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FOREWORD

ROMAN Catholic priests serve in persona Christi. Catholics witness that priestly service in many ways; they can see it as often as every day at Mass through the sacrifice that takes place there. But the vast majority of priests are never called to offer the supreme personal sacrifice: that of literally laying down their lives for another in moments of life and death. When it comes to military chaplains, however, many have been called to do just that. Men such as these are truly in the spiritual trenches.

Thomas Craughwell has long been intrigued by stories of heroic priests serving America during wartime, from the American Revolution onward. Thomas loves a good story, and he tells them well. Here, in this book, he has compiled touching tales that American Catholics ought to know and share, especially with their children, particularly those considering religious life. That said, this is a book for non-Catholics too—especially those not fully aware or appreciative of the depth of the sacrificial nature of the priesthood.

As Craughwell notes, the first Catholic chaplain in American wartime history was recruited by no less than Benedict Arnold on behalf of French-Canadian soldiers. That might seem an ironic, if not ignominious, start given the life-giving loyalty of so many Catholic chaplains in the years ahead—impressive and inspiring to Catholics and Protestants alike. Catholic priests served both sides in the US Civil War and yet always understood their ultimate side. Their eyes remained fixed on the eternal as well as the temporal. As one curmudgeonly chaplain instructed Stonewall Jackson, he outranked the esteemed general because he was a Catholic priest.

While America’s territory was torn asunder during the Civil War, America’s Catholic chaplains kept their focus on heaven as well as earth. Craughwell shares a poignant account of Father William Corby, who climbed atop a rock at Gettysburg to give absolution en masse to 530 men of the Irish Brigade, whose numbers were already decimated from the original 2,500 and soon would be cut by another 200. That’s just one touching scene of many that ought to be in a movie.

America’s second deadliest conflict was World War II. An astounding three thousand-plus priests served each branch of the US military during this ghastly conflict. From Pearl Harbor to Normandy to the Bataan Death March, these priests were there to suffer with their men and offer all—most especially the sacraments of God.

So many of those scenes, too, could be right out of a movie. In fact, some instances recounted by Craughwell did make their way to Hollywood. I did not know until reading this book that in the wonderful scene from the epic film Patton in which George C. Scott orders a chaplain to compose a prayer for good weather, the unnamed chaplain was, in fact, a Catholic priest. The prayer itself is a stirring call to arms:


Almighty and most merciful Father, we humbly beseech Thee, of Thy great goodness, to restrain these immoderate rains with which we have had to contend. Grant us fair weather for Battle. Graciously hearken to us as soldiers who call upon Thee that, armed with Thy power, we may advance from victory to victory, and crush the oppression and wickedness of our enemies and establish Thy justice among men and nations.



As Craughwell notes, this prayer made its way into the script and was dramatically recited for the big screen. Patton had ordered the prayer’s author, Father James O’Neill, to have 250,000 copies printed “to see to it that every man in the Third Army gets one.”

Did the prayer work? Well, we can’t say it failed. The heavens seemed to respond. “On December 20,” O’Neill recalled, “to the consternation of the Germans and the delight of the American forecasters who were equally surprised at the turn-about, the rains and the fogs ceased.”

That moment is a rousing one that ended in clear skies. But so many other episodes for our brave chaplains ended in smoke and blood. Craughwell writes of Father Lawrence Lynch on Okinawa: Amid the ferocious fighting, Lynch dashed to a soldier in need. He held the Eucharist in his fingers to give to the wounded young man. Just then, a shell exploded, killing them both. A Catholic lieutenant colonel ran over to the dead priest, took the host from his hand, and consumed it so it would not be desecrated.

This book is filled with such scenarios of tribulation and inspiration: Father Francis Duffy in the hellacious trenches of the “Great War,” Father Michael Thomas Conway aboard the USS Indianapolis, Father Emil Kapaun in Korea, Father Vincent Capodanno in Vietnam, Father Timothy Vakoc in Iraq, and many more. And aside from the chaplains, there are other fascinating gems of Catholic history. Did you know that Pope Pius IX received emissaries from President Jefferson Davis of the Confederacy? Were you aware of the six hundred courageous, caring nuns from at least a dozen orders that acted as nurses in the Civil War?

But all of that isn’t my task to tell; it is Thomas Craughwell’s. Here are the tales he tells so well—stories of faithful priests in the person of Christ offering their sacrifices.

Paul Kengor, PhD, is a professor of political science at Grove City College and the author of A Pope and a President: John Paul II, Ronald Reagan, and the Extraordinary Untold Story of the 20th Century.
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INTRODUCTION

I have always liked stories. Throughout my years as a writer, I have gravitated to projects where I could write what I hoped would be a good story. That’s what I have hoped to bring you in this book.

This isn’t a comprehensive history of American Catholic military chaplains. It’s not a biographical dictionary. The numbers of Catholic chaplains who have served since 1775 would make such a project daunting—there were between three and four thousand priests serving every branch of the United States armed forces in World War II alone.

And so this is a highly selective, you might even say shamelessly biased, collection of narratives about chaplains who have traveled with our armies and navies from the American Revolution to the ongoing war on terror.

It’s impossible to say when Catholic priests began accompanying armies. Perhaps as early as the reign of Constantine, Rome’s first Christian emperor. In America, the first Catholic chaplain was Father Louis Eustache Lotbiniere, a sixty-year-old French Canadian priest recruited by Benedict Arnold to serve Catholic troops in the Continental Army. Unfortunately, Father Lotbiniere never was able to minister to anyone—his bishop, who was loyal to King George III, considered Lotbiniere a traitor and suspended the man’s faculties to say Mass and dispense the sacraments.

The first fully functioning Catholic chaplains to US forces were Fathers Anthony Rey, SJ, and John McElroy, SJ, who accompanied American troops during the invasion of Mexico in 1845. And Father Rey has another distinction: he was the first Catholic chaplain killed by the enemy.

Some of the chaplains you may have heard of: Father Peter Whelan, who worked among the Union POWs confined to the hellish Andersonville prison camp during the Civil War; Father Francis P. Duffy, a New Yorker who sailed to France in one of the shiploads of the American Expeditionary Force when we entered World War I. (Father Duffy went from being a beloved neighborhood priest to a national celebrity after Warner Brothers produced The Fighting 69th with Father Duffy played by Pat O’Brien—Hollywood’s “Irishman in Residence.”)

Then there are chaplains you probably have never heard of, such as the cantankerous Father James Sheeran, a Confederate chaplain who once told General Stonewall Jackson that he, Sheeran, outranked him because he was a Catholic priest, and Father Aloysius Schmidt, who was the first Catholic chaplain to lose his life in World War II—he drowned at Pearl Harbor when Japanese bombs struck his ship and he could not escape.

And there is a chaplain you ought to know: Father Emil Kapaun, who, along with six hundred other American soldiers, was captured by the Chinese at the 1950 Battle of Unsan during the Korean War. He was a down-to-earth farm boy from Kansas, and when the stress got the better of him—in a Chinese POW camp, there was a lot to stress about—his language got a bit salty. Yet he was a heroic, selfless, holy presence to his men in the camp. He died there of malnutrition and after being denied medical care. Since his death, Father Kapaun has been awarded the Medal of Honor, and his cause for canonization is advancing in Rome, where the inexplicable recovery of a high school student, attributed to Father Kapaun’s intercession, is under investigation by the Vatican’s medical experts.

In 1550, the commander of a Spanish fleet sailing against pirates who were disrupting trade in the eastern Mediterranean invited Father Diego Laynez, SJ, to come along as chaplain. Father Laynez was also one of the earliest companions of St. Ignatius of Loyola. He would go on to be elected General of the Society of Jesus after the death of St. Ignatius.

His experience during that naval campaign gave Laynez some expertise in the obligations and also the opportunities presented to a priest among soldiers. Father Joseph P. Duffy, SJ, writing in CrossWorks, the journal of the New England Jesuit Province, quotes Father Laynez’s letter to the viceroy of Sicily about the spiritual and practical advantages of having chaplains on all military expeditions.


By prayer and good example, by preaching and hearing confessions, by nursing the sick and helping the dying, these men will do a tremendous amount of good. They will teach the soldiers the proper motives for fighting, keep them from quarreling among themselves, and will call them to task for blasphemies and gambling. Finally, I know that the soldiers of our nation will really profit from this, for by their peace of mind and confidence in God they will better fulfill their duties in the war.



It is difficult to imagine the degree of sacrifice and commitment to souls it took, and still takes, for an ordinary priest to walk out his rectory door, or leave a beloved college campus, and head off to a distant place where fear, and pain, and death in battle will be daily experiences. Yet this is what thousands of Catholic priests have done and continue to do so that the men and women who serve in our armed forces will not be without comfort, or a friend, or the Mass and the sacraments, and so that they will not fall into despair thinking that God is far away. Such men deserve to be remembered. Their stories deserve to be told and told again. May this small contribution introduce you to some of these heroic men who gave up so much to save souls, and often to save lives.
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CHAPTER 1

THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION

BENEDICT ARNOLD’S PRIEST

NO Catholic priest in America served as a military chaplain during the Revolution.

And who could blame them? Of the thirteen original colonies, only one—Pennsylvania—permitted Catholics to worship freely, recognized their right to build churches and chapels, and welcomed Catholic priests as full citizens of the colony. Yes, Maryland had been chartered by King Charles I in 1632 as a refuge for persecuted Catholics from the British Isles, but after a few brief years in “their” colony, the Catholic Marylanders were ousted from government by a Protestant-led coup. Catholic churches were destroyed, freedom of worship was denied to Catholics, and priests were outlawed.

The question may arise, “What were so many Protestants doing in a Catholic colony? The answer is, Maryland was never exclusively a Catholic colony. In fact, of the approximately 140 colonists who came ashore on St. Clement’s Island on March 25, 1634, only about 25 were Catholic. With them were two Jesuit priests and at least one Jesuit lay brother. The settlers of Maryland were religiously diverse from the very first day of settlement.

Furthermore, the Catholic leaders of the colony agreed among themselves to open Maryland to Christians of all denominations. Such a principle was virtually unheard of in Europe where, depending on who had the upper hand politically, Catholics and Protestants persecuted one another. Protestants even persecuted fellow Protestants—two especially unpopular denominations were the Anabaptists and the Mennonites, both of whom were frequent targets in Protestant lands.

Perhaps out of a guilty conscience, the new Protestant power brokers of Maryland may have suppressed the religious rights of their Catholic neighbors—Maryland Catholics could no longer vote or hold public office—but the colony’s new political leaders did not persecute Catholics aggressively. When the government seized the property of Catholic priests, well-to-do Catholics sheltered them in their homes, introducing them to non-Catholic guests as the children’s tutor or the manager of the plantation. These priests-in-disguise celebrated Mass in private home chapels, and Protestant Marylanders turned a blind eye as crowds of Catholics visited Catholic plantations on Sundays and holy days. Maryland’s ostensibly anti-Catholic government even overlooked the unmarried, slave-owning, gentlemen tobacco farmers who were in fact Jesuit priests passing incognito as confirmed bachelors. These plantations also had private chapels where area Catholics came for Mass and the sacraments. It appears that everyone knew these farmers were Jesuits who tended their tobacco crop just as they tended the souls of the Catholic faithful, yet the colonial government did not harass the priests or their congregations.

Consequently, the Catholic population of colonial America was concentrated in Maryland and Pennsylvania. There were isolated groups of Catholics scattered across New Jersey and New York, and these were visited from time to time by priests from Pennsylvania who traveled under an alias, dressed as laymen. Among the most renowned in Catholic circles was Father Ferdinand Steinmeyer, a German Jesuit who used the alias Ferdinand Farmer. Such was his caution that even many of the Catholics he served never knew his true name and addressed him as Father Farmer.

Slipping into New Jersey and New York, where priests were outlawed, was risky business—if they were caught, Steinmeyer and his brother Jesuits would have been imprisoned, possibly even deported to England for punishment. The situation was much more dangerous in New England, where the descendants of the Pilgrims and the Puritans were especially hostile to Catholics and Catholic priests. A notorious episode of anti-Catholic fervor took place in Boston in 1688.

Ann Glover was an Irish Catholic who, with her husband, had been rounded up by Oliver Cromwell’s troops and shipped off to the Caribbean where they became indentured servants or perhaps slaves. At some point, a well-to-do Bostonian, John Goodwin, who was in the Caribbean on business purchased Glover outright or purchased her indenture and brought her to Massachusetts to work in his home.

In her master’s house, among other duties, Glover cared for the five Goodwin children and did the family laundry. One day Martha Goodwin, age thirteen, accused Glover of stealing clothing. The accusation led to a nasty argument between Glover and Martha, which ended with the Goodwin children accusing Glover of bewitching them.

Glover was arrested and put on trial. She must have had a defiant streak, because although she spoke and understood English, she would only answer the court’s questions in her native Irish. All the evidence suggests that Ann’s real crime was her Catholicism: Ann had not only refused to attend the Puritan church, she had been seen saying her rosary, which, apparently, was enough to make the town’s authorities conclude that she was flouting their authority. The notorious witch-hunter Cotton Mather denounced Ann at her trial as “a scandalous old Irishwoman … a Roman Catholic and obstinate in idolatry.” Officially, she was condemned for witchcraft; actually, Ann Glover was condemned for her Catholicism. She was taken to Boston Common on November 16, 1688, and hanged.

Given the religious climate in Massachusetts, Catholic colonists and Catholic priests did not set foot in the colony. It was a source of frustration to the most zealous Bostonians that after Ann Glover, there were no Catholics left to hang—which may have contributed to the establishment of the city’s most popular, most raucous public holiday, November 5, known as Pope’s Day.

The holiday commemorated the anniversary of a plot hatched by several young English Catholic gentlemen to free their fellow Catholics from persecution by blowing up Parliament and the Royal Family, then installing a Catholic on the throne of England. November 5 was set as the day of the outrage, but the plotters were betrayed, and the man assigned to set the gunpowder alight, Guy Fawkes, was arrested at the last moment and hauled off to the Tower of London.

English Protestants viewed the foiling of the plot as an act of divine intervention. English colonists in Boston elevated the commemoration into a rowdy, often drunken, demonstration of contempt for Catholicism in general and the pope in particular. Every year, on the evening of November 5, a mob marched through the streets of Boston carrying with them an effigy of the pope, and sometimes one of the devil, and occasionally a third representing the most unpopular political figure of the day. They sang scurrilous, anti-Catholic songs, mocked the pope and Catholic devotions, and ended their parade by burning the effigies.

In 1775, the American Revolution was not yet seven months old, and in Philadelphia, Congress was looking for likely allies to help in the war against the British. Emissaries from the rebels had appealed to French Canadians (who hated the British possibly more intensely than the Americans) to join the thirteen colonies and regain their own freedom from British rule.

As November 5 approached, someone of General Washington’s staff informed him of the unruly celebration that was coming. Washington responded by issuing the following remarkable order:


As the Commander in Chief has been apprized of a design form’d for the observance of that ridiculous and childish custom of burning the Effigy of the pope, He cannot help expressing his surprise that there should be Officers and Soldiers in this army so void of common sense, as not to see the impropriety of such a step at this Juncture; at a Time when we are solliciting, and have really obtain’d, the friendship and alliance of the people of Canada, whom we ought to consider as Brethren embarked in the same Cause. The defence of the general Liberty of America: At such a juncture, and in such Circumstances, to be insulting their Religion, is so monstrous, as not to be suffered or excused; indeed instead of offering the most remote insult, it is our duty to address public thanks to these our Brethren, as to them we are so much indebted for every late happy Success over the common Enemy in Canada.



That year, Pope Day was canceled. At least in Washington’s camp.

Fear of “popery” in the colonies was wildly overblown. Of the approximately two million people living in America in 1775 at the outbreak of the Revolution, 1 percent were Catholics. There were about twenty Catholic priests. There were no bishops, no seminaries, no nuns, no schools. American Catholics, men and women, who felt drawn to the religious life had to go to Catholic countries overseas to pursue their vocation. After ordination, the newly minted American priests might be sent home to minister to American Catholics. But American women who became nuns in France or Belgium would never see their families, friends, or homeland again.

Although the impact of Catholics on colonial American society was negligible, in 1774 the British Parliament passed a piece of legislation that stirred up anti-Catholic hysteria in the colonies. At the conclusion of the French and Indian War, Canada passed from French rule to British rule. The French-speaking population was overwhelmingly Catholic, and since the establishment of English colonies in America in the early 1600s, the English had been intimidated by the presence of French Catholics to the north, just as the French were apprehensive about English Protestants to the south. For years there were raids back and forth across the border, made more terrible from the perspective of the English settlers because the French usually raided with their Indian allies. The thought of a French and Indian attack gave the residents of isolated English settlements nightmares.

Under the Quebec Act of 1774, Parliament enlarged the boundaries of the Province of Quebec to include western portions of territory claimed by New York, Pennsylvania, and Virginia. In addition to giving away tracts of land the American colonists considered their own, Parliament had also granted freedom of worship to French Catholics and guaranteed a right the Catholic clergy in Canada had enjoyed under French rule—to collect tithes in Canada for the support of Catholic parishes and institutions.

The Americans accused Parliament and King George III of threatening the thirteen colonies by establishing “popery” in Canada. The Reverend Jonathan Witherspoon, president of Princeton College in New Jersey and soon to be a signer of the Declaration of Independence, preached a sermon saying that “never was there so general a commotion” as that aroused by the Quebec Act.

Nonetheless, once the Revolution began, both Congress and General Washington appealed to French Canadians to join with the American rebels and overthrow the British king. Washington sent a letter urging the Canadians to “range themselves under the standard of general liberty.” On behalf of Congress, John Adams, John Jay, and Silas Deane wrote an open letter to the inhabitants of Canada saying, “We perceived the fate of the Protestant and Catholic Colonies to be strongly linked together, and, therefore, invite you to join with us in resolving to be Free, and in rejecting, with disdain, the Fetters of Slavery however artfully polished.”

To emphasize how strong was their desire for a military alliance, Congress sent Benjamin Franklin, Charles Carroll (the only Catholic delegate to the Continental Congress and signer of the Declaration), and Carroll’s cousin, Father John Carroll, who would become the first Catholic bishop in the United States. Congress instructed these three commissioners to assure the Catholics of Canada that if they allied themselves with the rebels, the American government promised “never to molest them in the enjoyment of their religion.”

For what followed next, we have the full story from Martin Ignatius Joseph Griffin in his history, Catholics and the American Revolution, published in 1907.

Rather than take the Americans’ bait, the Catholic clergy of Quebec sent an address to the governor of Canada, Sir Guy Carleton, saying, “You will always find the clergy to be good and faithful subjects [of King George].” The letter was signed by the bishop of Quebec, the superior of the seminary, and the superiors of the Jesuits and the Recollets. As this letter reveals, the French clergy, along with the seigneurs, or gentry, were overwhelmingly against siding with the Americans against the British Crown. It seems the rank and file of Canada were more open to the idea, but they had no influence on the upper classes. Nonetheless, as early as April 18, 1775—just nine days after the Battles of Lexington and Concord—the leading merchants of Montreal wrote the Continental Congress expressing support for the cause of American independence and sending their regrets because it was unlikely they would be able join the Americans in their revolution against George III. “The bulk of the People, both English and Canadians, are of quite contrary sentiments and wish well to your cause,” the businessmen of Montreal wrote, “but dare not stir a finger to help you; being of no more estimation in the political machine than the sailors are in shaping the course or working the ships in which they sail. They may mutter and swear, but must obey.”

There was at least one little sign of defiance: one morning, the citizens of Montreal awoke to find the bust of King George in one of the town’s squares daubed with black paint and wearing a necklace of rotten potatoes.

A year later, about six hundred French Canadians showed their support by joining the Continental Army in the siege of Quebec. Following the lead of the bishop, the Canadian rebels’ parish priests refused to hear their confessions. To ease the consciences and maintain the loyalty of his Canadian allies, Benedict Arnold did something no Protestant Yankee imagined possible: he hired a sixty-year-old French priest, a member of the Recollet Order (a branch of the Franciscans), to serve as the Canadians’ chaplain. Arnold promised Father Louis Eustache Lotbiniere rations, including liquor, firewood, candles, and a monthly salary of $41.30. Furthermore, after Quebec surrendered, the American army would install Father Lotbiniere as a bishop. Congress signed off on Arnold’s contract with the priest.

When word of the arrangement reached Bishop Oliver, he excommunicated the six hundred French Canadians fighting with the Americans and deprived Father Lotbiniere of faculties to say Mass, hear confessions, or dispense any of the other sacraments. Nonetheless, the chaplain remained loyal to the American cause. After the failure of the siege of Quebec, he retreated south with the Americans and settled in Philadelphia. Lotbiniere was still a suspended priest, so aside from offering counsel and comfort and leading private prayers, he could not perform any sacred function for the Catholics of Philadelphia.

Nonetheless, Lotbiniere had a good reputation among the American rebels. A French officer who, like Lafayette, had volunteered for the Continental Army, the Chevalier de Manduit du Plessis, wrote a favorable report of the priest in not-entirely-fluent English and sent it to Henry Laurens, the president of Congress. Du Plessis described Lotbiniere as “a very interesting man for the affairs of Canada, he is one of the best and Most Riche family of noble men in that country, he is not attached to british government, and he has proved it, he is enemy of the bishop of Montreal [he meant Quebec—Montreal didn’t have its own bishop yet] and this bishop is entirely british, in one word he has not fanaticism.”

During the war, Congress had difficulty paying its bills, and Father Lotbiniere was one those who did not receive what he had been promised. In 1780 he sent a petition complaining that he was no longer given the firewood and candles that were part of his contract with Arnold and that now his ration of liquor had been cut off too. “A man of my age,” he wrote, “has need to take something to strengthen him.” And then his salary stopped coming. In 1786, he was still writing to Congress, begging for his back pay.

Congress never did pay Father Lotbiniere his back salary. He concluded what may have been his last letter to John Hancock, the president of Congress, this way:


I hope Sir that your Excellency will urge the honourable Congress to order me that I may be paid For it is Less Crime to Orderr my death than to Kill me by inche in denying my pay and it is due to me 240 doll for two quarters from he first day of januarii 1786. I am with a profund Respect of your Excellency the utmost humble obedient servant.

Louis Lotbiniere
Priest of Canada



Father Lotbiniere died in poverty at age seventy-one in 1786.

CHAPLAINS FROM FRANCE

More than one hundred Catholic priests sailed with the French fleet of twenty-nine warships and about fifty-five hundred men Louis XVI sent to assist the Americans in their struggle for independence from England. France was still stinging from the treaty ending the French and Indian War, through which Britain was granted all of Canada. Declaring war on the British and aiding the Americans in breaking away from their mother country was King Louis’s revenge.

The troops, the warships, and a loan of $40 million were all the result of the careful negotiations by America’s ambassador to the French court, Benjamin Franklin. From the start, the thirteen colonies’ revolution appeared woefully one-sided, and the Americans’ odds of defeating the British army and navy were not good. But those odds improved greatly after Franklin secured a powerful European ally who sent to the fledgling United States men, ships, supplies, and cash—all of which the rebels needed desperately.

Aside from the military dimension of France’s intervention, there was also a religious dimension to be taken into account. Virtually all of the French troops were Catholic. Suddenly, fifty-five hundred “papists”—the term English and American Protestants used for Catholics—came ashore in Newport, Rhode Island. And with them came more than one hundred “Romish priests”—another derogatory Anglo-American term, this time for Catholic clergy.

Most Americans had never met a Catholic, and fewer still had encountered a Catholic priest. And certainly even smaller still was the number of American Protestants who had seen a Catholic Mass or any other Catholic ceremony. The sudden influx of thousands of Catholics and dozens of priests, especially in New England, the godly Puritan City on a Hill, must have given ministers a fresh excuse for trotting out the old readings of the Apocalypse which saw the pope as the Beast and the Catholic Church as the Whore of Babylon. It would have been a fresh pretext for retelling lurid stories of Protestants who fell into the clutches of the Inquisition, or of their ancestors in England who had been burned by Bloody Mary Tudor.

Yet at least one American Protestant found himself rethinking his prejudices. Solomon Southwick wrote, “We found that Roman Catholics were not monsters…. I saw the whole French army go to a grand Mass in a body; and never did behold a more sublime spectacle.”

And if Southwick was taken by the beauty of a solemn Mass, he was equally surprised by the good behavior of the French troops. “Those monstrous Catholics were never known to commit a solitary depredation on the person or property of our citizens, either male or female; they robbed no farmlands, they trod no cornfields; they trespassed upon no orchards or gardens.”

And at least one Frenchman found reasons to praise American Protestants. Abbe Claude Robin, the chaplain-in-chief of the Rochambeau expedition, wrote down his impressions of the American character. In a book he entitled Travels through North America in the Year 1781, the year of the decisive Battle of Yorktown (the abbe was present at the surrender), he wrote:


When the illegal, oppressive acts [of the British Parliament] were framed and sent over to destroy [the colonists’] privileges, with what prudence, resolution, and courage did they not unite to defend them! —and here we ought to pause and fix our attention to form a proper judgment of the Americans. Men, scattered through extensive countries [regions], different in climate and clashing in their interests and modes of worship, to the wonder of the whole world, formed associations which coincided as exactly in their decisions as if the whole matter had been preconcerted. Great Britain vainly flattered herself that by shutting up the port of Boston [in 1774], she had effectually intimidated these provinces and raised ruinous dissensions among them. Yet after this arbitrary act, their complaints were but the more urgent, and the common danger did but strengthen their union the more.



When the French army returned home after the war, all the chaplains went too, except for three who stayed behind: Father Paul de St. Pierre, a Carmelite, who asked to be assigned to mission territory in Illinois; Father John Rossiter, a diocesan priest, settled in Philadelphia where he became one of the parish priests at St. Mary’s near Independence Hall; and Father Charles Whelan, a Capuchin, took residence in New York City. He was something of a handful. Father Whelan embarrassed Father (soon to be bishop) John Carroll by calling upon well-to-do Protestants and begging for donations so he could build a Catholic chapel in the city. Several years later, Bishop Carroll assigned him to work with Catholic settlers in Kentucky. Apparently Father Whelan didn’t like Kentucky, because one day he showed up in Maryland, having walked out on his congregation without informing the bishop or asking for permission. He wandered around Delaware and Pennsylvania for several years before finally moving to Little Bohemia, Maryland, where he died in 1806.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE WAR WITH MEXICO: AMERICA’S
FIRST CATHOLIC MILITARY CHAPLAINS

FATHER ANTHONY REY, SJ

AT first glance, Father Anthony Rey, SJ, appeared to be an unusual choice for the role of an army chaplain. He had limited parish experience. He was most at ease in his classroom at Georgetown College, where he taught metaphysics and philosophy. Yet once he joined General Zachary Taylor’s army in Mexico, an unexpected facet of the priest’s personality revealed itself.

Rey had been born in France and spent most of his life in the French-speaking part of Switzerland. When he immigrated to the United States in 1840 at age thirty-three, he spoke very little English. James Wynne, MD, who wrote a very lengthy article about the priest that was published in the United States Catholic Magazine and Monthly Review in 1847, says that Rey had a knack for languages. He had learned German in Switzerland, and in America he picked up English quickly. He must have, otherwise his Jesuit superiors would not have given him a teaching assignment at Georgetown College.

From Georgetown, Father Rey was transferred to serve as a parish priest at Old St. Joseph’s Church in Philadelphia, a beautiful little church (Wynne praises its “tasty decorations”), which is hidden away in a courtyard a couple blocks from Independence Hall. Rey spent only a year or two at the parish, then went home to Georgetown where he was assigned to the staff of the seminary.

For a time, he assisted in the formation of scholastics—the Jesuit term for candidates for the priesthood—and he was a popular figure on the parish retreat circuit. All of these assignments during his first five years in America were praiseworthy, of course, but they didn’t prepare him for life in an army camp surrounded by thousands of coarse, rowdy, and sometimes violent soldiers. Nor did his experiences as a priest-scholar prepare him for dodging bullets and artillery shells on the battlefield in order to grant absolution to the dying or drag the wounded to a safe place behind the lines.

American troops had never requested a Catholic chaplain before. There are no statistics of how many Catholics served during the Revolution and the War of 1812, but they would not have been enough to call for the full-time services of a priest. That Catholics were almost invisible in the ranks isn’t surprising given that Catholics made up about 1 percent of the population in 1775, and the percentage was not much higher in 1812. By 1845, however, the United States had experienced an unexpected influx of tens of thousands of German Catholics, fleeing political upheavals in their homeland, and Irish Catholics, fleeing the Potato Famine. For the first time in history there were a significant number of Catholics in the American military.

When it became clear that the United States was going to war with Mexico, some Catholic enlisted men approached their officers and asked for a Catholic chaplain. Their request was forwarded to the president, James K. Polk. He approved the request and got in touch with the Jesuits at Georgetown, asking them to select priests for an army chaplaincy. The Jesuit’s provincial superior, Father Peter Verhaegen, chose Father Rey and Father John McElroy.

By the time Father Rey made the long journey from Washington, DC, to northern Mexico, General Zachary Taylor’s army was already in possession of Matamoros, so the priest missed the Santa Isabel public relations disaster (see the San Patricios section). In New Orleans, Rey rendezvoused with Father McElroy, and together they traveled by ship across the Gulf of Mexico to Port Isabel, Texas. The voyage was plagued by stormy weather so severe that Father Rey became violently seasick. Father McElroy wrote in his diary, “Had the rough seas lasted many days longer he could not have survived.”

From Port Isabel it was an overland journey of about sixty miles to General Taylor’s camp at Matamoros.

The priests’ first few days with the army must have been busy ones—settling into their tents, preparing a makeshift chapel where they could say Mass, visiting the sick and wounded at the hospital, becoming acquainted with the general and his officers. But once that initial busy-ness was over, the two priests, like the rest of the army, killed time while waiting for orders to move deeper into Mexico. Taylor and Rey became friends almost immediately, and they passed the long, dull days seated outside the general’s tent discussing philosophy. With so much time on his hands, Father Rey began to study Spanish so he could minister to wounded Mexican soldiers who were being tended in the American field hospital.

Rey was not a gregarious man. It appears he was a little shy. But he was dutiful about visiting the sick and bringing the last sacraments to the dying. Naturally, he said Mass daily, heard confessions, and offered counsel to any soldier who came to him for help. But he still had not been in battle.

Father Rey’s first experience of war was at Monterey. Wynne quotes a lengthy account from an unnamed eyewitness who saw the priest during the battle. Rey, it’s said, walked “coolly, bravely, and all unarmed … among bursting shells” to find men too seriously wounded to crawl out of the range of fire.

Taylor’s army captured Monterey and occupied the city for several weeks. Outside the city were small clusters of huts known as ranchos inhabited by robbers, bandits, and other men and women of less-than-stellar character. Father Rey, whose Spanish by this time was very good, began to visit the rancheros, hoping to win their friendship and eventually their conversion. Some of the rancheros came to like the priest, and even if they were not willing to make their confession to him and start a new, respectable life, they were willing to welcome him into their homes. As for Father Rey, he grew comfortable and at ease with these people who were shunned by the decent people of Monterey. Although even the soldiers in Taylor’s army thought twice before heading out to one of the ranchos, Father Rey had no such qualms.

In March 1847, General Winfield Scott landed with his army of ten thousand men at Vera Cruz. It was an invasion unlike anything the US Army had ever attempted, and it remained the largest amphibious landing in the history of the US military until World War II. In less than three weeks, Scott captured Vera Cruz and its massive citadel, San Juan de Ulua. Then he led his army westward toward Mexico City.

In Monterey, Taylor received an order to leave a garrison in Monterey and, with the bulk of his forces, join Scott at Tampico for the assault on the Mexican capital. Father Rey, for unknown reasons, remained in Monterey.

Soon after Taylor and his army set out for Tampico, Father Rey received a letter asking him to come to Matamoros. It would be a journey of about 195 miles. We don’t know the nature of his business there; Wynne suggests that it was “business related to his position,” which is about as vague a speculation as can be imagined. Rey’s friends in Monterey advised him not to go. The roads between Monterey and Matamoros were infested with Mexican guerillas, deserters, and bandits. But Rey had convinced himself that the connections he had made in the ranchos made him immune to trouble. He set out for Matamoros dressed in his black clerical frockcoat and accompanied by one servant, an Irishman.

For most of the trip, Father Rey’s confidence appeared to be rewarded. He and his servant had gotten as far as the town of Cerralvo, approximately fifty-five miles from Monterey, without incident. He stayed in the town long enough to say Mass for a congregation of Mexicans and American troops. Then he set out again for Matamoros, still several days of traveling away.

Father Rey never arrived in Matamoros. Somewhere along the road, he and his servant were robbed and murdered. When local people found the bodies, they noticed deep lance wounds. In the area was a man named Antonio Canales Rosillo, who is described in accounts of Father Rey’s death as a bandit chief. (General Taylor got that rumor rolling by saying in a report that Father Rey had been killed by “banditti.”) He was not. Canales was a Mexican politician and soldier who had risen to the rank of brigadier general. He and his unit of lancers attacked small parties of Americans traveling between Matamoros, Mexico, and Corpus Christi, Texas, although sometimes they ranged farther south. When Canales encountered Father Rey and learned that he was an American chaplain, he killed him. That Rey was a Catholic priest didn’t matter; Canales killed him just as he would have killed any other American. The lance wounds on Father Rey’s corpse were Canales’s trademark.

Wynne tells us that when word of Father Rey’s murder reached the men of General Taylor’s army, “cheeks that paled not amid the fierce storm of battle, changed with varying emotions at the recital of his barbarous murder.”

Father Anthony Rey was forty years old at the time of his death. He was one of the first two Catholic military chaplains in American history, and he was the first American Catholic chaplain to be a war casualty.

FATHER JOHN MCELROY, SJ

Father John McElroy, SJ, was sixty-four years old and suffering from a chronic hernia when he received orders from his superior, Father Peter Verhaegen, SJ, to travel to Mexico to serve as a chaplain to the officers and enlisted men of General Taylor’s army.

That Father Verhaegen would have chosen Father McElroy, in spite of his age and his health troubles, is not surprising once you come to understand the man. Father McElroy was remarkable, energetic in spite of his age, a tireless worker, a born administrator, and at ease with everyone, from immigrant paupers to a former empress.

Father Louis Berkeley Kines, SJ, wrote a lengthy biography of McElroy for the 1958 issue of the Jesuit publication Woodstock Letters.

He had emigrated from northern Ireland when he was twenty-one years old. He had a good head for mathematics, so when he arrived in Baltimore, he found a job as a clerk and bookkeeper at a general store. He held this job until he entered the novitiate of the Society of Jesus in 1806 (he was assigned to help sort out the finances of Georgetown College). In 1814, he was a witness to the burning of Washington by the British.

After his ordination, Father McElroy was appointed pastor of St. John the Evangelist Church in Frederick, Maryland. During his twenty-two years at the parish, he erected a new church built in the elegant neo-classical style, founded two schools, one for girls and one for boys, and established an orphanage.

He also knew some extraordinary people. When one of Francis Scott Key’s slaves was dying, the man who wrote what would later become our national anthem sent for Father McElroy to give her last rites. He was a close friend of Roger Brooke Taney, a member of an old Maryland Catholic family. If the name sounds familiar, it was Taney, as chief justice of the Supreme Court, who handed down the Dred Scott decision, which pushed the United States one step closer to civil war. When the Marquis de Lafayette, one of the last of the great Revolutionary generation, returned to America in 1824 for a grand tour of the country, Father McElroy was invited to meet him. Ironically, considering where his career would take him, the priest also became acquainted with the deposed empress of Mexico, Ana Maria Josefa Ramona, whose husband, Emperor Agustín de Iturbide, had reigned for less than a year and had been executed by firing squad when he attempted to reclaim his throne.

Father McElroy made almost the entire journey to Mexico traveling by water—down the Ohio to the Mississippi, then down the great river to New Orleans, where he met Father Rey. The two stayed at the St. Charles Hotel, the finest hotel in the city. Father McElroy must have been especially pleased with his accommodations, because he wrote in his diary that he believed the St. Charles to be the finest hotel in the United States. He also made a notation of the price for his room: $2.50 per day.

Fathers McElroy and Rey arrived in Matamoros in early July, about two months after General Taylor’s army occupied the town. If Father McElroy was expecting a picturesque Spanish-style pueblo, he was disappointed. He thought Matamoros a depressing, dilapidated place. “Of this city of Matamoros,” Father McElroy wrote, “I can say nothing favorable.” However, during the eleven months he lived there, the presence of the army transformed the town. American entrepreneurs and opportunists flocked to Matamoros, erecting saloons and gambling halls, general stores, even a theater where a popular Shakespearean actor named Joseph Jefferson performed for the troops. The American population of Matamoros even had its own newspaper: The Republic of the Rio Grande and The People’s Friend, edited by a man named Hugh McLeod who had studied at West Point.

None of these novelties interested Father McElroy, however. What he found frustrating was that the town did not have a single church that he considered in sufficiently decent condition for him to say Mass there. He had a low opinion of the religious life of the local people as well. “The state of religion in Mexico as it fell under my notice is most deplorable—(But my personal experience is limited).” Nonetheless, he went on to say that he believed “there is no country in the world more destitute of the labors of the sacred ministry than Mexico.”

It was a scathing assessment, and in fairness to Mexican Catholics, we have to wonder how Father McElroy arrived at such an unfavorable opinion. He became acquainted with only one priest in the town, Father Rodriguez, who was the administrator of what McElroy called “the unfinished church.” We don’t know if he meant the church was still under construction, incompletely furnished in McElroy’s eyes, or if it had been damaged or perhaps fallen into ruins. In any case, Father McElroy did not regard the main body of the church suitable; instead, he took over Father Rodriguez’s sacristy and transformed it into a chapel as well as a classroom and a meeting place for religious instruction.

Aside from Father Rodriguez, McElroy had no contact with any of the other priests of Matamoros, so he knew nothing of parish life in the town. He never met a Mexican bishop, so he had no in-depth insight in the true state of the Church in Mexico. If he had tried to meet more of the clergy—at least the local bishop—or any of the Catholic faithful, another problem would have arisen: Father McElroy spoke no Spanish. And unlike Father Rey, during his eleven months in Matamoros, he made no effort to learn Spanish.

Rather than live in the camp, Father McElroy went looking for living quarters in town for himself and Father Rey. He found “one small room with two old cots (no mattres [sic], chair, or table … the charge was $10 per week per man.” Considering that he had paid $17.50 a week to live in luxury at the St. Charles, the priest knew the landlord was price-gouging him.

While Father Rey ranged farther afield in Matamoros, Father McElroy restricted himself to work where he could do some good and which was well within his comfort zone—serving as an army hospital chaplain. The Medical Corps had set up two large tents inside the camp for sick soldiers. The wounded and the seriously ill were treated at an army hospital built in the town. Men wounded in battle elsewhere were evacuated to Matamoros. By the time Father McElroy’s service was up, the army was nursing the wounded in their own hospital and in five other buildings in town that had been commandeered to serve as hospitals.

Father McElroy never developed a strong friendship with General Taylor as had Father Rey, but the priest was impressed by the commander. “I was surprised by the simplicity of his manner,” McElroy recorded in his diary, “his frankness in conversation, the plainness of his dress and surroundings … while his affability renders him accessible to all.” Taylor’s critics said he was not a disciplinarian, and that he showed too much tolerance for drinking and gambling among his men. That may have been true, but Father McElroy doesn’t mention it.

McElroy’s day began with morning Mass, then making the rounds of the various hospitals, then visiting newly arrived troops. It was an unexciting routine. To liven up his schedule, Father McElroy opened a school for the children of army personnel and the merchants who had settled temporarily in Matamoros. He cobbled together a basic curriculum of reading, writing, arithmetic, geography, and religious instruction. He taught boys in the morning and girls in the afternoon. He made at least four converts among his students—four teenage girls whom he prepared for baptism and first Communion. And he trained a sixteen-year-old drummer to serve Mass. The young man had just mastered the Latin responses and the ritual when he was shipped out to join General Winfield Scott’s army at Tampico.

McElroy’s diary reveals that through his hospital work, he made about thirty-five converts. Most of these were deathbed conversions, but there were others whose lives were not in danger, or who were almost ready to be discharged from the hospital, that asked Father McElroy to teach them the Catholic faith. This could not have been easy, since the hospitals were one large ward with no place for private, in-depth conversations about religious matters.

Among the Mexican citizens of Matamoros, Father McElroy made no impact at all. The language barrier was a problem. Furthermore, the longer the Americans occupied the town, the more resentful the people of Matamoros became. In a letter to Father Rey, McElroy said, “[The people of Matamoros] seem to increase daily in their hostility to us.”

Father McElroy did make friends during his time in Matamoros. Three American merchant families who had settled in Matamoros were Catholic—the Hales, the Devines, and the O’Reillys. They welcomed the priest into their homes and sent their children to his makeshift school. McElroy was popular with the officers, and they were popular with him: “I have never met a more gentlemanly body—courteous, affable—and the more I cultivated their acquaintance the more I appreciated their characters—An honor to their profession, they deserve well of this country.” Among this affable band was George Meade, an on-again, off-again Catholic who, years later, would defeat Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia at Gettysburg.

When news reached the army that the famine in Ireland was now a crisis, Father McElroy appealed to the troops to donate to a famine relief fund. He collected $800, which he sent to Archbishop John McHale of Tuam, Ireland, along with a list of names of all the donors. He asked the archbishop to notice that every gift had come from an Irishman, with the exception of two Mexican contributors, a man named Juan Lopez and his servant.

Although Father McElroy kept up his daily rounds of Mass, hospital visits, teaching classes, and offering religious instruction, his hernia had become increasingly troublesome. During his last six months in Mexico, it was too painful for him to even to attempt to climb on a horse, let alone ride. For the sake of McElroy’s health, Father Verhaegen wrote, recalling him to Washington, DC.

On May 9, the chaplain celebrated Mass publicly for the last time, and on May 11, he set out for the port of Brazos for the voyage to New Orleans. For his comfort, the quartermaster supplied Father McElroy with a carriage.

Back in the United States, Father McElroy was assigned to St. Mary’s Church in Boston’s North End. For years, the bishops of Boston had dreamed of opening a Catholic college. McElroy was the man who brought that dream to life. He found donors to fund the project and land in Boston’s South End where he could layout a campus. Bishop John Bernard Fitzpatrick broke ground for Boston College in 1858, and the first classes were held in 1864—the year Father McElroy celebrated his eighty-second birthday. Four years later, he retired. In 1877, Father McElroy fell in his home and broke his leg. He died of complications from the fracture. One of America’s first Catholic chaplains set two more records: at his death, he was ninety-five years old, the oldest priest in the United States and the oldest Jesuit in the world.

THE SAN PATRICIOS

“We were sent here to provoke a fight.” That’s what one officer in General Zachary Taylor’s army wrote of the not-entirely-unexpected American invasion of Mexico from the newly created state of Texas.

On March 25, 1846, Taylor crossed the Rio Grande, and Mexican forces in the region fell back to the city of Matamoros. Between the advancing Americans and the retreating Mexicans stood the farm village of Santa Isabel. Part of the village and some of the farmers’ fields were in flames as the Americans marched in—no one knows who set the fires. As the Americans fanned out across Santa Isabel, the inhabitants panicked. Everywhere there were frightened men, screaming women, wailing children, all of them certain they were about to be slaughtered. Incredibly, no one in Taylor’s army spoke Spanish, so no one was able to reassure the people of Santa Isabel that the Americans would not harm them.

War correspondents described in vivid detail the scene of terrified peons confronted by burly American troops and wired their stories home to their editors. A few weeks later, once the story of the invasion of Santa Isabel had spread across the United States, a thirty-six-year-old congressman from Illinois took to the floor of the House of Representatives. “It is a fact that the United States Army in marching to the Rio Grande marched into a peaceful Mexican settlement, and frightened the inhabitants away from their homes and growing crops,” said Abraham Lincoln. “Possibly you consider these acts too small for notice. Would you venture to so consider them had they been committed by any nation on earth against the humblest of our people?”

If the incident at Santa Isabel was enough to rouse the anger of young Mr. Lincoln, it had an even more powerful impact on an Irish infantryman who was there, John Reilly. The poor village in flames, the hysterical farmers, the ruined crops all reminded him of stories he heard back in County Galway from relatives and neighbors who had lived through the British reprisals after the failed uprising of 1798.

It’s possible, even likely, that his experiences in Santa Isabel led Reilly to the conclusion that the American invasion of Mexico was unwarranted, that he was participating in an immoral war, and to set his conscience right he should desert from the army of the United States—his adopted country—and join the Mexicans in the defense of their country. By the time Reilly slipped away to Matamoros, he had convinced thirty other men to come with him. When informed of the desertions, General Taylor dismissed it as a minor indiscretion—soldiers who had run off for a few days, looking for liquor and women. But as more and more enlisted men were reported missing, Taylor issued a new order: sentries were instructed to “shoot to kill” any soldier who attempted to slip out of camp.

About three weeks after they had joined the Mexicans, Reilly and few of his fellow deserters returned in the middle of the night. As the army slept, they dropped leaflets throughout the camp, urging their fellow immigrants from Europe to join them behind Mexican lines. The Mexican government promised to grant full citizenship and at least 320 acres of land to any man who joined the Mexican army. The leaflet assured the immigrant-soldiers that “the civilized nations of Europe look with the utmost indignation” upon American aggression in Mexico.

In all, approximately three hundred soldiers and four slaves deserted from Taylor’s army. They formed the Battalon de San Patricio—the Battalion of St. Patrick—and they marched into battle against the Americans under an emerald green guidon embroidered with an image of Ireland’s patron saint.

You will find the complete history of the San Patricios in James Callaghan’s article published in 1995 in American Heritage magazine.

The San Patricios, as they came to be called, proved to be tenacious fighters. During the battle of Monterrey, they occupied the bishop’s palace, mounted cannons on the steps, and filled the cellars with kegs of black powder. While the battalion’s artillerymen drove back repeated American assaults, two San Patricios were in the cellar with lighted torches, ready to blow up the palace if the Americans captured the place.

In the spring of 1847, General Winfield Scott landed with his army at Veracruz and began his march on Mexico City. The San Patricios were sent south to help drive back the invasion. Near the Rio Churubusco, the San Patricios fought their final battle. They had barricaded themselves in the Convento de San Pablo, but American artillery shattered the house, and a wave of American troops scaled the walls and dropped into the courtyard. To avoid a massacre, the battalion’s Mexican commanders surrendered.

Ninety-six San Patricios were taken prisoner. Captain James Smith, who had accepted the surrender, found it hard to restrain his men, who were in a murderous mood. An eyewitness wrote that had it not been for Smith, “every deserter would have been bayoneted or shot dead on the spot.”

Of the ninety-six, sixty-five were tried by courts martial, some at the town of San Angel, the rest at the nearby town of Tacubaya. All sixty-five were found guilty and sentenced to be hanged. General Scott delayed the executions until he could review each case. He pardoned some, among them a fifteen-year-old boy and a man who was mentally ill. Those who had deserted after the invasion on March 25 but before Congress had officially declared war on Mexico on April 25 were given a modified sentence, and John Reilly was among these.

On September 13, 1847, American forces attacked Chapultepec Castle, the citadel of Mexico City. At dawn, thirty San Patricios were led to a gallows that faced the castle. Colonel William Harney told them they would be hanged when the Mexican flag over the castle came down and the American flag was raised. The doomed men stood on the gallows in the hot sun for hours, their hands bound behind their backs, nooses around their necks.

Once the castle’s surviving defenders had surrendered, a twenty-two-year-old second lieutenant from Virginia, George Pickett, hauled down the Mexican flag and replaced it with the American flag. The moment he saw it, Harney gave the order, the gallows floor dropped, and the thirty deserters were hanged.

Reilly’s death sentence had been commuted to fifty lashes and being branded on his right cheek with the letter d for deserter. When the hot iron touched his face, he screamed and passed out. The officer in charge of the punishment examined the burn and found it had been applied upside down. He had Reilly revived and branded again.

Reilly spent the rest of the war—nine months—imprisoned at hard labor. The day he was released, several Mexican generals came to the prison to meet him. They had brought him a horse and a gift. Surrounded by his prison guards, Reilly opened it. He pulled off his filthy prison shirt, and put on the tunic of a colonel in the Mexican army. Then he mounted the horse and rode off with the generals.
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CHAPTER 3

THE CIVIL WAR

CHAPLAINS OF THE NORTH

GENERAL ABSOLUTION AT GETTYSBURG:
FATHER WILLIAM CORBY, CSC

IT was almost noon on July 2, 1863, and the 530 men of the Irish Brigade were resting on the eastern slope of Cemetery Ridge above the small town of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. They could hear the fire of muskets and artillery at Little Round Top, but the Irish were being held in reserve. Then General Winfield Scott Hancock rode up and joined Colonel Patrick Kelly, Colonel John Burns, and General John C. Caldwell, who were observing the fight. For an hour the officers watched the battle; then, as the Confederates drove back the Union men, Hancock said, “Caldwell, get your division ready.”

As the four brigades of Caldwell’s division went into formation, the Irish Brigade found itself standing before a large boulder. The brigade’s chaplain, Father William Corby, climbed on top of the rock and called for the men’s attention. There was no time for him to hear the confession of every man individually, he explained, but in such an emergency the Catholic Church permitted a priest to grant general absolution. He instructed them to recall their sins, to beg God’s pardon, and to recite silently the Act of Contrition, just as they would if they were in a confessional. Then Father Corby drew from a pocket of his black frock coat a violet stole. As he draped it around his neck, the men of the Irish Brigade—Catholics and non-Catholics alike—removed their caps and knelt on the grass. Raising his right hand, he made the Sign of the Cross over the brigade as he recited the words of absolution: “May our Lord Jesus Christ absolve you, and I, by His authority, absolve you from every bond of excommunication and interdict, insofar as it lies within my power and you require; therefore, I absolve you from your sins, in the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.”

A member of the Irish Brigade, Colonel St. Clair Mulholland of the 116th Pennsylvania, would write later that while granting general absolution to soldiers who were about to go into battle was common in the Catholic countries of Europe, this was the first time it had ever occurred in the United States. Among the kneeling men, Mulholland recalled, “there was a profound silence … yet over to the left, out by the Peach Orchard and Little Round Top … the roar of battle rose and swelled and re-echoed through the woods.”

Then the men rose from their knees and marched down the slope of Cemetery Ridge toward farmer John Rose’s wheat field.

More than eighty-three thousand Union troops had marched into Gettysburg, the Irish among them. Sadly, the Irish Brigade had fallen from its original strength of about 2,500 men to 530. The editors of the Irish American newspaper complained, “To keep them where they are now, in their reduced condition, is not merely cruelty—it is a crime.”

Repeatedly the brigade’s founding commander, General Thomas Meagher, had written to Secretary of War Edwin Stanton requesting permission to recruit fresh volunteers, but Stanton’s reply was stony silence. Meagher had a tendency to go over Stanton’s head, writing directly to President Lincoln, who generally approved of Meagher’s ideas. So once again, Meagher wrote to the president, offering to replenish the brigade by raising an additional three thousand Irish volunteers. Lincoln wrote back, “Shall be very glad for you to raise 3,000 Irish troops.” As a military man who understood the chain of command, Meagher should have known better, but it was part of his impulsive nature to run roughshod over the niceties. Edwin Stanton’s response was to act as if the Irish general and his Irish recruitment scheme did not exist and made no effort to refill the depleted ranks of the Irish Brigade.

In command of the brigade on July 2 was Colonel Patrick Kelly, a native of County Galway in the west of Ireland who had immigrated to America in 1850 and settled in New York City. Captain William L. D. O’Grady of the 88th New York described Kelly as a man with “the physique of a Hercules, broad and deep-chested. He was handsome, with a noble forehead, brilliant black eyes, fine nose, the blackest hair and beard and a dark complexion—which is not uncommon among the people of Galway and Limerick, who in old days, were socially and politically in close alliance with Spain.”

The morning of July 2 there had been no fighting on the part of the battlefield where the Irish were awaiting their orders. To pass the time, the men and their comrades in the Second Corps sprawled out on the grass to play cards or nap. About noon, Confederate skirmishers stepped out of the cover of the trees and opened fire on the Union troops. It was at this moment that Father Corby gave general absolution to the Irish Brigade. And then he added a warning: if any man should run from the enemy, the Church would refuse to give him a Christian burial.

Ahead of the Irish were two regiments of South Carolinians on a knoll of boulders known as Stony Hill. When the Irish came into view, the South Carolinians fired down on them, but their aim was terrible—most of the musket balls passed harmlessly over the heads of the Irish Brigade. The Irish paused long enough to return fire, then charged across the two hundred yards of wheat field and up the hill. As the Irish advanced, the South Carolinians gave up more and more ground. The rebels got off a good volley into the brigade’s ranks, but still the Irish came on. In some places the Irish were firing on the Confederates at point blank range—using his pistol, Sergeant Jefferson Carl shot and killed a South Carolinian who stood only six feet away.

The Irish pressed their advantage until the South Carolinians fell back to a stone wall near the Rose family’s farmhouse. Then, unexpectedly, a brigade of Georgians appeared, smashing almost simultaneously into the Union’s right and left flanks.

The Yankees, including the Irish, drew back into the Wheatfield. Now the Confederates were lined up on either side of the field pouring deadly fire into the Union ranks. The Yankees abandoned any semblance of orderly retreat and ran to escape this gauntlet of musket fire. The Georgians were so eager to make each shot count that they moved in closer, narrowing the Union men’s escape route but also endangering their own men. Ultimately the Georgians stopped firing because they were hitting fellow Georgians.

The Battle of the Wheatfield lasted three lethal hours. When it was over, the Confederates had lost over twenty-five hundred men, the Union more than thirty-six hundred. The Irish Brigade lost about two hundred men.

Father Corby had not been the priest Archbishop John Hughes of New York had in mind as chaplain for New York’s Irish Brigade. He had assigned Father Thomas Mooney to serve as chaplain. It turned out to be a questionable choice.

Mooney was an irrepressible, impulsive young man. As curate of St. Brigid’s Church in New York’s East Village, Father Mooney had demonstrated a knack for saying the wrong thing—much to the annoyance of his parishioners—and doing the wrong thing, much to the irritation of his superiors. Yet Archbishop Hughes had faith that eventually Mooney would mature.

From New York, the Irish Brigade had traveled by steamer to Virginia, where Camp Corcoran was waiting for them. Now that they were in striking distance of the Confederacy, and now that a fight with the rebels appeared imminent, the Irish were in high spirits. Father Mooney, impressionable man that he was, shared their ebullience; when the men rolled into place a brand-new cannon, fresh from the factory, Mooney, in a burst of enthusiasm, baptized it.

Before he began the ceremony, Father Mooney made a little speech. “Gentlemen,” he said,


it is with more than ordinary pleasure I come forward to perform a ceremony which is not only pleasing to us all, but highly honorable—I may say, a welcome prerogative to me on this auspicious occasion—and that is, the christening of the noble gun on Fort Corcoran. In the kind providence of God, it has been for me, as a priest, during the last nine years, to baptize many a fine blue-eyed babe; but never had I brought before me such a large, quiet, healthy, and promising fellow as the one now before me.



Then he “baptized” the cannon. Not blessed—which he could have gotten away with—but baptized. We can assume Father Mooney gave the cannon a saint’s name.

Soon thereafter Father Mooney received a letter from an angry Archbishop Hughes. “Your inauguration of a ceremony unknown to the Church, [baptizing a cannon] was sufficiently bad, but your remarks on that occasion were worse.” Hughes recalled the impulsive priest back to New York.

The priest who took Father Mooney’s place was the aforementioned Father William Corby, CSC, from a small Catholic college in Indiana called Notre Dame.

Corby was born in Detroit on October 2, 1833, so he was only twenty-seven years old when he was named chaplain to the Irish Brigade, and he had been a priest only two years.

His father, Daniel, was an immigrant from Ireland; his mother was an immigrant from Canada. Unlike so many of his fellow Irishmen who came to America in those years, Daniel Corby prospered. He became a real estate tycoon in Michigan and a generous donor to Catholic charities and especially to newly established parishes.

At age sixteen, William went to work for his father in the family real estate business, but within two years, he realized that his true calling was the priesthood. Daniel sent William to study with the Holy Cross Fathers at Notre Dame.

The school (it was both a college and what we would call a high school) was only ten years old and had barely two hundred boys enrolled—although among them were the sons of William Tecumseh Sherman.

Notre Dame was perennially short on cash, so the faculty opened a brick-making factory and put the boys to work. Two years after his ordination, and before he left for the army, Father Corby was appointed director of Notre Dame’s Manual Labor School.

When the Civil War began, many Catholic bishops in America would not say publicly which side they were on. To support the North would alienate their brother bishops and the Catholic faithful in the South, and Southern bishops faced the same dilemma. In fact, for Southern bishops the dilemma was even more complicated. Pope Pius IX courteously received emissaries from President Jefferson Davis but did not recognize the Confederate States of America as a distinct and independent nation. At Notre Dame, Father Edward Sorin, the school’s founder, forbade faculty and students to debate the merits of the war or to express any favoritism for the Union or the Confederacy. Nonetheless, Father Sorin sent seven of his priests, including Father Corby, to serve as Union army chaplains, and he also sent eighty Sisters of the Holy Cross to work as nurses in Union military hospitals.

Father Corby served as a chaplain from the beginning of the war until Lee’s surrender at Appomattox. He was with the Irish Brigade at some of the bloodiest battles of the war—Antietam, Fredericksburg, Chancellorsville, Gettysburg, and the Wilderness. During a battle, he was always within gunshot range, dragging the wounded behind the lines or giving last rites to dying men on the battlefield. After a battle, it seemed to his men that the priest never left the hospitals. Years later, surviving veterans of the Irish Brigade petitioned the War Department to award Father Corby the Congressional Medal of Honor. The War Department rejected the petition. We don’t know why.

After the war, Father Corby returned to Notre Dame, and the following year he was elected president of the college. He held the post for six years, then went off to Wisconsin to bring stability to another struggling little Catholic college.

In 1877 he was elected president of Notre Dame once again. Two years later, a disastrous fire virtually destroyed the campus. Somehow, Father Corby found the resources to rebuild his college—for which he is hailed as “The Second Founder of Notre Dame.”

Father William Corby died on December 28, 1897. His pallbearers were elderly veterans of the Irish Brigade.

In 1910, a life-size bronze sculpture of Father Corby was erected on the Gettysburg battlefield, set on the stone where he stood and granted the Irish general absolution. A duplicate was erected a year later in front of Corby Hall on the campus of Notre Dame.

FATHER PETER PAUL COONEY, CSC

Father William Corby and Father Peter Paul Cooney had a great deal in common. Both of them had been born in Ireland. Both of them immigrated with their families to America where they grew up in Michigan. Both of them were Holy Cross Fathers. Both of them taught at Notre Dame. And, during the Civil War, both of them were chaplains to brigades that were overwhelmingly Irish.

Father Corby is, of course, the better known of the two, but Father Cooney is also significant in his own way. He was the Union Army’s longest serving Catholic chaplain during the Civil War. He volunteered in October 1861 and remained with the Army until September 1865.

He was assigned to the 35th Indiana. Almost all the men were Irish. And almost all of them were Democrats, a politically awkward situation since secession had been led by Southern Democrats, while the Republicans were adamant about preserving the Union and abolishing slavery. Most members of Congress, the military, and Abraham Lincoln were willing to turn a blind eye to this inconsistency among the Irish because when the war began, the Union Army was desperate for volunteers.

The men who served in the 35th Indiana, at least those who wrote impressions of Father Cooney, tell us nothing about his exploits on the battlefield. In the case of so many other priests from North and South who marched with troops, many of them performed valiantly, risking their lives by going out onto the battlefield to drag wounded men out of the line of fire or to give final absolution to the dying. Father Cooney may have done those things too, but we just don’t know.

The reminiscences of him that have survived emphasize his care for the souls of the men he served, and also his ability to persuade the men to be more conscious of their actions and their obligations. One soldier wrote of the priest, “He knows human nature thoroughly, looks leniently upon the frailties of mankind, mildly censuring the misconduct of the men, and zealously urging them to a faithful performance of their duty to God and country. To say that he is much respected by the men of the regiment, is saying too little; he is loved by them.”

In camp, to discourage the hard drinking that was too common among the troops, especially among Irish soldiers, Father Cooney organized a chapter of the temperance society, with himself as president.

Another common failing of soldiers was to squander their pay and then have nothing to send home to their wives and children. With their chief provider away from home and blowing every penny he received each month, many soldiers’ families suffered real hardship. Father Cooney managed to convince some of the men of 35th Indiana to make him the custodian of their pay. A percentage was designated for the families back home, and the balance Father Cooney held, doling it out to a soldier upon request. In this way, at least some of the families (not all of the members of the 35th participated in this plan) received some cash every month.

As was the case with all chaplains, with all priests for that matter, Father Cooney was anxious about the immortal souls of his men. This anxiety was even more acute because Father Cooney’s “parishioners” were fighting a war, and death was always close at hand. Before the fighting started at the Battle of Stones River, the chaplain addressed the men. “Boys,” he said,


this is a New Year; many of you will never see the sun go down today; I desire to say to you a few words. You are an Irish regiment. Your countrymen have already proved their devotion to the flag of the nation by their courage and stamina on the field of battle. The eyes of the division are on you. Your friends at home expect much from you—you must not disappoint them. Now, then, many of you have not been to your religious duties. All of you make a good act of contrition, sincerely ask God for your forgiveness and I will announce absolution.



When Father Cooney mustered out of the Army, the men of the 35th presented him with a gift of $1,000, saying they intended him to use it to purchase a new set of Mass vestments and a chalice. One thousand dollars was an enormous amount of money for the time. Converting historical money into the value of contemporary money is not an exact science but, roughly speaking, that gift of $1,000 would be worth about $16,000 today.

Father Cooney did not spend the gift immediately. Instead, he put it aside and waited for an appropriate time to use it. In 1899, when the fortieth anniversary of his ordination was coming up, he decided to have a chalice made for the occasion. He traveled to Andrew Messner Company in Cincinnati, Ohio, to commission a custom-made chalice. He asked the goldsmith to make one-of-a-kind enamels and embed them into the base of the chalice. The enamels depicted scenes of a Civil War chaplain’s life and also a couple scenes of nuns working in field hospitals, tending the wounded. Best of all, there was enough of the gift left over to have a new set of vestments made.

It took three months to create the chalice, and it was finished just in time for the anniversary. The president of Notre Dame, Father Andrew Morrisey, celebrated the anniversary Mass. A reporter from the Chicago Tribune wrote that college’s Church of the Sacred Heart was “crowded to the doors.” Among the worshipers that day were many of the veterans from the 35th Indiana.

Father Cooney died in 1905. His Civil War chalice passed to the community of Holy Cross Fathers at Notre Dame. Today it is on display in the museum attached to the Basilica of the Sacred Heart on campus.

FATHER JOHN IRELAND

Just hours after a battle in Mississippi, a soldier ran up to Father John Ireland and handed him a slip of paper. The paper was stained with blood, and on it was written a single word, “Chaplain.”

It was from a severely wounded officer, the soldier explained. He had been shot in the face, he was dying, and he wanted a chaplain—denomination did not matter. The priest and the soldier hurried off to the deathbed. Years later, Father—now Archbishop—Ireland recalled the scene. The wound was terrible, “blood was pouring out,” Ireland wrote. “The man was conscious—dying fast.” He managed to choke out a few words. “Speak to me,” he said, “of Jesus.”

“He had been baptized,” Ireland said. “There was no time to talk of Church. I talked of the Savior, and of sorrow for sin.” Father Ireland remained with the officer until he died. “The memory of that scene has never been effaced from my mind,” he said. “I have not doubted the salvation of that soul.”

Archbishop Ireland wrote his reminiscences of the war at the request of Father Peter Paul Cooney, CSC, of Notre Dame—Father Cooney was compiling a history of Catholic chaplains during the Civil War (unfortunately, he never completed the project). As archbishop of St. Paul, Ireland had very little free time, so months went by before he had the leisure to write an account of his experiences.

In January 1892, Ireland was on his way to Rome. Although it was winter—not the best season at the Jersey Shore—he set aside several days to rest at a hotel in Atlantic City. Free from his obligations as archbishop, Ireland finally had time to sit down and write the first-hand account of the war Father Cooney wanted.

It’s not a long manuscript—just sixteen hand-written pages. Ireland begins writing in the third person, but as he becomes more excited about his subject and gets caught up in the memory of events that took place thirty years earlier, he switches over to first person.

John Ireland was born in County Kilkenny. In 1849, when he was eleven years old, John and his parents fled from famine-stricken Ireland to the United States. He was in his late teens when he felt that he must be a priest. He traveled to a seminary in France to study, then returned to his hometown, St. Paul, Minnesota, for his ordination. Six months later he was assigned as chaplain to the 5th Minnesota Volunteer Infantry—Father Ireland was only twenty-three years old.

In the third-person portion of his memoir, Ireland described himself as “a strong sympathizer with the Union, ardent for its preservation. His enthusiasm maintained itself at fever heat the whole time of his chaplaincy.”

He loved his work. He conceded, “Hardships, of course—But, withal—delightful time. So sweet to console sick and wounded—So sweet to sit around campfires with the ‘boys’—so sweet to chide one, and encourage another.”

Once, after the Battle of Corinth in Mississippi, Father Ireland had spent a long day, from early morning until late in the afternoon, attending the wounded in the hospital. He decided to take a break to get something to eat when a soldier from Ohio recognized him and said a Catholic man was dying. “The wounded man was conscious,” Ireland recalled, “but life fast ebbing away.” He told the priest he had not been to Mass in twenty years or more, that he could not recall the last time he had gone to confession. When Father Ireland asked the dying man if had practiced his religion in any way, the soldier replied that before his mother died when he was nine years old, she had asked him to promise to at least say one Hail Mary every day. “I have done that,” the man said, “and nothing more.” Father Ireland heard his confession, anointed him, and stayed with him until he died. “The ‘Ave’,” Ireland said, “had merited grace for him.”

Ireland’s one complaint was there were not enough Catholic priests serving Catholic soldiers as chaplains. He recalled other men, lapsed Catholics like the one who was reconciled to God on his deathbed, who came to Father Ireland for confession because he was there, because he made himself available, and because he made certain that every soldier in the camp knew he was a Catholic priest.

What Archbishop Ireland failed to mention, perhaps because he failed to see it, was that the priest shortage in the military was not due to neglect on the part of the bishops. Anti-Catholicism was deeply rooted in every level of American society, the military included. It was common for Protestant officers to refuse to accept a Catholic chaplain, even if a significant number of his men were Catholics. For example, according to historian Sean Fabun, for a time in 1863, Father Corby of the Irish Brigade was the only Catholic chaplain in the entire Army of the Potomac. Consequently, except in those brigades and regiments where Catholics were in the majority, most Catholic soldiers—in the North and the South—lived, fought, and sometimes died without access to a priest.

From personal experience, Ireland observed that Catholic soldiers left without a Catholic chaplain “grew savage—worse than they had been before enlisting.” The night before the Battle of Iuka, Father Ireland announced that he would be hearing confessions. He took his seat under a tree, and a long line of men formed, waiting their turn. One soldier Ireland knew to be “a hard case” knelt before him. “Are you sorry for your sins?” the priest asked him. “Sorry, Father, is it?” the Irishman said. “Don’t you hear the rattle of musketry along the picket-lines?”

Sadly, Father Ireland’s health was not strong enough for the rigors of army life, particularly during the time of war. He was forced to resign after serving as a chaplain for only ten months. He concluded his memoir declaring that his time as a chaplain “were the happiest and most fruitful [months] of my ministry.”

After the war, even after he became archbishop, John Ireland, never missed a reunion of the 5th Minnesota.

FATHER PAUL E. GILLEN, CSC, OF NOTRE DAME

Of the seven Holy Cross priests from Notre Dame who served as military chaplains, Father Paul E. Gillen was the first to go to war. But he did so under unusual circumstances.

He had heard that, given the hostility to Catholics in general and to Catholics priests in particular, it would be difficult for him to receive an official appointment as an army chaplain. So Father Gillen got around the problem by becoming a freelance chaplain. Before he left Notre Dame, he assembled his equipment: a tent where he could sleep, but also large enough to shelter him against bad weather when he said Mass; a small, portable, folding altar; lightweight vestments and small sacred vessels; a change of clothes, blankets, cookware, and food—including wine for Mass. He packed it all into a wagon and went out in search of Union regiments that had Catholic soldiers but no Catholic chaplain. When he found one, he would pitch his tent in the camp and get out the word that a priest was available. He heard confessions, said Mass, counseled and consoled the troubled, tried to bring lapsed Catholics back to the Faith, and, of course, visited the sick and wounded and gave last rites to the dying.

When he found that a regiment had a significant number of Catholics in the ranks, he would return on a regular, if unscheduled, basis so the men would not be too long without the sacraments.

The Catholic troops he served welcomed Father Gillen, but because his status in the eyes of the military was irregular, it was not uncommon for officers, especially army doctors, to demand that he leave camp. At one point, Father Gillen crossed paths with General Ulysses S. Grant. The commander, who had issued an order barring unauthorized persons and unauthorized vehicles from army camps, took an instant dislike to this wandering chaplain, had him arrested, then advised him to stay away from the Army of the Potomac.

After that experience, Gillen made a formal application for an assignment; he was named chaplain to the virtually all-Irish, all-Catholic Corcoran Legion of New York, under the command of Brigadier General Michael Corcoran. He remained with them until Lee surrendered to Grant at Appomattox.

THE NUNS OF THE BATTLEFIELD

In the mid-nineteenth-century, nuns were a favorite target of anti-Catholic journalists and pamphleteers. Salacious best-sellers such as one written by a woman named Maria Monk, who claimed that she had escaped from a convent in Montreal, described in lurid detail nuns who took priests as their lovers and then, if they became pregnant, murdered their babies and buried the little bodies in the convent basement.

These outrageous rumors began to fade during the Civil War when wounded and sick troops of the North and the South, most of whom were Protestant, encountered nuns for the first time. The selflessness and the tender, patient care of the nursing sisters who treated the most gruesome wounds, risked their lives to care for men suffering from contagious diseases, and looked after patients written off as hopeless cases by the physicians tended to overcome many prejudices. The sisters even went into the squalid, makeshift prisons where POWs were confined. Such acts of heroic charity and kindness went a long way to dispel Maria Monk’s lies.

Approximately six hundred nuns from at least a dozen religious orders served as nurses during the war. It was their own kind of chaplaincy, and they did it very well.

In the mid-nineteenth century, most orders of nuns in the United States operated hospitals, and as a result, many of the sisters had medical training. This stood them in stark contrast with most of the laywomen who volunteered as nurses but knew little or nothing about medicine. Very quickly, military surgeons and civilian doctors came to prefer the nursing nuns to laywomen volunteers. In addition to their medical skills, the sisters were patient, efficient, and tireless. They followed the doctors’ orders, were never argumentative, and never complained about their accommodations (although the sisters did insist upon a room that would serve as their chapel). In contrast, many physicians resented laywomen nurses who were quarrelsome, defiant, and dissatisfied. Worst of all were the ladies who cruised the wards looking for a husband, or at least a little romance—something that was not an issue with the nuns. The federal government discovered yet another quality that made the nuns superior: laywomen demanded a salary of twelve dollars per month, but the nuns worked for free.

Sisters of a dozen religious orders, including the Ursulines, the Sisters of St. Joseph, the Sisters of the Holy Cross, and the Sisters of Mercy, all served in the hospitals during the war, but Mother Seton’s Daughters of Charity supplied the largest number of nurses—270 sisters.

Mother Seton’s motherhouse is only fifteen miles from Gettysburg. The day after the battle, the first of her sisters arrived. They found thousands of wounded men, many of them still lying on the battlefield. Sister Petronilla Breen, Sister Juliana Chatard, and Sister Emerito Quinlan went immediately to the battlefield where they cleaned and bandaged soldiers’ wounds, administered painkillers, and prayed with the dying. In the days that followed, more sisters from Emmitsburg came to Gettysburg. They were assigned to the hospital in the Methodist church and the hospital in the Catholic church of St. Francis Xavier. The wounded filled every pew in the main body of St. Francis, as well as in the nave and the gallery. They lay side by side on the floor, even inside the sanctuary (the parish priests had removed the Blessed Sacrament to a temporary chapel). The church vestibule was used for surgery.

One of the Civil War nursing nuns is on her way to sainthood. In summer 1863, Blessed Mother Mary Frances Schervier, foundress of the Sisters of the Poor of St. Francis, traveled from Germany to her order’s convent in Cincinnati with four sisters, all of whom had been trained in surgery. When they arrived, they found the wards of St. Mary’s Hospital in Cincinnati crammed with wounded soldiers, so the German nuns went to work immediately. One night a young soldier was brought in; his wounds were so severe and gruesome that he begged the doctors to let him die. Mother Mary Frances had him carried to a quiet alcove where she managed to get some broth into him. Next she persuaded him to at least let her clean his wounds. Then she convinced him to let her apply some salves and clean bandages. Blessed Mary Frances spent the entire night with the young man, and in the morning, she had him washed, bandaged, medicated, fed, dressed in a clean nightshirt, and sleeping in a clean bed. Then, although she was exhausted, she walked across the corridor to the hospital chapel to join her sisters in Morning Prayer.

While it is true that most Catholics and most religious communities were in the North, there were convents in the South. About thirty-five Sisters of Our Lady of Mercy from Charleston, South Carolina, served in the city’s hospitals. Food was in short supply in the South, especially during the final months of the war. Whenever an ambulance stood idle, Sister Xavier Dunne drove around Charleston begging butchers and grocers for meat or produce they could not sell. One of her greatest triumphs was the day a butcher gave her the head of steer, which she used to make gallons of beef stock.

In July 1863, General Ulysses S. Grant captured Vicksburg. The Confederate forces retreated, and a handful of Sisters of Mercy followed the army, tending the wounded who had been loaded into rickety wagons and carts. At Oxford, Mississippi, the sisters found hundreds of wounded men in the classrooms and administration buildings of the University of Mississippi. As a Union army advanced on the town, the Confederates fell back again. The sick and wounded were to be evacuated by train, and not until all their patients were safely on board did the nuns finally climb into the last car.

In 1914, Ellen Ryan Jolly, president of the Ladies Auxiliary of the Ancient Order of Hibernians, proposed that the organization release funds to erect a monument in Washington, DC, in honor of the nursing sisters of the Civil War. The Lady Hibernians commissioned the monument from sculptor Jerome Connor. Ten years later, the Nuns of the Battlefield monument was unveiled. The bronze bas relief depicts sisters of the twelve religious orders who served on the battlefields and in the hospitals. Visitors to Washington will find the monument in an appropriate spot—across the street from St. Matthew’s Cathedral. What visitors will not learn at the monument is when Connor presented his bill to the Ladies Auxiliary, they stiffed him. He sued.

CHAPLAINS OF THE SOUTH

FATHER PETER WHELAN

At four thirty in the afternoon of July 11, 1864, under a scorching Georgia sun, six condemned men, flanked by six guards and led by Captain Henry Wirz, commander of the Andersonville Prison Camp, marched toward a newly-built gallows. Following the sad procession was Father Peter Whelan, a violet stole draped around his shoulders, the Roman Ritual open to the prayers for the dying.

The condemned were Union POWs known in the camp as “raiders”—cruel men who preyed on fellow prisoners (the weak, the sick, and the dying), stealing their food. They had been among the twenty-four raiders who had been arrested, tried, and convicted, but since the crimes of the six were more serious, they were sentenced to death.

Five of the six were Catholic, and as they stood on the gallows, nooses around their necks, surrounded by an angry crowd of POWs, the six appealed to the priest to speak up and try to save their lives. Father Whelan stepped to the edge of the gallows, but as he began to address the prisoners of Andersonville, the crowd drowned him out with shouts of “Hang ’em! Hang ’em!”

So Father Whelan did the only thing he could still do: console the men who were about to die and read aloud the prayers for the dying. From the perspective of the impatient hangman, Father Whelan was taking too long. “Hurry up, old man,” he said. And then, as Whelan still prayed, the hangman released the plank on which the condemned men stood, and they dropped.

At age sixty-two, Father Whelan was a little old for such a terrible assignment. He had been living at the residence attached to the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist in Savannah, Georgia, a comfortable posting for a man who had known decades of hard work trying to establish the Catholic Church in the South. But Bishop Jean Verot of Savannah chose the elderly man for a reason: Father Whelan was the only priest in the diocese who had done time in a Yankee POW camp. (More on that in a moment.)

Bishop Verot and his cathedral clergy may have heard of Andersonville, but if they had, they didn’t know anything about living conditions in the camp. Then, in May 1864, Father William Hamilton, pastor of the Church of the Assumption in Macon, Georgia, called on the bishop. While visiting Catholic mission churches in southwestern Georgia, Father Hamilton stumbled upon the prison. He asked to be admitted so he could minister to Catholic POWs. He had intended his visit to be a brief “house call;” he wound up staying for three days. Living conditions in the stockade and the hospital shocked Hamilton. There were many Catholics among the POWs—the precise number is unknown—but no priest there to bring them the sacraments and absolve the dying. Since Whelan was the only priest in the diocese who had been a POW, Verot asked him to go to Andersonville.

Father Hamilton accompanied Father Whelan to the camp and stayed with him for a time. Other priests turned up occasionally, but they could not bear the horrors of the place. Even Bishop Verot served in the camp. Father Whelan remained in Andersonville for four months, without a break—June through October 1864. These were the hottest months of the year in Georgia, and, according to Father Peter J. Meaney, OSB, author of The Prison Ministry of Father Peter Whelan, the period of the highest mortality in the camp.

Whelan left no account of his experiences in Andersonville, but Father Hamilton and Bishop Verot were not reticent about what they saw. Father Meaney quotes from the writings of both of these eyewitnesses. Father Hamilton said, “I found [the hospital] almost as crowded as the stockade. The men were dying there very rapidly from scurvy … diarrhea and dysentery…. They were covered not only with the ordinary vermin but also maggots.”

Bishop Verot wrote, “Without advancing twenty steps … I confessed and administered nine sick men and I only stopped at the most urgent cases. The continual sight of death … finally dulled all human feelings. What was most painful was the horrible stench which spewed from this huge agglomeration in so small a space.”

Father Whelan lived in a tiny hut, twelve-by-eight feet, about a mile from the prison. Here he slept and ate and said a private Mass every morning. By nine in the morning, he was working at the camp. The tropical sun was unbearable, and there was no shade in Andersonville. As he moved from one man to the next, Whelan held an umbrella to shield his head.

There were no beds, not even in the hospital. Everyone was stretched out on the bare ground. Often Father Whelan found a dying man so weak that he could not lift himself to make his last confession, so the priest lay down in the dirt next to the man so he could hear him.

Whelan ate lunch at the camp. Father Meaney says it was the same ration that was handed out to guards as well as prisoners: corn bread, cow peas, and maybe a single vegetable. The meager rations reflected the state of the Southern economy in 1864. The Union blockade of Southern ports had been very effective in intercepting food, medical supplies, and other necessities. The Confederacy could barely feed and care for its own troops, or even its civilian population, let alone tens of thousands of POWs. Nonetheless, what the Yankee prisoners experienced was not understandable, unavoidable hardship; it was sadism.

According to the National Park Foundation, in the fourteen months the camp was operational, about forty-five thousand men were crammed into an open stockade that had been built for one-quarter of that number. Of these, approximately thirteen thousand POWs died. The four months he spent ministering in a place filled with infectious disease destroyed Father Whelan’s health—he contracted a chronic lung infection that ultimately took his life.

Father Meaney has found almost nothing about Peter Whelan’s early life aside from his date of birth—1802—and the location—County Wexford, Ireland. Not even the names of his parents have come down to us. We do know that by 1829 he was a seminarian for the diocese of Charleston, which encompassed all of North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia. He was ordained to the priesthood in 1830.

The early years of his priesthood were spent visiting small communities of Catholics scattered across the vast diocese and visiting Irish Catholic railroad workers. He also founded the first Catholic parish in Georgia at Locust Grove, an isolated spot where the chapel was a log cabin, as was his rectory. His parishioners couldn’t afford to support him, so Father Whelan operated a small farm where he plowed his own fields and grew his own crops.

By the 1850s, Whelan’s Locust Grove parish was thriving, but a series of crises at the chancery of the new diocese in Savannah called him away. In the years leading up to the Civil War, in the absence of a bishop and a vicar general, Whelan served as the administrator of the diocese.

Father Whelan supported the Confederacy. Just before the war broke out, a missionary priest and committed Union man visited Savannah. He said afterwards that Father Whelan and the other priests of Savannah had tried to turn him—partly in fun, partly in earnest—into a secessionist.

The batteries in Charleston fired upon Fort Sumter in April 1861, and three months later, Augustin Verot, SS, arrived in Savannah as the new bishop. The city was already prepared for war.

Five companies had been deployed to garrison Fort Pulaski, an island fortress that guarded the entrance to the port of Savannah. Among the troops stationed there were the Montgomery Guards, an overwhelmingly Irish Catholic company. Bishop Verot named Father Whelan chaplain. Commuting between the city and the fort was not easy—the island was set seventeen miles from land.

In April 1862, Union ships anchored off the island and the Federals set up artillery batteries on the beach. Father Whelan was in the fort and had no way to return to the city. The artillery shells battered down the walls of the fort; in twenty-four hours, the commander surrendered. Father Whelan was now a prisoner of war.

The priest, along with the officers, enlisted men, and the wounded, was shipped north to Governor’s Island, just off the tip of Lower Manhattan in New York Harbor. Officers were assigned to barracks and given the liberty of the island if they swore not to try to escape. They also received rations of clothing and food, as well as gifts sent from their families in the South. Enlisted men received no clothing, less food than the officers, and were confined in Castle Williams, a circular sandstone fortress that had inadequate latrines and inadequate facilities for cooking. Father Whelan stayed with the enlisted men in the castle.

The Southern men had barely settled in to their prison when outbreaks of measles, pneumonia, and typhoid fever erupted among the men. Father Whelan wrote to Father William Quinn, the pastor of St. Peter’s Church on Barclay Street—the closest Catholic parish to Governor’s Island. He needed food, clothing, and medical supplies for his men. Father Quinn rallied the clergy of all denominations in New York, and they kept the men confined in Castle Williams well supplied throughout their detention. The clergymen also petitioned the US Army to release Father Whelan on parole, with the understanding that he would reside with Father Quinn. This was granted, and Whelan used his liberty to make trips to the city to gather necessities, but he continued to live among the men at Castle Williams.

After five months imprisonment, the men from Fort Pulaski were included in a prisoner exchange and taken to Virginia, where they could choose to return to their homes or to the Confederate army. Father Whelan returned to the chancery in Savannah for his next assignment. Bishop Verot placed him in charge of the chaplains who served at military posts in Georgia and asked him to recruit sisters who had medical training to serve as nurses in the military hospitals.

One day a chaplain from Louisiana called on Bishop Verot. Father James Sheeran met Father Whelan and left us the only account of the man’s physical appearance. “[He] stands nearly six feet with drab hair, coarse, ill shaped countenance, round or swinging shoulders, long arms, short body and long legs, with feet of more than ordinary size. He may comb his hair sometimes, but if so, it shows no indication of it, as it is generally in a standing condition.”

In October 1864, the Confederate government shipped most of the POWs held at Andersonville to prisons elsewhere. With few men left who needed his services, Father Whelan returned to Savannah, where the city was in near-panic. He found a city full of people almost without food, without medicine, and without hope. The war was coming to an end, and the Confederacy would lose. Then, in December 1864, General William Tecumseh Sherman and his army occupied the city.

After the surrender in April 1865, Savannah was flooded by wave after wave of Union ex-POWs, most of them sick, some of the dying, all of them trying to use the city’s railroads to reach their homes in the North. These men needed medical care.

In addition, Captain Henry Wirz, the commander of the Andersonville prison, had been arrested and charged with war crimes. Fathers Whelan and Hamilton won permission to visit the frightened man in prison and testified in his defense at his trial. Their position was Wendt was not a cruel man but had been placed in a terrible, even impossible situation. He had no proper facilities for the prisoners, no medicine, and almost no food.

When Jefferson Davis was captured and imprisoned, Whelan visited the former president of the Confederacy and looked after Varinia Davis and her two children—they were living in Savannah.

In the spring of 1866, the lung ailment Father Whelan contracted in the prison camp flared up. When it abated, the disease left the priest exhausted and feeble. A brother priest heard him sing High Mass and said that Father Whelan looked “so worn and debilitated … that he rather hung from than stood by the altar.” Father Whelan died of his ailment in February 1871.

A reporter for the Savannah Evening News assured his readers that Father Whelan’s funeral procession was the longest in the city’s history. Among the mourners was Colonel Charles H. Olmstead, who had served with Whelan at Fort Pulaski and had been imprisoned with him on Governor’s Island. “I followed this good old man to his grave with a sense of exultation,” Olmstead said, “as I thought of the welcome that awaited him from the Master whose spirit he had caught and made the rule of his life.”

FATHER EMMERAN BLIEMEL, OSB

The revelation of how he should spend his life came to Emmeran Bliemel when he was in his late teens and a student at St. Michael’s Abbey, a school for boys operated by Benedictine monks in Metten, Bavaria. Inspired by the example of the monks, he decided to become a Benedictine. And in response to troubled times in Germany, he resolved to go to America to serve the German immigrants who had left their homes to escape political upheavals and social unrest.

Emmeran told only one person of his plans—his best friend, Otto Kopf. And Otto had something to tell Emmeran—he had come to the same conclusion.

In 1851, when they were both twenty years old, the two friends boarded a ship for the United States. As soon as they arrived, the newcomers presented themselves at the door of the Abbey of St. Vincent in Latrobe, Pennsylvania, and asked to be admitted as Benedictine novices. Four years later, in 1855, the two friends were ordained priests and sent out by their abbot to serve German immigrants.

In the 1840s and 1850s, tens of thousands of Germans had come to America. They needed priests who could preach to them in German, hear their confessions in German, teach the Faith to their children in German, and keep them connected to the religious and cultural traditions of Catholic Germany. Emmeran and Otto were separated—forming what were known as “particular friendships” was frowned upon in religious communities—and sent to small parishes in Pennsylvania where they could acquire some pastoral experience. Eventually, Father Bliemel’s abbot sent him to serve German congregations in southern Ohio, Kentucky, and Tennessee. He was pastor of the little German parish of the Assumption in Nashville when the Civil War began.

Father Peter Meaney, in his article “The Valiant Chaplain of the Bloody Tenth,” tells us that Nashville was “located in a large slaveholding portion of the state,” and the great majority of the citizens were secessionists. Immediately after news reached the city that Confederate batteries in Charleston had fired upon the Union stronghold in the harbor, Fort Sumter, the state raised several companies of volunteers. In June 1861, the state legislature voted to secede from the Union and join the Confederacy.

Many of the German men of Assumption parish enlisted—so many that the rest of the congregation found it difficult to find the money to support the church and Father Bliemel. But fewer men in the pews and reduced financial resources to draw on would be the least of Assumption’s problems.

In February 1862, Union troops pushed back Confederate forces in northern Tennessee and occupied Nashville. Abraham Lincoln appointed Andrew Johnson military governor of the city. Johnson was a United States senator—the senator from the South who refused to walk out of the Senate chamber with the rest of the secessionist senators. Johnson went on to be Lincoln’s vice president during his brief second term and, after the assassination, succeeded him as president.

According to Father Meaney, Johnson’s goal as military governor was to restore Tennessee to the Union. Any prominent citizen—including clergymen—who spoke out against this would be treated as a traitor. Conditions in town worsened after October 1862 when Major General William Rosencrans moved Union troops into town and the surrounding area in preparation for an invasion of the Deep South. Street crime, especially prostitution, soared in Nashville; opportunists began a thriving black market in contraband goods; and secessionist spies collected military information which they passed along to Confederate commanders.

Father Bliemel was an outspoken supporter of the Confederate cause, yet Rosencrans did not arrest him, because the monk worked tirelessly among Yankee sick and wounded in the military hospitals that had sprouted up across Nashville. But then the German priest over-reached: he was suspected of smuggling medicine to Confederate hospitals. An informer reported Bliemel to the chief of the military police, Colonel William Truesdale. Truesdale assigned an undercover policeman to follow Father Bliemel one afternoon. After observing the priest receiving what he suspected was contraband material, the policeman arrested the priest and searched his pockets; he found four ounces of morphine.

At military police headquarters, Father Bliemel told his interrogator that he had purchased the morphine “for an investment.” He went on to say, “I have never taken an active part in this rebellion. I am a conservative Union man. I would prefer the old Union as it was.” So far, so good. But then Bliemel spoke a little too freely. “But [I] believe that the South had been deprived of rights which justified them in this rebellion.”

This little speech could have sent the priest to a Union prison. Instead, Rosencrans exercised a little more patience and sent Father Bliemel back to his bishop.

During late 1862 and early 1863, new battles brought fresh wounded men to Nashville—so many casualties that all the churches, warehouses, and even private businesses were requisitioned as ad hoc hospitals. By chance, just as the city was inundated with wounded men, Bliemel had been pestering his bishop to permit him to serve as a chaplain for the 10th Tennessee Infantry, seven companies of which were manned by Irish Catholics from Nashville. They had won the name “the Bloody Tenth” in recognition of the high number of casualties they suffered during the desperate defense of Fort Donelson.

From Bishop Richard Whelen’s perspective, Father Bliemel’s patriotism would have to wait while so many wounded men needed a priest to visit them in the hospitals. As a monk, Bliemel obeyed. But when an opportunity arose, he asked again to be sent to the 10th. Finally, in the fall of 1863, the bishop gave his consent.

The 10th was near Chattanooga, but as Father Meaney explains, travel from Nashville to the Confederate camp would not be easy. Train service south had been shut down. Union sentries had closed the roads to the south too. Father Bliemel’s only hope was to travel on horseback by back roads and through the woods. If he encountered any Union troops, he could present them with his credentials from the vicar general, which said he was being sent to replace another priest. A plausible excuse, but then the document added something which could be problematic: the vicar general said that Father Bliemel’s obligations as a missionary priest might take him farther south. Any Union patrol would read that and know that the priest was authorized to go deeper into Confederate territory, and that would make them suspicious.

It is frustrating that Bliemel left no written account of how he managed to get from Nashville to Chattanooga, passing around and sometimes through Union lines. But he made it to Georgia, and on November 1, All Saints Day, he presented his credentials to Bishop Verot in Savannah.

The Irishmen of the 10th had trouble with Bliemel’s odd German name, Emmeran, so they rebaptized him as Father Emery.

The chaplain was with the army as Union forces under General Sherman drove the Confederates back from Missionary Ridge to Kennesaw Mountain and ultimately to Atlanta. In August 1864, the 10th was with General John B. Hood’s army, the last Confederate force between Sherman and Atlanta. Sherman’s men had captured three of the four railroad lines out of the city. Only the line south to Macon was still open, and Hood believed he could hold it at the town of Jonesborough. Hood had convinced himself that Sherman would concentrate the bulk of his army on Atlanta and send only a raiding party to Jonesborough. Hood, however, had no scouts to reconnoiter the situation. If he had, he would have learned that he was sending a relatively small number of men to defend an essential train line against six Union infantry corps and two divisions of cavalry.

On the morning of August 31, 1864, the Union forces attacked the Confederates. As the battle raged, Father Bliemel joined the stretcher-bearers, carrying wounded men off the field. Then he saw a dying man who required last rites.

His name was Colonel William Grace of the 10th Tennessee. He is said to have been a strikingly handsome man, more than six feet tall. When he fell, mortally wounded, Father Bliemel hurried over to him, knelt at his side, and heard his last confession. He had raised his right hand and was pronouncing the words of absolution when a shell struck the priest’s head. His decapitated body fell across Colonel Grace.

The next morning, some of the men of the 10th buried the bodies of Father Bliemel and Colonel Grace in a grove of trees near the Jonesborough depot. A Protestant chaplain marked the graves, and after the war, the land passed into the hands of a Catholic family named Halliday. They cared for the graves, and a few years later, when the Daughters of the Confederacy were collecting the bodies of the men who had died at the Battle of Jonesborough, the Hallidays pointed out the spot, and the remains were moved to a formal cemetery. A Catholic priest was invited from Atlanta, so Father Bliemel and Colonel Grace were both buried according to Catholic rites.

In the chaos of the war and the confusion that followed it, no one thought to write to the abbot of St. Vincent’s to say what had happened to one of his monks. By a strange coincidence, in 1889 Father Otto Kopf was sent to Alabama to open a mission. Someone told him the story of a Catholic priest, a chaplain, who had been killed at Jonesborough and was buried there. Father Kopf traveled to Jonesborough and was shown his friend’s grave. He arranged for the remains to be exhumed and reburied in what is now Holy Cross Cemetery in Tuscumbia, Alabama.

Father Bliemel was the first Catholic chaplain in American history killed in battle.

BISHOP JEAN VEROT, SS, OF SAVANNAH

It’s an open question whether James Buchanan was merely the most inept, indecisive president or the worst man ever to occupy the White House during a national crisis. But if he wasn’t the absolute worst, Buchanan is certainly in the running. In the final weeks of his presidency, with Abraham Lincoln in the wings as president-elect and civil war an absolute certainty, President Buchanan did do something decisive: he set aside January 4, 1861, as a national day of fasting and prayer to beseech Almighty God to deliver the people of the United States from the calamity that was coming.

On January 4, Bishop Jean Verot observed the spur-of-the-moment holy day by leading his people in prayer in the Cathedral of St. Augustine in St. Augustine, Florida (he hadn’t been named bishop of Savannah yet). From the pulpit, he addressed the congregation about the dangers that were coming. “The political horizon has become gloomy,” he said, “discord and disunion are spreading over the length and breadth of this land; horrors of war, and of the worst kind—civil war—are staring us in the face.” It was a theme that most clergymen in most churches addressed that day. The cause for all this misery, the bishop said, was slavery—“the fatal sand-bank upon which the Ship of State has already been made a total or partial wreck.” Again, Verot was repeating a common sentiment. But then he veered off in a direction that few preachers in the Catholic dioceses of the North would have followed: he denounced the cause of the abolitionists as “unjust, iniquitous, unscriptural, and unreasonable.” He went on to assert that the institution of slavery had “received the sanction of God, of the Church, and of Society at all times in all governments.”

In the weeks that followed the unsuccessful day of fasting and prayer, and one Southern state after another peeled itself away from the Union, Bishop Verot threw his support behind the newly formed Confederate States of America. In September 1862, to celebrate a string of victories the Confederates had enjoyed over the Yankees, Bishop Verot ordered that the great hymn of thanksgiving, Te Deum, be sung or at least prayed in every Catholic church in Georgia and Florida (by this time, he was bishop over the greatly expanded diocese).

But as the war dragged on, the South’s fortunes went into decline. The Union blockade of Southern ports deprived Confederate troops and civilians of essential supplies. Appalling casualty rates at Gettysburg, Chickamauga, the Wilderness, and Chancellorsville deprived the South of a generation of young men and undermined Southern morale. On top of these troubles, Bishop Verot did not have enough priests on hand to send as chaplains to the army. He tried to fill the void to some degree himself, going to army camps, sometimes for weeks at a time, to hear confessions, say Mass, nurse the sick and wounded, and prepare the dying.

When he learned of the horrible conditions Union POWs were suffering at the Andersonville prison camp, Verot sent Father Peter Whelan to serve as chaplain to the POWs. Soon afterward, he sent Father Henry Clavruel to assist the over-worked Whelan. Andersonville was too much for Clavruel—after several days in the camp, he suffered chronic bouts of vomiting so violent that Whelan sent him home. So Verot made repeated visits to the camp. In a letter to a friend in France, he described “the horrible stench” of the place. “It took a superhuman effort to cross the little thin stream of water which passed through the middle of the camp and served as the receptacle of all the filth.”

The collapse of the Confederacy came hard for Bishop Verot, and four months passed before he found the courage to write a pastoral letter to his people concerning the new world in which they now must live. “You have prayed earnestly during the last years of the war for a speedy and lasting peace. That peace has been granted you; it is true, it is not perhaps such a one as you desired.” In that letter, the bishop appears to have been working out conflicted emotions about the war, as much for himself as for the stricken Catholics of Georgia and Florida.

FATHER JAMES SHEERAN, CSsR

In 1892 Father Joseph Flynn wrote down a story about his old friend Father James Sheeran. One day General Stonewall Jackson confronted the priest and berated him for impudence. “You ask more favors and take more privileges than any officer in the army,” Jackson said. Sheeran was cantankerous, imperious, and had no patience for the niceties of the chain of command. So when Stonewall confronted him, he confronted the general right back. “General Jackson,” he replied, “as a priest of God I outrank every officer in your command. I even outrank you.”

As is true of so many of the priests who served as military chaplains during the Civil War, Sheeran was born in Ireland—at Temple Mehill in County Longford. In 1830, twelve-year-old James and his family immigrated to Canada. As an adult, he moved to Monroe, Michigan, where he married and had two children—a son and a daughter. Sheeran taught at a school operated by the Redemptorist fathers.

In 1849, Sheeran’s wife died. After several years of mourning, in 1855 he decided to enter the Redemptorist Order. He was thirty-seven years old. We do not know the age of his children, nor how he provided for them before he entered the novitiate. We do know that about the same time that Sheeran was ordained a priest—1858—his daughter took vows as a nun. She died soon thereafter. There is no record of what became of Sheeran’s son.

His superior assigned Father Sheeran to a Redemptorist parish in New Orleans. He became a fire-eating secessionist, and when the Civil War began, Father Sheeran volunteered to serve as a chaplain. He was assigned to the 14th Louisiana Regiment, which—geography notwithstanding—became part of General Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia.

Typically, anecdotes about Catholic chaplains during the war highlight their personal piety, their patience in all kinds of hardship, their tireless dedication to the suffering and the dying. We assume that Father Sheeran had these qualities to one degree or another, but the stories we read about him, and which he told about himself in his memoirs of service during the war, reveal the impulsive, take-charge aspects of his personality.

Hunter McGuire, a chief surgeon in the Amy of Northern Virginia, recalled that before the battle of Chancellorsville, Stonewall Jackson ordered all extraneous baggage be sent to the rear—and that included tents. Once again, the general had failed to take Sheeran into consideration. When an orderly came for the priest’s tent, Sheeran refused to surrender it. The dignity of the Mass required that it be said under shelter, and he would not say Mass exposed to all manner of bad weather. Furthermore, the tent gave a degree of privacy to the men who came to him for confession. Under no circumstances would Sheeran surrender his tent. The orderly insisted, so Sheeran sat down, wrote a letter of resignation, and gave it to Dr. McGuire to deliver to Jackson. Stonewall read the letter and backed down. “He shall have a tent,” the general said. McGuire added that Father Sheeran “was the only man in the corps to have one.”

After some unnamed battle, Father Sheeran visited the hospitals where Confederate troops were being treated, then walked across the road to the hospital for the Union wounded. What he saw enraged him: no doctors or nurses were tending the wounded—many of them had not even had their wounds washed and bandaged. There was no food and no water. So the priest marched back across the road to the Confederate hospital and rousted out the surgeons. In his memoirs Sheeran recalled that, barely keeping his anger under control, he told the doctors “of the painful condition of the wounded and [I] requested them as a matter of humanity not to neglect them so.” The surgeons replied that they “were fatigued from the labors of the night.” Sheeran asked if it was too much for them to at least visit the Union hospital and wash the men’s wounds.

Then he turned on the nurses, who told him no one had given them any orders concerning the Union wounded, and besides, they were out of bandages.

“I became somewhat indignant to hear the excuses of these worthless nurses,” Sheeran wrote, “and putting on an air of authority ordered them to go to the rifle pits filled with dead bodies of their companions and they would find hundreds of knapsacks filled with shirts, handkerchiefs and other articles that would make excellent bandages.” The nurses scurried off to collect the bandage material.

Two hours later, Father Sheeran inspected the Union hospital again. “[I] was pleased to find,” he said, “the surgeons and nurses all at work attending to the wounded.”

In November 1864, Father Sheeran was arrested at Winchester, Virginia, for having crossed into the Union lines. He was sent to Fort McHenry in Baltimore harbor, which was being used as a prison. The priest was housed in the old stable. The place was filthy, verminous, and a breeding ground for disease. In a letter, he complained to Secretary of War Edwin Stanton. Stanton wrote to the prison’s commander, General Philip Sheridan, ordering the release of Father Sheeran. But army paperwork delayed his release and put restrictions on his movements, so Sheeran confronted the general in person. (Sheridan was a Catholic.) After a few minutes on the receiving end of the priest’s indignation, Sheridan expedited Sheeran’s case, and supplied him with all the passes he needed to move freely between Confederate and Union lines.

FATHER ABRAM RYAN, CM

Father Abram Ryan is still renowned throughout the South for his poignant poems on the defeat of the Confederacy. Decades after his death, his poetry was still being read in Southern homes and taught in Southern schoolrooms. He became the unofficial poet laureate of the Lost Cause.

Ryan’s parents emigrated from County Tipperary, Ireland, and settled in Maryland, where Abraham and his brother David were born. The boys would grow up to be zealous Catholics and loyal Southerners. During their teen years, they both decided to enter the priesthood. Abraham and David enrolled at the seminary operated by the Vincentian Fathers. Abraham was an avid student, he moved through his studies quickly, and was ordained a priest before his brother.

Politically, these young men were hostile to the abolitionists and champions of Southern independence. In 1860, when Abraham Lincoln was elected president, Father Abraham could not tolerate sharing a name with a man he despised, so he renamed himself Abram. When the Civil War began, David Ryan resigned from the seminary and enlisted in the Confederate army. Father Ryan would volunteer from time to time to serve as chaplain to troops from Louisiana, a state with a sizable Catholic population.

In 1863, David was seriously wounded; he died from his injuries in April of the same year. Meanwhile, Father Ryan was serving as a full-time pastor of a parish in Tennessee, while writing poetry in his spare time. Among his poems was a tribute to his late brother.

In June 1865, Father Ryan published his most popular work, “The Conquered Banner,” which reads in part:


Furl that Banner, for ’tis weary;

Round its staff ’tis drooping dreary;

Furl it, fold it, it is best:

For there’s not a man to wave it,

And there’ not a sword to save it,

And there’s not one left to lave it

In the blood which heroes gave it;

And its foes now scorn and brave it;

Furl it, hide it—let it rest.



It became an instant sensation in the South where it was memorized, declaimed, and even set to music.

After the war ended, Ryan was assigned to a string of parishes. He also lectured in the North and the South, and he wrote and promoted his poetry. He died while visiting a community of Franciscan friars in Louisville, Kentucky. His body was returned to his parish in Mobile, Alabama. He was forty-eight years old.

Monuments to Father Ryan can be found all across the old Confederacy. No doubt because he was a priest, several of these memorials are stained glass windows.

FATHER JOHN B. BANNON

As the Civil War approached, Irish immigrants were conflicted about which side to support. Most felt a loyalty to the United States, their new homeland. But most of these immigrants were uneducated tenant farmers with no marketable skills to offer in America’s cities. As a result, the Irish took on the dirty, dangerous, low-paying jobs that native-born Americans did not want. They were not at the absolute bottom of the pay scale—that position was occupied by free Blacks. What the immigrants feared was, if the war came and the North won, the Yankees would abolish slavery in the South and the Irish would suddenly find themselves competing for jobs with more than four million freed slaves, all of whom would be willing to do the same jobs the Irish had now for a lower wage.

For the Irish in the South, there was a second issue: Northerners regarded the Confederacy as illegitimate, and they were willing to go to war and invade the South to force the Confederate states back into the Union. This reminded many of the Irish of what they and their ancestors had experienced at the hands of the English for many centuries. In spite of any misgivings, eventually the Irish in the North—often urged on from the pulpit by their parish priests and bishops—fought for the Union. For example, Bishop John Hughes of New York was an Irish immigrant who had earned a living as a ditch-digger before he entered the seminary. Yet he was an ardent Union man. In the South, priests and bishops called upon their Irish congregations to rally around the cause of Southern independence and resist the Yankee invaders.

Father John Bannon had come to America from Dublin. After his ordination, he was assigned to the parish of St. John on the west side of St. Louis, an area with a large Irish immigrant population. In addition to his busy schedule as a pastor, Father Bannon volunteered to serve as chaplain to the Missouri Volunteer Militia and then to another company who called themselves the Washington Blues. As was true of Bishop Hughes of New York, Father Bannon was not shy about expressing his political opinions in the pulpit. At this time, Union forces were stationed in St. Louis. After South Carolina fired upon Fort Sumter, Father Bannon’s pro-Confederacy sermons were enough to get him arrested and detained for several weeks. After his release, he still preached the Southern cause at Mass. In December 1861, someone warned him that Union troops were coming to arrest him. He had very little time to escape. Supposedly he managed to get into a disguise, complete with a false beard, and exit the rectory through the back door as the Yankees were coming through the front.

Pro-Confederate Missourians were assembling at Springfield, so Father Bannon made his way there and was appointed chaplain of the First Missouri Confederate Brigade. He had the respect of Catholics (of course) and Protestants, too, because he was a clergyman who had given up a comfortable life in the rectory for the rough, unpredictable life with an army. His stock soared at the 1862 Battle of Pea Ridge, Arkansas. The commanders had ordered all chaplains to remain behind the lines during the fighting. Father Bannon disobeyed this order and went with the men to the front. When most of a cannon crew had been killed, he stepped up to help the survivors keep the gun in action. While the battle raged all around him, he was in the field getting the wounded out of the line of fire and giving last rites to dying Catholics. He consoled dying Protestants and tried to persuade them to let themselves be baptized as Catholics. Asked why he risked his life in this way, Father Bannon replied, “I am doing God’s work, and He has no use for cowards or skulkers.”

In the summer of 1863, Father Bannon was with his men at the siege of Vicksburg. Typically, he could be found in one of two places: in the trenches, often enduring bombardment with the troops, or in the hospitals helping to tend the wounded. After the surrender, the priest became, technically, a prisoner of war, along with all the Confederate soldiers. The Yankees released almost all of them if they promised to no longer take up arms against the Union. Under these circumstances, his military unit was now dissolved and Father Bannon was no longer a chaplain. But he was still eager to serve the Confederacy, so he traveled to Richmond to offer his services to the bishop.

He had not been in the capital of the Confederacy long when he received an invitation to call on Jefferson Davis. The president had a mission for Father Bannon: representatives of the Union were in Ireland recruiting Irishmen for the army; Davis wanted Bannon to dissuade his old countrymen from succumbing to the recruiters. Father Bannon accepted the assignment but suggested that his mission be expanded to include a trip to Rome where he hoped to persuade Pope Pius IX to give the Southern cause moral weight by recognizing the Confederacy. Davis agreed.

Southern ports were under a Union naval blockade, yet a blockade runner succeeded in getting past the Yankee vessels. The ship sailed to Bermuda where Father Bannon went aboard a British ship and sailed to England. It appears that in Ireland he did manage to convince some Irishmen not to enlist in the Union army. But he had no success with Pius IX—the pope declined to recognize the Confederacy.1

While he was in Rome, Father Bannon entered the Society of Jesus, better known as the Jesuits. He was still there when Lee surrendered to Grant at Appomattox. Unable to face living under the newly reunited federal government, Father Bannon went back to Ireland where for the rest of his life he served in Jesuit parishes. He died in 1913.

FATHER ISIDORE FRANCOIS TURGIS

Most men who become priests look forward to parish work. Father Isidore Turgis longed to serve as a military chaplain. Born in Marigny, France in 1813, time and again he volunteered, and time and again he was rejected. Physically, Father Turgis was scrawny, and military recruiters suspected he was given to ailments. Traveling with an army has never been easy, but it was more demanding in the nineteenth century than it is today. Father Turgis simply did not appear robust enough for long marches, poor food, and sleeping (if he were lucky) in a tent in all weather.

But he didn’t give up. Finally, in 1857, when he was forty-four years old, his application was successful and he was appointed a chaplain to the French army in the Second Italian War of Independence, when France and Italy went to war against the Austro-Hungarian Empire. His next assignment was even more exciting: he was sent to serve with the French forces stationed in Vietnam, a French colony at the time.

After his stint in Southeast Asia, during the long sea voyage home, Father Turgis decided that he would immigrate to New Orleans. As a city founded by the French about 150 years earlier, New Orleans still had a substantial French-speaking population. And there were militia companies who would need a chaplain. Soon after he disembarked, he was named to the staff of the Cathedral of St. Louis, and he was invited to serve as chaplain to the Orleans Guards militia unit.

When the Civil War began, the Orleans Guard was merged into the Confederate Army, and Father Turgis merged with them. The officer in charge of military chaplains explained that the troops would expect him to preach regularly. The thought of tending to men with ghastly wounds and giving last rites in a hailstorm of lead miniballs and cannon shrapnel did not trouble Father Turgis. But one thing did disturb his peace of mind. After his interview with the chaplains’ officer, he wrote, “God give me strength for I am not a good preacher.”

His courage at the Battle of Shiloh was so exceptional that the men noticed it, and at least one officer, Lieutenant Colonel S. F. Ferguson, mentioned Turgis in a letter. Writing to General Beauregard, Ferguson said, “In the performance of his holy offices, [Father Turgis] freely exposed himself to the balls of the enemy.” It wasn’t just his courage on the battlefield that caught the soldiers’ attention, it was also that Turgis appeared so nonchalant about it.

On one occasion, as the priest was giving last rites on the battlefield, a Union soldier raised his musket and took aim. A member of the Orleans Guard saw it, raised his own musket quickly, and shot and killed the Yankee.

After Shiloh, Father Turgis wrote to Archbishop Jean-Marie Odin of New Orleans with his impressions of how Catholic troops in the Louisiana regiments were faring from a religious perspective. He estimated that there were between eighteen and twenty thousand Louisiana Catholics in the Confederate army, and he was delighted to find that almost all of them spoke or at least understood French. The trouble was, he was the only Catholic chaplain for this enormous “parish.” Before the Battle of Shiloh began, he sat for eighteen hours hearing confessions, and there were thousands more who had to be turned away because it was time for them to form ranks and prepare to go into action. It troubled him that so many men would fight and die when they were not in a state of grace.

Father Turgis remained with the Orleans Guard until the end of the war. After the surrender, he went back to New Orleans where he founded an aid society for the widows and orphans Confederate soldiers. He had contracted a chronic stomach ailment during the war. It was never diagnosed, and it grew worse over time. Rather than plunge him into the thick of parish work, Archbishop Odin found him a light assignment. He would care for the city’s mortuary chapel, a place that did not attract a large number of worshipers. And he would minister to the spiritual needs of Confederate veterans. On his own initiative, Father Turgis also did what he could for the returning soldiers by giving them little gifts of cash.

In spite of Archbishop Odin’s best intentions, Father Turgis was a priest who just could not rest. He served as director of the Southern Hospital, which cared for invalid soldiers. And he founded the Asylum for Confederate Widows and Orphans.

Father Turgis lived in a tiny house behind the chapel. Most nights, men he had served with stopped by to visit him.

His untreated stomach trouble proved fatal. Not quite three years after the end of the war, Father Turgis died in his tiny rectory.

The diocesan newspaper, The Morning Star and Catholic Messenger, reported that an enormous throng of people followed Father Turgis’s body to the cemetery. Archbishop Odin paid tribute to him by offering the Requiem Mass, and General Beauregard was one of the pall bearers. “The wealthiest and the poorest,” the editor of the newspaper wrote, “the most distinguished and the most unknown all contributed to pay the last tribute of their veneration to his memory.”

_____________

1At least officially, he did not recognize the Confederate States of America, but Pius IX did, in a letter, address President Jefferson Davis as “Honorable President of the Confederate States of America,” which not a few Southerners and some historians consider to be a tacit acknowledgment. –Ed.





[image: images]

CHAPTER 4

THE SPANISH-AMERICAN WAR

THE PRIEST WHO REMEMBERED THE MAINE:
FATHER JOHN P. CHIDWICK

THE force of the explosion threw Father John Chidwick to the floor. Confused and frightened, he got to his feet, grabbed his violet stole and the box of holy oil, and ran up to the main deck of the battleship USS Maine.

The scene was one of horror and chaos. The explosion had all but destroyed the forward section of the Maine. The ship was ablaze. And then a second explosion followed when the flames reached the powder magazine. Bodies of the dead, the dying, and the wounded were scattered everywhere. Those sailors who were unharmed or lightly wounded were in panic.

As soon as he arrived on deck, Father Chidwick gave the crew general absolution. Then he went to work—moving the wounded to a safe place, anointing and absolving the dying, offering some comfort to the wounded. W. T. Culverius, a naval cadet on the Maine (he would rise to the rank of rear admiral), later recalled in a letter to the New York Times:


On that dread night in 1898 when the MAINE was destroyed, Chaplain Chidwick was everywhere present. He had a word of cheer to the wounded which soothed their pain. Without thought of himself he helped the helpless and he ministered to the dying who will welcome him now in that Great Ship’s Company above, where shipmates never part.



Meanwhile, two Spanish warships that had also been anchored in Havana Harbor were advancing on the Maine to rescue survivors. The explosions took the lives of 268 officers and crewmen—two-thirds of the crew. Two hundred bodies were recovered, but only seventy-six were identified. Father Chidwick and Cadet Culverius were among the few dozen men who survived.

Two days later, Father Chidwick conducted the burial service for the American dead in the Cristobal Colon Cemetery in Havana, in a large plot donated by the Spanish government. In the weeks that followed, Father Chidwick wrote condolence letters to the families of the dead men. In one addressed to a Miss Harrington, the chaplain assured her that her brother “lies buried in the Catholic cemetery of Havana and was interred with Catholic rites.”

News of the disaster set off a firestorm of yellow journalism, with newspaper publishers William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer in the forefront, churning out sensational headlines over salacious “news reports” about Spanish treachery and atrocities committed by Spanish troops against Cuban civilians. None of the stories were true, but few readers realized that. And as Hearst and Pulitzer hoped, they managed to inflame American passions. Unsurprisingly, even United States senators were caught up in the hysteria, and Assistant Secretary of the Navy Theodore Roosevelt was so incensed that he denounced President McKinley when he appealed for reason and calm.

Six weeks after the disaster, the United States Naval Court of Inquiry concluded that the Maine had been sunk by a mine planted beside the ship beneath the water’s surface. The court did not assign blame, but the press was not so reticent. They insisted Spain was responsible.

It was unlikely that Spain would commit an act of terrorism against an American ship. Furthermore, it would have been foolhardy for the Spanish government to provoke the United States into a war: Spain was not the imperial power it had once been, while America was a rising power in world affairs. The more likely explanation for the disaster is that the ship fell victim to a tragic mechanical failure. But at the time, that is not what most Americans believed.

In 1898, Cuba was in the midst of an insurrection against Spanish rule. That is why the Maine was in Havana Harbor—the United States supported the rebels, and the government had sent the Maine to Cuba, not to give the insurgents any military support, but just to flex a little American naval muscle in a Spanish colony. A month after the explosion, Senator Redfield Proctor of Vermont traveled to Cuba for a tour of inspection. He had a sterling reputation: colonel during the Civil War, former governor of Vermont, successful businessman, reliable conservative voice in the Senate. When he returned, he addressed his fellow senators. “To me,” he said, “the strongest appeal is not the barbarity practiced by Weyler, nor the loss of the Maine … but the spectacle of a million and a half people, the entire native population of Cuba, struggling for freedom and deliverance from the worst misgovernment of which I ever had knowledge.”

Congress took Proctor seriously. So did the American business community. Both were now more inclined to declare war on Spain.

In April, President McKinley was asked to approve a plan to send the North Atlantic Squadron to blockade Cuba, while Commodore George Dewey set off with the Asiatic Squadron to attack the Spanish fleet in Manila Bay. In response, Spain declared war against the United States, and the United States declared war on Spain the next day.

The Asiatic Squadron arrived off Luzon Island on April 30. That night, with all their lights extinguished, the ships slipped into Manila Bay, undetected by the harbor’s defenders on Corregidor Island. Early the next morning, Dewey found Spain’s antique warships near the Cavite naval station. He turned to the captain of his flagship, the Olympia, and said, in words that used to be familiar to every American schoolboy, “You may fire when ready, Gridley.”

Two hours later, the Spanish fleet was badly battered, but the Spanish refused to surrender. Dewey ordered a pause to feed his men, and after breakfast resumed the battle. Early in the afternoon, with his fleet all but destroyed, the Spanish commander surrendered. The Spanish had lost more than 370 troops; the Americans had lost ten.

The war lasted four months and resulted in Spain ceding to the United States Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and Guam. Cuba won her independence.

John P. Chidwick was born in New York City in 1863. At age twenty-two, he entered St. Joseph’s Seminary in Dunwoodie, where priests for the Archdiocese of New York are still trained. After his ordination in 1887, he served as an ordinary parish priest, but in 1895, he asked permission to enter the Navy. He was commissioned as a chaplain—only the third Catholic priest to serve as a US Navy chaplain.

He remained a Navy chaplain until 1903, when he returned to parish work in New York City. But in 1912, he returned to the Maine. The wreck was to be towed out to sea and sunk. Father Chidwick was invited to conduct a religious service, a kind of burial at sea for a ship.

Over the years, he became a popular speaker, and invariably his topic was his experiences aboard the Maine the night of the explosion. That tragedy had become the most memorable of his life, so it was no surprise when he became a founding member of the Spanish War Veterans and served as the organization’s first chaplain.

Monsignor Chidwick died in 1935. A few months after his death, veterans of the Spanish War (so called then, now known as the Spanish-American War) erected a plaque to his memory on the National USS Maine Memorial that stands in Columbus Circle at the entrance to New York’s Central Park.
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CHAPTER 5

WORLD WAR I

FATHER FRANCIS DUFFY GOES TO HOLLYWOOD

HOLLYWOOD made Father Francis Duffy famous.

It was Warner Brothers that transformed Father Duffy from a popular parish priest into a national celebrity. In 1940, the studio released “The Fighting 69th,” a sentimental, crowd-pleasing war picture with an uplifting message. Pat O’Brien, known as Hollywood’s “Irishman in Residence,” played Father Duffy, the chaplain of the 69th. The regiment’s nemesis was played by James Cagney. In the movie, Cagney’s character, named Plunkett, is a punk, a wise guy, and a loudmouth who the men of the 69th suspect will prove to be a coward once they get into the trenches. In one memorable bit of dialogue, one of the soldiers says of Plunkett, “Gee, that guy hates himself.” His sergeant replies, “Well, that makes it unanimous.”

Only Father Duffy, the priest with a heart of gold but who could be as hard nails, has faith in Plunkett. And his faith is rewarded.

For this picture, the studio hired every Irish actor they had under contract—not only O’Brien and Cagney, but also Alan Ladd and, for comic relief, Frank McHugh. Duffy never saw the film—he had died in 1932.

Although Father Duffy came to be regarded as the quintessential New York priest, he was born and raised in Canada. He was a good student and won a scholarship to St. Michael’s College in Toronto. After graduation he found a teaching job at a Catholic high school in upstate New York, but he didn’t stay long. He had discovered his true vocation was as a priest. He entered the seminary in Troy, New York, where his teachers and the rector noted his quick mind. In 1896, immediately after his ordination, they sent him to do graduate work at the Catholic University of America in Washington, DC. Two years later, he was helping to form future priests at Dunwoodie, the seminary for the Archdiocese of New York. After fourteen years in the classroom, Father Duffy got his first assignment as a pastor—the archbishop sent him to establish a new parish in the Bronx. The parishioners of the Church of Our Savior had outgrown their tiny chapel, and Father Duffy had an innovative idea for a new expanded parish complex: instead of building a church and a school as separate entities, he built one structure with the church on the ground floor and the school on the floors above. The design was innovative, and much more economical than purchasing a large tract of pricey New York City real estate in order to accommodate a traditional parish complex.

In 1914, while he was still creating Our Savior, Duffy was named chaplain of the 69th Regiment, a historic and highly respected unit that had been composed mostly of Irish Catholics since the 1850s. During the Civil War, it was known as the Irish Brigade, and it was legendary for seeing action in every major battle from Bull Run to Appomattox. The Irish Brigade is still renowned for having suffered the highest casualty rate of any brigade in the Union army. By the time Father Duffy came to them, the unit was formally known as the 165th Infantry, but it was (and still is) fondly known as the Fighting 69th.

In 1914, when World War I broke out in Europe, the United States declared its firm intention to remain neutral. Irish Americans, who had no desire to fight with the English—even against the Kaiser—backed this policy. Their commitment to neutrality became even more intense after the failed Easter Rising of 1916, when the British government executed sixteen leaders of the rebellion. At a mass public rally to protest the executions, Father Duffy appeared on the dais as one of the featured speakers.

After a German submarine torpedoed and sank the Lusitania off the coast of Ireland, an attack which took 1,198 lives, among them 128 Americans, the United States declared war on Germany, and Irish Americans put their patriotism ahead of their Old Country hostility to England and enlisted. Father Duffy took to the public arena again, this time as a recruiter. But he always cautioned the over-eager, “Don’t join the 69th unless you want to be among the first to go to France.”

To supplement the country’s small standing army, Congress passed the Selective Service Act in 1917, which drafted 2.8 million men into the military. In time, ten thousand US troops would arrive in France each day.

In his memoir of the war, Duffy wrote something that sounds odd: “March 1st, 1918—The Trenches at last!” For six days, he could keep up this strange, misguided euphoria. “The men live in mean little dugouts thinly roofed, poorly floored, wet and cold. But they are happy at being at front at last. Their only kick is that it is too quiet.”

Predictably, the quiet didn’t last long. On March 10, the Germans unleashed a barrage of minenwerfer (mine launcher) mortars—short range, very accurate artillery shells packed with TNT that cleared trenches and barbed wire more effectively than long-range artillery. A lieutenant ordered the men to retreat into the dugouts, but these offered very little protection. Duffy saw a mortar shell strike one dugout, burying twenty-five men. The 69th lost several dozen men in the minenwerfer attack, and so many were buried under dirt and stone and timber that even Army engineers could not dig them out. They had to be left where they were

Worse came ten days later when the Germans attacked again, this time with shells loaded with mustard gas. All the men were equipped with gas masks, and they put them on as soon as gas was detected, but Father Duffy tells us that many of the men found it difficult to target the enemy and return fire while wearing the masks. So they took them off.

Duffy says after two days of nonstop bombardment “the entire company area reeked with the odor of mustard gas and this condition lasted for several days … there was no breeze whatever.” The priest woke up about midnight to the sound of men crying. The gas had taken effect and men were going blind. Early the next morning, the men who had been exposed to mustard gas were “led all the way back [from the trenches] and were sitting by the Luneville road, completely blinded, and waiting their turn at an ambulance.” Father Duffy recorded that about four hundred men had gone blind in the shelling.

In spring 1918, the Germans made their final, desperate offensive that would win them the war … or so they hoped. But thanks to the reinforcement of fresh American troops, and supplied with all manner of resources from the United States, the Allied lines held. The Germans’ spring offensive turned into a summer of their fighting retreat. The Germans were being cautious—at home, there were virtually no men in good health and of fighting age to replace the men that had been lost. They did not want to get into another battle where they would suffer high casualties. In addition, the Germans had brought up an enormous amount supplies for the spring offensive, and they wanted to get back to their lines with as much of these supplies as possible.

On July 26, the retreating Germans reached the Ourcq River, which flows through the northwest part of France, not far from Paris. The Germans reached the river first, and found that it was excellent ground for taking up a defensive position. They could mount their artillery on the hills rising above the river. Furthermore, the Ourcq was flooded—it was now eight feet deep and forty feet across, and most of the bridges had been washed away. If Americans tried to cross, they would be entirely exposed to German fire. The German commanders decided this would be a strong position to dig in and halt the American advance while part of the German army pressed on to their own lines, taking with them as much of their supplies as they could. By the time the Americans arrived and were ready to fight, the German forces were in place.

The battle began with something romantic and old-world, something Father Duffy had never seen before. “A small squadron of French cavalry came out of the woods and proceeded down the road south of the river in the direction of Sergy with the intention of drawing the enemy fire,” he wrote. “It was a beautiful sight to see the animated group of horses and men tearing down the road, but a spectacle that did not last long, as very shortly they drew a powerful enemy fire and after some losses cantered back to the woods.”

The charge of the French cavalrymen was a gallant gesture, but it did not accomplish its objective of dislodging the Germans. The Germans were relying almost entirely on heavy artillery, which kept the Americans from gaining any ground. After midnight on July 28, Colonel (later General) Douglas MacArthur sent up an order that before daybreak, troops should attack the German position. There would be no shelling before the attack; MacArthur was confident that a bayonet charge would drive back the enemy. Major McKenna was the first to receive the order, and after he read it, he, as Duffy put it, “expressed his opinion of the order in a manly, soldierly way.” McKenna showed it to Colonel McCoy, who read it and was “of the same opinion [as McKenna], which he expressed with proper vigor.” The colonels were convinced that if they made the assault as MacArthur ordered, most of their men would be dead or wounded by noon. But these were their orders, and so they tried to carry them out.

The Americans charged directly into machine gun nests and artillery. One company that tried to creep up on the Germans lost half of their men—killed or wounded. After hours of fighting and taking heavy casualties, McKenna and McCoy agreed their situation was untenable and called upon the men to pull back. The battalion lost half its men that day. Major McKenna was among the dead.

Duffy described the retreat: “From end to end of the line came the sound of dry, suppressed sobs. They were marching among the bodies of their unburied dead.”

During their service in France, the men of the 69th endured 164 days of front-line combat, during which 844 men were killed, 2,387 wounded. Among the dead was the poet Joyce Kilmer and one Daniel Buckley, who had survived the sinking of the Titanic in 1912. Sixty men of the 69th won the Distinguished Service Cross, and three won the Medal of Honor. Father Duffy won the Distinguished Service Cross, the Distinguished Service Medal, the Conspicuous Service Cross (awarded by New York State), the Légion d’Honneur (awarded by the government of France), and the Croix de Guerre, awarded to units or individuals who showed exceptional heroism in combat with the enemy.

Father Duffy stayed with the 69th in France through the Armistice on November 11, 1918, and then for several additional months when the regiment was assigned as occupation troops at the city of Remagen. They returned to New York City in the spring of 1919.

The mayor, John Francis Hylan, welcomed the 69th home with a gala dinner to which every man in the regiment had been invited, and the following day with a parade up Fifth Avenue. That evening, Father Duffy spoke about his experiences during the war before a packed house of soldiers and civilians at Carnegie Hall.

After the hoopla of the homecoming, Father Duffy was named pastor of the Church of the Holy Cross on West 42nd Street in Manhattan, in the heart of New York’s Times Square/Hell’s Kitchen/Theater District neighborhood. As a parish priest who worked the streets, much as a cop walked his beat, Duffy became a beloved figure in Midtown Manhattan. He seemed to know everyone.

When Father Duffy died in 1932, Colonel Douglas MacArthur revealed that in consideration of Duffy’s courage in battle and the tremendous respect the men had shown for him, he had considered naming Father Duffy regimental commander—a rank no chaplain had ever held.

FATHER JOHN DEVALLES

The Army had a problem. In April 1917, when the United States entered the First World War on the side of the Allies, the commander of the American Expeditionary Force, General John J. Pershing, had promised the French that he was coming over with tanks, bombs, and airplanes. “None of which he had,” says Edwin Keister Jr. in his An Incomplete History of World War I. “All he had was men.” Pershing’s First Division, the only professional troops in America and drawn entirely from the Mexican border and various army posts around the country, numbered about nineteen thousand officers and men, and that included raw, newly and hastily recruited enlisted men. The US Army was so poorly equipped for a major war that Pershing found himself in the embarrassing position of having to beg rifles from his French hosts. Consequently, when the Americans marched through Paris to the tomb of the Marquis de Lafayette where Captain C. E. Stanton declared, “Lafayette, we are here!” the gallant nobleman was probably not impressed. But matters did improve—by the end of the fighting, through recruitment and the draft, Americans sent approximately two million men to Europe.

So during the first weeks of American involvement in the war, as the military scrambled to assemble troops, artillery, aircraft, supplies, and men, the Catholic bishops of the United States noticed there was another shortage—in the entire US Army, there were only eight Catholic chaplains.

For help, the bishops turned to the Knights of Columbus, who had experience operating social and recreational centers on army bases. Representatives of the Knights approached General Pershing, asking for permission to enlist priests as unofficial, volunteer chaplains. Pershing signed on to the Knights’ plan. Among the first to volunteer was Father John DeValles of Fall River, Massachusetts. He became one of the first five of the Knights’ chaplains to sail for France, arriving in September 1917. He was attached to the 104th Regiment of what became known as the Yankee Division, because all the men were from New England.

Father DeValles had been born Joao Baptista DeValles on the island of Sao Miguel in the Azores, an archipelago of nine Atlantic islands 845 miles off the coast of Portugal. Joao was two years old when his family left their home for America. They settled in New Bedford, Massachusetts, where there was a large community of Portuguese and Azoreans. John—he Anglicized his name—was drawn to the priesthood and was ordained in 1906 when he was twenty-seven years old. The archbishop of Boston assigned him to Espirito Santo Church, the Portuguese parish in nearby Fall River, where he founded the first Portuguese-language parochial school in the country. Although he had been sent to serve Portuguese and Azorean immigrants, Father DeValles was also fluent in English, as well as four other languages.

In France, Father DeValles remained with his men as they were trained in trench warfare and taught precautions against gas attacks—a new weapon developed in Germany for use against Allied troops. Initially, once they completed their training, the still inexperienced men of the 104th were sent up to relieve French units in a part of the four-hundred-mile-long trench line that had seen very little action. In April 1918, the 104th was sent into more hazardous territory in a once-forested region that had become known as the Bois Brule, the “Burnt Woods,” a reference to the ruined landscape scorched and torn up by trench warfare.

According to military historian and Knight of Columbus Lawrence P. Grayson, the Americans found the trenches to which they had been assigned partially flooded, in poor condition, and exposed to artillery the Germans had placed on Mont Sec, high ground that gave the enemy a clear shot into the trenches.

Shortly after the Americans established themselves in the Bois, the Germans opened fire with an artillery barrage that lasted for five days. At dawn on April 10, German forces charged the American position. The Americans drove them back. Fresh attacks came on the tenth and again on the eleventh, but the men of the 104th repulsed both assaults. On the twelfth, a French unit that was supposed to guard the Americans’ left flank retreated. Seeing an opportunity, the Germans attacked again, but this time the Americans made their own counterattack and once again the Germans pulled back to their own trenches. On the thirteenth, the shelling and the assaults came to an end.

According to Grayson, during the three days of battle, Father DeValles “virtually lived in ‘No Man’s Land,’” helping stretcher bearers carry the wounded back to the trenches, all but carrying the walking wounded, and crawling over the war-torn field to find and absolve the dying.

Several days later, the French military recognized the courage and tenacity of the 104th by awarding the regiment the Croix de Guerre. Father DeValles was awarded a Croix de Guerre all his own; the citation praised him for his “extraordinary heroism and exceptional devotion to duty, under uninterrupted fire and the constant risk of his life”

Over the next few months, the Yankee Division fought at Aisen-Marne, St. Mihiel, and the Meuse-Argonne. Through all these offensives, Father DeValles remained at the front lines. At one point, he ventured out into no-man’s-land—as usual—but he did not return. Some of his men went looking for him; they found their chaplain wounded and unconscious beside the body of a dead soldier. According to accounts, Father DeValles fell victim to mustard gas.

He was evacuated to a field hospital, where the surgeons recommended that he go home. The priest refused. He insisted upon being treated where he was so he could return to the 104th.

Father DeValles never fully recovered from his wounds, but he did return to the front lines and remained with the regiment until after the Armistice, when he sailed back to America with his men.

DeValles’s archbishop assigned him to a parish, but the priest’s health was ruined. In 1920, doctors found a malignant tumor. On May 19, thirty minutes before he died, he received word that for the courage and selflessness he had shown in France, he had been awarded the Distinguished Service Cross. The former commander of the Yankee Division, Major General Clarence Edwards, attended Father DeValles’s wake, where he pinned the medal to his chasuble.

THE WAR SCIENTIST

It was about five in the afternoon on April 22, 1915, when the wind over Ypres shifted. It no longer blew in from the sea over the Allies’ trenches toward the German lines; now the wind was at the Germans’ back. Such a modest meteorological change was hardly worth anyone’s notice, particularly on a battlefield where approximately 195,000 men were dug in. Then the Allies saw rolling toward them a large dense cloud variously described as yellowish, or greenish, or bluish-white in color. Suddenly the road that led south from the Yser Canal was filled with panic-stricken men. They were Canadians, Algerians, and Moroccans, some riding two or three to a horse, most running as fast as they could, throwing away their guns and their gear, even stripping off their tunics in an attempt to escape … something. Anthony R. Hossack of the Queen Victoria Rifles witnessed the pandemonium, “One man came stumbling through our lines. An officer of ours held him up with levelled revolver, ‘What’s the matter, you bloody lot of cowards?’ says he. The Zouave was frothing at the mouth, his eyes started from their sockets, and he fell writhing at the officer’s feet.”

Those troops who were too slow to follow their comrades’ example suddenly felt the taste of something sharp on their tongue; their eyes turned red, burned, and began to water; then there was an unpleasant tickle in their nose and throat. Soon they were lurching forward, gasping for air, vomiting, trying to escape the horrible cloud.

Five thousand Allied troops died that day, asphyxiated by poison chlorine gas. An untold number more were injured, some suffering permanent lung damage, while others went blind when they or their friends tried to relieve their eyes by bathing them in water—when it comes in contact with water, chlorine gas becomes as bad as acid, burning any tissue it touches.

The man who invented the poison gas released at Ypres was Fritz Haber, a chemist who was born in 1868 in Brelsau in eastern Germany (now Wroclaw, Poland). His mother died when he was a week old. His father, who owned a successful dye and paint factory, showed little interest in his son.

The Habers were Jews, but Germany in the late nineteenth century was not the Germany it was to become under the Nazis. The hostility Jews endured in France, the violent pogroms that had targeted them in Poland and Russia were unknown in Germany. German Jews were active in the arts; they built prosperous careers for themselves as industrialists, attorneys, journalists, doctors, and scientists; they were admitted to the universities as students and faculty. German Jewish children played with their German Gentile neighbors. And intermarriage between Jews and Gentiles was on the rise in Haber’s day: by 1915, 30 percent of Jewish marriages included a non-Jewish bride or groom

Like so many other assimilated German Jews, Fritz Haber tended to think of himself as German first and Jewish second. Nonetheless, a year after receiving a doctorate in chemistry in 1891, Haber removed what he considered the final obstacle to his full assimilation into German society—he converted to Christianity. Yet baptism failed to open every door. The Officer Corps remained closed to him; in the eyes of the military, and of the Kaiser, Haber was still a Jew. But the invention of poison gas so delighted Kaiser Wilhelm that he was willing to stretch a point and grant Haber the rank of honorary captain, which permitted him to wear a dashing military uniform complete with saber and spiked helmet.

It has been estimated that by the end of the war in 1918, the Germans had used sixty-eight thousand tons of poison gas, the French had used thirty-six thousand tons, and the British twenty-five thousand tons. Although the Americans entered the war late, their production of poison gas was astonishing: At Verdun on November 1, 1918, just ten days before the armistice, the US artillery fired shells bearing mustard gas—thirty-six thousand of them—into the German lines. After the war, the United States continued to manufacture and stockpile mustard gas—a much more deadly form of chemical warfare than chlorine gas—producing two hundred tons of the deadly gas a day.

In Germany, Haber, the recent fugitive, learned that he had won the Nobel Prize for chemistry—not for his invention of chlorine gas, of course, but for discovering a method to produce ammonia (up to that time, a substance devilishly difficult to manufacture) on an industrial scale. There were protests from France and the United States especially, but the Nobel committee had no intention of backing down—Haber had been nominated several times already and his ammonia process deserved recognition.

Haber never expressed any remorse for creating a chemical weapon. In fact, he displayed in his office a framed photograph of the first gas attack at Ypres.

In the 1930s, with the rise of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party in Germany, Jews were forced out of the professions, academia, and the sciences. Haber was running a scientific research institute. One day, when he came to work at the institute as usual, the porters said to him, “The Jew Haber is not allowed in here.” Devastated by this public humiliation, and unwilling to wait to be forced out by the Nazis, he resigned and accepted a post at a research institute in Cambridge, England. As part of the deal, Haber was also granted British citizenship.

But Haber was not happy in Cambridge. Some of his colleagues, especially those who were veterans of World War I, shunned him. After two months in Cambridge, he announced that he was traveling to Switzerland for medical treatment. While staying at a hotel in Basle, he suffered a heart attack and died.

In one of history’s cruel ironies, Haber’s research into using poison gas as a weapon became the basis for the Nazis’ development of Zyklon B, the poison gas used to exterminate in the gas chambers millions of Jews and others the Third Reich considered undesirable.

Poison Gas Casualties






	Country
	Deaths
	Injuries


	Russia
	56,000
	363,000



	Germany
	9,000
	191,000



	British Empire
	8,100
	180,600



	France
	8,000
	182,000



	Italy
	4,600
	60,000



	Austria-Hungary
	3,000
	97,000



	USA
	1,500
	72,800



	Others
	1,000
	10,000
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CHAPTER 6

WORLD WAR II

EUROPEAN THEATER

FATHER JAMES H. O’NEILL AND
GENERAL PATTON’S WEATHER PRAYER

THE year 1944 had been disastrous for the Third Reich. Their two-and-a-half-year siege of Leningrad had collapsed. On D-day a massive Allied force landed at Normandy, driving back the Germans and beginning the liberation of Western Europe. Paris, Rome, Brussels, and Antwerp had been retaken by the Allies, and the Nazis lost Aachen—the first time in the war the Germans had lost one of their own cities. By December, Allied forces were driving eastward; their target: Berlin.

In the Soviet Union, in Eastern Europe, in Western Europe, the future of Nazi Germany looked dire, while the mood among Allied fighting men and their officers was near euphoric. Yet General Dwight D. Eisenhower, commander-in-chief of the Allied Forces, cast a cold eye on such excessive optimism. He worried his troops were suffering from a bad case of “victory fever.” General George S. Patton was also wary of what appeared to be an over-abundance of self-confidence. Patton biographer Alan Axelrod explains that Patton believed the enemy was not beaten until he admitted defeat. And in December 1944, Adolf Hitler had not yet admitted defeat.

On December 16, Hitler launched Operation Autumn Fog, an assault on Allied troop positions in the Ardennes Forest, near the Luxembourg town of Bastogne. Father James H. O’Neill (later Brigadier General and Monsignor O’Neill) recalled the day


when the Germans crept out of the Schnee Eifel Forest in the midst of heavy rains, thick fogs, and swirling ground mists that muffled sound, blotted out the sun, and reduced visibility to a few yards. The few divisions on the Luxembourg frontier were surprised and brushed aside. They found it hard to fight an enemy they could neither see nor hear. For three days it looked to the jubilant Nazis as if their desperate gamble would succeed. They had achieved compete surprise. Their Sixth Panzer Army, rejuvenated in secret after its debacle in France, seared through the Ardennes like a hot knife through butter.



From his headquarters in Luxembourg City, far from the fighting, General Omar Bradley dismissed the Nazi offensive as a “spoiling attack,” a distraction, not to be taken seriously. He was so convinced of his assessment of the situation that he left his headquarters and had himself driven to Versailles in France to attend a meeting with Eisenhower. Bradley had barely arrived when he was presented with intelligence that the Nazis’ “spoiling attack” was in fact an all-out offensive on the Allied lines in the Ardennes. Already, Hitler’s men had seized a large bulge-shaped mass of territory (hence the name, “The Battle of the Bulge”) from the First Army’s VIII Corps under the command of General Troy Middleton. Bradley found a phone and called Patton, ordering him to send in an armored division to support Middleton and repulse the Nazis.

Bradley was still in Versailles the next day when he ordered more forces to move out to reinforce Allied positions in the Ardennes. The following day, December 18, he was back at his headquarters in Luxembourg City studying a map of the German assault with his staff and Patton. Displayed on paper, the notorious bulge was impossible to miss. Bradley and Patton agreed that Operation Autumn Fog was Hitler’s last-ditch attempt to retake the Belgian city of Antwerp, a major port for the endless stream of Allied troops and supplies necessary for the defeat of Nazi Germany.

A day later, Patton, Bradley, and other Allied commanders joined Eisenhower to plot a new strategy to drive back the Germans. Patton declared that he could have three divisions on the move on December 22. It was a bold assertion. It meant moving 250,000 men with their vehicles and supplies forty miles against an enemy that was enjoying its first victory in many months. Hearing Patton’s plan, some of the English officers seated at the conference table laughed. “Don’t be fatuous, George,” Eisenhower said. “If you try to go that early, you won’t have all three divisions ready and you’ll go piecemeal.”

But Patton was deadly serious and would not back away from his assertion. In the end, Eisenhower and the other commanders agreed, reluctantly, to let Patton try.

The winter of 1944–45 was the worst Belgium, Luxembourg, northern France, and western Germany had suffered in twenty years. Patton’s men would slog through deep snow in frigid temperatures with no air cover—the bad weather made it impossible for the Air Force pilots to fly.

Chief among Patton’s goals was the relief of Bastogne. Although initially it appeared to be an insignificant town, Bastogne stood on a major thoroughfare that would have given the Germans access to every route through western Belgium. Once secure there, the Nazis could keep driving west, cross the Meuse River, and begin their attack on Allied-occupied Antwerp.

Hunkered down in and around Bastogne was the famous 101st Airborne, immortalized by historian Stephen E. Ambrose in Band of Brothers. When German officers under a white flag approached and called upon the Americans to surrender, Brigadier General Anthony McAuliffe sent back the reply, “Us surrender? Aw, nuts!”

The men of the 101st were hanging on under the worst imaginable conditions. They huddled in foxholes on the perimeter of Bastogne. The snow was a foot or more deep, the temperatures sub-freezing, and the troops had no winter gear—not even heavy woolen socks. A hot meal was rare. And lighting a fire to get warm was unthinkable—it would make every man around it an easy target for the Germans.

By day, the 101st endured shelling, machine gun fire, and snipers. At night, they suffered sporadic but deadly mortar fire between long, unpredictable, unsettling periods of silence.

The 101st’s Catholic chaplain, Father John Maloney, could not risk saying Mass for the men—drawing them out of the relative shelter of their foxholes to kneel about a makeshift altar would have left them exposed far too long, with devastating consequences. Instead, he set up a small field altar and placed a ciborium holding consecrated Hosts on it. To those men who gathered around, he quickly granted them general absolution, then gave them Communion. In a state of grace and fortified by the Blessed Sacrament, they hurried back to cover.

Given their position, medics of the 101st could not evacuate any of the wounded—the transport never would have gotten through German lines. When a German shell shattered a tree near Cpl. Gordon Carson’s foxhole, large, sharp fragments of wood pierced a foot and a thigh. Carson was carried to a makeshift hospital in Bastogne, where he found himself surrounded by row after row of wounded—more than he had ever seen in a field hospital. When he asked a medic why the seriously wounded especially were not at a hospital safely behind the lines, the medic answered it wasn’t possible. “They’ve got us surrounded,” he said. “The poor bastards.”

Anyone who has seen the 1970 Oscar-winning biopic Patton, starring George C. Scott, will recall the scene when the general asks a chaplain to write a prayer that God will banish the bad weather so Patton’s troops could advance against the Nazis. In the movie, snow is the problem, and the chaplain is not named. The chaplain was Father O’Neill, and in 1971, he wrote his account of how he came to write what he called “The Patton Prayer.”

On the morning of December 8, 1944, Father O’Neill received a phone call from the general. It had been raining long and hard, and Patton was not happy about it. “Do you have a good prayer for weather? We must do something about those rains if we are to win the war.” Father O’Neill said he couldn’t think of one off the top of his head but would find one. But after consulting a few prayer books, he came up with nothing suitable. Staring out the window at the pouring rain, a word sprang to his mind: “immoderate.” So he sat down at a typewriter and, on a 3 x 5 card, composed a formal weather prayer:


Almighty and most merciful Father, we humbly beseech Thee, of Thy great goodness, to restrain these immoderate rains with which we have had to contend. Grant us fair weather for Battle. Graciously hearken to us as soldiers who call upon Thee that, armed with Thy power, we may advance from victory to victory, and crush the oppression and wickedness of our enemies and establish Thy justice among men and nations.



It is this prayer that made its way into the script and was recited in the movie.

As it was December 8 and Christmas was coming, Father O’Neill thought he would add a Christmas greeting from the general. On the other side of the index card, he typed:


To each officer and soldier in the Third United States Army, I Wish a Merry Christmas. I have full confidence in your courage, devotion to duty, and skill in battle. We march in our might to complete victory. May God’s blessings rest upon each of you on this Christmas Day.

G. S. Patton, Jr., Lieutenant General,
Commanding, Third United States Army.



Father O’Neill pulled on his trench coat and walked over to Patton’s office. The general reviewed the prayer and the greeting, and he liked what he read. “Have 250,000 copies printed and see to it that every man in the Third Army gets one,” he told the chaplain. At O’Neill’s suggestion, Patton also signed the greeting. Army printers worked night and day to fulfill the order for 250,000 copies of the battle prayer.

“On December 20,” O’Neill later recalled,


to the consternation of the Germans and the delight of the American forecasters who were equally surprised at the turn-about, the rains and the fogs ceased. For the better part of a week came bright clear skies and perfect flying weather. Our planes came over by tens, hundreds, and thousands. They knocked out hundreds of tanks, killed thousands of enemy troops in the Bastogne salient, and harried the enemy as he valiantly tried to bring up reinforcements. The 101st Airborne, with the 4th, 9th, and 10th Armored Divisions, which saved Bastogne, and other divisions, which assisted so valiantly in driving the Germans home, will testify to the great support rendered by our air forces. General Patton prayed for fair weather for Battle. He got it.



Father O’Neill didn’t see the general again until late January of 1945—they met in Luxembourg City. When he spotted the priest, Patton came over and said, “‘Well, Padre, our prayers worked. I knew they would.’ Then he cracked me on the side of my steel helmet with his riding crop. That was his way of saying, ‘Well done.’”

FATHER FRANCIS SAMPSON

In 1942, Father Francis Sampson left his post as a high school teacher and enlisted in the Army as a chaplain. He volunteered to serve with the 501st Parachute Regiment of the 101st Airborne. After the war, he wrote a book, Look Out Below!, about his experiences as a chaplain and parachutist. “Frankly, I did not know when I signed up for the airborne that chaplains would be expected to jump from an airplane in flight,” he said.


Had I known this beforehand, and particularly had I known the tortures of mind and body prepared at Fort Benning for those who sought the coveted parachute wings, I am positive that I should have turned a deaf ear to the plea for airborne chaplains. However, once having signed up, I was too proud to back out. Besides, the airborne are the elite troops of the Army, and I already began to enjoy the prestige and glamour that goes with belonging to such an outfit.



Francis Sampson was born in 1912 in a small town in the northwest corner of Iowa. He went to college at the University of Notre Dame and, after he graduated, was admitted to St. Paul’s Seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota. As was the case with just about everyone who enlisted or was drafted into the armed services during the war, nothing from his pre-war life had prepared him for what was coming. He volunteered, he said, because he believed it was his duty to fight to protect his country against the Nazis and the fascists in Japan.

His life-altering experience began with the liberation of Europe. A little after one in the morning on June 6, 1944, an armada of American planes—882 of them, the largest air assault in history—flew over Normandy. Thirteen thousand paratroopers of the 101st and 82nd Airborne leapt from the planes to create safety zones behind enemy lines. Meanwhile, five thousand ships carrying two hundred thousand Allied troops were sailing toward the beaches of Normandy.

Father Sampson landed in a deep stream. His pack, which weighed over one hundred pounds, would have pulled him down and drowned him, so he cut it off and let it sink. By manipulating his parachute, he let himself be dragged into shallow water, where he disposed of it. Then he set about diving into the deep end of the stream to retrieve everything he would need—his weapons, some supplies, his Mass kit, and the holy oil for last rites.

He met up with some fellow paratroopers and they set out looking for more of their own. They stumbled upon a farmhouse that was being used as a first aid station for paratroopers who had been injured in the jump. A Protestant chaplain was already there. He and Francis had some basic medical training, so for long hours they went from man to man treating or least stabilizing injuries. But there were some men who needed serious medical care. Father Sampson volunteered to find a doctor, and by luck, he stumbled on a makeshift field hospital. When he returned to the farmhouse, the uninjured paratroopers agreed that it would be best to pull out and get to the hospital—they helped the injured who could walk, or at least stumble. But some of the men could not walk; Father Sampson said he would stay with them until help came to evacuate them.

At dawn the next day, a German unit arrived at the house. They marched Father Sampson outside and put him up against a wall. He was so frightened that instead of praying the Act of Contrition he kept repeating, “Bless us, O Lord, and these Thy gifts which we are about to receive from Thy bounty, through Christ Our Lord. Amen.”

As the German firing squad raised their rifles, an officer stepped forward and ordered them to stop. He had realized that their prisoner was a priest, and this officer was a Catholic. The Germans interrogated Father Sampson, then let him return to the farmhouse to tend the wounded Americans. The next day, an American unit recaptured the area around the farmhouse. They arranged for transport for Father Sampson’s patients. The chaplain accompanied them to the local division hospital.

By now, Allied casualties were mounting, with more coming in by the hour. Several hundred bodies were lined up on the ground, wrapped in discarded parachutes. Father Sampson pronounced conditional absolution over the dead and read the burial prayers. In the hospital, there were about six hundred wounded men—Americans and Germans. The chaplain heard confessions and helped the doctors and nurses care for them.

In Normandy, Father Sampson learned that a sergeant named Frederick Niland had lost two brothers on D-day and a third was missing in action in Burma. The priest arranged for Niland to be discharged home. He even escorted him to Utah Beach where they waited for the ship that would carry Niland back across the Channel to England. This event was the inspiration for the Steven Spielberg movie Saving Private Ryan. The movie won five Oscars, including Best Director for Spielberg.

In December 1944, the Germans launched their great last-ditch offensive known as the Battle of the Bulge. The 101st was sent to hold the village of Bastogne. In the desperate fighting in and around the town, Father Sampson was captured by the Germans. This time, there was no Catholic officer to save him.

He and 1,500 other Allied prisoners were marched 185 miles through Belgium and Luxembourg to Germany, where they were packed into boxcars. It took six days to get to the prison camp, Stalag II-A. During the journey, the prisoners were given neither food nor water. They survived on the snow they managed to scrap off the boxcars.

The camp held twenty-six thousand POWs of many nationalities. In his barracks, Father Sampson and his bunkmates constructed a chapel area. He had permission from the camp’s commandant to say Mass daily, and he was given the necessary wine and unleavened bread. As the war was winding down, the commandant became more lenient and allowed other devotions. On Good Friday, Father Sampson led the men in the Stations of the Cross. On Easter Sunday, he joined with his fellow prisoners, French, Dutch, and Polish priests, and celebrated outdoors a Solemn High Mass, which was attended by thousands of POWs. Soon after Easter, the Soviets liberated Stalag II-A.

After the war, Father Sampson returned briefly to civilian life, teaching once again at his old high school. But during the Korean War, he re-enlisted. He remained a military chaplain until his retirement. From 1967 to 1971, he was chief of chaplains. When he retired, he had achieved the rank of major general.

Once he was out of the military, he was often invited to speak at universities. Anti-Vietnam War fervor was sweeping many college campuses at the time. During the Q&A portion of his talks, students and faculty members stood up to challenge him: how could he have worn a military uniform with a cross pinned to it. On one occasion, he gave this answer:


By law and statute, the mission of the military of the United States is, first, to preserve peace. Second, to provide for the security of our country, its borders, and internal security. And third, to implement national policy as it pertains to peace treaties with friendly nations which of themselves cannot repel the aggression of avaricious neighbors. I see nothing in this mission that does not appeal to the highest ideals of any man—regardless of his religion.



Father Sampson died in 1996.

NO GREATER LOVE: FATHER IGNACY
(IGNATIUS) MATERNOWSKI, OFM CONV

Ignacy Maternowski was the son of Polish immigrants who had settled in Holyoke, Massachusetts. In 1932, at age twenty, he entered the novitiate of the Franciscan Friars Conventual and was ordained a priest six years later.

When the United States entered the war, Father Maternowski was one of six Franciscan priests from his province who volunteered to serve as chaplains. Initially, he joined the Army, but then became a member of the 508th Parachute Infantry Regiment. The training was rigorous, but Father Maternowski not only passed, he attained the rank of captain.

He was sent to Europe. Early on the morning of June 6, 1944—D-day—he parachuted into Normandy near the town of Picauville. Once he was on the ground, he saw an American glider crash nearby. Father Maternowski rushed to the scene, pulling the wounded to safety and praying over the bodies of the dead.

The wounded were transported to the village of Sainte Mere Eglise, but Allied casualties were so massive they overwhelmed the little town. The makeshift arrangement at Sainte Mere Eglise was inadequate, the wounded needed a proper field hospital, but the Germans were still in possession of the district, and many Allied officers feared what would happen to their casualties if they failed to dislodge the Nazis.

That’s when Father Maternowski had an inspiration. He took off his helmet, disarmed himself, and wearing his chaplain insignia and a Red Cross armband, headed to the German zone to find the commanding officer and arrange for a joint field hospital where Allied and German wounded would be cared for without any threat of being harmed by the forces of either side.

He reached the German lines safely and put his proposal of a common hospital to the commander. He was heading back to the American lines to continue negotiations when a German sniper spotted him, lifted his rifle, and shot the priest in the back, killing him.

Father Maternowski was the only US chaplain killed on D-day. In 1948, his remains were returned to Massachusetts and reinterred in the Conventual Friars plot in Mater Dolorosa (Mother of Sorrows) Cemetery in South Hadley. The inscription on his headstone reads, “There Is No Greater Love,” and refers to the text of St. John’s Gospel, “Greater love than this no man hath, that a man lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13 DV).

PACIFIC THEATER

VIA DOLOROSA: THE PRIESTS OF THE
BATAAN DEATH MARCH

The day after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, Japan launched another attack, this time on Clark Field, a US Air Force base sixty-five miles from Manila. At the time, the Philippines was an American possession, ceded to the United States by Spain at the end of the Spanish-American War. It was as much American territory as the Hawaiian Islands. Two weeks later, a Japanese invasion that would increase ultimately to seventy-five thousand men landed on Luzon Island. The Philippine government, including President Manuel Quezon, evacuated to the island fortress of Corregidor at the entrance to Manila Bay; they were joined there by the commander of all US forces in the Pacific, General Douglas MacArthur, along with the general’s wife and their three-year-old son. Meanwhile, on the Philippine mainland, the Japanese army had pinned down sixty-four thousand Filipino and twelve thousand American troops on the Bataan Peninsula across the bay from Manila.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt cabled General MacArthur ordering him to leave Corregidor. Washington did not want to see its commander in the Pacific taken prisoner. Tokyo Rose, the English-language spokeswoman for Japanese propaganda on the airwaves, promised that MacArthur would be taken to Tokyo and hanged in front of the imperial palace.

After some delay and classic MacArthur grandstanding (the general threatened to resign his commission and remain to fight on Corregidor as a private), the general at last agreed to obey President Roosevelt’s order. On March 11, MacArthur, with his wife and son, boarded a PT boat for Mindanao where an Army plane waited to fly them to Melbourne, Australia.

During the first week of April 1942, the siege of Bataan came to an end. On April 3, the Japanese, having received fresh supplies and reinforcements, unleashed a relentless barrage of artillery on the center of the American-Filipino line. Overhead, Japanese bombers dropped incendiary bombs that set the jungle ablaze. Fresh Japanese troops supported by tanks stood ready to move in as soon as the Allies’ center collapsed. At three in the afternoon, the Japanese attacked the line’s shattered center; as the Japanese surged forward, the men of the 41st, 42nd, and 43rd Filipino infantry regiments threw away their rifles and ran into the jungle.

Major General Edward King was commander of the American and Filipino forces on Bataan. He was a short, stocky man with large ears and a walrus mustache. He was also a professional soldier whose grandfather and uncle had fought for the Confederacy during the American Civil War. And like the South’s war against the North, there was a “lost cause” quality to his defense of Bataan.

On April 8, King met with his field commanders to announce that he would surrender. The next morning, with his operations officer, Colonel James V. Collier in one jeep and himself in another, General King drove up the Old National Road to the Japanese lines. Each jeep flew from a bamboo pole a large white flag of surrender.

King had expected that he would discuss terms with General Masaharu Homma, but he was only permitted to speak with Colonel Motoo Nakayama, senior operations officer of the 14th Army. Nakayama refused to discuss terms with King; he demanded the surrender of all troops in the Philippines, not just the seventy-six thousand under King’s command on Bataan. King, of course, had no authority to surrender on behalf of all the Allies in the Philippines, but Colonel Nakayama was implacable. Then King tried to receive assurances that he could use what remained of his fleet of trucks and buses to carry the twenty-two thousand sick and wounded to the prison camp, but Nakayama would not even agree to that. King’s surrender must be unconditional; he must place himself and his men completely at the mercy of the Japanese.

“Will you treat the prisoners well?” King asked.

Nakayama replied through his interpreter, “We are not barbarians.”

King accepted Nakayama’s humiliating demands and agreed to an unconditional surrender. For the first time in history, an American general had surrendered an entire army to the enemy.

When the Japanese arrived at the Allies’ lines, they broke up the thousands of prisoners into large groups and herded them to the Old National Road. From that moment, the Imperial troops were transformed into prison guards. Among a group of Americans assembled near Marivales Beach stood a young soldier. One of the Japanese walked up and without any warning punched the boy in the face. The American cried out in pain, and the Japanese responded by striking the kid’s head with his rifle butt. Groaning, the American sank to the ground, where the enraged Japanese slammed the butt of his gun into the young man’s skull until he was dead. Such random beatings and killings erupted up and down the Old National Road.

Among the American and Filipino POWs were several Catholic chaplains, none of whom were spared the brutality that made what became known as the Bataan Death March notorious.

FATHER JOHN E. DUFFY

Reverend Robert Preston Taylor was a Baptist chaplain at Bataan in 1942. Years later, at age eighty-three, he gave an interview to Chaplain Cecil B. Currey about his experiences on the notorious Death March to the Cabanatuan prison camp.

Reverend Taylor wound up walking beside a close friend, Father John E. Duffy. Guards were stationed every twenty or thirty feet along the prisoners’ route, but one trailed the two chaplains—a guard Taylor and Duffy called “the Shadow.” Reverend Taylor recalled, “For whatever reason, he disliked Father Duffy. Every time Duffy stumbled or slowed down, the guard hit him with the butt of his gun. After about three hours of marching, Father Duffy’s face was swollen and bloody.

On day three of the march, the guards drove the POWs forward all day and all night. Men who collapsed were bayoneted and their bodies left by the side of the road. Around dawn, after their all-night march, Filipinos stood beside the road, handing out canteens of water and fruit and sugar cane to the pathetic parade of American and Filipino prisoners. “It was the only food or water we had been given in three days,” Reverend Taylor said. A woman handed Father Duffy a tin cup of water. As he started to drink, the Shadow smashed the priest’s mouth with his rifle butt. The tin cup cut Father Duffy’s lips, and the blow from the rifle knocked out some of his teeth.

“Duffy fell to his knees,” Reverend Taylor said, “and the guard then ran his bayonet through my friend’s side. I tried to stop him but several other men grabbed me and forced me forward so the same wouldn’t happen to me.”

The Japanese left the priest on the road to die. But he did not die. Some Filipinos took him to their village in the mountains, nursed him, and cared for him for the next year, until a Japanese patrol found the village and discovered the American priest living there. He was taken to Cabanatuan, where he and Taylor were reunited.

“WE LIVED A BARBARIC, CRUEL AND OFTEN BESTIAL
EXISTENCE”: CAPTAIN JOHN J. DUGAN, SJ

The day American forces on Bataan surrendered to the Japanese, Father Dugan was seriously ill. While the Japanese forced most sick and weak troops to walk the notorious Death March, killing along the way hundreds who could not keep pace, Father Dugan was thrown into the back of a truck and transported to Camp Cabanatuan.

The Japanese confiscated all of their prisoners’ personal belongings, and even took from them small, carefully horded supplies of food and medicine. Father Dugan, writing in Woodstock Letters, the newsletter of the New England Province of the Society of Jesus, revealed how at Cabanatuan the Japanese “did everything they could to starve us.” Deprived of most food and all medicine, the death toll among the American POWs was staggering. “Our soldiers,” Dugan said, “were dying at the rate of fifty a day.”

The commandant of the camp would not permit the prisoners to receive any Red Cross parcels. Finally, in late November 1942, he relented, and the guards distributed small Red Cross packages of food and medicine. “Nothing was received in all the time we were imprisoned,” Father Dugan said, “that did so much to lift our morale, to increase our confidence and to cut our death rate. That medicine meant the difference between life and death for many scores of our men.”

Nonetheless, the atrocities continued. All prisoners were compelled to perform manual labor from dawn to dusk. Some of it—farm labor, chopping wood—was beyond the strength of sick, undernourished men. Father Dugan recalled, “Those who failed to meet the schedule the Japanese had set were beaten and sometimes executed. I’ve seen more than one American beaten to death because he lacked both the strength and the will to keep up the back-breaking physical labors our captors demanded.”

During their three years of captivity, the American POWs received gifts of food from Filipinos who lived near the camp, an especially moving gesture of courage and friendship since the Filipinos were as brutalized by the Japanese troops—if not more so—than the men in Cabanatuan. Although rumors circulated around the camp everyday, the POWs received no real information of what was happening outside the perimeter fence. Deprived of all news, Father Dugan wrote that he and most of his fellow prisoners began to see the war against Japan as a lost cause. Three hopeless years is a very long time. And then the men of Cabanatuan did hear from the outside.

“I can give the time right down to the minute when our captors knew that our cause was not a lost one,” Father Dugan said. “It was 10:30 a.m. on Sept. 21 of last year [1944]. We were working in the fields when that hope flew past high above us—in the form of at least 150 carrier-based planes.”

Salvation came at last on the night of January 30, 1945, when a force of Army Rangers, Alamo Scouts, and Filipino guerrillas under Colonel Henry Mucci attacked Cabanatuan and liberated the five hundred surviving prisoners.

Back home in the United States, back among his Jesuit brothers, back at the altar, writing for a Jesuit journal rather than slaving in a field under a tropical sun, Father Dugan answered a question he heard often: “How do I feel about this new freedom? It’s like walking in a new and wonderful world.”

THE WARRIOR’S CODE

The code of the Imperial Japanese military called for unshakable loyalty to the emperor, perfect discipline and obedience, and a spirit of total self-sacrifice that forbade surrender and required all officers and men to fight to the death. But to inculcate these noble qualities in each soldier, the Japanese military employed the most brutal methods.

Officers and senior soldiers slapped or punched fresh recruits on the slightest pretext. A conscript who failed to answer a superior’s question quickly was struck across the face. A conscript who during training answered a question incorrectly was struck across the face. And since the army had its own specialized vocabulary, a conscript who used the wrong term when addressing a senior or an officer could expect a beating.

The Imperial army regarded every weapon as a personal gift from the emperor to each individual soldier. A soldier who appeared on parade with the tiniest smudge on his rifle was subject to an especially severe beating since his failure to keep his weapon in pristine condition was a sign of disrespect and gross ingratitude.

In the barracks after dark, second-year soldiers held tribunals in which they handed out additional punishments to conscripts whose faults during the day displayed what the second-year men considered a lack of will power. An especially serious breach of military discipline, such as carelessness with one’s weapons, might result in a gang beating.

From the perspective of the Japanese soldiers at Bataan, their American and Filipino prisoners were dishonorable. They had surrendered—all seventy-six thousand of them—when they should have fought to the death. They were dirty and unshaven, their uniforms were filthy, and they had no military bearing. They were not soldiers; they were a disgrace, and like fresh conscripts in Japan, these POWs deserved no mercy.

In the Field Service Code issued in 1941 by General Hideki Tojo, Prime Minister of Japan, he instructed the Japanese Imperial soldier, “Do not live in shame as a prisoner. Die, and leave no ignominious crime behind you.”

FATHER WILLIAM CUMMINGS, MM

It’s said that Father William Cummings coined the phrase, “There are no atheists in foxholes.” He may have. But as with most famous one-liners, it’s tough, often impossible to track down its origins.

Cummings was twenty-five years old when he was ordained a priest for Maryknoll. His superiors assigned him to the Philippines. When the news came that the Japanese had bombed the US fleet at Pearl Harbor, Father Cummings, dressed in a white tropical cassock, showed up at Army headquarters and volunteered to serve as a chaplain. He was thirty-eight at this point, which was a bit old for a battlefield chaplain, and to lessen his odds of acceptance even further, a physical found that he was near-sighted and suffered from chronic back trouble. But he wouldn’t back down, so he was admitted and commissioned as a first lieutenant.

When the Japanese invaded the Philippines, Father Cummings remained with his men and retreated with them to the Bataan Peninsula. On Good Friday in 1942, he was visiting the field hospital when it became the target of a Japanese bombing raid. The wounded and sick were on the verge of panic. A nurse, Hattie Bradley, heard the commotion and ran to the orthopedic ward. Father Cummings, in spite of one of his arms being broken from shrapnel, was standing on a desk shouting the Our Father over the noise of the frightened troops until they calmed down.

When American and Filipino forces surrendered, Father Cummings was herded to a prison camp on the Death March. In late 1944, when General MacArthur began his liberation of the Philippines, the chaplain was one of 1,600 POWs who were crammed into the hold of a ship and sent to Japan to be used as slave labor. And they served another purpose as well: they would be bargaining chips if the unthinkable happened and the Allies invaded Japan’s home islands. Of those 1,600 men, only 435 survived the voyage—the rest died from dehydration and starvation and the diseases they had contracted in the prison camp. Among the casualties was Father Cummings. In his final moments, he was praying the Our Father aloud; he died after he said the words, “give us this day.”

FATHER JUAN GAERLAN, SJ, FATHER MATHIAS
ZERFAS, AND FATHER CARL HAUSMANN

Father Juan Gaerlan was a Filipino Jesuit who served as a chaplain to the Filipino troops on Bataan. On the Death March, he and some companions managed to escape into the jungle. The Japanese tracked them down, recaptured them, then bound them with baling wire to stakes and stabbed them to death with bayonets.

As with everyone at the Cabanatuan prison camp, Father Mathias Zerfas was weak from malnutrition, yet he kept himself to a strict schedule. Everyday he led the men in reciting the Rosary and he did what little he could for the sick. At night he led evening prayers. He even conducted classes for men who wished to convert to the Catholic faith.

When Father John Duffy was recaptured and brought to the camp, the two priests became close friends. Toward the end of the war, they were both packed onto a prison ship bound for Japan. En route, they were attacked by American warplanes—the Japanese would not tell the Allies which ships were transporting prisoners. Father Zerfas was mortally wounded in the bombing, but Father Duffy was there to give him final absolution.

Father Carl Hausmann had come to the Philippines before the war to care for lepers. After the Japanese attacks on American bases near Manila in December 1941, Father Hausmann enlisted as a military chaplain.

In the prison camp, the POWs were given a single rice ball a day. Father Hausmann shared his with men who were dying of starvation. As a result of his generosity, Father Hausmann died of malnutrition.

ELSEWHERE IN THE PACIFIC

FATHER ELMER W. HEINDL

Father Elmer Heindl was sent as a chaplain to troops fighting in the Pacific theater. He was with his men at Guadalcanal, New Georgia Island, and the Philippines—some of the hottest fighting in the Pacific. But no matter how fierce the fighting got, he stayed in the thick of it. Father Heindl made only one concession to the chaos and mayhem of battle: if the casualties were unusually high, or the danger of being exposed was exceptionally dangerous, Father Heindl didn’t take the time to inspect a man’s dog tags to see if he was a Catholic. He anointed every dying man he encountered. “Every situation was an instant decision,” he said later. “You didn’t have time to check his dog tag to see whether he was Catholic or not. I’d say, in Latin, ‘If you’re able and willing to receive this sacrament, I give it to you.’ And then leave it up to the Lord.”

Elmer Heindl was born in Rochester, New York, in 1910. He was eldest of six children. As a young man, he entered St. Bernard’s Seminary in his hometown and was ordained a priest in 1936. After Japan’s attack on the American fleet at Pearl Harbor, Father Heindl enlisted in the Army and volunteered to be a chaplain. He was assigned to the 37th Division.

In 1944, Father Heindl and the men of the 37th were sent to Manila to drive out the Japanese who had occupied the city since 1942. The Japanese occupation was marked by unspeakable atrocities against civilians, and the fight for Manila’s liberation was a bloody, street-by-street, sometimes house-by-house affair. At one point, the 37th was ordered to take Bilibid Prison, where Allied residents of Manila as well as American and Filipino soldiers who had surrendered at Bataan and Corregidor were housed. During the battle for the prison, which lasted several days, Father Heindl learned that two soldiers lay seriously wounded in a two-story watchtower. Exposing himself to heavy enemy fire, Father Heindl and a medic sprinted to the tower, ran up the stairs, and carried the wounded man from the second floor to an aid station. Then they covered the same ground again to rescue the wounded man on the first floor.

Two days later, Father Heindl saw an officer go down seriously wounded. He climbed out of his foxhole, crawled to the wounded man, and dragged him to safety. Two days after that, he saw nine men killed and more wounded. Once again he risked his life to drag the wounded to a relatively safe place. There he made a rough assessment of who had a chance to live and who most likely would die. He anointed and absolved the worst cases, and prayed for the survival of the others.

For his courage in battle on New Georgia Island, Father Heindl was awarded the Bronze Star. For his heroism at Bilibad prison, he received the Distinguished Service Cross. For risking enemy fire in order to save wounded soldiers during the fighting in the Philippines, he was awarded a Silver Star. Incredibly, in spite of all the risks he took, in three years of war Father Heindl was never wounded. In recognition of this remarkable feat, he received an Honorary Purple Heart. Whenever someone told him that he or she was impressed by his military medals, Father Heindl brushed it off, saying he got them because he happened to be at the wrong place at the right time.

After the war, Father Heindl returned home to Rochester, but he remained active in the Army Reserve until 1970. He died in Rochester in 2006 at the age of ninety-six.

GOD’S GIFT TO THE ARMY:
FATHER LAWRENCE LYNCH, CSsR,
OF BROOKLYN, NEW YORK

When Father Lawrence Lynch was assigned to be the Catholic chaplain to troops on New Caledonia, he disarmed the men by introducing himself as “God’s gift to the United States Army.” He was a high-energy, big-personality guy, so going out for beers with a group of soldiers came naturally to him. And it made him approachable to men who needed some counseling or spiritual advice.

Lynch had been ordained a Redemptorist priest in 1932. The Redemptorists have a deep devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary under her title Our Lady of Perpetual Help. While he gave the impression that he was always up for a good time, Father Lynch never lost sight of the fact that he was responsible for a lot of souls who were living under very stressful, even frightening circumstances. To discourage the men from hanging up pin-ups of models, he distributed pictures of the Mother of Perpetual Help, saying she was his girlfriend.

The chaplain took on more projects than ministering to the troops. He helped out at a leper colony near the base. He preached a classic parish mission at the local cathedral and convinced so many soldiers to come—and to make a donation—that the bishop told Father Lynch that his mission brought in more money than he had seen in three years. The chaplain also organized picnics and arranged for a seder for Jewish soldiers. His relentless schedule led the men to nickname him Father Cyclone.

When the 165th regiment—better known as the Fighting 69th, the celebrated Irish regiment founded during the Civil War—put out the word that they needed a Catholic chaplain, Father Lynch volunteered. They were predominantly New York Irish; he was New York Irish. They were going up to the front lines, and he didn’t want them in battle without a priest. In fact, the 165th was heading to Okinawa; once this island was taken, the way was open for the invasion of Japan.

Okinawa became the scene of some of the most ferocious fighting of the war, and it had the highest casualty rate. Approximately 110,000 Japanese troops were killed and 100,000 civilians died or killed themselves. American casualties were 12,500 killed, almost 39,000 wounded.

Every evening Father Lynch went to headquarters to learn which battalion was likely to see the hardest fighting the next day. In the morning, he moved out with them. He granted general absolution and ran about the battlefield anointing the dying and dragging the wounded to safety. On April 24, he was with his men in the middle of a tough fight when he heard a soldier cry out in pain. Father Lynch ran to him. He had the Host in his fingers to give the wounded man Communion when a shell exploded, killing the chaplain and the wounded soldier. A Catholic lieutenant colonel named Claire ran over, took the Host from Father Lynch, and consumed it so it would not be desecrated.

On the first anniversary of Father Lynch’s death, fifty Catholic chaplains assembled and all said Mass simultaneously, each using as his altar the hood of his jeep.

“WHERE ELSE WOULD I BE?”
FATHER FREDERIC GEHRING OF BROOKLYN, NEW YORK

Frederic Gehring wanted to be a missionary in China. He enrolled at the Vincentian Fathers seminary, first the one near Princeton, New Jersey, then the seminary in Philadelphia. After five years of study, he was ordained a priest and ready to head for China. But his superiors told him he must put that idea on hold. They had planned to send him to Kangsi Province, but it was too dangerous—there was heavy fighting there against the Communists. Instead, Father Gehring spent three years traveling and preaching to raise money for the Vincentians’ missions.

In 1933, he was cleared to go. Father Gehring spent six years planting and fostering the Faith among the Chinese. But the Japanese invasion of China made the country especially dangerous. Horrible atrocities were being committed against the Chinese. So for safety’s sake, he returned to America and went back to fundraising. He was still traveling from parish to parish in December 1941 when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. Father Gehring volunteered for the Navy and asked for an assignment as a chaplain; then he switched to the Marines. He was with them at Guadalcanal in 1942.

For the first months of the war, the fighting was not going well for the United States, but the Battle of Guadalcanal proved to be a turning point. It was a six-month-long campaign that pitted the Marines against forces from Japan’s Imperial Army and Navy. Some Marines tried to persuade the priest to stay behind the lines while they were in combat. Father Gehring refused. He would go in with his unit so he could tend to the wounded and anoint and absolve the dying.

There’s a story that during one fight the chaplain jumped into an occupied foxhole. The Marine asked him, “Padre, what are you doing here?” Father Gehring replied, “Where else would I be?”

He found out that there were Marist missionaries on the island—both priests and nuns. Assisted by Solomon Islanders, he slipped behind enemy lines to bring the Marists to safety in the American camp. He rescued twenty-eight, and for his daring, he was awarded the Legion of Merit.

It’s like a scene from an old Hollywood war picture, but it’s said that Father Gehring’s best friend on Guadalcanal was a Jewish boxer from Chicago named Barney Ross. Father Gehring had learned Hebrew in the seminary, so he and Ross conducted Sabbath services for Jewish Marines. Ross could play the organ, so he played at Christmas Midnight Mass.

As the fighting was dying down, Father Gehring, who was ill with Dengue fever, was evacuated back to a military hospital. After the war, he served for another eighteen years in the Navy Reserves.

He returned to parish life and later taught university students. He also traveled again as a fund-raiser for his order’s missions and became a popular preacher at novenas in honor of Our Lady of the Miraculous Medal. Father Lynch retired at age ninety-one and died in his sleep at age ninety-five.

“A COLONY OF HEAVEN”:
FATHER PAUL REDMOND, OP

The Japanese were attacking Marine positions on the Orote Peninsula on Guam. Father Paul Redmond, as usual, was in the thick of the battle, tending the wounded and the dying. When he found that he alone couldn’t care for all the men who needed him, Father Redmond shouted to his assistant, a young man named Henry, to come out and help him. Henry had found a nice safe spot, so he shouted back that he wouldn’t do it. He might get killed. The chaplain shouted back that if Henry had led a good, clean life, no harm would come to him. Henry answered that he had not lived a good, clean life, so he was staying where he was.

Paul Redmond was born in 1899 in New Haven, Connecticut. He was still in his teens when he enlisted in the Navy when America entered World War I. In the 1920s, now back in the States, he entered the Dominican novitiate and was ordained a priest in 1930. He enlisted again in the Navy in 1942 to serve as a Marine chaplain. He was older than most military chaplains by about a decade, but he wanted to go. And he proved to be absolutely fearless.

In his article entitled “The Dominican and the Devil Dogs” published on The American Catholic website, Donald R. McClarey quotes a Marine, Nicholas Zobenica, who had first-hand experience of Father Redmond’s courage under fire:


My face was bleeding. I could kind of see the blood squirting out of my gut. Then all that machine gun fire. There was a Catholic priest by the name of Father Paul Redmond. He crawled up to me and he said a prayer. Every day I think, “How did he ever survive getting up to me?” You should have seen the way the guys were dropping. And he came right to me and he was saying that prayer to me and he says, “You’re a brave Marine. God will take care of you. Your wounds will be healed.” And then he took off. And that’s when this one guy pulled me by the ankles and down that hill [to safety].



For his actions during the 1943 invasion of New Georgia in the Solomon Islands, Father Redmond was awarded the Legion of Merit. The citation reads in part:


During the heavy fighting against enemy Japanese forces at both Viru Harbor and Bairoko Harbor, he repeatedly ignored intense machine gun, rifle and mortar fire so that he might comfort the wounded and administer last rites to the dying in the front lines. When the fighting had subsided, he helped in the hazardous work of recovering the dead and preparing a proper place for their burial. Throughout both actions, Captain Redmond’s calm demeanor and his willingness to proceed to any point, however dangerous, where his presence was needed were a constant inspiration to the men.



But it was not all carnage. The Marines who knew him told a story, perhaps apocryphal, of the day Father Redmond was to deliver to a soldier three Dear John letters—from the three different women. New recruits wondered why Father Redmond had so many Marines waiting to see him for spiritual counseling. The answer, at least in part, was that the chaplain served cold beer during these sessions. But, trusting the adage reportedly coined by Father Cummings about no atheists in foxholes, we can be sure that many of his boys were also getting right with God in addition to enjoying a beer.

McClarey writes, “Chaplain Redmond always referred to his Marines as his children, and during the war he had to bury 3,000 of his kids.”

Okinawa was Father Redmond’s last battle; afterward he was asked to consecrate a cemetery for the fallen. On that occasion he said, “This is not a bivouac of the dead. It is a colony of heaven. And some part of us all is buried here.”

When he returned to the United States, Father Redmond—typical of so many chaplains—pursued a very full schedule. At one time or another he taught biology at the Catholic University of America, was national director of the Holy Name Society, directed Catholic Charities in the Diocese of Monterey-Fresno where he was also pastor of Sacred Heart Church, was chaplain at Soledad Prison, and founded the Infant of Prague Adoption Agency.

Father Redmond died in 1990 and lies buried in Arlington National Cemetery.

THE LAST CASUALTY:
FATHER MICHAEL THOMAS CONWAY
OF WATERBURY, CONNECTICUT

It was one of the most terrifying tragedies of World War II. In late July 1945, a little more than two weeks before Japan’s surrender and the end of the war, the USS Indianapolis was sent on a secret mission to Tinian Island in the Pacific to deliver parts of the first atomic bomb, the bomb that would be dropped over the city of Hiroshima. The men of the Indianapolis made the delivery and were heading now to Leyte in the Philippines. Shortly after midnight on July 30, a Japanese torpedo struck the ship.

Loel Dean Cox, a nineteen-year-old seaman, was on the bridge when the Indianapolis was hit. Years later he told a reporter from the BBC, “Whoom. Up in the air I went. There was water, debris, fire, everything just coming up and we were 81ft (25m) from the water line. It was a tremendous explosion. Then, about the time I got to my knees, another one hit. Whoom.” The second torpedo all but ripped the ship in two. The crew, 1,197 men, was ordered to abandon ship. The Indianapolis went down in twelve minutes. In the water, the nine hundred survivors had formed themselves into groups. An SOS message had been gotten out before the boat sank, and the men expected it was only a matter of time before they were rescued. But whoever received the SOS did not take it seriously. Nor was the Navy concerned when the Indianapolis did not return to port.

It was shortly after dawn on the first morning when the first sharks appeared. Cox recalled that initially the sharks feasted on the bodies of the dead. But then they began to come after the living.

In the water with the survivors was Father Thomas Conway, a thirty-seven-year-old priest from Waterbury, Connecticut. Frank J. Centazzo remembered Father Conway swimming from group to group, “getting the shipmates to join in prayer and asking them not to give up hope of being rescued. He kept working until he was exhausted.”

According to Centazzo, on the third day, the priest swam over to him and his friend Paul McGinnis. The chaplain was thrashing about; he was having a hard time keeping his head above water, even with the life vest. So Paul McGinnis held Father Conway in his arms so he could a get a few hours of sleep. “He managed to get away from us,” Centazzo recalled, “and we never saw him again.”

On the fourth day, the day after Father Conway drowned, a Navy plane flew overhead and spotted the men in the water. It was a few more hours before the rescue ships arrived. By now the men were badly dehydrated, starving, some of them barely conscious or half out of their minds from four days under the hot sun without food or fresh water.

It was night by the time the last of the survivors were pulled from the sea. Of the almost 900 men who had abandoned ship, only 317 were still alive when the rescuers came.

Father Conway was the last American Catholic chaplain to die in World War II.

“THE BRAVEST MAN I EVER KNEW”:
FATHER JOSEPH T. O’CALLAHAN, SJ

To Rear Admiral Leslie E. Gehres, Father Joseph O’Callahan, SJ, was the bravest man he ever met. And the admiral said so, straight out, in a first-person piece he wrote for The American Weekly in 1955.

In civilian life, Father O’Callahan was a professor of mathematics and philosophy at Holy Cross College in Worcester, Massachusetts. During World War II, he became one of 246 American Jesuits who served as chaplains with the United States military. O’Callahan was assigned as senior chaplain aboard the USS Franklin, a huge aircraft carrier under the command of Admiral Gehres.

March 19, 1945, was the feast day of Father O’Callahan’s patron, St. Joseph. The Franklin was about fifty miles off the coast of Japan when a Japanese dive bomber plunged out of the clouds, dropping two heavy bombs that struck the hangar deck, killing everyone inside. Admiral Gehres recalled the force of the two blasts: “The planes on the flight deck were bounced into the air and came down in a pile, their churning propellers chopping into gas tanks and spilling about 17,000 gallons of fuel. The gasoline vapor went off with a tremendous blast and we were on fire from stem to stern on three decks.”

For four hours, the carrier was rocked by explosion after explosion as the fire reached thousand-pound bombs. With each blast, the sailors in the vicinity fled, but Callahan ran toward the wreckage to haul out the wounded and the dying. As he sprinted toward the flames, he hollered for the frightened men to help him. And to Gehres’s amazement, a surprising number of these terrified sailors followed the priest on his rescue missions.

All communications aboard ship was gone. All power was lost—the Franklin was dead in the water. And no matter where he looked, the admiral saw pandemonium. Running in and out of the chaos Gehres recognized “a familiar battle helmet with a white cross painted on it.” It was Father O’Callahan.

The ship’s navigator, Commander Stephen Jurika, recorded that O’Callahan calmed the panic-stricken, comforted the wounded, and gave last rites to the dying. But he also organized work and rescue parties and manned fire hoses. “O’Callahan was everywhere,” Jurika said.

On the bridge of the Franklin were two turrets, one fore, the other aft, with ammunition handling rooms for the ship’s anti-aircraft guns. Gehres said when the aft turret blew up, it was “the worst blast yet.”

Looking over to the forward turret, Gehres saw heat fumes rising out of the hatch—a clear sign that it was about to blow. He called to some men on deck to go down into the hold with a fire hose and cool the hatch. Only one man obeyed Gehres’s order—Father O’Callahan. He recruited two officers, grabbed a small hose, and together the three descended into the hold. A few minutes later, Gehres looked down; there stood the smoke-grimed men. Father O’Callahan, Gehres recalled, “grinned up at me from the hatch as he made the OK sign with his fingers.”

Then the priest and the two officers passed live ammo out of the hold up to a line of sailors who tossed it overboard.

After the war, Gehres recommended Father O’Callahan for the Congressional Medal of Honor. His petition was approved, and President Harry S. Truman presented the medal to Father O’Callahan. Gehres also recommended Navy Crosses for the officers who had gone in the hold of the gun turret. Since all three men went down “into the jaws of death,” as Gehres put it, some observers asked why the different commendations? Gehres replied that as line officers, it was not above and beyond the call of duty for them to risk their lives to save the lives of their comrades. With Father O’Callahan, it was a different story. “It was no part of a chaplain’s duty to help carry that hose into a dark, hot and explosive turret,” Gehres wrote. “He just went.”

The Franklin lost 432 dead and more than 1,000 wounded that day. American ships in the area came to the Franklin’s rescue, and after working through the night, a repair crew restored some of the ship’s power—enough so it could limp back across the Pacific to Pearl Harbor.

After the war, Father O’Callahan, like many of what came to be known as the “greatest generation,” unassumingly resumed his life and duties at home. For this particular Medal of Honor hero, that meant a return to the classroom at Holy Cross College.

THE HERO PRIEST OF PEARL HARBOR

It was Sunday morning, December 7, 1941, and Lt. j.g. Aloysius Schmitt had just finished saying Sunday Mass for the men of the USS Oklahoma. He was below decks when eight Japanese torpedoes struck the ship. The damage was so severe that Father Schmitt and the sailors and Marines who were with him were trapped—the only way out was through a small porthole.

As the Oklahoma began to list (soon it would capsize) and the compartment filled with water, Father Schmitt helped about a dozen men escape through the porthole. He couldn’t get out himself, he was too big to squeeze through the small opening. The chaplain was among the 429 who died aboard the Oklahoma, a casualty rate second only to the USS Arizona, where approximately 1,100 servicemen lost their lives.

It took time to recover all the bodies, and by the time they were found, most were so decomposed as to be unrecognizable. The recovery crew did find Father Schmitt’s chalice and his prayer book; the Schmitt family donated the relics to Loras College in Iowa, Father Schmitt’s alma mater.

Aloysius Schmitt was the youngest of ten children who grew up on their family farm outside Dubuque. He was ordained a priest in 1935, and after four years of parish work, he received permission from his religious superiors to become a Navy chaplain. Father Schmitt was the first American chaplain killed during World War II.

After his death, the US government awarded Father Schmitt the Navy and Marine Corps Medal and, in 1943, commissioned a destroyer escort, the USS Schmitt. After the war, Loras College erected a new chapel, which the administration named Christ the King and dedicated to the memory of the school’s most revered alumnus. When the chapel was consecrated in 1947, Fleet Admiral Chester W. Nimitz was in the congregation.

The remains of the men of the Oklahoma who could not be identified were buried as Unknowns in Hawaii. Beginning in 1947, there were several attempts to identify the dead and return them to their families. Thanks to DNA testing, virtually all of the casualties have been identified, among them Father Schmitt.

In October 2016, Father Schmitt’s remains came home. There was a memorial Mass for him at his home parish, St. Luke’s in St. Lucas, Iowa, followed by military honors and a second memorial Mass at the Chapel of Christ the King at Loras College, where Father Schmitt’s remains were laid to rest.

Dr. Steve Sloan, a great-nephew of Father Schmitt, helped spread the word among the family. “This is the final chapter in Father Al’s journey,” he said to a reporter for The Witness, the newspaper of the archdiocese of Dubuque. “We’ll truly be bringing him home. We’ll finally be able to do something special for this incredible man.”
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CHAPTER 7

THE KOREAN WAR

SERVANT OF GOD EMIL KAPAUN

ON All Saints Day, November 1, 1950, Father Emil Kapaun said Mass four times for the men of the 3rd Battalion, 8th Cavalry Regiment, at their encampment at Unsan, Korea, about fifty miles from the border with China.

About one in the morning on All Souls Day, November 2, the camp awoke to the blare of bugles and the mournful sound of sheep horns, which Chinese peasant warriors had carried into battle for generations. A massive force of Chinese—twenty thousand men—had the three thousand Americans all but surrounded. A ferocious battle erupted in which the Chinese encroached deeper and deeper into the camp. After daybreak, in spite of repeated attacks by American bombers on the Chinese, they were still inflicting terrible casualties on the American forces.

Father Kapaun and his assistant, Pfc. Patrick Schuler, got a jeep and loaded it up with wounded men whom they tried to take to a safe place. Now that the American position was completely surrounded, there was no safe place. The priest and Schuler were making another run when they encountered a Chinese roadblock. Kapaun ordered his assistant to the rear, then ran off on foot to find more wounded. Schuler never saw Father Kapaun again.

GIs reported later that they saw Kapaun running from foxhole to foxhole, praying over the dying, hearing hasty confessions, dragging the wounded away from the front lines and out of no-man’s-land. Some of the soldiers screamed at the priest to escape; he ignored them.

The most sheltered spot Father Kapaun could find was a sandbagged dugout. He brought the wounded there, but the Chinese were closing in. At one point, when he had made another run to rescue wounded men, he was captured by some Chinese troops. As they led him away at gunpoint, some US troops opened fire, killed the priest’s captors, and he escaped back to the dugout.

The Americans knew they were in a hopeless situation, a fact made all the more obvious when the Chinese starting lobbing mortar shells into the dugout. Father Kapaun spotted a Chinese officer and approached him, offering to surrender. The officer accepted. As the men in the dugout were being rounded up, Kapaun noticed that Sgt. Herb Miller was lying on the ground, one ankle shattered, a Chinese soldier pointing his rifle at the wounded man’s head. Father Kapaun walked over, gently pushed the muzzle of the rifle aside, and helped Miller to his feet. Inexplicably, the startled Chinese soldier did not shoot. Kapaun lifted Miller onto this back. The priest was scrawny, and the sergeant a bigger, heavier man. Miller wondered how long Kapaun could bear his weight, but they managed.

About six hundred men were taken prisoner at Unsan. The Chinese demanded the POWs’ rings, watches, and other personal possessions. Then they set off on a death march to a camp at a place called Pyoktong, about seventy-five miles away. From time to time the men heard rifle fire—a certain sign that their Chinese captors were shooting stragglers. Food was two handfuls a day of raw grain—cracked corn and millet, a “meal” of about three hundred calories. As the POWs became desperate, the stronger ones preyed on the weak and the wounded, stealing their rations.

Officers ordered healthy men to help carry the wounded on stretchers. Most refused. Then Father Kapaun would approach and try to persuade them to help the helpless. And sometimes these hardened men did.

To set an example, Kapaun became a stretcher-bearer. One day he was sharing a stretcher with Lt. Mike Dowe. Each introduced himself to the other. When Dowe heard the priest’s name, he said, “Father Kapaun! I’ve heard all about you.” “Well,” Kapaun replied, “don’t tell my bishop.”

Dowe and another lieutenant named William Funchess became the priest’s best friends in the camp.

While they were still on the road, Kapaun, giving in to the stress of their situation, sometimes cursed the Chinese guards—to the delight of the GIs. But apparently even when he was using strong language, he never took the Lord’s name in vain.

The POW camp occupied the grounds of a Buddhist monastery, where there were no longer any monks. The monastery was the “hospital,” although there was no medical treatment there. It was a death house, the place where the dying were dumped and abandoned.

Officers and enlisted men were housed in unheated huts—especially cruel in a place where the temperature could drop to twenty or thirty degrees below zero. Aside from latrines, there was no sanitation, no place to wash. The water was foul and gave men dysentery. Food was almost nonexistent.

With all the prisoners on the verge of starvation, Father Kapaun organized raids on the guards’ supply shed. His best co-conspirator was Lt. Walt Mayo, a devout Catholic, a graduate of Boston University, a World War II veteran, and a man with movie star good looks.

Mayo would start an argument with the guards while Kapaun and his raiders slipped into the supply shed, stuffed their pockets with food, stole sacks of rice—two bags each—and scurried back into their huts. His fellow POWs described the priest’s gift for thievery as “ingenious.” Father Kapaun attributed it to the intercession of St. Dismas, the Good Thief. He prayed to him before every foray on the guards’ food store.

As winter progressed, weakened men began to die—dozens everyday, carried off by malnutrition, pneumonia, and dysentery. Kapaun collected scrap metal and, using rocks, pounded them into pans so he could boil water and he and his fellow prisoners would at least have clean water to drink. That reduced the cases of dysentery.

With no access to water for bathing, the smell in the huts became terrible, and everyone was infested with lice. Picking lice out of clothing was a daily chore. When men were too weak to do it for themselves, Kapaun picked out the lice for them.

Nothing in Emil Kapaun’s early life could have prepared him for the prison camp. His mother and father immigrated to the United States from what is now the Czech Republic and settled on a farm outside Pilsen, Kansas. That is where he was born in 1916. As a young man, Emil felt a call to the priesthood. He entered a local seminary and was ordained in 1940. He offered his first Mass in his home parish, Pilsen’s Church of St. John Nepomucene. In 1944, with the Second World War still raging, Father Kapaun joined the Army as a chaplain. After the war, he served in the Army Chaplain Corps in Japan. In 1950, just days after the Korean War began, he was sent as a chaplain to Korea.

Yet for all the horrors of the camp, he encouraged his fellow POWs not to despair. He prayed the Rosary with them daily (which was dangerous—all religious services were forbidden). And he boosted their morale when he resisted the guards’ thought-control techniques at the camp’s compulsory brainwashing sessions.

The indoctrination lectures began by segregating the prisoners by race and rank to break down the bonds of loyalty. Father Kapaun responded by heckling the leaders of these sessions. When a guard who had learned to speak English at a Christian mission told him, “Don’t ask God for your daily bread, ask Mao Tse-tung. He’s the one who supplies your daily bread.” Kapaun answered, “If this is an example of God’s daily bread, then God must be a terrible baker.”

To boost camaraderie among the men, he organized evening sing-a-longs that featured “The Star-Spangled Banner” and “America the Beautiful.” When British POWs joined them at the camp, Father Kapaun expanded the repertoire to include “God Save the Queen.”

Just as he had on the death march, sometimes even Father Kapaun lost his patience and cursed the indoctrinators. Invariably, he’d apologize to his friends, ask God’s pardon, and speak briefly about the importance of forgiveness.

But the harsh living conditions in the camp eventually caught up with the heroic priest. By Easter 1951, Father Kapaun was suffering from chronic dysentery and pneumonia. He also had a blood clot in one leg, which made it almost impossible for him to walk.

His friends Funchess and Dowe stole food for him. At night they slept on either side of him to keep him warm. One of the priest’s hut-mates cobbled together an indoor commode—no more trying to get to the latrine.

As his condition grew worse, the guards decided it was time for the priest to go to the camp “hospital.” Dozens of men gathered between the guards and Kapaun—the atmosphere was tense, the POWs were unarmed, and the guards had rifles. “I’ll go,” Father Kapaun told his friends. “Don’t get into any trouble over me.” Speaking of that moment many years later, Funchess said some of the men sobbed.

Guards lifted Kapaun and carried him to the hospital, where they left him to die.

Not long after the priest’s death, Cpl. Robert McGreevey, a Catholic, gravely ill and unable to walk, became the first person to offer this prayer, “Father Kapaun, help me.”

McGreevey recovered. He walked again. He survived the camp and was liberated from it.

On February 22, 2013, former Kansas Representative Todd Tiahrt called the offices of The Wichita Eagle with momentous news: Kansas native and Korean War chaplain Father Emil Kapaun would be awarded the Medal of Honor. The Kapaun family had known for weeks—in December 2012, President Obama had called Father Kapaun’s sister-in-law, eighty-three-year-old Helen Kapaun, to invite her and her children to the presentation ceremony at the White House.

There had been talk for years about awarding Father Kapaun the Medal, but the case took a great leap forward after two Kansas congressmen, Senator Pat Roberts and Representative Mike Pompeo, told Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta stories of the priest’s heroism on the battlefield, and especially in a North Korean prison camp. Panetta took his recommendation to the president, who agreed that Father Kapaun had earned the nation’s highest military honor. The award ceremony took place on April 11, 2013.

If he is canonized, Emil Kapaun will be the first saint of the Roman Catholic Church to have been awarded the Medal of Honor.

A MIRACLE. POSSIBLY.

Chase Kear was the pole vault star of his high school in Colwich, Kansas. He was so good that he won an athletic scholarship to a neighboring college. But one day in 2009, during practice, Chase’s pole bent too much, throwing him beyond the mat intended to break his fall. He landed on his skull, cracking it from ear to ear.

He was airlifted to a medical center in Wichita, Kansas, where the doctors told his parents the prognosis was bad. If he did not die, their son would be in a vegetative state for the rest of his life. The boy’s aunt—his mother’s sister—suggested they ask family, friends, and fellow parishioners to pray for Chase to Father Kapaun.

At the hospital, there was only one option: a risky surgery to remove part of Chase’s skull to reduce the extreme swelling. Once again the surgeons were not optimistic: it was likely that Chase would die on the operating table, and if he survived, the procedure he would probably contract an infection that would carry him off. It was the family’s only chance to save their son, so they gave permission to proceed with the surgery.

After seven days, Chase was alive but on life support and not responsive. His father begged his son for some sign that he could hear them. Chase moved one finger. His family was euphoric. And from that day, he began to recover rapidly. Seven weeks after the sign, Chase walked out of the hospital.

The story of Chase’s recovery was submitted to Father John Hotze, the bishop’s delegate for Father Kapaun’s cause. As of this writing, the Vatican has yet to rule on Chase Kear’s case, whether the young man’s recovery was a miracle attributed to Kapaun’s intercession. If Rome does declare that the healing was inexplicable in light of medical science—in other words, a miracle—then the path is clear for Father Kapaun to be declared “Blessed,” putting him one step away from being declared a saint.

FATHER LEONARD STEGMAN, OFM CAP

Leonard Stegman had had only two years of high school when he entered the Capuchin seminary in Wisconsin, yet almost at once his instructors found that he had a fine mind (although he did struggle a bit initially with Latin). Following his ordination in 1943, Father Stegman’s superiors sent him for further studies and religious formation in other seminaries, and then to George Washington University. Finally, they enrolled him in the Preachers Institute at the Catholic University of America in Washington, DC. He did so well there that when he returned to Wisconsin, he was assigned to travel around preaching at parish missions, leading religious retreats, and directing days of recollection for clergy and religious.

It must have come as a surprise to his Capuchin superior when Father Stegman asked to be relieved from these duties and given permission to enlist in the Army as a military chaplain. In 1948, he received his superior’s consent and, after further study with the Army intended to prepare him for life as a chaplain, in 1950 was sent to an American military base in Japan (although World War II had ended five years earlier, the United States still had occupation forces in Japan and Germany).

When the Korean War broke out in June 1950, Father Stegman was reassigned to Korea as a battlefield chaplain. He served with the First Battalion, Fifteenth Infantry Regiment. In the final days of November and the first days December 1950, Father Stegman and his regiment were in what is now North Korea on a mission to harass the Communist forces. It was not easy; the North Koreans were ferocious, even fanatical fighters. “Casualties in our unit were devastating,” he wrote in a reminiscence published in Blessings from the Battlefield. “Sub-zero cold and knee-high snow made medical evacuation nearly impossible.” And there was every chance that their situation was about to get much worse. They were in and around the tiny village of Majonni, and the troops—and the villagers—knew that any day a large force of North Korean Communists and their Red Chinese allies—Father Stegman characterized them as “a horde”—would overrun their position, slaughter most if not all of the men, and march any survivors to a North Korean prison camp. The villagers were terrified: if such was the fate of American fighting, what would happen to them?

One day Father Stegman was walking through the village. He happened to be carrying a stole in his hand. Unexpectedly, one of the villagers approached him, bent down, and kissed the stole. Father spoke no Korean. The villager spoke no English, but by gestures he convinced the priest to follow him to a tiny house that was the home of the headman of the village. Father Stegman sent for the unit’s interpreter, and through him learned that all the villagers were Catholics, but they had not seen a priest in two years. Father Stegman offered to hear their confessions and say Mass for them that day.

At two in the afternoon, every adult and all the children who were of age lined up for confession. Only God knew what each penitent was saying; the language barrier made it impossible for the priest to offer any counsel, but he could absolve them.

Once the confessions were done, Father Stegman built an altar with ammunition boxes and said Mass. When it was time for Communion, no one came forward. He beckoned, but the entire congregation shook their heads. He understood the problem. Until the 1960s, the discipline of the Church required that any Catholic who intended to go to Communion the next day must fast from midnight. It was now the late afternoon, and everyone in the village had eaten. Through the interpreter, Father Stegman explained that this was an extraordinary occasion, and so he could dispense them from the usual rule regarding fasting. Reassured, the villagers came forward, knelt, and for the first time in two years, received the Body and Blood of Christ. The date was December 4.

On December 5, Father Stegman’s unit drove back the North Koreans and fell back to their own lines. He learned later that the next day, December 6, the Communist horde swept into Majonni and massacred every man, woman, and child in the village.

“Were they martyrs for the faith? I don’t know,” he wrote many years later. “But I felt confident enough to pray not only for the villagers of Majonni but also to them.”

Father Stegman would go on to serve as a chaplain during the Vietnam War; he returned to the United States in 1977 and retired with the rank of colonel. He had been a military chaplain for twenty-seven years.

During his years of service, he was awarded two Silver Stars, one Bronze Star, medals and citations from Korea, Japan, Germany, and the United Nations, and a Purple Heart. He was a faithful member of several veteran organizations and often was asked to be their chaplain. Many more awards came during his years of retirement—too many to list here.

Ultimately, Father Stegman settled in San Antonio, Texas. He was aging, but he seemed to be tireless. He celebrated Mass for Korean Catholics in the city and lobbied successfully for the archbishop to appoint a Korean priest for the community. He led the congregation in forming a Korean national parish and building a church of their own. When he met a young Korean man named Philip Kim who was interested in entering the priesthood, Father Stegman became Kim’s greatest supporter.

The former chaplain never lost his ties with the Army. Among other things, he often said Mass at three military bases, including Fort Sam Houston. And he helped out at two civilian parishes. And he said daily Mass at Incarnate Word Village, the retirement community where he lived.

Father Stegman died in 2014 at the age of ninety-seven. Following his funeral Mass, which was attended by a crowd of military chaplains, his body was carried to the Fort Sam Houston National Cemetery, where he was interred with full military honors.
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CHAPTER 8

THE VIETNAM WAR

THE GRUNT PADRE:
SERVANT OF GOD VINCENT R. CAPODANNO, MM

IT was a case of organized chaos.

The entire population of a small village, mixed up with a large band of Marines, slogged along a muddy trail on a rainy day carrying furniture, farm equipment and tools, stores of food, clothing and bedding, and personal belongs, all while herding their pigs, and chickens, and other livestock before them. In the muddy, soaked, weary crowd that day was Maryknoll Father Vincent Capodanno, carrying his share of the villagers’ possessions.

A few days earlier, the elders of the village had come to the Marines’ camp where Father Capodanno was chaplain to the 7th Marine Regiment. The elders told the officers their people feared the Viet Cong (VC) would occupy their village, steal their food, and force young men to join the Communist insurgency. They begged the Marines to let them relocate to a site closer to the camp where they would feel safe.

The officers agreed. Now the question was how to move an entire village of people, along with everything they owned. Calling up a small fleet of trucks and maybe a couple of helicopters was the most efficient method, but it would have attracted attention, and the villagers were anxious about getting away without the VC knowing where they planned to go—their withdrawal would anger the Viet Cong, and they would retaliate. The least efficient solution—and the safest—was to send in some Marines to escort the villagers to safety, while also helping them to carry everything they owned.

Moving day could hardly have been worse. Pouring rain. Steaming weather. Nothing that could be called a road. And deep mud sucking at your feet with each step. On top of this, the responsibility of getting dozens of peasants—from the elderly to infants to everyone in between—to safety while being burdened down with clumsy baggage and livestock always getting underfoot.

It was a miserable assignment, but it was the type of mission Father Capodanno would not have missed. As a Maryknoll missionary, he had dedicated his life to helping the helpless and finding some way to comfort frightened people. As a Marine chaplain, no matter where his men were sent, no matter what task they had been assigned, he wanted to be with his Marines, in the thick of it. Sergeant Charles Carmin, recalling Father Capodanno’s dedication to the enlisted men, described him as “a true mud Marine.”

Father Capodanno was serving Chinese Catholics in Hong Kong when he sent a request to his superiors at Maryknoll headquarters in Ossining, New York: he wanted to be relieved from his mission work in order to apply to be a chaplain for a Marine regiment in Vietnam. The Maryknollers may have been reluctant to release him from his mission parish work—they took their time about sending him a reply. But eventually they gave their consent. The Marines moved more quickly: they signed him on as a chaplain with the rank of lieutenant.

As an officer, Lt. Capodanno was entitled to a few perks, but he declined them all. From the day of his arrival in Vietnam, he lived, ate, worked, and slept like an ordinary enlisted man.

The priest’s father, Vincent Capodanno Sr., was sixteen years old in 1901 when he left his home in Gaeta, Italy, for what he hoped would be a better life in the United States. He was part of a wave of Italians from southern Italy and Sicily who, since about 1880, had been immigrating to America in ever increasing numbers every year. In 1901, when young Vincent was being processed at Ellis Island, he was one of about two hundred thousand Italians who entered the United States that year.

Most of the Italian immigrants had been farm laborers at home and were very poor. They had no money, no marketable skills, and little or no education. A large percentage were young men, ranging in age from about fourteen to twenty-four. Quite a few found work doing the dirty, back-breaking jobs native-born Americans did not want, such as digging tunnels for the subway and the sewer system. Vincent Capodanno was fortunate because he had a trade—he had been ship’s caulker in Gaeta, and so he found work caulking ships on the New York docks.

As he was approaching his mid-twenties, Vincent had enough money put aside to marry. He courted Rachel Basile, whose family had come to New York from Sorrento. On their wedding day, Vincent was twenty-four and Rachel was eighteen. They settled at Mariners Harbor on Staten Island. The place had the smallest population of the five boroughs—about eighty-five thousand people—and it was still largely rural. On Staten Island, they could start a family away from the over-crowded slums found elsewhere in the city. While Vincent worked on the docks, Rachel operated a small fruit and vegetable store they had managed to open. During their marriage, the Capodannos had ten children, nine of whom survived into adulthood. Vincent Jr. was the youngest.

The Capodannos were faithful Catholics, and like so many immigrant Catholic families who had many children, they hoped one of the boys would become a priest. Vincent’s older brother Philip seemed like the most promising candidate—he was an altar boy. Although during high school he did get up early to go to daily Mass before classes began, Vincent never showed any interest in the priesthood. It was not until he had graduated from high school that he confided to a friend—not to his family—that he had been giving thought to entering the seminary. He took his time; several more years would pass before he applied for admittance to the Maryknoll seminary.

In his letter of application to the seminary rector, Vincent said he had chosen Maryknoll because his family had a subscription to The Field Afar, the Maryknoll magazine that at the time was one of the most popular Catholic publications in the United States. It was filled with exciting, touching stories of Maryknoll priests in such exotic locations as China and the Philippines. Moved by the stories they read, many Catholic families were inspired to send a donation to the order. Even more importantly, the articles drew a steady stream of young men to enroll in the Maryknoll seminary. Vincent, age twenty, entered Maryknoll as part of a class of about fifty young men.

Maryknoll had been founded in 1911 as a religious order of priests, brothers, and sisters who would establish missions in lands overseas. The founders focused their attention on China, and the style of the seminary building reflects that—the beautiful stone building is crowned with sweeping tile roofs such as you see in Chinese pagodas. By the time Father Capodanno entered, the order had expanded its reach from China to mission fields around the globe.

After nine years of study and religious formation at Maryknoll, in 1958 Vincent Capodanno was ordained a priest by the archbishop of New York, Francis Cardinal Spellman. He was one of a class of forty-eight men ordained for Maryknoll that day.

The next day, Maryknoll held its departure ceremony. Each of the newly ordained priests received a mission crucifix inscribed with the name of the land that would be their mission territory. Father Capodanno was sent to Formosa, present-day Taiwan. At the end of the ceremony, a large centuries-old bell from a Japanese temple was struck.

In Taiwan, Father Capodanno was sent to work among a Chinese ethnic group known as the Hakka, who lived in the mountains. He did not know the language or the customs of the people, so his first task was to study both so he could communicate with his people. Capodanno found Hakka difficult, but after months of study and not-very-fluent exchanges with his parishioners, he acquired a decent command of the language.

To help him, he trained Hakka Catholics as catechists. They, of course, were native speakers and would know how to present the Faith in a way non-Catholics would understand. And in addition to his work to attract new converts, saying Mass, and dispensing the sacraments, Father Capodanno also collected food and medicine—items in short supply in the mountains—which he distributed to the Hakka. In seven years, Father Capodanno had several short-term assignments in Taiwan and then in Hong Kong. It was while ministering to Chinese Catholics in Hong Kong (at the time a British possession and not under the control of Mao’s People’s Republic of China) that he felt a new calling—to serve as a military chaplain in Vietnam.

In 1966, the year Capodanno began his life as a Marine chaplain, it was clear that the war in Vietnam was not like World War II, which saw the country rally, set off a wave of patriotism, and regarded soldiers as admirable, even beloved figures. The Vietnam War was not like that.

In the field, the enlisted men, some of them as young as eighteen or nineteen and fresh out of high school, found themselves fighting what Father Capodanno’s biographer, Father David L. Mode, described as “a small unit war, a war of raids, counterraids, mines and booby traps.” The men couldn’t tell who was a friendly and who was an enemy. Rather than being part of dangerous but heroic history-changing campaigns such as liberating Europe from the Nazis or driving Japanese fascists from one Pacific island after another, the Marines in Vietnam often found themselves fighting in brutal jungle warfare, watching their friends getting killed for a patch of ground that soon enough the Viet Cong would reclaim. This disturbing manner of making war was complicated further by the spreading anti-war sentiment back home in the States. Father Capodanno often found himself talking with a young Marine who was depressed about risking his life in a war which seemed to have no grand purpose, while back home protesters were in the streets denouncing him and all his fellow Marines as baby-killers.

All chaplains of all denominations knew they were expected to be a reassuring, encouraging friend among the men, to comfort soldiers in fear of death, to nurse the wounded, to strengthen the faith of the living, and to prepare the souls of the dying. What had become expected from chaplains in Vietnam was something new. Capodanno’s response was to become a Marine among Marines. He lived in the same conditions as the “grunts,” as the young enlisted men were known. In this way, he proved to the men that they could trust him and turn to him as a friend as well as a spiritual father. If the troubles and uncertainties some of the enlisted men brought to him troubled Father Capodanno, he never showed it.

In an article published in the Cleveland Plain Dealer, journalist Kenneth Armstrong asked the chaplain why he went out on so many operations with the men. Capodanno said, “Well, I want to be available in the event anything serious occurs, to learn firsthand the problems of the men, and to give them moral support, and to comfort them with my presence. In addition, I feel I must personally witness how they react under fire—and experience it myself—to understand the fear that they feel.”

Armstrong asked the priest if he had been ambushed yet. “No,” Capodanno said, “just general fire. And believe me, I was frightened! You have no idea where it’s coming from or who it’s aimed at. And like everyone else, I dread the possibility of stepping on a booby trap.”

Another news story published that same year in The American Weekend described Father Capodanno after a battle:


He moved quietly from one wounded Marine to another speaking softly to each man…. His hands were stained with blood.

Over one Marine he said the last rites and then sat back exhausted watching the helicopters medically evacuating the last of the wounded.



In addition to his duties as a priest and counselor, Father Capodanno worked to make life in Vietnam a little more bearable for his Marines. He wrote to aid organizations asking for gifts and little luxury items at Christmas and other holidays that he distributed to the men. He established small libraries in the camps. And he made himself memorable with his trademark give-away item: St. Christopher medals.

Sunday morning, September 3, 1967, Father Capodanno said Mass in the village of An Hoa, south of Da Nang. Then he went back to his tent to prepare to move out early the next morning with his Marines on what was known as Operation Swift.

Operation Swift was supposed to be a standard mission to search out and destroy the 2nd North Vietnamese Army Division in the Ky Son Valley. Instead, the Marines found themselves in a fierce battle that raged for two weeks.

It began when the point man of a company of Marines saw a bush move and fired at it. That shot was answered by a barrage of gunfire and mortars. A few companies of Marines found themselves up against five battalions of North Vietnamese Army regulars (NVAs). Jack Murray, who was a lieutenant at the time, later told reporter Hugh Lessig of the Daily Press how the North Vietnamese came at them. “They came across with branches and trees and everything on their backs,” he said. “You couldn’t identify them as people…. It was pretty scary.”

John Lobour, who was a lance corporal in 1967, said, “It was like a volcano erupting or something. It was stark terror. First platoon had gone over the hill … and right into the middle of hundreds of tough, professional, straight-shooting, and hard-fighting NVAs.”

Murray was getting desperate calls from his platoon commanders saying they were under attack and needed help now. Murray placed a call for air strikes. That worked. The bombers saved the Marines from being overrun.

Father Capodanno had been at the command post, a place of relative safety in this chaos. But he left it to care for the Marines who were being killed and injured in the fight.

In the midst of all the pandemonium, Father Capodanno was seen running from one fallen man to the next, putting temporary dressings on wounded men and encouraging them, giving last rites to the dying. Suddenly he was cut down by an exploding mortar. He suffered wounds to his arms and legs, and half of his right hand was blown off. A corpsman ran to him, but the priest told him he would be fine and that he should go attend to men who were seriously wounded.

Capodanno got on his feet and saw a wounded corpsman who was pinned down by enemy machine gun fire. As he ran to him, a burst from a machine gun ripped through the priest and he fell dead.

Father Capodanno’s body was recovered and returned home to his family. He lies buried in St. Peter’s Cemetery on Staten Island, in the same plot with his mother and father.

Two years after his death, in 1969, Father Capodanno was posthumously awarded the Medal of Honor by President Richard Nixon. In 2002, the cause for his canonization was opened, and in 2006 Archbishop Edwin O’Brien of the Archdiocese of Military Services, which is responsible for all Catholic chaplains and all Catholic military servicemen and servicewomen, published the decree that granted Father Capodanno the title Servant of God.

Archbishop Timothy Broglio, the current archbishop of Military Services, has said of the servant of God, “I think Father Capodanno, in terms of virtues, he teaches us fidelity. He teaches us perseverance. He teaches us immense charity, not only on the battlefield, but in the hundreds of little things he did for his Marines.”

FATHER CHARLES WATTERS

Very early in the morning of November 19, 1967, Father Charles Watters said Mass at the base of a high hill near the village of Dak To. As he prayed, US artillery and aircraft were pounding the summit of the hill, trying to eliminate what the American commanders believed was a small force of North Vietnamese Army troops. In fact, dug in atop the hill was a fresh regiment of NVA, numbering two thousand strong. The NVA had spent months fortifying the hill with camouflaged bunkers and digging a maze of tunnels and trenches packed with supplies.

Shortly after Father Watters completed Mass and had given his congregation the final blessing, he took off his vestments, put on his gear, and joined the three companies—330 men—as they started up the hill. It was slow going as they made their way through a tangle of scrub and bamboo forest. They were about one thousand yards from the top when their ranks were shattered by a barrage of automatic weapons, rockets, and hand grenades. As men began to drop, Father Watters moved toward them. He picked up the first wounded soldier he saw and carried him to safety. Then he went back to get more.

Charles Watters was born in Jersey City, New Jersey in 1927. He studied at Seton Hall University, then entered Immaculate Conception Seminary. After his ordination in 1953, he had a string of parish assignments in the Archdiocese of Newark. There was one thing that set him apart from his brother parish priests: he earned a pilot’s license, flying small, single-engine planes.

For a man with a love for flying and serving his neighbor, it was a natural next step for him to join the Air Force National Guard. In 1965, he switched over to the Army and offered to serve as a chaplain. Historian Lawrence P. Grayson tells us, “He completed airborne training and was assigned to the 173rd Airborne Brigade, nicknamed the Sky Soldiers.” The priest was now a paratrooper. Within a few months, he was sent to Vietnam with the rank of major. During Operation Junction City, he was among the men who made the Vietnam War’s only parachute drop.

As with Father Capodanno, Father Watters wanted to be with fighting men, the men he felt needed him most. If the unit he was with was rotated to the rear for a period of rest, he would arrange to be assigned to another combat unit. His tour of duty was to last a year, but when it was over, he signed on for another six months.

On the hill near Dak To, the NVA launched a surprise attack from farther down the slope. The outnumbered Americans were caught between two lines of enemy troops. They took up defensive positions, but the assault was so intense they had to pull back their perimeter repeatedly. As they did so, wounded men were left behind. Time and again, as the troops set up a new perimeter, Father Watters sprinted back to bring wounded men to safety within the American lines.

All morning and all afternoon the two forces fought. The Americans were running low on ammunition and water. Helicopters had tried to drop the needed supplies, but fire from the North Vietnamese was fierce and drove them back. Only one helicopter managed to make a drop.

American officers called for an air strike to dislodge the North Vietnamese and give the Americans a chance to escape. It was almost dark when a bomber swooped in and dropped two five-hundred-pound bombs. The pilot thought he was over NVA lines, but it was hard to see who was who through the dense jungle foliage. In a tragic error, his bombs fell in the heart of the American position. Forty-five Americans were wounded and forty-two were killed—Father Watters among them.

Father Watters’s body was sent home to his family, who had him buried in Arlington National Cemetery. In 1969, his two brothers accepted his posthumous Medal of War from President Richard Nixon.

FATHER JOSEPH T. RYAN

When a chaplain joined a unit, he was given an assistant. The assistant handled the mundane duties so the chaplain could devote the majority of his time talking with and counseling soldiers, visiting the wounded and sick in field hospitals, and, of course, leading religious services. If the chaplain was Catholic, the assistant was also responsible for finding a place where Mass could be said, cobbling together something that could pass for an altar, setting up the altar, laying out the priest’s vestments, and serving the Mass.

In the case of Father Joseph Ryan, his assistant was a Marine, Corporal George Pace. Father Ryan’s “parish” ran along the Demilitarized Zone that marked the border between North and South Vietnam—an especially dangerous neighborhood, so George also acted as his chaplain’s bodyguard. Father Ryan would not carry a weapon, so whenever they left the base, George armed himself with an M-15 rifle and a .45 caliber pistol. Fortunately, George and Father Ryan never were faced with a situation where George had to put his life at risk to protect his priest.

On July 4, 1963, the two men were at their base in Dong Ha. Father Ryan was saying Mass in the little thatched roof chapel the Marines had built. He had just consumed the Body and Blood of Christ and given Communion to George, who was kneeling at his side. Then Father Ryan turned to distribute Communion to the congregation. At that moment, a mortar shell fired from North Vietnam landed behind the chapel. Shrapnel blasted through the altar wall, striking Father Ryan in the back and George in the chest. Father Ryan put down the ciborium filled with Hosts and, although he was wounded, went to his altar boy. “I’m hit, Father. I’m dying,” George said. Those were his last words. In a reminiscence he wrote and published in Blessings from the Battlefield, Father Ryan said, “He lay in my arms and died a heroic death. I cannot ever forget him.”

Not long after George’s heart-wrenching death, Blessed Paul VI appointed Father Ryan the first archbishop of the newly created Archdiocese of Anchorage, Alaska. In 1985, Pope John Paul II named Archbishop Ryan the first archbishop of the newly created Archdiocese for Military Services. Overnight be became responsible for two million souls—servicemen and servicewomen, patients in veterans’ hospitals, military families, as well as civilians employed by the military. As a global diocese, it was unique and complicated and sometimes dangerous. Archbishop Ryan remained on the job until his retirement in 1991. He died in 2000.

FATHER ALOYSIUS MCGONIGAL, SJ

Aloysius McGonigal stood only five-and-a-half feet tall. But he was powerfully built, naturally athletic, and entirely bullheaded when anyone tried to tell him that he couldn’t go to a place where he believed he was needed.

He began his career as an Army chaplain in 1961, when he was sent to South Korea. He reenlisted in 1966 and was sent to Vietnam with the rank of major. When he signed on for a second tour of duty, he was given a desk job. This did not make Father McGonigal happy. Consequently, he was rarely at his desk. Instead, he went to the men of I Corps, who were stationed in a northern province of South Vietnam. He said Mass in the field, heard confessions, and visited the wounded. That type of work in the field was the reason Father McGonigal had signed on as a chaplain.

Aloysius McGonigal was the sixth of his parents’ twelve children. Aloysius’s father was a cop. His mother died in childbed after giving birth to her twelfth child.

From an early age, Aloysius was drawn to the Society of Jesus. After high school, he entered the Jesuit novitiate. His superiors sent him to study at Woodstock College—the oldest Jesuit seminary in the United States—and Fordham University. He was ordained a priest in 1953 and returned to Philadelphia to offer his first Mass at the family’s parish, St. Leo’s. Then he was sent off to teach at Jesuit high schools in Baltimore and Washington, DC. While he was in Washington, he decided to get a masters in physics from Georgetown. His superiors tried to dissuade him—they didn’t believe he had the mind of a scientist. That was the first time his brother Jesuits became acquainted with Father McGonigal’s ferocious will. He enrolled at Georgetown and earned a masters in physics.

Just as the Jesuits surrendered to Father McGonigal’s determination to study physics, his commanding officer in Vietnam conceded that the chaplain would not be content with a desk job. Furthermore, he had to admit that Father McGonigal was an excellent battlefield chaplain, one that the men respected.

In January 1968, the Viet Cong made a surprise assault on Hue, the ancient capital of Vietnam and the seat of the emperor. The VC overran several neighborhoods, with the goal of occupying the entire city. At the time, Father McGonigal was stationed at a base north of Hue. He had been reassigned to Da Nang, where another desk job awaited. His replacement, another Catholic chaplain, was on his way. And he was under strict orders to stay out of any battles. But when McGonigal learned that Hue was under attack and US troops were fighting to dislodge them, he hitched a ride to the old city.

When he and his driver got to the banks of the Perfume River that flows through Hue, Father McGonigal learned that the Viet Cong had seized the Imperial Palace and that the First Battalion of the Fifth Marines were fighting hard to dislodge them. He also learned that the Fifth Marines had no Catholic chaplain with them. The difficulty would be crossing the river. All crossing points were guarded by US troops under orders to turn back anyone who was not authorized to enter Hue. Father McGonigal had no such authorization. The officers and men of the Fifth Marines couldn’t vouch for him because they had never met him. Yet somehow he managed to cross. He went directly to the palace where the fighting was hot. As usual, he set to work, under heavy enemy fire, tending the wounded and giving last rites to the dying. On his third day at the battle for the Imperial Palace, Father McGonigal saw a wounded Marine. As he ran out to rescue him, a VC bullet struck the priest in the forehead and he fell dead.

Joseph Gannon, writing about Father McGonigal for The Wild Geese website, said of his death, “The Chaplain died, a bullet in his forehead, with a unit that was not his own in a battle he could have missed. He practically fought his way to the battlefield.”
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CHAPTER NINE

THE WAR ON TERROR

FATHER TIMOTHY VAKOC

IN 2004, Father Timothy Vakoc was stationed with the 44th Corps Support Battalion in Mosul, Iraq. His sister wrote to him, saying she and all the family were worried about him. They had good reason to worry. In 2004, suicide bombers were killing civilians and police by the hundreds. One thousand pounds of explosives had been detonated outside the headquarters of the US-led coalition. Atrocities committed by the extremists multiplied by the day. And there were constant reports of US forces being killed and wounded by IEDs—improvised explosive devices—planted on well-traveled roads. Father Vakoc was renowned and beloved in the 44th for his ability to comfort and reassure frightened, grieving soldiers; now his family wanted some reassurance from him. He wrote to his sister, “The safest place for me to be is in the center of God’s will, and if that is in the line of fire, that is where I will be.”

Timothy Vakoc was born in 1960 in Robbinsdale, Minnesota. At Saint Cloud State University, he became an enthusiastic member of the Tau Kappa Epsilon fraternity. When he joined the fraternity staff, he was a happy traveler to other chapters on campuses throughout the Midwest and Northeast.

But then Tim had a change of focus. He was admitted to the St. Paul Seminary School of Divinity and began studying for the priesthood. He was ordained on May 29, 1992, as a priest for the Archdiocese of Saint Paul and Minneapolis. He was an ordinary parish priest for four years, and then he decided to become an Army chaplain. After he received his commission as a lieutenant in the chaplain corps, he bounced around from Germany to Bosnia to the United States. Then, in 2003, he was deployed to Iraq.

He was the only Catholic priest in the area, and he had a “parish” the size of Connecticut. Nonetheless, he traveled great distances to counsel and encourage the troops and to hear the confessions and say Mass for congregations that on some occasions numbered only two or three men. Father Tim was living proof of Christ’s promise, “Where there are two or three gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Mt 18:20 DV).

On the twelfth anniversary of his ordination to the priesthood, Father Tim was in a Humvee, returning home to the 44th Corps in Mosul after saying Mass for a group of soldiers. The vehicle in which he was traveling struck an IED, and Father Tim was severely wounded. He lost his left eye, he was paralyzed on the left side of his body, and he suffered a traumatic brain injury. He was evacuated to the Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Germany and then to the Veterans Affairs Medical Center in Minneapolis, not far from his hometown of Robbinsdale. He battled with repeated surgeries and repeated infections for more than two years. In all of that time, he did not recognize family or friends, and he could not communicate. About thirty months after he was wounded, he began to recognize loved ones. He could respond to them by pressing their hands. He could smile a little.

He seemed to be improving. There were occasions when he could stand for about ten minutes. He typed brief messages on a laptop. He had enough strength to raise his right arm and bless his visitors. On June 20, 2009, after five years of struggle, Father Vakoc died from a fall at his care facility.

Deputy Chief of Chaplains Brig. Gen. Donald L. Rutherford, who recruited Vakoc for the Army chaplain corps, told a story about him at the funeral. In Iraq, a convoy had been hit: two soldiers were killed, several were wounded, and those who were unharmed physically were badly shaken. Father Tim went to the hospital—the same one where he would be taken right after he was wounded. He prayed for the dead, comforted the wounded, and consoled the traumatized. Then he gathered the hospital staff and led them in prayers.

Rutherford said of Father Tim, “He was a very, very holy person, but he was holy in a way that was refreshing…. I wouldn’t call him pious, but I’d call him a very spiritual individual and I think he relied a great deal on his faith and a great deal on those who were around him. When he was working with Soldiers, that’s when he was at his best.”
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EDITOR’S AFTERWORD

THUS the tales of America’s heroic Catholic chaplains … but not all. For many more than those relative few whose stories are recounted here have comforted and counseled, consoled and “confessed” those brave men and women who served and continue to serve in our Armed Forces.

Working with Tom on this book reminded me how, as a young boy, I was fascinated and greatly moved by the yellowed news clippings inserted into the family photo album detailing the life and death of my own extended family’s fallen war hero: Billy Murphy of Lynn, Massachusetts. Like so many of his generation, Billy—his parents’ only son, a starter on a high school football team that played for the national championship in Florida, and later a boxer in the Navy who competed for championships—volunteered to fight in World War II. He joined the Navy right out of high school—enlisting before the conclusion of his senior year—and died aboard ship in the Pacific.

Included among the faded news articles in the album was a copy of the letter from the Catholic chaplain on the ship to Billy’s parents, my great-uncle Bill and great-aunt Geraldine Murphy. In it the priest, Fr. William J. Kenealy, a Jesuit and, in peacetime, the Dean of Boston College School of Law, paid a glowing tribute to Billy and praised his parents for raising such a fine boy. Thinking it would make the perfect conclusion to this book, I called Billy’s surviving sister, Peg Hanagan, now eighty-seven. She still recalls the terrible day when she was fourteen and answered the door when the telegram arrived telling them of her brother’s death. Peg was very happy to allow me to print the letter as it appears here, for which we are most thankful.

As readers will see, clearly this was a priest who took an interest in, even loved, the men to whom he ministered and took seriously the solemn duty to offer Christian words of comfort and consolation to the family. Let this beautiful letter, then, stand as a conclusion to these stories of America’s heroic Catholic chaplains.1

JOHN MOOREHOUSE
SAINT PATRICK’S DAY, 2018

_____________

1The original of the letter and accompanying note published by his parish are reproduced on the following pages but are also rendered into our standard text thereafter to be more easily read.
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A TRIBUTE FROM HIS CHAPLAIN TO
WILLIAM H. MURPHY, S 1/C, U.S.N. R.

formerly of Sacred Heart Parish, West Lynn

Mr. and Mrs. William H. Murphy            28 January 1945

216 Walnut Street, Lynn, Massachusetts

Dear Mr. and Mrs. Murphy:

By this time you have received the official notification, from the Secretary of the Navy, of the heroic death of your beloved son, William Henry Murphy, S 1/c, U.S.N.R. Kindly allow me, as the Catholic Chaplain of the U.S.S._____, to extend to you, and through you, to Billy’s other loved ones, my heartfelt sympathy in your hour of bereavement. The heaviest burden of sorrow is indeed yours. Yet please be assured that you do not mourn alone. You grieve for a good and devoted son: all hands aboard the_____, sorrow for a loyal and respected shipmate; and I am greatly saddened by the loss of one of the best helpers—by word and example—that any Catholic priest ever had aboard a battleship.

Billy spent a great deal of his free time with me and with my Yeoman, Johnnie Shovlin, who was one of his closest friends. He helped us with arrangements for Mass and other Catholic activities. I believe that Billy went to Mass and received Holy Communion every single day aboard the_____, unless actual watch prevented. He was one of the most outstanding Catholic boys on the Ship. And he was very popular with everybody.

As you know, military censorship will not allow me to give you many details of Billy’s death. However, this much I can say: Billy died at his battle station, in action with the enemy, in Lingayen Gulf, Luzon, Philippine Islands, on the sixth of January, about twenty minutes past five in the afternoon. We had gone to our battle stations quite some time before this; as is customary when we go to battle stations on the _____, I had recited the Our Father, the Hail Mary, the Act of Contrition, and had given General Absolution over the Ship’s public address system.

Death was almost instantaneous for Billy. I arrived on the scene immediately after he was injured, and I can assure you that he did not suffer any long or severe pain. He received the Last Sacraments and the plenary indulgence at the hour of death, You need have no fears for Billy. God will reward you in His own way for bringing into the world and training such a wonderful, wholesome, clean and inspiring boy. I am sure that he is with God this moment.

Because of battle conditions and the imminence of renewed enemy attack, it was necessary for me to bury Billy at sea early the following morning, in fact, before dawn on the seventh of January. However, at the very first opportunity, when combat conditions made it safe to have the greater part of the crew topside, a formal Military Mass and Memorial Service was conducted for Billy and his shipmates who made the supreme sacrifice for the country and the homes they loved. The Military Mass was celebrated this morning, Sunday, January 28th. Many hundreds of the officers and men crowded the huge quarterdeck and overflowed to the top of the gun-turrets and the superstructure to pray for the souls and to honor the memory of our honored dead. It was a beautiful and inspiring scene. If you could have been present, I know you would have been comforted. But the best I can do is to enclose a program of the Mass in this letter.

Do not think for a moment that Billy died or was buried among strangers. Our sailors in the Pacific, despite the grimness of war, perhaps even because of it, have an affection and devotion for their shipmates which is wonderful to behold. It is really a tenderness and love for one another which blooms stronger and more beautiful as the danger increases and the going gets tougher. It comes to full flower when we nurse our injured, attend our dying and bury our dead. All pretense is gone. We weep without shame. We pray, in private and in public, that the Almighty and Merciful God will receive and cherish for all eternity the beloved shipmates whom He created, and whom He has recalled to Himself.

Yes, Billy died for those he loved. And he died among those he loved; and he was buried with great tenderness by those who loved him. Nevertheless, your greatest consolation must come from the good God Who, from all eternity, has loved both Billy and you. It was He who said to us: “I am the Resurrection and the Life; he who believes in Me, even if he die shall live and whoever lives and believes in Me, shall never die.” Billy did believe in Him. He had the Faith. And he lived the Faith, fully, courageously and inspiringly.

All of us, at a time like this, need to remind ourselves that death, as sad as it is, is not a permanent, but only a temporary separation from those we love. Death is not the end. It is, in reality, only the beginning of that unspeakably glorious life which knows no disappointment or pain or sorrow or death, but which is everlasting life with the God of Infinite Love. It should make the thought of our own passing more easy, to realize that our Loved ones, who have gone before, will be waiting to greet us in a reunion of unending joy, through the Love and Mercy of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Some few months ago, when the _____ anchored for a short time near a Pacific Island, I met Father Jerry Gearan of Lynn. He asked for Billy and tried to get out to the ship to see him but was unable to make the trip. But, from what he told me about Billy, I assume that Billy was the same Marvellous lad at home in the States as he was out here in the Pacific. Coxwain Russell Brennan, Billy’s friend on another battleship, was able to visit him a few times and I was able to visit Russell’s ship to tell him personally about Billy’s death. Unfortunately, I was on my way to a destroyer to say Mass and I had to make my talk with Russell extremely brief. He was terribly affected by the news and I think a little note from you would help him considerably. I know that you have his address and I cannot mention the name of his ship.

This is about all that I can tell you by mail. There is just a possibility that I may be home on leave before many months. If so, since I live at Boston College, I will be sure to visit you. In the meantime please accept my deepest sympathy. I will not forget Billy or yourselves at the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass. May our divine Lord and His Blessed Mother give to Billy eternal happiness and to his good parents the reward and consolation of leading an immortal soul straight to the Heart of God.

Devotedly yours in Christ,
(Rev.) William J. Kenealy, S.J., Chaplain, U.S.N.R.

NOTE: On March 6th, 1945 Chaplain Kenealy did pay the promised visit to the family of William Murphy. On that same evening Chaplain Jeremiah F. Gearan formerly of this parish, now serving as Chaplain in the South Pacific area but home on temporary furlough and who is mentioned in the letter and who had known Billy well, over many years, happened to be paying us his last visit before returning to duty and so an unexpected overnight reunion of the two Chaplains made a memorable occasion for all concerned. Both concurred in the opinion that Billy Murphy was one of those rare souls which God sprinkles here and there among us from time to time, a soul of such outstanding inspiration to all who knew him including the priests themselves, inspiration coupled with a retiring modesty, genuine piety, and even a desire for suffering, that praise of him takes the form of wondering whether he was not truly a person bordering on Sainthood.

This extraordinary letter of sympathy to stricken parents has seemed to many, another one of those outstanding letters to come out of this war, words of comfort and reassurance not confined merely to its actual recipients, but rather a message the abounding and abiding consolation of which overflows to assuage the grief of all Gold Star Mothers and Fathers.1

_____________

1The letter and note were printed and shared at Sacred Heart Parish in West Lynn, MA, Billy Murphy’s home parish.
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Fr. John McElroy
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Chaplains of the Irish Brigade. Fr. William Corby is the farthest on the right.
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Fr. Peter Paul Cooney
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Fr. John Ireland (left) and Fr. Peter Whelan (right)
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Bishop Jean Verot (left) and Fr. Abram Ryan (right)
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Fr. Francis Duffy
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General Patton’s Weather Prayer and Christmas greeting
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Fr. Ignacy Maternowski (left) Fr. John DeValles (right)
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Fr. Francis Sampson. One of his missions served as the basis for the movie Saving Private Ryan.
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Fr. John E. Duffy (left) and Fr. Paul Redmond (right)

[image: images]

Fr. Michael Thomas Conway offers Mass aboard the USS Indianapolis.
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Fr. Joseph T. O’Callahan ministers to an injured crewman.
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Fr. Aloysius Schmitt (left) and Medal of Honor recipient Fr. Vincent R. Cappodanno (right)
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Fr. Emil Kapaun celebrates Mass on the hood of a jeep.
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Medal of Honor recipient Fr. Charles Watters celebrates Mass in Vietnam.
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Fr. Timothy Vakoc
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A TRIBUTE FROM HIS CHAPLAIN TO
WILLIAM H. MURPHY, S1/c, U.S8.N.R.

Jormerly of Sacred Heart Parish, West Lynn

Chaplain Willian B, Murphy, Jr, § 1/e, USNR.
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