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Infancy in the Hills


I was born shortly after midnight on February 23, 1888, in the wake of the famous Big Blizzard in Mineville, New York near the mouth of Sweeny Pit, a great iron mine.  I was my parent’s ninth child.  My father, Joseph King, an expert miner, toiled ten hours a day at ten cents an hour, sixty hours a week in the murky depths of that mine to provide the barest necessities of life for his family of ten.


Three days after I was born, my uncle and aunt, Mr. and Mrs. Jules Racette, who were to act as sponsors at my baptism, drove down from their farm in their big sleigh and took me to Sts. Peter and Paul Church in Mineville.  They told the parish priest that they wanted to have me called Clifford, but he mumbled something about that not being a Christian name and proceeded to call me Catherine.  The entry in the baptismal record was made accordingly, as I discovered upon visiting Mineville seven decades later.


Among my own memories of Mineville, the one that stands out most vividly is the role I played, as a tot of four, in the tragic death of a big white gander.  Near our house was a vacant plot of ground that belonged to the mine.  My father had spaded it and turned it into a very productive garden.  One day a big flock of geese that belonged to our neighbors, the Farrells, invaded our garden and began browsing in Mother’s lettuce and beets.  Mother noticed this wanton destruction and sent me out with a small stick of firewood to drive away the intruders.  As I approached the big birds, their leader, a white gander that was nearly as tall as I was, began hissing at me in a most alarming fashion.  I waited until the big bid came within reach and then whacked him with all my might, just below the head.  Then without wasting a second, I beat a retreat to the safety of our kitchen steps.  From that vantage point, I turned around and saw with great fright that Mrs. Farrell’s gander was lying on the ground with neck and wings outstretched – obviously a very gone goose.  Overwhelmed with a sense of guilt, I rushed back into the garden, seized the dead bird by the neck and dragged it to the edge of a deep test-pit at the far end of our garden.  There I hastily pushed the carcass over the pit’s edge.  I heard the splash it made when it hit the water, far down below, and felt reassured.  Thereafter, for days on end, Mrs. Farrell lamented the loss of her big gander.  I, however, instinctively realized the wisdom of keeping mum about my role in that kitchen garden tragedy and have observed discreet silence about it down to the present day.

Though I passed through the years of infancy without being petted or fussed over in any way, I feel quite certain that no one ever had a happier childhood than mine.  The same holds true regarding my many brothers and sisters.  The reason for our total happiness, as I now realize, was that the atmosphere of our home was filled with Christian love.  The affection and mutual confidence which our parents constantly showed toward one another, coupled with the marvelous patience with which they bore, day after day, the heavy burden of providing for the spiritual and bodily welfare of their large family were unconsciously copied by all of their older children.

Circumstances obliged my father to bear the crushing responsibility of provider-in-chief with bravery that was nothing short of heroic.  Even now, I can vividly recall that many long summer evenings I spent watching my dad work in our garden, build a chicken coop or a small stable for our cow, or fish for catfish in the mine pond after ten hours of exhausting toil in the mine – all for the purpose of increasing the all-too-often scanty food supply for his large family.

My mother was also, on many counts, an extraordinary person.  She was less than five feet tall, and never tipped the scales at more than one hundred pounds.  Yet that small body was animated by a soul endowed with a capacity for boundless love and sacrifice.  Altogether, she bore thirteen children, five boys and eight girls, three of whom died in infancy.  However, it never occurred to her that her family was too large.  On the contrary, until the death of my beloved father in 1902, the greatest sorrow she had ever known was the loss of those three little ones.

For more than five decades, my mother served her family as cook, waitress, laundress, seamstress, mender-in-chief, nurse, dairymaid, etc.  After twelve or thirteen hours a the miscellaneous forms of drudgery just mentioned, she spent her evenings sitting in her rocking chair knitting, mending torn clothing, or sewing on buttons, and listening to the prayers of her children.  After the youngest children had been put to bed, the older members of the family automatically knelt for the rosary, litany, and evening prayers.  This practice permitted no exceptions.  If visitors happened to be present, they could jolly-well follow suit, or go home.  In addition to the prayers said in common, Mother had her private devotions which kept her on her knees for a good while after the other members of the family had gone to bed.  For decades, she averaged no more than five or six hours of sleep a night, and often sickness in the family kept her from getting any sleep at all.


Mother was a good storyteller, though we children seldom succeeded in coaxing her to exercise that talent.  One evening, however, she surprised us by narrating the one hundred percent authentic ghost story which I shall now repeat as accurately as my memory allows.

Mother’s Ghost Story
“Children, you should never be afraid of ghosts.  At the same time, you should always remember that human souls never die.  You must also believe that, for reasons of His own, God at times permits the dead to communicate with the living in a way that does not allow us to doubt that we have been in contact with the world beyond the grave.”

“I am now thinking about an experience I had many years ago, at a time when our family still had our home in the little mining town of Hammondsville, New York.  We had two babies, one newly-born, the other, not quite two years old. Your father’s father, Louis Roy, had been living with us, though not continuously.  Sometimes the old man would leave us to go and spend three and four weeks at your uncle Peter’s home in a village about ten miles away from Hammondsville.”


“Until he reached the age of eighty-four years, your grandfather enjoyed robust health and made himself very useful by taking care of the cow, hoeing the vegetables in the garden, cutting the firewood, and doing other odd chores.  Thus, your grandfather was not a burden for us.  On the contrary, we were glad to have him live with us.  The old man had his bed upstairs , and whenever he felt tired  or drowsy, he would go up there and take a short nap.  Then he would come down and watch me at my work, or rock the cradle to put one of my babies asleep.  At such times he would tell me stories about the hard life he led as a young man in the forests of northern Canada where he sometimes spent whole winters trapping animals for their furs.”


“One day, however, as your grandfather was coming down the stairs after taking a nap, his legs suddenly collapsed under him, and he fell headlong, violently hitting his head against the floor.  I had to leave my babies alone while I ran to the neighbor’s house to get someone to help me carry the old man to bed.  If it was a stroke that caused your grandfather to fall, it was not a serious one.  By the time your father came home from work in the evening, the old man was sitting up and able to partake of a hearty meal.  After that day, though, your grandfather’s mind was somewhat damaged.  For instance, one day he told me he wanted to plant potatoes in our garden.  So he went to the cellar and filled a pail with some little potatoes he had found at the bottom of the bin.  Then he went out to the garden and dug a hole into which he emptied the pailful of potatoes.  In less than fifteen minutes, he was back in our living room rocking himself.  I went out and looked at the work he had done and in the evening when I told your father about it, he was so saddened that tears came to his eyes.  His love for his father was very great.”

“One day your Grandfather Roy suddenly disappeared from our home.  But before we had time to worry about him, a messenger from your Uncle Peter’s home brought a note informing us that the old man wished to stay there for awhile, so we need not worry.”


“One night, shortly after your Grandfather Roy had gone to live with your Uncle Peter, I sat in the living room knitting.  It was very late - in fact, it was nearly midnight - and I was waiting for your father to come home from the mine.  Suddenly, I heard footsteps upstairs that sounded just like your grandfather’s.  Very slowly, the steps neared the top of the stairway and began coming down.  In the middle of those stairs, there was a loosely nailed board that wobbled when it was stepped on.  Hundreds of times before, I had heard it make that noise.  Well, this time, when the one who was coming down stepped on it, it creaked as usual.  I was so frightened that I didn’t dare to breathe.  After the footsteps reached the bottom of the stairs, they continued along the ground floor, passing right near to the chair on which I was sitting, and stopped at the rocking chair.  Then that rocking chair began rocking on its own accord (Or so it seemed to me since I couldn’t see anybody sitting in it).  I opened the door and was thinking of running away, but the thought of my two babies peacefully sleeping in their cradle stopped me.  The chair kept on rocking for quite a while, and I was thinking of asking the old man what he wished us to do.  But instead, I knelt down and began praying the rosary for the poor souls in purgatory.”

“By the time I had finished the rosary, your father had arrived.  I told him what had just happened, and without hesitating he said, “My father must have died at the very moment that you heard those footsteps.”   Then we knelt sown and prayed another rosary, after which I read, from my book, the prayer for the souls of those recently expired.  At daybreak, a messenger arrived from your Uncle Peter’s home to inform us that at about twelve o’clock that night, your old Grandfather Roy had passed away.  That was the exact time that I heard those footsteps and saw that empty chair rocking.”

This is the only ghost story that I ever heard from my mother’s lips, and I believe it to be absolutely true.

Departure from Mineville

One evening in early October, 1894, when the trees on the mountains were shedding their foliage, Father came home from work in a despondent mood.  Mother perceived at once that something seriously disturbing had occurred and asked, “What has happened, Joe?  Tell me what’s wrong!”  Father answered, “I’m out of work.  That’s what’s wrong.  The mine is closing, setting all us miners adrift.  What’s going to happen to us and our families?  We can’t live on fresh air.”


Though I was too young to grasp the meaning of those words, the tears that welled up in mother’s eyes made me understand that something terrible had happened, and I too began to cry.


My father, however, realized that no amount of handwringing would help us in our crisis.  After a long discussion with Mother, he arrived at a clear-cut decision:  Our entire family was to leave New York as soon as possible and move to Lowell, Massachusetts.  A short time before, a relative of ours had written to Father from Lowell informing him that the big cotton factories in that city needed many additional workers.  Father took out that letter, read it over, then said to Mother, “Well, that’s where we’re going.  After we get to Lowell, four of five members of our family can find jobs in the cotton factories, and earn enough to supply our needs for food, clothing, and rent.  Tomorrow morning, I will ask your brother, Octave, to come and help you pack things for the trip, and then I will board the train at Port Henry for Lowell.”

Mother answered, “Joe, this will be the first time since we were married that you will be away from me and the children.  How we shall miss you!  I hope it won’t be long till we can all be together again.”


The following day, after borrowing enough money to pay his fare to Lowell, Father departed.  Mother’s brother, Octave Forgette, came to our house to help with the packing.  He was a carpenter by trade, and I remember his making a frame for our Singer sewing machine and making boxes in which to pack our families clothing, bedding and dishes.


Three or four days after Father left, Mother received a letter from him with enough money to pay our families fare from Port Henry, New York to Lowell, Massachusetts.  That considerable amount had been borrowed from another cousin, Narcisse Racette, living in Lowell.  After everything had been made ready for our departure from Mineville, Uncle Jules Racette came to our house, driving a team of horses hitched to a big sleigh on which our baggage was loaded.  Then Mother and the ten of us King children climbed on top of the load for the trip to the train station.  After a long while, our train arrived, and we all clambered aboard.

I don’t remember much about that first train ride of mine because I slept through most of the night.  I recall however, that it was broad daylight by the time our train pulled in at the Lowell station.  We knew that Father would be waiting for us and were overjoyed when, after stepping onto the station platform, we saw him there.  We surrounded him all at once, trying to get hold of his hands.  After the greetings were over, Father hired a cab to take Mother and the youngest children from the station to the tenement that he had rented for us in a section of Lowell called Centreville, near the Merrimac River.  The rest of us walked from the depot to the new home.


Fortunately, Uncle Narcisse was waiting to greet us when we reached our new home.  He had just recently opened a grocery store in that neighborhood, and he at once sent his two husky sons to bring us a lot of bread, butter, and sausage to take care of our first family breakfast in Lowell.  That night, since our furniture had not arrived yet, we slept on quilts spread over the bare floor.


On the following day my father, three sisters and a brother went out to look for employment at one or the other of Lowell’s great cotton mills.  The five of them readily found jobs and became wage earners.
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Boyhood in the City


My father, one brother, and three sisters found employment as unskilled workers in different cotton mills, at wages ranging from seven cents to ten cents an hour, fifty-five hours a week.  Those terrible factories, with their deafening noises, sickening fumes, and stifling atmosphere of high temperatures and floating cotton dust, were ideal places in which to break down the health and morale of even the sturdiest workers.
For my father, who was already suffering from miner’s consumption, the atmosphere of those factories was the worst imaginable.  Often, after he arrived home in the evening, he would have coughing spells of from ten to fifteen minutes.  Soon, too, my sisters who had been rosy-cheeked at the time of our arrival in Lowell, began coming home in the evenings pale, with shoulders bent, and eyes lusterless, ready to collapse from fatigue.  Before long, two of my sisters began to cough rasping little sounds, the harbingers of the killer, tuberculosis.

After seven years of this relentless grind, with every member of our family mobilized as a factory hand, our living standard remained unimproved.  Throughout that period we lived uncomfortably in dark, smelly, bathless, backyard tenements, infested with rats, cockroaches, bedbugs and millions of assorted disease germs.  Our food sufficed in quantity but, due to lack of refrigeration, its quality left much to be desired.  My sisters dressed neatly, and according to prevailing styles.  However, we boys had to be satisfied with the cheapest clothing and footwear.  Throughout those seven years none of our family’s workers could ever afford a vacation as no money was available for recreational purposes.

It was in Lowell that I spent the period between infancy and adolescence – the impressionable and inquisitive, though not carefree, years of boyhood.  On the whole, Lowell was very kind to me, and I have since entertained a warm feeling of gratitude toward that dilapidated old mill town.  We kids understood very well the business of having a good time during the rather short intervals between schoolwork and home chores.  Weather and temperature determined the games and sports we could play during the different seasons of the year.  Whenever four or five of us got together, in no time we had something organized, such as scrub baseball, dock-on-the-rock, marbles, top-spinning, kite-flying or skating in winter.


At the age of eleven, I became the proud owner of an old bicycle that had been discarded by my father.  It had upturned handlebars, and I would often go on long rides with my little brother George perched on the horizontal part of the bars in front of me.  That was really fun for both of us, though extremely strenuous work for me, a slender lad of eleven.  Usually after such a tiresome jaunt over rough country roads I would arrive home bathed in perspiration.  I was in the habit of cooling off by turning on the faucet in the kitchen sink and letting the water run down over my head and neck for several minutes.  After that I would sit in the draft of an open window – pleasant but dangerous!  At any rate, just about that time, an epidemic of pneumonia began to sweep through Lowell, and I became one of its first victims.

Soon my temperature was very high, and I lost interest in food.  Instead of joining other boys at play, I would stand on the sidewalk watching them.  I recall that one evening, after the other members of the family had gathered at the table for supper, I strayed near the kitchen stove, shivering.  George noticed me sitting there and, not realizing that I was very sick, walked over and gave me a push saying, “What’s the matter with you, Cliff?  Can’t you see we’re eating?” Then he gave me another push that sent me sprawling on the floor.  With great difficulty, I stood up.  I was so angry that I wanted to give George a good punch, but as I drew a deep breath, I experienced such a severe stab of pain in my chest that I fainted instead.

I was put to bed, and a doctor was called.  He diagnosed my ailment as inflammation of the lungs, the old name for pneumonia, and prescribed medicine for me.  The medicine had such a bitter and disgusting taste that I stubbornly refused to take it after the first time.  Soon the fever was at its height.  For three or four days and nights I was unconscious, hovering between life and death.  According to my childish philosophy, the only reason that I did not die is that God wanted me to stay alive a while longer. One advantage that resulted from that illness, or so it seemed to a schoolboy, was that it prolonged my vacation for two whole months.  During that period Mother, by preparing special dishes for me, succeeded in putting back a thin layer of meat between my skin and bones.  Thus, by the time I was ready to go back to school, early in November, 1900, I had regained most of my lost weight.  Somehow, I managed to make up for lost time in school, too so that by the end of the term I stood near the head of my class.

Of course, it was the school that loomed largest in my life during the seven years that my family spent in Lowell.  My first teacher was Sister Leontine, a Grey Nun, who was in charge of the classroom.  My class had an average attendance of about one hundred young lads who belonged to our parish.  We were housed in a small separate building, in the shadow of the great church of St. Jean Baptiste.  Sister Leontine was endowed with very special qualifications for that kind of work and was kept at it for over fifty years.  During that half century at least four thousand little lads passed (very literally) through her hands.  Ever since my kindergarten days, I have held the conviction that those ten months constituted the most important part of my education.  I still remember a soliloquy that I indulged in at the end of my kindergarten year.  “Just imagine, Cliff, how little you knew before you went to Sister Leontine’s School!  Why, you couldn’t even count up to ten.  Now, you can count up to a thousand.  Besides that, you learned the ABC’s and you’re able to read a whole lot of words.  Also, now you know about God in heaven.  You know about Jesus and about La Sainte Vierge.  You know that good people go to heaven and that bad people go to hell.  And you would know much more if you hadn’t been so naughty in school.  So when you go to the Brothers’ school after vacation, you must try to be real good and study hard.  Then you can learn many more important things.”

Well, after graduating from kindergarten, I did go to the boy’s parish school – Le College St. Joseph, in charge of the Brothers of Mary (Les Petits Freres de Marie) – and stayed there for seven long years.  I simply did not dare to be naughty in the presence of such efficient but stern masters.  I learned many useful things, because it was impossible for any boy endowed with medium talent to go through that curriculum without deriving immense benefit from it.


No boy who enjoyed the privilege of being prepared for first Holy Communion by the Brothers of Mary could ever forget that thrilling experience.  Those were the days when we literally learned to live by faith, hope and charity, and to regard mortal sin as the most horrible disorder in creation.

Never since have I felt so close to heaven as I did on the day of my First Communion.  No thrill that I experienced in later years, even on the day of my ordination, has ever surpassed or even equaled it.  I remember that as I walked home on that lovely June morning, I seemed to be walking on air.  Instead of going home directly after Mass, I felt prompted to stay in church a while longer, making the Way of the Cross and reading the prayers from my new prayer book.  When I finally went home, I was delighted to find Mother alone.  She had prepared an especially fine breakfast for me, as though it were a kind of wedding feast.  And so it was!
The three last years I spent in Lowell were exceedingly busy ones, for besides serving Holy Mass daily in the nearby church and spending six hours at school, my attention was claimed by several other chores.  I had to keep the home fires burning every day by chopping kindling wood and carrying up coal or coke from the cellar.  On Monday mornings after the noon meal I had to operate the elbow-grease-powered washing machine and clothes wringer.  Five days a week I carried a lunch pail to my brother in a factory one mile from home.  Six days a week I spent two or three hours in the late afternoon or early evening delivering Lowell’s French-language newspaper, L’Etoile, to the widely scattered homes of more than one hundred customers.

On those tours, I rode through the traffic on my old Comet bike, holding the papers under my left arm while steering with my right hand.  I seldom got home before seven o’ clock and often had to be satisfied with a cold supper.  Then my homework assignments from school claimed my attention.  This would keep me busy until rosary time and evening prayers, in which the whole family participated.  No wonder it happened more than once that, after the prayers were finished, Mother had to arouse me from deep slumber and sweet dreams by saying, “Wake up, Clifford, and go to bed.  Don’t forget you’ll have to serve six o’ clock Mass tomorrow morning.”


A point to be mentioned here is that having to hustle around in the manner just described never made me feel dissatisfied or in any way imposed upon.  On the contrary, those many activities lent zest to my life – making me feel that I was trying to pull my boyish weight, instead of rocking the family boat.


I still recall quite vividly the experience of one Saturday forenoon during the summer vacation of 1901, when I was the victim of three separate accidents, any of which might have killed or crippled me for life.


I had gone out with a number of playmates to play in the Pawtucketville Woods across the Merrimac River.  Each boy in our group had brought along a length of clothesline.  We knotted the pieces of cord together with the intention of making the longest swing ever seen in Lowell.  Then, one of the boys climbed a tree till he reached a branch which stuck out horizontally about thirty feet above the ground.  He fastened the two ends of the cord to the branch, and we had our swing, the bottom of which was about two feet above the ground.  Since I had contributed the longest piece of cord, I insisted on being the first to use that big swing.  After receiving a few starting pushes, I managed by my own exertions to propel the swing back and forth, ever higher and higher, till I could peer over the tops of the neighboring trees.  Just then the rotten cord in the swing suddenly broke.  It sent me hurtling to the ground where I landed on my back with a terrific thud that temporarily stunned me.

A short while later, however, I was on my feet again, ready to go along with my companions.  They had decided that it would be great fun to jump down from the top of the river’s bank (about thirty feet high) to the soft sand near its bottom and then slide on down toward the water’s edge.  When I expressed doubt about the wisdom of such a jump, I was put to shame as a coward.  One after another my five companions took the big jump and seemed to enjoy it tremendously.  Thus, without enthusiasm, I decided to jump also.  I went back for a start, made a swift dash, and leaped far out, over the brink of the precipice.  The swishing sound of the air during my descent was delightful.  After hitting the soft sand near the bottom, I slid for a short distance till my posterior collided violently with a clump of hardpan, treacherously hidden beneath the surface of the sand.  The resulting shock was so terrible that it left me stunned and moaning.

If, after a bit of reflection, I had had sense enough to call it a day and had gone home right away, I would have been spared another mishap that might have been the cause of my sudden death.  But boys are like drunkards and never know when they have had enough.  Hence, when my chums suggested that we should go home by walking across the stony bed of the river, instead of going around by way of the Pawtucketville Bridge, I again decided to go along.


At first we experienced no difficulty in making our way across the rugged and stony bed of the Merrimac because most of its water was being diverted into the city’s industrial canal.  Then we reached the edge of a deep pool, into which a small stream of water , perhaps fifteen feet wide, was flowing.  The water in the stream was no more than a foot deep, and the other boys waded across with apparent ease.  Then I stepped into it.  I had taken no more than two or three steps on the algae-covered bottom when my feet slipped, and the swift current carried me into that deep pool.  Since I couldn’t swim a stroke, I kept bobbing up and down.  I was clutching my cap in my right hand and seeing a lot of white bubbles.  None of my companions could swim, so they stood on the edge of the pool in helpless terror, watching me drown.  One of them, however, had the presence of mind to begin shouting as loudly as he could.  “Help, Help!  A boy is drowning!”  A young man who had just been swimming in the same hole heard the call and came running back.  Without taking time to undress, he plunged in and pulled me to safety.  Then, without a word, he left.  I never even learned his name.


After I reached home that afternoon, Mother noticed my wet clothes and asked, “What happened to you? Why are your clothes so wet?”  I told her the whole story, and she said, “That good young man saved your life, and you do not even know his name.  At any rate, you must not forget to pray for him, for a long time to come.  You never had a better friend.”

In the spring of 1902 the cotton industry was temporarily paralyzed by a slump in the market which resulted in the sudden and unannounced closing of the Lowell factories.  When the factories closed, the only source of income for thousands of families was cut off.  In the face of this crisis, at the end of a short but very lively family council, an immediate move from Lowell to Pelkie, Michigan was decided upon.  We confidently hoped that the sale of our family furniture would bring us more than enough money to pay for our trip to Michigan.  We were bitterly disillusioned, however, when the furniture dealer came to our house.  He looked over what we had to sell, did a bit of figuring and then announced quite categorically that he would pay one hundred and seventy-five dollars for the lot, and not one penny more.  This offer was accepted.


The next morning my father went to the railroad station to find out how much it would cost us to travel from Lowell to Baraga, Michigan.  When he came home looking very dejected, the whole family crowded around him to ask what the ticket would cost.  He replied, “Two hundred and twenty-five dollars.  That’s fifty dollars more than our furniture will bring, and we can’t borrow a cent from anybody.  What are we going to do now?”  That question was answered by sighs and groans.

Just then, quite dramatically, I jumped up and shouted, “Hey, you people seem to forget that I have money in the bank.”


“How much is it?  How much is it?” several voices excitedly asked.


“Eighty-nine dollars and fifty cents,” I replied.  “See, here is the last entry in my bankbook.  That’s money I earned selling newspapers.  All I need is enough to buy me a suit of clothes and a pair of shoes.  The rest, which will be about seventy-five dollars, I will give to Father.  Then we will have enough to pay for the trip, and there will be a little left over to buy food for us after we get to Michigan.”


So, without delay, we packed the family belongings into trunks and chests to be taken to the railroad station.  We were ready to leave.


The less said about the trip, the better.  We traveled from Lowell to Baraga via Montreal, Ottawa and Sault Ste. Marie in old-fashioned coaches on seats without upholstery.  The trip lasted nearly three days and nights.  Shortly after daybreak on April 4, 1902, my family and I stepped onto the station platform at Baraga, Michigan, a small sawmill town on the south shore of Lake Superior.
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Youth in the Backwoods

Well, there we were, the eleven members of the King family, about to start life anew in a small backwoods settlement of Upper Michigan, with no idea what the future held in store for us.  As I stepped down from the train and joined my older brothers, I remember thinking, “Well, Cliff, my boy, here you are at the beginning of something different.  Who knows what awaits you in this wild new country?  Most likely, lots of work and not much fun.  Well, better get ready to face the music.  It’s too early for you to begin worrying.”  My thoughts were interrupted by the appearance of an important individual, Theodore Duquette, my sister Flora’s husband.  He had hired a two-seat spring wagon and had driven down from Pelkie to meet us at the Baraga station.

I must explain here that, six years before, my oldest sister, Flora, had received a letter from my Uncle Peter (Father’s brother) inviting her to come and live at his home in Upper Michigan.  She accepted the invitation, and while she was staying at Uncle’s home she met Theodore Duquette, a cousin of Uncle Peter’s wife.  It was love at first sight.  A few months later they were married and had a home of their own to move into.  During his spare time, Theodore had built a very small log cabin in the middle of a patch of ground which he had just bought.  The land was near a highway, on the edge of a primeval forest.  It was also quite near Uncle Peter’s home about a mile away from a small settlement called Pelkie, a station on the Mineral Range Railroad.

After our baggage had been piles high on the rear of the carriage and securely fastened, I was amused to hear Ted mimicking a trainman’s call; “All aboard for Pelkie Station!  Next station, Pelkie!”


After Father and Mother and my five sisters were seated on the carriage, Ted flicked the rumps of the big bay horses with the whip and shouted, “Giddap, Charlie!  Giddap, Tom!”  The horses surged forward, and the spring wagon was in motion with the four of us boys trotting along behind it.  Our fast gait provided only a fleeting glimpse of the town.  “Huh!”  I heard myself mumbling, “They call this a town!  Muddy streets! Unpainted houses!  Rickety boardwalks!  A saloon on every corner!  One right near the church!  Glad we won’t have to live here!”


When we had passed out of the town, I noticed neat little farmhouses on either side of the road and thought, “Not so bad.”  After a while the road took us right through a dense forest where every now and then we came across a log shanty in the middle of a little clearing.  Suddenly, I was greatly excited.  I had caught sight of three deer grazing a short distance from the road.  There was a tiny fawn with them and, quite foolishly, I began running, hoping to catch it.  Ted had to stop the carriage to permit me to catch up after my wild-deer chase.

Shortly after emerging from the forest, we left the highway and turned into a lane that led to a tiny log hut.  My sister, Flora, was standing in front of the cabin with a baby in her arms and two other tots clinging to her skirt.  She had not seen us in six years, and was eager to greet us all at once.  As she kissed us, one after the other, she was laughing and crying simultaneously.  Then she proudly ushered us into the small log shanty, which to her was home, sweet home.  Were we hungry?  I’ll say we were after a nine-mile walk on empty stomachs.  Ted had bought five pounds of beefsteak in town, and in a jiffy the meat was sizzling in the frying pan.  Soon we sat down to a breakfast fit for a king.  While molars worked, tongues wagged.  How many questions there were to be answered.  Six long years to be accounted for!  An uncharted future to be thought of and somewhat anxiously discussed.

After our first breakfast in Pelkie, Ted took my brothers and me on a guided tour of his farm.  The farm consisted of twenty acres of cut-over timberland, one acre of which he had cleared and put under cultivation.  Before we went back to the cabin, Ted showed us a black cow he had recently bought.  He was very proud of the cow because it furnished his family with an abundance of milk, cream and butter.


When we got back to the cabin, Ted explained to us that, in order to guarantee a dependable income for the support of his family, he had also been working as a section hand on the railroad, ten hours a day at fifteen cents an hour.  He told my two brothers, Peter and Louis, that they too would have to become section hands to help support our large family.  This conversation was interrupted by the arrival of Uncle Peter, who had walked over from his home to bid our family welcome to Pelkie.  Tears came to his eyes as he shook my father’s hand and noticed his extremely emaciated condition.


Uncle, too, had been working as a section hand to support his family of ten, but he was nevertheless concerned about the future welfare of our family.  He told Father that he would plow two acres of his best land which could be planted to potatoes, cared for, and harvested in the autumn by George and me.  Then his family and ours would share the crop equally.  Uncle Peter’s kind offer was gratefully accepted by Father, and thus a big job was cut out for us two youngsters.  The work kept us busy wielding hoe and mattock throughout the following summer months.  The harvest amounted to two hundred bushels of beautiful spuds, half of which were ours.

In the afternoon of our first day at Pelkie, George and I went to visit Uncle Peter’s home.  A wonderful welcome was accorded to us by his wife, Aunt Josephine, and their children, our cousins.  At about four o’ clock a delicious lunch was served.   The meal consisted mainly of large slices of homemade bread, covered with thick cream and brown sugar.  After lunch our cousins showed us to their horses, cows, calves and pigs.   All the animals seemed quite wonderful to us citified youngsters.  However, the one that we found the most interesting was a beautiful little fawn called Spotty.  My uncle had found him a few weeks earlier, stranded in a drift of melting snow.  For a while, Spotty was treated as a member of the family and got his share of pancakes, syrup, and cream served at table.  What he liked best was a piece of maple sugar.  Then Spotty became unmanageable and even dangerous for the children.  So one day Uncle Peter carried him to the edge of the forest and released him to rejoin his fellow deer.

I still remember our first evening in Pelkie.  After the dishes had been washed and the tiny tots put to bed, Mother said, “Out here we will need God’s help the same as we did in Lowell, and perhaps even more, so we must keep on praying according to our old custom.”  Then she knelt down and began leading the rosary.  Of course, the whole family joined her.


The problem of sleeping accommodations for all seventeen of us was solved as follows:  A small attic above the main part of the shanty served as a bedroom for my five sisters.  In a lean-to addition there were two bedrooms.  One was occupied by my parents, and the other, by the Duquettes.  My brothers and I slept on the hay above the cow stable as cozily as we could have wished.


Before sunrise the following morning, our dreams were brought to an abrupt end by the sound of Ted’s voice. “All you King boys roll out!  Daylight in the swamp!  There’s a day’s work for you to do.  Roll out!”


Next I heard Mother’s voice calling from below, “George and Clifford, you two.  Get up!  Kneel down and say your prayers.  Then hurry and carry water from the creek.  We have a big wash to do today.”  It was characteristic of Mother that in issuing those orders she put prayer in the first place.  Throughout her life religion took precedence over everything else.


That morning at breakfast, Mother announced that the balance of cash on hand at our family’s disposal was a little less than fifteen dollars.  That diminutive sum constituted the entire capital available to our family.  With that we were to start life anew in the backwoods area of Upper Michigan.  True, Father had bargained for a twenty-acre plot of burnt-over timberland to serve as a homestead for our family, but not a cent had been paid on it.  Except for the clothing and bedding we had brought from Lowell, everything was lacking.  We had no house to move into, no furniture, no tools, no equipment to till the soil with, no horse, no pigs, no chickens.  Moreover, my father’s tuberculosis had made such progress that he never would be able to work again.

Surely, there was much for Mother to worry about during those first weeks and months of our family’s stay in Upper Michigan.  One circumstance which to her was intolerable was our remoteness from church.  The nearest was in Baraga, nine miles away, and it was physically impossible for her and her daughters to attend Holy Mass on Sundays and feast days.  Remember, there were no cars in those days.  Mother wept as if heartbroken throughout the first Sunday after our arrival in Michigan.  She refused to eat anything and continuously repeated, “What’s going to happen to my children in this wild country if the cannot go to Mass on Sundays and holy days?  I’m afraid they’ll lose the faith and become no better than pagans.”


Finally, to console her, Father said, “Don’t cry, Flavie, we’ll hire a carriage to take you and a number of children to church next Sunday.”  That promise was kept at the cost of five dollars, reducing our cash balance in cash to near the vanishing point.


Some weeks later, at Mother’s insistence, my brothers and I set out on foot, and fasting, early in the morning of Pentecost Sunday to attend Holy Mass at Baraga.  Our pace was very slow because we had to face a very strong wind all the way to town.  Hence, it was nearly ten o’ clock by the time we reached the church.  Yet, as we intended to receive Holy Communion, we walked, one by one, up the main aisle and into the sacristy to make our confessions, no doubt causing quite a sensation.  In those days the Eucharistic fast was much stricter than it is at present.  It forbade the reception of Holy Communion to anyone who had partaken of anything in the way of food or drink after the beginning of the new day, at midnight.  By the way, Mother had given each one of us a dime to be dropped into the basket when it was passed around.

When we left the church, after the end of Holy Mass, Peter went to a grocery store and invested thirty cents in a packet of crackers and four little cans of sardines.  These were to serve as our breakfast, fortifying us for the homeward march.  After setting out for Pelkie and walking about a mile, we sat down under a tree to eat our slim meal.  Our mouths were dry from thirst, and nothing could have been more comical than the grimaces we made trying to swallow the dry crackers and sardines without anything to wash them down.


To cap it all, as we resumed our homeward march, we found that the Pentecostal wind had veered around by one hundred and eighty degrees.  It had gained a velocity so great that as we walked we could literally lean against it at an acute angle, without falling.  None of us was feeling sprightly as we trudged along, but as the youngest, George simply lacked the strength to make headway against that gale.  So Louis and Peter had to take hold of his hands and pull him along till we reached home about midafternoon.  Both pride and joy beamed from Mother’s face as we straggled in fagged out and well-nigh starving.  Within a matter of minutes a big loaf of homemade bread, a panful of thick cream, and a bowlful of brown sugar were on the table.  It was a meal fit for kings, and it was appreciated as such by the four boys who partook of it.
A Home of Our Own


It was extremely inconvenient not having a home large enough to afford comfortable accommodations – sleeping quarters, kitchen, and parlor.  So, very shortly after our arrival at Pelkie, Father decided that a house providing such accommodations should be built on a newly bought piece of land.  The construction was to begin as soon as my brothers’ wages from working on the tracks would permit.  Very fortunately for us, a man who had been planning on building a home for his family, quite near our place, for some reason of his own decided not to do so.  He had already prepared forty pieces of flat timber for that purpose.  My father, hearing that this material was for sale, bought and paid for it at once.  Then he spent a few extra dollars to have it hauled to a place near the site he had chosen for our own house.


To prepare the homesite, the brothers and I spent many evenings clearing about half an acre of ground.  The new house was to be built in the middle of this land.  The area was littered with fallen trees of many sizes, so the task of clearing it was a major operation, one in which we two younger boys played an important role.  Hundreds of these trees had to be cut into manageable lengths and laboriously pled up.  Exposure to the sun and wind gradually dried up the piled up logs so they could be conveniently burnt and reduced to ashes.  That land-clearing operation kept us busy for fully three months.  Night after night, after the logs had dried enough, we would have two or three magnificent bonfires going at once.  The flames would shoot up to heights of fifteen or twenty feet.  Though that was a sight that I greatly enjoyed, I was nevertheless glad when the job was finished and the good patch of ground was cleared.

According to a plan authored by my brother-in-law, Theodore, the exterior dimensions of the building were to be twenty by twenty-four feet.  The bottom story was to consist of three rooms:  a large one, serving at once as a kitchen and dining room; a little parlor; and a bedroom for my parents.  The upstairs was to have one large bedroom for my three brothers and me and two smaller rooms for our sisters.


The foundation of the house consisted of four hemlock logs, about eighteen inches in diameter.  We were ready to build the body of the house, that is to say, its four outer walls, so we held a building bee on the Fourth of July.  A dozen husky men from the neighborhood donated one day of their work for that purpose.  First of all, about ten floor joists were put in with their ends resting on the notched hemlock foundation logs.  Next, the outer frame went up, under the supervision of a master builder.  At the height of about eight feet, the top floor joists were fitted into place.  Then, three layers of hewn logs were added to the outer walls, bringing them up to a height of about ten feet.  Thus, the outer frame of our house was finished.  The total cost of that building bee was about fifteen dollars, spent on a small keg of beer and two good meals for the workers.

Early in August of 1902, our royal palace (erected at the cost of about two hundred dollars) was completed and ready for our occupation.  It consisted of a parlor, four bedrooms and a large kitchen that also served as a dining room.  Underneath the kitchen floor I had dug a cellar to store the hundred bushels of potatoes which were our share of the harvest from Uncle Peter’s land.  I still recall how wonderfully happy we were to occupy at last a house that was our own.  Soon each of the rooms was made very colorful by wallpaper of manifold flowery designs.


During our first winter in Pelkie, the temperature frequently went down to thirty or forty degrees below zero. To heat the house, we had the kitchen stove and a large box-stove in the parlor.  It was my job to keep the home fires burning.

In late autumn we acquired a mare and called her Minnie.  Minnie only cost fifteen dollars, but, in spite of two big spavins on her hocks and a pulmonary condition called “the heaves,” she was worth her weight in gold.  Uncle Peter had donated a cluster of maple trees to furnish us with the firewood we would need to tide us through the winter.  It was my job to fell the trees, saw them into sixteen inch lengths, split them into slabs, and haul them down on an old sleigh borrowed from Uncle Peter.


Throughout that winter, the ground was covered by snow two or three feet deep.  Before I could reach those maple slabs, I had to clear a path through the snow.  Then, I would hitch little Minnie to the big sleigh and set out for the woods.  I never returned home until the sleigh was loaded down with as much firewood as Minnie could pull.  Often, on the way home, the poor little beast would trip against a windfall tree hidden beneath the surface of the snow, and fall, all tangled up in the harness.  Then I would have to unhitch her and help her to regain her footing.  But we always got the load safely home where I would pile it in our woodshed.


Another benefit of owning a horse was that it was decidedly easier to get to church.  On Sundays and feast days, winter or summer, rain or shine, snow or sleet, at least three members of the family would travel the nine miles to the village of Baraga to assist at Holy Mass.  My family pioneered in that respect, starting a churchward movement in the whole countryside.  In the beginning, only two or three families were influenced by our example, but after a year or two dozens of families joined us.

I must also mention here that, for many consecutive years, the May devotion was held every night either in Uncle Peter’s home or in ours.  Each night a group of fifteen or twenty children and adults would kneel to recite the rosary and litany.  Then everyone would stand to sing hymns, in French or English, before a little May altar adorned with wild flowers from the neighboring woods.


The consoling power of the Catholic faith was very evident in our home during the hours immediately preceding Father’s death.  The morning of August 25, 1903, he expressed the wish that Peter and Louis stay home instead of going to work.  That day he refused all food, being satisfied with the occasional sip of water.  Mother was continuously at his bedside.  About mid-afternoon, she noticed that the end was near and called all of us to join her in reciting the rosary.  This was followed by prayers for the dying which Mother read from her old French prayer book.


Father told us in a weak voice that his hands and feet were growing very cold.  Then, addressing my oldest brother, he said, “Peter, after I am gone, you must take good care of your mother.”


Choking with sobs, Peter replied, “Yes, Father, I will do so.”


Then, at short intervals, Father would ay in a scarcely audible voice, “Now I can’t see you anymore.  Now I can’t hear you.  Now I can’t move at all!”  A few moments later, his breathing stopped.

With Uncle Peter’s help, Mother prepared Father’s body for burial.  They dressed him in his best suit of clothes and laid him out in our little parlor.  The wake lasted till the morning of the second day after Father’s death. Representatives from ten or fifteen Catholic families attended intermittently.  Some stayed for hours, others for only a few moments.  Prayers for the deceased were said from time to time, followed by conversation in subdued tones.  A pot of hot coffee was kept on the stove and sandwiches and cakes were set on the table.  The first night I stayed up till I fell asleep sitting on the stairway, so Mother woke me and told me to go to bed.  As often as I went to the parlor to gaze at the face of my deceased father, I was surprised and pleased to notice the peace and calm that his face reflected after so many years of toil and suffering.


The second member of my family to be called away by death during our stay at Upper Michigan was my sister Alice.  Three years before she died, Alice had married Theodore Duquette, Jr., a cousin of Flora’s husband.  They had two sweet little daughters, Leontine and Antoinette.  The marriage was a great mistake, however.  Theodore was much younger than Alice, and lacked experience in life.  And furthermore, Alice’s health had previously been impaired by work as a weaver in one of Lowell’s cotton mills.

At the beginning of winter, Theodore left home and went to work in a remote lumber camp.  Before his departure, however, he had not troubled to ask whether the food, firewood, and money available to his wife would tide her through the winter months.  Nor did he think of sending her money while he was gone.  Alice put up a brave front and refrained from complaining.  In fact, she had been living on starvation rations for some days when Mother happened to visit her.  At once, Mother decided to take Alice and her little ones to live in our home.  By the time Mother took her home, Alice’s condition had become so critical that she seemed to be at the point of death.


I was sent to Baraga to call a doctor.  When I reached town, I was disappointed to learn the doctor was away on a call.  I waited until he returned and, after a hasty meal, he was ready to come with me.  It was nearly midnight when we reached Pelkie.  The doctor immediately examined my sister.  Then he said hesitantly, “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing I can do.  It’s too late.  Her death may occur at any moment.”  Nevertheless, he wrote out a prescription which he said would soothe the patient’s pain and enable her to get some sleep.


I drove the doctor back to Baraga and then sat in the buggy for a few hours waiting for the drugstore to open.  On reaching home again, I gave the medicine to Mother, and she at once gave Alice a spoonful.  Soon Alice was sleeping and did not wake till the morning of the following day.  Throughout that long period, Mother or some other member of the family watched at Alice’s bedside.  Gradually her breathing became so weak and irregular that Mother, fearing the end was near, called us to join her in prayers for the dying.  Suddenly, something very startling happened.  Without a word to any of us, Alice began singing in a clear, melodious voice an appeal to the Mother of God:




Mere, je t’implore,





Quand parait l’aurore,





Et le soir encore,





J’ai recours a toi.


It was a stanza from an old French hymn.  Both the poetic content and the music of that quatrain are so exquisite that I regret not being able to reproduce them here for the reader.


Soon afterward there was a notable improvement in Alice’s condition.  She was able to return home and attend to her household tasks for almost two years.  Then, Theodore, Jr. decided to transfer his home to Marquette, Michigan, a beautiful little city on the shores of Lake Superior.  There he rented a flat in the neighborhood of St. Mary’s Hospital, and Alice was able to receive medical attention while staying at home.  However, her condition gradually became so critical that she had to be admitted to the hospital, where she died in the summer of 1907.


Mother and I traveled by rail to Marquette for the funeral.  Alice’s oldest girl, Leontine, was then adopted by her grandmother Duquette.  My mother adopted the younger daughter, Antoinette.  Many years later both girls became nuns.  Leontine joined the Sisters of St. Joseph, receiving the name of Sister Carlotta.  I once had the pleasure of visiting her in Bourbonnais, Illinois, where she was teaching school.  What a joyful reunion!  A few years later, while I was in China, I received news of her death.

Antoinette became Sister Alice Loretto, Sisters of Charity, Mt. St. Joseph, Ohio.  She taught French in various high schools.  I had the pleasure of visiting with her several times.  She died at Good Samaritan Hospital, Cincinnati, September 30, 1955.
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Boyhood to Manhood

Shortly after our family’s arrival in Pelkie, Michigan, Uncle Peter plowed the two acres of ground to be planted to potatoes and cared for by George and me.  We put in many a day of hard and wearisome toil, as the soil of that newly-cleared ground was full of unrotted roots.  In spite of his illness, Father came out to show us how to do the work.  He would take a hoe in his hands, carefully loosen the soil, and then bank it up around the bottom of the potato stalks.  After a few minutes of this strenuous exertion, he would lay down the hoe and sit on the ground, exhausted.

Late in September we harvested two hundred bushels of fine white potatoes, to be divided equally between Uncle Peter’s family and ours.  Our share was stored in the hastily dug cellar beneath the kitchen floor.  I figured that at least seventy-five bushels of our spuds would be left over, to be sold at a dollar a bushel come spring.  That sum would buy a nice buggy from Sears Roebuck for our family’s transportation to and from Baraga.  Alas!  Alas!  During the spring thaw, water rose in our cellar causing all those fine white murphies to rot.  The nasty job of removing that mess from the cellar was mine.


Let me retrogress a bit.  Before the beginning of our first winter in Pelkie, I put in two months as a section hand on the Mineral Range Railroad, which ran through our neighborhood.  I was fourteen.   Wages were one dollar fifty for ten hours of hard toil.  I remember that, after getting my first paycheck, I walked ten miles to Baraga, where I spent ten dollars for my first long-pants suit, three dollars for a pair of shoes, and one dollar for an Ingersoll watch.


Repeatedly, during that first winter in Upper Michigan, the thermometer registered temperatures of forty degrees below zero.  It was my job to keep the fires burning in our house, as well as in that of my sister, Flora.  About half a mile away from our home, on Uncle Peter’s land, was a small cluster of small maple trees which he donated to our family for firewood.  In places the snow piled up to heights of five or six feet, compelling me to spend hours clearing a road through the drifts so that our tiny horse could pull a sleighload of maple slabs through to our house.  One the thought that it was up to me to prevent our two families from freezing to death could have kept me at it day after day.

That winter was the longest I ever lived through.  However, the hardships toughened me to such an extent that by spring, I had begun to think of myself as a man.  Early in 1903 I graduated to the ranks of the regular track-maintenance crew, called section hands.  I remained at that kind of work for at least three years, with beneficial results, both corporal and spiritual.


I remember a near-miraculous event that occurred in midsummer, 1906.  At that time I was a member of a section gang, of which my Uncle Peter was foreman.  We had been toiling all morning at such routine jobs a removing rotting ties, replacing them with new ones, raising low joints, and lining the track with lining bars.  One of the joints to be straightened was just at the point where the tapered end of the switch rail touched the main-line rail.  Without hesitating, Uncle Peter took out his key, unlocked the switch stand, and opened the switch enabling our crew to straighten the main-line rail at that point.  Then, forgetting the important business of closing and locking the switch, he called “Joint ahead!”  The gang moved to that joint.  After that was lined, we moved on to others that needed lining, till we cam e to a point exactly opposite our handcar, on the siding track.  Just at that moment, our boss looked at his watch and remarked, “Well, boys, it’s exactly twelve o’clock, and here are our dinnerpails.  Let’s sit down and eat.”

Without more ado we sat down on the car and began eating our sandwiches.  WE were almost finished when a light rain began to fall, so we ran to seek shelter under a big tree, just outside the right-of-way.  At that moment we heard the whistle of the three- coach passenger train as it rounded a curve about half a mile away.  It came clickety-click down the tracks.  Suddenly the engine swerved violently as it entered the open switch.  A second or two later we saw it shoot off the open end of the siding.  It kept going along the surface of the level clay ground for about a hundred yards.  The three coaches followed suit, but as they left the end of the spur track, their wheel trucks became detached and pulled up pell-mell.  Meanwhile the bodies of the coaches kept on moving forward, one leaning one way, the other leaning another way.


The ten passengers, though terribly jolted, were not seriously hurt.  It so happened that the roadmaster, Mr. McKenzie, was one of the passengers.  When Uncle Peter went up to him, white-faced and trembling, the roadmaster said quite calmly, “Well after this, your work for this company is at an end.”


A messenger was sent to the nearest station, Keweenaw Bay, to notify railroad headquarters of the wreck.  Within an hour the wreck train arrived with a crew of expert workers who succeeded in getting the derailed locomotive and coaches back on the tracks before nightfall.  The train was then ready to be towed to the company’s repair shops.

That night I gave my mother a full account of what had happened.  She said, “It was God’s holy will that you were not sitting on the handcar when the engine hit it.  You would have all been killed.  Don’t forget to thank Him for sending that little shower just at that moment.”


After putting in about two years as a section hand, I went into a partnership with my brother Peter.  Our job was hewing railroad ties and flat timber for use in the copper mines.  This was piecework; the harder we worked, the more we earned.  We had been doing this type of work about a month when I narrowly escaped being killed by a falling tree, besides being the victim of three accidents, all in the period of two or three hours.


We were working on very uneven terrain; the surface of the ground resembles huge waves of irregular sizes.  Peter and I began work in that area by cutting down a tall hemlock tree.  When it fell, the trunk bounced fifteen or twenty feet up in the air and then came crashing down, missing me by inches.  Talk about a close shave!


Another hemlock which we felled on the same day had its slender top bent like a bow between two other, smaller trees. As I walked along its bole, trimming off branches, I cut a little birch tree that had been bent down by the hemlock as it fell.  As my axe cut through its taut stem, that small tree whipped back and hit me a stunning blow on the forehead.  This caused me to jump down about fifteen feet into deep snow.  I landed leaning backward and slightly sprained my spine.  That was not all!  I climbed back on top of that big hemlock and went on trimming away branches.  Then my double-bit axe got slightly caught in an overhanging branch and swerved as it came down, cutting through my shoe and inflicting a deep cut on my left instep.  The wound, though not serious, bled profusely and stained the snow as I hobbled home, leaning on Peter’s shoulder.

The minor accidents I have just described were exceedingly significant for me.  They caused me to reflect on a matter of great importance – my future.  A big question that had loomed up again and again in my thoughts was the possibility of my eventually becoming a priest and missionary.  I had been in the habit of eagerly reading whatever came to hand about the missions.  Repeatedly my reading caused me to recall a statement President Theodore Roosevelt had made several years previously.  He had deplored the fact that practically no American Catholic missionaries had been sent to the Philippines after the Spanish-American war to replace the Spanish padres, most of whom had returned to their homeland.


Catholic literature was always available in our home.  For years we had subscribed to one of the country’s finest weeklies, The Catholic News of New York.  The section of that paper which I read with the most interest was the one devoted to mission news.  It was just such reading that first got me thinking of becoming a missionary.


For a considerable time that kind of thinking did not amount to a decision.  I would catch myself mumbling, “Now, Cliff, old boy, watch your step.  You’re far too old.  No money.  No education.  No seminary would take you!  Give up that crazy idea, once and for all!”

For quite a while that doleful soliloquy would be repeated, over and over, with little or no variation.  However one day in early May, 1909, while I was alone in the woods hewing railroad ties, a new and important question popped up, “Hey Cliff, how do you know, without trying, whether or not you could get yourself admitted to a seminary?”  The logic of that question gripped and thrilled me.  I put down my broadaxe and sat down on the bole of the tree I had been hewing, pondering.  Then, with only a pair of robins as an audience, I stood up and said aloud, “All right, I’ll try!”

A day or two later I wrote to the Very Reverend Father Rector of Holy Angels Juniorate, a preparatory seminary of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate, Buffalo, New York, formally applying for admission.  I also expressed the hope of eventually becoming a missionary priest of that society.  Of course, this letter contained the information that I was twenty-one years old.  A few days later I had a reply.  It was negative.  The Reverend Father explained that eighteen years was the maximum age at which students were admitted to that preparatory seminary.


Had I been looking for a loophole to extricate myself from an embarrassing situation without being ridiculed, that letter would have brought me great relief.  However, it did nothing of the kind.  On the contrary, it was one of the great disappointments of my life.  After I had screwed up enough courage to discuss the whole matter with my mother, she surprised me by remarking calmly, “But Clifford, there is no reason for you to be so discouraged.  There are other possibilities.  Why don’t you drive down to Assinins to discuss this whole matter with our old pastor, Father Faust?  He surely will be able to give you good advice, and also to help you gain admission to some seminary.”  I thought over that suggestion for a little while, and then told mother that I would be guided by it.


On the following day, after a drive of thirteen miles, I reached the Assinins Mission.  Father Faust accorded me a very friendly reception.  As I was explaining my desire to become a missionary priest, he interrupted me and exclaimed, “What a strange coincidence!  Only yesterday I received a circular from the Divine Word Fathers at Techny, near Chicago, announcing the establishment of a seminary to train young men to become missionaries.  Today you are here telling me that you would like to become a missionary.  The finger of God is in this affair!  If you so wish, I shall write to Techny and ask if they would accept you as a student.” 

“Yes, Father, please do so” was my eager reply.


“Very well!” the old priest answered.  “I’ll write to them today, and I advise you to do the same.  By next Sunday, we should have a reply.  At any rate, come and see me in the sacristy in Baraga after High Mass,”

Father Faust was smiling when I went to him in the sacristy next Sunday.  He produced a letter from his pocket and read it to me.  The writer, Father Peter Janser, was the rector of the newly established St. Mary’s Mission House at Techny, Illinois.  He assured Father Faust that he would gladly receive me.  I, too, had written and had received an answer to that effect that, on the strength of Father Faust’s recommendation, I would be received as a student at the Divine Word Missionaries’ newly established seminary.  I was to submit a formal application, signifying my desire to become a priest and missionary of the community.  Along with my application, I was requested to send a certificate of Baptism, a letter signifying my parents’ consent, a certificate of health, and my last school report.


Realizing that procuring all those papers might require several weeks, I decided to leave for Techny as soon as I could manage it.  I told Mother, “I’ll go and speak to Father Janser personally.  If he keeps me, well and good!  If not, I’ll get a job in Chicago and write to you from there.”


Mother had no objection to my carrying out that plan.  Neither did my sisters.  My brother George, however, had this comment to make, “Huh! So we’re going to have a holy man in the family.  O.K., Cliff.  This is the parting of the ways!  From now on you go your way, and I’ll go mine.  Good luck to you Cliff!”

Far from being offended by such flippancy, I was delighted with it.  It implied my brother’s consent to have me pass over to him the share of the burden which I had borne in the support of the family.  Instead of being disapproving of my leaving home, my sisters told me they were delighted and would help me by their prayers.  They also promised to take good care of Mother. 


Within a day or two, I had packed my trunk and was ready to leave.  When I kissed Mother good-bye, she said, “Don’t worry about the family.  With God’s help we’ll get along.  How happy I’ll be to have a priest in the family!”


Early in the morning of September 8th, 1909 my little tin trunk was loaded on the rear of our farm wagon.  George drove me to Baraga, where I boarded a morning train for Chicago, arriving there about nine o’clock in the evening.  On being informed that I would have to wait till the following morning (Sunday) to go to Techny by local train, I crossed Adams Street to a small hotel and took a room for the night.  Bright and early Sunday morning, I was back at Union Station, where I waited till about eight o’clock to board a train for Techny.  I arrived there about three quarters of an hour later nervous but happy about starting a new life. 
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First Years at Techny


I still recall the circumstances of my arrival at Techny quite vividly.  As I looked across the railroad tracks, I noticed a group of boys loitering in the courtyard of a two-story house.  I went over to ask, “Can you direct me to St. Mary’s Mission House?”

“I surely can!” replied a tall red-headed lad, Jim Heffernan.  “This is it.”  Then he cam and helped me carry my little tin trunk from the station platform to the porch of the house.


To my inquiry, “Is Father Rector at home?” Jim replied, “Not yet.” He explained, “We all went with him to High Mass at St. Joseph’s Technical School on the hill.  You know, there’s a big printing department there which produces magazines like the Christian Family and the German Familienblatt, besides St. Michael’s Almanac.  There are a machine shop and a carpentry shop, too, where a couple of hundred boys are learning trades.”


Just then Father Janser arrived, and at once came to shake hands with me, bidding me welcome to St. Mary’s Mission House.  He said, “Let me show you around.”


First we visited the small chapel, a room which had formerly served as a parlor, and he shoed me the place in the pew which I would occupy regularly.  We went across the hallway, and Father knocked at the door of Father Loschte, who, as he shook my hand, assured me that I was heartily welcome as one of his new pupils.  Then we went upstairs, where I was introduced to Father Biskupec, another one of the seminary’s professors.  After that we went down to the basement which served as a dormitory for the boys.  This room seemed to be already overcrowded, and I was wondering how I could squeeze in when Father Rector said, “There’s another dormitory where you will have your bed along with five other older students.  Let’s go and see it.”


We crossed the courtyard and came to a small frame house which had until recently served as a chicken coop.  I noticed that the room lacked a stove, and wondered if it would be as cozy through the winter as some of the lumber camps I had known in Upper Michigan.  Father pointed to the only vacant bed, the one I was to occupy.


The next item on that guided tour was a visit to the stable, occupied by a tall, skinny, brown horse.  Father asked me to take charge of him and try to put some fat on his ribs.  I replied that a lot of oats would be necessary to accomplish that miracle, but accepted the chore.  The guided tour of St. Mary’s Mission house was at an end.


Father Rector requested me to go with him to his room, where he handed me several textbooks saying, “These are the books you will need.  I fear you will experience some difficulty in the beginning, as you have been out of school for a long time, but don’t get discouraged.  All beginnings are hard.”


I remember the sheer disgust I experienced when, after opening Schulz’ Latin Grammar, I tried to achieve a remote understanding of the work “declension” with which several chapters seemed to be exclusively concerned.  There is no true declension in French or English, the languages that I had previously studied.  After racking my brain for a bout half an hour, vainly striving to grasp the meaning of that one word, “declension” – rosa, rosae, rosae, rosam, rosa, rosae, rosarum, rosis, rosas, rosis – I closed the book with a slam and pushed it aside, disgusted and discouraged.

Homesickness, too, my first experience of the kind, may have accounted for my petulant behavior. At any rate, a bit of reflection had a soothing effect.  “Shame on you, Cliff.” I said to myself.  “Thinking of quitting even before getting started.  If you don’t stick it out here, where are you going to go?  Chicago?  Alone among millions in that big city? You’d be afraid.  Back home?  George is still there!  Wouldn’t he have a big laugh?  Can’t you just hear him now?  What about Mother?  Would she be glad to see you again so soon?  No, she’d be sad.  More important still, what about those words of Jesus?  ‘He who puts his hand to the plow, and looks backward, is not worthy to be my disciple.’  What brought you here in the first place?  A desire to become a ‘fisher of men.’  Isn’t that more important than anything else you could think of?  All right then, Cliff, put this thought of quitting out of your mind, once and forever.”

Fortunately, my first Latin teacher, Father Aloysius Biskupec, who had recently arrived from Europe, realized that, being considerably older than my classmates, I might experience greater difficulty in adapting myself to the new mode of life.  He displayed infinite patience in explaining the meaning and function of declensions in the Latin language, with the result that I eventually became a fairly good Latin scholar.

I recall that during the noon meal one Sunday at Techny, Father Rector announced that he wished us to accompany him on a walk to a small forest about a mile away. He wanted to read us a number of letters he had just received from the missions.  After entering the woods, we sat down on the trunk of a large fallen tree.  Then he took from his pocket a number of letters from classmates of his, to whom he had written announcing the establishment of the new seminary at Techny.


The first letter was from a young missionary working in New Guinea.  He spoke in the highest praise of the deep faith and true piety evidenced by his Kanaka Christians, recently converted from the rankest forms of pagan superstition.  The next letter read by Father Rector was from a missionary in Togoland, Africa.  He told about thousands of newly baptized Catholics who had walked from their remote jungle homes to attend Holy Week services in the Cathedral in the city of Lome.  


Still another letter was from a missionary in the Philippines.  He described the sad and alarming plight of the millions of Catholics in those islands after the Spanish-American war and the repatriation of thousands of Spanish priests.  Fewer than fifteen hundred priests were left to care for twelve million Catholics.  That missionary asked, “How is it possible for us to do much more than baptize newborn infants, marry young couples, and officiate at funerals?”


The last letter read by Father Rector was from China.  It conveyed a message which, I thought, was even more moving that the preceding ones.  It described a mass movement of conversions in the interior of the Shantung province, where a few years previously two Divine Word missionaries, Father Nies and Henle, had been murdered by the members of a pagan sect called the Big-Knife Society.


By the time Father Rector had finished reading the letters, my homesickness and discouragement had vanished, and I had firmly resolved to stick it out in the seminary, come what might.  Of course, the good Lord saw to it afterward that my vocation should again be tested by severe trials, but none of them ever caused me to doubt the wisdom of continuing to prepare myself for the missionary priesthood.


My first vacation, at home in Michigan, was one that I will never forget.  Realizing that my little reserve of funds, deposited in a bank, would by no means tide me through the years preceding the novitiate, I got a job as a carpenter’s helper at two and a half dollars a day.  About a week after I started work, I was carrying a heavy plank up a ladder when a gust of wind threw me off balance.  I dropped the plank and fell clumsily, severely injuring my left knee which collided against a rung of the ladder.  The result was that I had to spend a month in the hospital, undergoing surgery and subsequent treatment.


On returning to Techny in early September, 1910, I was greatly pleased to find that, due to a considerable increase in the number of students, our seminary (then called St. Mary’s Mission House) had been transferred from the small house near the tracks to the big house on the hill.  Quite naturally, the Fathers in charge of St. Joseph’s Technical School, then the sole occupants of the house, were not at all pleased with this arrangement because they considered it an unwarranted invasion of their territory.  Hence, the fourth-story rooms, vacated for the accommodation of the seminary, were both too small and inconveniently located.  Nevertheless, we students were greatly pleased with this change, in spite of the many trips we had to make each day up and down the winding staircase of more than one hundred steps.

The grounds around the big house allowed us all the space we needed for various kinds of sports – baseball, basketball, tennis, handball, and so on.  To enjoy these manly sports, all we had to do was spade the ground, level it, roll it, and mark it.  Also, to improve the condition of the parkland around the house, we prepared the ground for more than a mile of gravel paths.  We removed immense quantities of sod and planted various kinds of trees, shrubs and perennial flowers.  We also had ample opportunity to keep fit by propelling student powered lawnmowers.


Those were the improvements for which we, Techny’s pioneer novices and scholastics, were responsible fifty years ago.  When, in midsummer, 1966, after my return from New Guinea, I revisited Techny, I was curious to discover the momentous changes that I thought must have occurred during my six years’ absence.  I made a tour of the spacious gardens surrounding the big house.  I was surprised to note that, except for the few catalpa trees near the pond, which had died and been replaced by other trees, there was only one noticeable change.  The elm trees, which had been mere saplings when I helped to plant them half a century ago, were now towering giants, fully tow feet in diameter at their bases.


Now let me revert to the remote past, when I was one of Techny’s seminarians.  Throughout the ten years I was there a great amount of experimentation was done by our staff to determine the subjects to be taught, the textbooks to be used, and the number of forty-five minute class periods a week to be devoted to each subject.  The number of subjects taught was prodigious.  In the area of languages we were supposed to acquire a proficiency in Greek that would enable us to read the New Testament with ease in that ancient tongue. Then, being members of a society which was German in origin, we were required to read and understand the classics in that idiom.  Seminarians of German descent were required to speak that language fluently and correctly.  The same was expected with regard to the French language from students of French descent.  That was not too difficult for me since French was the language spoken in our home, and I had in my boyhood attended a school in charge of Marist Brothers who were mostly from France.

Throughout my years at Techny, I was always conscious of moving in a rarefied atmosphere which, for want of a better term, I shall call the monastic spirit.  That influence was all-pervading and beneficial, even at times when we found it decidedly irksome.  The disadvantage for American boys of following a course of studies more European than American was, I think, amply offset by the great spiritual benefits we derived from daily contacts with men whose lives constantly exemplified a full Christian orientation of thought and behavior.


Of course, our priestly teachers took every opportunity to inculcate the necessity of our being at all times and under the most diverse circumstances, guided by supernatural motives.  We were to remember the urgency of laying up treasure in heaven, instead of frittering away our time and energies on the attainment of transient earthly benefits and pleasures.  However, so far as I could observe, that same lesson was conveyed even more effectively by the example of our Techny lay brothers.  These men were mostly highly skilled artisans, who, from year’s end to year’s end, never interrupted the even tenor of their.  They exemplified the possibility of achieving advanced holiness by strict adherence to a philosophy of life based on the monastic axiom lives ora et labora – work and pray!  I often recall the look of peace and contentment radiating from the faces of our lay brothers, as I observed them efficiently attending to their varied tasks.  They were printers, typesetters, bookbinders, carpenters, blacksmiths, butchers, tailors, electricians, and bookkeepers.

As I now find myself in a reminiscent mood, I feel I must mention several brothers who pioneered at Techny and contributed so largely to tiding the Society of the Divine Word in the United States safely through the first two or three difficult decades of this century.  Even now, I can close my eyes and see the faces of many old-time Techny brothers, who have long-since gone to receive the reward of their faithful stewardship.  I can name each one of them:  Joseph, Michael, Wilfrid, Anselm, Joachim, Dagobert, Placidus, Simplicus, and so on.  Take, for instance, Simplicus.  He was a Techny mail carrier and gravedigger.  My friends, there was a character whom Shakespeare might have immortalized in one of his dramas.  Just now a conversation which I had with him one Sunday morning appears on my mental TV screen.

“Good morning, Brother Simplicus.” I said.  “Hey, is something wrong?  Didn’t you sleep well last night?  What makes you look so grouchy?”


“Now listen, Frater King, then you will understand.  You see, last night, after work, I took a nice bath and put on clean clothes, and then I go to church and make a good confession.  Then I think how nice it would be if the good Lord called me right away, and I prayed over and over, ‘Good Lord Jesus, now I am ready; take me, as I am, right up to heaven!’  Then I went to bed, thinking how nice it will be tomorrow morning when I wake up in heaven.  But now you see me here.  That’s why I feel sore!”


“Gracious goodness, Brother Simplicus!” I replied.  “Don’t tell me you dared to tell Jesus you were angry with Him!”


“No, no, Frater King!” the brother replied.  “You don’t understand.  I am not angry with the Lord, but with myself for being so proud to think that I am good enough right now to go straight to heaven without first passing through purgatory.  I’m afraid I will have to stay in purgatory a long time.  In German we call it Fegfeuer; that means a fire that cleans your soul.  Fire hurts so much, I’m afraid of it!  I could not even stand the little fire from one match, if I put it near my hand.


Just then the bell rang for High Mass and that remarkable conversation was at an end.  Many times since it has recurred to my mind, and has helped to keep me walking along the path of pastoral duty, even when the going was very irksome.

Novitiate and Scholasticate
On September 8, 1915, the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary and the fortieth anniversary of the Society of the Divine Word, we, the first eight American clerical novices of our community, received the habit from the hands of Archbishop Messmer of Milwaukee.  I felt exceedingly happy to be one of those young pioneers.  After the ceremony of investiture, Archbishop Messmer, a venerable, white-bearded prelate, resembling one of the Old Testament prophets, preached a sermon full of erudition and unction.  I have forgotten its content except for the closing words:  “You eight young men have every reason to be exceedingly grateful to God for the honor and privilege of having been chosen by Him to be the first American clerical novices of the great missionary Society of the Divine Word.  You are pioneers in a holy cause.  Nobody can take away from you the distinction of having been the first to respond when the European Fathers of the Divine Word, who founded this seminary, invited to it young Americans willing to spend their lives preaching the Gospel to pagan nations.  It is my ardent hope and prayer that God may help you to persevere in that resolve so that, after the lapse of a few years, you may reach the exalted goal to which you aspire, the holy priesthood and success in preaching the Gospel to pagan nations.”

It is no exaggeration to say that the consciousness of having been enlisted to serve God without let or hindrance brought to me an incomparable joy of heart, a sense of having been set free from the troubles and worries that beset most lay persons striving to make good in this turbulent modern world.


Harmless and amusing pranks, however, were not at all unknown among the novices.  I must plead guilty to at least one such misdemeanor.  It happened on afternoon as we were walking up and down the gravel paths of our little Techny cemetery, supposedly meditating on death.  My glance strayed across the wire-netting fence an d I spied a big patch of wild blackberry bushes that were bending under the weight of ripening fruit.  Knowing that the owner, old Mrs. Geisfeld, had no intention of picking those berries, I suggested to my fellow novices that we ought to pick them for our community table.  Accordingly, during our recreation on the following day, we invaded the berry patch and began picking.  When my receptacle was nearly filled, a mischievous thought came to my mind, and I immediately acted upon it.  Gradually I strayed away from the crowd and was soon hidden behind bushes.  Then, imitating an old lady’s piping voice, I called out in a plaintive falsetto, “What are you doing in my woods, you holy boys in long black dresses?  I know.  You’re picking my nice ripe blackberries.  Stop it right now!”


At the first sound of my voice the berry pickers scampered away like frightened rabbits, and stood in a group inside the cemetery enclosure.  When, after hurriedly rejoining them, I inquired in a falsetto tone of voice if they had heard the old lady, those holy boys in long black dresses were ready to manhandle me in no gentle manner.  The fact that they refrained from doing so spoke volumes for the progress they had made in observance of monastic decorum.

Our novice master, the late Father Herman Richarz, was one of those rare individuals whose temperament seemed to combine contradictory traits.  As a general rule, he was gentleness personified in his daily contacts with the novices.  However, when the occasion required, he could be as stern and uncompromising as a stone cliff.


I shall never forget the occasion I once had of witnessing one of these sudden transformations.  It was at a time when circumstances compelled me to approach him for counsel about a matter of supreme importance for my future life.  I had just received a letter from my sister Henrietta, informing me that both my brother George and my sister Angeline were planning on getting married quite soon.  I recognized that as a piece of very good news, and rejoiced that both had found suitable life partners.  At the same time, however, I began to be greatly worried.  I clearly visualized the consequences of those two marriages, not only for my mother, my sister Henrietta, and my niece Antoinette, but also for me.  The meager pay earned by my little sister as an employee in a confectionery factory would by no means be enough to maintain a separate household for those three.  At the same time, I was appalled at the thought of having to leave the seminary.


After worrying, reflecting, and praying for twenty-four hours without interruption, I went to lay the whole matter before my novice master, resolved to be guided by his advice.  When I entered the room, I fully counted on a sympathetic hearing.  I was wholly mistaken.  Father Richarz greeted me with his habitual benevolent smile.  As he began to grasp the gist of my story, however, his face assumed a look of intense displeasure.  Suddenly he interrupted me, saying, “Frater King, you need say no more.  I perfectly understand you situation.  You seem to have forgotten the words of Our Lord: ‘He who puts his hand on the plow and looks backward is not worthy to be my disciple.”  Surely, you are not thinking at this late hour of beginning to look backward.  As a member of a religious community you have no right to worry about your relatives, whom you have left in God’s care.  He will provide for their needs.  However, if after mature reflection, you cannot free yourself of this worry, go back to the world, for you do not belong with us!”  Thus the interview ended.

I left my superior’s room in a daze, as if stunned by a powerful blow to the head.   After a while, during a solitary walk in our beautiful seminary garden, the power of logical thought gradually returned.  Over and over I repeated the words, “As a religious you have no right to worry about your relatives whom you have left in God’s hands!”   Logic finally compelled me to pronounce a verdict in my own case.  Those words simply brought me face to face with the alternatives, “Either stop worrying, or stop being a religious.”  Realizing the immense significance of the crisis which suddenly confronted me, I decided not to be overhasty in making a final decision.

After my sister Angeline’s marriage to James Miron, my mother, my sister Henrietta, and my niece Antoinette were accommodated in the newly established home of the Mirons, and made to feel very welcome.  Though I was very grateful to my brother-in-law, then working as a janitor in a college, I could not bear to think of that arrangement as at all permanent.  After two months, near the end of my first semester as a student of theology, I wrote to Mother about my plan to leave the seminary and find some kind of job in Chicago.  As soon as my earnings allowed, I planned to rent a dwelling large enough for the four of us, and send money to pay their fare to Chicago.  That was my plan but God’s was different.


Before very long I received a letter from my brother Peter, who had his home on a tract of garden land near Denver, Colorado.  He wrote to tell me the sad news that his wife, Mae, had died after giving birth to their third daughter.  He had requested that Mother, accompanied by Henrietta and Antoinette, travel to Denver as quickly as possible to assume charge of his household.  A letter from Henrietta followed soon after.  She told me that Mother had accepted Peter’s invitation, and that they would travel through Chicago on their way.

Thus my brother’s sad bereavement freed me from the necessity of leaving the seminary.  The burden of worry and doubt that had been obsessing me was lifted and replaced by a renewed sense of security and confidence.  I resolved then to be guided in the future by whatever I recognized as most pleasing to God.


With my superior’s permission, I went to meet Mother, Henrietta and Antoinette when they arrived in Chicago.  I was very happy to have them accompany me to Techny, where I had arranged for them to stay one night at St. Ann’s Home for the Aged.  The following morning, I showed them the sights around Techny – the workshops, printing establishment, the stable with fifty milk cows, and so on.  What Mother and I most enjoyed, though, was to be able to sit in the parlor and have a nice long conversation.  In the afternoon I escorted them back to Chicago and helped them find suitable seats on the train.  Some days later I was happy to receive a letter from Henrietta, informing me that they had arrived safe and sound at Peter’s home and were very glad to be there.
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Genesis of the C.S.M.C.

It may interest the reader to know that the mission-aid society known as “The Catholic Students’ Mission Crusade,” originated at Techny in the summer of 1918.  It was largely the result of propaganda carried on by me, effectively aided by Father Bruno Hagspiel, S.V.D., who was then in charge of missionary propaganda at Techny.
The following is a verbatim reproduction of a statement made by Father Bruno, published as part of a report on the CSMC charter convention held at Techny in June, 1918.

Father Bruno’s Statement

“To anyone who has witnessed the origin of this students’ organization, the guiding hand of Divine Providence has been clearly discernible at every step which preceded and eventually resulted in the formal organization of the Catholic Students’ Crusade; not one, but several factors have contributed towards its success; some quite conspicuous, others not so prominent, yet none of them unimportant, since the Creator’s work must bear the impress of harmony and continuity, whereby every detail praises the skill and perfection of the Master.  Having shared in a small way in its formation, I will endeavor to trace the development of the Crusade from its infancy to its present status.”

“Ever since the inauguration of the Catholic Students’ Mission Movement in Germany in 1910, especially at the University of Munster, where the first Catholic professor’s chair of mission science was established, and especially after that movement spread to Austrian institutions, I had been firmly determined that at the first opportunity, I would do all in my power to promote the same cause in the United States.”

“As, year after year, I became better acquainted with the astounding results achieved by the Protestant Student Volunteer Movement, I was further confirmed in that resolution.  The Almighty seemed to be expressing his desire to see a parallel Catholic organization effectively launched in this country, with as little delay as possible.  Notwithstanding that resolve, as I was already burdened with more work than I could properly attend to, in the interests of our own Divine Word Missions, I had perforce to assume a watchful waiting attitude, even though one required but little reflection and observation to foresee the gigantic proportions to which such a crusade might eventually attain.  Hence, burdened as I was by many pressing duties, I determined to do the one and not the other undone.”

“Accordingly, I began collecting material on that subject, studying the actual situation and the best methods of bringing about the establishment of a nation-wide students’ mission-aid organization.  I corresponded with members of our Divine Word Society in Europe, one of whom had helped to launch the Catholic Students’ mission-aid movement in Germany.  I also carried on correspondence with priests who were studying mission science at the University of Munster.  Meanwhile, as a result of my correspondence, in connection with my work as editor of The Little Missionary magazine, I began to sense that God was gradually preparing the ground in the United States for just such an organization as the Catholic Students’ Mission Crusade.”
A Maryknoll Spark Inflames Techny’s Zeal
“The scene changes and we find ourselves at supper in our minor seminary’s refectory during the winter term of 1914-1915.  An article is being read from The Field Afar, in which reference is made to a recent convention of the Protestant Students’ Volunteer Movement, attended by more than five thousand delegates.  Listening to that report, Clifford King, then a student of philosophy, at once engaged in a mental dialogue:  ‘Why should not we Catholics have an organization to match, and outmatch that Movement?....Simply because no one in our camp has ever thought of setting the ball a-rolling.  That’s why.’  Availing himself of the very first occasion the next morning before class-time, Mr. King accosted one of his fellow-students, John Neuwirth, and at once gave expression to his determination to begin advocating the organization of Catholic students on a nation-wide basis for mission-support purposes.  John gave Clifford the sincere assurance of his backing in the promotion, among fellow students, of his plan.  Interest in this project has spread like wild-fire among Techny’s aspirants for the missionary priesthood.  Acting on my advice, a delegation of them went to discuss the project with their immediate superior, Father Biskupec, who listened carefully to their ambitious plans.  However, while conceding the urgency of the kind of organization which they so enthusiastically advocated, the Father gave expression to a certain amount of skepticism regarding the success of that plan, as American students, to date, had been showing so little interest in the missions that he feared it would prove next to impossible to enlist their sympathy and cooperation.  Convinced by the force of such arguments, Mr. King decided, for the time being, to adopt a policy of watchful waiting.  

“In the meantime, in September, 1915, The Little Missionary magazine came into circulation, and at once started its advocacy of a nation-wide mobilization of Catholic students for mission-aid purposes.  Also, in the autumn of 1916, I had been instrumental in establishing the Missionary Association of Catholic Women, with headquarters in Milwaukee.  Then, somewhat later, Father John Keogh, chaplain at the University of Pennsylvania, also chaplain-general of the federation of College Catholic Clubs, communicated with me, relative to taking up mission-aid work among a group of Catholic students at the University of Pennsylvania.  His enthusiasm for work of that nature filled me with hope and I thereupon invited him, if possible, to organize a group of Catholic University students to serve as a pilot-unit for the nation-wide movement which I hoped for.  To his regret, however, Father Keogh informed me that university concerns prevented him from complying with that suggestion.  The first semester of that school year passed uneventfully.  Mr. King called on me occasionally to have a chat about the project which was of such great interest to us both.  Detailed speculation, regarding ways and means eventually realizing our big plan was all that we could engage in until the spring of 1917.
Some Progress in March, 1917
During the month of March, John Neuwirth, chairman of Militia Orans, our students’ mission-aid society, complying with a suggestion of mine, made a motion advocating the appointment of a committee of five students to study ways and means of mobilizing our Catholic students for mission-aid purposes on a nation-wide basis.  That motion was passed.  The elected members of that committee were:  John Neuwirth, chairman, Herbert Leibmann, vice-president, Wolfgang Zeilner and John Buckley, secretaries.  Individual effort, along uniform lines, was the method voted for and put into effect.


“Knowing how interested Frater King, then a novice was, Mr. Neuwirth kept him informed, in writing, concerning the progress being made and requesting suggestions as to the wisest course to follow.  In reply Frater King advised that a circular, aimed at arousing interest among different groups of college students should be written and mailed out.  However, John Neuwirth succumbed as a victim of the Spanish Influenza in the spring of 1917, before the campaign of letter-writing, advocated by Frater King, could be well launched.


“Realizing that the other members of the committee were at a loss as to how they should proceed, Frater King composed a circular entitled The Coming Crusade and submitted it to me for approval.  Finding it entirely satisfactory, I advised that he should show it to his fellow-novices, requesting their opinion of the plan proposed.  He did so and, since the comment was quite favorable, I took immediate steps to obtain from my superiors the permission necessary to have it printed.  In a very short time that printing job was finished and those two thousand circulars were ready to be mailed out.  Thereafter, the Mission Crusade Bureau was transferred to our Scholasticate, owing to the fact that Mr. Leibmann had to leave Techny on account of ill-health, and the rest of the committee felt unable to cope simultaneously with their studies and the work required in addressing the thousands of envelopes containing the circular to be sent or broadcast over the whole eastern half of the United States.  By the end of May we had received several hundred replies, most of them endorsing the New Crusade.
America Endorses Techny Plan

“One of the periodicals which received the circular, entitled The Coming Crusade, was the important weekly, America, which again reacted to an article (June 2, 1917) from the gifted pen of Father Joseph Husslein, SJ, with whom I had previously corresponded about the proposed organization.  In this article that authoritative writer referred to our plan for the mobilization of American Catholic youth on a nation-wide scale as ‘One of the most important events in American college life, provided our faculties and students will give it the proper response.’

“That hearty and enthusiastic endorsement, from the pen of an acknowledged authority, proved immensely helpful to us in overcoming the objections and obstacles that might otherwise have militated against the success of our plan.  I must also mention here the hearty response accorded to our project by the students of St. Charles Seminary, Cartagena, Ohio.  Indeed, they were the only ones who answered on time, to be referred to in our first bulletin.  In spite of a not too promising outlook, Frater King, the editor of the first two CSMC bulletins, set about the big organizational task confronting him.  It had been my policy from the beginning to let the students themselves to do the actual planning and work.  It was never necessary for me to urge them to do their utmost, because they were heart and soul in the movement.  An occasional word of counsel and encouragement was all that they needed.


“In October, 1917, the first bulletin was mailed out and soon we began to receive favorable replies from many parts of the country.  Indeed several leading Catholic periodicals and college magazines manifested hearty approval of our efforts.  Even more encouraging were the many letters of encouragement and praise received from highly-placed members of the Hierarchy.  For a long while, however, the students were slow to respond.  Extremely disappointing!  Nevertheless, we were consoled with the old truism: ‘The greater the work, the more humble must be its beginning.’

“Early in May, 1918, our Bulletin No. 2 appeared and was well received by those whom we were most anxious to have lined up on our side.  Among them were many prominent members of the Hierarchy.  However, the students were slow to respond.  Hence we were greatly heartened by the favorable reception given to Bulletin No. 2, which contained besides instructive and persuasive articles, letters of approval from Cardinal Farley, six other Bishops, and the heads of fifty important Catholic educational institutions, signifying their intention of sending delegates to the Techny convention.  After the date had been fixed (July 27-30), invitations were sent out to all interested parties whom we knew about.


“Again the mission-minded editor of America, Father Husslein, SJ, wrote an enthusiastic editorial (June 22, 1918), entitled ‘A Catholic Students Convention,’ in which he commented: ‘What more cheerful news than to learn that the First Missionary Conference of our American Catholic Students is actually to take place this year, in spite of all the difficulties created by the war.  Here is the spirit that must win.”
The following communication on the origin, growth, government, and present status of the CSMC, came to me in response to a request submitted by me early in May, 1967, to the dynamic Paul Spaeth, K.S.G., who headed the Crusade’s central direction with topnotch efficiency for more than three decades.

Information on the History of the CSMC 
Compiled for Father Clifford J. King – May 9, 1967
“1.  Before the National Center of the CSMC moved to the present National Center, 
which was formerly known as Crusade Castle, publicity regarding it was handled  very successfully by the late Monsignor Frank A. Thill, who, in the first years of the CSMC was still a seminarian and who was allowed to continue the work of the National Secretary immediately after ordination.  The then Father Thill, obtained an office in downtown Cincinnati, free of rent, from the Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of Cincinnati; for about three years the work was directed from there.  Prior to that time, (i.e. during the first two years of the CSMC), its headquarters were at Mount St. Mary Seminary of the West, where the National Secretary, still a seminarian—the Reverend Mr. Frank A Thill—was allowed to promote it.

“The previous owner of the property that is now the CSMC National Center was
Father Peter E. Dietz, founder of the first Catholic school of social service in the United States.  This school was established in this building, and it went by the name of ‘American Academy of Christian Democracy.’  Labor leaders came here for seminars under Father Dietz’ direction on Catholic social action.  The present ownership of this building is the Catholic Students’ Mission Crusade.
     “The property was donated to the CSMC by Father Dietz without any compensation to himself.  There was a small mortgage on the property, but this was almost negligible in view of the property’s value.  Most of the mortgage was lifted later by the late Archbishop John F. Noll, founder of Our Sunday Visitor.

2.   Archbishop Francis J.L. Beckman’s contribution to the success of the CSMC was extremely important and practically immeasurable.  He was the rector of Mount St. Mary’s Seminary at the time when the CSMC was established (in the convention at Techny in July, 1918) and he, along with seminarians Frank A. Thill and Alphonse J. Schumacher, attended the convention.  The leadership of Frank Thill was so outstanding that he was chosen to be the first national secretary.  It was due to Archbishop Beckman’s influence (he was then with the title of simply a Monsignor, as rector of the seminary) that the Archbishop of Cincinnati allowed the Reverend Mr. Thill to accept the office of secretary and to continue to hold on to this office immediately after his ordination.  Father Thill was not given any parochial assignment, although he was assigned to serve as chaplain of the convent of Sisters here in Cincinnati.  Later, Archbishop Beckman acted as a most efficient liaison between the CSMC and various bishops in the United States.  He, together, with Father Thill, made the first representation of the CSMC to our Holy Father in 1925.  The Pope at that time was Pius XI, and as a result of the representations of Archbishop Beckman and Father Thill, he appointed a Cardinal Protector for the Crusade, and blessed it with several indulgences and with very lavish and heartfelt approval.
      Prior to becoming Archbishop of Dubuque, Monsignor Beckman served as Bishop of Lincoln, Nebraska (1923-1926); he was then appointed Apostolic Administrator to the Archdiocese of Omaha, an office which he held until 1928; he was appointed to Dubuque in 1930, and held that office until 1946, when he was retired.  He died October 17, 1948, at Dubuque.

3.   Floyd Keeler (later Father Floyd Keeler) served as the first field secretary of the CSMC, for about two years.  His salary was paid by the Paulist Fathers from a special fund which they had for missionary purposes.  The patron of Mr. Keeler was Father Peter J. O’Callaghan, director of the fund of the Paulists, and a man of tremendous apostolic zeal.  Mr. Keeler’s work was done very thoroughly, and we feel that he would have gladly stayed on and even donated his services had it not been for the fact that he had a family, a wife and three children to support (it should be noted here that Mr. Keeler was a convert from the Episcopalian Church; he had been an archdeacon in the state of Kansas, and gave up his perquisites in order to embrace the Catholic Faith.  He brought his family with him into the Church.  After his children were grown and his wife had died and Mr. Keeler himself was in his early seventies, he was allowed to spend a short time in study of theology and then was ordained to the priesthood by the Bishop of Richmond, Virginia).
4.   The Right Reverend Monsignor Edward A. Freking, S.T.D., assumed the duties of

National Secretary of the CSMC in 1935, succeeding the late Bishop Frank A. Thill, who was appointed at that time to the office of Chancellor of the Archdiocese of Cincinnati and, subsequently, became Bishop of Salina, Kansas.  Monsignor Freking is now serving as Executive Chairman of the Board, and the national secretaryship is held by the Very Reverend Monsignor Henry J. Klocker, S.T.D.

5. The present statistical status of the CSMC is rather difficult to determine for the reason that in several dioceses the assumption is that all the students are members because the respective diocesan mission directors make an annual contribution to the CSMC National Center which is supposed to cover the membership and the consequent supplying of literature, etc., to all the students-at least in the high schools, colleges, and seminaries of those dioceses.  We estimate that the membership is at least 1,000,000 (one million); actually, the number must be considerably larger.  We have no way of knowing the percentage of male and female members.

6. J. Paul Spaeth has been in the service of the CSMC for about thirty-five years; his wife, Louise, has been attached to the CSMC National Center staff for about twenty-five years.

7. Have we any suggestion to make regarding the service of Father King to the CSMC?  We would like to think of Father King in the capacity of ‘elder statesman.’  The present service he is rendering by composing an autobiography in which the CSMC will be given an impressive presentation is an instance of the way in which he can be of service.  Another instance will be, we hope, his sharing of personal recollections regarding the steps leading up to the founding of the CSMC in 1918.  We would also hope that he’ll be present at the Golden Jubilee Convention of the CSMC which will be held at the University of Notre Dame and Saint Mary’s College (Notre Dame, Indiana), August 22-25, 1968.

“It is also our sincere hope and prayer that Almighty God will spare Father King for many more years, during which time he can serve as living testimonial to the vitality of the Church’s mission, and its essentially missionary character,”

7
“Go Ye Therefore”


The favorable outcome of the CSMC charter convention was exceedingly gratifying to me, not only because success in any worthwhile undertaking is sweet, but also because this success would enable me to concentrate on the all-important business of preparing myself for ordination by again giving undivided attention to my theological studies.


Just before the beginning of the autumn semester in the year 1918, during the course of our spiritual exercises, Father Rector, Peter Janser, who was retreat master, extolled the grandeur of the missionary vocation to which we aspired as a continuation in our own day of the work begun by the Apostles nineteen hundred years earlier.  On the sixth day of the retreat, toward the end of the last conference, Father Janser took from his pocket a letter just received from our Father Superior General, read it in the original German, and then gave us a free translation of its message.  This was that, owing to pressure brought to bear on the government of China by the government of England, nearly all the German missionaries of our Society in the Province of Shantung were being detained in concentration camps, in preparation for their imminent expulsion from China.  At the same time, the Chinese government was making preparations to confiscate the valuable properties owned by our Society in the cities of Tsingtao and Kiaochow.  The rent from those houses constituted the principle source of income at the disposal of our Shantung Missionaries.  Therefore, our Superior General asked that two or three of our most advanced Techny seminarians travel to Tsingtao as soon as possible, in the hope that, as accredited members of the Society, they might be able to prevent the confiscation of these properties.

After Father Janser finished reading the letter and explaining its contents, he asked us to reflect on its significance and to pray fervently to the Holy Spirit for guidance.  After this any of us who wished to respond affirmatively to the Father General’s appeal should call on him during the course of the afternoon.


Six students of our class went to see Father Rector, who announced at table that evening that the two scholastics chosen for the China mission were Robert Clark and Clifford King.  He reported that we would be joined by Father Frederick Gruhn, a German-born, naturalized American citizen, and directed us to get ready to depart for China with as little delay as possible.


Since we two American volunteers had the distinction of being the first of Techny’s alumni assigned to a foreign mission, our superiors saw fit to make much of our departure.  Accordingly, Archbishop George Mundelein of Chicago was invited to come and give us the mission crosses.  Bishop Shrembs of Toledo was asked to preach the sermon for the occasion.  Both accepted, and the splendor of that ceremony was marvelous to behold.  How thrilling it was to receive from the hands of Chicago’s famous archbishop the symbol of our commission to go our and preach the Gospel to our fellowmen.  How encouraging were the words addressed to us by the renowned preacher of the day.  He reminded us that, by calling us to follow in the footsteps of the Apostles, our Lord was conferring upon us the highest honor to which we could aspire.

Our Techny office had already booked passage for the three of us from Seattle to Yokohama, Japan on a Nippon Yusen Kaisha liner.  The ship was to leave Seattle early in November.  That arrangement permitted us less than two weeks’ time to do our shopping, get our passports and our shots, visit our relatives and travel to Seattle.  In double-quick time I took care of all those chores and then traveled by train to Denver.  I expected to have no more than two or three days time with my family.  The joy of reunion with my mother and other relatives was even greater than I had anticipated.


Just when I had begun regretfully to pack my things for the trip to Seattle, I received a letter from Techny informing me that we would have to wait till December 3rd to leave for Japan from Seattle, on board the steamship Katori Maru.  It was a delightful surprise for me; instead of three days at home, I would have more than three weeks.  This was the most enjoyable of all my vacations.  After seven years of exhausting toil in the backwoods of Upper Michigan, followed by ten years of strenuous curricular and extracurricular activities at Techny, I felt tired to the marrow of my bones.  Those weeks spent in the bracing late-autumn air of upland Colorado, talking with my mother, my brother Peter, and my devoted little sister Henrietta, or romping with my four little nieces, acted like a soothing potion on my frazzled nerves.


When the time came for me to leave, Peter drove me and the entire King family to the station in his battered Model-T Ford.  The farewell was not as sad as I had expected.  Mother was very brave about it.  In fact, I know that she was really happy to be able to give one of her children to serve God as a missionary.

Another great pleasure in store for me was that the journey from Denver to Seattle took me through Missoula, Montana, where my brother Louis and his family lived.  I greatly enjoyed a short stopover to visit with them.


In Seattle, I was welcomed at the community house of the Jesuit Fathers, who constituted the staff of the newly-founded Seattle College.  My two companions soon arrived to join me there.  This was my first experience3 of Jesuit hospitality, and I found it so delightful that in later years I never hesitated to seek accommodation at a Jesuit residence.


After a few days of sightseeing and shopping in the beautiful semitropical city of Seattle, the day of our real departure dawned.  Early in the morning of December 3, the feast of St. Francis Xavier, one of the Jesuit fathers drove us down to the wharf, and we immediately went on board the Katori Maru.  Ever since the announcement of my appointment to China, my friends and relatives had been expressing envy of the pleasure awaiting me, crossing the Pacific on board a great liner.  I had invariably assured them that the thoughts uppermost in my mind were far more concerned with what awaited me after landing in China.  In reality, that voyage was partly pleasant and partly otherwise for me and my two confreres.


After we had passed out of Puget Sound into the open waters of the Pacific, we enjoyed the view of majestic Mount Rainier’s snow-clad peak for an entire day.  Thereafter, for thousands of miles, our ship followed a course paralleling the southern shores of the Aleutian Islands.  After a lapse of ten days we were within sight of another majestic peak, Japan’s snowcapped Fujiyama.

Our accommodations on the Katori Maru had not been very good.  AS second-class passengers the three of us were lodged in a cabin near the stern of the ship.  Throughout a terrific storm that lasted forty-eight hours, the Katori Maru danced like a chip on top of those mountain-high seas.  Often the propellers were lifted clear out of the water, causing nerve-shattering vibrations throughout the ship and an epidemic of seasickness.  I was proud of weathering the tempest like an old salt, never missing a meal, even when cleats had to be fastened to the edges of the tables to prevent dishes from being dashed to the floor.

On the twelfth day of December, we reached Yokohama and went ashore, intending to stay in Japan till after Christmas.  Two days after our arrival in Yokohama, Father Willmes, a classmate of Father Gruhn’s, arrived from Kanazawa (a city on the western coast of Japan, where our SVD missionaries in Japan then had their headquarters) to take our little party in tow and serve as our guide on a two-week sightseeing tour of Japan.  During that period, we visited Japan’s wonderful capital, Tokyo.  Thereafter, we stayed a day or two in each of the following important cities:  Osaka, Kamakura, Nikko, Kyoto and Nagoya.  Many surprises were in store for me, day after day.  If anyone had asked me after that tour what single feature of Japanese life I had found most impressive, I should have answered without hesitation, “Their industry.” Wherever I went in Japan, I never noticed any loafers.  In the cities, the villages, or the open countryside, everybody seemed to be tremendously busy.  In fact, the whole country reminded me of a gigantic beehive.


Even as a student at Techny, I had taken a very keen interest in Japan, because everything I had read or heard about that country had convinced me that the Japanese people were by far the most progressive and powerful of nonwhite nations in the world.  I had to recognize that in the rapidity of its upward surge from the position of an isolated Asiatic nation to that of a first-line world power, Japan had outstripped not only the other nations of Asia and those of Africa, but also many nations of Europe and South America.  To me it was plain that the secret of this pre-eminence must be sought, not in any geographic or economic advantage, but in the temperament and innate talent of the Japanese people.

Among the many places we visited in Japan, I found the ancient capital city, Kyoto, the center of Japanese Buddhism, the most interesting.  In this city there are many famous Buddhist temples and, on the occasion of a temple feast, many devout pilgrims flock to Kyoto from all parts of Japan.  Though Buddhism was not originally a pagan cult, it certainly has become such during recent times.  At any rate, a great variety of idols are on display in Kyoto, and homage paid to them by the Japanese people is surprising to behold.  I have seen great numbers of men, women and children kneeling in attitudes of abject supplication before those ugly, grimacing statues.


One of the great Buddhist shrines in Kyoto is the Higashi-Hongwanji temple in the center of an important Buddist sect.  Father Wilmes told us that, to find ways of rendering the exterior forms of their ritual more impressive, the monks in charge of that temple had sent several of their young and well-educated members to study the ritual observed in many great European Catholic monasteries.  On the altar of that Buddhist shrine, somewhat resembling those found in Catholic churches, candles were burning in huge golden chandeliers.  Squatting in a semicircle around the altar, a large number of Buddhist monks were chanting their official prayers in pleasant, well-modulated voices.  The rhythm of this chant was enhanced by the tinkling of tiny bells, cymbals and drums.


After spending a night in a Kyoto hotel, we got up very early and went to the sacristy of the only Catholic Church in Kyoto, where two priests celebrated Holy Mass.  After a meager breakfast at the rectory we went to the railway station and boarded a train that took us within a few hours to what was then the central residence of our Divine Word Fathers in Japan.  The day was the vigil of Christmas.  I was wondering how the celebration of that greatest feast, there in the midst of Japanese paganism, would compare to what I had known and loved at our Techny mission house.

At the mission station, we learned many things which greatly enhanced our esteem for those devoted Fathers and Sisters of ours who had remained at their posts, often facing starvation, throughout the long conflict of World War I.  We learned that for the past two years the average allowance each month, per missionary, had been twenty yen, the equivalent of ten inflated American dollars.  That pittance was scarcely enough to buy one meal of rice a day for each of the missionaries.  Hence, several of them were suffering from beriberi.  None of the Fathers had been able to buy shoes or clothing throughout the war.  The Father Rector at Kanazawa was wearing a pair of clumsy, cloth shoes which he had sewn together for himself.  Another Father, a classmate of Father Gruhn’s walked in from a station five miles away, over ice-covered roads, wearing shoes without soles.  I noticed that his coat was a faded greenish hue, though it had originally been black.


The Christmas observance at Kanazawa was, in many respects, the most touchingly beautiful that I had ever witnessed.  By six o’clock on Christmas Eve the Japanese Christians of that neighborhood, not more than sixty adults and children, arrived at the mission carrying large shoe boxes.  These contained their food for a meal to follow the midnight Mass.  They spent the whole long interval singing Christmas hymns or listening to eloquent speeches on the significance of Christmas from their Japanese catechist.  Those Christians behaved as though they were members of one big family in the home of their Heavenly Father.

The entire community stayed for the midnight Mass and for the two masses that followed it, all the while singing beautiful Christmas hymns.  Afterwards, they partook of their Christmas Agape meal, sharing with one another the good things they had brought in their baskets.  To me, the whole scene was reminiscent of early Christian gatherings described in the Acts of the Apostles.  That experience in Kanazawa gave me an inkling of what great things could be expected in Japan, once conditions in that country became more favorable for the propagation of  our holy Christian faith.


During my seminary days at Techny, I had often heard mention of the grace of vocation and had never doubted its reality.  However, for a young religious in my position, about to begin life anew as a missionary, it had been very helpful to witness an exemplification of its marvelous efficacy in the behavior of our Divine Word missionaries then stationed in Japan.  The extreme poverty with which those apostolic men had to contend resulted in endless difficulties and humiliations, yet not a murmur escaped their lips.  Many of them had become very proficient in the Japanese language, at the cost of heroic perseverance.  They found, however, that the value of that dearly bought accomplishment was largely discounted by the virtual impossibility of obtaining a hearing for the message of the Gospel which they had come to announce.

By 1930, there were about twenty of our Fathers in Japan; many of them had been there for fully fifteen years.  Yet, notwithstanding the wholehearted zeal with which these apostolic men threw themselves into the work, they had not succeeded in converting as many as five hundred Japanese persons – men, women and children.  Many of the Fathers were well satisfied if they could prepare one or two adult converts for Baptism in the course of one whole year.  Yet they betrayed neither discouragement nor disgust, nor had their affection for the Japanese people suffered any diminution.  That was the lesson which my short stay with our missionary confreres in Kanazawa taught me – the marvelous efficacy of the grace of vocation.


From Kanazawa, we traveled by rail to the seaport of Osaka.  There we spent the New Year festival and caught a glimpse of a great Japanese industrial center in a holiday mood.  On the following day, we journeyed by train to the beautiful harbor city of Kobe, built on the slope of a steep hill on the southern coast of Honshu.  Here we boarded a Japanese steamer, the old Penya Maru, for the last leg of our long journey to our promised land, China.


In the evening of January 7th we entered Kiaochow Bay, and soon passed the breakwater into the sheltered waters of the Tsingtao harbor.  The lights of the city glittered invitingly to us from the hillside, but our ship cast anchor in the shallow waters of the bay.  There we three Techny missionaries spent our first night – on board ship, within sight of our promised land.
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Father Clifford King outside the mission in China, ca. 1920
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On January 8, 1919, we three American missionaries walked down the gangway of our Japanese steamer and stepped for the first time on Chinese soil. White-haired Father Bartels, an SVD pioneer who had spent forty years in our China mission, was there to greet us.  The Father’s handshake and greeting were anything but hearty, and his look, as he peered rather intently at us was not at all friendly.  He seemed to be asking himself:  “Have these two young men, accustomed as they are to the free and easy life of America, got what it takes to make good missionaries here in China?”  At least, that was the way I interpreted that searching scrutiny of his.

As I stood on the pier, watching the baggage man unloading our luggage, I became conscious of an animated conversation going on between Father Bartels and Father Gruhn who were only standing a few yards away from me.  I gathered from Father Bartels’ remarks that somewhat less than a month before, soon after our departure from Seattle, the government of China had revoked the decree calling for the expulsion of all Germans from Chinese soil.  This automatically permitted all Germans still in China to remain indefinitely, and those who had already left, to return.  I realized that this was very good news insofar as it concerned the Germans.  At the same time, I asked myself, “How will this affect the position of us two young Americans here?”


Right then our attention was diverted by a noisy brawl which broke out nearby.  The fight was between two gangs of Chinese coolies who had hoped to carry our baggage to the mission.  Father Bartels soon restored peace by hiring all of them for the job.


Immediately after our arrival at the mission, Father Gruhn offered the Holy Sacrifice in thanksgiving for our safe sea journey and for the three of us to have the courage, strength and wisdom necessary to make good China missionaries.


During our first morning in China, we attended to our correspondence.  While I was busy at that task, a husky, middle-aged Chinese gentleman entered my room and introduced himself as Li Shenfu – Father Lee.  He spoke in Latin, so rapidly that I could scarcely get the gist of his remarks.  He wanted, in the first place, to know whether I would at once write to my rich friends in Meikuwo (America) requesting a gift of two thousand dollars to be put at his disposal.  He wished to build a big church in his mission with this money.  I thought; “This man is certainly a fast worker.”  I had a hard time convincing him that, even in America, money does not grow on trees.

During the afternoon of that day, Father Schoppelrey, the pastor of Tsingtao city parish, took us on a guided tour.  What I saw aroused my admiration of Germany’s engineering and building skill.  It seemed scarcely possible to me that this large and beautiful city, with its wide and well-paved streets, its grandiose public buildings, its bustling business section and its great wharves, had a history of less than fifteen years.  Yet such was the case.


When we returned to the mission, after our sightseeing tour, delighted to find that during our absence Father Bartels had made preparations for a fine Chinese banquet in honor of the newly arrived missionaries.  That meal was such a delightful treat that I caught myself thinking: “Well, if this is a foretaste of what awaits us in China, we should manage to make a go of it.”


On the day after our arrival in China, early in the morning, we boarded a train that took us to Tsinan, the capital of Shantung province, about two-hundred and fifty miles in the interior.  The railroad by which we traveled had been built by the Germans and had consequently been taken over by the Japanese at the end of the war.  We were made aware of that fact, not only by the presence of the Japanese train crew, but also by the interrogation to which we were subjected by a Japanese secret-service official shortly after leaving Tsingtao.  That gentleman was very inquisitive, though not impolite.  As soon as he learned that we were Catholic missionaries, destined for Yenchow, outside the Japanese sphere of interest, he apologized for having troubled us.


After our arrival at the big city of Tsinan, we traveled by rickshaws a good distance to the great mission center of Hungkialow which was in charge of German and Italian Franciscans.  It was there that we spent our first Sunday in China and had our first glimpse of large-scale Catholic missionary enterprise among the Chinese.  What we found most delightful on the tour of the mission and its many flourishing institutions was the marvelous friendliness of all the Chinese Catholics whom we met.  They invariably greeted us with bright smiles and friendly words which, of course, we could not understand.  The Franciscan Father acting as our guide told us they were asking whether we had good weather on our long trip across the “big water.”  They also expressed the hope that we would like China and have great success in our work for Tien-Chu (the Lord of heaven) and for the salvation of tens of thousands of Chinese men, women and children.


I was very glad when we three missionaries boarded the train for the last leg of our long voyage to the city of Yenchow, in which, at the time, the headquarters of our Shantung mission were located.  That was the goal towards which we had been heading ever since leaving Techny, five months earlier.  The third-class coach in which we sat was unheated and, as the temperature was low, that little hardship of our missionary life was endured with exemplary patience.


While we were in Tsinan, Father Gruhn had received a letter from a Yenchow missionary saying that he would be waiting for us with a car at the Yenchow station.  When we alighted from the train at Yenchow in the afternoon of a mid-January day, we found our Superior, Father Ziegler, waiting for us at the station.  He welcomed us to the Shantung mission in the heartiest fashion, and told us he had a cart waiting for our transportation to the mission, two miles away.  That Pekin cart was springless, and the roads were very rough.  The two older Fathers sat inside the vehicle while we two young Fathers sat outside on a little platform, exposed to the bitterly cold wind.


On arriving at the mission’s main entrance, we jumped down and were heartily welcomed by our white-bearded Bishop, Augustine Henninghaus.  Then we walked with him towards the entrance of the cathedral.  As we entered I started to dip my fingers in the holy water, but they collided with holy ice, which never thawed until the next spring.  Churches in that mission were never heated.  After singing a solemn Te Deum in church in thanksgiving for our safe journey from the homeland to China, we were invited to the mission dining room for a little snack which we all enjoyed.


After breakfast on the day after our arrival at Yenchow, our Bishop told us that we three should attend to two matters without delay –getting our Chinese names and having ourselves measured for Chinese garments.  In China, the family name comes first, and the given name comes second.  My family name was translated as Wong, and my new given name was Kin-King.  The full name was Wong Kin-King, meaning King Golden Mirror.  


The next chore was having our measurements taken for our urgently needed Chinese garments.  An old Chinese tailor was already waiting for us.  Each of us was measured for a fur-lined long outer garment called a pi-gow, for a short fur-lined coat called a makwadze, and for a pair of quilted trousers.  Throughout the first few days in Yenchow we shivered all the time in unheated rooms.  After we got our fine new Chinese trousers, the frigid temperatures stopped bothering us.


Another big job we had to tackle was learning the Chinese language.  The old teacher whom our Bishop had engaged to help us in that difficult task was waiting and we were at once introduced to him.  At the same time, each of us received a Chinese-German textbook, written by one of our veteran missionaries, Father Hesser.  I was delighted to find that it was not at all difficult to learn about a hundred useful Chinese expressions; this made me feel somewhat less helpless and stupid.  Even after spending thirty-five years in China, however, I was often mortified by my inability to express myself with anything resembling the fluency and elegance of the educated Chinese.  Fortunately, the Chinese do not expect foreigners to speak their language, except in a very halting way.


It was not until after the Chinese New Year festival which that year occurred early in February, that we two young Americans were formally enrolled as students in the major seminary at Yenchow, to complete our course in theology.  The experience was novel, indeed, as all instruction was given in Latin.  As a result of long experience, our professors, Fathers Weig, Mittler, and Breitkopf, lectured in that idiom with very great ease and fluency.  As listeners, however, our qualifications were not at all on a par with those of our Chinese fellow students, for whenever we Americans had to answer any question in Latin, we did so in a halting and nervous way.  This was very embarrassing.  Later, I found out that the habit of our Chinese fellow seminarians was to commit to memory practically every important part of the Latin texts as found in their textbooks – no mean achievement.


Within little more than one full semester, we had to skim through subject matter that would normally have required two full years.  The strain of maintaining that pace was nerve-racking.  We could allow ourselves no recreation or rest, for even on Sundays and holy days we would be occupied memorizing the little Chinese catechism, or practicing for Holy Mass with our fellow students.


During the spring months we received, at proper intervals, the four minor orders, and then the sub-deaconate.  About the middle of September we received the happy news that dispensation had been granted from Rome permitting us to be ordained, together with our three Chinese classmates, Chang, Kuo and Dung, after the completion of our third semester of theology.  The date fixed for our ordination was October 10, 1920.


About one month before our ordination we two American clerics were honored by the visit of a famous old missionary, Father George Froewis.  For about an hour he sat in my room, chatting with us on a number of topics.  When he was about to leave, he said that he expected to see a great deal of us in the future.  I had found him so pleasant to converse with that I hoped his expectations would come true.


Before our ordination we had to undergo our final examination in theology in the Bishop’s room, in the presence of all the professors in the seminary.  I, as the oldest among the ordinands, was the first called to appear before that august assembly.  As I entered the room, I was so frightened that my knees were quaking, and well they might.  Let me tell you, gentle reader, there was nothing slipshod or amateurish about that grilling interrogation.  Those four professors, each one an expert in his branch, took turns firing their questions at in Latin, and in Latin I had to give an answer proving that I was passably acquainted with the subject under question.  A few times I found myself floundering in waters a bit too deep for me, and was very grateful when my dear old Bishop came to the rescue with a few helpful words.  At any rate, I passed the test, and was never more jubilant in my life.


As I left the room, the Father Rector asked me to inform my Chinese classmate, John Chang, that he was next in line.  Though John had surely done much strenuous studying, he was so flustered as he walked into the Bishop’s room that he mad a gesture suggesting the flight of birds, and said in horrible Latin:  “Omnia materia fugit!”  When he came out of the room, however, he was smiling, so we knew he had not done too poorly.


Our beloved Bishop took upon himself the task of holding the eight-day retreat in immediate preparation for our ordination.  His Excellency combined in an eminent degree all the requisite qualifications for so holy a task:  learning, holiness, apostolic zeal, and a very great love for the Chinese people.  In deference to us two Americans, all his conferences were held in lucid and elegant Latin.  Each of those talks sparkled with gems of Christian asceticism, pastoral experience and exalted human wisdom.  Our aged shepherd wanted to be sure that these young men whom he was about to raise through ordination to the sublime dignity of Christ’s apostolate would be as conscious as he could to make them of the heavy burden of responsibility that went with that distinction.


I remember gratefully that, as the senior member of our class, I was the first called to receive the holy anointing and the imposition of the hands.  Only after the second rite was finished did I realize that I was the first American to be ordained as a member of the Society of the Divine Word.  This I recognized as a distinction that came to me not through merit of my own, but as a result of God’s inscrutable planning.  Nevertheless, my gratitude for this unexpected privilege was very great and sincere.


The ordination rite was followed by a splendid banquet in the Bishop’s house, after which we young neo-presbyters were kept busy shaking hands, receiving congratulations, and bestowing our first blessings.  In the evening of that day we had to begin a two-day retreat in preparation for our first Holy Mass, to be celebrated on October 12.  This short retreat was given, also in Latin, by Father Joseph Koster, a celebrated Viennese professor and preacher, who some years before had volunteered for service in our China mission.


As it has been my privilege to be the first member of our class to be ordained, the privilege of celebrating the first solemn High Mass in the Cathedral was Father Clark’s.  I remember gratefully that the good Sisters of the Holy Ghost (in charge of the Yanshowfu orphanage and girl’s school) had made elaborate preparations for my first Holy Mass which was to be celebrated in the orphanage chapel.  The chapel was so beautifully decorated that it reminded one of Heaven.  A long procession of little orphan girls, wearing white dresses and veils and carrying wreaths of flowers, escorted me to and from the altar.  I realized that these good Sisters had done all in their power to compensate me for the absence of my mother and other relatives on that day of days, and I have never forgotten that kindness.


No more than three days after our ordination, our Most Reverend Bishop announced that I was to be the assistant of Father George Froewis in his mission parish at Chucheng, in eastern Shantung.  I was delighted, though not too surprised, at this announcement.
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Missionary Apprenticeship


After ordination life suddenly became very exciting for me.  Events more or less began to tread on one another’s heels.  As I am now confronted with the task of accounting for my goings and comings during that period, I find it difficult to decide what I should mention and what I should omit.  Hence, I shall limit my narration to a few of those experiences which I remember most clearly.
Curate in Chucheng


After receiving the announcement of my appointment as assistant to Father Froewis in Chucheng, I proceeded at once for that city.  Immediately after my arrival there, my pastor appointed a young man by the name of Ma Luin to assist me in the capacity of catechist and traveling companion.  With his help I at once set about memorizing the entire text of the little Chinese catechism.  I also studied another book that explained the five rules for a worthy confession.  We spent about six hours a day at such study.  As those texts had to be understood and committed to memory, I hoped that I would be allowed at least two months to qualify for even the easier pastoral tasks but I was greatly mistaken.

One day less than two weeks after my arrival in Chucheng my old pastor called me to his room  and casually informed me, “I’ll be leaving at once for a tour of several outstations, and may not return here for two or three weeks.  In the meantime, should there be any sick calls, you will have to attend to them.  Ma Luin, of course, will go with you.”  After this very curt briefing my Superior mounted his old mule and set out on a pastoral tour.


For a day or two after his departure, I continued my study of Chinese catechism hoping to be left undisturbed at that task till the old missionaries return.  I was greatly mistaken, for in the midafternoon the following day a catechist arrived from Shahwo,  an outstation twenty miles distant from the city, to inform me that an old Catholic woman in that town was dying and needed to receive the Holy Sacraments.  To say that I was flustered by the suddenness of that summons would be putting it mildly.  

Ma Luin, who knew more than I did about such things, at once came to my room to advise me on the various preparations to be made for such an emergency.  He told me that I would have to take along my Mass kit and sick call outfit, as well as a big bed sack containing a pillow and blankets.  When this packing had been attended to, I was pleased to find that Ma Luin had a horse saddled for me.  After he had flung the big bed sack over the saddle, I managed to mount and sit on top of the baggage.


We left the mission in the midafternoon and started on our trek to the remote village.  Ma Luin followed my horse on foot.  Very soon after we had passed out of the city gate the baggage began to misbehave.  The heavy Mass kit, loaded in one end of the bed sack, kept pulling the saddle to one side, so we had to take the bed sack down and remove the Mass kit from it.  I stood there at a loss as to what should be done.  But Ma Luin, fearing that any longer delay might prevent me  from arriving at the dying woman’s home before she breathed her last, said that he would carry the Mass kit , while I forged ahead at a more rapid pace.  The marvelous generosity of that offer surprised me, for Ma Luin was a slightly-built and sickly young man.  Realizing the soundness of his advice, however, I handed the heavy Mass kit to him and remounted my horse.  Ma Luin immediately took his towel, passed it through the handgrip of the suitcase, and knotted it to form a loop over his shoulder, and said, “Father, you should go ahead as fast as you can, to get there on time.  Never mind about me.”

Darkness fell before I reached my destination, and I was afraid I might go astray in the dark, alone in that strange country.  Just as I was entering a large village, my ear caught the welcome sound of Chinese Catholics at prayer, and I knew that my faithful old nag had found the right place.  I went into the chapel and called two young men to come out and take charge of my horse and baggage.  As I stood inside the door, I was surprised to notice a crowd of men, women, and children kneeling at prayer in the chapel.  An old gentleman who introduced himself as huichang (community chief) came to me requesting that I hear the confessions of all the assembled Catholics.  Needless to say, I was very tired, hungry, and thirsty.  Nevertheless, I went at once and sat a long while, hearing confessions in Chinese for the first time since my ordination.  To my surprise, I experienced no difficulty in understanding these penitents.  By the time I was finished with the confessions a good Chinese meal awaited me, but I was so tried and worried about Ma Luin (who had not yet arrived) that I could eat very little.  To my immense relief, before long my servant came in, footsore and hungry but smiling.


Without further ado, I asked the prior to show me to the home of the sick old lady whom I had come to anoint.  On arriving there, I at once heard her confession and gave her Extreme Unction.  The following morning I celebrated Holy Mass before sunrise, and was greatly pleased to notice that the chapel was crowded with worshipers.  After Holy Mass I went to bring the Holy Viaticum to the dying woman, and was about to return to the chapel when the man of the house asked me to baptize his newborn son.  When I told him to bring infant, he simply raised the bottom end of the quilt, near the feet of the old lady, and took into his arms the tiny infant that had been lying there.  I asked Ma Luin to stand as the sponsor, and as I poured the regenerating water, I said, “George, I baptize thee in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost.”

I’m afraid that my hand shook a little, for this was my first baptism.  I called the baby George in honor of His Eminence, Cardinal George Mundelein, who had come to Techny to hand me the mission cross on the day of my departure.  The day was November 8, 1920, exactly ten months since I had arrived in China.

My First Apostolic Journeys

I remained in the Chucheng sector until the beginning of December, studying Chinese with the help of a very good teacher.  Thereafter, I was kept continuously busy visiting the outstations of that widespread mission parish.  One day I received a letter from my Bishop directing me to travel westward about two hundred miles to the city of Mengyin, to make the rounds of all the outlying Catholic communities in that big parish.  The pastor, Father Kaschel, then convalescing after a serious operation, would be unable to travel for some time.  Without the least delay, I wrote to my Bishop that this temporary assignment pleased me very much, as the additional pastoral experience thus gained was bound to be advantageous to me.

After saying good-bye to Father Froewis, I eagerly mounted my newly-purchased horse (a beautiful little dapple-gray mare) and set out for Mengyin accompanied by Ma Luin, who traveled on foot.  As I was in no particular hurry, I made the journey to Mengyin by easy stages, stopping along the way for a day or two at several towns with resident missionaries, and learning something from each of them.

On arriving at Mengyin, I was treated as a guest of honor by Father Kaschel, who had many stories to tell me about his recent harrowing experiences in that bandit-infested, mountainous district.  Some months earlier he had been kidnapped and held for a high ransom, but succeeded with the help of his Christians in escaping from his place of detention.


I spent about two weeks at the Mengyin mission.  During this time, I received from Father Kaschel expert instruction in the details of the pastoral work in that district and in any place assigned to me later for evangelization.

About a week before Christmas Ma Luin prepared my horse and baggage, and I was ready to set out on my second major mission tour.  I had about twenty-five stations to visit, some of them good-sized, others very small.  Most of the older Catholics had been converted decades before and were Catholic to the core; their children, baptized in infancy, were Catholics just as genuine as any I had ever met in my homeland.  This proved to me the marvelous effects of Catholic doctrine, accepted as God’s word by men and women of good will.

Following the schedule outlined for me by Father Kaschel, I first visited a number of the smaller communities.  I had the benefit of expert aid given to me by an old lady catechist who had attended the catechist school during her youth and subsequently dedicated her whole life to the propagation of our holy faith.  The people knew this and respected her for it.  This old Kuniang would precede me by several hours to each village I visited.  The result was that, on my arrival, I found everything well prepared for my reception.  The women would be waiting in the chapel, and I would be ready to begin hearing their confessions. 

At other places, where no catechist was stationed, Ma Luin would read passages out of a splendid book written by an old and experienced Jesuit.  He would explain very lucidly every article of the Creed and each of the commandments.  As the result of hearing these readings repeated over and over again, I gradually acquired a vocabulary of expressions to use in explaining every article of the Creed and every commandment of precept.

I must explain here that the huichang, or lay community chief, played a very important role in the scheme of our Catholic missionary activity in pre-Communist China.  His tasks in the service of the Church were numerous and important, yet he received no material remuneration for his services.  Such a worker, faithful to his duties, was indeed an outstanding leader of Catholic Action.  He rang the church bell, calling the faithful to morning and evening prayers which were chanted in common by the whole community.  He saw to it that all baptized Catholics attended church and received the Holy Sacraments each time the priest came to the village.  Before each important feast day, he made the rounds of Catholic homes in the village, reminding all Catholics of their duty to attend Holy Mass.  Periodically he submitted to the priest a detailed report on the spiritual condition of the community.  He also notified the missionary if a Catholic girl was in danger of being given in marriage to a pagan husband or if a Catholic married man had given scandal by taking to himself an extra wife.


Ordinarily, while the priest was receiving such a report from the huichang, the Catholics of the village, previously notified of the time of the priest’s visit, would gather in church and begin chanting the Rosary.  When the priest came in and knelt before the altar, the people would chant a beautiful prayer, invoking God’s blessing upon their priest and upon his efforts for the benefit of the community.  According to custom, at the end of this initial invocation, the priest would stand and bless the assembled Christians, notifying them that he would directly begin hearing confessions.

As a rule, after finishing the afternoon instructions and confessions, I went to my room and enjoyed a very palatable meal.  It was an established custom throughout our Shantung missions that whenever the priest was out visiting his stations, his meals were to be prepared and served gratis, in accordance with a rotation plan, by the Catholic families of each village.  Each meal was furnished by a single family.  Since the missionary would spend only one day at each place, usually with less than twenty Catholic families, the resulting expense and trouble was not a burden on any one family.  Nevertheless, very poor families were entirely exempt from the obligation of preparing even one meal for the visiting missionary.


After supper, in the evenings, the Catholics gathered in the church to cant the evening prayers in common.  After this they sang, in elegant Chinese, a version of the hymn, “Veni, Sancte Spiritus,” in preparation for the sermon.  Then the sermon was preached, followed by confession for the men and boys.


After the completion of my priestly tasks I would return to my room where groups of men and boys come to have a chat with me.  On such occasions, fatigued as I was, I had to be careful to avoid appearing bored or displeased.  You must remember that these people never read newspapers or listened to the radio.  They were, therefore, very eager to hear as much as I cared to tell them about my home in the United States and about important happenings in the wide world.  It was hard for them to understand how I could ever have decided to leave my mother and relatives and come out and tell them about the Heavenly Father and about Jesus and His Blessed Mother, Mary.


Early each morning the church bell was rung and the Catholics of both sexes, young and old, assembles for morning prayers, to be followed by a sermon and Holy Mass.  Again, before going to the altar, Ma Luin would read and explain a few pages of his book, explaining some article of the Apostles’ Creed.  The people would listen with rapt attention.  All qualified to do so would receive Holy Communion, after which they would chant beautiful prayers of thanksgiving for about fifteen minutes.  All those having newly-born babies to be baptized were instructed to bring them to the church.  After Mass and breakfast I would be ready to baptize the babies and then visit the sick and the very old Catholics in their homes.


Thereafter I was free to go out walking with a group of the village lads.  On these strolls I tried to stop at each Catholic home along the road just long enough to say hello.  Such short visits were greatly appreciated by our Catholics, and were very instructive for me.  I learned, for example, that the food available to these poor Shantung farmers consisted of nothing more than a bowlful of thick millet porridge, a few sweet potatoes, and a good-sized biscuit made of coarse turnips.  Of course I knew that, spiced by hard work and hunger, the food was delicious to the sturdy and healthy farmers.  Most of them had never tasted meat except at weddings or funerals and during the New Year festival.


Though the winters were bitterly cold, their dwellings remained unheated, except for the warmth escaping from a tiny straw fire which served to cook their meals.  However, the people were very clever at getting maximum benefit from such a small flame.  It was not permitted to escape to the outside until it had made a long journey to the gable end of the house, fifteen feet away, padding underneath the family kange (a long bed built of sun-baked mud bricks.  From this fire the bricks absorbed enough heat to keep the family comfortably warm throughout the winter.  On many occasions I had to sleep on such beds, and not always during the cold wintertime.  These earthen beds, teeming with fleas and lice, were not nice to sleep on, even in early spring, and less so during the scorching heat of Shantung summers.


In those days the clothing worn by ninety-nine percent of the Shantung peasants was admirably adapted to the tremendous variations in extreme temperatures.  The temperatures climbed to one hundred and five degrees Fahrenheit in midsummer, and sank to twenty degrees below zero in midwinter.

The sturdy and resourceful peasant women of the northern areas are in some respects, the most efficient and self-sufficient in the whole world.  In their industry and cleverness they resemble the strong and wise matrons of Biblical fame.  Year after year they produced the cloth and thread and other materials required to make all the clothing an footwear, adapted to each season, for every member of their families.  The cotton and hemp they used were the products of their own land.  By harvesting, ginning, spinning, weaving, dying, and sewing these products, they kept their loved ones well-clad and well-shod throughout the fearful climactic changes of the year.  In the summer time the little tots wore nothing at all.  In winter, each was encased in a one-piece, cotton-padded suit, half an inch thick, comprising bonnet, jacket, pants, socks and shoes.  A dorsal slit in the trousers need no explanation.

Here I must say something about the exceedingly important tasks attended to at our Shantung missions by our native catechists of both sexes.  To qualify for their work, these instructors had previously attended special schools for a period of three years, during which they received a very thorough grounding in Christian doctrine and Bible history.  The schools were staffed by well-qualified Chinese instructors and supervised by an experienced priest.  At the end of the course all candidates for certification as a catechist had to pass a stiff examination in the presence of the Bishop.  As a result, our Shantung mission were so well supplied with qualified catechists that some of them could be sent to supervise the religious instruction of all candidates for Baptism, First Communion and Confirmation throughout our Shantung missions.  These catechists were also duty-bound to prevent, whenever possible, the marriage of Catholic girls to pagan husbands.
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Kingchih, My First Pastorate


An event that marked a high point in my life occurred on July 10, 1921.  Father Froewis, my Superior, had called me to Taikia where our central SVD house in the Shantung province was located.  He informed me that he had acquired a half acre of ground in the big market town of Kingchih.  This was to be the site of a new parish, and I heard with great pleasure that I was to serve as its pastor.


The most ardent yearning of the average young priest engaged in pastoral work is for the day when he shall cease to be a mere curate – a kind of ecclesiastical chore-boy – and be promoted to the sublime dignity and authority of pastorate.  In the secret recesses of his soul, an energetic young toiler in vinea Domini would scarcely admit that the motive of his yearning is anything else than more effective promotion of God’s glory and the promotion of the Catholic cause.  Quite often, though, as a matter of plain fact, the enticing prospect of being his own boss, enjoying a large measure of freedom, initiative, and authority in his own bailiwick, is his true motivation.  At any rate, I am not ashamed to admit here that my joy at having been made the pastor of an incipient mission parish, less than one year after my ordination, was indeed very great.  A far greater source of joy for me, however, was the prospect of again becoming a pioneer, in a position where the latent resources of my young manhood would be challenged and tested to the limit.


I was thrilled through and through and filled with anticipation on the return journey from Taikia.  I traversed on horseback about four hundred miles of that province’s partly mountainous, partly level countryside.  After a week’s travel, stopping overnight at five or six mission-parish residences, I reached the ramparts of Chucheng city, my headquarters until then.  After hastily packing my effects, previously left there, I hired two huge freight-carrying wheelbarrows for the transportation of my personal belongings to Kingchih.


On arriving late one afternoon, I made a hasty tour of the grounds and realized at once that I was tackling a big job.  I noticed that the buildings on this plot were too few, too small, and in very bad condition.  However, Father Froewis had warned me against undertaking anything in the way of repairing old buildings or erecting new ones.  This, he felt, might cost more than the cash on hand would permit me to finish and he would be unable to give me any financial backing.

Before my arrival at Kingchih on of the houses on the mission property had been occupied as a dwelling by a Catholic family consisting of an old widow, her son (a cloth peddler), and his little daughter.  I realized that, by spending a bit of money on repairing that building, I could make it serve as a schoolroom.  I therefore immediately informed the old lady that she would have to vacate without delay.  To my surprise, she replied quite bluntly that she would not budge unless I gave her twenty dollars, the sum required to lease another suitable house for three years.  I protested that the least she could do to show her gratitude at having been permitted to live in a mission house without paying rent would be for her and her family to leave it now, without making a fuss.  She began weeping as if heartbroken.  I knew very well that she was not at all destitute, as her son was earning a bit of money day by day; nevertheless, when she came to me again, I promised to give her five dollars on the day she moved away from the mission.  That, she was frank to say, did not satisfy her requirements.


In the evening of that day, as I went into the chapel for Benediction service, I noticed a much larger crowd of men than usual in attendance, and wondered how to account for it.  As soon as I returned to my room, they followed me, accompanied by the old lady.  One of the men, acting as a spokesman, informed me that they had come to put in a plea on her behalf.  He explained that the old lady would need twenty dollars to lease another suitable house.  During that day, she had made the rounds and obtained from each of the ten Catholic men then present the promise of a contribution of one dollar, on condition that the Father would match that joint contribution by donating ten dollars to her.  This man then produced a one-dollar bill, made the rounds, and received one dollar from each of the nine other men present.  Feeling beaten at a game that I didn’t know how to play, I produced a ten dollar bill and handed it, together with the men’s contribution, to the old lady.  I then congratulated her on having such generous friends to help her in her need.

As the crowd of men left my room, Ma Luin, my servant, followed them but soon returned, grinning.  When I asked him why he was smiling, he replied, “AS soon as those men got out of the mission gate, the old lady handed back to each of them the dollar bill which he had pretended to donate to her.  After a hearty laugh, they all went home.”


I confess that I was not too angry with those “friends in need.”  I felt that the lesson they had taught me by putting on such a show, all for the sake of wheedling five additional dollars from me, was not a terribly wicked stunt.  In their estimation the role they had played was equivalent to an act of charity.


The task of remodeling the old buildings and of erecting new ones kept me busy planning and supervising a large crew of workers for several months.  On the average these men received five cents an hour – a wage considerably higher than local rates.  The change brought about during a short period of time in the housing facilities of our Kingchih mission was surprising to behold.

A long, narrow house, in the middle of the compound, received new thatching, a fresh coat of whitewash, a new brick floor, and new windows with glass panes instead of paper.  Thus it was made fit to serve as a chapel.  About two hundred worshipers could crowd into it.  A smaller building, to the rear of the chapel, was similarly remodeled, to serve as a two-room dwelling for the two Chinese Sisters who soon arrived at Kingchih to help me with my work.  While this repair work and building was going on in Kingchih, several of the little churches in other villages that belonged to my large parish were being repaired and beautified. 


The cost of all these building operations and improvements did not amount to one thousand dollars.  These funds I had solicited, writing hundreds of postcards at nights and on Sunday afternoons.  The response from that begging campaign enabled me to indulge my bent for tearing down ugly shacks and to replace them with cheap but decent buildings.  I was also able to pay the salaries of about fifteen catechists and teachers.
Little Girl


One evening after I finished hearing confessions, I noticed two little girls about twelve years of age kneeling ear the far gable end of the chapel, and knew they were waiting to speak to me.  I called them to the entrance of the chapel and inquired what they wanted.


One of them, Mary, the daughter of a Kingchih merchant, introduced her little companion saying, “Father, this is Siao Wen, my cousin, not yet baptized.  She wants very much to become a Catholic, but her father said he would kill her if she did.  She is tired of being a muoguidinutsai (a slave of Satan) and wants to be baptized, but, when her father found that out, he gave her a beating and let her go without food for three days.  But she still wants to be baptized, even if she has to die.”

“Yes, Shenfu, that’s true!” corroborated Siao Wen.  “If I die, I’ll be a martyr and go straight to Heaven.  Please, Father, baptize me right now, for I may never be able to see you again.”


“I’m sorry,” I answered, “but I’m not allowed to baptize you against the wish and consent of your parents.  But you just keep on praying to Our Lady, Siao Wen, and I’m sure she will help you to get that great grace you long for.  Even though you should die without the Baptism of the water, you would go to Heaven anyway, since you have the Baptism of desire.”  Hearing this, Siao Wen began to cry in a brokenhearted fashion, but after a while she regained her composure and left without saying another word.

Some months later, when a horde of bandits were approaching the village where Siao Wen lived, her father brought her to the mission in Kingchih and asked me to give her shelter with the Sisters until the danger passed.  I answered that I would do so under one condition – namely, that Siao Wen would be allowed to receive Baptism during her stay in the mission.  The man then said, “Yes, Shenfu, let it be so.”


Some years after her Baptism, Siao Wen entered a convent and became a very holy little nun.  On one of her visits home, she succeeded in converting her father and mother and several other relatives, who later came to the mission in Kingchih to attend the catechumenate and receive holy Baptism.

Chinese Nuns at Kingchih

One of my great joys, after I solved the housing problem, was the arrival from their motherhouse in Yenchow of two Chinese Sisters, Oblates of the holy Family, who were to take over the work in the women’s section of our Kingchih mission.  These two young Sisters were well educated and especially trained for missionary work among the peasant women of Shantung.  The people of Kingchih, both Catholics and pagans, were at once captivated by their culture and tactful manners.  With such trustworthy co-workers at the mission headquarters, I felt it would be quite safe for me to be absent, even for considerable intervals.  I therefore decided to make the rounds of all my outlying stations before the beginning of winter.

I should mention here that it had been my good fortune to dine in the neighboring villages a goodly number of excellent and experienced catechists of both sexes.  I had engaged as many of them as I could afford to pay – about ten men and an equal number of women who were to take charge of the religious instruction of baptized Catholics and catechumens.  The pay of these specially trained workers averaged about five dollars per month.  Their work was winning and instructing pagan candidates for Baptism, teaching the catechism and prayers to Christian children, and supervising the religious life of the small communities entrusted to their care.


The presence of these catechists in the outlying villages was very advantageous for me, especially during my first tour of that immense parish.  As a rule, a day or two before my arrival at any outstation, I would send word to the catechist in charge there, informing him of the probable time of my arrival.  Thus I could be assured that all Catholics and catechumens in that town or neighborhood would come to church at least twice during my stay – in the afternoon or evening after my arrival for their confessions, and again early the next morning to attend Mass and receive Holy Communion.


Not long after I began that first tour, I became convinced that I was the fortunate pastor of a wonderfully fine flock.  I found these simple, uneducated farmers far more upright and sincere in the practice of their religion than the shrewd and calculating merchants of the market town, Kingchih.

Traitor, Li-Tsung
One day while making the rounds of my outstations, I discovered evidence of wicked behavior on the part of a very capable catechist named Li-Tsung, who was then supervising the religious education of catechumens in two or three small villages.  The huichang came to me late on night, as I sat reading my breviary, and whispered in my ear, “Shenfu, you must know that Li-Tsung is a very wicked man.  He spends more time gambling than in teaching the catechism and prayers.  Also, he is in league with the bandits.  So greatly do the Christians in this neighborhood fear him that they submit to being fined by him as much as five dollars or ten dollars for disobeying the laws made by him, even in trivial things.”


So formidable was Li-Tsung’s reputation in Kingchih that he began to think it would not be too difficult for him to dominate a little, green priest like me.  That was a mistaken assumption.  With overwhelming proof of his wickedness at my disposal, I called him to my room one day and calmly informed him, “Li-Tsung, I am discharging you now, after discovering the scandal you have been giving to the adults and children of the villages where you have been a catechist.  If I were not afraid of causing misery to your wife and children, I would have you arrested right now and locked up in jail.”


The shock of this declaration caused Li-Tsung to turn pale, but in a moment he recovered his wonted insolence and blurted out furiously, “You, you!  Foolish little priest.  You’ll soon have reason to regret those words.”  He left the room.


During the succeeding weeks I repeatedly received letters from known bandits, pretending to be friendly, advising me to refrain from traveling outside Kingchih.  I knew that Li-Tsung had furnished the inspiration for those veiled threats, since the outlaws, who were very numerous in that section of Shantung province, had for years been following a policy of not molesting the missionaries.  They did this out of gratitude for an old priest who had once saved the lives of twenty brigands with an eloquent plea he made during their court trial on behalf of their destitute families.  Knowing that Li-Tsung had furnished the inspiration for that whole blackmail campaign, I chose to ignore it, and continued to leave town whenever the occasion required.

After his attempts to scare me proved futile, Li-Tsung began sending blackmail messages to various catechists of mine.  The first family to receive such threats was that of Ma Luin, my faithful companion and servant.  As he was his parents’ only son, his father decided not to take any risks, and hastily made arrangements to transfer his family to another town, far away from Kingchih.  Early one morning before daylight they passed through Kingchih and Ma Luin came in to bid me good-bye.  I went out to see how the family was traveling, and found that they had hired a big two-man wheelbarrow, on which the family’s entire wealth was loaded – a small table, and one chair.  On top of this luggage Ma Luin’s two little children were perched.  His father, mother and wife were walking.  After slipping a few dollars into Ma Luin’s hand, I gave the family my blessing and went into church to celebrate Holy Mass.  A few months later, I received a letter informing me of Ma Luin’s death from tuberculosis.


The catechist whom I had engaged to replace Ma Luin as my personal servant and traveling companion came to me one day and said, “Shenfu, Li-Tsung and his bandit friends are threatening me and my whole family.  Here it is, in the letter that was slipped under our door last night.  Sorry, Father, but you’ll have to get another catechist to replace me.”  Then he continued, “I’ve built a little watchtower in our courtyard.  My friends and I will mount guard, night after night.  If Li-Tsung and his bandit friends dare to approach, we will shoot them!”

Having delivered this little speech, Li Sien-chih left abruptly, unwilling to hear any word of admonition from me.  About a month later I learned that on the first day of the Chinese New Year festival Li-Tsung’s body, riddled with bullets, had been found by his little son lying in the moat surrounding his own village.

My First Catechumenate

In my tour of the outstations, I stopped a day or two at each village to hear confessions and celebrate Holy Mass.  In addition, I kept a list of all sufficiently well-instructed catechumens who should prepare for Baptism by attending the next course of instructions (catechumenate) at Kingchih.  Baptized children of Catholic parents were also enrolled in this course to be prepared for their first Confession and first Holy Communion.


I visited the twenty villages within the boundaries of my big parish, returned to Kingchih early in November, and at once began preparations to accommodate and feed at least one hundred men, women and children.  These people were listed to attend the four weeks’ course of the catechumenate, which was scheduled to begin at Kingchih about the middle of November.


Extensive and expensive preparations had to be made for this “boarding school”, which was to last one month.  Huge quantities of sorghum, soya beans and millet had to be purchased, stored and milled.  Stacks of fuel (mostly sorghum stalks) had to be weighed, paid and stored.  Mats sufficient to cover the floors of three classrooms had to be in readiness.  These were all preliminary details which engaged my attention from morning to night for a week’s time.  A shed had to be hastily built to serve as a kitchen.  Huge kettles had to be installed in it, with large earthen vats placed next to them as water containers.  As soon as the catechumenate opened, that culinary setup had to be in functioning order, with a crew of cooks engaged to do the job.  I must explain here that about one half of the grain consumed in each course of the catechumenate was contributed by those attending it.

The experience I gathered through holding this first catechumenate stood me in good stead throughout the three decades that I subsequently spent in China.  At times, instead of one hundred adults and children, I had as many as five hundred catechumens to be housed, fed and duly instructed.

The course lasted about four weeks.  Every day there were four instruction periods in church, which all catechumens had to attend.  In the early years, as I was not yet very proficient in the use of the Chinese language, I limited my instructions to ten or fifteen minutes, each time explaining two or three questions and answers from the catechism.  After this, the catechist would repeat what I had said using many examples and comparisons, to make sure that each basic teaching of the Church was well understood before proceeding to the next.  Many of the children had attended a village school, received previous religious instructions from their teacher and had a pretty fair knowledge of Christian doctrine, so I would question them first.  After three or four of them had given correct answers, I would begin questioning the older people.  Assiduously using that method, we worked our way through the whole catechism and then started to repeat it.


Every night an hour was devoted to a thorough review of the subject matter explained during the four instruction periods held that day in church.  The catechists would go from one catechumen to the other, repeating the same questions over and over, and helping their pupils, young and old, through their lucid explanations of the subject under discussion.  Tremendous good will and eagerness to learn were shown by all those aspirants for Baptism.  Surely they qualified as men and women of good will, eminently deserving to enjoy the peace promised by Jesus to all His faithful followers.

At the end of this first catechumenate at Kingchih, I baptized sixty-two of the adults and children who had attended the course, and admitted about forty of the baptized sons and daughters of the Catholic parents to their first Holy Communion.  After their last breakfast in the mission, with faces radiating pure joy, those newly won Disciples of Christ would come to say goodbye to their Shenfu before returning to their homes.  Each time, year after year, the joy resulting for me was greater than that which any farmer could possibly feel in garnering a bountiful harvest.  In later years, it was repeatedly my privilege to have as many as three or four hundred men, women and children to baptize at the end of a catechumenate course.  Never again, however, did I experience a thrill equal to that of garnering that first group of neophytes, washed free from the stain of sin, original and personal, by the power of Christ at the moment of Baptism.
A Perilous Journey

During the summer of my second year at the Kingchih mission, shortly before the feast of the Assumption, I decided that I ought to make a trip to the important harbor city of Tsingtao to buy various things which I needed to beautify the altar and sanctuary of my little church.  I was accompanied by my servant, Liu Fa-Wang, who was riding a bicycle.


I rode a strong sorrel horse, which I had recently bought, to the railroad station of Kaomi, twenty five miles west of Kingchih.  After a short visit with the priest in charge, I gave my man a bit of money to pay for his food and that of my horse during my absence.  After a nice Chinese meal with the old pastor, I went to the station and boarded the train for Tsingtao.  At the store there, I bought several yards of brightly flowered print cloth, six beautiful flower vases, and six clusters of very fine artificial flowers, as well as new shoes and other articles of clothing for myself.  These things filled a loosely-woven bamboo basket.

After spending the night at the mission station, enjoying the fine hospitality provided by old Father Bartels, I left Tsingtao by train the next morning arriving at Kaomi a little before noon.  I hired a rickshaw to take me back to the mission, climbed in, and held my big basket on my knees during a two-mile ride.

The Father did not seem overjoyed to see me reappear so soon.  When, after the noon meal, I remarked that I had noticed great storm clouds gathering in the sky during my rickshaw ride to the mission, the old priest interrupted me, saying very energetically, “Wong Shenfu, don’t be afraid!  There won’t be any rain to amount to anything.  If you want to get to Kingchih to hear confessions this afternoon, you’d better be traveling.”


That was the most explicit invitation to clear out that I had ever heard, so I told Liu Fa-Wang to saddle my horse.  That done, I threw my huge bed sack over the saddle, and after fastening it firmly to the saddle rings, carefully stored my precious flower vases, print cloth, and beautiful artificial bouquets into the spacious pouches at either end of the bed sack.  After tightening the saddle straps, I succeeded, but not without difficulty, in mounting so that I could get moving in the direction of Kingchih, with Liu Fa-Wang following me on his bicycle.


We had scarcely passed out of the Kaomi city gates when, with a tremendous lightening and thunderclap, the rain began to pour down from above in a very fair interpretation of the big downpour that caused Noah’s Ark to float.  After a short while, Liu Fa-Wang following me on his bicycle shouted, “Father, I cannot ride anymore!  These hollow roads are filling up with water.  What do you want me to do?”

I stopped the horse, waited for him to approach and said, “All right, Fa-Wang, you see that little village over there to the right, close to the road.  You go there and wait til the rain stops before proceeding to Kingchih.  I’m already soaked through and through anyhow, so I’ll go ahead and try to reach Kingchih before nightfall.”


My horse was a brave and strong animal and went along, slushing through the mud mile after mile, at a steady gait.  After a while, however, the water flowing along the hollowed-out roadbed was knee-deep, and the pace slackened. As we went along, I kept thinking about the two large rivers which I would have to cross on my way to Kingchih.  I was feeling very perplexed, fearing that the ferries across those two big streams may not be operating.  That fear proved to be well grounded.  On reaching the banks of the first stream, I noticed that the ferry barge had been tied up to a tree near the water edge, but as the river did not appear to be greatly swollen, I drove my horse right into it and got across without a mishap.  Then I went along another two miles in the direction of Kingchih until I reached the banks of a second large stream.


Its appearance was frightening, as its swirling waters had begun to overflow the top of its bank, normally seven or eight feet above water level.  What was to be done?  The rain had not abated.  Quite rashly, I drove my horse into that foaming flood.  After swimming only a short distance, he was caught in a current so swift that very soon we began drifting downstream at a great speed.  Nevertheless, the horse kept on in the direction of the far shore until he reached midstream.  Then the whirling water caused him to spin around so swiftly that I was thrown out of my seat, barely managing to get hold of a stirrup as I went down.  Realizing that I was in danger of being hit by the horse’s rear hoof, I managed, by holding on to the stirrup, to move around a bit and get hold of the horse’s tail.  Then I felt safe.  Horses are marvelous swimmers.


After drifting downstream for a considerable distance, we reached the shore and clambered to safety.  For perhaps half an hour I sat on the grass, resting, and thanking God for having saved me from imminent death.  I knew perfectly well that if I had not been pulled to safety by the sturdy animal, the current would have carried my corpse very swiftly downstream in the great, yawning, shark-infested Pacific Ocean.

The thought occurred to me as I traveled that last five miles before reaching home in Kingchih that I had gained nothing at all by my trip to Tsingtao, as everything that I had bought for my altar-artificial flowers, print cloth, etc. – had been ruined.  This, of course, did not matter much.


The rain had stopped by the time I reached my mission, chilled and bedraggled.  I went to my bedroom to change, but was surprised and disgusted to find the door locked – completely forgetting that, suspecting my cook to be dishonest, I had hidden the key in the sugar bowl before leaving for Tsingtao.  Irritated and uncomfortable, I sat down at the table and told the cook to serve me a cup of coffee.  As I dug son into the sugar, my spoon came into contact with the key, making me feel very happy.  I had another cup of coffee, put on dry, clean clothes, and gave thanks once again to God, who had so wonderfully preserved me from becoming the food of sharks.
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Change of Scenery


Early in September, 1922, while in China on a tour of inspection, Father Wilhelm Gier, Superior General of the Divine Word Missionaries, held a retreat for the SVD Fathers at the Taikia headquarters. He had come all the way from the motherhouse of the society at Steyl in Holland to conduct spiritual exercises for the Fathers and Brothers of our society.  He also came to visit all the mission stations in charge of our community in the various parts of Shantung province.  I conversed with him privately on several occasions and expressed my hope that our community would soon acquire, somewhere in northern China, a mission field eventually to be placed in charge of Fathers and Brothers from the United States. Father General listened very attentively to my suggestion, and promised to give it his earnest consideration.

Immediately thereafter, Father General discussed the proposition with his acting secretary, Father Bruno Hagspiel, who had accompanied him from the United States to China.  Father Hagspiel at once began to correspond with Bishop Tacconi, PIME of Nanyang, Honan.  The result of this was that the southeastern section of the Honan Province was soon ceded for missionary purposes to the Divine Word Missionaries.  Before the end of my vacation at Taikia Father Superior General informed me of his acceptance of that new territory and his intention of assigning it to the care of American members of our Society, as soon as a sufficient number of them became available.  In accordance with that decision, he at once instructed Father Clark and me to be ready to depart for Honan as soon as possible.


By the end of September I returned to Kingchih, feeling alternately jubilant and depressed.  Much as I rejoiced at the prospect of again pioneering on a large scale, I deplored the necessity of bidding farewell to the many friends whom I had learned to like so much in various parts of the great Shantung Province.  However, since the acceptance of the new territory in the Honan province was at least partly the result of my own suggestion, I could not reasonably show any reluctance to accept this new and challenging assignment.


The explosion of a time bomb in the middle of our Kingchih mission compound could not have resulted in a more vigorous protest than did the news of my imminent departure, as soon as it leaked out.  From that time on that mission was literally besieged by group after group of men, women and children from every village in the neighborhood, loudly and even tearfully protesting against my abandonment of them, my spiritual children.  Though I was human enough to appreciate such a large-scale demonstration of loyalty and affection, the thought of questioning the decision of my highest superior never entered my mind.


After I completed my packing in Kingchih, I set out for Chucheng with the intention of joining our Superior General and Father Hagspiel, who had arrived in that city on an inspection tour.  I had agreed to travel with them to Yenchow after the completion of their business in Chucheng.  However, soon after I had reached Chucheng, delegations of Kingchih Catholics began arriving at that mission center.  About twenty men, young and old, had walked twenty five miles, leaving their homes before dawn, in the hope of inducing Father Superior General to let me remain indefinitely at Kingchih as their pastor.  When Father Froewis explained the request of these people to Father Superior, without in any way promising to change his decision, nevertheless said that he would give their request due consideration.


The following morning I left Chucheng before sunrise and retraced my steps to Kingchih, for I would have to unpack several boxes of bed clothing, dishes and cooking utensils to entertain my distinguished guests.  Before noon, Father Froewis arrived on horseback, accompanied by Fathers Superior General and Hagspiel, both riding in a Pekin cart.  I had scarcely finished showing them around the mission when the whole compound was invaded by hundreds of men, women and children from a dozen neighboring villages.  These people had come to dissuade Father Superior General from carrying out his decision to take their missionary away from them.

I can still visualize Father Superior, sitting patiently in a corner of my dining room as one group after another came in to present their plea in the most eloquent language at their disposal, of which Father General, understood not one word.  First the catechists came in, then the priors, then the schoolboys, followed by the schoolgirls.  Again and again Father Froewis came into shoo them away from Father Superior who must have found the whole demonstration exceedingly boring.  It went on till after nightfall, when hunger compelled the people to go home.

There was not the least doubt in my mind of the sincerity of these people’s desire to keep me with them, but I was not so vain as to imagine that nothing but pure affection for me had impelled them to make that mighty effort.  Neither were they inspired principally by religious zeal.  During the eighteen months that I had spent at Kingchih, I had repeatedly been able to help victims of blackmail by sheltering them in the mission.  Also, it was due to my intervention that the tyrannical mayor of Kingchih had been demoted and dismissed.  Besides, I had established several good schools for the education of their sons and daughters.  These I knew to be the true reasons for the demonstration we had witnessed that day.  Nevertheless I was human enough to believe that to a certain very limited extent these many protestations were the expression of a true esteem for me.


Five months elapsed between my departure from Chucheng, in the eastern part of Shantung province, and my arrival at Sinyang, a city in the southern part of Honan province.  At the time that Father Clark and I were appointed by Father Superior General as pioneer missionaries to that new field of labor, the understanding was that Father John Wieg, SVD, was to be our Superior.  Because of ill health, however, this old priest requested that another experienced missionary be assigned to that very difficult post; to my delight, Father George Froewis was the one to get the appointment.  No doubt it was even more difficult for him to leave the flourishing Chucheng mission that he had so laboriously built up than it had been for me to leave Kingchih.

Our departure from Yangchow was delayed by several months because of a letter from Bishop Belotti of Nanyang.  He reported that the notorious bandit chief, Lao Yang Jen, commanding an army of twenty thousand well-armed bandits, was still on the rampage in that part of Honan province, which we were to take over as our SVD mission field.  It was not till the middle of March, 1923, that the situation sufficiently improved to warrant our leaving Shantung for work in that disturbed part of China.


In spite of the unfavorable outlook, Father Clark and I were very eager to reach our new field of labor before the bandits gained control of the railroad.  We traveled by easy stages, making stops at Kaifeng, the capital of Honan province, and Chucheng, an important railway junction city.  While in Kaifeng we were the guests of a group of enthusiastic young American priests who were conducting a flourishing boys’ high school, which they themselves had established and built up.  For us there was something very cheering in this demonstration ad oculos that Americans have what it takes to make good missionaries.


During our stay at the Kaifeng mission we repeatedly had opportunities to chat with Bishop Tacconi, and found conversation with him very instructive.  On one occasion His Excellency said to us, “Bishop Belotti and I are giving over a very fine mission field to the Society of the Divine Word because our Milan Foreign Mission Society lacks a sufficient number of priests to staff it properly.  Bishop Belotti is giving you nine Hsiens (counties), and I am giving you two.

“Recently Bishop Belotti and I made a tour of that whole area.  In the county of Kwangchow a very good start has been made.  In fact, that is the center of a flourishing mission parish.  It has more than twelve hundred baptized Catholics, and a large number of catechumens being prepared for Baptism.  Ten or twelve years ago, many pagans of that neighborhood were behaving in such an insane manner that their relatives were convinced that they were possessed by the devil.  Having learned that Catholics use holy water as a means of expelling the evil spirits, the relatives of the obsessed ones came to the missionary in Kwangchow, requesting holy water.  The priest, however, told them that he was not allowed to give holy water to pagans and that if they wanted to get it, they would have to become Catholics.  Thus a mass movement of conversions was started.   Hundreds of pagan families, after being duly instructed, were baptized and automatically freed from diabolical molestation.  In fact, many people were saying that Satan himself had been functioning as a very effective catechist in hat neighborhood.”


While Father Clark and were visiting in Kaifeng, Father Froewis forged ahead on his journey to southern Honan.  He had been invited to attend an important conference at the large mission station of Chumatien.  The conference had to do with the transfer of the southeastern section of Honan province from the jurisdiction of the Milan Foreign Mission Society to that of the Society of the Divine Word.  After the end of the parley Father Froewis journeyed by himself to Sinyang, the southernmost city in the province of Honan.  Arriving there on March 25, the feast of the Assumption, he informally took possession of the mission station, destined to be the center of a new diocese dedicated to the Holy Family.

It was not until the evening of the following day that Father Clark and I arrived in Sinyang, full of high hopes and eager to get along.  Immediately after our first supper in Sinyang, Father Froewis began telling us about his negotiations with Father Balconi (the Vicar General of the Nanyang Diocese), and went on with the resume of the information he had gathered during the last few days about the character of the people in the territory we were occupying.


As I listened to our old Superior that evening, the thought came to me that we were very fortunate to have in him a man with a record of vast apostolic achievement who, though now past his sixtieth birthday, was still showing the eagerness and optimism of a raw recruit in the service of Our Lord.  Father Froewis was endowed with a keen sense of humor; the comical aspects of any situation never escaped him.  He spoke in very fluent and vivid German, and foreign expressions – Latin, French, Italian and Chinese – kept cropping up by way of condiment to what he was saying, which was very entertaining to the young listening Americans.

“Funes cediderunt nobis in praeclaris!” said Father Froewis.  “The lines have fallen to us in goodly places!  You two young missionaries have seen, as you rode down through the center of this rich Honan province, that its soil is much more productive than that of Shantung.  Even now, before the beginning of April, the winter wheat sown last fall is already knee-high.  By the end of May, after the wheat harvest, the fields will be flooded and planted to rice.  The farmers around here, I have been told, harvest two bumper crops every year.  Consequently, they are better off than those of Shantung.  The Catholics among them are able to contribute quite generously toward the support of the Church.


“Here, in south Honan, we are on the borderline between north and south China.  The Hwai River, flowing from west to east, through the center of our new mission field, constitutes an effective boundary.  North of the river the people are taller and stronger, of a stolid and plodding temperament.  Little rice is grown or eaten by them.  Besides wheat, they raise soy beans, sorghum, millet, and sweet potatoes.  South of the Hwai River, the people, even within the boundaries of Honan province, are definitely of the southern type-slightly built, irascible, intelligent, and emotional.  Among them infanticide is common.  As a rule, not more than two little girls are wanted in one home.  If more are born, they are killed or exposed, to be devoured by roving dogs.  Polygamy is very much in vogue, and, as a result, the cost of brides is so high that many poor young men must remain unmarried.  These are all conditions which are bound to render our work in this new mission field both difficult and disheartening, but I thought you should know them.  Praevisa tela minus feirunt!  Forewarned is Forearmed!”

Father Superior drank a cup of steaming hot tea and continued:  “Though the progress of the work in this part of China is liable to be slower than elsewhere, there are areas here where the outlook is very good.  The Vicar General of the Nanyang Vicariate, Father Balconi, told me that in Hwangchuan, sixty miles east of here, more than three thousand pagans have been converted during the past fifteen years, and that the new Christians there are very generous and fervent in the practice of their holy religion.  There is only one young Chinese priest stationed there at present and Bishop Belotti wants him to go to Nanyang as soon as possible.  Hence, it will be necessary for me to take charge of the Hwangchuan mission sector for the time being.


“Another area where the situation is very promising is Junan in the north.  At present there is a Chinese priest in charge there, but he is also being recalled to Nanyang.  That will be Father King’s territory, and he will have plenty of room for the exercise of his zeal, as his parish will comprise five counties.  To the north of Junan, in the city of Shangtsai, he will find a secondary mission residence.  Father Balconi told me that the outlook in the Shangtsai district is also very promising.”


“Here in Sinyang the Church has scarcely won a footing as yet.  These poor, dilapidated buildings which we now occupy were only recently acquired at a high price by Bishop Belotti, and not without difficulty.  The Lutheran missionaries, now firmly entrenched in this city, have manifested great hostility towards the Catholics, and have done all they could to prevent the Church from getting a footing in this part of Honan.  This property was acquired through the clever mediation of a Chinese friend of Father Balconi’s.  The important thing is that we are here now and intend to stay per fas et nefas!  Gradually the situation is bound to improve; per crucem as lucem.”

“Father Clark, who will function as procurator and administrator of our mission funds, will have his headquarters here in Sinyang.  However, as Father King has already acquired a lot of experience in building during his stay at the Kingchih parish center, he will stay in Sinyang for a few weeks.  He will busy himself, without delay, in repairing these ramshackle old barracks, to make them fit to serve as a mission center.  While I was saying Holy Mass in the little chapel this morning, a sudden downpour of rain caused the water to come through the roof in a dozen places.  Even the altar cloth got wet.”


Father Clark had a very important question to pose:  “Father Superior, I’m afraid my job as treasurer of our mission is liable to be a sinecure, as there are no funds to administer.”


Father Superior had his answer ready:  “Father Clark, you must realize that your title of procurator must be taken in the literal sense; you must tackle the job of procuring the money we will need to run this mission, and that with as little delay as possible.  Coming as you do from rich America, you should not find it too hard to obtain at least what we will need month after month, to cover our food, fuel, clothing, and traveling expenses.  In this task, Father King will help you, and, of course, in the near future we will be receiving yearly allocations of financial aid from the Propagation of the Faith and Holy Childhood Societies in Rome.  Hence, I don’t think we ought to be too worried about making shift.  Deus providebit!  And, by the way, today, march 25th, is the feast of the Annunciation.  Verbum caro factum est et habitavit in nobis!  We missionaries of the Divine Word could not have chosen a more fitting day to set about the task of making the Word of God known, loved, and obeyed right here in the geographic center of China!   Now, let’s say our evening prayer and go to bed.

On the following morning the three of us were up bright and early and were fortunate to be able to celebrate Holy Mass in the tiny chapel with the leaky roof without being rained upon.  At breakfast Father Superior said, “There is something else that you two young missionaries should know.  For the time being, until this new mission is raised by the Propaganda Congregation in Rome to the status of a new Vicariate of Prefecture Apostolic, we remain under the jurisdiction of Bishop Belotti, of Nanyang in all our pastoral activities.  However, I have had to sign a document renouncing all claims to material support from either Bishop.  Hence, for the time being, we shall have to cut down spending to what is absolutely necessary for our food, clothing, lodging and travel.  In other words, there must be no waste and no debts incurred.”


That was the closing statement of that conference – clear and to the point.

Hard Beginnings


Father Froewis stayed in Sinyang for about a week after our arrival.  During that time, realizing the expediency of making our presence in Sinyang known to the civil officials and other persons of importance, we went out together, day after day, to pay courtesy calls on civilian and military officials.  We finished by stopping at the Lutheran missions, where we were received very politely.  In China, as a rule, our more important mission stations were located in cities of about a mile square, each surrounded by massive masonry walls twenty-five feet high, with a moat on the outside.  All traffic, in and out of the city, had to pass through the metal-covered gates, which were always closed and locked shortly after sunset, and not opened until sunrise of the following morning.  The most important building or group of buildings, in such a walled city was called the yamen.  That comprised the courthouse, the county prison, the magistrate’s dwellings, and the dwellings of several minor civil officials.

Before leaving Sinyang for the north I hired a large passenger wheelbarrow, propelled by one man; this was a cheap and convenient mode of travel, as I could load my baggage on one side, and sit on the other side when I felt tired of walking.  I was delighted to find that, though few in number, the Catholics in that section of Honan were exceedingly friendly.  Right away I felt at home among them.  What pleased me most about them was their eagerness to attend Holy Mass and receive the Sacraments.


Whenever I came to a walled city, I immediately visited the local magistrate to present my calling card, introducing myself and informing him of the length of my stay.  On one occasion, this practice may have saved my life.


Hsiangcheng was one of the cities I had to visit.  About two months previously the notorious bandit, Lao Yang Jen, at the head of ten thousand desperados, had swept through that whole area and burnt down a large part of the buildings within the walls of Hsiangcheng.  Hence, when I arrived there tired and hungry late one afternoon, I experienced considerable difficulty finding lodgings for the night and finally settled for an inn outside the city walls.  After nightfall, as I was preparing to go to bed, my servant came and told me he did not think it safe fro me to sleep in such an unprotected place.  He had been informed that small groups of Lao Yang Jen’s bandits were still lurking in that neighborhood, and might come and kidnap me at any moment during the night.  Fortunately, just as I was debating what I should do under the circumstances, a messenger arrived with a letter from the magistrate inviting me to spend the night at his residence.  Of course, I gladly accepted.  That evening I had a splendid meal, during which I enjoyed a long and very informative conversation with my host.  That was Chinese hospitality at its best – a cheering experience at a time when I sorely needed it.

After completing the tour of all my outstations, I returned to the city of Junan, where I busied myself for several weeks repairing and remodeling the buildings of that important mission center.  First, I had to buy a large stack of wheat straw, neatly tied in little bundles with which to renovate the thatching on all buildings of the compound.  The walls had to be freshly plastered outside and inside.  Thousands of bricks had to be bought for the laying of the outside walks and for the flooring in the church and priest’s house.  The pillars in the church received a fresh coat of shining black lacquer, and the altar was newly varnished and decorated.  The total cost of this renewal program was less than two hundred dollars.


Supervising that job in Junan kept me very happily occupied till late in June.  Then, after a few days in the city, I was preparing to set out on a tour of the Shangtsai part of my parish where I received a letter from Father Froewis.  The letter informed me that he had just returned to Sinyang and wanted me to join him there without delay to take part in an important conference.


Late in the afternoon of the following day I reached our mission headquarters and was heartily welcomed by Father Froewis.  He at once informed me that he was worried about Father Clark whose health seemed to have been failing of late.  “You know,” Father Superior told me, “when he came back from Hankow tow months ago he brought back a boxful of different kinds of medicines in liquid and tablet form.  Being troubled with severe constipation, he has been doctoring himself.  I don’t like it, and I told him so, but I’m afraid he won’t listen to me.  Perhaps you’d better speak to him too.”


Acting on that suggestion, I went at once to Father Clark’s room and received a hearty greeting.  However, as I noticed that he was very pale and had evidently lost weight, I at once began to feel very worried and suggested that he go down to the fine Catholic hospital in Hankow for treatment.


“Ah, Father King,” Father Clark replied in a cheery tone of voice, “Don’t start worrying about me.  What’s been troubling me and robbing me of sleep and appetite is this terrible humid heat.  Look, on that top shelf I’ve got different kinds of medicine, both liquid and tablets.  True, until now, they haven’t helped much, but I’m quite sure that as soon as it cools off a bit, I’ll be all right again.”


To say that I was worried would be speaking mildly.  I spent that whole night without a wink of sleep, tossing and rolling from side to side on my hard couch.  Before daylight I called my servant to prepare the altar and to serve my Mass, which I finished before sunrise.  As I was kneeling at my thanksgiving after Holy Mass, I was startled when Father Froewis entered the church.  He hastily came and touched my shoulder saying, with a tremor in his voice, “Come quickly, Father King, Father Clark is very sick.  I’m afraid he’s dying!”  I hastened to my confrere’s room and was frightened by his changed appearance and even more by something he murmured as he saw me.  “Father King, it won’t be long now, I’m dying.”

Skipping breakfast that morning, I went out to hire three rickshaws to take us to the railroad station.  It took about half an hour to get there.  My sick confrere rode in the first, with a catechist walking at the side to keep him from falling.  Unfortunately, the morning train from Peking which was supposed to arrive at our station by eight o’clock was six hours late, so that, instead of arriving at Hankow in mid-afternoon, we did not get there till after dark.  From the station, it took us another hour to reach the Hankow Catholic Hospital which was in charge of Italian Franciscan Sisters.


Very early the following morning, after Holy Mass in the Hankow cathedral, Father Superior and I hastened to the hospital.  We were told by the Sister in charge that Father Clark was just then undergoing surgery at the hands of Doctor Skinner, a British physician who had already established himself an enviable reputation in Hankow.  Shortly afterwards Father Froewis and I were able to speak to Doctor Skinner, who looked depressed and nervous.  We had to wait a few minutes until we got his verdict:  “It was too late.  Nothing to be done.  He’s young and strong; possibly he may stay alive for a day or two yet, but I doubt it!”


That terrible news spread like wildfire.  Within a matter of hours a large group of missionaries belonging to several orders (with headquarters in one of the other of central China’s three great cities, Hankow, Wuchang, and Han yang) arrived at the hospital and stayed at our dying confrere’s bedside till mid-afternoon.  One thing that I found most astounding and consoling was that, about two o’clock in the afternoon, Father Clark fully recovered consciousness and his ability to speak.  Noticing that he had something to say, Father Froewis bent down and inquired in German, “Wollen sie was? (Do you wish anything?)”

The answer was, “Ja, ich mochte beichten.”  “(Yes, I would like to confess.)”  The visitors left the room at once, and Father Froewis heard the dying priest’s confession, then, proceeded to anoint him.  Less than half an hour later, my young confrere breathed his last.  The funeral Mass, at which I officiated, was held in the Hankow cathedral.  The burial took place in the cemetery of the Franciscan missionaries, outside of Wuchang, the capital of the Hupeh province.


ON the following day Father Froewis and I returned to Sinyang.  After a day or two, he left for Kwangchow, but I stayed on in Sinyang until another missionary, Father Franz Wolf, arrived from Shantung to replace me in that city.  This made it possible for me to return to my own mission in Junan, where I was kept busy for several months, visiting my outstations or repairing buildings in need of it.  At the beginning of winter I held catechumenate in our Junan mission, preparing about one hundred children and adults for Baptism or for the reception of their first Holy Communion.


Shortly after Christmas that year my Superior called me to Sinyang for a conference, in which Father Wolf also participated.  The principal topic discussed was money, or rather the shortage of it, and the most important decision arrived at was that I should be leaving very soon for the United States in quest of that indispensable commodity.  At about that time, Father Gerard Spoden, an old and experienced missionary, arrived at Sinyang from Shantung, and Father Superior appointed him as his successor to the Kwangchow mission.  Thus, Father Superior was able to take up his residence at our headquarters in Sinyang, and I could begin preparing for my return to the United States.
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Missionary Mendicant

Homeward Bound

Late in February, 1924, I bade farewell to my old Superior as we stood on the station platform in Sinyang waiting for the train that was to take me to Hankow.  I was starting on the first leg of my journey to the good old USA, in quest of the material means of carrying on the good fight, establishing the Kingdom of Christ in the heart of the earth’s most populous country.  The train was late so every minute or two, I would glance at my watch and moan.  Finally Father Froewis remarked: “Non est periculum in more!”  If you miss one boat in Shanghai, you can take the next.  By the way, I think you’d better let me have that fine watch.  The one I brought to China thirty years ago has become so accustomed to Chinese ways that it’s always behind time.”

I took my watch and handed it to him without saying a word.  As he received it he said:  “I accept this as a token of your intention to return to this country with a bagful of money, accompanied by a dozen new missionaries – Fathers, Brothers, and Sisters.”

No ten-year-old lad, going to his first circus, could have felt more elated than I did as I went aboard that train and actually began moving in the direction of home sweet home.  Suddenly the whole world seemed to be enveloped in a pinkish glow, and the grass along the tracks seemed greener than any I had ever seen.


My stay in Hankow was just long enough to permit my attending to such chores as having my passport renewed and buying a steamship ticket for the delightful voyage downstream on the mighty Yan-tse-kiang.  In Shanghai, I sought hospitality at the famous Jesuit town known as Sikiawei.


This great mission center, comprising dozens of buildings, had been founded decades ago and had acquired worldwide fame.  For a young missionary emerging from the drab interior of China, the modernity of a great metropolis like Shanghai was bound to be impressive.  It was the place were East met West, where the best and worst elements of Chinese life and culture strove to hold their own in competition with anything that the white man had to offer.  The contest was many-sided and never-ending.  For anyone who had an eye for such things, some interesting phases of that struggle could be observed by merely strolling along a downtown street at any time of the day or night.  For me, however, the great mission centers of Sikiawei and Tousewei proved far more attractive than the commercial and recreational allurements of the city proper.  There I spent a few delightful days enjoying Jesuit hospitality at its best.

The morning and afternoon of my first day’s stay at Sikiawei were devoted to sightseeing, with the competent guidance of a veteran missionary, the late Father Lebiboul.  An attempt to describe the various churches, chapels, institutions, shops, studios, and departments that we visited would fill a book.  If anyone wanted to find convincing proof of the Catholic religion’s suitability for the Chinese people of all ranks and classes, he had only to visit Sikiawei, as I did, with open eyes and attentive ears.  It was with reluctance that I took my leave, after purchasing a few boxfuls of precious things:  carvings, paintings, and statues, intended as tokens of gratitude for the prospective American benefactors of our new Honan mission.

In the city of Shanghai I was accommodated at the procure of the Belgian Scheutfeld Fathers, and was delighted at the friendliness and eagerness to help shown me by those good Fathers.  Even such pleasant experiences I recognized as an important part of my missionary education.  One must travel to discover how holy the Catholic Church really is and how constantly the distinguishing mark of charity is to be found among her accredited representatives throughout the world.


On a pitch-dark evening I boarded the launch which took me to the great hulk of the Empress of Australia, anchored in the middle of the Yangtse River.  The ship loomed like a towering cliff as we drew near. Shortly after all passengers had embarked, the vibration of the machinery told us that we were in motion, heading eastward toward the United States of America, my home sweet home.  Stops were made at the two important harbors of Japan, but the lure of my homeland prevented me from even going ashore to look around.  In mid-March, we arrived at Vancouver, and I transferred to a launch that took me to Seattle.  My joy at setting foot again on American soil was dampened by the memory of my departure from that port four years before with a young comrade who would never again return.

After a day or two on the West Coast, I boarded a train for the eastward journey to Techny, making two stops on the way – the first at Spokane, for a short visit at my brother Louis’ home; the second at Denver, where the joy of being with my old mother and other relatives for a whole week was even greater than I had anticipated.  Day after day it was my privilege to celebrate Holy Mass in the home parish church, with all members of my family in attendance.  At that time, Mother was still in charge of my brother, Peter’s household, but his daughters were old enough to do most of the work.  That permitted Mother and me to spend several hours daily in delightful chats.  She loved to reminisce about the hard years of her childhood in Canada, and she told me many stories illustrating the strong faith of her parents and relatives.  I was greatly pleased to learn that my orphan niece, Antoinette, whom Mother had adopted, was about to graduate from high school and was planning to enter the convent of the Sisters of Charity in Cincinnati.

Much as I enjoyed my stay at home in Denver, however, I could not afford to visit there more than two weeks.  A rough estimate of the total sum required to cover building expenses for urgently needed churches, dwellings, and schools in our Honan mission came to about 75,000 U.S. dollars.  Raising this large sum during the next two years was the challenge confronting me as I left Denver aboard a train for Chicago and Techny in the middle of April, 1924.

Roving Mendicant

I reached Techny at the end of April and at once called on Father Bruno Hagspiel, then functioning as mission procurator, to ask for any advice he might have to give me.  He suggested that I start my campaign by giving stereopticon slide lectures in schools, parish halls, and private homes.  This proposal seemed so promising and feasible to me that I at once went to Chicago to buy a projector and about two hundred slides illustrating country and city life in northern China.  Thereafter, for over a year, I lugged that clumsy projector and those heavy slides through the length and breadth of a dozen northern states.  I must have given about three hundred lectures, receiving an average of ten dollars as a honorarium for each talk.  It took all that time for me to discover that attaining my exalted goal might thus keep me engaged for a decade or two.


It was then that I hit upon the idea of launching a little advertising campaign on behalf of Honan mission.  The first and most important result of that decision was the insertion of a fetching ad in a widely circulated weekly.  Fortunately, a highly-gifted classmate of mine, Father Peter Weyland, drew a very realistic picture of a mission chapel and did the lettering of the test that went with it.  That appeal was for aid toward the building of chapels in our Honan mission in memory of departed loved ones.  The success of this appeal was instantaneous and considerable.  However, the largest single donations that I received were not of this category.

I had not overlooked the possibility of reaching generous benefactors through the medium of our Techny magazines.  Our Missions, The Christian Family, and The Little Missionary.  The articles which I wrote for these publications helped me to establish contacts with many wealthy individuals eager to help the mission cause, and thus, substantial sums were obtained.  As part of this advertising campaign, I had several small pieces of begging literature printed, including a good-sized pamphlet titled A Chat on China.  These I distributed somewhat sparingly as I went about on my lecture tours.  I know of at least one five-thousand dollar donation that I received in response to an appeal contained in one of these pamphlets.


A necessary result of all this publicity was a very large correspondence, often keeping me at work until the small hour of the morning.  That, of course, was a wearisome business, but the gratifying success of my efforts made me oblivious to fatigue.  The spontaneous response to me appeals from Catholics, rich and poor, representing many different nationalities, awakened in me an unbounded admiration for the charity which inspired them.  For instance, there was a letter from a friend in Canada which brought tears to my eyes:

“Reverend Father:


I have read your article in Our Missions, and have decided to help your newly-established mission to the extent of my ability.  I am enclosing seventy-five dollars, which represents all the money that I own.  I am now seventy years old and must support myself by hard labor, though my health is not too good.  I am confident, however, that if I help the missions now, the good Lord will take care of me when I need help.  I trust also that you will not forget to pray for me.









Yours truly”



“Surely,” I thought, “a faith that can inspire such sublime charity must be worth propagating.”

On several occasions Father Froewis wrote to me from Honan, requesting substantial checks, and it afforded me great satisfaction to be able to comply with his wishes without the least delay.  As a result a twenty-room residence – the central house of our community – was built in Sinyang.  In addition a church, a priest’s house, a schoolhouse, and a large catechumenate building had been erected in the large market town of Tsingshandtien where Father Froewis had established a flourishing new community.


In the spring of 1925 three newly ordained priests – Father Anthony Hummel, Nicholas Scwallie, and Joseph Jansen – received their appointments to our Honan mission and departed for China.  These young pioneers were given a grand send-off from Techny; the illustrious founder of the Extension Society, the Most Reverend Bishop Francis Kelly, preached the departure sermon.  Nothing would have pleased me more than to be going back to China with that group, but non attainment of my financial objective prevented me from leaving quite so soon.  As a matter of fact, my sojourn in the homeland lasted for a whole year after that time.

Perhaps the most gratifying feature of my American tour was the opportunity it afforded me of visiting many schools in which units of the Catholic Student Mission Crusade had been established.  I was immensely pleased to note that in many of these institutions missionary enthusiasm was at a white heat.


Also, it was my great good fortune to be able to attend a number of Crusade rallies, which gave me spectacular proof of the CSMC’s progress during the six years since its establishment.  The largest such gathering that I attended was held in the spring of 1925, under the aegis of the Propagation of the Faith Society, on the campus of Boston College.  A vast crowd of more than five thousand students had been assembles from all sections of the Boston Archdiocese for a grand demonstration of missionary zeal.  His Eminence Cardinal O’Connell preached a highly inspirational address.  A young deacon of the Archdiocese, Richard Cushing, was the organizer and governing spirit of that gigantic missionary pageant.  I believe the wit and aptness of the remarks made by him on introducing each speaker was the finest feature of the whole program.


When it came time for me to stand up on the high platform, in the presence of the aged Cardinal, I was figuratively and literally shivering in my boots.  The sad truth is that, after I had made a few introductory remarks, I lost the thread of my carefully written, committed-to-memory speech.  I suddenly became so hoarse that, with a mumbled work of apology, I bowed to His Eminence and left the platform.

A few months after that, having pretty well achieved the objective of my fundraising campaign, I felt as happy at the thought of returning to China as I had been on leaving that country eighteen months earlier.  A newly-ordained Techny priest, Father Theodore Bauman, receiving his appointment to Honan in late October, had gone to visit with relatives in California.  At about the same time I traveled to Denver to say good-bye once again to my old mother and other relatives.

I remember that, after a most enjoyable visit, as we were ready to go to the depot, Mother said to me, “I wonder if I’ll ever see you again, Clifford?”


I answered without the least hesitation:  “I don’t know, Mother, but I have a feeling that I’ll be back here in about seven years, if God permits.  There is work for me to do over there and I’m anxious to attend to it.”   Then, as I kissed Mother good-bye, impelled by a mischievous thought, I lifted her off her feet.  I was startled to note that she was as light as little child.  I realized then that in the truest sense of the word that brave little woman had literally worn herself out, toiling for the benefit of her children and grandchildren.  There was practically nothing left of her but her great, loving soul.


Shortly after I reached San Francisco, Father Bauman and boarded the President Pierce, a Dollar Line steamer, for a most enjoyable voyage across the Pacific.  We made a morning-to-night stopover at the beautiful city of Honolulu, and were fortunate enough to be taken on a five hour tour of that harbor and its most attractive vicinity by an old missionary who had pioneered there some decades before.  He took us up to Pali Pass, from which we could view the Pacific Ocean by gazing either to the north or to the south.  We also enjoyed a swim at Waikiki Beach.  On the way back to the mission the old Father pointed out to us another marvelous phenomenon, a cataract which flows downward from a high peak for only a short distance, until its water is caught by a rising wind.  The wind is so strong that it apparently causes the water to flow upward.

Noticing a submarine tied up at a wharf, we stepped out of the car to get a better look at it.  A sailor who had been sitting on the top of the conning tower, whiling away time by listening to a gramophone record, very kindly offered to show us through the interior of the boat.  Naturally, we eagerly accepted that courteous offer, but I must confess that my idea of how a submarine functions was no clearer after that tour than it was before.


Before nightfall that evening, to the strains of “Aloha Oe,” the Pierce moved away from the Honolulu wharf, and a few days later we went ashore at Yokohama.  I’m sure that Father Bauman enjoyed the sights in Japan more than I did, as the magnet tugging at my mind was China and the work awaiting me in that great big country.  The month of November was well advanced when we finally docked at Shanghai.


Father Peter Janser, who some months previously had been transferred from Techny to Shanghai, to establish a “procure” which would serve as a business center for all SVD missions in China, was at the pier to meet us.  As we had no business to transact, our stay in that city was very brief.  We traveled westward, upstream on the Yangtse River, as passengers on a very fine steamer which took us to Hankow, where we landed three days later.  Though it had been my intention to stop a day or two to show Father Bauman around that fine city, we discovered very shortly after setting foot on land that we would have to board the train for Sinyangchow in Honan with as little delay as possible.  The stage was being set for the outbreak of a civil war in Honan province and the fighting might start any moment.


Our railroad ride from Hankow to Sinyangchow was one of those experiences that can never be forgotten.  When Father Bauman and I arrived at the station, we found the passenger train which we hoped to board already so crowded that all our attempts to enter resulted in miserable failure.  Even the steps and platforms of the coaches were blocked by such heaps of baggage and squirming humanity that there was no chance of our getting inside except by trampling our fellowmen.  Reluctant to do that, we decided to crawl in through one of the train’s open windows.  Father Bauman, being youthful and muscular, rendered yeoman service by first boosting me up and through the aperture.  Once inside, I used my elbows and shoulders to such good purpose that I soon had cleared a bit of standing room for myself right near a window.  That enabled me to help my companion to climb and crawl in, and there we were, all set for the home stretch.

To the present day, I cannot give you an explanation for the surprising fact that we two American passengers reached our destination just at the moment when the fighting was about to break out.  Arriving at Sinyang station late in the afternoon, we crawled out of our coach window and were overjoyed to say hello to our dear old Father Superior and several other confreres who had been impatiently awaiting our arrival.
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Trouble and Progress


As we walked from the railroad station to the mission, Father Superior inquired, “Well, Father King, what was the net result of your quest for financial support in the United States?”


“A little over seventy-five thousand dollars,” I replied.  “Don’t you think that was a very generous response on the part of American Catholics, Father Superior?”

“I surely do!” Father Superior answered. “May God richly reward every one of those good friends.  Now we can begin building up this mission in all earnest.  That is to say, unless political disturbances prevent us from carrying out our ambitious plans.”

“Yes,” I replied.  “Just before we boarded the train in Hankow this morning, we heard that General Wu Pei-Fu’s army is about to attack General Feng Yu-Hsiang’s troop, which is very strongly entrenched in this city.”


“Yes,” commented the old priest.  “That will be the beginning of a full-scale civil war and God only knows how long it will last and what its consequences may be, for our entire missionary enterprise and for each one of us personally.”  The he added: “Well, we’re in God’s hands and must rely on His protection.  After all, our whole purpose and ambition here is to promote His glory and the salvation of souls.”


On arriving at the mission, I was delighted to notice the large-scale improvements that had taken place during my absence, and felt happy to reflect that those were only the harbingers of better things to come.  After supper that night Father Superior informed our little community (consisting of seven Fathers and two lay brothers) that he was appointing me as rector of the Sinyang central mission station.  He imparted to me the authority and canonical faculties I would need to discharge the arduous duties I was assuming.  Then, to our surprise, he announced his intention of leaving Sinyang at once to go on a tour of several outlying missions in the neighborhood of the city.  However, he consented to delay his departure for one day, allowing me to give him a full report on my fund-raising tour in the United States.  That afternoon Father Superior left Sinyang, in the nick of time.  No more than an hour after his departure, the booming of artillery and the staccato reports of rifle fire informed us that the war had started in all earnest.

The Clashing of War Lords


The siege of Sinyang lasted over two months.  Throughout that period, day after day, many shells and showers of bullets rained down on the beleaguered city.  Our mission buildings were repeatedly hit, and we missionaries were in constant fear that some of the shells might fall on one of our larger buildings, in which more than two hundred refugees, women and children, were sheltered.  Yet only one little child was hit by a bullet and killed.

Many soldiers were being killed outside of the city and buried where they fell.  Many others were wounded and carried to the mission for treatment.  Though we were not equipped for such an emergency, very fortunately we had among us a veteran of World War I, Father Theodor Kalwey, who, as a member of a medical corps, had acquired considerable experience in administering first aid.  He immediately set up a lazaretto in our community dining room and, with the aid of other Fathers, did duty as our mission’s medical officer.  With nothing more at his disposal than Lysol, iodoform, carbolic acid, and alcohol he accomplished near miracles.  One poor fellow came to us with a bullet in hole through his two cheeks, unable to speak or eat.  One month later he was able to eat voraciously and to tell war stories by the hour.  As many of the wounded soldiers brought to us were already dying, our catechists were kept busy waiting on them.  They also used the occasion to teach these poor lads about the wonderful effects of Baptism, with the result that nearly all of them eagerly expressed the desire to be baptized before they died.

After the siege had lasted two months, contagious diseases began to spread through the city.  Many civilians were also dying of starvation.  In view of these alarming conditions, General Kiang Shih Kiai, commander of the Shensi troops, holding the city, sent a delegation, consisting of city officials, to the headquarters of Wu Pei-Fu’s army which was besieging the city in the hope of arranging a truce.  However, the members of this “peace delegation” refused to leave the walled city without being escorted by American missionaries.


They went first to the Lutheran mission to request the missionary in charge to escort them, and he immediately consented to do so.  Then they came to the Catholic mission and requested me to go out with them, and I readily complied.


As the gates of the city had been closed and sandbagged from the inside, our delegations first task was to solve the problem of getting outside it.  A tunnel had been dug as a means of egress beneath the city wall, near the river bank to the west of the city.  As one of the delegates who had crawled through was about to emerge from this tunnel, however, a shower of bullets hit the masonry of the wall, so near to him that he crawled back, pale and trembling.  Another delegate climbed to the top of the wall and peeped over, then came bounding down to inform us that we could not possibly leave the city that way.  Two machine guns, with their muzzles pointed at the outer mouth of the tunnel, had been stationed there, no doubt at General Kiang’s command.


Just as we were debating what we ought to do next, a messenger came from the general’s headquarters came to inform us that we should leave the city from the top of the wall, near the east gate, being let down by means of ropes.  We hastily crossed the city in compliance with the General’s orders.  As I was gradually lowered from the top of the wall, with a rope tied around my waist, I was vividly reminded of St. Paul being let down in a basket from the top of the Damascus wall.  I confess that I was somewhat envious of the comparative comfort enjoyed by the great apostle to the gentiles, who was nicely protected by the walls of that big basket, whereas my knees were bumped and bruised by scraping against the rough bricks on the way down.

After assembling at the foot of the wall, we walked slowly to the railroad station, about a half mile away.  On arriving there, we found that train service had been discontinued since the beginning of the war.  Hence, to reach the headquarters, of the attacking army, some four miles to the south, we had to travel by handcar.  I was surprised and pleased to discover that the construction and appearance of that little vehicle was identical to that of the handcars which I had long ago helped to propel when I worked as a section hand on the Mineral Range Railway at Pelkie, Michigan.  This time the car’s crew consisted of four husky Chinese section hands.  As we moved in a southerly direction toward the attacking general’s headquarters, four miles away, we caught glimpses of corpses lying unburied on either side of the tracks.  Occasionally too, a sniper’s bullet whistled by, missing us by a margin so small as to make me feel uneasy, not to say queasy.  Suddenly a shower of bullets from a machine gun hit the gravel of the road bed no more than three yards ahead of our handcar, causing both passengers and crew to jump off and lie flat on their stomachs in the grass along the roadbed.  Only after a considerable while did the more courageous ones among us venture to arise and resume our stand on the handcar, morally compelling the rest of our group to follow suit.


Shortly thereafter we arrived at a line of trenches cutting across the tracks.  On each side of that ditch dozens of dead men lay, some of them still clutching their rifles.  About two hundred yards to the south we came to the attacking forces’ line of trenches, also cutting across the tracks.  Here too, several grey-clad soldiers lay still and motionless.  Again we paused for a shot while, then went on about a quarter of a mile till we were stopped by a sentry who told us that the office in command was waiting for us in his tent, about a hundred yards away from the tracks.

At the colonel’s headquarters, we were greeted in a very friendly fashion.  While we sipped delicious tea from delicate porcelain cups, the colonel told us that he had been informed by his commander-in-chief, General Wu Pei-Fu, of the conditions under which a cease-fire could be considered:  “Let General Kiang pass out of Sin yang’s western gate, accompanied by all his bandit troops from Shensi province, and keep on marching westward till he reaches Shensi soil.  However, his soldiers from on of the three provinces of Hupeh, Honan, and Shantung may, after surrendering their arms, re-enlist in Wu Pei-Fu’s army.  Those unwilling to do so can and should return to their home provinces at once.”


When we eight members of the peace delegation returned to Sinyang and reported to General Kiang the conditions of surrender and cease-fire laid down by Wu Pei-Fu’s spokesman, he listened very attentively:  then, without the least hesitation, he informed us that he could not possibly surrender under such harsh conditions.  Thereafter, the shooting started again, but only in spurts.  Nevertheless, men were being killed, and more of the people in the beleaguered city were feeling the pangs of starvation.


It was the arrival of our old Superior, white-bearded Father Froewis, that brought an end to the deadlock.  When he reached the north gate of Sinyang without being molested by the sentry, he asked one of the soldiers to notify the Catholic mission of his arrival and his desire to enter the city.  Since the soldier refused to comply with the request, Father Froewis wrote a message addressed to me on a page of his notebook, tore out that sheet, wrapped it around a pebble, and threw it over the city wall.  A soldier, walking along the top of the city wall, noticed that stone with the paper wrapped around it .  Being unable to read the writing, he brought it to me.  The message from Father Superior was that he was very eager to get into the city and wanted us to rig up some kind of hoist to lift him over the top of the city wall.

Immediately Father Joseph Jansen, the mechanical genius of our mission, was commissioned to put together some kind of a tackle that would get our old Superior safely over the wall as soon as possible.   In less than half an hour Father Jansen had his hoisting device finished and ready for use.  It consisted of a long pole with a block and tackle fastened at its thick end, placed to project outward by several feet from the top of the wall.  Tied to the hook of the bottom pulley was a large loop for the old missionary to sit in and a loose rope which his Chinese servant, Juowang, could fasten around the old priest’s waist for safety.  The whole hookup functioned to perfection until the passenger had been lifted near the top of the wall.  Then we found to our dismay that his central diameter exceeded by far the space between the two crenelles at the top of the wall through which he would have to pass to land on the embankment.  Tug as we would, we could not pull him through.  It was spectacle for men and angels.  Finally, Fathers Jansen and Bauman succeeded in disentangling our aged Superior from the rope and sling and helped him to clamber over the top of the wall.


Sagely at the mission, Father Superior was greatly pleased to discover that the rumors heard outside that all the inmates had been executed, were wholly untrue.  Then he told us, among other things, that train service had been restored on the railroad, and that tickets were being sold from Sinyang to stations as far north as Kaifeng, four hundred miles away.


When I heard that news, I jumped up and excitedly told Father Superior that he had been sent to us as a messenger from heaven.  He asked me to explain what I meant and I exclaimed, “It’s this way, Father Superior.  General Kiang refuses to surrender because he still hopes that large bodies of troops will soon be sent down by General Feng Yu Hsiang from north Honan to join the fight against Wu Pei-Fu.  But that is impossible, since the reinforcements could only get here by train, and General Wu Pei-Fu’s troops have already gained control of the railroad as far as Chengchow.  Father Superior, will you come with me at once to inform General Kiang of what you have just told us?  I feel sure that he will then realize the hopelessness of his position here and be willing to surrender without additional delay.”


 Father Froewis readily agreed to go with me to the army’s headquarters in the city.  When we arrived there, we sent in our calling cards requesting an interview, which was immediately granted.  Without beating around the bush, I introduced my Superior t the commanding officer and informed him that the old missionary had just come into the city, bringing an important message for his headquarters.  The general expressed the wish to know what that message was and Father Froewis said to him:

“General Kiang, it is not my intention to meddle in military affairs, but as a friend, I advise you to surrender without delay, as you are already surrounded, and there is not a chance of reinforcements reaching you.  Just about an hour ago I was at the railroad station, and found out that tickets are being sold from here to Chengchow and Kaifeng.  Wu Pei-Fu now controls the railroad throughout the province of Honan.  Hence, there is no possibility of reinforcements being sent down to you from the north.”


After the old missionary completed this short speech, the general sat, gazing intently at the ground for a full minute, before he ventured any comment.  Then he said quite simply, “I believe that you have spoken the truth, venerable old priest, and I will arrange for the surrender at once.”


Then, even as we sat there in his room, the general ordered his attendants to bring in a large supply of opium for him to smoke.  Pipeful after pipeful of that sticky, syrupy dope was prepared by the servant.  Each time the general inverted the pipe over a small alcohol lamp, then drew the fumes into his lungs by applying his lips to the mouthpiece of the pipe and vigorously inhaling three or four times in succession.  Within less than five minutes, he had disposed of five or six pipefuls of that powerful drug.  The effect of it was just the opposite from what I had expected, for instead of being put to sleep by those fumes, the officer appeared to be emotionally stimulated to a high degree.

As soon as the general stopped smoking, he jumped up and began behaving as one endowed with superhuman courage and energy.  At once he sent out messengers to summon all members of his staff.  When they arrived, he began issuing orders to them in tones so forceful as to brook no contradiction.  Each brigadier, colonel, major, captain, and lieutenant was told exactly how to go about the disarmament of his men and how to dispose of the equipment to be surrendered.  Not one of those officers dared to challenge the general’s authority, though what he was demanding of them must have appeared unreasonable and disastrous.


The delicate and dangerous task was assigned to me of escorting the men detailed by General Kiang to carry the locked metal chest containing the pay for the surrendering troops, from the railroad station to the place of surrender.  Several officers, representing the victorious army, followed closely behind us to supervise the paying off of the surrendering troops.  At their request I stayed on as an observer while this business was going on.  That was a dangerous position to be in, for many young officers, before handing over their beloved Mauser pistols, pointed them skyward and pressed their triggers, and a shower of bullets winged their way towards the clouds.  I realized the possibility that under the influence of rage, the soldiers might spin about and aim those guns at us.  However, nothing of the kind happened.

After being paid off, the defeated troops emerged from the walled city.  These ruffians were then given transportation by rail to Hankow in the south or to the city of Chengchow in the north.  Thus, Sinyang was rid of perhaps the greatest nuisance that it had known in a thousand years.  It was now safe for the three hundred women and girls of the city who had been sheltered in our mission since the beginning of the war to return to their homes.  The wives of Shensi officers, numbering about one hundred and fifty, could also leave without danger.  Father Kalwey managed, after long negotiations with railway officials, to have two boxcars put at the disposal of these ladies for their transportation to Hankow.  Within a few days, our mission buildings were once again vacant and, after thorough sweeping, scrubbing, and fumigation, became fit again for normal use.  Deo gratias!
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Short Peace, 

Then a New War


After the end of China’s civil war in the spring of 1926, I was very happy.  I would now be able to begin putting into effect a long-contemplated building program in the city of Sinyang.  With Father Jansen, a capable draftsman, helping me, I was able to concentrate on the purchase of building materials and the supervision of building operations.


A number of buildings were to be put up in quick succession.  The first job tackled and completed was the girl’s school.  That was an imposing one-story structure, over three hundred feet long, with a cloistered porch extending the whole length.  Several smaller houses were then built on the grounds.  These were a medical dispensary in charge of our Sisters, an orphanage for the girls, a carpentry shop, a smithy, a catechist school, and a minor seminary.  The crown of that construction boom was a beautiful church, erected in the middle of the women’s compound.

While the needs of our central station were thus being attended to, those of our outstations were not neglected.  Properties had been acquired and a number of buildings erected in outlying villages.  Labor was cheap and plentiful.  Skilled masons and carpenters received about four cents an hour, and common laborers considerably less.  We had to contend with two important drawbacks – lack of building experience and difficulty in obtaining suitable lumber.  As a result, the masonry was defective, and the roofs of the new buildings soon became leaky.  I had to bear the blame for these humiliating miscalculations, and I fear that, on more than one occasion, my reaction to harsh criticism was not exactly that of a model religious.


Evidently the good Lord did not want His young disciples in South Honan to become puffed up with a sense of self-sufficiency, for He permitted our mission to be visited by a second civil war less than a year after the end of the first one.  This new clash of arms was more important than the one between the two northern warlords.  It was nothing less than a continuation of the revolution headed by the Kuomintang, aiming at the overthrow of factional governments throughout China.  A bit of historical comment seems to be indicated here.

The Role of SunYat-Sen

Doctor Sun Yat-Sen, a native of the southern province of Kwangtung, had acquired during some years spent in Honolulu in his youth, a good command of the English language and knowledge of the American democratic form of government.  By persisting in his revolutionary activities over many years, he had been principally responsible for the overthrow, in 1911, of the 4,000 year-old Chinese monarchy.

Sun Yat-Sen was elected as the first president of the new Chinese republic, but lacking the military power necessary to back up his authority, he was soon obliged to step down.  He yielded the title of President to General Yuan Shih-Kai, the most powerful military leader in northern China.  The general, however, knew little and cared less about democratic government.  He soon began to plot for his own enthronement as emperor of all China and the founder of a new dynasty.  After elaborate preparations for his accession to the golden throne had been made, however, he suddenly died.  The cause was unknown.

Thereafter, the so-called central government of the republic in Peking was headed by men who lacked both understanding of a democratic form of government and power to enforce their authority, so the military leaders in various provinces began to set themselves up as tuchuns, or warlords.  The governments set up by them functioned as independent entities, and the country was divided into a dozen feudal domains, mutually hostile and independent.  The results of the ensuing factional strifes were poverty, starvation, and lawlessness far worse than had been known under the monarchical regimes of the past.


Sun Yat-Sen had founded Kuomintang, or People’s Party, with headquarters in Canton, in the hope of unifying China under a central government recognized and obeyed by the entire Chinese nation.  This program, based on the San Min Chu-I, or “Three Popular Principles” which Sun Yat-Sen had proclaimed and elucidated in his lectures and writings was intended to serve as a permanent basis of China’s political organization and to parallel the government “of the people, by the people, for the people” which Abraham Lincoln had reaffirmed in the United States some decades previously.


Realizing the necessity of backing up his political program with military power, Sun Yat-Sen founded the Whampao Military Academy near Canton, intending it to serve as the incubator of a modern army.  Incensed by the depredations of the warlords in the north, he repeatedly attempted to launch punitive expeditions against them from Canton.  Inadequate equipment and the inferior qualifications of the young officers heading the marches, however, caused every one of them to end in miserable failure.

In visits to Japan on previous occasions, Sun Yat-Sen had been able to observe the efficiency of the officers supervising military training in that country.  Knowing that this high morale was largely the result of supervision and instruction received from the German officers who had been engaged by the Japanese government, he requested that Germany render a similar service to China by sending officers to staff the Whampao Military Academy in Canton.  After receiving a negative reply from Berlin, Sun Yat-Sen submitted a similar invitation to England, which also proved fruitless.  His next move was to send his personal American advisor, Mr. Cohen, to Washington in quest of military instructors, also to no avail.

Previously, on repeated occasions, the Soviet regime in Moscow had offered to aid in building up the Kuomintang’s fighting potential.  Until then, however, Sun Yat-Sen had not been convinced that Communism of the brand propagated by Moscow would be suitable for the Chinese nation, so he had not accepted the Russian offer.  After the failure of his appeals to the three nations just mentioned, he apparently changed his opinion of Communism and submitted to Russia a petition for Soviet officers to staff the Whampao Academy.  Moscow responded by promptly sending to Canton – besides a group of highly qualified officers, headed by General Plagens, to staff the military academy – an equally efficient staff of civil officials, headed by Michael Borodin, to supervise the political organization of southern China.  The Russian emissaries reached Canton late in 1923, and immediately proceeded to put into effect an all-embracing program intended to achieve rapid and thorough sovietization of the Kuomintang.

At that time Sun Yat-Sen, an old and ailing man, lacked the energy or authority to check the rapid progress of Russian Communism throughout China’s southern provinces.  At the time of his death in Peking in the summer of 1925, the Kuomintang, founded by him, had become so thoroughly amalgamated with the Kunchantang, or Communist Party, that those two names designated one and the same Red clique.


At the time when the two powerful northern warlords, General Wu Pei-FU and General Feng Yuh-Siang, were engaged in a civil war, each trying to gain full control of the Honan province, a new military expedition was launched from Canton, in southern China, with the aim of extending the Kuomintang’s authority over the whole of China.  Chiang Kai-shek, the young Japanese-trained officer chosen by Sun Yat-Sen to be his successor as head of the party, was in command of this expedition.  The remarkable effectiveness of his military tactics in the conduct of that large-scale war may have largely resulted from General Plagens’ tutelage; it is certain that Michael Borodin and his staff of Russian subordinates accounted for the acceptance by the people of southern and central China of the Communist’s way of thinking and acting.  Chiang Kai-shek’s rapid advance northward resulted in the wholesale defection of Wu Pei-Fu’s subordinate officers and soldiers.

It is a historical fact that the Kuomintang, headed by Chiang Kai-shek, succeeded as brilliantly as it did principally because of the help it received from Russian advisors and organizers.  It is also true that the Chinese People’s Party at the time Chiang Kai-shek’s armies invaded the Honan province, in the early spring of 1927, that the two seemed to function as one organization.  However, it is not at all certain that Chiang Kai-shek ever formally acquiesced to a permanent union of the Chinese Kuomintang and the Russian Communist Party.  To me, it has always appeared most probable that, though General Chiang was glad to be helped by the Russians and was duly grateful to them, at the same time he fiercely resented their apparent desire to gain permanent control of China and the Chinese people.


At any rate, as soon as General Chiang had succeeded in utterly destroying the power and influence of China’s four warlords, Wu Pei-Fu, Siao Yao Nan, Suin Chuan-fang, and Chang Hsueh-Liang, he assembled his subordinates in Chengchow (a junction city in northern Honan) for a conference at which he proclaimed the supremacy of the Kuomintang and the abolition of the Communist Party in the whole of China.  Immediately after this proclamation Plagens and Borodin, accompanied by their Russian subordinates, were unceremoniously dismissed and shipped back to Moscow.  Those Russians, however, during their long sojourn in southern and central China, had done their work of indoctrination so thoroughly that Communism of the most rabid brand survived and flourished under Moscow-trained Chinese leadership long after the departure of the Russian advisors and the end of civil war in China.


It is also a fact that General Chiang Kai-shek showed utter sincerity in his determination to stamp out Communism by fighting its Chinese protagonists for seven continuous years, until he had driven them to a barren section of western China, where they set up their headquarters at Yenan, in the Shensi province.  To this day, Chinese Communists in their radio broadcasts often refer to that wearisome trek from central China as “the long march.”


Chiang Kai-shek’s armies invaded the Honan province in the early spring of 1927.  When they arrived at Sinyang, where the Catholic mission had its headquarters, the attitude of the Kuomintang’s officers and men towards all foreign Christian missionaries was utterly hostile and ever threatening.  So great had been the terror which this revolutionary force had inspired in all areas of southern and central China where it had come into control, that nearly all Protestant missionary workers stationed in these provinces had abandoned their mission and returned to their homelands.  After the Kuomintang army reached Sinyang, accompanied by its notorious propaganda corps trained in Hankow under Michael Borodin, various kinds of anti-foreign and anti-Christian demonstrations were held day after day.  The demonstrations usually ended with a procession through the main street of the city, during which the marchers (mostly school children of both sexes) would shout their hate-inspired slogans, always beginning with the word, “Dahdao!” meaning “Knock-down!”  When they marched down the main street, past our mission, they would invariably shout, “Down with the Catholic religion, the opium of the people!”


The front wall of our mission building served the Red propagandists for a period of three or four months as a billboard.  It was always well-papered with anti-Christian slogans and choice passages from Communist propaganda books.  There were also crude water-color paintings depicting foreign missionaries at table, carving up the roasted bodies of Chinese babies.  Nevertheless, it is a surprising fact that throughout the reign of terror, none of our mission buildings was occupied or damaged.  To be sure, on one occasion the situation became so critical that I had almost given up hope of avoiding expulsion from our mission.


A young Communist officer, accompanied by two bodyguards, came into the mission and demanded that he be shown around the various departments.  I, as rector, acted as his escort.  As we walked about from one house to the other, the two guards walked along behind us with drawn Mauser pistols.  The officer would open one door after another, scribbling marks on the outside, indicating which units and how many men were to occupy each room.  After he had finished the tour of the entire mission compound, the young officer said to me, “All the rooms that I have marked must be immediately vacated for the accommodation of as many of our troops as they will hold.  We’ll be here tomorrow morning.”


That was bad news indeed.  I mumbled to myself, “What’s the use of putting up building after building, if these ruffians can come in and occupy them without as much as a ‘By your leave?’”  What could I do?  Feeling very despondent, I went and knelt before the tabernacle and prayed for the courage I would need to go through with whatever, in God’s plan, lay in store for me and our dear mission.


After leaving the church, I walked up and down in the courtyard, greatly worried when a young man who had been an officer in Wu Pei-Fu’s army came to me and said he had heard rumors about the Red army’s intention to occupy our mission buildings.  He wished to know what I was going to do about it.  When I told him I did not think it safe to stop and argue with the young ruffians who went about with drawn pistols, he said, “But Father, you have a real case against that young officer.  His attitude toward you was definitely threatening and in violation of Chinese military law.  I know his superior, General Suin, and I don’t believe he’s at all hostile towards the mission.  Why don’t you go and report this whole affair to him?”

That suggestion sounded so sensible to me that I decided to act upon it without delay.  General Suin received me very graciously and assured me that he would investigate the matter and punish the young officer, if he found him guilty.  What happened thereafter to that young ruffian did not interest me, as our mission was not occupied then or subsequently during China’s long series of civil wars.


Somewhat later the young Communist propagandists became so violent in their denunciation of the Catholic Church that they were threatening to do bodily harm to the missionaries, causing us to fear that at any moment our mission would be invaded by that bloodthirsty mob.  Again help came to us from an unexpected quarter.  A horde of spear-carrying peasants who believed that their incantations made them invulnerable suddenly invaded a section of Sinyang outside the city wall.  With the purpose of ridding the city of Communist agitators, they surrounded the passenger coaches which the Communists used as their headquarters, and set fire to them.  As the occupants tried to escape, a good many of them were captured and beheaded by the fanatics.  That was the end of Communist propaganda in Sinyang.  Thus a serious threat to our mission was averted, though we were well aware of the fact that the fanatics, called Red Spears, had not been impelled by any friendliness towards us in this action.

The fact is that shortly afterwards those pagan fanatics decided to occupy one of our larger mission stations in the town of Tsingshantien, as their headquarters.  Their mob entered the town during the night.  Father Anthony Hummel, the missionary in charge, was in bed at the time they reached the mission.  Fortunately he managed to dress quickly and escape from the mission - and probably death – by clambering over the rear wall before the fanatics could force open the front entrance of the mission.

On that occasion the good Lord mad use of rats to rid the mission of those murderous ruffians.  This is the way it happened.  On the day after they occupied the mission, the fanatics were holding a meeting in the large church, with the windows and doors closed, when suddenly, a large army of rats who had their nests on the roof began galloping up and down the whole length of the church, making a noise similar to that of a cavalry brigade on the charge.  Those ignorant peasants, having no ceilings in their houses and unaccustomed to such noises, became panic-stricken and began to scream that the spirits were coming after them.  In their terror they rushed to the church doors , which they could not open, because they did not have enough sense to turn the knobs.  To get out of that building, they had to smash the windowpanes with their bare fists, getting their knuckles all gashed in the process, as we afterwards could deduce from the bloodstains left on the window frames and sills.  It was strange but true that those church rats had rendered a mighty service to our threatened mission.

Peace and Progress

After all those wars and rumors of war passed into history we enjoyed peace of a kind in Honan.  Year after year new missionaries (Fathers, Brothers, and Sisters) kept arriving from Europe and America, with the result that our various mission stations could be more adequately staffed.  In Sinyang, the girl’s school, taught by European and Chinese Sisters, soon had an enrollment of three hundred and fifty pupils, ranging in age between ten and twenty years.  All classrooms were crowded to capacity.  Nearly all these pupils were pagans at the time of their admission, but before long the majority of them would beg to be baptized.  However, in most cases, objections made by their pagan parents prevented us from gratifying that wish.  Later on, after marriage, many of these young women became Catholics and very good ones.  Thus, the service rendered to the Church by that school was a very important one.

A medical dispensary, also in the charge of the Sisters, served as a very important means of breaking down prejudice and winning friends for our mission.  In the course of a month as many as two thousand minor ailments would be treated.  Sister Adela was in charge and frequently had to replenish supplies of medicines, bandages, and so on.


On one occasion our Father Superior called on Sister Adela to inform her that, as one of the Fathers was about to leave for Hankow to procure supplies for the mission, she might as well make up a list of any medicaments she needed for the dispensary.  The Sister expressed gratitude, but told Father Superior that, as a large assortment of medicaments had just been received from Germany, the only thing needed just then was a good quantity of castor oil.

Father Froewis was quite a prankster, and that request caused something to click in his mind, so he said casually, “Why, Sister, I know of a man who has so much castor oil at his disposal that he had been giving it to people, free.”


The Sister quickly replied, “Well, that’s fine; why throw money away?  Father 
Superior, if you’ll be so kind as to give me the name and address of that kind gentleman, I’ll write to him and ask for five gallons of the stuff.”


Without blinking an eye, the white-bearded old priest took a slip of paper and printed on it DUCE BENITO MUSSOLINI, ROMA, ITALIA.  He handed the paper to the Sister and then left without adding a word.


As Sister Adela (who never read newspapers) was not the kind who puts off until tomorrow what can be done today, she immediately sat down and wrote, in German, a long letter to Herr Duce Mussolini.  She informed him about her work and her needs and expressed the hope that, being so well provided with castor oil, he might be so kind as to send her, free of charge, a good supply of that very important medicament.  She gave the address of her dispensary and signed her name.


The following morning Father Kalwey called at the dispensary before he left for Hankow and inquired of Sister Adela whether she needed anything which he could buy for her.  The Sister answered that her medical supplies were quite adequate, except for the castor oil, but that he would not have to buy any of that right now, as Father Superior had given her the address of a gentleman in Italy who had so much of that commodity on hand that he was giving it away free to people who did not need it nearly as much as she did.  This information caused Father Kalwey to gasp with surprise and inquire the name of that generous Italian gentleman.

Sister Adela produced the slip of paper which Father Froewis had given to her.  One glance at it caused Father to exclaim, “Mein Gott!  Schwester Adela, you don’t mean to tell me you wrote to Mussolini, requesting him to send you five gallons of castor oil.  Don’t you know that Benito Mussolini is the head of the Fascist party, now exercising dictatorial control over the whole of Italy?  He may think that we are trying to make fun of him and retaliate by adopting an unfriendly attitude toward our missions.”  Then he told Sister Adela about Mussolini’s method of punishing his political opponents, “He has his Fascist police drag them to the nearest drugstore and force them to gulp down large doses of castor oil.  This symbolizes the political purge which the Fascist party is striving to achieve throughout the Italian peninsula.


A few weeks after Sister Adela’s letter to Mussolini had been sent off, the Italian consul-general in the city of Hankow received the cablegram from the Italian government’s Rome headquarters.  The cablegram instructed the consul-general to purchase twenty gallons of ricinus oil, to be sent to Sister Adela, Catholic Mission, Sinyangchow, Honan.  A few days later that shipment was received in our mission dispensary and greatly appreciated.  This goes to show that Duce Benito Mussolini, in spite of many harsh opinions expressed about him as a dictatorial potentate, was not without a keen sense of humor.
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Pioneering in Loshan


In early spring, 1928, after our central mission station in Sinyang had been pretty well built-up. I applied for a transfer to a new field of activity.  My Superior assigned me to a small walled city called Loshan, about forty miles to the east of Sinyang.  This town was at the geographic center of three counties.  It had a joint population of about one million souls, though the number of baptized Catholics in that whole area did not exceed three hundred.  A tiny plot of ground with only a few small dilapidated buildings had hitherto served as a mission center for that whole area.  However, a fine two-acre plot of garden land had been recently acquired to serve as a permanent parish center.  I had been commissioned to erect on that property a good-sized church, a priest’s dwelling, a catechumenate, a boy’s school, and a reception room, or large parlor.  The old buildings were remodeled and expanded to serve as a girl’s school.

The Problem of Water

Before I could start any large-scale building operations, I had to solve the water problem.  Up to that time the entire population of Loshan had to get water from a small river flowing near the north gate outside of the city wall.  The Lutheran mission, located in the center of the city, had previously spent a large sum of money to have a deep well dug right in the center of its property, but no water had been struck.  I set a crew of men digging for water at the lower end of our two acre tract of land.  The news of this project spread rapidly throughout the city.  On two occasions, the notables of the place came in a body to advise me against wasting money on so hopeless an undertaking.  Nevertheless, we kept on digging.

After the excavation had reached a depth of sixty feet, with the ground as dry at the bottom as it was at the top, those prophets of failure became jubilant.  They kept on taunting the diggers from morning till nigh with insulting remarks, so that my men became so fed up they were ready to quit and leave.  However, late one afternoon, after digging had been going on for two weeks and the men had penetrated through many layers of hard clay to a depth of seventy feet without reaching water, an old gentleman drew me aside.  He said in a tone of voice intended to convey disinterested benevolence:


“Permit me, foreign priest, as a well-wisher of your missionary enterprise, to advise you against going on with that futile effort to obtain water within the walls of this city.  Only harm can come from it for all concerned.  You are disturbing the spirits of the soil by penetrating so deeply into their domain.  The gods of the air and water, too, Feng-Shui, will be angry with you.  As a true friend, I urge you to quit now, as you will certainly have occasion to be sorry if you refuse to heed this advice.”

The effect of this talk was to confirm my determination to go right on digging, for now I realized that there was more at stake than merely obtaining an adequate supply of water.  Superstition in its crassest form, inspired by Satan, the Prince of Deceivers, had to be crushingly defeated at this first tilt to vindicate for the Christian faith the right to establish itself and expand in that solidly and militantly pagan neighborhood.

At the end of that day, before going to supper, I spent some very earnest moments kneeling before the tabernacle.  Since St. Joseph had been chosen as the patron of the Loshan parish, I had hung a very fine picture of the head of the Holy Family on the wall to the rear of the altar in our small chapel.  Quite as a matter of course, I found myself mumbling, “Look, St. Joseph, when you were living with Jesus and Mary at Bethlehem or Nazareth, I’m sure you would have been sorely worried if it had not been possible for you to obtain a sufficient supply of water for the use of your little household.  That’s why I think you ought to help us with our well-digging operations, so that those pagan scoffers may know that God is pleased with our work here and wishes it to succeed for the glory of His Name and the salvation of souls.”

After I finished that short but very earnest invocation, I sat down to have my supper.  My thoughts, however, were far more concerned with water than with food.  In spite of myself, I was worried.  Suddenly my gloom was dispelled when Lao Fan, my cook, who had gone out to take a look at our diggings, came into the room shouting, excitedly, “Shenfu!  Shenfu!  Come quick!  There’s water in the well!  It’s bubbling right up!  It’s rising fast!   Hurrah, we’re going to have the best well in Loshan!  Come quick, Shenfu, and look at it yourself!”



As happy and excited as Lao Fan himself, I rushed out to the diggings.  One glance over the rim of the well sufficed to convince me that something very much resembling a miracle had happened.


The water had already risen to a depth of about ten feet, but as I stood watching it for half an hour, it reached its top level, about ten feet below the surface of the ground – fully sixty feet in depth.  I had Lao Fan draw a bucket of it and realized, as I tasted that water, that it was as soft and sweet as pure river water.

I knew, of course, that there was nothing miraculous about this occurrence.  Nevertheless, I could not help but be very much impressed by the fact that the water had burst through and begun rising within less than fifteen minutes after I had finished soliciting the intervention of our Loshan mission’s heavenly patron, St. Joseph.  

Building Operations in Loshan Sector


Building operations in Loshan were in high gear by the end of March.  I had engaged a large crew of workmen – bricklayers, carpenters and helpers, mostly from Sinyang – and set about the erection of a complete set of buildings such as our missionary enterprise required.  In quick succession, we built a high wall surrounding the whole compound, a very ornamental entrance building with adjoining rooms for catechists, several classrooms, servant’s quarters, a large room for the priest and adjoining rooms for guests.  The place of honor was reserved for the church.  I had spent much time drawing the plan for that edifice, for I wanted it to be both solid and beautiful.  It was a basilica-style structure with interior lateral arches and a fine belfry for three bells.  It was also beautifully ornamented, both inside and outside, by means of specially-molded bricks.

Long before its completion, one of the pagan Loshan city fathers came to me as the spokesman of his colleagues to present an urgent petition.  “Shenfu, when you first started to dig that fine well you now have, we thought you were making a big mistake, and we told you so.  Later on, however, we were glad to find out that we were wrong and you were right.  You did get water, a lot of it, and very good water.  Now, we’re afraid that it is very inconvenient for you and the personnel of your mission to have people coming in to your mission compound from all over the city to get water from your well.  We know that those buckets that they dip into your well are not always clean.  That’s why we are now asking you to select a spot for another well, to be dug outside your mission grounds.  Also, we would like to engage for the digging of that well the experienced men who did such a good job on yours.  We’re afraid that our inexperienced Loshan workers would fear to disturb the spirits if the y went down that deep into the bosom of the earth.”

I was so delighted with that right-about-face attitude of official Loshan that I immediately promised, not only to select a spot for the city well, but also to furnish the men to do the digging under my supervision.  I added that all that I would expect from the city would be a quantity of bricks sufficient to line the interior of the well’s tube from bottom to top.  This condition was gladly agreed to.  After I had looked over the land in the vicinity of our mission, I found a spot which I considered most suitable for the city well.  Having obtained the consent and approval of the city officials, I set my men on the job of digging that deep hole.


When the digging had gone on for several weeks, and the workmen had penetrated down to approximately the level of our mission well’s bottom, I had them interrupt the digging and begin working at a circular brick wall from the bottom to the top of the well,  Several thousand bricks went into that construction.  This work had been barely started, however, when my confrere, Father Joseph Jansen, arrived from Sinyang with a letter from our Father Superior.  The letter called me to a conference at the mission station of Tsingshantien, a town in a mountainous area halfway between Sinyang and Loshan.  I decided to go to Tsingshantien without delay, and at once explained to Father Jansen the various construction jobs which he would have to boss during my absence.  

I had my faithful old mule saddled, and succeeded in reaching Tsingshantien a little before nightfall.  Fathers Froewis and Bauman were waiting form e.  With several matters of some importance to be discussed, Father superior and I spent two or three hours in conference and then retired.  The following morning we three missionaries arose at an early hour and finished celebrating Holy Mass before sunrise.  At breakfast Father Baumann suggested that Father Froewis should stay at Tsingshantien for a few days so that he could visit a few of his remote stations in the mountainous country to the south.  Since I had already covered half the distance to our central Sinyang mission, I decided to travel there before returning to my mission in Loshan.
Father Froewis Kidnapped


Soon after my arrival in Sinyang, a messenger arrived from Tsingshantien informing me that my old Superior, Father Froewis, had been kidnapped by a band of brigands who had entered the mission during the preceding night.  The messenger said the bandits had treated the old missionary very roughly, pulling and pushing him along, and calling him all sorts of vile names.

This terrifying news suddenly placed upon my shoulders a very heavy burden of responsibility, since not only the very life of my Superior was at stake, but also the whole future of our missionary undertaking.  As acting Superior, I had to decide, on the spur of the moment, what to do to bring about the release of the old priest without our having to pay a heavy ransom to the bandits.  I sent written notification of the kidnapping to the municipal and military headquarters in Sinyang, and a telegram conveying the same message to the central government’s headquarters in Nanking.  Then I was on my way to Tsingshantien, riding on a mule and accompanied by Lao Tchen, an old veteran employed by our mission.

To my dismay, no more than fifteen minutes after we had passed out of the city’s east gate, my mule began to limp.  I had to dismount and send Lao Tchen back to the mission with the crippled animal.  The midsummer heat was so intense that I decided to rest for awhile in the shade of a tree until Lao Tchen returned.  When he had rejoined me, we set out on foot for Tsingshentien, arriving at that town shortly after nightfall.


My arrival created quite a stir.  Very shortly after, the mayor and other town officials put in their appearance, expressing sympathy and willingness to help bring about the release of the old missionary.  The mayor suggested that we find some means of informing the kidnappers that both the central government in Nanking and the military headquarters in Sinyang had been notified of the kidnapping.  They should also be told that the whole countryside around Tsingshentien would be raided by the authorities unless the old missionary was released unharmed in the immediate future.


I told the mayor that I considered his proposal for a letter to the outlaws so good that would be very grateful to have a dozen copies of it to serve as posters in all the large towns of that area.  This request was speedily complied with.  I personally signed each one of those letters, and had our large Chinese mission stamp affixed to them.  Three or four brave Catholic lads volunteered to post these proclamations on the official billboards in all the larger towns within a radius of twelve miles from Tsingshentien.  The effect of that message was to prevent the outlaws from doing bodily harm to the old missionary.


To my great relief and joy, on the fifth day of my stay in Tsingshentien, an old Chinese priest, Father Joseph Tien, recently arrived in Honan from Shantung, reached Tsingshentien late in the afternoon.  I had just received a letter from Sinyang informing me that a certain merchant of that city who was acquainted with the chief of kidnappers, had expressed his willingness to serve as a go-between in negotiating for the release of Father Froewis.  The merchant had added a proviso that the mission should abstain from prosecuting the outlaws after the release.  After I had informed Father Tien of this offer, he told me that he himself, being Chinese, would stand a better chance of success if he went to Sinyang to discuss the whole business of release with the merchant.

I eagerly accepted this offer, and Father Tien left for Sinyang, at once, accompanied by my faithful servant, Lao Tchen.  On the following day, Lao Tchen returned to Tsingshentien with a letter from the Father in charge at Sinyang informing me that Father Tien’s negotiations with the Sinyang merchant had been entirely successful.  The old Chinese priest had gone by rickshaw to the place where the release was to have taken place.  He would escort Father Superior back to Sinyang.  On receiving these glad tidings I returned to Sinyang after an absence of ten days.


The following morning I arose early to offer the Holy Sacrifice in thanksgiving for the happy turn of events.  After gulping sown a light breakfast, I left Sinyang on my bicycle to be in Ulidien, the place of release, in time to greet our old Superior, Father George Froewis, on his arrival.  However, miles away from Ulidien, I saw two rickshaws approaching in the direction of Sinyang.  One of them was occupied by Father Tien, the other by Father Froewis, who greeted me cheerfully, “Gruss Gott, Pater King!  Gott sei dank!  Jetzt bin ich wieder frei!” I noticed that although he had lost weight and appeared quite shaky from his recent ordeal, he still retained that old jovial spirit so characteristic of him.

The jubilant welcome accorded to our beloved old Superior when he reached his own mission in Sinyang was marvelous to behold.  The Fathers and Brothers vied with each other in their eagerness to shake his hand.  Our Chinese Christians, especially the school children, insisted on coming right up to him to tell him how much they had been praying for his release and how glad they were to have him once again in their midst.  The thought uppermost in the old priest’s mind, however, was to celebrate Holy Mass in thanksgiving for his recovered liberty.  Thereafter, at my urging, he had a hearty breakfast, and then a long nap.


After the old priest rose in the afternoon, Sister Adela brought a pot of tea, spiked with some kind of liquor, and poured him a cupful of it.  He took a sip of it and threw the cup to the ground.  Then to our surprise and dismay, he grabbed Sister Adela by the shoulders and began shaking her, saying, in Chinese, “You wicked old woman, you want to poison me!”


I had to go up to him and say, “Father Superior, please let her go!  This is not a wicked old woman, but our own Sister Adela!”


Then awakening fully Father Superior said, “Excuse me, Sister, I had been dreaming about the wicked old Chinese hag who refused to give me a drink after I got away from the bandits!”


During the days of Father Superior’s captivity, letters had been arriving for him at Sinyang.  Among them was one from the Cardinal Prefect of the Holy Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith informing our old Superior that he had been promoted to the dignity and authority of Prefect Apostolic, with the title of Monsignor, as the first ordinary of the Prefecture Apostolic of Sinyangchow.  That was good news for us all, and we hastened to offer him our very hearty congratulations.  Of course, the event called for a nice little celebration.  A meal was ordered from the best restaurant in Sinyang and served at the mission.

On the following day I rode back to my mission in Loshan to resume my interrupted building tasks.  During that forty-mile ride I kept reviewing the various projects and jobs awaiting my attention in and about Loshan.  I felt somewhat worried about the city well project to which I had set my hand before leaving Loshan a week earlier.  So great was my curiosity that, after entering the city, I made a detour to take a look at the well digging operations before proceeding to the mission.  To my dismay, what I discovered was not a nicely completed job but a great, yawning hole – something like a big bomb crater – about twenty feet wide at the top.  On reaching the mission I found out that Father Jansen had been sick during my absence and unable to supervise the workmen.  These men, left to their own resources, did slipshod work.  In addition, a heavy rainfall created a landslide that was accountable for the gaping hole.


Later, the whole messy mixture of bricks and clay had to be laboriously removed to a depth of seventy-five feet.  Then I set the men building up the circular brick wall forming the well’s tube.  When that was completed, flat stones were laid to serve as a pavement around the well’s mouth.  Still the well remained perfectly dry.  Some of the city’s wise guys then began predicting that we would fail to obtain water.  Yet having done a bit of previous surveying and measuring, I had satisfied myself that the bottom of this tube was at about the same level as that of the first well dug on the mission grounds.

I had one of the workmen lowered to the bottom of the well by means of a block and tackle suspended to a kind of derrick.  After the lad had reached the bottom, I told him to dig a circular hole about a foot or two deep.  He immediately complied with these directions and, within less than half an hour, the water began to gush upward from the hole.  The boy was quickly hauled up to safety.  Then the crowd of three or four hundred men, women, and children gathered around the well, their well, till the water had risen to about twelve feet from the surface.  That became the city well of Loshan.  I think it quite probable that it is still the principle source of table water for that little city.

My Last Serious Sickness
My new church in Loshan was finished and ready to be blessed by the end of October, 1928.  Monsignor Froewis and several other Fathers came to Loshan for the happy occasion.  Elaborate preparations had been made.  I had been feeling so ill during the past few days that I experienced great difficulty keeping on my feet.  During the actual ritual of the blessing I managed to stay up, but as soon as the ceremony was finished, I had to beg my guests to excuse me, as I felt too sick to sit at a table with them.  When they came to say good-bye to me, I told them not to worry, as I expected to be up and within a day or two.  After they had taken their leave, however, my condition began to deteriorate so rapidly that quite soon I was dimly conscious of hovering on the very brink of eternity.  The crisis lasted three or four days.  Throughout that time my faithful Chinese secretary, Ma Tung-Kiao, stayed at my bedside both day and night.

After I began to recuperate, Ma Tung-Kiao noticed that I turned away in disgust from the food served up by my regular cook.  He himself then began preparing dishes intended to tempt my appetite.  This he was well qualified to do, as he had previously learned to cook in a famous restaurant owned by his father.  Everything that he prepared was delicious, but best of all was the dish of stewed sparrow breasts which he first served for me.  Thereafter, noon and evening, four or five days in succession, that dish, fit for a king, was served and disposed of.  It is a fact that those saucy little sparrows contributed largely towards restoring me to health and vigor.  It is also a fact that this bout with typhoid salmonella was the last time I have been ill seriously enough to require a doctor’s attention.

An Abortive Raid


After the necessary housing space had been provided in our central station at Loshan, I was able to concentrate on the supremely important business of propagating our holy faith in the cities and rural areas throughout the two counties belonging to my parish.  I found the people in the rural areas of both Chengyang and Loshan counties very friendly and generous.  I noticed that they were economically much better off than the farmers of Shantung Province.  Moreover, I was able to engage a goodly number of catechists, both men and women, and assign them to the more promising villages in the area.  Consequently, the number of Catholics in those neighborhoods grew very rapidly.  In the city of Loshan the increase in church attendance was so great that quite often, on Sundays and holy days, our big new church was filled to capacity.

The obvious success of our missionary enterprise was so displeasing to the leaders of pagan worship in that city, that, early in 1929, I began to hear rumors that a horde of fanatics, headed by the students of the city’s normal school, were preparing to raid our mission.  For several days in succession small groups of students kept entering the mission grounds, passing from one courtyard to another, and behaving very arrogantly towards the personnel of the mission.  When my catechist informed me of those unwelcome visitors, I concluded that they must be spies sent out by their cliques.


One day three of these fanatics boldly entered the enclosed courtyard surrounding my rectory.  They strolled about in a leisurely way, opening the doors of various rooms and peering into them as if to discover what their contents were.  Finally, they went to the kitchen, opened its door, and walked in.  I had gone over toward that room and was about to enter it when I heard my young cook, Sio Dai, addressing the intruders very politely, “Gentlemen, this is not the guest room.  If you have any business in the mission, why don’t you observe Chinese etiquette and first inform the porter of your wish?”

One of the intruders retorted, “Shut up, you little foreigner’s slave, or I’ll slap your mouth!  We are on Chinese soil, and won’t allow a little traitor like you to give us orders!”


By that time, I had walked in.  I addressed the intruders, saying, “As you young men have no business in my kitchen, I am asking you to leave it at once.”  They complied reluctantly and followed me to the side porch.  Then one of them shouted in a loud voice, “We don’t intend to take orders from an old foreign devil like you!  This is part of China’s territory, and we have more right to be here than you have.”

I replied, “This is part of China, I admit, but this mission has been established with the knowledge and consent of China’s government.  This is my lawful dwelling, and I don’t have to stand here being insulted by the likes of you.  Clear out!”

“Put us out if you can!” they shouted in chorus.

No sooner had these words been spoken than I lunged at those two students who were standing on the edge of a high open porch with their backs toward the garden.  I gave each of them such a vigorous and unexpected push that they turned somersaults into the flower bed below.  Just as I was squaring off to deal with the third member of the group, he took to his heels and disappeared toward the mission entrance.  His two discomfited comrades, mumbling loud threats of dire vengeance to be wreaked on our mission, followed him.

During the days after that episode, the rumble of preparations for a large-scale attack aimed at the total destruction of the Catholic mission grew louder and louder throughout the city of Loshan.  People in the streets talked openly about the impending catastrophe.  Teachers and other young men composing our mission staff were getting jittery.  Then one night Liu Batow, the foreman of my building crew came to me and said, “Shenfu, this threat of an attack on the mission is getting serious, and I think we ought to be busy preparing to repel it.  I have thirty husky lads under my command.  All of them are from Sinyang and contemptuous of those Loshan hoodlums.  What I propose to do is to erect little platforms inside the high mission walls.  On each such platform, we’ll pile up a good supply of brickbats and stones.  When I hear the raiders approaching the mission enclosure, I’ll order my brave boys, armed with stout clubs, to mount those platforms, and if I am not mistaken, none of those would-be raiders will get inside the mission wall.  Shenfu, what do you think of my plan?”
“Liu Batow,” I replied, “I think it’s a first-class defense plan, and I’m sure that not one of those raiders will get over the mission wall.  You just go ahead and put your plan into effect.  Self-defense is perfectly legal.”

In less than two hours’ time my brave Sinyang workers had completed their, having gathered a huge quantity of stones and brickbats to serve as ammunition.  The timelessness of those preparations became evident in the late afternoon of that day when a sizeable mob of would-be raiders, armed with clubs, spears, and clumsy Chinese swords, approached the mission from the east.  When they had advanced to about a hundred yards from the eastern wall of the mission, Liu Batow accustomed to giving orders, called out in a clear penetrating voice, “Stop where you are!  This mission is well defended.  Any one of you who tries to get over these walls will do so at the risk of his life!”
These authoritative words had a magical effect.  Only a small number of the bolder would-be raiders advanced a few additional steps towards the mission.  The shower of well-aimed stones and brickbats that flew in their direction quickly drained all the bravura out of them.  Slowly the mob dispersed, without having shattered even one window pane of our new church.

The end of hostilities was not yet reached, however.  The ringleaders of the agitators were evidently men of influence in the city.  Soon thereafter, on the occasion of a national holiday, they held a mass meeting
at Loshan’s normal school.  Their purpose was to organize a raid against the Catholic mission so formidable that noting could prevent the full accomplishment of its purpose-the total destruction of the mission buildings.  This destruction, they believed, would symbolize uprooting of Christian beliefs and practices in that entire section of Honan province.
After the meeting the students paraded the streets of Loshan and scattered leaflets denouncing the Catholic religion in the vilest language.  The leaflets urged the citizens of Loshan to use violence if necessary to drive the foreign priest and all Christian “running dogs” or Chinese Catholics, from the city.
Fortunately, one of my catechists who had attended the mass meeting came at once to inform me of its purpose.  He handed me a few of the anti-Christian leaflets which the agitators had distributed throughout the city.  Very early on the following day, I called the commander of the Loshan garrison and inquired whether or not he know about the mass meeting at which the destruction of our Catholic mission had been discussed and decided upon.  The official replied that he knew nothing about it.  I gave him an account of the meeting and a handful of anti-Christian leaflets.  The official rapidly read through one of them and told me h would at once take measures to squelch any attempt by the mob to carry out their threats.  This promise was rapidly put into effect, and thereafter we Catholics in Loshan enjoyed peace of a kind.

Big Trouble


In the summer of 1930 our mission acquired a fine piece of property in the city of Chengyang, the center of Chengyang county.  For me the remodeling of the buildings on that site, one of which had been a pawnshop, proved to be a very pleasant task.  In quick succession the buildings were remodeled to serve the various needs of a new parish.  The largest building was made into a chapel.  Other buildings were repaired, painted, and equipped to serve as classrooms, a priest’s house, a parlor, and so on.  Simultaneously, work was going on in a separate courtyard on a Sister’s dwelling and a medical dispensary.


Father Joseph Henkels had been appointed as my assistant in the care of that big parish, so that it was possible for me to spend several days each week away from Loshan.  During this time I supervised the repair job in Chengyang and the erection of new chapels in several outstations and attended to my pastoral duties in various sections of that large territory.

One day, as I was returning to Loshan from Chengyang on my bicycle, a sudden shower caused the yellow clay from the roadbed to cling to the tires.  I was therefore obliged to dismount and begin carrying the bicycle on my shoulders.  Laden with that clumsy burden, I trudged along for many a wearisome mile, quite often shifting the burden from one shoulder to the other.  Then the idea came to me to hire a young man to do the carrying for me.


At the first house I inquired for such a helper.  A tall, sturdy-looking middle-aged man came out and handed me an umbrella which he had in his room.  Then he lifted my bicycle to his shoulder as if it were a plaything, and walked ahead of me on the road leading to Loshan, splashing many mud-puddles along the way.  Mile after mile, the man walked until his cotton clothing was thoroughly drenched.  The rain had begun to abate and we had reached a sandy stretch of road, when the man finally put down the bicycle.  I offered to pay him well for the great service he had rendered me, a perfect stranger, but he would not accept a penny for his trouble.  He explained that the old books of China exhorted the people to perform good deeds, not in the hope of obtaining material rewards but to please the Great Spirit who rules the whole universe.  I assured that generous friend in need not only of my gratitude, but also of remembrance in my prayers to the Great Spirit who rules the universe.  Then I mounted the bicycle and rode repeating to myself the Latin saying, “Anima, humana, naturaliter, Christiana.”
Nothing for Nothing

One result for me of the experience gathered during the three decades of my missionary efforts in China was the conviction that the most unselfish efforts exerted by a missionary for those in need of assistance do not necessarily produce gratitude and affection on the part of those receiving the aid.  On the contrary, quite often the beneficiaries of charity are unable to figure out how anybody would be so foolish to dispense food, clothing, and services without expecting commensurate returns in kind.  They are therefore convinced that the missionaries receive from unknown sources ample material remuneration for the works of mercy which they so unselfishly practice.

During the first two years I spent in the Loshan-Chengyang sector, circumstances compelled me quite frequently to give material aid to hundreds of famine-stricken refugees from the northern parts of the Honan province.  On one occasion at the beginning of winter, hundreds of homeless, famine-stricken men, women and children from northern Honan had taken refuge in a temple outside of the city.  These people were prevented from going out to beg by a heavy snowfall, and were literally facing starvation when my attention was called to their plight.  To tide these people over their crisis, I at once set up a soup-kitchen underneath our mission woodshed.  I kept a crew of workers busy from morning till night for many days in succession cooking great quantities of rich gruel to be carried out to the refugees.

Though most of these people might have died without such aid, freely given, not one of them came to the mission to express gratitude.  On the contrary, after the storm was over and the roads had been reopened, many of them kept coming to the mission demanding a continuation of our free soup program and cursing the missionary for not providing it.  This experience convinced me that the Chinese saying, “Shen men nam kai” – “Benevolent door, hard to open!” – is a statement of axiomatic truth.
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In Durance Vile


On the second day of June, 1930, I set out by mule cart from Loshan, bound for Chengyang forty miles to the north.  Liu Fa-Wang, my personal servant, did the driving.  Shortly after leaving the mission, we passed the entrance of a Buddhist temple which was being used as a garrison for troops.  The sentry on duty raised his rifle and aimed it at us, following the movement of our vehicle by slowly moving his gun in a half arc.  I asked Liu Fa-Wang if he had noticed.  Instead of giving me a direct reply, he queried, “Shenfu, don’t you know that Pan Min-Chai, the bandit chief who spoke to you yesterday, is using the temple as barracks for his company of bandit-soldiers?  He’s angry at you.  He wanted to put his wife and kids and all the loot he had taken from the homes of the wealthy farmers whom he kidnapped and tortured in the mission for safekeeping, and you refused to let him do so.”

Yes, Fa-Wang,” I replied, “I’ve heard that his soldiers rove around in the country acting like bandits even in broad daylight.  They’ve been kidnapping wealthy farmers and torturing them in horrible ways to extort heavy ransoms.  Several of those who could not pay have been killed.”


I had hardly finished speaking when a soldier riding a little sorrel Mongolian pony passed us on the road.  After we covered about ten miles, we saw the rider again, sitting on his pony and gazing back at us, as we approached the fork of a road.  Our choice was either to turn off the main road to the side road leading toward the northeast, or to stay on the main road going straight north.  As soon as the rider noticed that we were not leaving the main road, he rode on at once toward the north at a swift pace.  Noticing this strange behavior, Liu Fa-Wang remarked: “Father, I suspect that fellow has mischief in mind.  Who knows what he’s up to?”


“I agree with you, Fa-Wang,” I replied.  “But who would dare to do us any harm in this open country and in broad daylight, with fields full of people harvesting their wheat?”


Shortly thereafter, we reached the southern shore of the Hwai River, which we had to cross on a ferry-scow.  The soldier on the pony had crossed the stream ahead of us, but we saw him on the far side of the river gazing back in our direction.  He evidently wanted to find out whether we intended to go straight north toward Chengyang, or possibly to turn off to the right and go to Tufuchiao, a large village where I had recently built a church.  When the soldier noticed that after we had crossed the river, we kept on traveling straight north, he put his horse into a gallop, and we soon lost sight of him.  Liu Fa-Wang again said nervously, “Shenfu, that fellow had mischief in mind.  Don’t you think we ought to go back to Loshan?”

“I agree with you, Fa-Wang,” I replied.  “He’s behaving very strangely.  But I informed the people in Chengyang that I would be there for Holy Mass tomorrow, and I know that a lot of Christians will be walking in from remote villages to attend.  I’d hate to disappoint them.”


Our old mule kept moving at a slow gait for about five additional miles until we entered a little valley.  We then proceeded for about a hundred yard and had just passed a sharp bend to the right, when we suddenly found ourselves in the midst of a large group of soldiers with Pan Min-Shai in command.  Pointing his Mauser pistol straight at Liu Fa-Wang, the officer shouted, “Stop!  Get off the cart.  Both of you.  Quick!”


Of course, we got off in a hurry.  Then a couple of the outlaws frisked Fa-Wang and me.  They found nothing that they cared for in Liu’s pockets, but in mine they found two silver dollars, which interested them.  In my breast pocket they discovered a fine silver watch, which the chief immediately claimed as his own.  They took down the big suitcase which served as a Mass kit but, though it wasn’t locked, they couldn’t open it.  Then I went over, followed by the chief and, opening the case, I removed its contents, item by item.  I explained to the bandits, “These beautiful vestments, this long, white linen gown, and these golden vessels are very sacred, as they are used exclusively for the worship of the Lord of heaven, Tien-Chu.  You must not touch them or he will punish you.  Now let me put them all back into the case, and leave them on the cart.”

The captain said, “Do so.  We will not touch these sacred articles.”  Then he noticed a farmer coming around a bend in the road, pushing a big wheelbarrow.  The poor man stood still, terrified at the sight of armed outlaws.  Pan issued orders to the wheelbarrow man, “You take this case on your barrow, and leave it in the charge of the mayor in the nearest town north of here.  Tell him to take good care of it and see that nothing is removed from it.  Otherwise, he’ll have to reckon with me.”


Then the chief gave orders to march.  As soon as we had emerged from the valley, we made a sharp turn to the left and walked in single file for several miles.  The fields on either side of the path were crowded with men, women and children.  They knew what was happening but stark fear caused them to behave as though they did not see us.  Liu Fa-Wang’s hands had been bound behind his back.  He was followed by two soldiers with drawn pistols who walked behind him at the tail end of the procession.  The bandit directly ahead of me carried over his shoulder the large canvas bag containing my bedding and clothing.


After we had been walking about fifteen minutes, the chief said to me, “Foreign priest, you have nothing to fear.  You are going to be our guest for some time, and I promise that I will treat you well unless you try to run away.  You might as well realize right now that you cannot get out of our hands unless we permit you to do so.  We Chinese do not like the new and strange customs you foreign missionaries have been introducing among our people.  In that big church of yours in Loshan, you allow large numbers of men and women to crowd in at the same time, thus violating good old Chinese customs.  Besides, as I now need money to pay off my men, I would like to borrow a goodly sum from you.  Don’t tell me you are unable to let me have a few thousand dollars, rich as you must be.  You keep on erecting one costly building after another.  Right now I need eight thousand dollars to pay off my soldiers.  You will never get out of our hands alive unless you hand over that sum.  Mind you, I want silver dollars.  No paper.  In the beginning I will treat you well, but I don’t want to be kept waiting too long!  After a short while, if you fail to pay up, you will be tortured and perhaps, killed!

Having finished this friendly little admonition, Captain Pan pulled out his Mauser pistol.  He then stepped up to within a yard of me and pulled the trigger, sending five or six bullets whizzing past my right ear.  This action literally paralyzed me, so that for a few moments I stood still in my tracks, unable to walk.


After we resumed our westward trek, and I could tell by the position of the sun that it was about noon, our party rested a short while.  We reclined on the grassy slopes bordering a little stream, while one of the soldiers kept on walking straight ahead at a rapid pace.  Evidently he had been sent by the captain to a village about a mile away to arrange for a place in which we prisoners could be temporarily confined.  I remember that, after arriving at this grassy spot, one of the officers frisked me again.  He removed my purse from the rear pocket of my trousers, scattering on the ground a number of my calling cards which were in it.  As I lay on the grass with those cards within easy reach, I took one of them, thinking it might prove useful later on, and stuck it in my back pocket.

After about an hour of waiting, we heard the report of a rifle shot from a nearby village.  When our captain answered the report by a shot from his pistol, I knew that this shot was a signal having to do with a place of confinement for us.  After both Liu Fa-Wang and I had been blindfolded, we resumed our trek, each one with a hand on the shoulder of the soldier ahead of us.  Thus we stumbled along and felt ourselves near to small adobe buildings, evidently the home of a moderately prosperous farmer.  Finally, the bandages were removed from our eyes, and the door of the little room in which we were sheltered was securely locked from the outside.


Though Liu Fa-Wang and I looked at each other understandingly, we did not dare to talk even in whispers.  About midafternoon a soldier came in carrying a small bucket of water and a cup.  He gave us each a number of white tablets and advised us to drop one of them into each cup of water before drinking it to avoid dysentery.  What a tender solicitude!


Then our official jailer, Lao Liu, a short, stocky man whose bulging muscles gave the impression of tremendous physical strength, came in and introduced himself to us.  In a very friendly tone of voice he questioned Liu Fa-Wang and me for a considerable length of time.  He began by telling us, quite confidentially, that he greatly sympathized with us and was ready to let us have any help at his disposal.  Then he informed us that the full ransom of eight thousand dollars would have to be paid before we could be released.  He strongly advised me to write to my superior at once, asking him to have that tidy little sum in readiness.

I began to tell Lao Liu that my capture had been a great mistake, since we missionaries never paid ransoms because we had no money for that purpose.  The little bandit interrupted me, exclaiming, “No money?  Who would believe that you, Wong Shenfu, have no money?  We are well informed about all the properties you have been buying and all the money you spent putting up new buildings in Loshan and Chengyang!  Why, you must be so rich that the paying of eight thousand dollars would be a mere nothing to you.”


I explained to Lao Liu at some length that none of the money I had spent on those new buildings and properties had been my own.  All of it was sent to me by good friends in America to enable me to build churches, schools and medical dispensaries for the benefit of the Chinese people.


Lao Liu was not at all impressed by my little speech.  He produced a piece of paper and a pencil and urged me to write a few words to my Superior, Fa Shenfu, that I had been kidnapped.  I was to tell him also that I was being held for ransom and would certainly be tortured and killed unless the money were soon handed over.


I took the paper and pencil and wrote a few words to my Superior to the effect that I had been kidnapped and was being held for a high ransom, but that I knew that even allowing the bandits to hope for the money would be a great mistake.  Having signed this hastily scribbled message, I handed it to Lao Liu.  It was never delivered.


Even by nightfall no food had been brought to us, though we had had nothing to eat since early morning.  Both of us were beginning to feel weak from the lack of nourishment.  Then Liu Fa-Wang, thinking to speak to Lao Liu about our situation, went to the door and peered through a big crack toward the courtyard.  Suddenly the door was flung open, and Lao Liu entered brandishing a length of green bamboo and bellowing, “So you want to run away, do you?   Well, I’ll have to beat that hope out of you.

So saying, he began to belabor poor Liu Fa-Wang with such brutality that I had never witnessed before.  While those blows were falling on my servant’s body, I braced myself to receive similar treatment.  Lao Liu, noticing my apprehension, told me that, since I had not tried to escape, he did not have to beat me yet.  However, he at once produced two lengths of stout cord and proceeded to bind my wrists as well as those of Liu Fa-Wang, in such an expert fashion that, when the job was finished, we could not even wiggle our arms.  The perspiration from my wrists soaked into the cords and caused them to shrink and cut into my flesh.


Lao Liu than brought in a bed for his own use, and placed it against the closed door.  He pointed to a heap of rough coffin planks piled up in a corner of the room and told us to lie down on them.  This we obediently did.  Since we were without pillows or cover and unable to chase away the mosquitoes, however, sleep was impossible for us.


After a while the old farmer in whose house we were harbored brought in three bowlfuls of steaming noodles.  Lao Liu removed the cords from our wrists to permit us to eat that welcome food.  After the meal was over, our arms were again tightly bound and we were ordered to lie down on our coffin plank beds.  In a short while the village dogs began barking, and Lao Liu hastily opened the door.  Four or five soldiers entered.  Their spokesman announced that we were to be transferred to another village some distance away from our present hiding place.


We proceeded to the village with our hands tightly bound behind our backs, preceded and followed by armed bandits who walked at a rapid pace in spite of the intense darkness.  We two captives could not avoid frequently stumbling and even colliding with trees along the way.  Suddenly, as we neared a village, its light appeared a little distance ahead of us.  The bandits quickly squatted to avoid being seen, and pulled us down with them.  During that pause I begged the man nearest to me to remove the cord binding my wrists as I could feel it cutting into my skin.  To my delight the bandit complies, warning me that any attempt at escape would be futile.  Just then, heavy raindrops began to fall, and the leader of our party decided to seek shelter in the village ahead of us.  Again, our hiding place was a millroom lacking all furniture.  One of the bandits brought in an old mat, spread it on the floor, and told Liu Fa-Wang and me to lie on it.

As soon as the rain stopped, we continued on our nocturnal trek to the place intended to serve as our more permanent abode.  I was grateful to be allowed to go with unbound hands though I was kept partially blindfolded by a piece of cloth thrown loosely over my hat and hanging down in front of my eyes.  Again I had to walk with a hand on the shoulder of the bandit ahead of me as we zigzagged quite rapidly over rugged and muddy pathways between the flooded rice paddies.  Repeatedly I stumbled headlong into the mud and water.  It amused me to think of how bedraggled I must appear, wearing a gown of fine Chinese linen which had been white and neatly laundered at the time of my departure from Loshan a little eternity ago.


It must have been after midnight when we reached our destination and were led into a long, narrow five-room house.  Liu Fa-Wang and I were shown into a windowless room which at one time had served as a granary and were told to lie down on the damp, bare ground.  Even though it was midsummer, I spent the rest of the night shivering and feared I was going to suffer an attack of malaria.  However, when daylight came and we were called to breakfast, Liu Fa-Wang addressed one of the bandits that seemed to be in command.  He suggested that the priest should be given bedding; otherwise he would get sick, and such a development could be of no advantage to anyone.  The result of Liu Fa-Wang’s pleas was that we were given planks and mats to lie on.  I also got a quilt and pillow-my own, of course, which had been stolen from me on the preceding day.


At dawn on the following morning both Liu Fa-Wang and I had to submit to a long and prying questioning.  Again my captors assured me in the most emphatic terms that unless the large sum of money demanded by their chief was soon forthcoming, I would be tortured and killed.  The spokesman assured me that their intention was to be lenient for a few more days.  If such kind treatment on their part did not bring the desired results, however, they would begin to apply torture by cutting crosses under my feet right down to the bone, to keep me from even dreaming of escaping.  They further added that if that torture did not induce me to talk money, they had many far more painful ones in store for me.

Lao Liu, the diminutive Lucifer among those demons, took it upon himself to point out the expediency of thinking over the kindly admonitions just addressed to me.  “Shenfu,” he said, “You don’t know how fortunate you are in comparison with many other captives of ours now being held in half a dozen villages in this vicinity.  You should see what happens to them!  We begin by pasting black plasters over their eyes to keep them from seeing anything.  Then we pour molten pitch into their ears to keep them from hearing anything.  Every day they are suspended from a beam and beaten from head to foot.  Their fingers and toenails are pulled out.  Some of them we scorch with a candle flame.  Others have deep gashes cut into their flesh into which we put glowing coals.  Now, Shenfu, that’s what is going to happen to you unless you pay up, and soon.”


I knew that little fiend was in no way exaggerating.  During the following days the question most often occupying my thoughts was, “How will I react under such torture when they begin to apply it?  Will I have the moral and physical strength to endure it with a modicum of the fortitude that becomes a priest of Christ?  Or will I break down and consent to write to my Superior demanding the payment of ransom money?”  Of course, I prayed almost incessantly, and derived immense comfort from that practice.  Though my nights were sleepless, I succeeded in catching little snatches of sleep during the daytime.


My poor companion in misery, Liu Fa-Wang, did not fare well at all.  By means of endless questionings, threats, and cajoling, the bandits wormed out of him an admission that was tantamount to the pronouncing of his own death sentence.  It caused the bandits to fear that, in the event of his regaining freedom, Liu Fa-Wang would certainly report the kidnapping to his former army headquarters, with very unpleasant consequences for Pan Min-Chai and his clique.  At any rate, on the day following the questioning, the bandits brought in a very stout set of shackles and began fastening them to Liu Fa-Wang’s ankles.  While they were thus occupied, I suddenly noticed that Lao Chu, our cook, standing to one side was weeping copiously.  That could mean only one thing - that we had a friend upon whose sympathy and help we could rely.  This new knowledge brought a sudden surge of hope and joy to me.


Thereafter I was constantly on the watch for a chance to speak to Lao Chu unobserved by the bandits.  Several days elapsed before an opportunity arose.  During this time, Lu Fa-Wang underwent an experience as nerve-wracking as one could imagine.  Three nights in succession, a boy bandit about fourteen years of age came into the room carrying a flashlight in his left hand and a Mauser pistol in his right.  On each occasion he would flash the light on Liu Fa-Wang’s face and aim the gun straight at his forehead from a distance of no more than three feet.  During such agonizing moments, I would keep my gaze sternly fixed on the boy’s face, thus possibly weakening his resolve to commit murder.  Far more probable however, Liu Fa-Wang’s guardian angel intervened.  At any rate, the boy bandit never pulled the trigger.  During the days and nights that followed, the evidence of the mental anguish constantly torturing my poor companion in misery was most pathetic to observe.  Repeatedly I whispered words of comfort in his ear, and he would invariably answer, “Yes, Shenfu, but what will happen to my wife and children if they kill me?”

One evening as we sat at a table, eating supper in company with three bandits, the dogs in the street suddenly began to bark fiercely.  The bandits hastily ran out to discover the cause of the commotion.  I had long hoped for a chance to speak to Lao Chu about the matter uppermost in my mind.  Now I said, “Chu Sien-sheng (Mr. Chu), I know you are our friend and willing to help us, if at all possible.  Won’t you please go to our mission in Loshan and inform the Father you will find there of the exact place where we two are being detained?”


Mr. Chu replied, “Shenfu, though I am not a Christian, I know what mercy is, and I am most anxious to help both of you.  I will go to Loshan on your behalf as soon as I can get away from these demons without arousing their suspicion.”


Scarcely had our friend finished these words when our guards returned and resumed their places at the table.  I was exceedingly pleased to note that they showed no sign of suspecting anything amiss.


Shortly after supper that night, Lao Chu suddenly began groaning in a manner betraying great pain.  After these moans had continued for a long while, one of the bandits inquired angrily, “What’s the matter with you, anyway?  Can’t you stop all that noise and let us sleep?”


Lao Chu replied that his hemorrhoids had suddenly begun to bother him so much that he was in great pain.  He would have to go and see a certain doctor in a remote village who had helped him on several previous occasions.  Shortly thereafter, the loud snoring of the bandits informed us that they were soundly asleep.  Lao Chu came into the little inner room where I was lying and knelt sown on the ground, leaning over to whisper in my ear, “Shenfu, you must give me something in writing to show that you sent me.  Otherwise, no one at the mission in Loshan will believe me.”


Fortunately, I had in my pocket a short pencil stub which my servant had given me a few days previously.  In my back pocket I had one of my calling cards, rescued from those thrown away by the bandits who had searched me after my capture. Right there in the dark, I printed the following message on one side of the card:  “This old man is OK.  You can believe him.”  I handed that card to my friend, Mr. Chu, and told him to give it to the Bishop or to the priest in charge at the Loshan mission.  Mr. Chu took the card, slipped it inside the lining of his jacket, and went back to his bed.

After preparing our breakfast and eating with us the following morning, Mr. Chu addressed the bandit boss.  He told him that, as he would have to walk a long distance to see the doctor about his hemorrhoids, he did not expect to get back to cook for us till the evening of the next day.  Then he left for Loshan.  I was glad to note that he was back with us early in the morning of the third day, again functioning as cook.  When he came in to serve the breakfast, I inquired whether he had been able to get the ointment he needed for his hemorrhoids.  He replied, quite cheerfully, “Yes, surely!  I saw my doctor, and he gave me a prescription which I had filled at a medicine shop in Loshan.  I’ve used it and I already feel better.”


After that meal, when the bandits went out into the courtyard, I quickly inquired from Lao Chu 
whether he had seen the bishop in Loshan.  He answered eagerly, “Yes, I saw him, a great big man with a long white beard.”  Then he produced a letter which he had carried inside the lining of his jacket.  It had been written by Father Theodor Kalwey, and was to the effect that he had personally visited Colonel How, commander of the Loshan garrison, to report the kidnapping.  The colonel at once promised to go out at the head of his troops to rescue me and my companion from the clutches of Pan’s bandits.  They would reach us on Wednesday or Thursday morning of that week.

In spite of our eager expectations, nothing happened on Wednesday morning or later in the day.  The result was that, long before sunrise on Thursday morning, both Liu Fa-Wang and I were wide awake and eagerly listening for the noise of gunfire.  It reached us simultaneously from many directions, indicating that the village had been surrounded by the rescue troops.  The three bandits who had been detailed to watch me jumped up, flung open the door and by dodging behind walls and haystacks, managed to make good their escape.

Soon thereafter an officer came to me with the information that Colonel How himself was in command of the rescue party.  He urged me to get ready to travel as soon as possible, as he expected that Pan Min-Chai’s bandits would launch a counter-attack.  The first thought that occurred to me was to rid Liu Fa-Wang’s ankles of the shackles.  I immediately tackled that job, using a short iron rod and an old claw hammer, prying, pulling, and twisting.  Half an hour later, though Fa-Wang’s ankles were bruised and bloody, he had regained the power to walk and was a free man once again.


In the meantime, the troops who had come to rescue me, bandits themselves, were passing from house to house in the village, extorting money from the people, stealing blankets and clothing, and leading away a number of cattle and donkeys.  Worse still, they had arrested about twenty-five men of the village, bound their hands behind their backs, and kept them huddled in a crowd, under watch.  I noticed that our friend and cook, Mr. Chu, was among them.  Later on, Liu Fa-Wang was added to their number.


Some of the soldiers from the city told me that one of our missionaries, Father Kalwey, had come up with the rescue party and was waiting for me outside of the town.  Hearing that good news, I went out of the village to look for the Father.  I was pleased to note that my faithful catechist, Ma Tung-Kiao, was with him, holding my little white horse, saddled and ready for me to ride.

Soon thereafter our group began to move towards the south along the narrow pathways between the flooded rice paddies.  On account of all the prisoners and all the animals that had been added to the forces going to Loshan, our movements were necessarily very slow.  Thus, Pan Min-Chai was allowed ample time to rally his troops and prepare for a counter-attack.  Soon volleys of rifle bullets began to fly overhead.  Urging my mount, I succeeded in catching up with Colonel How and at once advised him to parley with the attackers.  He refused to heed my advice, saying, “I know what that bandit, Pan, will demand, the release of all the prisoners and of all the animals and loot that we have taken.”


“Well, Colonel,” I said, “wouldn’t that be better than having some of our party wounded or killed?”


“Look, Wong Shenfu,” the officer replied, “my men haven’t been paid in six months.  See how shabby they are.  Many of them have no socks to wear, and their shoe soles are worn through.  These people here whom we have arrested were at fault for not reporting this case of kidnapping, and deserve to be punished.  I don’t dare order my men to give up those animals or the other loot!”


However, as we kept on walking, the bullets began to  fly so near to our heads that I again turned to the colonel and said, “Colonel How, you are one of the best friends that I ever had.  A little while ago I was a captive in the hands of a villainous man.  Now I am free because of your intervention.  If the shooting doesn’t stop soon, somebody is going to get killed or wounded.  If you will consent to send a man out there carrying a white flag to parley with Pan, I promise that, soon after we get back to Loshan, I will give you enough money to buy socks and shoes for every one of your men.  Please accept this good advice!”

“All right, Shenfu,” the colonel replied, “I’ll send a man to find out what Pan demands.”


In a matter of minutes a white cloth (my pillowcase) was fastened to a length of bamboo and handed to a soldier, who immediately began waving it and walking in the direction of the snipers.  The shooting stopped at once.  In less than half an hour the soldier was back with this message from Pan:  “All prisoners and all animals must be released at once, and the loot you have taken must be left lying by the roadside.  Unless you comply with those demands, and quickly, we will begin shooting again, and shooting to kill.”


The colonel parleyed a little while with some of his men, and then informed me that Pan’s demands would be met.  The arrested men and the animals were at once released.  Some of the soldiers tried to retain bundles of clothing and blankets, but soon threw those things to the ground when a fresh shower of bullets came whizzing by.  Thereafter, we were allowed to proceed without additional interference from the bandits.


After crossing the Hwai River on scows, we stopped at a big market town and enjoyed a good meal at one of the street-side restaurants.  Then Father Kalwey and I mounted our ponies and traveled in colonel How’s company towards Loshan, reaching that city in midafternoon on June 11, 1930.  As we approached the city’s north gate, we were delighted to see about two hundred of our school children awaiting us, waving little flags.  We all dismounted, and one of the braver schoolboys gave a fine speech thanking Colonel How for having brought their priest back to them.

The Colonel went on to his headquarters, and we walked into the mission, surrounded by these happy schoolchildren.  At the mission entrance, I was greeted by Monsignor Froewis and by a number of other Fathers who preceded me to church to chant a loud “Te Deum Laudamus” while the three church bells rang gaily in thanksgiving.

The father had prepared a good meal to welcome the prodigal back home, and wanted me to sit down at the table right away to celebrate the occasion.  However, I insisted on first taking a bath, after which I put on a fine white linen da-kwadse.  While eating and drinking, I gave my listeners an account of my experiences since leaving the Loshan mission a short ten days before.  Or was it ten years?


On the following day Colonel How and a few other officers were our guests at a fine Chinese dinner.  Toward the end of the meal, Ma Tung-Kiao brought in on a tray one thousand silver dollars, which, he informed the officer, was intended to buy socks and shoes for his soldiers and a nice, new uniform for himself.  It may interest the reader to know that in those days one American dollar exchanged for three Chinese silver dollars.

After my escape from the hands of the murderous bandits, I urgently felt the need of a change of atmosphere and of a real vacation.  I therefore applied for and got a leave of absence, which permitted me to spend two months in our Society’s rest resort in the western hills a few miles to the west of Peiping.  That change of atmosphere and freedom from worry worked wonders for me.  I began to feel eager to resume missionary work, though not in Honan.


From Peiping I had written to Bishop Henninghaus in Yenchow, Shantung, expressing the desire to accept any post to which he might be pleased to assign me.  Within a few days I had an answer and left at once for Yenchow, arriving there in early July, 1932.  His Excellency greeted me very heartily and assured me I was very welcome to resume work in the diocese of Yenchow, where I had been active before being transferred to Honan.  The mission center to which I was assigned was located in the tiny village of Fangkiataolow, forty miles away.  I traveled there by bicycle in a heat so intense that I nearly collapsed before reaching the place.  As soon as I arrived, my predecessor, Father Wong, left.  Feeling that I was about to collapse, I went to bed, where I remained, weak and nauseated, for three days.
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Yellow Waters; Harvest of Souls


In midsummer, 1934, I returned to Fangkiataolow from Taikia after the yearly retreat.  I felt elated as I viewed the fields of lush sorghum, millet, soy beans, and sweet potatoes through which I was passing.  I knew well that the success of those four crops was necessary to guarantee a sufficiency of food for the teeming population of that area through the coming winter and spring months.


As soon as I reached home in Fangkiataolow, my Chinese secretary, Paul Du, came to me with very bad news.  He reported that the mayor of the village had just received a telephone message informing him that the Yellow River (Hwang-Ho) had burst its dikes at a place fifty miles to the east of Fangkiataolow.  The river had begun flooding the area nearest to the breach.  From there, it had flowed rapidly, following the lay of the land toward the west.  Now more than a thousand square miles of farmland in that densely populated section of the Shantung province was threatened with inundation.

Paul asked anxiously, “Shenfu, what is going to happen to us and our families without grain to feed our children, without fuel to cook our meals, and perhaps even without houses to live in?”


That was a question which, on the spur of the moment, I couldn’t answer.  After a short silence, I murmured, “Well, there is till our Heavenly Father.  We Christians can turn to Him, but to whom can the pagans turn for comfort?”


Our town, Fangkiataolow, and all the larger villages
in that low lying part of the Shantung province were surrounded by dike-like earthen walls about ten feet high.  These were intended to serve as protection against both floodwaters and roving bandits.

To meet the threat of the oncoming flood, the adult population of a hundred villages was mobilized for work on the dikes.  Their hope was to keep out the yellow water, though there was nothing they could do to save their lush crops.  The Chinese are very good at teamwork, especially in times of emergency.  Hence, the mayors of a dozen villages in our neighborhood conferred with one another and came to an agreement regarding the division of the flood control work.  A section of the damaged dikes was assigned for repair and maintenance to each group of workers, corresponding to the relative population of each village.  These men worked speedily and efficiently, spurred on by the fear of losing their homes.


The foaming front of the floodwater was, in spite of tits tragic implications, fascinating to watch.  It rushed on, eddying and swirling in a playful manner, devastating square mile after square mile of smiling green fields.  Within a few hours crops intended to feed a million persons for a whole year were totally ruined.  In many low-lying villages unprotected by dikes, the floodwaters flowed through the streets into courtyards, and invaded thousands of swellings.  Many houses built of sun-baked bricks, collapsed, causing the loss of clothing, bedding, furniture, utensils and stored grain.  What misery resulted for so many in so short a time!

On the second day of the flood, as I stood on top of the dike watching the men engaged in flood control work, I heard the moaning voice of a woman from a sorghum field in the flooded area, quite a distance away.  She was wailing and calling from help.  Though I gazed intently for a minute of two toward the spot from which the cries seemed to come, I failed to see anyone.  I urgently requested two young men working at the dike to swim out across the canal to rescue the woman.  They immediately complied with my suggestion.  About an hour later, they swam back to inform me that they had been unable to find anyone in the place I had pointed out to them.  However, early in the morning of the following day, the body of a young woman with a baby tied to her back was found floating downstream about a mile below Fangkiataolow.  Very likely, she was the one whom I heard calling for help.

Our Miniature Noah’s Ark

While all able-bodied men were out toiling at flood control, I was kept busy building a tiny boat that would enable me to go out on sick calls to villages in the flooded area as far as ten or fifteen miles away.  Since no lumber for shipbuilding was available to me, I took a few pews out of our church and knocked them apart to furnish the boards I needed.  My dining room served as my workshop.  I had to keep its door locked to guarantee the privacy I needed while functioning as a not too expert shipwright.  Never in my life did I perspire more profusely.  After four days our little boat (with oars to propel it) was finished and ready to launch.  Though it was not a thing of beauty, I knew that it was staunch and seaworthy.

On the following day, early in the morning, a crowd had gathered at the top of the village dike to watch the launching, which took place without the customary bottle of champagne broken on the ship’s bow.  Noticing that a nice breeze was blowing towards the east, Paul Du and I hoisted our bed sheet sail to propel us in the direction of the villages I wanted to visit.  Sitting aft, I used one of my fine new ashen oars in lieu of a rudder.  It was a most enjoyable cruise!


After reaching the center of the great flooded marshlands, we made a tour of four of five villages and were joyfully greeted by the stranded people wherever we stopped.  Hundreds of children begged for a ride on my boat.  Most of the houses had collapsed and more than two hundred people took refuge in one huge temple.  Their condition was pitiable since they had little left to eat.  I promised to notify government officials of their plight.  Outside the flooded area many small temporary shacks were being built with materials salvaged from collapsed buildings.


The trip back to our mission was no fun since I had to row the whole distance against a pretty stiff breeze.  I was on the verge of collapsing with fatigue by the time I reached home that evening.  The children crowded around us.  A little boy came to me and said, “Shenfu, when I saw you a long way off, rowing against the wind, I was afraid you’d never get here.  So I went to church and prayed a whole Rosary for you.  I’m sure it was Shengmu Maria who helped you get back here alive.”

Later on I was informed that an entire family had died trying to cross the canal just a little below Fangkiataolow.  The six bodies, when recovered, were fastened to a long rope.  The father and a grownup son had tied the ends of the rope to their waists.  Between them, the mother and three children were fastened to the rope with smaller cords.  Clearly the two men had intended to swim across the canal pulling the others along with them, but had failed in their attempt.


One of our schoolboys also came to inform me that a little baby, lying at the bottom of a large basket, had come floating down the stream and been rescued by an old woman who heard it crying.  As no one ever came to claim the child, the old lady kept it as her own.


Throughout the duration of the flood, the worship of Day-Wong, “Ruler of the Waters”, flourished in all the villages of the area.  That strange cult consisted in honoring every sort of reptile, such as snakes, lizards, frogs, and turtles, as manifestations of Day-Wong.  The animals were caught as they swam downstream or tried to climb up to dry land from the flooded area.  The pagan people would respectfully pick up such little animals and carry them, with musical accompaniment, to their village temple to be worshiped as spirits of the flood.  Even civil officials of high rank participated in this form of superstition.


After the end of the rainy season, in late autumn, 1934, the level of the Yellow River subsided sufficiently to make possible the repair of the breach in its dikes.  Thereafter, the yellow water stopped flowing through the fields, and the flood sufferers could return to their homes.   However many families had no homes to which they could return.  They had to make shift by building temporary huts or sorghum stalks and old mats plastered over with a layer of mud.  In such a hovel eight or ten feet square, as many as ten or twelve adults and children had to be sheltered through the duration of the bitterly cold winter.  After I became aware of this pitiful situation, I decided to exert myself to the limit to bring relief to the neediest among these poor sufferers.  Accordingly, I began soliciting contributions from kindly persons I knew in the United States.  I also wrote articles that were published in our Techny magazine, The Christian Family, with very gratifying results.


The success of these fund-raising efforts made it possible for me to give quite a lot in the way of aid to the hungriest of the flood’s victims.  One day I informed my catechists of my intention to buy a large quantity of grain which would feed a goodly number of those in need at a time when they would be feeling the pangs of hunger most keenly, in later winter or early spring.  Of course, this declaration elicited a lot of very favorable comment.  In fact, on the following day, one of my catechists loudly proclaimed to willing listeners whom he met in the marketplace the news that Father King intended to take into the mission and feed, for a period of three months, all victims of the flood who wished to embrace the Catholic faith.  The effect of this announcement, so different from what I had said, was to cause delegations from more than one hundred villages to rush to the mission along with long lists of hungry would-be Catholics.  For a considerable while the only way open to me of coping with the situation was to receive the lists and stuff them into a drawer of my desk.  I would then promise the petitioners that I would do all in my power to help as many of them as the means at my disposal allowed.

After a good while the delegations stopped coming.  I then had time to take out the lists and count the number of hungry men, women and children who expected to be fed gratis from the bounty of our mission kitchen.  The grand total was more than ten thousand.  I knew at once that, lacking the power of multiplying loaves, we could not even begin to feed such a multitude.


Noticing my embarrassment, Paul Du quite calmly remarked, “Shenfu, in view of this perplexing development, this is what I think we should do as soon as possible.  Engage a large number of catechists, both men and women, and send them out to instruct those would-be Catholics.  Each catechist could take charge of two or three villages spending two or three hours a day in each place.  They would instruct all those who came to them, while making it quite clear that anyone who hopes to be taken into the mission and fed during the catechumenate in preparation for Baptism, must have committed to memory the entire catechism.  Then, just before the opening of the catechumenate in Fangkiataolow, two or three good, reliable catechists should be sent out to examine each of those catechumens carefully, making notes of what each of them had learned.  As you will not be able to admit all those passing the preliminary examination, you could select for Baptism those who have learned most.”

That advice of Paul Du’s pleased me so much that I decided to be guided by it.  I immediately wrote to several neighboring missionaries, begging them to be so kind as to send a few of their catechists to help in the instruction of this multitude of would-be Catholics.  As a result, I obtained the services of twenty-five catechists of both sexes in addition to those already on my staff for six months.  Thus, fifty highly qualified religious instructors were available for the instruction of our new catechumens in more than forty villages.


I learned from several of these catechists that in many villages the new catechumens, despite their hunger and general misery, would study the catechism and prayers from morning to night.  These people manifested the keenest delight at the beautiful and consoling instructions which they were receiving about God, the heavenly Father, Jesus Christ, His divine Son, and the Blessed Virgin Mary, His mother and the mother of all Christians.


After a lapse of three months I sent Paul Du to make a second tour of the flooded area.  I entrusted to him the difficult task of examining all catechumens to make a list of those qualifying for admission to the catechumenate in preparation for Baptism.  When, after several weeks, he returned to Fangkiataolow, his report showed that sixteen hundred catechumens had learned the catechism “by heart” and were able to chant many prayers.  All of them manifested the greatest eagerness to receive Holy Baptism.


Naturally, this report was for me the best possible news, though at first I was staggered by the problem of feeding and providing sleeping accommodations for so many people.  Quite soon, however, a solution suggested itself.  Instead of taking in that crowd all at once and in one place, we could hold two courses of the catechumenate simultaneously – one in Fangkiataolow, the other in Liukiadsi.  Moreover, we would hold two consecutive courses in each of these stations, admitting seven or eight hundred persons to each course.  That plan was adopted, and it worked out to perfection.
The Miraculous Draught


Early in the month of February, 1935, five hundred of our new catechumens were admitted to the catechumenate in Fangkiataolow.  Three hundred more were admitted to the course held in Liukiadsi, presided over by Father Ernest Hanold, a veteran missionary who had temporarily left his own large parish in charge of another Father to come and help me garner in that great harvest of souls.  


Every square foot of available space in both stations was needed to accommodate these most welcome guests.  I must explain here that in both towns, Fangkiataolow and Liukiadsi, the women’s section of the mission did not adjoin that of the men, in accordance with a rule obtaining throughout China.


Every square foot of the floor space in both stations was covered with a layer of straw with mats spread on top.  During the day, the catechumens would sit on the mats while studying or receiving instructions.  At night they would sleep on them.  In each room, housing fifty or sixty catechumens, three or four catechists were active  during study periods, repeating and explaining each instruction given by the priest in church, or rehearsing prayers with the catechumens.  At night, Bible history was read and explained and the catechumens listened with rapt attention.


Four times daily the catechumens gathered in church to attend Holy Mass and receive catechetical instructions given by the missionary.  The first of these instructions was held right after Holy Mass each morning.  After breakfast the catechists would repeat the instruction in fluent Chinese, making use of may apt illustrations and stories to help fix each important doctrine firmly in the memories of their hearers. This happened after each of the four instructions given in church by the Father.

After the first week of the catechumenate, the formidable task of examining the five hundred candidates for Baptism devolved upon me.  The method I followed was to have the entire group of catechumens from any given village come at one time to my large reception room.  Many adults in each group were so frightened at the prospect of having to take that test that they trembled from head to foot when they stood up to answer my questions.  Later, to avoid embarrassing the old people, I would first question the boys and girls, for I knew that those bright youngsters had made more rapid progress than their elders.  This little trick allowed the adults time to recover their composure and virtually put into their mouths the answers to my questions.


One result of the tests was to eliminate fully one third of the catechumens whose knowledge of Christian doctrine proved insufficient to warrant their being baptized for the time being.  Many of the unsuccessful men and women wept when I told them they would have to wait until the following year to be baptized.  Many of them would come to me in the evening, begging me to reconsider my decision, as they wanted to be God’s children and have a claim to a place in heaven.  Nevertheless, I had to cling to my decision.

Of the nine hundred catechumens assembled in Fangkiataolow and Liukiadsi, six hundred were baptized by the middle of the catechumenate’s third week.  Four days later, these neophytes made their first confession.  During Holy Mass, on the closing day of the course, they received their first Holy Communion.  Both they and I felt exceedingly thankful to God form permitting the flood to bring about such a marvelous result.

Undesired Promotion


One day in the early autumn of 1940, after I had been pastor of the Fangkiataolow mission for ten years, I received a letter from my Bishop which surprised me very much.  Its message was that I was being promoted to the rectorate of Yenchowfu City and surroundings and made dean of that large sector, comprising four other mission parishes.  Two days later, leaving a priest named Father Klehr in charge of the Fangkiataolow parish, I traveled with Paul Du by bicycle to Yenchowfu.  I reached the city by nightfall, tired, hungry, and depressed.  Under normal circumstances the enlarged responsibilities resulting from that promotion would have been very much to my liking.  However, conditions were anything but normal in Yenchowfu and its vicinity at that time.  The Japanese military, in power since 1937, exercised a baneful and humiliating control over every aspect of life and activity.  Without their knowledge and approval no one was free to crook a finger or wiggle a toe, so to speak.

My work as pastor of a parish comprising twenty out stations, required me to leave the city and return to it at frequent intervals.  Each time, upon entering or passing out of the city, I was obliged to honor the Japanese sentry, who stood guard at the city gate with a rifle and fixed bayonet, by dismounting from my bicycle and making a deep bow.  Needless to say, this humiliating ritual was so disgusting to me that I tried to dodge it whenever I could.  One day I entered the city pushing my bicycle in the wake of several Chinese pedestrians.  I tried to sneak by without honoring the Mikado’s representative with the prescribed reverence.  My intended evasion was noticed by the sentry, who came striding towards me, shouting, “Why you not bow?”  Fearing a kick in the shins or a slap in the face, I lifted my toupee, made a diminutive nod, and got away unpunished.


Arriving at the Yenchowfu mission that day I had a short conversation with my Bishop.  With his approval I decided to leave Shantung temporarily, or, perhaps, forever.  A few days later, with the approval of my regional Superior residing in Taikia, I packed a couple of suitcases and left for Peiping.  In Peiping, I at once traveled by rickshaw to our Society’s Fujen University.  In a conversation with the very Reverend Rector, Father Rudolph Rahmann, I learned that he had just received a letter from Father Anspach, the regional superior of our Philippines missions.  Father Anspach wrote that he was willing to send German Fathers to teach at Fujen University in exchange for American Fathers, who might find it expedient to leave China on account of the unfavorable political situation there.  This information pleased me very much, so I requested Father Rahmann to write Father Anspach arranging for my transfer to the Philippines province.  I also wrote to Father Anspach explaining the reasons for my desire to leave China, and expressing the hope that he would find a suitable place for me, preferably as a teacher at San Carlos College in Cebu.  Of course, during normal times such an exchange of habitat could have been arranged only through previous consultation with our Society’s Superior General in Rome.

Before my transfer to that post in the steaming tropics, I was greatly pleased to avail myself of a few days’ stay in the delightfully cool atmosphere of our SVD rest house in the western hills.  I traveled there by rickshaw, arriving just in time for the noon meal.  The two old German Fathers there were not pleased to see me since they feared trouble from the Japanese police patrol who periodically made inspection tours in that neighborhood.  However, for a few days nothing happened.


Every morning I went on long solitary hikes, strolling up and down the winding trails between the neighboring mountains.  When tired, I would sit down and think about the past.  I always came to the conclusion that, throughout my life, God had been marvelously kind to me, His little lumberjack missionary.  By a mental effort I would try to lift the veil separating me from the immediate future down there in the stickily hot climate of the Philippines.
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The Philippines at Last


I spent about a week in the western hills enjoying my daily walk followed by a swim in the fine big outdoor pool.  One day on returning somewhat late for lunch, I was greeted rather excitedly by the Chinese cook.  He informed me that during my absence two Japanese policemen had visited the house and inquired whether any Americans were staying there.  When I sat down at table for lunch, one of the old Fathers told me that it might be best for me to make my exit from the Chinese scene at once.  Acting on that suggestion, I called for a rickshaw, and left for Peiping right after lunch.  There I informed Father Rahmann that I had decided to travel to Shanghai by the next evening train.  That five-hundred-mile trip was uneventful.


On arriving at Shanghai, my first concern was to book passage for Manila on an old French steamer, the Marechal Joffre.  I arrived in Manila on July 15, 1941, and immediately went to the immigration office to present my passport for registration.  After this I traveled by pony cart to our SVD house in Quezon City, a suburb of Manila.  I found Father Provincial Anspach at home and he accorded me a very friendly reception.


Father Anspach told me that, because of a shortage of teachers in the high school section of San Carlos College, in the city of Cebu, he was thinking of assigning me to teach in that school  He wanted to know whether I would like that kind of work or not.  I replied that I surely would.  Father said, “Very well, Father King,” and added, “As the school term had already begun at San Carlos, I’d be happy if you would leave for Cebu as soon as possible.”


The forty-eight hour journey from Manila to Cebu on board a first class inter-island steamer was very agreeable.  At the pier in Cebu I hired a pony cart to take me and my baggage to San Carlos College.  After shaking hands with the Fathers, I was conducted to the seminary chapel for my first Holy Mass on the island.  During the breakfast which followed, the Fathers gave me some information about the college, explaining that, with an enrollment in excess of sixteen hundred students, both of its buildings were greatly overcrowded.  After breakfast, Father Rector informed me that he was assigning me to two tasks:  first, that of giving religious instruction to two hundred high school students in four separate classes; second, that of teaching English literature and history in the girl’s section of the college.  This was a pretty heavy schedule, as I soon found out.

I had been informed that all the boys whom I would be giving religious instruction were the children of Catholic parents and had been baptized.  Imagine my surprise on discovering on the very first morning I went to teach them, that not one of them could make the sign of the cross, though they were expert spitball throwers and rumpus makers.  Their ability to concentrate on comic books at times when I was trying to impart to them some understanding of elementary Christian doctrine was marvelous to behold.  If I had been the emotional type, I would have shed some quarts of salty tears at the utter futility of my endeavors.


Quite suddenly however, the thought occurred to me, “Probably the reason these boys make no attempt to follow my instructions is that the language of religion is foreign to them.  It conveys nothing to their understanding, because they have never heard that idiom spoken before.”  Later I found that most of my pupils were members of the most influential Catholic families in that area; thus they were potential leaders of the rising generation.  It was urgent, then, that they should be well-grounded in the meaning and value of Christianity, to prevent the Philippines from sinking back into a morass of paganism worse than that from which they emerged under the leadership of Legaspi and his followers, four centuries earlier.

Thereafter my chief aim was to impart to those lads a knowledge of the bedrock fundamentals.  By means of endless questioning, I literally compelled them to grasp the meaning of the words I used.  Besides learning religion, they were learning English, and most of them soon began to sit up and take notice.  However, a number of the diehard troublemakers had apparently decided that such an improvement could by no means be tolerated.  They therefore proceeded to stage a comeback that literally drove me out of the classroom.  In sheer disgust, I picked up my books, told the boys I was finished with them, and walked out.


Next day I failed to meet my class and was anxiously wondering what the end of this debacle might be.  I learned on the following day that during the morning recess period that class had held a meeting and decided that they had treated me unfairly.  The result was that a delegation came to my room with an apology and a promise to behave better in the future, if I would be so good as to go on teaching them.  I did go back, and found the situation greatly improved; subsequently, some of the better boys organized themselves into a secret police force to maintain proper behavior in the classroom.

After this, I looked forward with the keenest joy to meeting that class, for those lads had begun to be impressed and even fascinated by the solemn truths of our holy faith; the existence and constant nearness of a divine Creator-Father, who loved us so much that He sent His Divine Son for our salvation.  Such progress pleased me exceedingly.  Then suddenly Pearl Harbor was raided, with disastrous results for our fleet, and for San Carlos University as well.  The work of our American Divine Word Missionaries throughout the Philippines came to an abrupt stop.  Day after day Japanese planes flew over, dropping bombs here and there, killing or wounding civilians, and destroying property.

New Dangers


On January 3, 1942, a great hubbub prevailed in San Carlos College at Cebu.  Nearly a month had elapsed since the Pearl Harbor disaster and, though our vastly outnumbered men at Bataan and Corregidor were still staunchly standing their ground, military headquarters in Cebu urged the immediate and total evacuation of American civilians from that city.  This order affected all American Divine Word Fathers stationed at San Carlos College.  Father Bernard Bonk, acting rector of the college, after consulting with his deans, created quite a stir by announcing that all the Fathers from the United States would be allowed to seek refuge wherever they chose, either on another island or in some outlying section of Cebu.


Immediately after this announcement the Fathers huddled in little groups, discussing various possibilities.  Though not a little excited, all seemed to be deriving great fun from this unforeseen development.  Good-natured banter and loud guffaws of laughter quashed a few schemes that sounded too preposterous.  For instance, one of the Fathers planned to travel from the Philippines to Australia on a tiny rowboat which was stranded on the beach at Talisay, near the city.

In spite of this noisy hilarity, sad and serious thoughts surely occupied the minds of those young priests, suddenly compelled to abandon a service to the Church for which they had been specially trained.  In a short time decisions on which life or death might depend were made and carried out.  Perplexed as to what course I should follow, I finally decided to seek refuge on the island of Negros in the neighborhood of Cebu island, together with Fathers Lesage and Schonfeld, who seemed to be well-acquainted with the people of Negros and spoke in glowing terms of their hospitality.


Though it was still early in the afternoon, these two Fathers seemed anxious to leave for Negros Island as soon as possible.  Therefore, I hurried to my room to tackle my packing.  Naturally I realized that I would not be able to take along all my personal effects, so I was faced with the problem of making a prudent selection.  Having witnessed in China how a war caused a terrible shortage of nearly all commodities, I decided to take with me a few essential books and a goodly supply of clothing, blankets, shoes, razor, writing paper, etc.  All these effects I wrapped in a large piece of heavy canvas, which was bulky, indeed, but not too heavy for me to carry slung over my shoulder.


With a last fond look at the many precious things I was leaving behind in my trunk – among them French books which I  had preserved since childhood, a finely-embroidered vestment which I had worn at my first Mass, a beautiful chalice, and a new missal – I walked into the recreation room where the Fathers were assembled.  When Father Lesage caught sight of me, resembling a heavily burdened Santa Claus, he exclaimed in a peeved tone of voice, “Father King!  For the love of Mike, you don’t intend to take all that junk along with you, do you?  If so, you can’t come with us.”

To say that I was taken aback would be an understatement.  “Junk?” I asked.  “Why Phonse, there’s nothing in this medium-sized bundle but perfectly good stuff which I expect to need in my place of refuge.  Surely you wouldn’t classify a mass kit as ‘junk’!”


“Ah, Father King!” implored Father Lesage, “Don’t you realize that the three of us, plus two boatmen, will have to cross the strait to Negros Island on a tiny dugout?  If you try to load all that junk – that stuff of yours, I mean – there won’t be any room left for the three passengers.”


“Oh,” I replied, “I didn’t know that the boat would be so small and crowded.  All right then, I’ll have to find some other means of getting away from Cebu.  Good-bye boys – don’t let the Japanese get you, and swat away every mosquito that settles on your neck; otherwise malaria might get you!”


Then, after a bit of tall thinking, I decided to call the Maryknoll missionary, Father Robert Sheriden, who was then a chaplain with the U.S. Army and was temporarily residing in Cebu.  I asked if he could arrange for my transportation by water to Mindanao island.  This he succeeded in doing with a short telephone call.  He informed me that he had made arrangements for me to travel on a small ship, the Compania de Filipinas, which would be leaving Cebu at dawn the following morning.

When I told the Fathers about this booking, Father Lawrence Bunzel decided to join me on that trip, and immediately asked Father Sheriden to make reservations for him also.  As it happened, just then two young missionaries, Father Paul Drone, O.M.I., and Father James Burke, O.M.I., who had been visiting us at San Carlos College, decided to accompany us on the journey.  They were returning to their mission at Davao, in southern Mindanao.


Long before sunrise all four of us were in the college chapel celebrating Holy Mass, after which we had a hasty breakfast, shook hands with the remaining members of the staff and were taken to the wharf in a car driven by Father Daley, M.M.  As soon as we climbed on board, the Compania began moving very slowly in a southerly direction out of Cebu harbor.  It was early in February, 1942.  Repeatedly we passed hulks of sunken ships which had been hit by bombs dropped by Japanese planes.


The other Fathers seemed to be in a pensive mood and I, too, found myself thinking, “Here I am traveling again, when I had hoped to settle in Cebu for quite a while.  Some town, Cebu.  San Carlos College, under SVD management, surely was a going proposition.  Mighty fine youngsters, too.  God knows what’s going to happen to them.  I wonder what I’m drifting into now.”  During most of that day I indulged in such daydreaming.


The food served on board was good, but nobody seemed inclined to chat during the meals or between them.  By evening the sea was becoming pretty rough, so I was alone at the table.  Standing at the rail after dinner, I suddenly felt nauseated.  Ironically, after crossing the Pacific sour times without an attack of mal de mer, on that voyage, I began feeling so sick that life no longer seemed worth living.  Then, willy-nilly, the hearty meal which I had just enjoyed and I suddenly parted company.  Soon thereafter I went to bed and slept, rocked in the cradle of the deep.

When I awoke and went on deck the following morning, I saw that we were approaching land.  “This island is Siquihor,” the captain told me.  “For safety’s sake we will put in at this little harbor, shaded by coconut trees until nightfall.  You four priests can go to the rectory and I know the parish priest will receive you very kindly.”


After docking, we went ashore and spent exactly twelve hours (from sunrise to sunset) in the town of Lozi.  I enjoyed every minute of it.  We four missionaries wandered through the streets of that picturesque little city to a big Spanish-style church, dominating a hill.  Father Garcia, the pastor, accorded us a gracious reception.  We celebrated Holy Mass successively on the two available altars.  The spirit of Christmas was still evidenced by the beautiful hymns sung by the children during our Masses.


As we sat at breakfast, the pastor explained to us, “In former days before the Americans took over, quite a number of priests were stationed at each large parish, so that the Catholics of the Philippines received the pastoral care which they needed.  At present, with twice as many people to care for and only half as many priests, what can we do?  With the best will and effort we find it is impossible to instruct our people properly.  It is the same throughout the Philippines.  Many of our parish priests have flocks numbering twenty thousand baptized Catholics, scattered about in a dozen barrios, to care for single-handed.  They offer the Holy Sacrifice daily, they preach on Sundays and feast days, they baptize the babies brought to them, they marry the couples who come to them, and officiate at funerals.  That’s about all they find time to do.  The result is that most of our young people grow up without any religious instruction whatsoever.  Is it surprising then, that so many of them are drifting away from the faith?  It seems to me that you Americans bear the responsibility for these deplorable conditions.  I wonder if the Catholics in the United States know about these conditions?”


I assured the padre that very few, if any, Catholics in the United States were at all aware of the unfortunate situation which he had so frankly described.  I promised to him to do my share in bringing it to the attention of Americans.  Then the captain and mate of our ship, who had devoutly attended our Masses, informed us that we were invited to have our breakfast with the mayor of Lozi, who was waiting for us.

As we entered the mayor’s house, the first thing that I noticed was the beautiful polish of the wooden floors and the general tidiness of the house, in keeping with the traditional cleanliness of the Filipinos.  Something else impressed me very favorably – the quiet dignity and gentleness of behavior displayed by both children and adults of the Philippines in their social contacts with outsiders.  They are friendly and exceedingly fond of music, singing, and games but seldom ill-mannered.  When the Angelus bell is rung in the evening, adults and children stand up to pray.  Immediately thereafter the younger members of the family kiss the hands of their parents.  This custom, which is still observed in all well-regulated Filipino homes, is intended to signify gratitude for favors received from parents and regret for bad behavior.


At nightfall, we went on board our good ship, the Compania, feeling grateful that the several Japanese planes flying above us at no great height had failed to detect our boat, only partly hidden as it was by the overhanging palm trees.  The rest of our journey to Mindanao was uneventful.  We slept peacefully through the night, crossing the Mindanao Sea.  Awakening at dawn to a commotion on deck, we were delighted to find our ship was already entering the Bugo harbor, at the center of Mindanao’s long northern coastline.  A large building, with corrugated iron roof and walls, was visible about two hundred yards away from the shore.  It was the canning factory of the Philippines Packing Company, largely financed and managed by the Del Monte Corporation, an American firm.

As our ship neared the wharf, we noticed people on the shore running away.  A few rifle shots were fired into the air, as an apparent warning to our ship that it would have to prove its friendliness before being permitted to dock.  Accordingly, a launch was lowered, and the officer commanding the ship’s guard went ashore with identification papers.  He soon returned to explain that the reason the people of Bugo were so nervous was that the day before a Japanese plane had dropped bombs on the factory, wounding a number of its workers.  The Compania then tied up at the wharf, and we passengers went ashore, each one lugging his own baggage as best he could.


For a little while we waited on the wharf, hoping that someone might be available to help us carry the luggage but, as no one approached, each one of us had to carry his own belongings.   When we came up to the factory’s entrance, I put down my baggage and walked in to inquire how we could get to Cagayan.  The only clerk in the office told me that he was very sorry, but he feared we would have to journey to Cagayan – ten miles away – on foot, as it was very unlikely that after the previous day’s bombing any cars would be on the road in broad daylight.  However, he advised us to walk down the road about a mile to a motor pool, where we might be able to engage a car or small truck to take us to the Cagayan rectory.


We four priests, wearing long white Cossacks and loaded down with luggage, set out on what promised to be a most tedious trek.  We had staggered along at a snail’s pace for perhaps a mile when we suddenly heard the honking of a horn, and were delighted when a car stopped near us.  Its driver stepped out, introduced himself as the chauffer of Governor Fortich, and asked if there was anything he could do for us.  Indeed there was!  If he would be so kind as to take Father Bunzel and myself, plus our baggage to the Cagayan rectory we would be forever grateful.

As our two traveling companions did not intend to go to Cagayan, we said good-bye to them and, after depositing our luggage in the rear part of the car, sat on the front seat near the driver.  Fifteen minutes later we arrived at the Cagayan rectory and were most welcomed by Father Haggerty, who said that he would be glad to be of service to us, to the limit of his ability.


At our request, Father Haggerty immediately made arrangement for us to say Mass.  While we were at breakfast, I explained our plight to the Father, and expressed the hope that he might be able to help us find suitable places of refuge.  Of course, I gave him in a few short sentences an account of the conditions in which we had managed to keep alive during the past few months.  Being an educator himself, Father Haggerty was anxious to know what the consequences of the war would be for San Carlos College.  He was very sorry to learn that quite probably that school might have to discontinue teaching for the duration of the war.


When Father Haggerty expressed his willingness to be of service to us during our stay within the territory of his diocese, Father Bunzel said he would be glad, after the debilitating heat of Cebu, to go and stay at any parish center in the cool highlands, if that could be arranged.  “Indeed it could,” replied Father Haggerty.  “There is Talakag, four thousand feet above sea level.  The nights are always cool.  How would you like to go and stay at our mission in that town?”  When Father Bunzel replied that he would be glad to go there, Father Haggerty said, “Very well.  I’ll have our station wagon take you and your luggage up to Talakag tomorrow.  The car will travel via Tagolaon, where Father King may wish to stop for a month or two to help Father Henfling, before going to Santa Fe in the highlands.  Father Bunzel may like to stop there to have lunch before proceeding to Talakag.”

Both of us expressed gratitude toward our host for his being so ready to help us.  We were then shown around the various buildings, including those which housed Ateneo College, and were much impressed by their size and fine appearance.


About midmorning of the following day we were driven, together with our baggage, to the Tagolaon mission.  We arrived there well before noon, to be greeted heartily by Father Henfling, the parish priest, and Father Rocks, his assistant.  When he had read the short letter that I brought from Father Haggerty, Father Henfling said he was very pleased to know that I was willing to help him by taking charge of a section of his parish in the highlands.  He told me that he would like to have me go and stay at Santa Fe to give pastoral care to a dozen small villages scattered about in a radius of eight or ten miles.   I told him of my wish to stay with him at Tagolaon for a month or six weeks, to be instructed by him in the various kinds of pastoral chores that I would have to attend to by myself up on the highland plateau.  That suggestion pleased Father Henfling very much, and he immediately assigned me a room in the big Spanish-built convento or parish house.  After the noon meal Father Bunzel left by station wagon for the Talakag mission, in the cool highland interior of Mindanao.


Altogether, I spent about six weeks at Tagolaon, learning the ropes of pastoral procedure in the Philippines under the expert guidance of Father J. Henfling, S.J.  I was pleased to note that we two had many things in common.  Both of us were “belated vocations.”  Before entering the seminary, he had been a professional baseball player, a shortstop, while I had been an expert pick-and-shovel man on the tracks.  His height was five feet two inches and I could look down on his balding crown from an eminence of five feet five inches.  As pastor of souls, Father Henfling was at the top of his profession, a man of God whom his people recognized as such.

During my stay in the Tagolaon mission I visited seven of the eight outstations, staying a say or two in each village.  This was so different from my experiences in China.  After this, Father Henfling felt that I would be able to take care of a section of his immense parish in the highlands.  He accordingly suggested one morning that we go to the little village of Santa Fe, three thousand feet above sea level on the Bukidnon plateau, on the edge of a great pineapple plantation owned by the American Del Monte Packing Company.  Right after breakfast I loaded my baggage and Mass kit on the rear of Father’s station wagon.  I was driven up a long slope to the top of the plateau, and we stopped in the middle of a group of fifteen or twenty dwellings, composing the town of Santa Fe.  I immediately thought, “I’m going to like this place.”  It was so pleasantly cool and with so clear an atmosphere that I could view from there the coast town of Cagayan, twenty miles away, and even distinguish sailboats of various sizes gliding along the bay’s surface.


To the right of us, near the street, stood a tiny dwelling which Father Henfling pointed out to me as the rectory which I was to occupy.  I immediately had a few of the boys help carry my baggage into that airy little swelling.  As I opened the door and entered the house, I noticed that it was empty, but very soon a neighbor named Tito was introduced to me by the Father as the head Catholic of the place.  Father Henfling explained that I could call on Tito for any aid that I needed.  Then he requested him to borrow, from some family in the village, a bed, a table, and a chair for me, besides another table to serve as an altar.  This would be placed in the corner of a tiny porch outside my room. These articles were soon brought; then Tito invited us to his house for a very delicious meal, prepared by his wife.  After this, Father Henfling took his leave and returned to Tagolaon.
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Often in Peril


Soon after my arrival in Santa Fe, I bought a sturdy little pony, and borrowed another from one of the planters.  Then I managed to borrow saddles and bridles, enabling me to travel to the ten neighboring villages whose populations were largely Catholic.  I was accompanied by a young man named Vincente Galeza, a schoolteacher who was out of a job, since all the schools in that area had been closed for fear of Japanese bombs.  Out of a piece of strong canvas which I had brought from Cebu, I fashioned a Chinese-style bed sack, in one end of which I packed my blankets and pillow, reserving the other end for my Mass kit.  Within less than a month I finished the tour of all the villages in the territory assigned to me.


Across the street from my little rectory an old Spanish American War veteran, Mr. John Challoner had his home.  He had married a Filipina woman and raised a large family.  The owner of a cattle ranch, he was greatly worried by the loss of his livestock as a result of the war.  He was also very lonesome, and often came to visit me.  At these times he would recount some experience of his dating back forty or fifty years.

Soon after the beginning of the war Japanese planes began flying daily over the plateau, machine-gunning villages and dropping bombs here and there.  All the families had dug deep holes outside their villages, to which they would run and hide whenever they heard Japanese planes approaching.  Mr. Challoner told me that he would have no objection to my moving into his house, and I was glad to accept that offer.  One day right after Mass, as I had just put my vestment in a bureau drawer and hung my alb on a partition, I heard a Japanese plane approaching and hastily ran for the hiding hole behind the house.  I managed to jump down into it just a second or two before the bomb hit the ground and exploded.  The bomb had fallen so near to Challoner’s house that a fragment of it had gone right through the upper part of my alb, leaving two gaping holes which were not easy to mend.  I was so angry with the Japanese on that account that the realization of my great good fortune at not having been inside the alb when it was hit nearly escaped me.


Not long after this incident quite a stir was created in our neighborhood by the news that a big plane, carrying President Manuel Quezon, his wife and other members of his staff, including a young Filipino priest, had just landed at the nearby Del Monte airstrip. Shortly thereafter a boy arrived at my house, bringing me a letter from Dona Aurora Quezon.  She had enclosed ten dollars as a stipend for a Mass to be offered for the party’s safe flight to Australia.

A day or two later General MacArthur and members of his staff landed at Del Monte.  At daybreak the following morning the plane carrying them took off for Australia.  We saw it flying by, right over the middle of our little village.


Very soon Santa Fe was all but deserted.  The people rightly feared that before long the Japanese would be landing at Del Monte.  I, too, decided to decamp.  Having packed my clothing, bedding and mass kit into my big canvas bag and flung it over the saddle, I managed to climb on top of it myself.  For a while my companion, George Baldovino, and I traveled along a rather level road, and I could ride on top of the baggage.  However, as soon as we reached the mountainous country, I had to dismount and proceed on foot.  We were bound for a ranch at the foot of a high mountain, thirty miles away.  On the way there we had to cross several roaring mountain streams.  Fortunately, none of them were very deep, and my pony was absolutely sure-footed.  Many deep canyons had to be crossed, with steep zigzagging paths running up and down their slopes.


The sun had set before we reached Mr. Sycip’s ranch house where we were to stay.  As we passed a small house standing on posts, with walls of loose matting, I asked George to help me unload the baggage.  Together we tied the pony to a nearby tree, allowing it plenty of rope for grazing purposes.  Fortunately we had a couple of over-sized sandwiches to satisfy our hunger.  When we had eaten, I went quite unceremoniously into the hut and awoke a few of the snoring soldiers sheltered there, asking them to clear a bit of room on the floor where we could sleep that night.


Before sunrise I was up, and went over to speak to Mr. Sycip in the ranch house.  Knowing that he was a Lutheran, I was surprised by the heartiness of his greeting.  He immediately let me have a table, which I set up at the foot of a tree to serve as an altar.  Throughout my Mass, he stood by very reverently.  After it was finished, he asked me to have breakfast withy him.

When I entered the ranch house, I was surprised to note that it was crowded to capacity with about forty or fifty refugees, men, women, and children.  My host took me to his own room, where I could temporarily leave my baggage for safekeeping.  During breakfast Mr. Sycip told me about a group of three or four vacant native houses in a little clearing at the foot of a high hill, bordering on the river about a half mile upstream, and advised me to occupy one  of them before someone else did.  Immediately I told George to saddle our pony and fasten my baggage on top of it.


After walking about ten minutes, we came to the edge of a high cliff and caught sight of a few small thatched houses in a grassy clearing, quite near the roaring waterfall of a mountain stream which was about twenty-five feet wide.  The path down that hill was very steep and rugged, but our sure-footed pony never stumbled during our descent.  I peered into each hut and decided to occupy the largest of them, which consisted of two bedrooms.  In the room just above the entrance, I was pleased to note, there was a table which I could use as an altar.  On the following day, I hired a young man to help George build a separate shed, to serve at once as a kitchen and cook’s bedroom.  Our pony was tethered to a stake in the middle of a little meadow near the river.  A large family, the Aca-Acs from Santa Fe, soon arrived and occupied the two vacant huts on the edge of the meadow.  I was very glad to have them as neighbors.  For the better part of a year, I occupied that little dwelling.


After a few days I sent George back to Santa Fe to get various things which I had left behind.  Luckily, none of my belongings had been stolen.  Among my effects was a big carton full of books – three big geographies and ten of Bret Harte’s well-written and quite decent novels, which made interesting reading for me.  Just to keep busy and physically fit, I used to spend an hour or two a day working at a vegetable garden on the hillside.  I got a lot of good corn and beans, but not as much as I should have, as the pigs of the native families in that neighborhood repeatedly came browsing through the garden.  After a while I began to celebrate Holy Mass outdoors near the meadow, and sometimes as many as thirty or forty local Catholics attended.

I remember the stir created one day by the arrival of four American officers who had managed to escape from the internment camp at Davao.  One of them was Major Ernest McLish, a tall and handsome Texan, and a Catholic. I have forgotten the names of the three other American soldiers.  Unfortunately, one of them went sown to the coast, and was shot by the Japanese patrol as he was trying to escape from Mindanao by boat.


One day I was delighted to have Father Haggerty as my guest.  He brought me a bottle of sorely needed Mass wine from the village of Dansalan, where he had been staying since the occupation of Cagayan by the Japanese a few months previously.  He could not spend more than an hour with me as he had to visit another missionary a good distance away.   After about six weeks I traveled on horseback to Dansalan and enjoyed a visit with Father Haggerty and Father Wasil, S.J., with whom I stayed.  On that very day a Japanese plane dropped a bomb, a fragment of which whizzed by me before it hit the wall of the church.


During that visit I learned from Father Haggerty who had a good radio, that General MacArthur had sent a submarine from Brisbane to the harbor town of Zamboanga, at the extreme west end of Mindanao island, to give a large group of American refugees transportation to Australia.  At that time I was informed that the same submarine would soon be returning to Mindanao on a similar mission.  I decided, upon Father Haggerty’s advice, to travel there in the hope of being one of the submarine’s passengers on its return trip to Australia.  Leaving my Mass kit in the care of the Aca-Ac family, I packed my clothing and light blanket in my bed sack and traveled to Llangan over an inland trail.  I reached that town without mishap a few days later.

While in Llangan I stayed at the home of a Catholic fisherman, right near the beach.  A few days later an old gentleman, Mr. Frank Redding, arrived from Zamboanga, also hoping to get away from the Philippines on the expected submarine.  I at once befriended him, and arranged for him to be accommodated at the home where I had been staying.  I learned that he had been a soldier in the Spanish-American War and that, after its end, had gone back to his home city to study law.  He had then returned to the Philippines to practice after being admitted to the bar.  As he had no blankets, I let him have one of mine, and we slept on the bare floor, without pillows.  It happened more than once that in the middle of the night we would hear a Japanese launch speeding in our direction from the island of Misamis, ten miles away.  On hearing its approach, I would wake Mr. Redding and we would leave the house.  As my companion’s eyes were so weak that he could not make his way about in the dark, I had to take him by the hand until we reached our hiding place.


During my two-week stay at Llangan I baptized twenty babies, brought to me from the surrounding villages.  The people were exceedingly generous to me, so that the stole fees which I received fully sufficed to pay for my board and that of my companion.


Late one afternoon a type of boat called a banca (about thirty feet long and ten feet wide, propelled by both sail and oars) arrived to take us to the town of Surigao, two hundred miles to the east, on the north coast of Mindanao.  The sun was setting as we sailed out of Llangan harbor.  At daybreak the following morning, just as we were approaching the Cagayan harbor, a Japanese cruiser with a small caliber gun mounted high above its bow overtook and passed us by.  Luckily, its skipper somehow failed to notice anything suspicious about our craft, as a blanket had been thrown over the two-inch gun protruding high above its deck.  As we passed the mouth of the harbor, we caught sight of a cruiser and two or three destroyers.  During those tense moments I was invoking Mary, Star of the Sea, for her protection and she gave it to us.  After this, our banca, aided by a favorable breeze, kept moving slowly eastward for twenty-four hours, until we reached Surigao, a small town near the mouth of the great Agusan River.

I left the ship, carrying a small suitcase, and walked about a half mile to the Catholic mission, which was in charge of the Sacred Heart Fathers from Holland.  The next morning, after celebrating Holy Mass, I was delighted to learn that the place had not yet been molested by the Japanese.  About twenty miles up the river, in a settlement near a gold mine, a remnant of U.S. troops who had escaped from Japanese-occupied areas was assembled.  They functioned as a military unit, under the command of Colonel Bowler from Boulder, Colorado.

Undersea Journey

I stayed in Surigao, enjoying Dutch hospitality at its best, for a little over a week.  There I learned that quite a group of Protestant missionaries (forty in number) were also waiting at Surigao for the submarine to be sent up from Australia by General MacArthur, on its second errand of mercy, rescuing stranded citizens of the United States.  Colonel Bowler received coded messages each day from Australia, informing him of the movements of the submarine and the time when it could be expected at Surigao.

Late one evening, on about March 15, 1944, we refugees were notified to be in readiness at the Surigao wharf.  There we were to board a launch, sent down the river by Colonel Bowler to ferry us to the submarine, which was waiting out in the open sea.  At about nine o’clock the launch arrived, and how joyfully we boarded it!  Soon it was in motion straight away from the land into the open sea.  The night was pitch dark.  It was not until we arrived at the submarine and our launch was tied to it that we could see its outlines.  Mr. Redding needed my help to find the rungs on the outside of the conning tower, so that he could climb over the top and inside to the safety of the ship’s hold.

After all forty of us were accounted for by Captain Lata, the ship’s commandant, we were assigned to different quarters within the ship.  I was accommodated in the torpedo room, together with twenty other men and boys.  As I looked around, I was surprised to find that all the torpedoes had been removed from the racks in that large cabin, to make room for the refugees.  Later I learned that our boat carried only eight torpedoes, already inserted into their tubes, fore and aft.  It was ten o’clock by the time the ship’s motors began to turn the propellers, setting us in motion.  As might have been expected, the thrill and excitement of the moment banished sleep from our eyes.

At about five o’clock in the morning, Captain Lata himself, at the periscope, suddenly announced the approach of a Japanese ship from the west, and commanded the crew to man the battle stations.  Immediately, the air pumps were set in motion, storing up tremendous pressure within the four torpedo tubes at either side of the bow.  From time to time the captain called out the distance and relative position of the target which we were approaching.  Apparently our ship veered, to be in the right position for the torpedo to hit the target broadside.  When the Japanese ship came within range, the Commander shouted, “Fire one, fire two!” and we could hear two big missiles hissing through the water, but no explosion resulted.  Then a second command was issued in a louder voice, “Fire three, fire four!” and the corresponding levers were pulled by the sailors at the battle stations.  Again we heard the two released torpedoes go hissing through the water.  After a few seconds there were two terrific explosions.  The commander’s voice then informed us, “Both torpedoes hit the target and cut fifty feet off her bow.  Now she’s going down!  Though I immediately experienced an exhilarating sense of relief, the thought came to my mind, “How terrible war can be.  Lord, have mercy on those poor men, so suddenly called unprepared, to your judgment seat.” 


A bit of excitement still awaited us.  On the morning of our second day out, we put in at Tawi-Tawi, the Philippines southernmost island, for the purpose of unloading ammunition.  The ammunition was destined for an outpost of General MacArthur’s men, who were still holding out against the Japanese invaders.  The door of the top deck was thrown open, and boxes of rile ammunition were passed out through it.  Seven or eight small Filipino boys approached our ship in small rowboats, and came on deck to help unload the boxes of ammunition.  Scarcely more than five minutes later a Japanese warship rounded a headland a mile or two away from us and began lobbing shells at our submarine.  The boys handling the ammo were called down inside.  The trapdoor was slammed shut and, in less than a minute, we were submerged and in motion, traveling straight south toward the northern coast of Australia.

Five days later we neared Port Darwin, the geographic center of Australia’s long northern coast.  Commander Lata cautioned us to be exceedingly careful not to reveal to anyone whom we might meet in Australia, or later in the United States, how we had escaped from the war-torn Philippines.  I feel certain that each one of us, the beneficiaries of a rescue accomplished at such great risks on the part of the men who did the rescuing, took that admonition to heart and complied with it as long as the reasons fro it obtained.

Leaving the submarine, we transferred to a big launch, which took us to shore, where we remained for two days in the quarantine building.  After being examined by the port doctors, we were given transportation on a U.S. Army plane, to the busy airport of Brisbane, fifteen hundred miles in a southeasterly direction.  For a period of six weeks we were very comfortably accommodated and fed, as the guests of Uncle Sam.  We stayed at a seaside hotel in charge of the American Red Cross, in the town of Kolaundra, eighty miles north of Brisbane.


On the day after our arrival I went with Mr. Redding to a store in Brisbane to buy clothing and shoes for both of us. Somewhat later I went to pay my respects to the aged Archbishop Duhig of Brisbane, who gave me the facilities of the archdiocese, expressing the hope that I would stay in Australia indefinitely, but I could not promise to do that.
At Kolaundra I was able to celebrate Holy Mass daily in the nearby town hall, called “art center” in Australia.  On the Sunday after we arrived, Father Wheeler (who had at an earlier date spent a few years helping our SVD missionaries in New Guinea) arrived at the Kolaundra town hall just as I was finishing my Mass.  Thereafter I met him quite often, and greatly enjoyed conversing with him.  One day he took me out to visit a number of small Australian villages, all very neat and well-kept, though different in appearance from American towns.
I stayed at Father Wheeler’s rectory during the last days of Holy Week, and was driven by him to a fine little village called Meleny on the morning of Holy Saturday.  I stayed there for three days, being entertained very graciously by Doctor Anthony Parer in his home across the street from the church.  In fact, the doctor and I became quite intimate friends.  Throughout my life I had seldom met a Catholic layman much less a very busy doctor who manifested a religious zeal comparable to that shown by Doctor Parer on that Easter Sunday.

At that time many Italian prisoners of war, all Catholics of a kind, were being transferred to Australia to serve out their terms as workers on Australian farms.  That Easter morning while I was hearing confessions, and for a considerable time after I had finished, Doctor Parer traveled hither and thither to outlying areas, each time loading his car with prisoners whom he brought to church for Easter Mass.  After the Mass he had to take them back to their respective farms.  That Easter I did not get my breakfast until one o’clock in the afternoon, and neither did the doctor.  For several years I corresponded with Doctor Parer.  I feel certain that he is still interested in the physical and spiritual welfare of his fellowman.

After about a month in Australia, we American refugees were given transportation on a Matson Line steamer from Brisbane to San Francisco.  We reached that harbor on May 4, 1944.  From there I went to visit my sister Henrietta and her husband, Joe Flynn, in the city of Roswell, New Mexico.  Joe was working in a munitions plant.  Before I left by bus for Alamogordo to board an eastbound train, he told me about a great government project being conducted at a place in the desert called White Sands, under conditions so secret that the workers in that camp were not allowed to return to their homes even on Sundays and holy days.  Later, of course, I learned that even at that time the first atomic bomb was in preparation at that camp.


From New Mexico I traveled to Denver, Colorado, for a two-week visit with my many relatives in and around that city.  After this, I continued to Chicago, to be met at Union Station, by my confreres, Fathers Peter Weyland and Anthony Hummel.  While at table in the station’s restaurant, I gave them an account of my recent experiences in the Philippines keeping mum as a clam about the way I had escaped from those islands.

Throughout the school term of 1944-1945 I traveled in the exclusive interests of the Catholic Students Mission Crusade, visiting hundreds of schools and directing the student’s attention to the increased urgency with which aid was needed by our Catholic missions throughout the world, because of the terrible setbacks resulting from World War II.  The benefits from that little campaign of mine, though not spectacular, were appreciated at the Crusade Castle, where I resided between my trips.
At the close of World War II, in August 1945, I was back at Techny.  I remember how happy it made me feel to witness in downtown Chicago, the welcome accorded to survivors of that most terrible of all human conflicts as they marched down Michigan Avenue and up State Street.  The behavior of the people on the streets and in the skyscrapers all along the route of the victory march betrayed ecstatic joy, bordering on insanity.  Church bells rang, factory whistles blew, car horns honked, and showers of confetti and ticker tapes came down from office windows until the sidewalks and streets were covered as though by a snowfall in midsummer.  Very soon every hospital and rest home in the country was crowded with pitifully crippled young men from the war front, doomed never again to enjoy a normal life.  For years thereafter, whenever I had the occasion to visit such refuges in various parts of the country, I did so, in the hope of being able to console those brave lads, even to a slight extent.
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New Guinea at Last


One morning in early autumn, 1960, after breakfast in the Fathers’ refectory at Techny, Bishop George Bernarding, SVD, who had just returned from Rome after attending the first session of the Vatican II Council and was en route to his mission in the heart of New Guinea spoke to us.  He mentioned his conviction that, if only he had a sufficient number of priests at his disposal, a mass movement of conversions could be started among the intelligent natives of that beautiful hill country.  I accompanied the Bishop to his room and, without more ado, offered him my services for what they might be worth in helping to garner the bountiful harvest of new Christians of which he had just spoken.  The Bishop replied, “Yes, Father King, I shall be delighted to have you with us, even for a short term of service.  Welcome to our beautiful New Guinea highlands!” 
Immediately, both the Bishop and I wrote to our Divine Word Society Generalate in Rome for their approval of that new assignment for me, aged seventy-three years.  The reply soon arrived, and as it was favorable, I at once began bustling about in preparation for my last apostolic journey.  Shortly thereafter I was informed by His Excellency that a young man named Raymond Micco was to arrive at Techny quite soon from his hometown of Mars, Pennsylvania, en route to Mt. Hagen.  He planned to serve me gratuitously for three years as a lay missionary teacher in the Vicariate of that name which was in the heart of New Guinea.

Late that afternoon Ray arrived and came at once to see me.  After conversing with him for a few minutes, I knew that I was going to like this young man very much and, during the succeeding three years of close association with him, I never had any reason to alter that opinion.  During the following few days
both of us were kept busy attending to preparations for our voyage, halfway around the globe from Chicago to Mt. Hagen, New Guinea, via Sydney, Australia.  Wishing to visit with friends before sailing, Ray traveled westward a few days ahead of me.  I left Techny about the middle of September.  After making a stopover of several days in Denver, visiting with relatives in that city, I went on to San Francisco.  I arrived there two days before going onboard the good ship Orsova on the fifth of October, 1960, for the transpacific cruise.
On our fourth day out we reached Honolulu, and I was delighted to be met at the pier by my niece, Betty King, who had been a librarian in that beautiful city for several years.  A friend of hers drove us around on a sightseeing tour that lasted several hours.  Among other places we visited Pearl Harbor, Pali Pass, and the great military cemetery in which thousands of our World War II heroes lie buried.  At noon the dining room steward on board the Orsova had a very fine meal waiting for our party.

Our next stop was at Suva, a beautiful little city, the capital of the Australian-controlled Fiji Islands.  The last port at which our ship called before reaching Australia was Auckland, the capital of New Zealand’s North Island.  Here we had the honor of an audience with His Excellency the Archbishop, after which his secretary took us out on a very interesting sightseeing tour.
On board the Orsova, the last leg of our transpacific journey took us to Sydney harbor early in the morning of October 24, 1960, and we were delighted to find Father Anthony Patik in charge of our SVD house in Epping, a suburb of Sydney, waiting for us at the pier.  During the next few days we attended to the purchase of tickets and to getting our visas for residence in Papua and New Guinea.  We were able to do a bit of sightseeing in Sydney, a fine, large, and clean city of which Australia can be justly proud.
Four days later we traveled, partly by train and partly by train, directly northward toward our destination, in the very heart of the world’s largest island.  Early in the morning of November’s first day, the Feast of All Saints, we reached Port Moresby, the capital of Papua, in southeastern New Guinea.  After waiting there a few hours, we boarded a plane which by noon, touched ground at the Mt. Hagen airport, high up in New Guinea’s central highlands.  How delighted we were, as we alighted from the plane to be greeted by His Excellency, Bishop Bernarding, who had driven out to drive us to his residence, about a mile away from the airport.
My first concern on reaching the mission was to offer the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass in honor of the whole Heavenly Court, and in thanksgiving for my great good fortune of being able at my age to enter upon a new term of missionary service.  I enjoyed perfect health and was as eager as a youngster to engage once again in the work proper to my vocation:  The winning of candidates for the Kingdom of Heaven through the preaching of the Gospel.  From the beginning I entertained no doubt whatsoever of the eventual large-scale success of our Catholic missionary endeavor throughout the length and breadth of New Guinea.  During the six years that I spent on that beautiful island, I never found it necessary to alter that optimistic outlook.


On the following morning at breakfast after my three Masses, His Excellency inquired quite casually whether I would care to go out with him to visit a few places he wanted me to see, at no great distance from Mt. Hagen.  Of course, I replied that such a tour would please me very much.  Accordingly, at about nine o’clock, we setout by jeep, traveling ten miles to a place called Ulga.  This was the location of an important mission center, in charge of Father Joseph Krimm, S.V.D. whom we found at home, working on his parish records.  Impelled by curiosity I opened the baptismal register and was astounded to find that a number greater than eight thousand preceded the last entry.  Father Krimm told me that he had been assigned to Ulga as the first pastor of that mountainous district, comprising hundreds of square miles.  More than fifty thousand Kanakas lived there, who had all been pagans nine years previously when Father Krimm came.  From the beginning so many native men, women and children had asked for instructions in preparation for Baptism that many of them had to wait for several years before being baptized.

After a very fine meal the Father showed me about the mission.  First, of course, we visited the church, which was wide and long but of flimsy construction, with a thatched roof, walls of matting, and Mother Earth as the floor.  Narrow slabs of split timber did service as pews.  By crowding, about a thousand worshipers could find standing room within that church during Holy Mass.  On Sundays and feast days a larger number of Catholics had to stand or kneel out of doors during Holy Mass.  Next the Father took me to have a look at a tiny house – roof and walls of corrugated iron sheeting – the mission’s trade store and its principal source of income.  Before leaving Ulga, we visited the five classrooms of the mission school attended by 200 boarding pupils of both sexes.

Instead of going back directly to the Mt. Hagen Mission, His Excellency drove past the city and veered in a westerly direction, traveling up and down along the foothills of a long series of small mountains.  After a while we began passing groups of men and women, all walking in the same direction.  The Bishop told me that those people were going to attend a rally at a place called Wurup but did not tell me the purpose of that meeting.
When we reached Wurup, at about two o’clock in the afternoon, I was surprised to see several hundred persons, men, women, and children, assembled in the grass outside a large thatched church.  I noticed quite near the church a tiny shelter built of mats in which two large chairs had been placed.  His Excellency and I occupied those seats and listened to at least ten long speeches, delivered with vigor and many gestures, by native orators. The last two speakers were women.  Though I could not understand one word of what was being said, I concluded that the same plea had been repeated over and over again.  Finally, after the sun had begun to sink behind the mountains, the Bishop stood up and said a few words, which must have pleased the people very much, judging from their joyous reaction.

As the crowd began to disperse, His Excellency and I started on the return trip to Mt. Hagen.  Though curious as to the nature of the pleas made by all those speakers, I refrained from questioning His Excellency.  However, after a while he inquired, “Father King, have you any idea what all those speeches were about?”

I replied, “Not exactly, Your Excellency, but judging from the way all those speakers kept glancing in my direction, I think it quite probable that they would like to have me as their parish priest.”

“You are perfectly right, Father,” His Excellency replied, “But I had to tell them that, as your services are more urgently needed in another place, they will have to wait awhile.  I know those words greatly disappointed them, but they were too polite to murmur aloud.”

After a little while the Bishop inquired, quite casually, “Father King, would you be willing to accept an assignment as chaplain of a large leprosarium, one of this Vicariate’s institutions?”  It is located in Yampu, in the district of Wabag, about a hundred miles to the west of Mt. Hagen.”

I replied without the least hesitation, “Yes, Your Excellency!  I accept that assignment, and will be ready to go to Yampu as soon as I can get transportation.”

“That will be easy,” he replied.  “I will drive you there myself tomorrow.”

As soon as we reached the mission at Mt. Hagen, I began repacking my suitcase and trunk. On the following day, November 3, after breakfast, having said good-bye to the Fathers and Brothers, I loaded my baggage on the rear of the mission’s jeep.  By ten o’clock we were moving in a westward in the direction of Yampu, over rough, unsurfaced roads, up and down a series of hills, large and small.  Shortly before noon we arrived at Par, an important mission center in the charge of Father Joseph Verwilt from Belgium, who greeted us very heartily and informed us that we were just in time for dinner.  After we took our seats at the table, our host disappeared and soon came back carrying a bottle of excellent Belgian wine, in honor, as he said, of his new American neighbor.
After the meal the Father showed me around his mission, beginning with the beautiful big church, which, he told me, had been designed and built under the supervision of Mr. Leonard Howie, a lay missionary from Sydney, Australia, who had been donating his services to the mission for several years.  Next we visited the Mission’s two boarding schools, one of them in charge of the missionary Sisters of the Holy Spirit, with about one hundred and fifty pupils.  The boys’ school had an enrollment of two hundred pupils, in charge of native lay teachers under the supervision of Father Verwilt.  I found that guided tour of the mission very gratifying, bearing witness to the success scored by the Church in that beautiful and densely populated countryside.  Before I left Par, Father Verwilt made me promise to visit him at least twice a week, without fail.
On arriving at my new place of residence, I was introduced by His Excellency to Sisters Edwaldina and Emerentiana, S.S.Sp., who for years had been in charge of that large and very important institution.  At my request Sister Superior took me on a tour of the whole colony, including wards, dispensary, school, native nurses’ homes, Sisters’ dwelling, and chapel.  All those buildings, I noticed, were native-style thatched houses, flimsy, and inflammable.  At the end of the tour I was shown to my tiny room.  It was in the middle of a three-room thatched house; the floor space was about eight by twelve feet.  In it there were a table, a bookshelf, a bed, and a chair.  I had only enough free space for my trunk and suitcases.  Yet, for me, it was a cozy little dwelling.  On the rare occasions when I had visitors, they could be comfortably seated on my bed.

My priestly tasks at Yampu did not keep me occupied more than two or three hours each day.  That left me a lot of spare time, which I could devote to supervising the erection of three urgently needed buildings:  a chaplain’s house, a large storage shed for lumber and a good-sized carpentry shop.  The first building to go up was a three room rectory, with adjoining bathroom and kitchen, to which I added a workshop for my own use.

The most important of my daily tasks, besides offering the Holy Sacrifice, was the holding of an instruction class in church for about forty-five lepers who had declared their intention of becoming Catholics.  Of course, I was also responsible for the religious instruction of Catholic children in our mission school.  I was pleasantly surprised at not feeling at all repulsed or nauseated, even in the immediate presence of patients in the most advanced stages of leprosy.  A few of them were blind; others had terribly disfigured faces; others had lost fingers, a hand or a foot.  Every day a tiny girl about ten years of age lacking both feet and arms was carried into the chapel on the back of a middle-aged woman.  One of the male patients was a very capable catechist, who did service as my interpreter.

In the beginning my explanations of the catechism in Pidgin English must have been difficult to follow, as my knowledge of that lingo was very elementary.  The catechist, however, relying on his own adequate knowledge of religion, did a splendid job as “truntok.”  After four months that whole class was ready for Baptism, except for a few women whose matrimonial status was not quite in the clear.  The little footless girl answered all the questions with an ease surpassing that of the adults.  She received the name Agnes at her baptism.

I happened to be at Yampu in the autumn of 1961.  Bishop Bernarding visited me there and expressed satisfaction with the progress of my pastoral work and the building I had done.  He then inquired whether I would be willing to be transferred to Wurup, to build up that place.  My answer was that I would welcome such a change of scenery.  Accordingly, on November 2, All Souls’ Day, after my three Masses and breakfast, Father Verwilt arrived in his jeep to drive me and my baggage to Wurup.  We reached Mt. Hagen in time for the noon meal, after which we went on to Wurup, arriving there at about one o’clock.  Just as I alighted from the car, Ray Micco, who had been doing excellent work as a teacher and catechist at that station, and who happened to be out drilling his pupils, brought them around to stand at attention and salute in a very snappy fashion.  Both of us were happy to meet again.
I liked Wurup from the beginning of my stay there.  It was at an altitude of more than five thousand feet; the nights were always cool and perfect for sound sleep.  I liked the Kanakas, too though quite often I had to chide the men for their laziness.  Strong and muscular as they were, they preferred to leave the tilling of their ground largely to the women.  The staple food in that area consisted almost entirely of sweet potatoes.  Every family had three or four acres of them, planted at different seasons so that they kept ripening in rotation.  The men spaded the ground and did the planting.  The women did the hoeing and digging.  Any time you walked along the roads in that fertile highland area, you could see the women busy in their gardens, whereas the men preferred to play a card game called Lucky or attend sing-sings as the village dances were called.

Again at Wurup the erection of necessary buildings largely claimed my attention.  The first one I tackled was a multipurpose thatched native-style building, about twenty-five feet wide and sixty feet long comprising a large reception room, a dining room, an office, a storeroom, a garage, and a carpenter shop with an adjoining lumber storage room.  That house was finished just in time to be occupied before Christmas.
On the eve of that great feast I was hearing confessions intermittently from ten o’clock in the morning until midnight.  Since the old native-style church was far too small to accommodate more than half the crowd that had come to Wurup, very many of the men and boys had to remain outside.  Between one Mass and the next, I was in the confessional until dawn, after which I took the next two Masses, one immediately following the other.  Fortunately, a number of catechists were present to direct traffic, maintain order, and lead the prayers and singing.  That morning after a quick breakfast I had to stand at the entrance of my house to receive group after group of men, women, and children from many different villages, eager to meet their new pastor for the first time.  It all reminded me of the old times in China.

After Epiphany the ground was broken for the new Sacred Heart Church, for which I had at hand a detailed plan, drawn by myself and approved by my Bishop.  In the beginning I employed only a few men to level the ground and carry sand and gravel from the nearby river for the concrete foundation.  As the cost of airlifting cement from the coast to the top of our mile-high plateau was five cents a pound, I had to use that precious grey powder very sparingly.  In my role as architect I had to supervise every detail of the work.  Before long I became aware of the disturbing fact that the cost of the contemplated building was going to be far greater than I had anticipated.  However, one gratifying result of a begging campaign carried on by means of hundreds of kind and generous ladies in Detroit decided to “adopt” me as their own missionary protégé so that my worries came to an abrupt end.  Thereafter I was able to devote the better part of my nights to sleep instead of plying my old trade of missionary mendicant.

Construction work on the Wurup church went on until the end of April.  As I did not have one qualified mason or carpenter to help me, I had to be on my feet from morning until night, watching and directing every detail of the work including the building of altars and communion rails.  The big bronze bell, donated by CSMC friends in Cincinnati, was rung for the first time on May 5, 1963, when our Bishop arrived from Mt. Hagen to bless our beautiful big church, dedicated to the honor and glory of the Sacred Heart of Jesus.  Fully one thousand men, women and children crowded into that new house of prayer to attend the first Holy Mass celebrated in it by the Bishop of Mt. Hagen.
For more than a year after the completion of the Wurup church until late December, 1963, I was kept very busy day after day, attending to my pastoral duties and planning for and supervising the erection of various new buildings needed for the progress of the good work throughout my mountain parish.  The most important of those additions was a beautiful five-room cottage, intended as a dwelling for lay-missionary ladies.  Ray Micco. A man of many skills with not one lazy bone in his body, helped in several important ways, especially with the roofing and plumbing, in making that new home fit for occupation by the beginning of December, 1965.  Its first occupants were Miss Janet Campbell-Taylor, from England, and Miss Mary Compston, from Australia, both of them exceedingly efficient lay-missionaries, serving the church gratuitously in the capacity of school teachers.

Quite soon after Miss Compston’s arrival at Wurup I noticed that after the end of class work at noon and midafternoon, Mr. Micco and Miss Compston, on the way to their respective quarters, were in the habit of keeping in step, walking very slowly at distances of two or three feet from each other.  Being rather observant for an old man, I could not fail to perceive that quite gradually but unmistakably, the gap separating those two narrowed and narrowed until at last they were walking shoulder to shoulder.  Putting one and one together, I began to feel quite certain that a romance between them was past the budding stage and had, in fact, reached full bloom.  Sure enough, one evening Ray came to see me and after hemming and hawing a few times said, “Father, I thought I should tell you that Mary and I are thinking of getting married quite soon.  In fact, we were thinking of having the marriage here, if it can be arranged.”  Well, it was arranged.  Soon after the papers required by civil and Church law certifying the freedom to marry of both parties had been obtained, the date of December 22 was fixed for the ceremony.
Len Howie, who had designed and built the church at Par, and Janet were witnesses at that wedding, solemnized in the Wurup church at a late-afternoon Mass.  Janet and her helpers succeeded in preparing an excellent wedding banquet. After the banquet, there was dancing for a short while, to musical accompaniment from a record, in one of the school’s large classrooms. I can’t say why, but, by closing my eyes, I can still clearly visualize every detail of that wedding in Wurup, somehow mixed up with the fleeting picture of the wedding at Cana.

At about nine o’clock that evening the newlyweds came to say good-bye to me and to request my blessing, after which they left for Mt. Hagen in company with other guests, mostly lay missionaries.  Subsequently, during the remainder of my stay in New Guinea, and also after my return to this country, I frequently heard from the Micco family.  After putting in two years at the University of Syracuse and receiving his M.A. degree, Ray accepted a teaching position in the town of Mars, Pennsylvania, where he now resides with his wife and their three children.
After the Miccos’ departure from Wurup, the only lay missionary left there to help me was Miss Campbell-Taylor.  However, Janet, endowed as she was with many and diversified talents, managed to be of great assistance to me in many ways.  Besides teaching and supervising the mission’s educational work in Wurup and Kaip, Janet helped me with the time-consuming job of keeping the parish records up-to-date and accurate.  That was no small task, in view of the fact that more than two thousand men, women and children were baptized and about two hundred church marriages were solemnized in that area during that period.  Besides very efficiently supervising the mission’s trade store, making all purchases of new stock and daily checking the native clerk’s sales record, Janet contributed in a large way to financing the rapid progress made by the Church through the length and breadth of beautiful Wurup Valley during the three years of her stay.  That experience served to convince me of the exceedingly important contribution that can be made to the success of Catholic missionary enterprise, either at home or abroad, by lay missionaries imbued with genuine apostolic seal and a spirit of sacrifice.

Home Again


After donating her time and toil to the mission for a three-year term, Janet decided to return home in midsummer, 1966, and so did I at about the same time.  Replaced at Wurup by another Father, I said good-bye to the great crowd of my parishioners – some of them weeping – and traveled by air to Sydney, Australia, and from there to Los Angeles.  That transpacific flight was interrupted by a stop of only fifteen minutes at Honolulu – barely long enough to permit me to say hello and good-bye to my niece, Betty King, whom I found waiting at the airport.  Our plane landed at the Los Angeles airport less than sixteen hours after leaving Australia.  

After three pleasant days spent visiting with SVD confreres at our Society’s house on the outskirts of Los Angeles, I resumed my eastward trek, interrupted by one stop in Phoenix, Arizona.  There I visited my very sick little sister, Henrietta, and her devoted husband, Joe Flynn (both terribly crippled by arthritis) for about an hour, before resuming my flight as far as Denver, where I made a stopover lasting two days.  I was accommodated at our SVD house in that city.

As soon as I could manage it, I called on my nephew and niece, Mr. and Mrs. Carl Woertman, with whom I chatted about my former visits to Denver.  We spoke a great deal of my beloved brother, Peter and my dear little mother, long since migrated to another and better world.  We also talked about my recently deceased brother, George – my boon companion during childhood and youth, gay, optimistic, unselfish, and Catholic to the core.  That evening, George’s widow, Jean Caron, and her brother invited me to a meal, during which we talked about the good old times and the not-so-good present.  Jean told me about the large crowd that attended George’s funeral, proving the high esteem in which he had been held.


On the following day, Sunday, at least twenty-five nephews and nieces, grandnephews, and grandnieces gathered at the home of my nephew, Louis King.  As I made the rounds, shaking hands with them, one after another, I noticed that quite a few of them resembled my departed brother, George and reflected, “How short life is.  Why, I can remember, as clearly as if it had happened only yesterday, the games we two kids played with gusto, and forget the later serious days of our young manhood in Upper Michigan, working together as section hands on the tracks at fifteen cents an hour.  How quickly those fifty years have flitted by.  Now George is gone and I, an octogenarian, must be ready to answer the call at any moment.”


Leaving Denver on August 22, I alighted at the Chicago airport at midafternoon, at the end of my last apostolic journey.  I was happy to find my old classmate, Father Peter Weyland, and Father Paul Jacobi, Techny’s rector, waiting for me as I left the plane.  Less than half an hour later I was at Techny.  Still enjoying perfect health, I wondered vaguely, “What next?”


During my first conversation with Father Provincial, when he asked me what kind of assignment, if any, I would desire, I replied that I would like to be appointed to a place where I would have plenty of time to devote to writing my memoirs, while earning my board through the exercise of my priestly tasks – preferably as chaplain in some small hospital.  Scarcely had I finished expressing that wish when Father Connors replied in a surprised tone of voice, “Why, Father King, a vacancy exists right now in exactly the kind of place you just specified.  I allude to St. Joseph’s Community Hospital at New Hampton, Iowa, in charge of our own Techny Sisters.  If you are willing to accept that assignment, you should go there quite soon.  The priest now functioning as chaplain at that post, Father Alfred Elsbernd, who is on vacation from his mission in Ghana, would like to be relieved from that job, to have a bit of time for the important job of fund raising before returning to his mission. How about it?

My reply was, “Father Provincial, I think the place you describe would be just for me.  However, before going to New Hampton, I would like to visit an old sister of mine in upper Michigan.”


“Very good, Father King,” my Superior replied, “If you wish me to, I could write to Father Elsbernd that you will be ready to replace him at New Hampton at the end of a week, on August 28.”


This quick and perfectly satisfactory decision made by Father Provincial allowed me just the few days that I needed to visit my sister Angeline, a widow, living in Kingsford, Michigan.  On the following morning I left Techny by train and a few hours later I was in Kingsford chatting with my sister about our King family’s history, remote and recent.  From what Angeline told me about her several married children and their families, I could deduce that she was very proud of every one of her children and grandchildren, though I noticed from the glow of pride on her face when she mentioned her eldest daughter, that Sister Aimee, a Benedictine nun, is the favorite among them all.

After returning to Techny I at once tackled the job of repacking, and was soon ready to leave for my new post, the chaplaincy of a very fine little hospital.  The hospital is on the outskirts of a beautiful and clean little city in the middle of the productive state of Iowa.  Each day, after attending to my priestly duties, I have been at liberty to devote six hours to the writing of this book.  This has been a labor of love, which I consider potentially more important as a means of promoting God’s glory and the salvation of souls than the many years spent in China and elsewhere, proclaiming the Gospel message to all who would listen.

Praised Be Jesus Christ!
