Smith/Briggs


Chapter 3

Moist on My Sleeve, Thy Parting Tear


Mother’s funeral was followed by a meeting of the clans, at my grandparents’ home.  Uncle James Hughes from Stoneham and Aunt Sarah (Hughes) McNulty from Malden had attended the funeral.  They were interested in keeping us four children together.


That was the way it was intended, but not the way it worked out.


We all left Fitchburg, the only home we knew, for Uncle Jim’s home in Stoneham, a tidy town not far from Malden, where Aunt Sarah lived, and not too distant from Boston, where Aunt Alice Roseabelle (Briggs) Butler resided, on Commonwealth Avenue.  Her first marriage was to William Ronayne, who died in World War I, leaving her an only son.


In less than a year, Uncle Jim thought it best to send my two sisters to Grandma Hughes’ home, in Scotchfort, Prince Edward Island, Canada, while Arthur and I remained for the next two years in Stoneham.


The parting was sad.  The separation would last a long nine years, only to be followed by my separation for another nine years, a few years after our reunion.


Separation begets loneliness.   God did not like it, in Adam’s case: “It is not good that man be alone.”  That, however, was our sad fate.  Perhaps, memories of their mother’s childhood helped my sisters during those lonesome years where Mother was born.


We had parted from everybody and everything we knew, from parents, Briggs relatives, home, church, school, not to mention the ramble of little towns around the scenes of our childhood:  Fitchburg, Gardner, Althol, Winchendon, Royalston, Baldwinsville, Petersham, Leominster.


Now Arthur and I must become acquainted with new friends, a new church, a new school, new surroundings in Stoneham, Wohurn, Reading, Melrose, and Malden.


With Uncle Jim and Aunt Kate, we now belonged to a new family:  Cousins Margaret, William (Bill), Philip, Anna and Vincent.  Years later I would learn that Anna never forgot in her prayers her two priestly cousins, away in foreign lands.


With Aunt Sarah, I now had new cousins:  Francis, Bertha Margaret, Edward, and Earl.


With brother Arthur, I was enrolled in St. Patrick School, Arthur in grade 6, I in grade 7.  Sisters of Providence from St. Mary of the Woods in Indiana were the teachers.  Now came the shock of our young lives:  there were girls in our grades!  Pretty girls, bouncy girls, girls with a wink and a smile, Irish girls, Italian girls, and a few girls whose nationalities I now fail to remember.


It was a flower garden, new to our sly, stolen glances.


I remember only two teachers.    Sister Josephine Louise, in the seventh grade, is one of them.  After recreation, we were all lined up, ready to re-enter school.  There was always a boy or two acting up, as boys do, in a waiting line.  Sister Louise kept at it:  “Edify, edify.” 


What “edify” meant, we kids had not the slightest idea.  We were slow learners, to the disappointment of the dear, patient nun.


Sister Dorothea, our eighth grade teacher, was more than a teacher.  She had an eye for the poor kids.  For them, she always had a bowl of warm soup, at the convent on Pomeworth Street.


After my return from the missions in Japan, I wished to renew our friendship.  One morning I telephoned to St. Mary of the Woods, and asked for Sister Dorothea.  A Sister answered the  phone.  “Sister Dorothea died a few days ago.  We are now attending her Requiem Mass.”


I was shocked at the coincidence.  “Sister,” I said, “would you please open the chapel door, and I will send Sister Dorothea a blessing?”  


“That would be very nice,” the answering nun said.


Then, there was a flood of music, and voices chanting the old Gregorian prayers.  I sent Sister a blessing in the Latin tongue.  Then the voices grew dim.


St. Patrick’s parish was a beehive of activity.  Father Quill took care of athletics.  On summer days, one could see him pitching baseball to boys on the parish lawn.  Father Moynihan tried to entertain the boys who were not adept at the ball and glove.


Every Sunday afternoon Father Millerick, the pastor, was seen, cane in hand, strolling up to the Square.  In the I.O.O.F. building, hanging out the second floor window, impish boys were shouting:  “Here comes old Bill Millerick with his fancy cane.” 


Smartly, his pace quickened toward the door of the building.  The miscreants knew that the said Bill would not hesitate to warm the seat of their breeches with his well-manicured walking stick.  And, in those days, no one would take him to court for assault and battery.


In no time, the rascals disappeared down the back stairway.


In those days, at Confession time, too, there were priests who called a spade a spade.  I used to hear men coming home from church after they were shriven, blasting that Father Mulcahy.  Yes, those were the days when Confessors dared to impose outrageous penances, such as “abstain from sex for the next two weeks.”  In the early church, it was even more strict: “You are a public sinner for the next five years.  Stand outside church, on the Sabbath, and ask people to pray for your conversion.”


Confession of sin is not a popular practice these days.  Many would prefer the “battlefield technique” (without the battle)—yelling out one’s sins while everyone’s yelling drowns out your brief recital.  But who is fooling whom?


Uncle Jim worked for “Ma Bell,” as we referred to AT&T, the telephone company.  He was a linesman, the men who dig spurs into the telephone poles to work on the lines.


His daughter Margaret was a switchboard operator for the same company.  Eldest son, William, was a cable splicer.  Now and then he would scare us silly with tales of the rats he ran across in the tunnels.  Philip had other work.  Anna and Vincent would have their days later on.


Uncle Jim found time to raise chickens.  A Black comedian used to put on an act.  The rogue stole out to a coop, one night.  He paused a moment before unlatching the door.  Then he heard a voice in the coop, saying:  “Rastus, it’s all right.  There is no one here but us chickens.”


Well, one day, an unfortunate chicken was about to be stolen.  When Uncle Jim opened the door, a big rat jumped at him.  In a split second, it was at Uncle’s throat.  He caught the rat and crushed it on his chest.


“Those things,” he said, “can cut your throat in a second.”  That was news to me, but I was willing to learn.  I forgot one day to feed those chickens their grain. So I lit a lantern and placed it in the coop.  Then I scattered the grain, and the chickens obligingly hopped off their roosts and grabbed the grain.


While I was resident in Stoneham, one summer, I worked in an innersole factory.  I operated a small machine on which I had to split thick sheets of material into innersoles.  I would feed the sheets into corrugated rollers that carried the material to the waiting blades that did the work.


Whether I was sufficiently attentive or not, I do not remember, but one piece of leather carried my right thumb to the revolving corrugated roller and fed it to the knife.  I screamed as I withdrew my split, bleeding thumb.


Someone rushed to my assistance.  She commented:  “We told them about that machine!”


Off I went to the office of Dr. Sheehan, holding my loosely wrapped thumb as high as I could.  I sat in the office, in pain, breathing heavily.  The other waiting patients sympathized with me, and one good woman gave me her turn.


Dr. Sheehan scolded me.  “You kids,” he said, “can’t even spell danger.  Why do you get yourselves all chopped up like that?”  The bone was split in two, halfway down.  The doctor had a time with it.  He would not charge for his services—not a kid working to earn school tuition.


I watched the healing like a mother hen.  Fortunately, it healed, but in all the eighty years thereafter, I could push the top of that thumb, and the flesh would stay in.  Good enough!  If I had lost that thumb, I would have had an impediment to priesthood ordination, and now I would be writing a different tale of woe.


My last summer, I worked in the town laundry.  Some man who spoke halting English owned it.  The gentleman who manned the big swirling tubs used to quote from the Old Testament Bible.  At first, I thought that he was just rehearsing those passages.


Eventually, however, I was annoyed.  He seemed to be lecturing me as a Catholic.  So this Yankee blurted out one day:  “The Old Testament Bible tells us nothing about Jesus.  Why don’t you quote the New Testament?”  With that, the lecture ended.


But I found what I foolishly thought was a better job.


The second summer job was brutal.  I had to tear down a one-story house with nothing but a hammer, saw and a pinch bar.  The owner wanted boards neatly piled, all the nails removed, for a dollar per eight-hour day.  Once, he grumbled, not satisfied with the work.


Really, I was crazy.  I had no experience, and the work was dangerous.  When I weakened the props, the whole house might well have caved in on me.  Did I prove that God takes care of babes and fools?


After graduation it happened one fine day when I was strolling along Summer Street, the street on which Uncle Jim, Aunt Katie, and their family lived.  I thought I would drop by to chat with a dear lady who thought I might strike up a companionship with her daughter, the same leading to a happy marriage.  


Uncle Jim had planned marriage for me with this lady’s daughter.  But I told him my heart was set on the foreign mission priesthood.  Indeed, I was going to the seminary that September, in 1923.  Uncle Jim was disappointed when he saw how adamant I was.


However, his religious convictions came to the fore.  “All right, Everett,” he said.  “Go ahead.  And even if they tell you to jump out of a two-story window, you do it!”


But across the street, under a spreading maple tree, in a Model T Ford sat dear friend Leo J. Fallon.  In his gay, lighthearted way, he hailed me:  “Everett, where are you going to high school?”  I replied that I had won a scholarship to Boston College High School, but I had no transportation.  I gave it to the next boy on the list, William Mahoney, whom I thought smarter than I.  He, too, had no transportation.


After the graduation ceremony, some dear lady complimented me as the smartest boy who went through St. Patrick’s School.  I doubted this because I respected William Mahoney, who was as smart if not smarter than I and more deserving of the compliment.  However, I did win most of the honors that day.  But that was based on final exams.

The young man in the Model T became one of my best friends.  He told me that he was studying for the foreign mission priesthood, at a seminary, not far from Scranton, Pennsylvania.  “Why don’t you join me in September?”

Suddenly, my dear mother’s voice seemed to resound:  “Everett, wouldn’t you like to be a priest?”

That was it.  “Yes, Leo, I will join you in September.”

In September, it was sayonara Stoneham.  Off we went to Venard Apostolic (Maryknoll) School at Clarks Green outside Clarks Summit not too distant from Scranton, in the rolling anthracite coal hills of Pennsylvania.  I then had no idea of the prominent place coal would take in my life in years to come.


As I write this memoir, I am seated in St. Barbara’s Memorial Nursing Home, above a shuttered mine that exploded in 1907.


Leo introduced me as a fellow citizen of the great town of Stoneham.  “We do not discriminate,” the Rector said.  The course was regular high school, the major subject Latin, befitting boys who one day would need to master an Oriental language.


Venard Apostolic School was the Minor Seminary of Maryknoll, the American Catholic Foreign Mission Society.  “Venard” was the name of a young French missionary who was cruelly put to death in Vietnam.  The notes he wrote from his hole in the ground, before his death, to Melanie, his little sister in France, touched the great heart of Father James Anthony Walsh, co-founder of Maryknoll.


The minor seminary was built on a knoll, in Clarks Green, adjacent to Clarks Summit.  A serpentine paved road ran around a beautiful pond, convenient in summer for a small boat, not to mention harvesting ice in the winter.

School was a two-story building, with a green Oriental tile roof.  On the façade of the building were three giant, circular plaques with the words of Jesus such as “Going forth, preach….”

Maryknoll was still young in those days, and were one to judge, struggling with debts.  Cosmetic work remained to be done.  I remember unfinished, brick window sills, many electrical needs.  These oddities were so many challenges for us who were out to convert the world.

I laid some bricks on window sills, and appointed to the “electrical squad,” I really went at it, with Bill Easling, a delayed-vocation who was a licensed electrician.

The Rector was Father William Downs, a humble, reserved man.  He would be succeeded a few years later by Father William F. O’Shea, a warmhearted, plainspoken priest, who had been a river barge captain in earlier days.

Father Henry A. Dirckx was our Latin teacher.  He was tall and stern, but he could be very sympathetic and human.  Fascinated with my electrician’s avocation, I rigged up an old radio I thought I might take to bed with me, and catch up a bit on the wicked old world I had forsaken.  Now that I remember it, how could I get away with that scheme, in a crowded dormitory?


Well, there I was, one night, with the radio under my pillow.  Perhaps some sound escaped and startled the youth who startled Father Dirckx.  Suddenly, I was conscious of a presence.  There he was, a gaunt figure in his black  cassock, standing ramrod straight.  He was so close to the head of my bed that I thought he was trying to listen to the broadcast.  Nary a word he said, then or thereafter, when I turned off the radio.

Perhaps, on the way back to his room, he said to himself:  “the poor kid may be lonely.”  I was.
Another tall, well shouldered teacher was Father William A. Kashmitter.  He was good-natured, and understanding.  Rumor had it that his well-built brother had a lazy donkey on his farm out west.  One day, after pulling at the stubborn creature to no effect, blessing and cussing him to no avail, the well-built farmer wound up and gave the donkey a whack which sent him straightway off to donkey heaven.

Father Joseph Stack, too, a retired lawyer before ordination, was a saintly man.  When a student would ply him with a sort of complicated question, he was likely to introduce his answer with: “I am not an authority on the subject, but….”  Father Stack taught geometry, which to me was more like geomancy.

Father Leo Jones was a quiet, sympathetic man.  One summer, he interested me in trigonometry.  Occasionally his relative would send him a cooked chicken, a big one from the west.  Father Jones would single out boys he thought hungry, and tell them to dismember the chicken in his room.

Father Joseph Hunt taught us French.  Famous was his dog “Wuff-wuff.”   When his master was assigned to Korea, this well-fed dog easily chased the thin Korean creatures up the trees.  To Koreans that was sort of a national insult.  They poisoned poor Wuff-wuff.

Never should the Maryknoll Brothers be forgotten.  They maintained the school.  Under dear Brother Xavier Lamb from Vermont, the Brothers fed the family from the farm.  Nor should we forget the Maryknoll Sisters who staffed the kitchen and the laundry.

Dear Sister Una baked no end of cookies for the sugar-hungry boys.  When she missed any of the sweets set aside for the next day’s table, she would summon Edward Farrell and mention the disappearing cookies.  “Master Farrell,” she would say, “did you see anyone in my kitchen last night?”

With an impish grin, Edward would shake his head and say: ‘Oh, Sister Una, I did notice, just in passing to be sure, an owl wearing a green vest, in your kitchen.”  Sister Una would smile back at Edward, you know, one Irishman to another.  The cookies were just borrowed, you know.   
Eventually, I became head of the electrician squad.  I dared not enter the kitchen.  But I had enough work in the laundry.  If a piece of machinery went out of commission, the poor Sisters were desolated.

After breakfast we had “morning duties” for fifteen minutes.  Everyone charged out of chapel for the broom closets, and swept his assigned location.  After morning duties came classes.


There they were, the faculty, certified teachers and degreed professors, all of them representing respectable families from all over the country, most of them independent farm folk who knew how to handle a balky horse and a mischievous school boy.

I remember, one afternoon, a lot of us were cleaning out the ice house across the lake.  “Red” John McLaughlin called out in a mellow voice: “You fellows had better get to work.  Cap O’Shea may be up at one of those windows with his old spy glass, watching this operation!”  That evening at Spiritual Reading, Father O’Shea, some day later to be Bishop O’Shea, injected a worldly note in the discussion.  “You can bet on it.  That was old Cap O’Shea at the window with his spy glass.”`

Maryknoll Brothers were important to the seminary.  Without them, the establishment would have failed.  Great Brother Xavier, a powerful man who had his own family farm, allegedly in Vermont, was soul of the farm.  Hitching horses with plow was child’s play for him.  Like most obese folks, he was jolly and generous.  Once he bought me a whole box of candy.  He probably noticed that I never stopped at the school store.  Actually, I had no money.

One morning, he asked me to hitch up Beauty, a small breed horse, and go to a nearby farm for some eggs.  As I was returning in a sleigh, on the snow-packed road, a giant, black horse rushed to the front of a fence and neighed wildly at Beauty.  Up she went on her hind legs, frothing at the mouth.


I did not know what to do.  I tried drawing her down with reins, to no avail.  I gave her slaps on the buttocks with a switch, without effect.  Fearful that the horse would fall on the traces, I left the sleigh with the precious eggs.  Just in time.  Beauty dropped down, down on the ground.  She seemed to have hit her head on some pointed gravel.  I ran to assist her, pulling off bridle and bit.  A kick, and Beauty was gone.

Brother Xavier had been notified by someone who witnessed the scene.  Down he came with another horse, one twice the size of Beauty.  In no time, he hitched the corpus to traces, and took off to the high school farm.  When he returned for the sleigh, sheepishly I said:  “Brother Xavier, here are your eggs.”

Brother Daniel, who taught us Physics, was a graduate of MIT in Boston.  He was the soul of kindness.  If a boy was slow to understand, Brother would look at him and ask if he was feeling good.

Two years after I entered the Minor Seminary, I joined the Scarbellies Club, the boys who had weathered an appendectomy.  The physician said I could have the surgery now, or delay it to another day.  I understood that to mean certainly sooner or later.  So I opted for now.

In the operating room, a nurse tied down my arms.  Then, without a word of cheer, the anesthetist covered my nose with a sponge of sorts that smothered me.  Whether it was ether-filled, I do not remember, but the whole approach seemed to me to be somewhat savage.

I slipped my hands out of the straps and sat bolt upright.  The doctor scolded:  “You lie down there and take that.”

I complained:  “She will not even explain this to me.”

She, being outraged, kept saying to me, after they securely tied me down:  “Breathe it in through your heels.”

This didn’t sound feasible, but I complied.  I distinctly remember “bang-o,” and the lights went out.  Later that day, how they taunted me:  “They had to take you to another operating room, because you de-sanitized everything.”  Well, on the return trip to the seminary, the stitches broke, and I needed a re-do.  So much for the “Scarbellies Club.”

Earlier, when I was about four years old, a nurse carried me in her arms and laid me down on a table.  I noticed a black sponge cone, and I got the idea that made people go asleep.  So I beat them to the draw.  Actually, I dozed off, and never remembered the ordeal.  Circumstances alter cases.


While I was careful not to lift anything heavy after my appendectomy, I was sent to Scranton on an errand.  The car stalled on me, in a Scranton street.  A kind policeman asked me the trouble.  When I told him the Dodge just went dead, he asked for the crank.


Several times he cranked away, to no avail.  “You must have it in gear,” he said.  Sure enough.  Another thewy crank, and the engine sputtered.  The officer thought nothing of age or license.  You could drive if you were sixteen years of age, and you did not need a license in those days.


During my Venard days, we played our football games on a field that adjoined a picnic grounds owned by the Polish National Church.  This grew out of the last major schism in the Catholic Church of the United States.  It originated in the diocese of Scranton, under the aegis of a Polish priest, Michael Hodur.  His intransigence became so notorious that Bishop Hoban was forced to place an interdict on Hodur’s parish.  This infuriated the chauvinistic Poles.  The whole contretemps was a nationalistic affair from the beginning.


Reportedly, Hodur went off to Europe, where he was consecrated a bishop, by some schismatic bishop belonging to the Old Catholic sect, in Holland.  This skullduggery goes by the name of sincerity.  Hodur then gathered Poles from the four corners of the United States for his Polish National Catholic Church.  Polish Catholics had not been sufficiently represented in that “Irish diocese.”  Such was the paramount gripe.


I remember Hodur leaning over the picnic ground fence, when we were playing ball.  He had a knack of picking out students of Polish and Lithuanian descent.  He would ask them how many years they would have to study before ordination to the priesthood.  “I can have you ordained four years from now, instead of eight,” he would promise them.


Hodur had a parish in Webster, Massachusetts, outside of Worcester.  The pastor took sick.  He was dying.  He secretly sent for a Catholic priest to confess him.  But his parishioners prevented the priest from entering the rectory.  “This man,” they said, “induced us to leave the Catholic Church for his church.  Our children have grown up in it.  If his religion was good enough for us, it should be good enough for him now.”


I never was an athlete, and this deficiency tended to segregate me from the rah-rah boys, in college.  In the dining room, the main topic of conversation was the performance of so-and-so, their scores, etc.  I knew none of this, so I had to endure it, bored as I always was.


I did my best at touch-football.  We were under orders to protect ourselves from the barbarities of the real game.  But I could not pass the ball with any efficiency.  My hands were too small and too weak to grasp and hurl the pigskin.  My feet were not strong enough to punt the ball.


At the insistence of the Coach, Father Leo Jones, a quiet, kindly man who was in charge of seminary athletics, I tried out once, on the basketball court.  I ran until I was on the point of exhaustion.  The good padre called me out of the game, thinking I was about to faint.  That was my last game of basketball.  After all, I was born with bronchitis which dogged me for years, keeping me out of grade school almost two years.


I tried my hand at softball.  As a Sub-deacon, they had to assign me a team.  Of course, I was out in left field—out of harm’s way, they thought.  It was a “series game,” the last for my team—and the last for me.  The bases were loaded, with two outs.  Some batter drove the ball out to left field.  I closed my eyes, leaped into the air—and caught the ball, retiring in short-lived glory.  “Ah, he didn’t catch that ball,” someone said.  But when I whipped it home, the silence was deafening.  Captain Briggs knew when to quit.  After all, there were other matters at least equally important to the human race.  Nowadays, athletics has reached a pinnacle of importance.  Players amass millions of dollars. Newspapers devote more space to sports than to world news.  If you do not engage in athletics in school, you are out of the running.  What is a school (or a university) without a team of this or that?


Say nothing disparaging about the Little League!  Papa’s seven-year-old is a big boy now who runs the bases, in uniform, to be sure.  And let not the umpire call his little hero out on third base!  Papa would go hog-wild, even charge out on the field, and threaten the umpire with all sorts of unheard of mayhem.


Father William Borer was in a class by himself.  He taught us Greek.  In one class, one boy put on such a demonstration that Father exploded.  “What kind of Greek is that?” he asked.


Trying to be helpful and mirthful, I cautiously added:  “Attic Greek?”


Of course, I referred to a garret, the space beneath the roof of a house.  Far from my mind was an Atticism, or the Greek dialect of Attica, the literary language of ancient Greece.  Father Borer was keen of intellect.  He got the point, and simply said, with a smile:  “Attic Greek.”


One summer he inquired what I would do at home.  I told him I had to find a job.  He kindly suggested that I might find work on one of the vacation cruisers of the Grace Lines.  “Mr. Grace might be able to help you,” he said.


Although Father Borer did not suggest that I apply to the owner of the great Grace Lines, that is exactly what I did.  I went to the New York City office.  An impish sort of young man welcomed me.  “So you would like to speak directly with Mr. Grace?”


“Yes,” said I modestly.


“Go straight up that aisle, between all those desks,” he said.  “Then, at the end of this aisle, turn left, and go directly to the last desk.”  Off I went.  Along the aisle, heads bobbed up from their work to see what the wind had brought in.  At the end of the aisle, I dutifully turned left.


There were, in that room, some six or eight more desks.  Straight to the last desk I marched.  “Mr. Grace, would you have any work on one of your boats?”


The great man couldn’t believe his eyes  He didn’t know what to make of it.  He glanced around him, as if the walls were about to fall in, and he sputtered, “Who let that kid in here?”  Perhaps he was upset at what he considered the inefficiency of his employees rather than with me.


The man at the desk in front of the last desk popped up, as if a firecracker had exploded in his pants.  He drew me aside, and trying to be reasonable, he suggested that I was too young to work on such big ships.


I thanked him, and walked stolidly out of the office.  Then, I imagined the great man flustered over how he had treated me, because he was known as an affable person, even as gregarious.


Later, I tried the then-booming Nedicks Company, also in New York City.  Their new orange drink was then the rage.  In their main office, I was directed to the person in charge of employment.  I saw a man sitting on a bench, across from a wide window.  I asked about employment.  He pointed to the window.  A large sign read: “No employees needed.”


There was a man sitting at a desk, inside the window.  He noticed the two of us.  But when this man entered the office, it was firecrackers again.  He fairly bolted out of his seat.  “Didn’t you see that sign out there?” he roared.


Undisturbed, I said simply:  “I thought conditions might have changed, and you didn’t get to taking down the sign.”


I actually thought the poor guy would fall apart.  But he quickly settled down.  He must have thought the condition I described was possible.  This kid may be a good find, he concluded.  So he replied, “Well now, I do remember that we have a vacancy at the Wall Street stand.  Tell them I sent you.”


On the day I was leaving Venard Apostolic School, I looked up at one of the huge, round plaques of the building’s façade.  It read: ‘Going, preach the Gospel…”  Well now, I was on the way to that happy day!


Good, but Father William F. O’Shea caught up with me.  He handed me an envelope, stating that it contained $500.00 as payment for all the voluntary work I had done through my four years at the school.


I refused to take it.  Father O’Shea looked at me, in surprise.  He sensed that I did not have much in my pocket beyond the cost of carfare.  Perhaps that was why he hurried after me.


“What will I do with it?” he asked.  


“Just put it into the school,” I smiled.  I just felt that Maryknoll, as a young, struggling society, needed all the available help.


The manual labor which I did was both manual and laborious.  Twice, my right hand was temporarily paralyzed.  Pliers and Stilson wrenches were too big for my small hands.  But I was enthused  because I felt part of the worldwide missionary endeavor.  Already the Briggses were involved in those “faraway lands with the strange-sounding names.”


Maryknoll Major Seminary was located on a knoll, in Ossining, N.Y., about thirty miles distant from New York.  The area at that time was somewhat countrified.  The seminary with adjacent buildings was then a sort of settlement by itself.  Reportedly, the local population had opposed sale of the property for such a Catholic development.  But Father James Anthony Walsh of Boston and co-founder Father Thomas Price of North Carolina had set their hearts on this quiet knoll which soon would become part of the seminary’s name.


The main building was a stone edifice, topped with green Chinese tile roof.  On the ground floor, it was endowed with an open monastery cloister that looked out on a spacious lawn and a gazebo, in the rear of the main building.  The architecture of the gazebo was definitely Oriental, the work of a Maryknoll Brother.  It enshrined a statue of the Madonna, Our Lady of Maryknoll.  I helped to wire it for illumination.


I also installed, years later, the artistic iron lamps in the ceiling of the main corridor, on the first floor.  They have been there for many years.  I enjoyed my avocation, the “Electrical Squad.”  I worked with Arthur Lacroix and Leo Foley.


The day would come when Father Leo would be ill in China.  Loaded on a motorcycle, Father Lloyd Glass would take him from the hinterland mission to a city where they had a hospital.  When, however, they reached the city, they found the gates closed against them.  “Too late,” the guards on the wall shouted at them.  Poor Father Foley expired there, on the motorcycle, far from his native land.


Co-founder Father Thomas Price was already in China with a group of missionaries.  The Founder, Bishop James Anthony Walsh, was there in person at the Major Seminary.  He was then a simple priest.  Formerly, he had served as director of the Society for Propagation of the Faith, in Boston, Massachusetts.  In his position, he begged and distributed funds to the foreign missions.  Now, he was still at it, more deeply immersed in the work he loved.


His brother was a well-known architect, in Boston, and he advised Father Walsh in his construction ventures.


These great men never daunted me.  In my innocence, they were all father figures.  Whenever I had a problem with electricity, up to Father Walsh I would go.  I still see his eyes narrow, as he studied my face.  Probably, he said to himself:  “What will this kid grow up to be?”


Mother Mary Joseph Rogers, Founder of the Maryknoll Sisters, was another target of my innocence.  She was a motherly type.  If I was working at the wires, in the convent cellar where she was canning the fruits of her garden, someone would always borrow my ladder.  When I returned, the ladder was gone.  After all, it was handy, you know.


I would ask the dear soul, in the midst of her work: “Mother Joseph, have you seen my ladder?”


Very tolerantly she would reply:  “No, Brother Briggs, I really don’t know what has become of your ladder.”


I remember the patience of Father Frank Winslow who taught us Canon Law.  Scion of an old Plymouth family, he gave me credit for my shenanigans.  I was prone to drawing up all sorts of distinctions, in questions of law.  But there was more to it than that.


On one occasion, in a friendly chat with a special friend of mine, Robert Harrigan of Springfield, Massachusetts, Father Winslow remarked that I was “one of the brightest men ever to pass through Maryknoll Seminary.”  I would make all sorts of profound distinctions, he said.  But I would not have time for a question or two.  That pulled my grades down.  “That made him one of the dumbest!”


There was a homey, family atmosphere about the place.  Pomposity was a stranger to the faculty.


I remember Father Anthony Cotta.  Usually he would take in our recreation periods.  If he noticed a twosome playing chess, he stood there making all the moves, in his mind, while smoking his pipe.  At times, a broad smile lit up his face, when one of the players made the right move.


Father Anthony was the son of a Sheik of old Egypt.  He was a tall man of sallow complexion, a kindly man with a melodious voice.  He had spent nineteen years on the mission, in Mozambique, in Portuguese East Africa.  He was fluent in several languages.


He taught us Hebrew and Chinese.  When he wrote the Chinese pictographs in the air, just as the Chinese do when they meet out of doors, he seemed not to fathom our ignorance.  If that thing, for example, was a horse, it galloped away too fast for our imaginations.  We needed the old fashioned blackboard.


I sometimes thought the Church resembled an army.  Men were trained for the tropics, then assigned to the Arctic.  We were studying Chinese, but some of us were destined to go to Korea or Japan.  For those assigned to the latter country, our meager Chinese would not be in vain.  After all, written Japanese is a sort of Chinese.


Two famous Dominican professors were on the seminary faculty.  Father Charles Callan and Father McHugh.  Father Callan taught Scripture and English Literature; Father McHugh taught moral theology and History of Religions.


Father Callan assigned me, one year, to the annual Scriptural debate.  Topic was the Six Days of Creation.  Brother Joseph Gibbons was interlocutor, a sort of “devil’s advocate.”  After I answered all his questions and objections, Father McHugh innocently inquired if God may not have created all in an instant, instead of six days.  In turn, I innocently asked: “But what would God be doing the rest of the days?”  Father McHugh grinned.  Everyone roared with laughter.  I still see Father James Anthony chuckling at my reply.


Earlier, Father Charles Callan, O.P., English Literature, assigned a topic for a poem.  I now forget the subject, but it ended with these words:


“Then up, up, ye greyhounds of the dawn,

  And put the ghosts of night to flight.”


Father Callan repeated the last sentence almost tenderly, and said rather solemnly:  “There is something there.” 
My hometown fellow student, Leo Fallon, inquired in his lighthearted tone of voice: “Father, who wrote that poem?”

“Brother Briggs,” he said.  I was embarrassed by the notoriety.

Father Charles Callan served on the faculty as Professor of Sacred Scripture.  He once got worked up on his subject.  I still see those penetrating blue eyes.  “If you make God out to be an ogre, don’t be surprised if people flee from Him.”  That aging Scripture scholar knew more than his specialty.  He also knew well the essentials of Pastoral Theology.


We seminarians used to be in a quandary concerning the justice of God versus His mercy.  Father John McHugh, a colleague of Father Callan, was famous for his learning.  Story had it that when he took his theological degree in Rome, the examining professors called him another Aquinas.  “Yes,” he would say, “God is just.  He can not, by nature, wink at deliberate violations of His natural law.  Then, how is He all-merciful?  Because He finds more opportunity for the exercise of his mercy, than His justice.”

We had a course in Anatomy.  One day, the doctor came in with a small bundle.  He opened it for me to inspect.  “This,” he said, “is a broken heart.”  He went on to say that this is what great shock or tension can do to a heart, rive it cruelly.

There were other men great in their expertise at Maryknoll Seminary.  Father James M. Drought was a dynamo, working to raise funds for the enterprise.  Also, there was Father John Considine, who seemed immersed in matters to me mysterious, in the field of journalism.

Deserving of special mention, too, was Father James Keller.  He was the founder of the Christophers, whose motto was “Light a candle to scatter the darkness.”  His smile was described as a “killer.”  Hollywood fell for it.

Last but not least, there was Father Patrick J. Byrne, an Irishman with a winning smile that masked a wisdom of his own.  He would be my superior in Japan, later Papal Delegate to Korea, as Bishop, when, during World War II, he would be captured by the North Korean Communists, and die of pneumonia, on a Death March to the northernmost fastnesses of that country.

A few years later, Father William F. O’Shea was here in transit to the mission in Korea.  Now, he was a bishop, already known as the “humble bishop.”  One evening, at the supper table , in Venard Apostolic School, Mr. O’Shea, the bishop’s father, unburdened himself.  He remarked that his son was a river barge captain, well known for his expertise.  “I never dreamed,” he said, “that he would be ordained a priest.  And now there he is, at the high table, a president of this university.”

Nowhere have I ever seen such zeal and gaiety, wholehearted devotion to duty, as I witnessed at Maryknoll.  

After I was invested with cassock and cincture, in my first September, at Maryknoll Major Seminary, I noticed something for the first time.  When we all were wearing our own clothes, most of them different from those of the others, I was distracted from faces.  But now, since the cassock was the same for all of us, I saw that my colleagues and classmates had faces, wonderful visages, eloquent of youthful goodness and zeal.

The dynamic of a spiritual movement is the upward urge.  Those early Maryknollers were the soul of religious zeal of which self-sacrifice to the point of asceticism, even the willingness for martyrdom, were indigenous.  Bishop Francis Xavier Ford remarked to the Maryknoll nun hounded to jail with him:  “Sister, remember that we are following Jesus, on the way of the cross.  Let them throw their offal at us.  They treated Jesus in the same way.”


In the same spirit, Bishop Patrick Byrne, lying on the frozen earth, dying of pneumonia, in a north Korean prison-camp, had this to say:  “After my ordination to the priesthood, my greatest privilege has been to be associated with you, my fellow-prisoners, in your sufferings.”


In Major Seminary days, at Maryknoll, N.Y., we were not far from Pocantico Hills, the residence of John Rockefeller of millionaire fame.  Occasionally, on walks through the countryside, we would meet Mr. Rockefeller.  He was in old age, but not in dotage.


He would engage us in conversation, tell us that even the paper boy, if he kept at it, could become President some day.  With that he had a shiny dime for us.


Well, I was a paper boy, earlier in life.  In fact, I took to the streets, when my father became ill.  My mother had zealously kept the old baby carriage.  So I took it apart, down to the seat and the wheels.  On this I built a box for the burdens, and I made a handle of sorts to pull the cart.


After school and on week ends, I collected my papers, and made my way down Main Street into Moran Square, home of the everlasting Diner.  I say everlasting, because that cozy restaurant was still there long after I left Fitchburg.  Then I started up long, long Summer Street.


When the weather was cold, or threatened rain, my dear mother and sisters used to meet me with jacket or coat.


From Summer Street, I turned right toward the Fifth Street viaduct, then left to my own neighborhood.


One dear soul was never at home on the week end when I had to collect my pittance.  A few times, when I opened her door to deposit the paper, the parrot would tell me to enter or get out, as the mood prompted the bird to react.


Three weeks passed, and I gave up.  No more newspapers for that address.  Suddenly, the lady was at home.  Actually, she was waiting for me.  I tried to be polite, telling her that my employer wanted her money weekly.  Thereafter the pittance was ready.


But that first Christmas was more than a pittance.  When I got home, I sat on the floor, and I spread the sack of change.  Again and again, I counted it—so much for Fred Oakes, the distributor, and the rest for me.


I handed Mother the lordly sum of $12.00, my Christmas tips.  She put it toward a new dress.  Next Christmas, it would be her shroud—and the end of my paper route.


In the seminary, the gaiety spilled over on the student body.

There was good old Norman Batt.  We had occasional evaluations of our mutual ancestors.  One day, he was berating my fierce Norse forebears.  I countered that they were not worse than those blond savages who emerged from the Black Forest of Germany, demoralizing the legions of Varus.


“Who in the world was Varus?” he exclaimed.

“I’ll have you know he was one of Julius Caesar’s generals.”

In the midst of the mutual downgrading of ancestors, along came majestic Father Henry A. Dirckx.  At mention of blond savages from the Black Forest of Germany, he stopped short.  “Say that again, Briggsie,” he said.  I explained that the reference was to a certain Norman’s ancient German ancestors.  Father Dirckx chuckled and passed on.  Faculty members were always amused by the students’ innovative phraseology.

Another day, “Norm” was at it again, twitting me about something I do not now remember.  I told him firmly that there were standards that regulated such things, Briggsonian standards that must be observed.  A few days later, Norman scolded me.  “I looked through the dictionary, I don’t know how many times, for that word “briggsonian,” he said.  “You are not authorized to coin English words,” he said.  “The language is set—set in concrete.”

One Sunday afternoon, I passed a classroom from which emerged some mournful sounds from the organ played by a resourceful beginner.  I popped open the door, and remarked:  “How lugubrious, Brother!”  Father Charles McCarthy of California was passing by.  He smiled broadly at the mention of “lugubrious.”

Every night, after prayers in Common, I used to make the Stations of the Cross, thinking back to my ancestors who, as Crusaders, went to war with the Muslims who had captured the Holy Land.  During the interlude, no one had walked along the Via Dolorosa, meditating on the sufferings of Jesus as He proceeded to His death on Mt. Calvary.

At times, I reached my room when the lights went out.  Once I entered in the dark.  But a stray gleam of the full moon fell athwart a figure in my bed.  He was snug between the sheets, his head on my pillow.

For a moment I was short of breath.  The face on my pillow was that of a skeleton.  One of my special friends was up to his old tricks again.  He had borrowed the skeleton used in our anatomy class, and thought it would scare the starch out of me.  Well, it did make me a bit more flexible.

In the sparse moonlight, the poor fellow seemed to be of the agreeable kind.  In fact, there was still the semblance of a smile, in the bony ridge of his upper lip.

I, who had turned to stone, at sight of my dear mother supine in her casket, now stood there gazing at death ensconced in my narrow bed.  Somehow the old dread was gone.  I pitied this poor, one-time human.  Pity is akin to love.  Jesus had worked it out that way, at the tomb of Lazarus.

I turned down the bedclothes, and eased my bony friend out of the bed.  I thought I should return the favor, hanging the skeleton on the knob of a door across the hall.  But if I rattled the knob, I would startle the occupant, and he would catch me in the act.

So I returned with the skeleton, and sat him down on a chair, there to spend the night.  I felt eerie between the sheets.  Thank heavens for pajamas.  They were made for just such an occasion.

In the morning, I restored my quiet visitor to the glass case, in the classroom downstairs.  And lest the rascal play the same trick on me, I scratched my head for a solution of the problem.  It occurred to me that I was not house electrician for nothing.

I returned to my room before the lights went out, and I zealously ran two number fourteen copper wires to the doorknob.  I posted a sign:  “Try this on your knuckles!”


I did hear a rather muted discussion, outside the door.  Then the footsteps trailed away.  I do not remember now if I really plugged the line into the receptacle, in my room.  All the better to brag if need be.


These pranks left me with a question.  Is there such a thing as colloquy with the deceased?  Through prayer, I know one can address petition to the Heavenly Father, in the name of Jesus.  “Say Our Father who art in Heaven”—and the link is established.  Surely, the communication is relayed to the beneficiary.  Somehow we are reunited.  But the void exists.  Must it be spanned in dreams?


Oh, world of dreams, what shall I say of you?  I have had dreams, in which there was actual dialogue.  I was not talking to myself.  There was an interchange of voices.  Someone was talking aloud with me.


In sleep, of course, I was unconscious to the world.  The other voice or voices came not from without.  They came from within.  By what incredible, creative activity of the brain were those voices produced?  I say it again: there was dialogue!


By outside concurrence, of course, could the angelic world impinge on us, in sleep?  In short, somehow, could the dear departed message us?  Yes, if God were willing.  


In dreamland, God spoke to Saint Joseph, spouse of the mother of Jesus:  “Herod seeks to kill the Child.  This very night, take the Child and hie thee to Egypt.”  But Joseph was a Saint close to God.  Unfortunately, I am not a Saint, although I always wished to be.


I shall desist, leave my query at this point, lest some say that I am close to Hecate.




Oh, are they there, from those bright realms





To us their presence signaling,




Who ne’er their voices hear because





We list with electronic ears?


I used to take a friend from a mental hospital for a short ride.  One day, she uttered something in a deep, male voice.  I looked at her, in alarm.  Was that her trouble?  


Had some man wronged her, bringing on that mental breakdown?  Was the voice that of the mean criminal attacker?  Or was she able to replicate his unforgettable voice, the voice that haunted her?  Was it subliminal?

The almost universal custom was, until recent times, to perfume the deceased, before a respectful burial.  But such a requiem service is not universal today, owing to the unchristian practice of cremation.  My reference is not to common burials in battlefield conditions, in endemic or pandemic infectious disease, even in cases of the poor, in overcrowded situations, when the poor can not afford decent burial.

The Free Masons of Scotland introduced cremation into Europe to blunt the hope of the eventual resurrection of the dead.  Today, cremation is often practiced without any reference to its atheistic origin, in the West.

However, one does not think about colloquy with a box of ashes.

Cremation has led to shameful abuses.  Some funeral homes have become mortuaries where the cremated ashes are never claimed after the event.  Yes, ashes have been dumped in the rivers to get rid of them.


Do we hear the foul cry of the witches in the abortion mills?  “Get that damned thing out of me!”?

I heard an instance when a funeral home director sold a simple fellow the idea of cremation:  “You don’t want to be down in that dark hole, when we could scatter your ashes in our garden, leaving you to gaze up at the blue sky.  Now do you?”

Am I saying there can be no resurrection of the dead for one’s ashes?  Of course not.  God gave form to nothingness, when He created the universe.  What I am saying is this:  “Do not yield to scoffers and heretics!”  Be intransigent as they.

Then there was the camel used in the Christmas crib.  At times, when one turned on the lights as he entered his room, there was that camel, the size of a mastiff.

My turn again.  And if I had to electrify the doorknob, I was ready to do it again.

Most of my colleagues were friendly.  Some, however, seemed to regard me as on the old-fashioned side, a bit out of step, perhaps a bit unsociable.  Some may have wondered if I were more style than substance.  Heaven knows I lacked the style.  I never strove for it.  I was too poor to wear flashy clothes.  I thought of myself as one of the little people trying hard just to get by.

I had great respect for most of my fellow seminarians.  I was convinced that each of them had answered God’s special call.  I saw many of them as spiritual role-models.  I respected age and experience.

Frank Bridge, loping along like a giant; John Troesch, tweaking his nose, as he looked calculatingly at me; Frank McCrea (Frank McGray, some called him, referring to his snow white hair), and his judicial bearing; Cyril Kramer, in whose startled eyes I could read the query: Just what makes this character tick?—all of them amused me and made my life serendipitous, at times.  How I was regarded in later years, when we went our separate ways, worldwide, I do not know—and cared less.

After my return from wartime Japan, I was watching television with a group of my missionary colleagues.  We were at the Japanese mission, on Hewitt Street, in Los Angeles—a small group gathered from the four corners of the world.  One who overheard me talking remarked to someone else:  “Briggsy has mellowed, hasn’t he?”  I never dreamed I had been such a dour character, in my student days.  I think one mellows as he beholds the trials of others with an empathetic eye.  Poor, old human nature….

On two occasions, I had to spend time in the waiting room of New York Central Railroad Station.  It was winter, both times.  All over the hard benches, poor, homeless people were sprawled in sleep.  The women especially tore at my heart.  They were mothers.  Where were their spoiled kids?  The police made their rounds, banging on the backs of the benches and the wall, telling them to leave.  They did so, in a hurry.  Walking around the block, they were all back again.  They had no place else to go.  I observed one poor wretch, someone’s mother, pushing a baby carriage.  It contained all she had in this world:  some soiled clothing, a dishpan, some toiletries, old newspapers and whatnot.  I went up to her and asked if I could offer her some money for food.  She was too far gone to mentally comprehend.  I looked up at the penthouses nearby—and cursed the fates those Croesus-rich folks had left for those asleep in the cardboard boxes, on the night streets.  

Millions of our people go without food and shelter while the market for gourmet foods and liquors, not to mention luxurious homes and estates, has never been livelier.  So said, U.A.W. President, Anven Bieber (April 14, 1987).  The homeless nationwide, not to mention New York City’s Grand Central Station, with its sad swarm of Bag Women, seem to bear out Bieber’s words.  This situation can be remedied, and until it is, Americans must bow their heads in shame.  

Where is the humanity, in all this?  The Christianity?  The ordinary decency?  Our

federal government, our president without any permission of the America people, think nothing of squandering billions of the taxpayers’ substance among a few countries, while impoverishing this nation.  And I am not speaking about humanitarian aid.  We have been militarizing not a few countries, especially Israel and other nations of the Near East.  We are respectable warmongers.

During the summer of 1931, I was appointed to take a course in Gregorian Chant at Manhattan College in New York City.  Perhaps I should have regarded my election as an honor, but I was not too happy with my choice.  I did not have the strong, cultured voice of Arthur Allie and Cyril Kramer which I thought essential to teaching Plain Chant, at the Major Seminary.

However, the Superior did not see it, in the same light.  So I obeyed.  Of course, I profited by taking the course.  My hometown friend, Leo Fallon, was a member of the Choir, and he probably recommended me to Bishop Lane, the Rector.

In my Diaconate year, in preparation for assignment to the foreign missions, I was assigned to take a summer course at St. Vincent’s Hospital, at Seventh Avenue and Eleventh Street, in New York City.

I was taught bandaging, in the accident ward.  I went out on ambulance calls, holding my breath as the driver sometimes ran two wheels on the berm of the road to get through traffic to his destination.  No longer a “fraidy cat,” I went to the morgue.  I enjoyed the lab, wondering at germs through the microscope.

Observing surgeries, I marveled that a tiny hole in the stomach could cause such excruciating pain.

And there was the man who came in with a diseased kidney.  He wanted no part of surgery.  The physician tried kindly and eloquently to advise him, to no avail.  In desperation, he said:  “I will take one more x-ray and show it to you.”  This he did.  Talk about serendipity!  The plate showed two proper kidneys, with a baby one surmounting one of the kidneys.  

“You have a kidney to spare,” said the doctor.  “You will have almost two good kidneys, if I remove the diseased one.”  

“That sounds fair to me,” said the not-too-eager man.
One day while I was at the hospital, my feisty little sister telephoned to me.  She asked for Doctor Briggs.  The receptionist promptly paged me.  I was embarrassed.  Why, in the world, did you call me a doctor?” I asked her.


“Well, you are on the way to being one,” she answered, with a twinkle in her eye.


That, however, was after she returned from Canada, so I am getting ahead of myself one more time.


At the hospital, a male nurse heard me asking a very ill patient if he had been baptized.  “Are you trying to fill Heaven with Catholics?” he inquired.


“In Heaven,” I said, “There are no Catholics.”  He smiled gleefully until I continued:  “And there are no Protestants like you, up there!  Catholic, Protestant, Hindu or Buddhist, we are all there without respect for nationality, or station in life, thanks to the mercy of God.”  He shrugged his shoulders, and walked away.


My little sisters, teenagers now, had been on Prince Edward Island, for nine long years, on Grandma Hughes’ farms.  I was dying to see them again.  So I would buy a used motorcycle, one the police released, and take off to P.E.I.  I spoke to a kind, somewhat elderly police officer, one with a good Irish name.  He dissuaded me from the venture.


“Boy,” he said, “those machines are for big, husky men.  Even they are hurt on them, sometimes.  If they run over a pothole, the wheel goes down in the hole, the hand goes down on the accelerator, the motorcycle spurts ahead, throwing the rider forward, out on the road.  You know, sometimes it means a broken neck!”


So the years of lone regret lengthened ahead.  One day, in my Anatomy class, I would see a broken heart.  It was a cleft heart, perhaps hurt by sudden infarction.


One day, I would come close to “broken heart” myself.


Nine years had passed since I saw my dear “little” sisters, Catherine Rita and Willetta Annie Etta.  They were taken by Uncle James of Stoneham to his mother’s home, in Prince Edward Island, Canada, following dear Mother’s death, on December 7, 1921.


Only an occasional letter told me how they were making out there.  I felt lonely without them, as I sat at my desk in the study hall, at Maryknoll Seminary in Pennsylvania.  It was 1927, the year of graduation to the Major Seminary, in New York.


The idea of their homecoming germinated slowly.  After all, there was the expense involved, and I had little money.  I had to scrape and scrabble for it, during summer vacations.  Our collateral relatives had funds galore, but our difference in religious beliefs kept the coffers tight.


Finally, I resolved to do the deed, operating on the proverbial shoestring.  In the summer of 1931, off I went by boat from Boston to Saint John, New Brunswick.  Cousin John Owen Bell, captain of a ship that plied the waters from Bordens P.E.I. to Harbor Grace in Newfoundland, came to mind.  But I had never managed to meet him, my first cousin on my mother’s side, son of Aunt Annie and George Bell of Charlottetown, P.E.I.


From St. John’s, I traveled by train from Moncton to Charlottetown.  I had expected to be met by my Uncle Eddie, since I had written him telling him that I would arrive there.


I appeared lonely in the railroad station waiting for my uncle.  Something evidently had gone astray.  A kind taxi driver asked me if I knew anyone in Charlottetown.  I remembered Cousin John Owen Bell.  The driver took me to the home of George Bell, his father.


He leaned out the car window and called George.  George raised his window and the taxi man introduced me.  “Who?” asked George.

“Mary Hughes’ boy.”

  George welcomed me.  I spent the night with his family.  The next morning, the same taxi took George and me to Uncle Eddie’s farm.


Grandma Hughes was very happy to see George again, and gave him a dozen of her best eggs.  After all, George Bell’s first wife had been Grandma’s daughter, Annie Hughes.


Sister Rita was at home.  Little Cousin Katie raced out to the field to call my Annie Etta.  She rushed in.  I cried: “So this is my Annie?”  She was so sun-tanned, for a moment I failed to recognize her.


I hugged both of them, and cried with them.  


Mother once remarked that if anything happened to her, we would cry salty tears.  As I hugged my sisters, I could taste the salt, in my tears.  The broken hearts were in store for us.  Then we would know that in salty tears are ingredients found in blood.


Aunt Sarah, her son Francis, and his fiancée had been there on a visit, a few days earlier.  So we had a real reunion.  The next day was Sunday.  Francis took us to Mass in St. Charles Borromeo Church, at Tracadie Cross, a short distance from Scotchfort, P.E.I.  There, I noticed the Indians emerging from the woods and entering the church, one in faith.


Monday morning, Francis McNulty took us by car to the railroad station, in Charlottetown.  It was a sad goodbye to Grandma Margaret (Smith) Hughes.


Our maternal grandparents, in Canada, were both from the “Ould Sod,” in Ireland, devout Roman Catholics.
At the foot of their Scotchfort farm, they beheld the gleaming Northunberland Strait hurrying to the parent sea.  Did it remind them of River Shannon?  Or the three shining lakes strung close to the town of Killarney in Kerry?


How did they react at first sight of the aurora borealis, those luminous streamers in the night sky, the northern lights counterpart of the aurora australis, in the southern hemisphere?  They probably believed that they were electrical discharges of some kind.


They frightened the children for a while.  Mother sang the old Irish lullaby:  “Hush now, don’t you cry,” interlaced with homespun interludes such as “It is only the angels chasing the stars.”


Once a lunatic pilot buzzed Grandma’s property, near her home.  As they tell the tale, it was her first sight of an aeroplane.  As that plane came down a hundred feet from the ground, reportedly Grandma fell on her knees, prophesying as if it were the end of the world.


To that brave little lady, then elderly and frail, we wished a tender goodbye.  Later, she would fall and break a hip.  She limped around on a shortened leg, a poor tribute to the surgical care which she had received.  Uncomplaining, quietly like our mother, she breathed her last.


I would return, later in life, to revere her grave.  But I could not find it.  Someone had cut down the tree that marked the site.  Groups that volunteered to clear forgotten cemeteries used to anger me.  Trees, shrubs, fallen stones that mark graves of the poor, all were gathered and thrown into the dump truck.  The good deed done, it was time for a beer.


On the train to Moncton, I sat between my dear sisters.  Some passengers guessed at the happy reunion.  At Saint John’s we had supper, and boarded the ship, Boston-bound.


We sailed through a bay or arm of the Atlantic Ocean, about 140 miles long, between New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, Canada.  The waves of the Bay of Fundy did not disappoint us, rising to a height of 60 to 70 feet.  We spent the night on the flood, arriving in the afternoon, at the city of our desire.

Sister Annie Etta had been invited to live with friends in Roxbury.  Rita went on to school, in Chicago.  Annie learned to cook all sorts of meals, in short order.  But she wished to study hair care and cosmetology.  In this she was expert.  Eventually she would manage a salon in New York City where Marilyn Monroe always went for Annie’s care, when the actress happened to be in New York.

Scarcely three years later, it was farewell again—farewell for another nine years.  It just seemed that we could never be together again.  But I told them that Arthur would still be with them, and that except for a few years without both of us, I would be back from Japan.

The day came when I could delay the parting no longer.

Following ordination on June 11, 1933, the Departure Ceremony was held at Maryknoll Major Seminary, at Ossining, N.Y.  There was a tinge of sadness, both for us, the departing ones, and for those whom we left behind.  “Farewell, for life, O dearest brothers.  Proclaim afar the sweetest name of God.  We meet again one day, in Heaven’s land of blessings.  Farewell, brothers, farewell!”


There it was again: that cursed spite, that cursed crab of pain crawling up my left arm again, like a river following north to have its own way.  


Then Jesus’ cautionary words came to mind:  “Do not even look back, once you have put your hand to the plow.”  Take the bitter with the sweet!  Be Godlike.  That is the way Jesus did it.  Make it the passion of your life!


The ceremony ends.  The hugs and kisses begin.




Moist on my sleeve,




Thy parting tear.


An old, forgotten Japanese poet phrased it in those immortal words.


I had bid farewell to my relatives in Boston, Leominster and surrounding towns.  Leominster I especially remember.  I was visiting Aunt Mabel (Briggs) Bunker.  She pressed a small bundle into my arms.


In the swaddling clothes was Cousin “Little Emily” as an infant.  I was scared nearly to death.  How does one hold a baby, a celibate who never had a much-desired baby of his own?


I feared I might drop Little Emily, the first moment she wriggled.  Aunt Mabel smiled at my evident uneasiness and accepted my tiny cousin.  One day, she, too, would be saying goodbye to her family, as a nun missioned to Korea for fifteen years.


Before that, I had taken leave of Aunt Alice Rosabelle (Butler).  She lived in an apartment, on Commonwealth Avenue.  Her husband, “Ned” Butler, was uncle to John Butler, then the mayor of San Diego, California.  Years later, I would go to visit him. Then I would take in the famous zoo, in that city.


The Myna birds really tickled me.  They were in a large cage higher than the others nearby.  I said something to them, in a high tone of voice, since they were so high in the air.  The naughty birdies answered me in a still higher voice:  “Why don’t you speak naturally?”


I said a fond goodbye to  feisty little sister, Annie Etta.  She pleaded with me:  “Let me go part of the way with you.”  When the Boston trolley reached the transfer point, we parted.  Little Annie went back to her school, so sad that the director asked her just to take it easy, observing operations.


When years later, I asked her about the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, she told me that she was taking in a movie, that day.  The sound suddenly grew still as the screen went black.  The lights came on, and the theatre manager told the amazed audience what had happened.  She said she threw me a kiss, and said:  “Goodbye, dear brother Everett.”


Feisty little sister, she had an earlier experience in Canada which she treasured for a long time.  Eventually, she let me in on it.  She went down to Northumberland Strait, one day to get a closer view of the waves.  In the bushes, she noticed an Indian’s canoe.


Without a thought of danger, she dragged it to the water’s edge, hopped into the canoe, and tried to make sense of the paddles.  In no time, the canoe was swept away.  Elsewhere on the shore, an eagle-eyed Indian saw what happened.  He pulled his canoe to the water, leaped into it, and paddled downstream to little Annie’s canoe.  He pulled it fast to his own, side to side, and rescued the pride of my life.


I said:  “Let’s go back to Scotchfort, some day, and thank the chief, Big Jim.”  That we did.  But the heroic Chief had paddled off to the Happy Hunting Ground.


While brother Arthur was studying in Techny, Illinois, at Divine Word missionary seminary, he told me about a jolly augury in which the seminarians had foretold their ultimate assignments after ordination.


“Rev. Arthur Briggs will sail for China next month.  We are sending Father Briggs to China to open up a new mission center in South Shantung.  Despite the many obstacles that oppose this new project, we feel sure that Fr. Briggs will accomplish his work successfully.  The efforts he will expend in behalf of the Chinese people should be productive of much fruit.”


The class prophecy would be fulfilled in another way.  Thinking it would be more appropriate that we two brother-missionaries work in the same vineyard, Arthur transferred to Maryknoll.  We were together about two years.


Arthur was ordained on June 15, 1938, and was assigned to the Maryknoll mission in China.  He did not found a new mission center in South Shantung.  His station was Kaying in South China.  There were obstacles, to be sure, and Father Arthur met the obstacles, head-on.  His reaction was “productive of much fruit,” in an undreamed way.


One night, Father Arthur heard a commotion in his chapel.  Someone was banging away at the tabernacle, on the altar.  Arthur rushed into the chapel, and intervened.  The robbers were not of a mind to let him prevent their intended theft of those golden vessels.


They cruelly stabbed the frail priest, left him bleeding on the floor, all night.  There the parishioners found him, the next morning when they came to attend Holy Mass.


Arthur was given up for death, in the Hong Kong hospital, a year after I visited him, prior to my repatriation from imprisonment in Japan.


Now, however, he was buoyant.  He saw me off from Chicago with the close friends of the Magrady family, on a rather cold, windy night.  My next stop would be the home of Uncle Edwin, in Iowa.


After a long wait, the black, iron monster appeared in sight, belching white smoke in the darkness of night.


Arthur said:  “Here comes it in.”  Someone laughed a bit, and remarked that Arthur’s English betrayed his new knowledge of German.


In Iowa, I had a two-day visit with a valued friend, Mary G. Kretzmeyer, a milliner.  Unknown to me, she had been contributing $500.00 per year toward my education at Maryknoll Seminary, in New York.  When the secret at last leaked out, I felt I owed Mary a thank-you.  She saw me off from the Waterloo station.


I spent another two days with Uncle Edwin’s family.  Of the children, I remember Cousins Helena and Bernadine.  Uncle Edwin took me to the brow of a hill, and showed me, in the valley, the place where they drove the Golden Spike, intersecting the trans-continental railways.


Later Uncle Edwin’s family would lose little Edwin, Jr., in a playground accident.  A link in the chain holding the seat on his swing suddenly broke in the air, throwing the young boy over a wall, down on a concrete road many feet below.


I also met Martha Leik, a relative of Aunt Anna, Edwin’s wife.  She generously surprised me with several precious presents useable in my priesthood ministry.


Thereafter, I was doomed to the weary ride to Los Angeles.  The “Milk Train” fairly crawled along the track, stopping endlessly at every town of any account.


The chap seated next to me used to cheer me by estimating the number of cows in the herds which we passed by.  “Twenty cows there,” he would say. 


“How can you count them so fast?” I would counter.  


“My lightning calculator does the trick,” he would say.  “Count the first cow’s udders, and multiply by the number of cows you see.  Six times eight gives you a herd of forty-eight cows.”  The logic of that rascal’s reasoning was elusive—but interesting and entertaining on a long rail trip.


Eventually, we arrived in the City of the Angels.


I spent a few days there with Father Hugh Lavery, founder of the Japanese Catholic parish and school on South Hewitt Street.  When the Pacific war broke out, all the Japanese parishioners, first generation and Japanese-Americans, were summarily interned, outside the city.


It was done in panic, aroused by the stealthy bombarding of Pearl Harbor by the jingo militarists of Nippon.  Given their chance, the interned Japanese men volunteered to serve in the armed forces of the United States, during World War II.  They returned from the war, the most decorated contingent for bravery in the U.S. Army.


I was happy again.  I met Sister Bernadette of the Maryknoll Sisters community.  Often I had accompanied this gentle, compassionate nun, on her many missions of mercy.  Almost every day, we drove to some hospital or nursing home where Japanese were grateful for our visits.  Many of them had come down with tuberculosis, in the camps.


One day, this little nun, younger, was walking along a street, in Seattle.  She noticed people going into a Catholic church.  Curious, she followed some in.  She was stunned at the sight of the magnificent altar, decorated, with candles burning bright.


Soon people were leaving the pews, going up to the altar.  She followed them, knelt down at the altar rail.  Along came a man, the priest, arrayed in colorful vestments.  Next to her was a younger girl holding a card in her hands.  The priest, with the man with the high hat, read a name from the girl’s card.


Before she could panic, the man wearing the high hat was there, before her.  He was smiling at her.  He explained that this was the Sacrament of Confirmation.  If she would come to the priests’ house after the service, he would tell her more.


She did and he did, and the young Japanese lady was soon on her way as a convert to the Catholic Church, later to profession as a Maryknoll missionary sister.


Sister Bernadette spent her years in Los Angeles, happy in her vocation to the elderly ill.   One night, she spent her time nursing a patient at death’s door.  One of the devil’s best broke into the house, and cruelly mugged dear Sister Bernadette.


God moves in mysterious ways, His marvels to perform.


In Los Angeles I met an old Japanese friend with whom I used to sing shigin.  It is the embodiment of the ancient tunes of the Japanese prehistoric troubadours who sang of the natural beauties of the Hermit Kingdom with a dash of praise for the Samurai defenders of their island native land.


I asked the old gentleman if he was still singing.  In a tired voice, he mumbled:  “Mo utawan” (I sing no more).  It struck me like a dart.  Did birds ever cease singing?  Was that old man the last of the troubadours?


Six hundred years before the Christian Era, the diehards of Shigin were singing recitatives of Chinese poems.  They, like ourselves, were enlivened by the birdlike trills that found their way into shigin.


In Los Angeles, I dared perform in public.  About 1954, the first time, I sang of the beauties of a certain scenic spot.  The site was a Buddhist temple, rented for the session.  In my delirium, I sang the relatively few high notes in an airy, rarified tone, from throat, far from the belly.  The audience, however, was forgiving, even a little appreciative of what some thought a new fad.  I must have done passably well, because the school awarded me a certificate of proficiency.


The “new fad” idea was exactly mine.  I hoped to make shigin, if not a popular form of song, at least another appreciative item on the musical menu.  But since shigin originates in the abdomen, I feared it would daunt the average Westerner.  The grimace I noticed on the faces of the songsters bespoke considerable effort.


Moreover, there were those unique trills, the warbling, rippling sounds made by some birds; in the literature of music, vibrato, a pulsating effect, a slight wavering of the tune, in the actual singing.  It would take effort to imitate those sounds.


I wondered if these elderly Japanese songsters were kin of the poet-musicians of southern France and northern Italy, in the 11-13th centuries.  They, too, wrote their songs of love and chivalry in intricate form and rhyme.


In spite of all our differences, these rare similarities in language, song and lifestyle convince me that, at the core of our being, we are all of the same human race.


A bird is a bird, and they all sing the same canticle to their Creator.  If we humans, at times, would be birdlike in song, why should we falter in the birds’ motivation?


Lost now, the gurgles of forty-five million babies.  Must the songster birds now yield to the fierce gyrfalcon of the Arctic?


Father Swift was deputed to take me to the airfield where I would emplane for San Francisco, whence to sail to Japan.  On the road to the airport, my suspicions grew that we were dawdling along at the speed of some twenty miles an hour.  I feared I would miss my plane.  Timidly, I asked my good-natured chauffeur if he could not go a little faster.


Father explained that the car had just been overhauled, and that the mechanic had cautioned against speeding.  Then, overhead, the sound of an airplane.  Yes, it was mine.  Father Swift was not so swift, that day.


Fortunately, I could board another plane an hour or more later, the same afternoon.


There, in San Francisco, I caught up with my two companions.  We went to Saint Mary’s Hospital to visit Father Frank Bridge, with whom I had been in the seminary.  He was a missioner from Manchuria, then on sick-leave.  Actually, the fine man was dying.  But ever the tall, rugged, one-time Pennsylvania coal miner, Father Bridge was not a man to surrender easily.  Hoping against hope, he wished to return to his post.  He kept his “Sick Call Kit” on the chair beside his bed.  With a twinkle in hie eye, he said:  “God knows I am ready to go at it again.”


The following day, August 15, 1933, on the festival of Our Lady Mary’s Assumption, we three set out for Japan.  According to custom, colored streamers fluttered in the breeze, from ship to shore.  One end of the streamer was held in the hand of the departee while he or she stood at the deck-rail, the other end, in the hands of a loved one standing on the dock.  As the ship trembled, then moved out to breast the broad Pacific’s waves, the streamers snapped goodbye.


Sayonara, they said, as they waved us goodbye.  For me, it was my fourth farewell, the fourth of many to come.  Another spell of loneliness, even in the joyful ministry of God.  But why, I thought, should I complain?  My companions must have felt the same pangs of pain.


Father Whitlow, while still stationed in Los Angeles, felt so keenly for a Japanese man who had transfer delays getting to work on trolley and bus, that he gave him the keys to his new Buick.


As we lay on the floor, in the Ordination service, Father Walsh whispered to me:  “Please say a prayer for my father.  He was killed in a traffic accident, this morning, on the way to Maryknoll.”  


“Call him a martyr,” I whispered in reply.
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