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NOTABLE COLUMBIANS
FITZ WILLIAM McMASTER.

By Helen Kohn Hennig.

Many of us have attended Mc 
Master school or day by day have 
patiently waited for our children to
come from its portals, but how many 
of us. have ever stopped to consider 
the personality of the man whose 
name that school bears!

Fitz William McMaster has often 
been called the lather of tne public 
school system of Columbia. It is 
hard for us who have lived and been 
educated in the organized public 
schools, who have accepted the phil 
osophy that it is the general d u ty 
of a citizenery to educate all children 
regardless of conditions or wealth, to 
appreciate the difficulties which con 
fronted Colonel McMaster and nis 
devoted coterie who were responsible 
tor the organization of the present 
Columbia public schooj system. It 
was not unusual nearly a century 
ago for people to feel aonestly that 
public schools were injurious in 
stitutions. Colonel McMaster waged 
a successful tig' t against tne popular 
thought *f his time and a gains i or 
ganized opposition which included 
some of the very best brains and 
best families of bouth Carolina.

He was chairman of the lirst board 
of the present school system, which 
was composed, in addition to him 
self, of W. J. Duftie, Naihaniei i>. 
darnwell, J. S. Muller and John P. 
Arthur. Dr. D. B Johnson, then a 
young man of vision, was the tirst 
superintendent of the Columbia sys 
tem. He tound a ready response to 
his far seeing ideals in Colonel Mc 
Master, who, step by step, went with 
Doctor Johnson to the ultimate 
financing and organizing of our 
schools und the organization of Wm- 
throp Training school, which has re 
sulted in the great institution of 
Winthrpp college.

Fairfieid county, which is the home 
of most good South Carolina Mc- 
Masters (and by the way. it might 
be interesting to know that the Mc- 
Masters are thase who cam? uirectly 
trom Scotland while the McMaster 
branch of the family came by way 
of Ireland), was the birthplace of 
Fitz William McMaster. March 26, 
1826. He was the son of John and 
Rachel Buchanan McMaster. His 
father was born in Ireland, the son 
of Hugh McMaster, whose history is 
an interesting incident in the relation 
ship between Ireland and America. 
Hugh McMasier came to America be- 
iore the Revolutionary war and fought 
for the freedom of Amsrica, but re 
turned to Ireland and there married. 
Religious persecution forced him to 
emigrate again to this country, but 
he died en route, at sea. His will 
requested his widow and his son, 
John, to come to South Carolina. 
Following this desire, Mrs. Hugh Mc- 
Master and her young son. John, 
settled in Winnsboro. where John 
grew to manhood. He was a well 
known citizen of historic Wmnsboro, 
serving his adopted home as post* 
master for 40 years.

His son, KHz William, received his 
education at the well known Mt, 
Zion academy in Winnsboro and at 
the South Carolina collega in Co 
lumbia, from which he graduated 
with distinguished honors in the class 
of 1847. In 1852 he married Mary 
Jane Macfie, a graduate of Doctor 
Marks' Barhamville school, class of 
1850, and the daughter of James and 
Catherine McGregor Macfie. The 
married life of Mr. and Mrs. Fitz 
William McMaster is a beautiful chap. 
ter in Southern home life and hos-
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<.'i;<i aiiiott had been killed in the 
Battle of the Crater, for which ser 
vice he was highly praised.

Colonel McMaster had an almost 
feudal feeling toward the members 
of his regiment, who were largely 
from Fairfieid, Chester, Lancaster and 
York counties. His fatherly interest, 
which led him to provide what few 
comforts were procurable and to take 
a personal interest in every man un- 
cler him. persisted after the war and 
in so far as he was able he kept irrf 
touch with "his boys." The State 
often carried Colonel McMastPr's ac 
counts of his participation in the 
war.

After the cessation of hostilities 
Fitz William McMaster returned to 
his adopted home in Columbia and 
resumed the practice of law, becom 
ing one of the leading members of 
the South Carolina bar. He prac 
ticed his chosen profession without 
interruption until his retirement in 
1898, which was occasioned by his 
failing health. At one time he was 
appointed a special judge of court 
in Chester county. Later he served 
his county in the house of repre 
sentatives and for two years repre 
sented Richland county in the South

-, - . - , - , , Carolina senate. James Henry Rice, 
shown in the story of a guest who jr jn an article about Colonel Mc- 
went to the wrong house. A certain Master, states that he believes that 
young man, a atranger m Columbia, Colonel McMaster's proposal for 
had been invited by Fitz Hugh Me- ] vying an extra tax for the public 
Master, whose home is ]ust across schools of Columbia, which was 
the street from that of his cousins, t j nany passed after three successive

lived in one home in Columbia, 
"where th« most gracious and abound 
ing hospitality was dispensed." To 
this couple were born 14 children, 
all of whom lived to be more than 
21 years of age. As Mrs. McMaster's 
mother, Mrs. Macfie, whose ex 
quisitely beautiful portrait graces the 
McMaster home now. was also a 
member of the household, the im 
mediate family numbered 70. U is 
trite to say that a family kept an 
open house, but that truly describes 
the generous hospitality of the Mc- 
Masters. A member of the family 
told me that on the Thursday of Fair 
week it was not unusual to have 
30 seated at the dinner table, but 
that they had once reached the high 
mark of 50.

A delightful evidence of the hos 
pitality offered by this family is

to have tea. Being a little uncertain 
of his direction, the guest inquired of 
a Nejrro. who directed him to the 
Fitz William McMasters. Upon ar 
riving he explained to one of the 
young women of the family, of whom 
there were six. that her brother had 
invited him to tea. This was such 
in ordinary occurrence that Miss Mc 
Master invited him in and not being 
sure which brother's guest he was, 
made him feel as comfortable as only 
fhe M(*Mast?rs csn. Only the fact 
that Fitz Hugh McMaster became 
alarmed at the non-appearance of his 
guest and went to his kinsmen's to 
search, explained the fact that this 
charming hospitality had been ac 
corded in the wrong home.

The children who were born to 
Mr, and Mrs. McMaster are: Mary 
Elliott; Catherine McGregor (Mrs. 
Woodrow); Rarhel Buchanan. who was 
the mother of Douglas McKay Fitz 
William. 2nd; Helen Graham; Jane 
Macfie; John Thornwell. affectionate 
ly known to his friends as "Thornie"; 
Aime* Rice; Mrs. Virginia Lee Foard; 
Col. George Hunter; Benjamin Pal-

defeats, cost him a seat in congress. 
In an account of his life written by 
John S. Reynolds at the time Mr. 
McMaster died. Mr. Reynolds ex 
plains that Colonel McMaster "was a 
candidate for congress in the con 
vention that met in Union for the 
nomination. he forces were evenly 
divided, the convention got into a 
deadlock and remained so for several 
days, it being impossible to tell 
whether the Democratic nominee 
would be McMaster or Perry. Finally 
a break came and it was in favor 
of Perry." Perhaps Mr. Rice is cor 
rect in his analysis of the situation, 
but it is certain that atfer the suc 
cess of the public school system was 
.assured Mr. McMaster became one 
of the most popular men in the city. 

Colonel McMaster was fortunate in 
being able to Gee two of his dearest 
desires carried to fruition. He lived 
long enough to see the firm establish 
ment of tne schools and also to see 
the Columbia canal actually in ex 
istence, the realization of a dream 
for the industrial development of Co 
lumbia. He lived to see $5,000,000

ier; Samuel Bucbanan. dear to the I invested in cotton mills in this city, so
hearts of alPC^TumBianT 
and Edward Porter Alexander.
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Another interesting chapter in the 
life of Mr. McMaeter was his pre 
paration for the law. which he read 
in the office of Chancellor DeSaus- 
sure, at the same time serving as 
librarian of the South Carolina col- 
ege, where he is credited with hav 

ing purchased some of the most 
valuable books of that almost in 
valuable collection.

Upon the outbreak of the War of 
Secession, Mr. McMaster volunteered 
in the ranks, where he served in the 
Battle of Manassas. However, when 
tne Seyententh South Carolina Vol 
unteer in tan try was organized, former 
Governor Means was chosen colonel 
and Mr. McMaster lieutenant colonel. 
Upon the death of Colonel Means, his 
lieutenant colonel took his place. 
Colonel McMaster was at Sultivans 
Island when the Ironsides and the 
Monitor attempted to run the 
gauntlet into Charleston harbor. He 
served in many battles and many 
engagements during the war, finally 
being captured at Fort Steadman in 
Virginia, after which he was held 
prisoner until the surrender of Gen 
eral Lee, which took place shortly 
the real ter. Perhaps his most notablemeicaiu-T. remaps nis mosi noiaoie I ." Jf "V~ * 
service in the war was when he com- ««* .f

Columbia canal that he dug the ficst 
shovel of dirt to be thrown. Colonel 
McMaster was on the banks of the 
canal that day, "when amid the ring 
ing of bells and the tooting of whis 
tles the yellow waters of the Broad 
river plunged for the first time into 
the new power-creating channel. His 
friends had never seen him happier." 
As chairman of the canal commission, 
he had devoted years of service and 
unselfish attention for the public 
weal and it was a source of great 
satisfaction to see his efforts crowned 
with success.

In 1890 his personal popularity, his 
great number of friends and the 
recognition of his service to the city 
led to his election as mayor, which 
position he held for one term.

At the end of the war Colonel Mc 
Master was one of the organizers and 
the first president of the Richland 
Survivors' association, which later 
became Camp Hampton, United Vet 
erans of the Confederacy. Colonel 
McMaster was for 47 years a mem 
ber of the First Presbyterian church 
of this city. For 43 years of this 
time he served as an elder and for 
40 years was teacher and super in-

Tfiree elders of the Presbytei -'urn 
church "furnished 36 children to the 
Sunday school. They were: Colonel, 
McMaster. with 14 children; W. J. j 
Duffie with ten and Henry Muller 
with 12. the combined number form 
ing a considerable school of their 
own.

The estimates of Colonel McMaster's  
chrracter agree that he was optimistic! 
and progressive, "he had true public    
spirit. Genial and courteous, with |,

the manner of the old school and a 
tender socia. consiae aiencss wnich 
made him beloved, he was yet in- [^f 
flexible in his purpose to fo*ce the 
advancement of nis community." 
Those who knew him describe him as 
vivacious, courteous, unruffled and 
charming, with a particular love of 
poetry, which he recited each morn 
ing while dressing, and which he en 
couraged his children to learn. He 
had all the graces of a charming j£5 
Southern gentleman with the indomit- ' 
able will of his Scotch ancestry. "As 
he, himself, said about a friend, 'He Wft 
was a gooj man to tie to. You could 
always depend upon him/"

When the news of Colonel Mc 
Master's death reached Columbia, the 
city truly mourned for one of its 
great citizens; the flag on the county 
courthouse was hoist 3d at half mast 
and his friends awaited with sorrow 
ing hearts the arrival of his body f 
from Mars Hill, N, C., where he had' 
died at the home of his daughter. 
September 10, 1899. His funeral was 
one of the largest Columbia has ever 
known, with his comrades of Camp 
Hampton acting as a guard of honor.

The State ran an editorial at the 
time of his death which is such a 
remarkable piece of journalism that 
I wish it were possible to quote it 
as a whole; however, I shall have to 
be content with only a part. "Colonel 
McMaster did his best work for Co 
lumbia when the city was small and 
weak, very poor and very backward. 
He helped to *et its feet in the path 
of progress jmd LO keep it steadfast 
in its course. No man, indeed, did 
more than he to guide it rightly 
when it most needed sane and faith 
ful guidance and happily he lived 
to see the fruition of some of his 
dearest hopes for the city of his 
adoption.

"Twenty years ago a little com 
munity of 10,000 people, desperately 
impoverished, staggered under the 
weight of nearly a $1.000,000 of debt, 
its treasury was empty, its credit was 
gone, its values were fallen. It could 
not hope to pay the interest on its 
debt, a debt largely fraudulent and 
for which its people had received 
little or no equivalent. It could notf 
light its streets, and its unpaid police- ft 
men went barefoot and in rags. There £ 
was a strong movement for repudia- * 
tion. and, indeed, partial repudiation | 
would have been justified. Colonel 3 
McMaster, however, realized the in-1* 
jury that would result to the reputa- ( 
tion qf the town from the adoption J 
of this policy, and he led in the 
movement which saved Columbia's 
name and yet lightened a burden that 
could not otherwise have been borne."

None of the eight sons of Colonel 
McMaster has ever married. Those 
of his children who still live in Co 
lumbia carry on the tradition of their 
parents for charming hospitality and 
public service.

Again we turn to The State for a 
true estimate of this notable Colum 
bian: "A good man, an unselfish 
man, a man beloved, his works live 
atfer him."
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Gcoding McMaster has been pro 
moted to lieutenant colonel with 
the rank being retroactive to De 
cember 33, 1954.

Col. McMaster is th,e Atomic, Bi-
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ological and Chemical (ABC) offi 
cer of the 2nd Marine Division at 
Camp Lejune, N. C. He has just 
returned from Camp Desert Rock, 
Nevada, where he observed an 
atomic shot on Yucca Flats.

Colonel McMaster will complete 
13 years in the U. S. Marine Corps 
in June. He was graduated from 
Mount Zion Institute, Winnsboro, 
and after two years at Clemson 
College he was awarded a scholar 
ship to the U. S. Naval Academy, 
Annapolis, From this appointment 
he was graduated in three years, 
with his entire class, and left in 
June, 1942, for the South and Cen 
tral Pacific.

In World War II he served with 
Livcrsedges Raiders and Colonel 
Shapley's famous 4th Marines, and 
was awarded the Purple Heart, 
Silver Star and the Presidential 
Unit Citation.

Col. McMaster Is the second son 
of*Mr. and Mrs. J. Fleming Mc 
Master, Sr., of Winnsboro and is 
35 years old. He is married to the 
former Miss Rebecca Morgan of 
Union and they have thr^e sons; 
Robert Gooding, Jr., Kemper Mor 
gan and Stcven Elliott.
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