the  use  of  non-Catholic  Bibles;  creeping 
“indifferentism” (secularism) in the curriculum. Also troubling was the overt 
teaching  of  Protestant  theology  which  many  in  the  church—parents,  the 
Catholic  press,  bishops and pastors— saw as grave threats  to the faith of 
Catholic children.  Depending on where one lived, the prevailing Catholic 115

sentiment  against  public  education  varied.  In  some  areas  of  the  country, 
aggressive efforts of secularists had wiped out religious components in the 
school  curriculum  all  together,  something  theologians  on  the  Catholic 
Committee for Education characterized as a “radical disease.”  Even though 116

creating  their  own separate  schools  would  further  alienate  Catholics  in  a 
Protestant-dominated  culture  still  festering  with  nativism,  the  reluctant 
consensus  among  the  American  hierarchy  was  they  had  no  choice:  they 
needed to preserve Catholic religious heritage within America’s pluralistic 
society and the best way to do that was to establish their own schools.  117

The point of departure came in 1884 when the Third Plenary Council of 
Baltimore  mandated  that  every  diocese  in  the  country  establish  primary 
schools in each and every one of its parishes. Naturally, this decree set in 
motion the most ambitious Catholic school building campaign in the history 
of the nation. It was in the midst of this historic building flurry that Fr. Hamel 
and his parishioners took to building a parochial school.

Most dioceses did not even come close to the goal of having a parochial 
school in every parish within two years.  In Olean, it wasn’t until 1888, that 118

Fr.  Hamel  purchased  property  for  the  parish  school—the  O’Donnell  lot 
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located at 616 W. Sullivan Street. The St. Mary’s pastor converted the house 
into a convent (for the religious sisters who would come to teach) and built a 
school building at 614 W. Sullivan Street.  The three-story school, erected at 119

a cost of $10,000, opened in the fall of 1890.120

The convent, a two-story frame building, eventually housed the Sisters of 
Mercy.  It  appears Fr.  Hamel enticed the sisters  to  come to Olean with an 
interesting hook. 

During this time, the Sisters of Mercy from the Batavia community had 
been reluctant to accept any new teaching missions. When they did respond, 
it was to the appeals of pastors from Niagara Falls, Leroy and Olean.   Why 121

did they accept Fr. Hamel’s invitation? It could be that outside of their school 
in Corning, Olean was the first mission which agreed to pay these Mercy 
Sisters a regular salary.  In other appointments, they were either paid by 122

public funds or through various means of fundraising to make their living.   123

In  January,  1890,  the  Mother  Superior  of  the  Sisters  of  Mercy,  Reverend 
Mother Dolores, along with four sisters, arrived in Olean from Corning.  124

They operated the school teaching children from ages six to 16, including a 
two-year high school program for some time.125

The class of 1890—the first graduates of St. Mary’s Academic School—
included  two  students  who  would  go  on  to  become  exceptional  leaders 
beyond  the  Olean  community.   They  were  Honorable  George  A.  Larkin, 
Justice of the Appellate Division of the New York State Supreme Court and 
Most  Rev.  John  Francis  O’Hern,  third  Catholic  Bishop  of  the  Diocese  of 
Rochester. 

Judge Larkin (1878-1955), after completing an extra year at Olean High 
School, won a scholarship to Cornell University from which he graduated, 
Phi Beta Kappa, in 1901.  He served an illustrious legal career including 126

winning elections as Surrogate of Cattaraugus County in 1914, Cattaraugus 
County Judge (served until 1924), and State Supreme Court for the Eighth 
District—a position he served until his mandatory retirement at the close of 
1948.  He spent  his  last  four  years  as  Associate  Justice  of  the  Appellate 127

Division of the Fourth Department.128

The  O’Herns  were  a  remarkable  family  of  six  boys  and  four  girls 
remembered  for  four  sons  who  went  on  to  become  Catholic  priests  and 
another  son  who  enjoyed  a  distinguished  military  career.  Their  parents, 
Patrick  and  Ellen  (Casey)  O’Hern,  were  Irish  immigrants  and  early 
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parishioners of St. Mary of the Angels who settled in Fay Hallow between 
Hinsdale and Olean. (They were listed among the parishioners contributing 
to Fr.  Hamel’s initial  lot  purchase and church expansion collections.)  At 129

least three of the O’Hern priests were under the influence and guidance of 
their pastor, Fr. John Hamel. 

Most  Rev.  John Francis  O’Hern  (1874  -  1933)  served as  Bishop of  the 
Diocese of Rochester from 1929 until  his death in 1933. After spending an 
extra  year  attending  Olean  High  School,  Bishop  O’Hern  prepared  for 
priesthood at St. Andrew’s Seminary in Rochester and in 1897 was sent by the 
first Bishop of Rochester to study in Rome at the American College where he 
was ordained in 1901. In March of that year he returned to St. Mary of the 
Angels church to celebrate a first mass.  After serving 13 years as rector of 130

the cathedral in Rochester as well as vicar general, he was elevated to the 
office of bishop by Pope Pius XI and consecrated by Patrick Cardinal Hayes 
of New York. This momentous occasion at Rochester’s St. Patrick’s Cathedral 
included the presence of virtually every dignitary in the city who joined an 
ecumenical crowd of more than 7,000.  Because so many Catholics could not 131

attend, Monsignor O’Hern came up with the novel idea to have radio station 
WHAM broadcast his consecration live.  A broadcast of this nature was the 132

first in the history of broadcast radio.  His first visit to Olean following his 133

consecration as  bishop occurred four  months  later  at  the  invitation of  Fr. 
Rengel to consecrate the brand new Deagan chimes set in the east tower.134

His older brother, Rev. Dennis O’Hern (1855-1911), was a graduate of St. 
Bonaventure’s College who became a missionary priest and a member of the 
faculty of St. Bernard's Seminary in Rochester. 135

The Very Rev. Lewis J. O'Hern, C. S. P. (1878-1930) was ordained a Paulist 
priest  in  Rochester  in  1903  and  went  on  to  become  a  nationally-known 
Catholic spokesman and missionary. On Christmas night, 1903, he celebrated 
his first solemn mass at St. Mary of the Angels following his ordination to the 
priesthood.  His first seven years of ministry were spent on the Tennessee 136

mission circuit where he earned a reputation as a popular speaker among the 
rural southern non-Catholics. Fr. O’Hern then studied in Rome, returning to 
the United States to become professor at St. Thomas and St. Paul's College  137

which  ultimately  led  to  his  appointment  as  rector  of  the  Paulist  Fathers’ 
Apostolic Mission House in Washington, D. C. There he became editor of the 
Order’s  Missionary  Magazine.   During  World  War  I,  he  was  appointed 
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Catholic representative to the United States government in the appointment 
of  military  chaplains,  a  position  that  became  extremely  important  and 
influential during World War I.138

Another  brother,  the  Rev.  Thomas  J.  O'Hern,  was  pastor  of  St. 
Bartholomew's Church in Buffalo and widely known as a lecturer under the 
auspices of the Buffalo Missionary Apostolate. 

A fifth O’Hern brother, Colonel Edward P. O’Hern (1874-1945), began his 
military service as a West Point cadet, earning the highest academic ranking 
among cadets from New York State  and seventh overall  After graduating 139 140

in 1894, he went on to serve in the Spanish-American War and on the field 
staff of General Pershing during World War I as chief ordnance officer with 
the  American  Expeditionary  Forces  in  France,  teaching  at  West  Point 141

Military Academy in between wars.  He served a long and distinguished 142

military career  that  included commander of  the Presidio of  San Francisco 
until his retirement in 1936.143

In 1893, the year Olean was officially incorporated as a city, St. Mary’s 
Academic School had an average attendance of about 450 students.  The 144

next year, the increase in the school population prompted building a 30 x 75 
feet  addition  to  the  convent  with  two large  classrooms downstairs  and a 
chapel and cells for the sisters above.  145

Graduation exercises for St. Mary’s Academic School held at the Opera 
House in Olean in 1895 reveals an enrollment of nearly 500 students covering 
ten grades.  At this event, five students graduated including Nellie Sheridan 146

(salutatorian) who would go on to study music in New York City,  become 147

choirmistress at St. Mary of the Angels, and then leave Olean in 1914 to join 
the Usurline Order where she would become Mother Mary Clotilde of the 
Ursuline College in New Rochelle. Also in this class was Lewis J. O’Hern, 
CSP, whose career as a Paulist Father was noted earlier.

The contention among American bishops that Catholic children in every 
city and town in the nation needed to receive a Catholic education continued 
to ferment through the turn of the century. 

Arguments for the vital importance of Catholic education punctuated the 
1903 homily given during the ordination of Buffalo’s fourth bishop, Most Rev. 
Charles H. Colton, an American born of Irish immigrants in New York City. 
This particular address, preached by Most Rev. James McFaul of the Diocese 
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of  Trenton  to  a  capacity  crowd  at  St.  Patrick’s  Cathedral  in  New  York  148

bluntly  articulated concerns still  lingering in Church-State  relations at  the 
turn  of  the  century,  particularly  with  regard  to  public  versus  sectarian 
education. 

“Teaching religion in  the  church and the  home is  not  sufficient,”  said 
Bishop McFaul in laying out his case. “The absence of such teaching in the 
school  is  rapidly  leading  youth  into  indifference  and  dechristianizing 
America,” he stated, adding,  “The Bishop must proclaim ‘in season and out 
of season’ the danger of education without religion and morality. Thus he 
will  serve both Church and State for the welfare of the Republic depends 
upon the virtue of its citizens.”149

Operating  a  parochial  school  necessitated  significant  fundraising.  One 
particular  annual  fundraiser—affectionately  known  in  the  community  as 
Church  Fair  week—was  usually  held  in  late  November  or  December  to 
appeal to Christmas shoppers. A fair is noted in billing in Fr. Hamel’s parish 
accounting ledger as early as 1885.  The 1889 fair netted more than $4,000.  150 151

“Saint Mary’s Catholic Church Fair,”as it was named, was an elaborate event 
held ten consecutive nights at the new parochial school during the dreary 
days  of  December  that  year.  The  parish  capitalized  on  the  weather  by 
creating an attractive event attended by so many that it  was described as 
uncomfortably crowded at times.   Indeed, the last night drew a crowd of 152

1,500  to  the  building  wherein  people  were  crammed  into  the  halls, 
passageways and stairways all the while maintaining their composure and 
cheer.  153

What was the draw to this event? We can presume that the patrons were 
generally eager to escape their winter doldrums and enjoy the gaiety and 
lights  (considering  the  short  daylight  hours)  and decorative  displays  that 
took days to set up. Indeed, the entire school building was transformed into a 
bazaar filled with draped booths, hanging pictures and lights, “transforming 
the bare, unfurnished interior to one vast and beautiful blaze of light, life and 
color,  until  at the opening night it  presented a scene rivaling Fairyland in 
beauty and gorgeousness,” as a newspaper account described it.154

Certainly the other draw of the bazaar was the bevy of donated prizes (by 
businesses and individuals)  which included a box of  soap,  canned goods, 
table scarfs, bed springs, parlor lamp, fruit cakes, silver tea set, gold-headed 
umbrella,  French  clock,  suit  of  clothes,  religious  art  and a  “plush  couch” 
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donated by Rev. J.  J.  Hamel.  The grand prizes were a gold watch and a 155

pony to be awarded to the top girl and boy who garnered the most “votes” 
which the children solicited at 10 cents a ballot.156

Developing  two  Catholic  parish  campuses  along  with  enriching  the 
educational landscape with a parochial school was a significant contribution 
of the Catholic community within the overall growth-spurt in Olean between 
1870  (population  2,700)  and  1908  (population  16,786).  The  dramatic 157

population boost was attributed to a variety of factors, not the least of which 
was the city’s location at the junction of six different railroads that brought so 
many to the region and provided an ability to import/export goods as the 
city was directly on the path of transcontinental commerce connecting New 
York  City  to  the  west.  By  1889,  149  trains  arrived  and  departed  daily.  158

Perhaps equally important was Olean’s role as a center of oil and refining 
enterprises. Indeed, in the latter part of the 19th century, huge iron oil tanks 
on  the  hills  surrounding  north  Olean  were  a  rather  famous  sight  in  the 
region.  Abundant natural resources always played a role in the economy of 159

the region noted for good water and hardwood forests that also included a 
type  of  hemlock  tree  valuable  for  its  tannic  acid.  Olean  enjoyed  the 
appellation, “City of Natural Advantages,” even before the discovery of oil 
and other natural resources because of its location in a natural drainage point 
among  the  surrounding  hills  which  is  conducive  to  essential  water 
transportation.  In addition, labor was cheap, it was reported by the Olean 160

Board of Trade in the 1880s, yet laborers lived in “dignity” as most owned 
their own homes; Olean had not a trace of “shanty-town.”  161

In  the  midst  of  this  development,  “a  fine  tidal  wave  of  churches” 
appeared  in  the  city  in  the  1880s  with  rumor  that  in  addition  to  a  new 
Episcopal church, the Catholics were going to build as well.  Those plans of 162

Fr. Hamel’s to build on the Sullivan Street school campus were subsequently 
abandoned. 
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 The Olean Catholic Community splits. 
 The Century turns. 

 

etween 1885 and 1895,  Olean’s population increased by 4,000.  As 163

was the case throughout the eastern part of the United States at this 
time,  most  of  these  newcomers  were  immigrants,  and  most  of  the 

immigrants were Catholic.  During 1895, Catholics in North Olean circulated 
a  petition  which  they  sent  to  the  bishop  requesting  his  consent  to  form 
another parish in their region of the city.  The creation of a new parish has 164

been  attributed  to  an  ever  increasing  Catholic  population,  something  Fr. 
Hamel’s successor confirmed.  Bishop Ryan consented to the petition and 165

sent  Rev.  Thomas  Haire  to  organize  a  new  congregation  and  help  them 
acquire property and build a church.166

At this time, Fr. Hamel fell ill and, with the bishop’s permission, left for 
an extended period of time to travel in the Holy Land for health and rest.  167

The bishop placed Fr. Haire in charge of St. Mary of the Angels as St. John’s 
parish community was being developed and the building constructed. 

The north portion of Olean separated into its own parish district in 1895. 
A year later, construction finished up on St. John’s church and rectory with Fr. 
Haire named as first pastor. That same year, St. John’s parish and Portville’s 
Sacred Heart  were  cut  off  from St.  Mary’s  territory,  eventually  forming 168

their own independent parishes which happened with Sacred Heart in 1909. 
The Church of  the Transfiguration on Walnut Street  was made a separate 
parish in 1902 with its dedication on June 22.169

Around the same time St. John’s was under construction (1895), a new 
organ was installed at St. Mary of the Angels by the Felgemaker Erie Organ 
Company for $2,000. Twenty years later the parish traded in that organ for 
$700  to  the  same  company  which  installed  the  $5,000  organ  in  the  new 
church.  It has been variously upgraded and maintained ever since and is 170

still in use to this day.
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The turn of the century was a time for the parish to celebrate Fr. Hamel’s 
silver jubilee— the 25th anniversary of his priestly ordination. For this, the 
parish  held  an  August  2nd  fundraising  picnic  at  Riverhurst  Park  which 
attracted 3,000 to 4,000 people— up to that point in history, the largest crowd 
to ever descend on the park in one day.171

This event featured a variety of amusements, sporting events and dancing  
to an orchestra until the late hours. Even though the parish had planned for a 
huge crowd, by 6 o’clock all food and beverages were gone, disappointing 
late-arrivals.  172

In a gesture of charity to needy children in the community, the parish 
paid for three train cars of them to attend the picnic with all its amusements 
and enjoy a free meal.   173

Such  charity  by  the  parish  community  also  aided  local,  national  and 
world concerns throughout the years. For example, St. Mary of the Angels 
gave most generously to the annual diocesan “orphan’s” fund, their primary 
charitable  outlet  that  would  be  roughly  equivalent  to  today’s  Catholic 
Charities.  Parishioners  also  annually  contributed  to  special  collections  for 
Native American and African American missions across the country (albeit 
labeled Indian and Negro Fund), the Holy Land and special collections for 
natural disasters such as the San Francisco earthquake in 1906 ($103)  and 174

the Italian earthquake in 1909 ($100).  175

As the parish moved into the 20th century, Fr. Hamel turned 50 years old 
and had been ministering in Olean a full 24 years. During his tenure thus far 
he  had  enlarged  the  church  building  twice;  purchased  a  lot  and  built  a 
rectory to accommodate three priests; established the parochial school system 
in Olean; created an education campus —refurbished/enlarged a building for 
a school and built/enlarged a convent— brought in salaried religious women 
to  the  community  to  teach;  nurtured  the  growing  Catholic  immigrant 
population;  and  engaged  in  many  local  civic  concerns  like  helping  the 
medical  community educate  the public  about  measures to  control  various 
epidemics.  In all that time he continued to take the same salary of 1876 that 176

remained unchanged till his death: $800 per year.   Median income in the 177

region in 1897 was about a dollar a day (with no income tax). His personal 
giving  could  be  significant,  as  when  he  donated  $50.00  to  enlarge  the 
church.178
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That Fr. Hamel became synonymous with the growth and development 
of the city was something duly noted in the early 20th century after he had 
passed.  From its village days in 1875 with a population of about 3,000 to 179

the flourishing little city in 1900 that reached 12,220,   Fr. Hamel’s influence 180

was considerable. 
The  diocese  took  notice  of  this  country  priest’s  quarter-century  of 

achievements in 1901 when Bishop Quigley, the first priest of the Diocese of 
Buffalo to be named its bishop (installed 1897), conferred upon Fr. Hamel the 
honor of Dean of the Southern Tier, granting him the title, Vicar Forane. This 
territory comprised Allegany, Cattaraugus and Chautauqua counties.  After 181

that  date,  Fr.  Hamel  became popularly  known throughout  the  diocese  as 
Dean Hamel. 

Bishop  Quigley  moved  on  to  become  the  Metropolitan  of  Chicago  in 
March,  1903.  This  appointment  occasioned  the  installation  of  Most  Rev. 
Charles H. Colton the following August. This fourth Bishop of Buffalo would 
eventually turn much of his attention to Olean making key decisions in the 
development  of  St.  Mary  of  the  Angels’  physical  property  in  the  coming 
years.
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   “How our fathers would have 
rejoiced to have seen this day!” 
                  —  Archbishop John Murphy Farley, Archdiocese of New York 

ive years after his  installation,  Bishop Colton traveled to New York 
City to attend what was described as “one of the most memorable and 
remarkable Church celebrations in our country,” the 1908 centenary 

celebrations  of  the  Catholic  Diocese  of  New  York  which  had  originally 
included the Diocese of Buffalo.182

The week-long April event was hosted by New York’s Archbishop John 
Murphy Farley  whose  intent  was  to  make it  both a  public  and parochial 
celebration uniting “religion and patriotism.” According to the many glowing 
newspaper accounts and editorials compiled after the event, the archbishop’s 
celebration did not disappoint in that regard.  In fact, it was by all accounts, 183

a stunning public relations success. 
It  included a grand parade of 40,000 laity who were instructed by the 

archbishop not to wear any colors representing their particular nationalities; 
the colors of the day were to be strictly red, white and blue (fashioned in a 
simple boutonnière). Lectures by prominent citizens were held in Carnegie 
Hall and grand events for children were enjoyed at the Cathedral. 

Public relations were so successful that even the President of the United 
States, Theodore Roosevelt, made a point to express his appreciation for the 
patriotism displayed in the celebrations. In his communication, he called to 
mind  the  tribute  George  Washington  paid  to  the  services  rendered  by 
Catholics  during  the  Revolution  and  Lincoln’s  reliance  upon  Archbishop 
Hughes in pleading the cause of the Union to political entities in Europe.184

In his address at the packed Carnegie Hall, Archbishop Farley exclaimed: 
“How our fathers would have rejoiced to have seen this day!”  Clerics in 185
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charge of events reminded Catholics that what they enjoy today is fruit of the 
struggles of the early missionaries.186

Judging  from  the  sincerity  of  the  tributes  written  by  prominent  non-
Catholics in New York, it is fair to say prevailing public sentiment towards 
Roman Catholics had certainly warmed in the past 100 years from the days of 
rampant nativism and religious intolerance which spawned hostile laws and 
unjust  discrimination.  One  passage  from a  distinguished New York  rabbi 
captured an attitude about Catholics in America that seemed to be gaining 
traction. In the kitchey prose of his day, Joseph Silverman wrote: 

“Those sturdy men from Ireland’s shore who adopted our flag and 
our Constitution and assimilated with American ideals have added to the 
brain and brawn of the land and have become part of the warp and woof 
of our country’s progress. They fought in our wars, they labored in our 
peace for the integrity of the nation, for the strength of its government, for 
the majesty of its laws, for the glory of its flag.”187

One  particular  letter  to  the  editor  of  the  New  York  Tribune  likely 
captured the  sentiments  of  many ordinary  citizens  such  as  that  writer  in 
noting the valuable work of the Church in the community the past 100 years. 
“[…] it  (the  Roman Catholic  Church)  has  always made its  influence very 
strongly felt in behalf of good morals and good citizenship, and has done 
much to promote the general public welfare, as well as to minister, through 
its numerous charities, its hospitals, homes, asylums and other philanthropic 
institutions, to the comfort and the relief of the sick and destitute and the 
other unfortunate members of the community.”188

At  the  formal  observance  of  the  centenary—a  Pontifical  Mass  of 
thanksgiving  at  St.  Patrick’s  Cathedral—  Archbishop  Falconio,  serving  as 
Papal  Delegate,  imparted  the  blessing  of  Pope  (Saint)  Pius  X  upon  the 
diocese. The archbishop and former missionary pastor of Saint Mary of the 
Angels  in  Olean  also  led  the  celebration  of  Vespers  that  same  evening. 
Among his remarks that week, Archbishop Falconio characterized the New 
York Archdiocese as “the most flourishing portion of the Kingdom of God 
upon  earth.  Who  could  have  imagined  one  hundred  years  ago  that  the 
Church  could  have  been  made  to  occupy  such  an  honorable  position 
today?”189
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The numbers  the  Archbishop shared were  startling  and reflect  similar 
circumstances Bishop Timon faced when he came to the fledgling Diocese of 
Buffalo in 1847.

“One hundred years ago, when Pius VII signed the Bull instituting this 
diocese,  there  were  in  the  entire  diocese  ‘one  church  and  three  or  four 
missionaries.’ But behold the change! What wonderful progress! It is now a 
great  ecclesiastical  province  with  millions  of  people  and  thousands  of 
institutions, and I feel it my duty, on behalf of the Pope, to tender to you my 
congratulations.”190

Archbishop Falconio returned to Olean one year later, this time to bestow 
an honor upon his long-time friend, Dean Hamel. It was reported that the 
Olean pastor’s competence in Canon Law was profound, authoritative and 
often sought.  So, it was rather fitting that during the Golden Jubilee of St. 191

Bonaventure’s  College  in  June,  1909,  Dean  Hamel  received  an  honorary 
degree of Doctor of Law (LL.D) from his alma mater. It had to have been a 
touching moment for the country pastor to receive this honor from the hands 
of his rather distinguished former college instructor.  192

Dean Hamel apparently was a voracious reader given that he possessed a 
large library with many great works in English and German. In accord with 
his “modest, retiring nature,” he spent much time in his study that was filled 
with  rare  volumes,  many  of  which  he  donated  to  select  college  libraries 
before and after his death.193

Fr. Hamel’s Travels 

Fr. Hamel’s bookish reputation in Olean rather masked his life of grand 
adventure. Indeed, despite his quiet and unassuming lifestyle as pastor in a 
small town, he had become quite the world traveler, something not altogether 
unusual for priests during this era—necessitating his absence for months at a 
time. These trips abroad began in 1885, the year after his first assistant was 
assigned to Saint Mary of the Angels.  His travels, taken a handful of times 194

during  his  36  years  as  pastor,  included  an  eight-month  excursion 
circumventing the globe starting in May, 1890 leaving Fr. John Dealy and Fr. 
Thomas  Murray  assisting  at  the  parish.  This  particular  trip  included 195

sojourns  to  India,  China,  Japan  Germany,  Gibraltar,  Spain,  France  and 196

Italy.  At  a  40-Hours  devotion  in  August  that  year,  his  message  to  the 197
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parishioners was read updating them with news that he was “sojourning in 
the mountains near Vienna, Austria but expects to visit Rome and southern 
Italy during September. His health has been considerably benefitted by the 
trip abroad.”198

Fr.  Hamel  also  traveled  in  the  Holy  Land,  West  Indies,  Mexico  and 
Central America.  Australia was probably the only place on the globe he 199

had not visited.  200

We  know  from  newspaper  notices  chronicling  the  daily  social  life  of 
people  in  the  community  that  he  spent  the  summer of  1892  in  Carlsbad, 
Germany.  Before the turn of the century, he took a horseback trip through 201

Palestine.202

His parishioners did not seem to be too disturbed by his lengthy absences 
given the attention and zeal they gave to various bon-voyage and welcome-
home celebrations including the “elaborate” one in 1900 upon their pastor’s 
return from Europe.  Before Dean Hamel’s departure for Europe in 1890, 203

members of the men’s choir presented him with a handsome gold-handled 
silk umbrella.  204

Consideration  for  his  lengthy  travel  absences  was  likely  afforded  the 
pastor given the fact that travel in those days by steamship could take weeks, 
depending  on  the  destination.  His  1885  trip  to  Europe  for  “two or  three 
months” was described as a “brief time,” in a newspaper social column.  205

During this era, extended travel overseas was certainly a part of late 19th 
century culture for those who could afford the time and fare.

Parishioners  also  likely  appreciated  the  benefits  of  travel  upon  their 
pastor’s health which he was never shy about sharing. Indeed, the pastor’s 
health  issues  were  occasionally  subjects  of  brief  reports  in  the  local 
newspaper  as  was  the  case  when he  did not  say mass  for  the  funeral  of 
prominent parishioner, John Dotterweich, due to illness.  Later that year, as 206

noted earlier, he received permission from the bishop to travel to the Holy 
Land for  health  reasons.  His  friend,  Rev.  Edward Rengel,  pastor  of  Holy 
Name of Mary Church in Ellicottville, attested to the rejuvenating effects of 
long respites at sea in his interesting self-published book detailing his travel 
to Europe by steamship in the summer of 1907.207

Resident assistant priests were assigned continuously to St. Mary of the 
Angels  since  1884,  giving  Fr.  Hamel  ample  coverage  when he  was  away. 
There also appeared to be a surplus of priests available to help from both St. 

!36



Bonaventure’s and the diocese; Franciscan friars were frequently called in to 
aid in the Sunday work.  For example, at the 40-Hours devotion of 1890, 208

which occurred while Fr. Hamel was overseas, 18 priests were on hand to 
assist with confessions and preaching for the 1,000 in attendance.209

Fr. Hamel’s Lectures 

Fr. Hamel used his travel experiences and photography as subject matter 
for  132  public  lectures  which  he  gave  throughout  the  region  —an 210

intriguing ministry which he developed on many levels. The Olean pastor 
became well-known in  Western New York and Pennsylvania  for  his  talks 
covering  his  travels  to  Asia,  Japan,  the  Middle  East  and  Europe.  These 
lectures were ticketed affairs (netting no more than $12) with the proceeds 
benefitting the particular sponsoring church or organization in which it was 
given.211

At  times  the  lectures  featured  “illustrations,”  as  they  called  them, 
specifically,  “stereopticon  pictures.”  These  were  projected  images  formed 
using  a  slide  projector  and  lantern  that  combined  two  images  creating  a 
three-dimensional  effect  that  had to have been a thrilling sight to behold. 
Lectures with these illustrations were given on exotic places in the world like 
the  British  Isles,  Japan,  Egypt  and  Palestine.   He  also  offered  talks  on 212

important  holy  pilgrimage  sites  like  the  Holy  Land  and  Lourdes,  giving 
audiences a peek into the very lands hitherto only seen in their imaginations. 
Some presentations were even tailored for school children.  

Certainly, his most popular (and his most endearing) lecture was about 
the world-famous Passion Play at Oberammergau which is performed every 
ten years in the German town in thanksgiving to God for being spared by the 
Great Plague during the Middle Ages. Fr. Hamel attended a performance in 
1890 and was reportedly so moved by the experience that he created a lecture 
with a few slides of photos from the actual play. After seeing the Passion Play 
again  in  1900,  he  enlarged  his  collection  of  slides,  making  his  1901 
presentation, “Passion Play at Oberammergau,” all the more intriguing.  As 213

he  explained  to  his  audiences,  cameras  were  not  permitted  at  the 
Oberammergau theater at any performance  —a prohibition still  in effect 214

today. So nothing visual could ever be shared with the world.  Fr. Hamel was 
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able to circumvent this obstacle by obtaining permission to take photographs 
during rehearsals. Being able to see these rare images of the world-famous 
play in 70 thrilling stereopticon pictures certainly contributed to making this 
hour and a half public lecture so popular.  Throughout the region he offered 215

it a total of 82 times in various towns and cities, according to his records.  216

He offered it five nights in one week in Rochester alone.217

Beyond his words and images, we can imagine this particular theme of 
the Passion of Christ struck a tender chord with Fr. Hamel given his own 
personal  trial  just  a  couple years before when he  was the martyr unjustly 
accused. 

To his great disappointment, Dean Hamel was too ill to travel to Germany 
to see the play in its next run in 1910.  Tracking his activities through the 218

newspaper we see he still continued to celebrate weddings and funerals; got 
into a legal dispute with the city over the installation of an 18-inch sewer 
line;  worked with his parishioner, Dr. William Mountain, on the committee 219

on  Hospital  Care  of  Incipient  Cases  assisting  in  the  control  of  the 
Tuberculosis epidemic and caring for its patients,  and even purchased his 220

first car in 1910.  That summer he wrote out his Will.221 222

Then  in  early  1911,  Fr.  Hamel  spent  two  months  in  a  sanitarium  in 
Chicago,  returning  “very  much  improved  in  health,”  according  to  the 
newspaper’s news brief.  This may have been connected to a stroke it was 223

reported later on that he had suffered. Arteriosclerosis, it was noted by his 
physician, was an underlying condition he had been battling for a number of 
years.224

The  burden  of  parish  work  was  assumed  by  Rev.  John  E.  Rockford, 
assigned  to  Olean  immediately  after  his  ordination  in  1908,  and  the 
dependable  stable  of  Franciscan  priests  at  St.  Bonaventure’s  to  assist  on 
Sundays.225

On July 8 1911, Fr. Hamel suffered a second stroke from which he never 
fully recovered.226

On Friday, December 8, 1911 Dean Hamel hosted a guest priest at both 
masses to speak about the work of the Bureau of Catholic Indian Missions.  227

After each mass the missionary priest signed up parishioners interested in 
creating  a  branch  of  the  Society  for  the  Preservation  of  the  Faith  among 
Indian Children. With the pastor’s hearty endorsement, they raised a total of 
$105 in the appeal.  He never entered that additional collection of $91.25 228
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taken  that  day  in  the  account  ledger  he  carefully  maintained  since  1877. 
Someone else would enter that in pencil later on. Upon the heavy linen pages 
of the oversized book, the pristine and confident handwriting throughout the 
years abruptly crippled in the last entries for 1911 including, for the first time, 
ink splotches on his careful records.229

 Nine days later, on December 17, 1911, he suffered a paralyzing stroke—
his third and final one— just after he rose at 5:00 a.m. to celebrate his usual 
7:00 Sunday morning mass.  He had no more than rapped on Fr. Rochford’s 230

door with a call to cover the mass for him when he collapsed.   Ironically, it 231

was just the day before that Dean Hamel informed Fr. Rochford privately that 
his faithful assistant would be appointed as pastor of Newfane.232

In  the  weeks  that  followed,  the  entire  city  kept  vigil  with  the  local 
newspapers  serving  up  page-one,  above-the-fold  reports  periodically 
updating readers on his condition. Attending physicians like Dr. Thomas B. 
Loughlin— a parishioner who lived around the corner from the rectory— 
gave no hope of recovery. Generally, these medical updates were announced 
with headlines reading: “Father Hamel May Live for Several Days More Says 
Doctor;”  “Father Hamel Still  Shows No Encouraging Symptoms;”  and 233 234

“Father J.J. Hamel is Slowly Losing Ground Say Physicians.”235

Bishop Colton visited Dean Hamel at his bedside a few times during his 
illness,  the last  being a day trip to Olean two days before Christmas.  236 237

Meanwhile, Fr. Rochford, attended to the church in the pastor’s absence.
Thursday, January 11, Dean Hamel slipped into an unconscious state; “at 

times  his  lips  moved  as  if  he  were  repeating  some  well-remembered 
prayer,”  wrote one newspaper reporter who couldn’t resist the opportunity 238

to sentimentalize reports from those attending his bedside.
Two days  later,  local  government  thermometers  recorded some of  the 

lowest  temperatures  the  region  had  seen  in  years—  hovering  around  30 
degrees below zero.  This was part of a brutal cold wave that gripped much 239

of  the  nation  that  weekend.  Alongside  this  page-one  story  in  the  local 240

newspaper, Dr. Laughlin reported that Dean Hamel may not live out the day 
as he had slipped into a deeper level of unconsciousness.241

It was still dark outside that frosty Monday morning when Saint Mary of 
the Angels’ large church bell named for the Blessed Virgin tolled the news to 
the sleeping community.  The first resident pastor of Catholics in the Olean 242

area—the only pastor this parish community had known for almost 36 years
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—died peacefully in his parochial residence at 5:15 a.m., January 15, 1912. He 
was 61 years, seven months and 28 days old. The afternoon newspaper was 
careful to record all these numbers precisely.243

Several  people  attended  his  deathbed  including  his  sister,  Caroline 
Hillenbrand from Brooklyn,  the  only  surviving member  of  his  immediate 
family;  her husband, Frank Hillenbrand; Fr.  Rochford; Fr.  Hamel’s faithful 
housekeepers, Sister Cecilia and Sister Anastasia; and attending doctors and 
nurses.244

His entire life had been an inspiration not only to the Catholics in his care, 
but to the community at large. This was the prevailing sentiment running 
through  both  daily  newspapers  which  covered  Dean  Hamel’s  death  in 
sprawling  page-one  stories  that  afternoon featuring  large  portraits  of  this 
beloved citizen and religious leader.  The Olean Evening Times characterized 
his death as “a heavy loss to Olean”  given that he bore “vicariously so 245

many of the burdens of such a large proportion of the people” of the city. The 
beloved pastor, the editorial noted, enjoyed profound respect from Catholics 
and non-Catholics alike for his Christian virtues exemplified in his daily life. 
In the one-column editorial of that evening’s newspaper, these descriptions 
poured forth: good, gentle, patient, looked up to, revered, loved.246

The Olean Herald also characterized Fr. Hamel in most endearing terms:

“Father  Hamel  was  one  of  nature’s  gentlemen.  Of  a  kindly  and 
sympathetic  temperament,  he  made  friends  with  everyone  and  was 
everybody’s  friend,  and  to  many  outside  of  his  own  flock  he  was 
counsellor and adviser. His kindly smile and always forthcoming cheerful 
greeting, made it a pleasure to meet him on the street or in the home, and 
that he will be missed, deeply missed, it is needless to say. He was one of 
Olean’s  very  best  citizens.  On  all  matters  requiring  thoughtful 
consideration Father Hamel always had a decided and expressed opinion, 
and his reasons for such were always outlined concisely. In all matters of 
a  local  nature  he  manifested  deep  interest,  and  his  advice  was  often 
sought where such were concerned. …In all things this beloved priest has 
done his duty as he saw it, and when the end became apparent his house 
needed not setting in order. He simply laid down his work with the ends 
of all its various details gathered together and passed on to his eternal 
reward. His life was a blessing to his people and a beautiful lesson in the 
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eyes of the people of Olean, among whom for a generation he walked and 
worked.”247

The Knights  of  Columbus immediately sent  a  notice published on the 
front page of that afternoon’s newspaper announcing a meeting at their hall 
that  night  to  plan the funeral  arrangements  which they would oversee.  248

Dean Hamel had been the Knights’ chaplain since its charter in 1898. 
At some point, Cardinal Falconio cabled his expression of sorrow upon 

receiving the news and offered his sympathy for the parish in the loss of a 
“good and devoted priest.”  249

Tuesday afternoon Dean Hamel’s body was taken to the church as was 
customary  for  a  priest’s  public  wake.  This  vigil  lasted  through Thursday 
morning.  The parish received word that  Monsignor Nelson Baker,  vicar 250

general of the diocese, would attend the funeral representing the diocese  as 251

Bishop  Colton  was  recuperating  from  two  operations  following  an 
appendicitis attack which came upon him just days after his last visit to Dean 
Hamel. One operation of this nature during that era was serious enough. The 
announcement of the second prompted page-one headlines on January 6 with 
every parish in the diocese asked to offer a mass for the bishop’s recovery. 
Incredibly, both operations took place in his home.  Due to the seriousness 252

of his condition and length of recovery, it was weeks before Bishop Colton 
learned of Dean Hamel’s death.  253

The Wednesday Olean Evening Times called it “The Funeral” in a page-one 
headline.  Unnecessary  as  it  was  for  the  article  to  state  for  whom,  it  was 
anticipated to draw the largest crowd ever assembled for a funeral in the 
history of Olean.254

Weather  conditions  warmed  up  considerably  from  the  weekend.  This 
time the skies cried rain Thursday morning and all day into the night. Men 
and women representing  various  Catholic  organizations  assembled  at  the 
Knights of Columbus building on the corner of Hamilton and North Barry 
Streets and from there formed a long, slow procession in a drizzling rain to 
the  church  overflowing  with  wet  mourners.  Pall  bearers  chosen 255

represented various Catholic men’s organizations in town.256

The church doors  remained closed until  10:00  to  prevent  people  from 
arriving  unduly  early  in  the  morning  to  save  seats.  Such  was  the 257

anticipation of the capacity crowd which did arrive, squeezing in to stand 
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wherever mourners could find space. Accommodations had to be made for 
more  than  100  visiting  priests  in  attendance.  While  the  building  could 258

accommodate 1,000 people (using choir loft and standing room), the church 
had to turn away as many mourners as it had admitted.  Among those who 259

came were Catholics and non-Catholics alike honoring their pastor, friend, 
counselor and esteemed citizen.260

The church interior, dressed in black and white streamers and banners,  261

welcomed the simple  oak casket  which serenely occupied its  place  at  the 
front  of  the  altar  rail  in  the  traditional  orientation  of  the  priest’s  head 262

toward  his  altar,  his  feet  toward  the  nave.  Among  the  many  floral 
arrangements surrounding the casket: a spray of lilies from Olean’s Mayor, 
Peter C. Foley (a parishioner), and a large cross of roses and lilies (nearly five 
feet  high)  sent  by  the  Exchange  National  Bank.  (The  church  did  all  its 263

banking through the other bank in town, Olean National Bank.)  264

At 11:00 am Rev. William Krampf of Cattaraugus, a former assistant at St. 
Mary's (1904) and Rev. Patrick Enright of Gowanda chanted the Office of the 
Dead—their voices quivering with emotion as they intoned the antiphons in 
Latin.  265

An hour  later,  the  solemn high  Gregorian  Requiem Mass  commenced 
with  Fr.  Hamel’s  cousin  as  celebrant—  Rev.  Louis  Woelfel,  pastor  at  St. 
Martin’s Church in Pittsburgh. Monsignor Baker would preach the eulogy.

Previous assistants to Fr. Hamel took part in the mass. This included Rev. 
John Dailey of Belfast (deacon); Rev. Bernard McAvinue of Driftwood (sub-
deacon); Rev. James Gillhooley of East Pembroke (master of ceremonies); Rev. 
William Krampf  (censor bearer) and Rev. John Rochford and Rev. John Tracy 
of Buffalo (acolytes).   In all, a total of 19 assistant priests served under Fr. 266

Hamel from 1885 until his death.267

Nellie  Sheridan  directed  the  music  and  played  the  organ  for  the 
traditional Gregorian Requiem Mass with full compliment of voices from the 
parish  choir  and  its  men’s  chorus.  From  the  choir  loft  emanated  the 268

mournful Requiem, Kyrie, Agnus Dei and Lux Aeternam.  The men’s chorus, 269

assisted by a priest, sang the haunting Dies Irae  or, "Day of Wrath," about 270

the Second Coming of Christ and Judgment Day with the promise of hope. A 
quartette of mixed voices offered the Benedictus and a male soloist performed 
Gounod’s  Pie  Jesu,  a  relatively  new  version  (1893)  of  this  traditional 271

prayer/hymn. 
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Among the priests in the sanctuary: Rev. Thomas Walsh, chancellor of the 
diocese (later  the archbishop for  whom the Olean Catholic  high school  is 
named); Rev. E. J. Walsh, president of Niagara University; Very Rev. Fidelis 
Reynolds, OFM of St. Bonaventure’s seminary; Rev. John Leddy, pastor of St. 
Joseph’s Cathedral and Rev. Edward J. Rengel, pastor of Holy Name of Mary 
Church in Ellicottville.  The latter’s name was type-set as “Rev. Frederick 272

Ringle” in that afternoon’s Olean Herald.  Rev. Thomas O’Hern was also in 
attendance. 

That  same newspaper offered Monsignor Baker’s  eulogy,  fraught  with 
Victorian sentimentalism.

“He hath fought the good fight; he hath kept the faith and for him there is 
the treasure of celestial immortality,” he said opening his tribute.273

Monsignor Baker’s works of charity garnering him world-renown fame 
were well known at the time of the funeral,  so his words likely rang with a 274

particular sense of gravitas in the congregation’s ears. 

“Like a good shepherd who brought the sheep who strayed from the 
fold back again, Father Hamel was truly a father to you. You will miss 
him;  you  will  miss  his  friendly  voice  as  he  spoke  to  you  on  Sunday 
morning; you will miss his sunny, smiling countenance. We owe Father 
Hamel a great debt that we can never repay. He has been good to us; 
sacrificed  himself  to  us,  and  my  dear  friends,  we  must  never  forget 
him.”275

At the conclusion of mass, the casket lid was lifted making it possible for 
mourners to see their pastor’s face one last time as they passed the bier on the 
way out of church.  His body lay in state in the church the rest of the day for 276

mourners to wander in to pay their respects and pray.  In the afternoon, the 277

school children (not permitted to attend the funeral) gathered to recite the 
Rosary.  All  the  while,  tapered  candles  surrounding  the  bier  burned  in 278

silence.
The  Knights  of  Columbus,  who  commandeered  most  of  the  funeral 

arrangements  and  provided  borrowed  cars  for  the  visiting  priests’ 
transportation from the train station, hosted a lunch for them at the Knights’ 
clubhouse following the funeral.279
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That evening hundreds of  mourners again packed the church—friends 
and parishioners who wished to get one last look at the mortal remains of 
Dean Hamel before the casket was taken to the station where the 9:15 Erie 
Rail Road Train No. 6 would take him to his final resting place at a cemetery 
in Brooklyn.   Once again, men and women from several Catholic church 280

organizations met at the Knights of Columbus Hall to march in procession in 
inclement weather to St. Mary of the Angels. Entering the church, a guard of 
honor  formed  consisting  of  the  Knights  of  Columbus  and  the  Catholic 
Mutual Benefit Association (under Dean Hamel’s spiritual direction).  These 281

men lead a double line down the aisles past the bier located in front of the 
altar,  then  back  out  the  church  with  the  congregation  following  behind 
forming an impressive escort of the casket as it was taken to the Erie train 
station.  Undaunted by the rain, a large crowd of mourners lining Union 282

Street all the way to the train station greeted the procession. 283

The Olean EveningTimes’ account relays for us what happened next:

“So great was the throng on the station platform that it was necessary 
to telegraph orders to the train crew at Allegany to run slowly on nearing 
the Olean station. As the funeral train approached, the bell of St. John’s 
church was tolled. The pall bearers tenderly placed the casket on board 
the train and the delegation of priests and members of the Knights of 
Columbus appointed to accompany the body to Brooklyn boarded the 
train. As it slowly pulled out of the station, there was a distinct sound of 
sobbing to be heard and the throng of people disappeared slowly and 
quietly to their homes.”284

Among those accompanying the body on the train to Brooklyn were Dean 
Hamel’s sister and brother-in-law, Fr. Rockford, Fr. Krampf and Fr. Edward 
Rengel—again spelled “Ringle” in the Evening Times newspaper.  Also on 285

board were members of the Knights of Columbus including Judge George 
Larkin.  

Fr.  Rengel celebrated the Requiem Mass on Friday, assisted by Fathers 
Kramp and Rochford at Most Holy Trinity Church in Brooklyn—the parish of 
the Dean’s baptism, first communion, confirmation, and first mass.  After 286

mass, the remains were placed in a receiving vault in St.  John’s Cemetery 
until the bodies of Fr. Hamel’s father and mother could be exhumed from the 
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Old Trinity Cemetery to be buried with their son in the new Hillenbrand lot 
blessed by Fr. Rengel on Tuesday, January 23rd.287

By today’s standards, no media outlet worth its salt would have covered 
Fr. Hamel’s funeral without at least making some brief reference to the aching 
trials of the 1885-1887 libelous scandal and the Christian manner in which he 
bore that  public  humiliation,  not  to  mention the magnanimous gesture of 
mercy he bestowed upon his accuser who caused so much personal suffering. 
Yet, among all the public reports covering his death, including subsequent 
articles in parish publications over the years, not one word was mentioned 
about what had to be the most challenging segment of his life and the most 
revealing of his character as a Christian and as a Catholic priest. Given the 
highly sensitive Victorian sentiments lingering in that era, it was not unusual 
to  bury  the  uncomfortable  details  of  life  within  communities  as  secrets 
commonly are in families. At best, it would be poor taste to mention these 
unpleasantries. We can presume this was the case with the portrayal of Fr. 
Hamel’s  life  in  print  and in  personal  memory.  Equally  silent  about  these 
uncomfortable matters were subsequent eulogists.

One thing we know for sure, Fr. Hamel did not forget, as a Franciscan 
historian discovered decades later. 

It is said that a priest’s last sermon is his Will. In Dean Hamel’s case, it 
literally opened with the words: “In the name of God the Father and Son and 
Holy  Ghost,  Amen.”  The  document  (presently  in  the  parish  archives) 288

reflects  his  simplicity  of  style—one  typed  legal-size  page  on  plain  white 
paper in which he bequeathed the following: one of 15 shares of Knights of 
Columbus stock to St. Mary’s Parish; $100, his gold watch and street clothes 
to his “servant,” Frank Huselstein; $500 in cash and his books and pictures to 
St.  Bonaventure’s  College.  The balance of  his  estate was designated to St. 
Francis Asylum in Buffalo, a home for the aged and infirm. Dean Hamel also 
had a life insurance policy, $5,000 of which was bequeathed to the diocese 
and $10,000 to St.  Mary of  the Angels  in Olean which would soon put it 
towards  a  very  specific  purpose  significantly  impacting  the  future  of  the 
parish community. 

Of  all  the  John  J.  Hamel  materials  left  to  St.  Bonaventure’s  College, 
nothing  remains  in  the  university  archives  today,  according  to  archivist, 
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Dennis  Frank,  who  notes  that  significant  fires  destroying  buildings  on 
campus in the intervening years may have consumed the Hamel collection.289

Poignantly, only one element of Fr. Hamel’s material survived and over 
the decades eventually made its way to Immaculate Conception Province’s 
archives:  his  stash  of  clippings  from various  newspapers  surrounding his 
court case in 1887.  This a Franciscan researcher stumbled upon a century 290

later.291

Months  following  his  funeral,  during  a  Friday  evening  service,  Fr. 
Hamel’s successor at  St.  Mary of the Angels formally announced plans to 
move the remains of Dean Hamel from his resting place in Brooklyn to the 
new burial  crypt below the baptistry in the yet-to-be-completed church.  292

Apparently, there were some legal questions to be explored first regarding 
internment in a church, according to the newspaper account.293

One month following his death, a solemn “month’s mind” requiem was 
offered  at  St.  Mary’s  celebrated  by  his  friend,  Fr.  Rengel.  At  this  time, 294

memorial cards with a picture of the late pastor were distributed with two 
quotes printed on the reverse side.

Hebrews (13:7):
“Remember your pastors who have spoken the word of God to you.” 

St. Ambrose:
“We have loved him during life; let us not abandon him until we have 

conducted him by our prayers into the eternal Tabernacle.”

The first anniversary of Father Hamel’s death was observed with mass 
celebrated no less than four times that Wednesday morning, January 12, 1913 
beginning with the first mass offered by Father Quinlan at exactly 5:15, the 
time  of  Father  Hamel’s  death.  More  than  100  people  received  Holy 295

Communion  at  that  mass,  the  newspaper  reported  on  page  one.  That 
celebration was followed by another mass offered by Father Rockford at 6:30 
a.m. at the convent and at 7:00 a.m. by Father Krampf at the church.  The 296

last Mass was offered at 8:00 a.m. for the roughly 1,000 in attendance by none 
other than Bishop Colton who recovered from his two surgeries. Following 
mass,  the  bishop  addressed  the  congregation  exhorting  them  to  continue 
their piety and to remain loyal to their new pastor in his work to build the 
spiritual and material structure of their faith. 
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“He was a great priest,” Bishop Colton said in his tribute. “He came here 
in his early manhood when Olean was but a little village. He saw it rise into a 
good-sized city. He ministered to the whole surrounding district. Where for 
years he stood alone with but one church, there are now a half score of priests 
and almost a score of churches.”297

“You saw his life for it was ever before you in the zealous pursuit of 
his priestly duties. He had worn himself out in your behalf. He taught 
you by word and example. He sowed the seeds of divine truth in your 
minds and implanted the law of God in your hearts. Intelligent Catholics 
as you are, and good Christians as all acknowledge you to be, you owe it 
all to him, for it was all his work. No wonder the love you bore toward 
him-and  no  surprise  is  this  tribute  you  pay  to  him  today  in  these 
memorial services. The sorrow that you felt at his death is now turned 
into joy, for you have become resigned when you know God took him to 
give him an immortal crown and you feel that you are still in  union with 
him and can show your appreciation and gratitude by the prayers you 
say for him and the holy communion you can receive for him, should he 
not be already enjoying the happiness of the blessed in Heaven. […] In 
the masses  and communions you have given him shows that  you are 
keeping in mind his lessons and carrying out his exhortations. For if there 
was one lesson he taught you more than any other it was the lesson of 
death—that we should be ever ready to meet it by living good lives.”298

Following this exhortation,  the bishop then turned his attention to the 
future  of  the  parish  community.  “[…]rally  ‘round  your  new  pastor,”  he 
continued. “He is young and energetic. He has grand ideas for your spiritual 
and material  uplift,  but he needs your cooperation to accomplish them. If 
Father Hamel could have named a successor, Father Rengel, I am sure would 
have been the one. So what you would do for the pastor gone, do for his 
successor and soon we shall see rising on this hill a grand, beautiful church 
with the spires rising to the heavens, shedding the glory and grace of God 
and  the  blessings  of  religion  upon  yourselves,  upon  the  city  and  its 
inhabitants, now and for succeeding ages.”299
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   …where he slept as a young man. 

xactly eight years following Dean Hamel’s death, his successor, Very 
Rev. Edward Rengel, made good on his promise to move his friend’s 
mortal remains to the newly constructed resting place he had prepared 

in the crypt in the east tower of the magnificent new Gothic church. Dean 
Hamel’s sister and her husband accompanied the casket on the train from 
Brooklyn which arrived in Olean on January 13.   At St. Mary of the Angels 300

church, the remains had lain in state all through the day and night of January 
14 until the morning of the 15th, guarded all the while by members of the 
Knights of Columbus and the Holy Name Society.301

Parishioners filled the church the next morning for the 10:30 solemn high 
Requiem Mass. A black and silver pall covered the metal casket placed in 
front of the sanctuary rail—the sole ornament draping the pall: one of Father 
Hamel’s  stoles,  the symbol  of  his  office.  Sixteen priests  from across  the 302

diocese were present for the mass celebrated once again by Dean Hamel’s 
cousin, Rev. Louis Woelful of Pittsburgh. Former assistants to the deceased 
priest served at the mass including Fathers Krampf, Gilhooley and Rochford 
(pastor in Gowanda at the time). Also included among the mourners were 
sisters  from  the  Convent  of  Mercy  and  from  St.  Elizabeth’s  Academy  in 
Allegany.303

The eulogist, another former assistant to Dean Hamel, was Rev. Henry 
Dolan of Buffalo who was assigned to Olean around the turn of the century. 
In an emotional tribute which at times brought some in the congregation to 
tears,  Fr.  Dolan made this  endearing observation:  In  the first  years  of  his 
assignment  in  Olean,  Fr.  Hamel  lived in  the  basement  of  the  old  church, 
sleeping near its foundations. Today, he is reposed once again very near the 
vicinity of where he slept as a young man.  304

Indeed, some of the very beveled foundation stones from the old church 
which  were  used  for  the  new  church’s  east  tower  foundation  flank  the 
entrance to the crypt. 
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Preaching from the words of Isaiah, “Your thoughts are not my thoughts 
and your ways are not my ways, saith the Lord,” Fr.  Dolan noted that in 
every community we see men whose ways are not the ways of everyone else
—even their thoughts differ. He was speaking specifically of Catholic priests 
and  quoted  tributes  to  the  priesthood  from  non-Catholic  writers.  Dean 
Hamel’s life, he pointed out, shined in his living and in his charity. And to all 
at all times he was the same—modest, blameless and true. 

Fr. Dolan spoke of the former pastor’s virtues and Christian character and 
made  particular  note  of  his  simplicity  which  he  said  made  him  great. 
Following the eulogy in which the congregation was exhorted to never forget 
the splendid example of devotion set by their former pastor, the Libera me 
Gregorian  chant  filled  the  Gothic  church.  The  remains  were  escorted  in 
procession  to  the  east  tower’s  crypt  where  the  receptacle  was  prepared. 
Flooring above the crypt was removed so that  the casket  could be gently 
lowered from the church level.

As in life, Father Hamel is with his parish. 

Fr. Dolan praised Fr. Rengel for the remarkable devotion he had paid to 
the memory of his friend.   Indeed, in the coming decades, Dean Hamel’s 305

successor would schedule at least two or three observances each year to pray 
for and honor his friend and beloved predecessor. 

In  the  decades  following  the  passing  of  this  pastor  so  intimately 
connected with the lives of his parishioners,  annual anniversaries of Dean 
Hamel’s  death  would  be  celebrated  with  a  requiem  mass  which  usually 
included Absolution of the Dead afterwards given in the lower vault where 
he is interred.  306

In  addition  to  the  anniversary  of  his  death,  for  decades  the  parish 
celebrated the anniversary of  his  ordination to the priesthood which is  in 
conjunction with the Feast of St. Mary of the Angels. This feast also carries 
with it the Portiuncula Indulgence  which was another particular point of 307

pilgrimage to the church with such hearty Franciscan roots. 
In the midst of building the new church in 1915, the parish made it  a 

point  to  celebrate  the  40th  anniversary  of  Fr.  Hamel’s  ordination  with  a 
Requiem Mass offered for him.308

Within  the  magnificent  gothic  marble  church  which  replaced  the  old 
wood church in September of 1915, the parish continued to honor Fr. Hamel 
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with the commemoration of significant elements. Of all the glorious stained-
glass  windows installed in  the  church in  1919,  the  principle  window,  the 
Crucifixion, is dedicated to Dean Hamel. In 1926, commemorating the 50th 
anniversary of his arrival, the parish inscribed his name on a graphic scroll 
on the west wall of the St. Joseph side altar and commissioned a custom art-
glass window in the west tower staircase depicting him as he looked in 1876.

In the ensuing decades, the parish commemorations continued. The high 
altar was ablaze with 50 candles as the St. Mary of the Angels celebrated the 
50th anniversary of Dean Hamel’s ordination with a special Sunday evening 
mass  on  August  2,  1925.  His  successor  presiding  at  this  mass  wore  Fr.  
Hamel’s favorite alb and the green vestment which the late pastor purchased 
and wore.  Dean Hamel’s silver gothic chalice which he had used every 309

Sunday—bequeathed to the parish upon his death— topped the list of his 
relics used in the sanctuary that night.  It is noted today that this chalice 310

was at one point in its history plated in gold. We can only presume this was 
done in 1925 for this Golden Jubilee celebration. 

In 1950, the parish commemorated the 75th anniversary of his ordination 
with a special holy hour.  311

Occasionally,  the anniversary of  Dean Hamel’s  birthday (May 17)  was 
also  celebrated  with  a  Mass  as  was  done,  for  instance,  when it  fell  on  a 
Sunday in 1914.  His 75th birthday in 1925 also fell on a Sunday in which 312

his successor celebrated a High Mass in his memory. 313

Dean Hamel’s appointment as pastor in 1876 was a significant occasion of 
annual celebration at the parish. In 1926 at the Golden Jubilee of the event, 
his successor planned a grand week of celebrations which included a Solemn 
Mass presided by Dennis Cardinal Dougherty of Philadelphia (Fr. Rengel’s 
friend)  assisted  by  Most  Rev.  William  Turner,  Bishop  O’Hern,  Rev.  John 
McMahon  of  Trenton  (who  later  became  bishop  of  Trenton),  Monsignor 
Baker,  Rev.  Louis  Woelfel  and  others.  Included  among  the  guests  were 
Caroline  Hillenbrand  and  her  husband,  Francis,  who  traveled  from 
Brooklyn.  Also attending was Fr. Joseph Garen who, 50 years ago, was one 314

of the altar boys in Buffalo who helped the young Father Hamel carry his 
satchel to the train station on the day he left for Olean.315

For the 60th anniversary of Dean Hamel’s appointment as first pastor, the 
parish offered a 40-Hours devotion starting November 22 and closing on the 
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anniversary  date,  November  24.  A priest  from  Friendship  preached  the 
anniversary sermon.  It  was noted at that time in 1936 that many of the 316

prominent  clergy who took part  in  the  50th  anniversary  celebrations  had 
passed  away.  This  list  included  Bishop  Turner,  Bishop  O’Hern,  Bishop 
McMahon,  Monsignor Baker,  Monsignor Weber,  Father Lewis O’Hern and 
Father Louis Woelful—Fr. Hamel’s cousin who presided at his funeral Mass 
and other celebrations at St. Mary of the Angels over the years.  317

The 24th of November in 1941 fell on a Sunday. High Mass was offered 
for  the  late  Dean  Hamel  to  commemorate  the  65th  anniversary  of  his 
appointment as first pastor in Olean.318

The original document in Bishop Ryan’s handwriting appointing Father 
Hamel as pastor of “the Church in Olean,” is presently secured in the parish 
archives. For decades it was displayed in heavy brass picture frame which 
was hung in the sacristy of the new church and then affixed on a wall in the 
baptistry directly above his mortal remains. Years later, the crucifix from the 
old St. Mary of the Angels Church was also placed on a new wall constructed 
directly above the crypt. 

Cardinal Dougherty, it was noted in 1941, was one of only sixteen still 
alive  of  the  approximately  200  priests  who  took  part  in  the  1926 
celebrations.   Only one person was likely to have fed that piece of trivia to 319

the newspaper—the indomitable successor of the pastorship of St. Mary of 
the Angels who so faithfully preserved the memory of his friend with the 
many annual commemorations of the significant days of this remarkable life 
connected with the parish.

Consistent with the prolonged tenures of its first two pastors, only four 
resident pastors had served at St. Mary of the Angels by the time the 100th 
anniversary  of  its  establishment  as  a  parish  in  the  Diocese  Buffalo  rolled 
around. While mention was made of Fr. Hamel in 1976, it was in context of 
the larger  story of  the parish which by that  time included the wonderful 
details of Thomas Merton’s connection with the church in 1939-1940.320

In  an  attempt  to  bring  the  parish  history  and  heritage  in  touch  with 
parishioners today, St. Mary of the Angels community has made efforts to 
draw attention to Dean Hamel. In June of 2012, memorializing the centenary 
of his death, a public procession was held in his honor at the opening of the 
annual Church Festival at St. Mary of the Angels. Dr. John Adams, a diocesan 
seminarian in residence for his pastoral year, carried Dean Hamel’s framed 

!51



portrait. The pastor, Very. Rev. Gregory J. Dobson, VF wore a vintage green 
vestment that could very well be dated to Dean Hamel’s time.

 In  2016,  the  104th  anniversary  of  Dean  Hamel’s  death,  a  mass  for  a 
deceased priest was celebrated on January 15 by his successor, Fr. Dobson, 
who also holds Dean Hamel’s office as Vicar Forane. 

Several  months  following  Dean  Hamel’s  death,  Bishop  Colton  visited 
Olean  for  another  momentous  occasion  in  the  life  of  the  St.  Mary  of  the 
Angels Catholic community—the laying of the cornerstone of its new church, 
replacing the old St. Mary of the Angels church where Fr. Hamel ministered 
and shepherded his entire adult life. Among Bishop Colton’s remarks:  

“I feel that the presence of your late beloved pastor is with you today 
and that he is invoking a blessing upon you and his successor. We believe 
in  the  future  life—the  life  to  come,  the  resurrection  of  the  body  and 
everlasting life. Now is the time to lay the corner stone of life for that 
future.”321
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