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Generation 1: James and Frances  

Generation 2: John, Christopher, James, Maria, Ella,  
William, Joseph, Fannie, Kate, George, Jean, Sylvester 

Chapter 1: AMERICA 1889 

There’s a spot on the banks of McMechen’s 
Creek in Bellaire, Ohio, where young people 
meet to picnic and swim on warm summer 
days. On a June afternoon, just a few blocks 
south of his family home, a sixteen year old 
boy drowned in the waters rushing to 
tumble into the mighty Ohio River. Directly 
across the river from McMechen’s Creek is 
Bellaire’s sister city, Wheeling in the state of 
West Virginia.  

For more than a hundred years, people’s 
lives on either side of the Ohio River were 
so intertwined that the Wheeling 
newspaper,  “The Intelligencer,” printed all 
there was to know about events on both 
sides of the river; it didn’t make much 
difference which state. So it came about 
that, in 2015, I read a digital copy of that 
very archived newspaper. The banner date 
was June 20,1889, and the drowned boy’s name was Sylvester, the youngest of my 
seven great-uncles in my Murray family. 

TO HIS FRIENDS, HE WAS “SYL.”     

Please, though, may we pause for just a moment? May we imagine that afternoon 
when my Great-Grandmother Frances learned that her jolly Syl had drowned? Was 
there a loud pounding on the door? Did a girl’s voice call out, “Come in?”  Was it a 
policeman? Or had a teenager, in wet clothes, run barefoot as fast as he could to the 
house on Belmont Street? I like to think so, maybe trailed by others who had been 
enjoying this early summer day at the creek with their friend, Syl. 

Three days after the accident, the article in the Wheeling Intelligencer reported: 



“The people of this place were shocked on Thursday afternoon to hear of 
the death of Sylvester Murray, of Bellaire, Ohio, by drowning. He was well 
known here, having lived here three years; his father James Murray, being 
one of the contractors on the new Court House. “Syl” was a jovial, good 
hearted boy, and was well liked by all who knew him. His parents, brothers 
and sisters have the heart-felt sympathy of their many St. Clairsville friends 
in their bereavement.” (1) 

On the same day, in the newspaper's Bellaire Social column, I read that many people 
came from St. Clairsville for the funeral.(2) Baptismal records at St. John’s Catholic 
Church confirm that Sylvester had been baptized on 24 September, 1873(3);  surely, 
that’s where his funeral Mass was offered. Two days later, Sylvester was buried beside 
his sister who would have been eighteen, the first Murray born in America, an infant 
girl named Jean. So, now, of twelve children, the two youngest, Jean and Sylvester, 
the first United States citizens from birth, were the first to die in the new homeland. 

As was customary, the family would have hired a horse-drawn hearse for the ten mile 
trip to the cemetery, and, instead of driving their bulky mason’s wagons, they may 
have hired carriages for the family. The funeral cortege would have headed in slow 
procession east across the Wheeling Bridge onto the National Road and continued 
east to the Mt. Calvary Catholic Cemetery in Wheeling City, Ohio County, West 
Virginia, United States of America.(4)  

Which of Sylvester’s six brothers might have been bearers of his casket from Saint 
John’s Church? Certainly, the two oldest, John, age 41, and Chris, age 39, but the next 
oldest, James B. and Will, had for the last two years been living and working in 
Wichita, Kansas.(5) Newly married Joe, age 27, was away with his bride. The brother 
closest in age to Sylvester was George, the brother who had been born during the 
family’s migration to America. Sylvester and George were not only the youngest of the 
Murrays, but they shared an American childhood from birth. They didn’t know Ireland; 
they didn’t speak with a deep brogue like some in their family. They didn’t remember 
grandparents or cousins, nor the wrenching poverty, hunger and hardship of migrant 
life in Ireland and England. Did these facts make them closer as brothers? It seems 
likely, and George would have chosen to bear the weight of his brother one last time. 
Indeed, you will see that, in the next twenty years, George, now the youngest son, 
would live to bury every family member but one! Only his brother Will, nine years 
older, will go to George’s funeral some forty-two years hence. 

Two of the sisters, Marie and Katie, were married and lived nearby. Katie would have 
come from the nearby town of Barnesville for the funeral. Marie may have brought her 
three young children from her Bellaire home. The unmarried sisters - Ella, age 34, and 
Fannie, 24, lived at home on Belmont Street. Young as they were, death was no 
stranger to these women. Although all four of the daughters were born after 1850, 



and, therefore, categorically, after the Great Famine, deprivation, disease and death 
were a large part of Irish life for many decades after 1850, leading one historian to 
assess survivors of the Potato Famine thus:  

“A certain amount of iron entered the Irish soul in the Famine holocaust.” (6) 

Was it iron which forged a vision and ramrod will in James who, with his mastery of 
stone masonry, guided his family to a successful life in America? As you read this story 
of their life, you’ll learn a little Irish history. The next chapters will describe James and 
Frances conquering the obstacles that so devastated millions of other Irish lives. Then, 
you decide. 

Footnotes: 
1 GenealogyBank:Sun.Jun23,1889/Wheeling Register (Wheeling, WV) Vol 26/issue235/“St 
Clairsville: The News of a Week Pertinently Paragraphed 
2 IBID  
3 Registration of Baptism St. John: Sept 24,1873 - photocopy of original page in file.  
4 Mount Calvary Cemetery, Wheeling, Ohio County, WV burial records in Murray Archival and 
Digital Files 
5 Wichita City Directory info 
6 “Pre & Post -Famine Landscape Change” by Kevin Whelan p19 in THE GREAT IRISH FAMINE 


