
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

	Who is Brother Booker Ashe?

	 

	 

	Milwaukee’s premier humanitarian….a beggar and a provider …a Mother Theresa Type with no hidden agenda…a preacher and theatrical director…the Black Ghetto Santa Claus… a gambler and a chain smoker….a modern day Gandhi…an Ecclesastical pimp for Christ…a very Catholic Franciscan…a very Franciscan Catholic…America’s premier black monk… an inner city institution… the hood’s Robin Hood…a chef and artist ... a civil rights icon and proclaimer of love… A Black man clad in brown robes taking Christ's teachings to the poor...a big man with a hearty laugh and a twinkle in his eye that belies the seriousness that underlies his life… a man of effusive ebullient goodness …a humble black man with a compelling voice of love...a sign of the revolution being accomplished in the Roman Catholic Church and in the Franciscan family…the black Friar Tuck…the Star of Walnut Street
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	Introduction

	 

	 

	Booker Taliafero Ashe was a simple, flawed man who God used to do amazing things. He was a righteous black American, a staunch Roman Catholic and a proud Franciscan. He was an eloquent preacher, a great leader, a world-class humanitarian, a pillar of the community, and a voice for the less fortunate. He was a tender lion; a powerful force with a soft touch. He did amazing things in tumultuous times. He altered the very course of the fraternity to which he belonged. He loved his country, bettered the fortunes of his adopted city, and changed the face of his church. He was a truly unique human.

	 

	This is his story. 

	 

	# # #

	 

	 

	“It's Amazing What the Lord Can Do? That brings back a lot of memories.” - Nathaniel Gillon. 

	 

	It was a pleasure watching people’s faces when they recalled that old gospel tune. Brother Bob Smith, OFM Cap., stood up and belted the tune out. Father Al Veik, OFM Cap. gently sang the whole thing, like he was tasting it. Several individuals were moved to tears thinking about it. Shirley Patterson-Bordeaux sang it best.

	 

	“It’s Amazing What the Lord Can Do? Brother Booker really believed that sincerely. For himself and for others.” – Chicago Bishop Joe Perry. 

	 

	If there’s a common thread in this story, it is that old Gospel tune. The Lord took a simple but talented man – flawed and imperfect, but full of faith, hope and love – and did amazing things in his life, and all lives he touched.

	 

	“It’s Amazing What the Lord Can Do, was kind of our unofficial anthem,” - Father Matthew Gottschalk, OFM Cap. 

	 

	This work is a simple portrait of Booker T. Ashe’s life painted in details, provided by those who knew him best. He remains a larger than life figure; a true icon of legendary status.  He was known by many names, monikers and titles. But those who’d write him off simply – as a jolly friar, or bubbly monk – fail fully.  Booker T. Ashe was a complex man with many hard angles and rough sides. 

	 

	“He’s a different person to everybody who knew him.” - Michelina Young

	 

	 “I don’t think I ever was able to figure him out. I never knew what ultimately drove him. ” - Father Michael Crosby OFM Cap. 

	 

	Booker T. Ashe was never interviewed for this work. He was dead nearly five years when the Capuchin Province of St. Joseph came seeking a history of his life and times. 

	 

	I first met Booker T. Ashe – Brother Booker, to nearly everyone who knew him – at the institution he founded: the House of Peace in Milwaukee’s inner city. I was delivering donated Christmas trees and lights during the holidays, and clearly remember the distinct chaos swirling around Brother Booker. I had no grasp then of the depth of the man’s character, or the quality of the individuals he surrounded himself with. But I remember walking away amazed.

	 

	I am even more amazed today. Researching his preaching and writings and interviewing those who knew him and loved him only furthered the effect.  It’s a fascinating story; a distinctly American story, encompassing America’s two great forces: Christianity and Race. It is enmeshed with the history of Milwaukee, the Franciscan Capuchin Order and the House of Peace. The characters who show up – from Blessed Father Solanus Casey to Father James Groppi to Ossie Davis – are a fascinating bunch, and ultimately a testament to his character.

	 

	But to garner the full depth and weight of his story, it may be best to listen to those who knew him best.

	 

	# # #

	 

	 

	“He was gregarious. He was charismatic. He just loved people. People loved him. His clout came from the fact that he loved people across boundaries and it was so transparent. At the same time, he could be very demanding. He was in charge and he wanted you to know it. He never forgot a face. He met you, you felt like you’d known him all your life. He was heavily involved with education, keeping people out of trouble, providing a positive role model. And because of his love of theater, he went to a lot of shows in the city and was in a lot of shows himself. Because he was on stage his renown grew moreso…He developed a following. He was so active in the community. He worked 24/7. But he never missed morning prayer. You weren’t going to sleep in either. The House of Peace started out as a storefront, just to see what the needs of the neighborhood were, and to see where it’s grown to today is really a result of him and his leadership. That’s what I think of when I think of his legend.” - Brother Mark Carrico, OFM Cap. Director of the House of Peace.

	 

	“There are many facets of his personality that we kind of skip over…He was a capable writer. He loved cooking. He directed plays and participated in them. He even put on the Cowardly Lion outfit (in “The Wiz”). He got a sense of fulfillment out of working with young people…he was very compassionate, especially for the suffering, especially for the poor. He was intensely sensitive. But pretty easy to work with. He was very generous…sometimes, overly generous. The word people use the most to describe him is charism: Charisma. All of which is manifest in his speaking ability, his singing ability, and his ability to sway people. ” - Father Matthew Gottschalk, OFM Cap., longtime friend and collaborator.

	 

	“A small heavyset man…(manifesting) new hope…a very honest and loving man. …a man who would give the shirt off his back to someone in need.  Wherever he goes, there is a following, and whenever he stops and speaks, there are always ears eager to listen. A member of the Capuchin Order…it is his life’s goal to help the needy and disadvantaged and for this alone, he is above most of us…. A modern day Gandhi, Brother Booker went about … spreading love in the face of diversity, and through it all, provided a new insight into the Christian faith …. nicknamed the Black Santa Claus and with good reason. Robust, full of love…patron saint of not only children, but grownups as well, the name Brother Booker Ashe is … associated with giving. If there truly is a Jolly Old Saint Nick, he lives in the heart of this man.” - Michael Holt, Milwaukee Community Journal (38).

	 

	“He wanted to be known as real, he wanted to be known as African American, he wanted to be known as Catholic, he wanted to be known as religious, he wanted to be known as theatrical … He had a jovial sense. He was very much a person schooled in the arts: acting, poetry reading, public reading, public speaking, pure eloquence…all part of his fundamental foundation…He was a spiritual father and physical father (without adoption) to many. You cannot count the number of people brother took under his wing and put through school, or who he helped out in terms of marriage…his words were always ranked together with subject geared toward achievement. ‘Let the Lord be an anchor. You can do all things if you put your mind to it.’ He was also a person who tried to engage you in meaningful conversation. He'd pick at your brain to find out where you were. He also tried to spear head you to becoming action oriented. Because of knowing Brother Booker, people would do whatever they could to assist the poor.”  - Nathaniel Gillon, longtime friend, fellow Knight of Peter Claver and Black Religious collaborator. Marquette University High School staff.

	 

	“He was like…the Guide. He had visions. And he had people around him organizing, doing tasks (based on) these visions of how to serve people. Yeah, he was like the Guide.” – Diocesan Father Ken Stewart, longtime friend, Black Religious collaborator and former pastor of Milwaukee’s St. Boniface.

	 

	“Brother Booker is like a black Santa Claus because he likes to give his love to children and grownups. He is important to me because he is black and he is unselfish and he likes to help other people and he likes to follow the Word of God. He was liked by everybody. Some had a lot of money and some didn't; some were famous and some were not, but still they all liked and trusted him. I also picked him because he is fat like my daddy.” - fifth grader Calvin Newbill, St. Ambrose Parish, Washington, DC (1979).
 

	Brother Booker is an “unfailing presence in our community…a voice of conscience in Milwaukee. When he speaks, people literally hang on his words and stop in their tracks.…a champion of the poor (with) as much compassion as Job had patience.” – Milwaukee Congressman (and later mayor) Thomas Barrett, on the United States’ House of Representative’s floor (Nov. 30, 1995).

	 

	“A man of the world, as well as the monastery… the portly, jovial Capuchin monk…(with) a smile that could melt butter and a laugh that could crack plaster….the charismatic director of the House of Peace for more than a quarter century….was for Christianity and against racism, but he never tried to force anybody into one or out of the other…a chain smoker, despite his asthma…Friar Tuck, though the fictional friar never had the thick-lensed glasses Ashe wore…more like Robin Hood, because of his ability to get money from the rich.” – Eldon Knoche & Eric Larose, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel (49).

	 

	“He was a Mother Teresa type with no hidden agendas. My dad knew him as a Presbyterian minister….I don’t have the impression that he was a real big protester type – more a reach out and help the downtrodden kind of person. Not everyone can be a warrior. After the battle, someone has to heal the wounded scattered on the battlefield.” - Milwaukee Mayor John Norquist.

	 

	“He was to Milwaukee, like the pope was to Catholics. He was like the pope of Milwaukee. Everybody knew him. Everybody. Everybody.  He wanted to be a big brother to everybody.  He was like a Dad to me. And most importantly – he was there. At the worst time in your life, he came to your side. He was there at a time in my life when I really needed him… He was just there.” - Shirley Patterson-Bordeaux, one-time House of Peace client, long-time staff member and lifelong friend.

	 

	“Brother Booker Ashe was part Mother Teresa, part Friar Tuck. Like the Calcutta nun, Brother Booker fed the hungry, clothed the naked and otherwise ministered to the needy, albeit in Milwaukee. And, like the man of cloth who served Robin Hood's band, he was a portly figure with an easy smile and fine sense of humor. He founded his life and his 28 year ministry on the conviction that ‘We show them what Christ is about by our actions.’ Fighting poverty and racism with equal vigor, the Capuchin monk inspired both admiration and activism in Milwaukee’s central city.” – the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel (31).

	 

	Brother Booker Ashe was “a man to be reckoned with. You will not find his name in 'Who's Who in America' or in any other place where the self-important bask in one another's reflected glory...armed with a capacious heart and a passion for justice (he) combined commonsense realism, that measured our fallen nature, with selfless compassion that brought Christ into hardened and broken hearts...a gentler soul never kissed the world goodnight...(his) smile could melt a rock at 20 paces…you might say he had been scripting (his death) all his life...he magnified the souls of everyone he touched,” - Michael Uhlmann, Crisis Magazine (73).

	 

	“His best characteristics were his strong ethics for the poor; a very compassionate and empathetic love. He was a towering figure spiritually. The Old Testament criteria for a holy man is one who takes care of widows and orphans. That was him.” - Father Al Veik, OFM Cap., longtime friend, House of Peace resident, worker and advisory board staffer.

	 

	“He was persistent in his work and wanted things done and done well….Booker was a lover, actor, a Religious, a person who soaked up life and gave life to as many folks as possible. His best characteristic was his passion for others, and his love for humanity. Especially the poor.” – Diocesan Father Marvin Knighton, longtime friend.

	 

	“He had an unusual ability to deal with people. He could just get into the hearts of people. He was looking for the bright side of an individual (as soon as he met them). He could find his way into a heart without their knowing what was going on. His best characteristic – a deep sense of compassion – was fabulous. He had an ability to motivate people and a good insight into people. He had a sense of friendliness. He was blessed with artistic gifts and talents, especially for drama, which he used to bring people out of themselves. Really a great art director.” - Father Lloyd Thiel, OFM Cap., fellow Capuchin provincial council member.

	 

	“I don't know when I first met him. But I always knew who he was. I don't remember not knowing of Brother Booker. He was such a larger than life figure in our community. He was a wonderful person. He had a heart of gold. People who'd meet him and interact with him wouldn't forget him. He had a jovial disposition. His was an amazing love for people in the community. His presence and the love he exuded were pure caring.” - Milwaukee Mayor Tom Barrett.

	 

	“He was really a joy to be with…always a very positive and joyful person. His insights were valuable. Brother…boy was he really helpful. He was a Black brother. Being a minority and an un-ordained friar gave him special insights. He was very jovial…chubby…a sense of humor and a pleasant atmosphere…got along with people….a good PR man for fund raising and ministry work; really got people to support his work. He was spiritual. He loved to sing.” - Father Rupert Dorn, OFM Cap. Longtime Capuchin provincial, and Provincial Council member.

	 

	“He had infectious enthusiasm; such drive. He had great humor. Nothing was ever, ever too hard, or too impossible to him. Generosity defined him. Definitely generosity.” - Arlene Skwierawski, musical collaborator and longtime friend. Choir director at All Saints and St. Francis parishes.

	 

	“He had a generosity. Such an amazing generosity with time and resources. He put himself last. He treated others as important, no matter who they were. But he didn’t go around with blinders on. I came to him needing help…if he had it to give, he gave it. But he was always expecting something in return. He wasn’t just a soft touch. He didn’t have a Pollyanna world view. He set limits. It made him very effective. He was not an easy mark for the poor. He pushed them along with scholarships and programs. He had a sharp way of getting his point across. He had good humor. He was jovial, insightful, direct and cunning. He’d use song and laughter. He knew how to celebrate. And how to celebrate life. He was a bridge builder. His friends bridged all income and economic levels and all groups.” - Michelina Young, longtime friend and Black Religious collaborator. Director of Health and Counseling Services, University of Wisconsin-Parkside.

	 

	“He was a remarkable human. Many people miss him. I still do. He tended to light you up. He was an amazing man. His love of people…especially the poor and downtrodden. It took up the whole of his life after he left Calvary. He was feeding and aiding the poor until the day he no longer could.” - Bishop Joe Perry of Chicago, longtime friend.

	 

	“To meet the man once…he was tremendously effusive, joyous, irrepressible, kindly, spiritual, savvy, generous, kind, altruistic, passionate, and understanding. Brother Booker was a force for social justice. He was multifaceted. He had a loving gentleness. I just had a very high regard for him. And an affection. The irrepressible ebullience…it’s partly a gift and partly a commitment. ‘Effusive ebullient goodness,’ that captures him. I never saw him angry…You walked in a room, and Booker was there, and your spirits rose. You knew you’d go over and hug him. He’d hug you. You knew whatever mood you were in, you’d be driven upwards. If you were in a dark mood, it’d change. You couldn’t be with the man and not have elevated spirits. As solid as the rule of gravity; if you’re with Booker Ashe for a few minutes, your spirits would rise. It was reverse spiritual gravity.”  - Milwaukee District Attorney E. Michael McCann.

	 

	“Booker was jovial. He didn’t play games. Which didn’t mean he wouldn’t joke. But he did no bullshitting. He would treat, you and I, and anyone off the street the exact same way that he would treat the president of Northwestern Mutual Life or the cardinal of Chicago. He would call him eminence…Booker knew everybody and everybody knew Booker. And why? He never passed people without some kind of engagement. Eye contact. There were hugs. Not just ‘How you doin?’ but also waiting for the answer. Then asking ‘How’s your daughter, your son, your mother’…He became nationally known, without equal, at the top of the list. And not because of the number of degrees he got. Not because he was special – he walked around in a tight habit, with holes in his shoes – but because he was sincere, honest and believed in what he was doing.” - Brother Bob Smith, OFM Cap., nephew of Brother Booker, and president of Milwaukee’s Messmer High School.

	 

	Brother Booker was “one of my heroes. He was affable. Warm. Affirming. Humorous. Talented. Dedicated. Highly effective. A formidable presence. His bodily presence….he was a big man. Not just physically, but historically and emotionally. He was a big man in all ways. He was a grand man. His concern for the poor and ability to communicate that concern were amazing.” - Father Michael Crosby, OFM Cap. 

	 

	“He was very jolly, a very loving person, a very gifted man. Very thoughtful. He was…just an outstanding man. Yet, he had to lay the law down to people doing things they shouldn’t. And he did. He was not afraid to do that either. He was just a likable man. He was the most friendly person I’ve ever met. He would give you his full attention. When he would talk to a person he was always interested in their life and business and how things were going for them. He was very caring.” - Father Myron Kowalski, OFM Cap., House of Peace resident and longtime friend.

	 

	“He was kind and generous, an organizer of people, a great public speaker, president of the Black Clergy Council, the first brother on a provincial council. His strength was that he reached out to all races, without ever denying who he was. He had a way to work with all races.” - Sister Callista Robinson, longtime friend. Coordinator of African American Component Lay Ministry and Deaconate Programs for the Archdiocese of Milwaukee.

	 

	“He was such a huge figure, in many ways!”- Father Tony Scannell, OFM Cap.

	 

	“He's a person with God." - Nathaniel Gillon

	 

	 

	 


Chapter One: Curtain’s Rise

	 

	 


 

	The Early Days

	 

	 

	The curtain rises on a 19 year-old Booker Taliaferro Ashe in 1951. The theatre prodigy – talented thespian, great dancer, naturally dramatic persona – stands up on stage under the bright lights, with his ticket punched for Broadway.  

	 

	 “People who know him say he had the talent and the charisma; that he could make it big. He'd been at the Goodman Theatre for nearly three years. Then one day he did some honest thinking about himself – about something important.” – the Western New York Catholic Visitor (69).

	 

	“I was on the stage one day talking to myself,” Brother Booker later recalled. “I often talk to myself. Most of my hopes and dreams, from the fourth grade on, were to become an actor. I asked myself, 'If I was ever offered a condemned part would I take it?’ The answer was yes, and I decided 'This is not the place for me'” (38).

	 

	# # #

	 

	 

	Booker Taliaferro Ashe was born January 30, 1932 in Columbia, South Carolina, to Booker T. Ashe Sr., an attorney, and Evelyn Livingston, a schoolteacher. The couple had six children: Herbert, D.J., Augustus, Booker, Ernest and Patricia. Herbert became a school teacher. Augustus died in Korea. Dorothy Johnson moved to Delray Beach, Florida. Ernest ran a restaurant. The baby, Patricia Smith lived in Decatur, Georgia, and Chicago. The family counted as a cousin tennis legend Arthur Ashe. 

	 

	 

	[image: fig]

	 

	 

	“Booker came from an extended family that was poor. To this day…our family doesn’t have a lot of money. My grandma was a cradle Catholic and a school teacher. My grandfather was shot in South Carolina,” under suspicious extenuating circumstances. - Brother Bob Smith, OFM Cap, Patricia’s son, and Booker’s nephew.

	 

	After Booker’s birth, the family immediately moved to 1418 Elmwood Avenue, in Evanston. His parents moved up in professional circles, and the family’s middle-class neighborhood largely sheltered and protected young Booker from extreme American bigotry and prejudice.

	 

	“I came from a very religious family, one that cared about less fortunate people. We had the usual dreams of being doctors or lawyers. My family was not exactly poor, and I guess you could say that I was somewhat misinformed about the poor. I did not understand the kind of poverty that exists in the poorest of communities. I never knew what it was like never to have food in the house,” Brother Booker later told the Milwaukee Community Journal (38).

	 

	He talked about his “childhood in Evanston, where an extra plate was always set at the dinner table for whomever happened to show up. And many times it was a stranger” (38).

	 

	He credits his mother for his own perpetual optimism and cheerful demeanor. “She was always smiling and jovial,” he said. “That's something I learned from her. It gets me in trouble sometimes” (46).

	 

	Booker Taliaferro Ashe attended Nicholas (Elementary) School and St. Mary's Parish School in Evanston. 

	 

	He graduated to Evanston Township Progressive High School, in 1948. He later transferred to then-St. Malachy's High School, where he played basketball, was involved in forensics and acted. After graduation, he attended Chicago's Goodman Theatre, a renowned drama school. 
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	And then one day, he found himself alone on stage.

	 

	The rest, as they say, is history.

	 

	# # #

	 

	In 1951 Booker T. Ashe entered the Capuchin Order, a branch of the Franciscan Order of Friars Minor.

	 

	“I was already a Catholic. As a teenager I looked at the various religious orders … each order was founded to do certain types of work. Since the Capuchin order was interested in helping the poor, I decided it was closer to my desires than any of the other orders … I applied. I thought I'd give it a try. But I never thought I'd stay,” he said (38).

	 

	“My mother was extremely happy. I think that it is the goal of all parents, Catholic parents especially, to see their children take that first step,” Booker T. Ashe said. His father, though, “didn't think too highly of the idea at first.” He wanted his son and namesake to become a doctor or lawyer, or some other prestigious profession (38). 

	 

	Booker T. Ashe was born in South Carolina, grew up in Chicago, and spent the majority of his time in Milwaukee. But the next stage of his life was spent wandering Midwestern America; Indiana flatlands, to central Wisconsin rolling hills, up to rugged inner city Detroit. He became a traveling man.
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Brother Agathangelus

	 

	 

	“Barring papal mishandling, Father Solanus Casey will be the first truly American saint,” and certainly the first baseball fan. “He told Booker he would ‘do things that no other brothers will do.’ I believe they intersected for a reason. We can call it mystical. We can call it prophetic. But it was not an accident. He did everything and more that Solanus Casey prophesized.” - Brother Bob Smith, OFM Cap.

	 

	Booker T. Ashe was sent to St. Felix Friary, in Huntington, Indiana for initial training. Father Gerald Walker, OFM Cap accepted him as a novice, and he took the name Agathangelus in honor of a Capuchin martyred in Abyssinia (1598–1638). 

	 

	His first job: secretary to Solanus Casey, OFM Cap. 

	 

	Casey was born Bernard Francis Casey on November 25, 1870 on a farm near Oak Grove, Wisconsin. He worked as an hospital orderly, lumberjack, prison guard and streetcar driver. In a tough section of Superior, Wisconsin he witnessed a drunken sailor stab a young woman. 

	 

	"The scene remained with him," wrote James P. Derum, his biographer. "To him the brutal stabbing and the sailor's hysterical cursing symbolized the world's sin and hate and man-made misery…the only cure for mankind's crime and wretchedness was love learned only from and through Him who died to show men what love is." 

	 

	In 1892, Casey entered Saint Francis Seminary in Milwaukee. His poor German grammar dragged him to the class’ lower half. He was not considered priestly material and dropped out. Casey was invested in the Capuchin Order at Detroit in 1897. He took the name Solanus for Saint Francis Solano, a South American missionary from the 1600s. 

	 

	On July 24, 1904 Father Solanus, then 33, was ordained. Due to his weak theology grades, he was made a simplex priest. He could not preach or hear confessions. He did jobs usually performed by brothers, even acting as a porter, opening doors.

	 

	But Solanus Casey – who was a very poor student, though an above average porter – was a great mystic. He could see and hear and know things he wasn’t told. He cured diseases, solved domestic problems, sorted business affairs, resolved strife and brought people to faith through his vision and works. He met thousands at his door, day and night.

	 

	He spent 20 years in Yonkers, New York before being assigned to St. Bonaventure Monastery in Detroit, in 1924. He helped open a soup kitchen there during the depression, and spent 20 years in service. He then moved back to New York (this time to Brooklyn), before making one final move, to his final stop: St. Felix. 

	 

	In Huntington, he received over 200 letters a day. Since he suffered arthritis, the friars made a rubber stamp of his signature. He died July 31, 1957. The secretary doing the rubber stamping was none other than Brother Agathangelus.

	 

	But while learning spirituality at a living saint’s side, Brother Agathangelus was getting a harsh lesson in race and religion.

	 

	He “must’ve known the hardships. He must’ve tasted the lash of racism. Those were tumultuous times
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