Smith/Briggs


Chapter 2

The Bitter with the Sweet


The last home we had in Fitchburg, before Mother’s death, was the smallest of 

our houses.  It was primitive in some respects.  But the lush orchard in which it was located made it a virtual Garden of Eden.  We had it all:  apples of several kinds, pears, plum trees, a vineyard of sweet grapes, not to mention a variety of berries and flowers.  The big lilac bush at the front door was something none of us could ever forget.  In springtime its fragrance was out of this world.




“Oh, lilac, lilac, speak to me,





Of happy days gone by….”


One afternoon, Mother entertained us by dancing a few steps before the lilac bush.  She pointed to a small rose in her hair.  But it was the background that held our attention:  Lillian and the lilacs.  Mother’s middle name was Lillian.


Late one afternoon, I went for a walk with my mother.  Opposite our house was a wide open stretch of field that belonged to an elderly woman down the street.  My mother had never forgotten the fresh air and sunshine of her two farms on Prince Edward Island in Canada.


As we were leaving Mrs. R’s acreage, leaving a nice path through the long grass, she and her daughter met us.  The mother quite eloquently told my mother that she did not like people trespassing on her property.


My dear mother was all regrets and promised not to trespass again.  I blubbered all the way home, saying something about an old witch.


Shortly thereafter, the old witch turned gentle lady, appeared at our door.  She apologized, a bit tearfully, to my embarrassed mother, who did not know what to say except that she had forgiven her.


The old lady then turned toward me and said, “And you, boy, too, forgive me, won’t you?”


“No, I will not forgive you!” I stormed in a fury.  “You were mean to my mother!”


The lady turned to my mother and said, “He will not forgive me.”  There was a moan in her voice.


“Oh, Mrs. R.,” my mother said, “he will get over it.  You know kids.”  But she did not get over it, although I soon forgot all about it.


A few days later, she asked me if I would pick her black cherries.  Up the tree I clambered, and plucked almost every cherry in sight.  Then I presented my three-quart pail to the lady, who immediately poured out one half of the cherries and gave me my half, bucket and all.


Mama, be sure, understood the event in the proper light.  To me it was just a matter of obliging a nice, old lady.


One night my mother awakened me.  “Everett, someone is trying to break in through my window.”  He was trying to remove the screen.  I roared at him, banging on the wall.  We came so close, I might have kissed him.  I smelled alcohol.


Out I ran in pajamas, shoeless, and chased him, shouting and heaving stones at him as he lumbered off through the orchard.


The next day, the pious frauds down the street circulated a report:  “Did you hear that horrid Briggs boy shouting at his poor mother last night?”


I believed in keepsakes.  Dear to me was Mother’s old, yellow, frayed sweater in my trunk, all eighty-five years. 

I am 97 years of age, yet I still finger it tenderly—the old, yellowed cloth handbag my mother sewed years ago.  I carried it with me wherever I went, through my college and seminary years; in the Orient, through almost a decade; back to this country, here and there, until today, eighty-five years since Mother left me.  The old cloth handbag isn’t worth ten cents today, to anyone.  But this poor thing had touched her who had touched me.  That made it more precious to me than a ton of purest gold.  


I remember how I used to go with my mother, early every Thursday afternoon, to the bank for the weekly pittance.  Like two millionaires we sallied forth, she with the little nondescript handbag hanging from her wrist.  About halfway to the bank, we always had to visit the Blessed Sacrament in St. Bernard’s Church on Water Street.  There we parted, Mother to the bank, I to school.


Occasionally, we met some stern nun who sized me up and down.  On her face I could read her sentiments:  “He can’t be all bad.”


Mother’s gentle countenance, lips that spoke less than her bright, blue eyes, still crowd the window of my soul, as if she never died.  I know that Eternity belongs to God, but somehow I will never rest until I have sought her out in those celestial realms.


I cannot forget her soft-voiced question:  “Everett, wouldn’t you like to be  a priest?”  When God took her from me, that December day long ago, I regretted that I had not answered her in the affirmative.  When, however, the sorrow of her passing had somewhat lifted from my heart, I knew that the answer must always be Yes.  A suspicion began to plague me that God, perhaps, had called her to leave me free to serve Him, as she wished.  If she had lived, I doubt I would have become a priest.


My father never took to the salesman’s travel, after marriage to my mother.  He went in for the culinary art, becoming a hotel chef.


One day my father came home late from work as chef at the posh Fay Club.  He opened the door and fell flat on his face.  It developed that he had been suffering from an early onset of Alzheimer’s Disease.  Nowadays, it appears that the sudden, early onset is not a rare form of the disease and, perhaps, the treatment left much to be desired.  I know a dear friend who, in middle life, walked out of his morning shower, fell flat on the floor, and never remembered his name again.


Eventually, Mother became a single parent.  She took in various sorts of work for our support.  I became Mr. Paper Boy, delivering a cartful of newspapers.


Mr. Fred Oakes was taken aback when I told him that I had to discontinue the route.  It seemed that I had the biggest delivery route.  When I explained my mother’s death, he needed no more explanation.  Wells of pity shone in his eyes.


However, in days of my childhood, anything that affected one’s normal behavior was diagnosed as mental, and mental, in turn was elaborated insanity.  Little old ladies occasionally were stored in insane asylums so that invidious relatives could endow their own futures with their riches.  Later in life, I met such sad cases.


There did not seem to be a distinction between functional, non-organic psychosis and the pathological organic condition such as brain damage.  Psychiatrists spoke of “split intelligence.”  Alcohol was a common psychotoxic that caused “soft brain” or “wet brain.”


I used to see drunk men who drank alcohol because they were worried, saying: I just can’t make out.”   Others seemed to inherit the thirst.  People from northern countries seemed to drink more, but allegedly “they can hold more.”


The Vikings were said to drink rather than eat.  But they were of enormous physical build and they could hold it.  The Irish often admitted to “a bit of the creature.”  Often they could hold it too long.


I remember a few days after ordination to the priesthood, a Boston priest advised me never to become involved in family feuds.  Irish priests in those days were big, brawny men proven to answer a wife’s call for help with a drunk husband.


They would get in a fistfight with a drunk mate.  In the process, they felt someone beating them on the back.  Be sure it was the wife.  For the priest, it was a “no win situation.”


One day, I witnessed a man, jolly with sake (pronounced sakay), climbing up an iron post in a Tokyo railroad station.  Slithering backwards at times, he doggedly kept at it.  Unfortunately, the metal post was not notched for his convenience.


I pointed to the spectacle, as a man came along.  He smiled, touched his head, and said simply “touched.”  I thought that was a deft diagnosis.  It spoke of a compartmentalized brain.  In short, the climber was affected in only a single part of his brain.  He was not all gone, in the head.


Because insane asylums developed a terrible reputation many were closed, and the patients sent to nursing homes.  Perhaps, they retained the violent ones.  However, I was often attacked by some of the gentle breed, actually one hundred eighteen times during the years I was employed in a nursing home.


I never heard, in those early days, mention of brain surgery, although brain demons drive people insane.  Operations, in general, were discreet.  Women spoke secretly of appendectomies as cures for “inflammation of the bowels.” 


Desuetude abandoned, now we speak openly about the vermiform appendix as a saclike appendage that has no known function.


Oh, tempora, oh, mores!


It seemed we all had the knack of composing lyrics for our own songs or verse for our limericks.


I distinctly remember Mother holding me snugly to her breast while singing a lullaby of her own composition:



Bee low, bigh low, baby,



I’ll be your mother.



Yes, I’ll be your mother.



Bee low, bigh low, baby.

My father, too, had his limericks sung to a jolly tune.  I composed poems, in my later teenage years, conventional meter and rhyme verse, until I became acquainted with the Japanese tanka and haiku, not to mention senryu. 


Whereas haiku was a nature poem, senryu allowed a variety of content and a dash of sentiment or humor.


When things got dull, in her Prince Edward Island, Canada, home, dear old Grandma Hughes would suddenly break into song, uproariously for her age, in a ditty composed by her on the spot.


Kids, too, in the Massachusetts towns, would sing out a naughty ditty, and run for their lives.




Oh, Mrs. Maguire,




The house is on fire!




Lord bless us and save us,




Said Mrs. O’Davis.




Ladies and gentlemen,




Take my advice




Pull down your britches




And slide on the ice!


There was no end to the rhymesters.  Sometimes, the rhymes were a bit bawdy:




There was a young lady named Harris




Whom nothing could ever embarrass,




Till the salts one day,




In the tub where she lay,




Turned out to be Plaster of Paris.


Little Annie wore pigtails braided in her hair.  Once I grabbed them, one in each hand, and said, “giddyup.”  She took off like a pony.  A woman looked at us and remarked that it was scandalous, something about the male discriminating against the female.


Later, I would think about our forty-third great-grandmother, Lady Godiva of the long, flowing locks.  And the thought of the little sister and the pigtails would come to mind, long after her death, to pierce me to the core.


Memories, oh, the mirth and hurt of them on Resurrection Day!


Sometimes, I wondered what sort of lives other people led.


An anonymous poet had put my wonderment in better words:




I wonder the innermost lives they lived,




Those long-gone sires of mine…




Did they thrill to the feel of the morning breeze,




To the sweep of the driven snow?


One can research his or her ancestry, and arrive at revealing conclusions.  And those conclusions may apply to others, in the great world around us.


Eventually, a copy of the New York Times dated January 27, 1908, my birthday, came to my attention.  I copied the following items from the published page of incidents and events.

The Day I was Born

New York Times, January 27, 1908




Three men killed in Hudson Tunnel—




in the North Bergen end of the Pennsylvania




Tunnel under the Hudson River.




Czar of Russia sues for 840 rubles or $140,000




from provincial treasurer who fled to Canada.




Girl saves drowning boy.  Emma Werner, 




17 years old, forgets her Sunday finery, and




dashes into Fog Pond to save Robert Peck of




Corona, L.I., N.Y.




Sloop’s crew near death.  After a 3 day battle 




with elements, sloop Pittsburgh and crew of




nine made it to port.  Billows overturned stove




in the galley.




Duchess of Southerland, incog., sailed yesterday




on the Lusitania, with her maid, for New York.




Dying man kept the pledge.  He refused brandy




offered him by the ambulance surgeon.  He said he




wished to die loyal to his oath.  He was Anton Fuchs 




of De Kalb Avenue in Brooklyn, N.Y.  My sister Willetta




Annie Etta lived on DeKalb and Washington Streets




years ago. 



Menelik, Emperor of Ethiopia (1889-1913) sends 




autographed letter and two pet lions to the Pope.  




Menelik, answering the Pope’s plea to release a




Catholic priest imprisoned and abused by the Coptic




priests, sent the presents and the imprisoned priest




to Rome.

Note:  Haile Selassie, Emperor of Ethiopia, was descended from Menelik descended from Solomon and the Queen of Sheba.




The weather for that Monday was rain or snow, colder




in the afternoon.  My mother was right when she said




”Everett, you came in the snow, and you gave me a




hard time.”




If only I knew the meaning of those last words:  “A




hard Time.”


Of course, these were only items of information related to people who had no ancestral connection to me.  However, while I was reading these interesting events and incidents of days gone by, I was back again in the past, wondering about events in the lives of my distant ancestors.


As quoted in  my Briggs Memorial, the verse of an anonymous poet:





Oh, there are voices of the past,




Links of a broken chain;




Wings that can bear me back in time




Which can not come again.




Yet God forbid that I should lose




The echoes that remain.


First, I wondered where I got the name Briggs.  


I started with the Vikings of Scandinavia.  It was not there.  None of them I traced seemed to have family names.  At least, I could not find them in my research.  Rolf, Ralph, Rollo, Tyrta, Osmond, and the like, all sounded like given names.


When the French king, Charles the Simple (not so simple!) gave the county of Normandy to the Norse invaders for their own development, besides Rolf the Walker, there appeared Tancred d’Hauteville, my Norman ancestor.  Hauteville was the name of a French town.  It became a family name.


Although the rovers had become more civilized, they were not much less venturesome.  They soon cast an envious eye on Sicily, whence some of the twelve sons of Tancred settled in Italy proper.


Somewhere in their travels, a more enterprising scion of Tancred built a bridge.  Neither the town nor the bridge had a name.  So they simply referred to the settlement as Pont, bridge in French, and the bridge as Pons (bridge in Latin) at Pont.


Early in the tenth century, another scion of Tancred, Tourude, added the equivalent of “ocean bridge” to his name.


Since Latin was pretty much the lingua franca in those days, the current language of the educated, my ancestors were referred to as “de ponte” or “ de pontibus” in Italian as “di Ponte,” in French as “Dupont,” Brug and Bruge in Belgium and Holland respectively, and eventually as “Bridge”(Brig, Briges), Briggs in England.


Among my published poems, one thousand more or less, is one I especially like, one titled “Bonded to Water.”  Often the respective stream flowed under a bridge high in poetic esteem.

However, neither babbling brook nor high-throned bridges gave me or left me with a family name.


The oldest bridge with which my family was associated was built in the year 62 B.C. in ancient Rome.  It was Ponte Fabricio, the oldest, still in use span, in the imperial capital of the Caesars.


Since construction, it has been a permanent link with Tiberine Island, the site of the temple of Aesculapius, erected towards 291 B.C.  The temple became a place reserved for treatment of the sick, the first primitive hospital in Rome.  My Roman ancestors no doubt gazed upon this lordly sight and crossed the bridge for relief of bodily ills.


Of course, London Bridge, long before it was “falling down,” was a familiar sight to generations of English Briggs ancestors.  Scattered all over Europe, many are the bridges the Briggses have crossed.  The same thing is true in this New World.


I was born and lived thirteen years of my youthful life in Fitchburg, Massachusetts.  For some years, we lived on Smith and Cane Streets.  On both streets, we were only a mile or two from the Fifth Street bridge. .


We kids ran across it four times each day to public and St. Bernard’s Catholic schools.  I had heard somewhere that the Japanese called children kaze no ko, “children of the wind” because they used to try letting the wind carry them a bit.  I remember trying the trick as I ran over the Viaduct, and I could ride the wind a few feet.  I used to think about the Wright Brothers’ struggle to keep their small planes longer in the air.


In those early schooldays, war had little meaning for me.  In World War I, it meant a small tent at the junction of two important streets, where 2 or 3 uniformed soldiers with pointed hats seemed to be clowning around.


Then came that morning when the steam whistles in the silk mill deep in the valley below the hill on which our little home was the last, began to rouse us all out of bed.  Mama told us the war was over.


We were glad mostly because we were sick of Karo syrup on our breakfast porridge and mustard on our bread at lunch.


We noticed the two stars in the window of Grandfather’s home on Davis Street.  Yes, Uncle Clarence came home safe from Bumpkin Island, but young Uncle Leslie, the teenager, less an eye.  Be sure he received the Purple Heart award.  They did not award it haphazardly in those days.


Nowadays, however, the patriotic urge has not seen a surge.  We kids stood amassed on Water Street singing our hearts out to welcome troops home from World 

War I.




When Johnny comes marching home again, hurrah, hurrah!




The bugles will play, we are all so gay,




When Johnny comes marching home again.


Now recruiting officers are excluded from our universities, on trumped-up charges that their activity somehow infringes on academic freedom.  As a result of this inertia, the armed services have failed to fulfill their quotas for several months.


The American people are suffering the scourge of the group-thinkers who control our universities.  Some of them have yet to prove their loyalty to their country.


Where is the sense in going to war to save another nation, when we are loathe to defend our own?


The horrid Briggs boy defended his mother again against a would-be trespasser.  Down the street he came, ringing his bell, and crying: “Any rags, any bottles, any bones?”  At least, that is what we kids thought he was advertising.


He stopped at our house.  Mama told me to fetch the bagged things in the cellar.  The elderly ragman was quick to hang the bag from his hand-scale.  He looked long and critically at his scale, then at the bag of rags.  Up and down went the sharp eyes, the face getting more sour with every motion.  Then, in a fit of anger, he slammed the bag on the floor.


It fell with a loud bang.  Quickly, the ragman opened the bag, and pulled out a red brick.  My dear mother nearly fainted.  Since she scolded me, the ragman blamed me, grinned, and handed my mother her pennies. 

When the man left, she asked me why I had done such a thing.  “Mama,” I explained.  “That old fellow has been cheating you for years.  I just wanted to get even with him.”


I slept more easily that night.


Those were the horse and buggy days.  The good Padres of the parish were an imposing sight, ensconced high on their four-wheeled buggies drawn by their coal-black horses.  When one of the priests drew up at a home, the neighboring windows filled with furtive faces.  The air of solemnity was infectious.  Those sober gentlemen, stepping down from their coaches of black shellac with pawing black horses—that was a dramatic sight not witnessed these days.  Father George O’Connor, who wept in the pulpit the Sunday he was transferred to another parish, was always an amiable person as he made his rounds to comfort the sick.  Often he stopped his carriage to chat with the children along his route.


Monsignor James J. Donnelly was the pastor of St. Bernard’s Church in those days.  How often this giant thundered from the pulpit, extolling the homely virtues!

Never did he fail to praise his hardworking, self-sacrificing mother who was not ashamed, he said, to take in laundry to help support the family.  Monsignor Donnelly was somewhat of a patriarchal type.  A tall, rather stern-visaged man, he exercised a quiet kindness.  But his regal bearing was such that no one could imagine him riding a rubber-tired, horse-drawn coach.


One afternoon, the horse and buggy drew up at our home.  It was Father Hackett. This time, dear Mother was very ill, and the priest had come to anoint her.  This commonly was known as the Last Rites, but for many I knew it was a reviving rite.

My parishioner, Joseph Scally, was ill, at a nearby hospital.  I visited him, and I judged him quite ill.  So, my thumb wet with the fragrant unguent, I signed him with the sign of the Cross.

Later, as I was leaving that floor, a nurse met me, and joyfully asked:  “Father,

what did you do to Mr. Scally?”  I told her that I administered the Sacrament of the Sick.  “Well, he has rallied.  He is now out of danger,” she remarked.

Mother was not new to poor health.  She had revived many times.  We kids had no understanding of acute illness or approaching death.  A pity, when we could have been of more comfort.


Toward evening one day, after roaming through the woods, I emerged in St. Bernard’s Cemetery.  The vastness of that silent place frightened me.  As I made my way, on a run, toward the cemetery gates, I saw ahead of me a woman with a water jug.  I froze in my tracks.  I did not know just how to avoid her, since she was standing close to the road.  Suddenly, I got angry and disgusted with my cowardice.  I’ll race by her, before she can turn on me, I said to myself.  And I did fly like the wind past her.  At a safe distance, I looked back at the woman.  She was still standing there, a statue of stone.


I would not visit that cemetery again until three weeks before Christmas of 1921.


One night, during a New England blizzard, I was picking my way homeward along a darkened street.  The power lines were down, and although I knew my way, it was an eerie situation.  In a flash of lightning, I saw my right hand reaching for a fallen electric line that was hanging close to the ground.  Thank God, I had the sense to recognize my danger.  Perhaps it was that experience that helped to develop an awareness of danger in me.  When I pushed my poor brother out of the bus door, in China, I did it spontaneously.  The Japanese plane overhead triggered the reaction.


Lightning would enter my life later on.  Three occasions.  First, my little “Annie Etta” was married to an electrical engineer, Howard L. Rall.  He evidently used to experiment with lightning.  On the window sill of a room in his Brooklyn, N.Y., house, he had an on-off switch.


One day, he forgot to turn it off, and a ball of lightning entered the house and shot through it out an open window.  My sister was terrified at the sight of it.


A few years later, when I was pastoring three Catholic churches in Monongah, 

WV, lightning shot through the brick bell tower of St. Stanislaus Church.  It did not strike the three big bells, but it left them, all three, humming angrily.


A year later lightning struck the tower of Our Lady of Pompeii Church, shearing it off the building.


About five years later, lightning struck the transformer on a pole outside the nursing home in Monongah.  It leaped across to the building and burned out $8.000 worth of wiring and instrumentation.


I complained that the pole lacked a lightning rod.  The company answered that the metals in the ground attracted the lightning down the stay-wires.  That didn’t explain the matter to me.


 My mother was a friend of a Swedish lady whose expertise was giving castor oil.  Unwittingly, I went along, just for a visit you know.  After some conversation with my mother, this lady with the ingratiating smile suddenly seized me, laid me over her knees, and pinched my nose tight as she gave me a discourteous gulp or two straight out of the bottle.


I still hear myself crying and gurgling that unconscionable brew.  But the more I gurgled, attempting not to swallow, a tighter pinch of the nose did the trick.


The Swedish lady pampered the blooms in her garden.  She caught me nipping off flowers one day.  The next time I went back, mischief-bound, I noticed small white toppings of some kind on the bushes.  Be sure, I had to taste one.  Ugh!  It was lard!


Once, when I was about ten years of age, I resolved to take the mystery out of doughnuts.  Mother was away, doing some chores.  I was game, never dreaming of failure.  I filled a large iron pot with all the lard in the house, over a wood stove.  Merrily I turned out the doughnuts, never so much as counting them.  When Mother came home, she caught me in the act.  “Where does this procession end?” she exclaimed in horrified tones, following the trail of the doughnuts.


It was a trail, because I had placed them here, there, and everywhere.  “Mom,” I said, “I had to use up all this grease.”  


“No, you did not have to use up all that grease,” she countered firmly.  Well, we had doughnuts for weeks thereafter.  Whenever I enter a bakery, the plain doughnuts speak to me of more adventurous days.
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