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James Henry Rion was bom in Montreal, Lower Canada, on April 17,1828. Family history tells that
his father Henri de Won had been aMajor in the British Army Engineers stationed in Montreal. However,
available official British records can not substantiate that fact. His father died on March 7,1828. His
mother, Margaret Hunter Rion, remained with her parents until they too died in August. Mother and son
theii left Canada, but their exact travels remain clouded in history. By no later than 1841, but possibly
earlier, they arrived in Savannah, Ga.

At a young age James Rion began to show that hewas not cut fi*om plain cloth. Enrolled at the Chatham
Academy attwelve, within two years he had, according to a fiiend, "mastered everything to be taught at
the Academy. He had completed studies ofAlgebra, Geometry, and Mathematics comprising Logarithms,
Mensuration ofsurfaces, solids, heights and distances. Trigonometry, Surveying and Navigation;...
Caesar, Virgil, Cicero's Orations... together with several French works..." Bamard Bee, who attended
Chatham with James, in later life remembered James receiving letters at the Academy from John C.
Calhoun, soitmay bethat the Rions had made connections with the great man prior to their arrival in
Savannah in 1841. Inany event, inMarch 1844, Rion's mother became the housekeeper atFort Hill the
home ofJohn C. Calhoun. Thereafter James was raised with and attended the Pendleton Academy with
the younger Calhoun boys.
Calhoun made some attempts to satisfy Rion's request for anappointment to West Point butwas not
successful. Rion was, however, able toobtain a scholarship firom the Clariosophic Society atSouth
Carolina College (now the University ofSouth Carolina). This award was augmented byan invitation
fi*om the president ofthe school, William C. Preston, to join his household. President Preston each year
invited a couple of students of great promise to reside inhishouse. Even more beneficial to Rion th?^n the
monetary savings and the close association with this "man ofthorough culture, a great rhetoritician, orator
and statesman" was the fact that itwas here that Rion met his future wife, Mary Catherine (Kitty) Weir.
Kitty had become Preston's ward after the death ofher father in 1847.

Rion returned to Savannah in the summer of1850 and laid out the Bonadventure Cemetery —aplace that
is admired for itsbeauty to this day. That December hegraduated with thefirst honors inhisclass. He
gave the salutatory address inboth Latin and English. Ayear later, hemarried Kitty Weir in
Pennsylvania- thehome state of herparents. Following graduation, Rion became Professor of
Mathematics and History at theMt. Zion Academy in Winnsboro, South Carolina. It was here in
Winnsboro that he began his legal and military career. Upon his arrival atMount Zion he organized the
students into acorps ofcadets and became involved in the local state militia unit, the 25th Regiment, 6th
Brigade. At the same time he completed the study oflaw he had begun before going to SC College. In
December 1853, he was admitted to the bar. While practicing law he continued his professorship atMount
Zion androsein the militia. Hewas elected major, lieutenant colonel andthencolonel of the 25th
Regiment.

On November 5,1857, Rion shot and killed John Player, afiiend and classmate at college. Apparently,
Playerhad insulted Kitty and then refusedto apologize. The authoritieswould not arrest Rion until he
demanded that they do so. He was then acquitted inMarch 1858, after the jury deliberated for only six
minutes.








