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[image: ][image: ]Why not foster confidence in God’s divine Providence by humbly and in all childlike humility venturing to remind him in the person of our divine brother Jesus that we are his children. We should remind him that we are, and at least want to be reck-oned, as among his ‘little ones.’ Therefore we should thank him frequently for, not only the blessings of the past and present, but THANK HIM AHEAD OF TIME for whatever he foresees is pleasing to him that we suffer. We should do this not only in general but in each particular case. We should leave every-thing absolutely in his divine disposal, including with all its circumstances, when, where, and how he may be pleased to dispose the events of our death.

Words of Father Solanus Casey
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On August 31, 1956, I met someone deeply gifted by God; so blessed by God that he would become the first man born in the United States to be declared “Venerable” by the Vatican (this represents the first major step in being declared a saint). I was at Saint Bonaventure’s Friary in Detroit. My brother Dan had entered the Capuchin Franciscan Order. After his investiture with its habit he said: “Come and meet Solanus Casey; someday he’s going to be a saint.” Less than forty years later, on July 11, 1995, in the presence of Pope John Paul II, a decree about the sanctity of Casey’s life was promulgated: He could be called “Venerable.” It stated:


There is proven evidence that the theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity toward God and neighbor and also the cardinal virtues of prudence, justice, temper-ance and fortitude as well as other virtues have been exercised to a heroic degree by the Servant of God, Francis Solanus Casey, a professed priest of the Order of Friars Minor Capuchin.1


Earlier, on June 20, 1995, the Congregation for the Causes of Saints unanimously determined that the Wisconsin-born farm boy baptized “Bernard,” nicknamed “Barney,” who later entered the Capuchin

1

Franciscans and received the name “Francis Solanus,” had cultivated “the theological virtues [and] other virtues to a heroic degree.”2 The Congregation deemed his life proved worthy of imitation.


The events in Rome proved newsworthy enough that The New


York Times featured them in a story about Solanus Casey entitled: “One Man’s Life of Virtue Earns the Papal Spotlight.”3

Little did I know when I shook Solanus Casey’s frail hand in 1956 that I would become a significant contributor to the volumes accepted by the Congregation of Saints as the basis for its decision. How did this happen?

In 1982 my superiors asked me to write the “official” biography of Solanus Casey. I began by reading all his writings and testimonies of people who knew him. Next I interviewed those who lived with him, ministered with him or came to him for help and inspiration. The more I listened to their stories, the more convinced I felt that Solanus Casey had a message for our increasingly secular age that still yearns for meaning. His is a story of one person’s unswerving faith in God’s abiding presence continually calling us to cooperate with God in bringing about the unity of all.

Given the success of the first edition of this book, which appeared in 1986, I was appointed “External Collaborator to the Relator” for the Vatican (1987). This involved reading a volume of collected testi-monies of people who answered the Congregation’s questions about Solanus and then, building on this, writing the other two volumes of the Positio. These three volumes would become the official materials offered to determine his holiness.

The Congregation appointed as “Relator” for the Cause of Solanus Casey Father Peter Gumpel, S.J. Never have I met a Vatican official with so much insight and integrity. My visits to him in Rome lead me to echo the fine things said about him by Kenneth L. Woodward, religion editor of Newsweek.

[image: ]

Woodward had gone to Rome admittedly to write an exposé about the process used by the Vatican to determine who will be declared a saint. However, because of Peter Gumpel’s full cooperation, Woodward became a believer. His respectful interpretation of the process became his Making Saints: How the Catholic Church Determines Who Becomes a Saint, Who Doesn’t, and Why.4

By the time I finished my part in the trilogy that constituted the Positio, the biography of Solanus was 327 pages. The third part, while the smallest of the three at 145 pages, discussed “The Virtues.” It showed how Solanus practiced fifteen key virtues. These include the theological and cardinal virtues, the spiritual and corporal works of mercy, the three evangelical counsels and humility. This volume con-tains over thirteen hundred footnotes, many with multiple sources.

After being approved by Father Gumpel, the three volumes were reviewed by a “Designated Committee of Theological Consultants.” Each of these nine theologians prepared a report. On April 7, 1995 the Committee unanimously decided “that the Positio contains reasons and elements sufficient to reach the necessary moral certitude” that Solanus lived a life of heroic virtue. They stated, “the Servant of God, Francis Solanus Casey, was an authentic master through his words and example. His entire pastoral activity took place within the context of his apostolic zeal, the integrity of his Christian life, and his exquisite fatherly love toward all who came to him.”5

When the decision of the Designated Committee reached Pope John Paul II, he accepted their judgment and ordered that a decree be written about the heroic virtues of Solanus. This was prepared by the Congregation for the Causes of Saints and brought public in that audience with the pope on July 11, 1995.

Less than fifty years before, while in “semi-retirement” in Huntington, Indiana, Solanus had pondered the role of saints in our spiritual journey. In his mind saints were exemplars to help us attain
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“familiarity with God.” His words about them echoed in the decree about himself:


Self-understood there can be no thought of our know-ing God in our present state directly and as he is known in heaven. Our privilege here is to start such knowledge as can be perfected only in the great, blessed Beyond. Nevertheless, if we stop to think as we ought to do, there must be ways and means close at hand whereby, according to the lives of the saints, we may if we try, to ascend to great sanctity and to an astonishing familiar-ity with God even here as pilgrims to the Beatific Vision.6


In researching his life and writing his biography, I have been chal-lenged to find my own “ways and means close at hand,” whereby, as I reflect on his life and spirituality, I might move toward my own kind of “astonishing familiarity” with God. For this I always will be most grateful. In fact it no longer seems critical to me whether or not Solanus Casey moves to the next steps of being declared “Blessed” and then “Saint Solanus Casey.” Whatever happens officially will not change my deep gratitude for being touched by his life and message. He has become, for me, a “saint.”

This gratitude has kept me part of the effort to share his story with more and more people. This involved my work with others in the creation of the Solanus Casey Center and subsequent terms on its Ministry Council, which makes recommendations about its opera-tions, programs and materials.

Before writing this book I interviewed many people in Wisconsin, New York and Detroit, Michigan. While I thanked these, and others, in that earlier edition, I continue to be indebted to the tireless dedication to the cause of two key Capuchin Franciscans in my Province of Saint Joseph: Richard Merling and Leo Wollenweber. I also thank my brother, Capuchin Dan Crosby, for his help in this revised version. To
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these, the members of the Father Solanus Guild who work so dili-gently to share his message with the world, as well as past and present members of the Solanus Center Ministry Council I dedicate this third revision of Thank God Ahead of Time.

––––––––
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Ellen Murphy Casey and Bernard James Casey.
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EARLIEST PICTURE OF Casey family, Superior, Wisconsin, 1892. Bernard Casey, Jr. (Solanus), is in the top row, third from the left.



[image: ]


[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

November 25, 1870–

December 24, 1896
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IN 1930, THE THEN-SIXTY-year-old Solanus Casey reminisced about his parents and how they came from Ireland to Wisconsin:


Surely we were fortunate children that the good God gave us such sturdy, honest, virtuous parents. How can we ever be grateful enough? Thanks be to God! May their dear souls rest in the peace of the beloved! I often think of the wonderful designs of Divine Providence as revealed in the plans and strivings of these and similar “children of Saint Patrick.” They were often pioneers indeed. Our own dear parents were directed from city life in Boston and Philadelphia away to “The River Bank” [to] Prescott. It must have been little more than a village.1


In 1852, in the aftermath of the Irish Potato Famine, eight-year-old Ellen Murphy accompanied her widowed mother, Brigid, an older sister, Mary Ann, and three brothers from Camlough in County Armagh to Boston.2 Five years later, seventeen-year-old Bernard Casey
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emigrated from Ireland’s County Monaghan for Boston as well. There he learned shoemaking.

For her part, Brigid felt that Ellen had become mature enough that Brigid could leave her in Boston while she moved to Hastings, Minnesota, to be near other relatives. In 1860, Barney met the now-sixteen-year-old Ellen at a Fourth of July picnic. When their courtship continued to the point that Ellen wrote her mother that Barney Casey had proposed, Brigid told Ellen to leave Boston imme-diately for Minnesota.

The official excuse for Ellen’s move was that her sister, Mary Ann (who had married at sixteen a few years before with no apparent objections), had just given birth to twins. The true reason is clear from Brigid’s words to Ellen upon her arrival: “You’re still a girl. You should enjoy the years of your girlhood; then you can take on family respon-sibilities.”

Brigid arranged that Ellen would live with the Donnelly family. Here Ellen found herself thrust into an entirely new world. Ignatius Donnelly was a well-known writer and lecturer. Later he became the youngest member of the United States House of Representatives and then a senator from Minnesota.

After three years with the Donnellys, Brigid permitted Ellen to marry Barney. Ellen accompanied the Donnellys to Boston and, on October 6, 1863, Ellen Elizabeth Murphy and Bernard James Casey were married.

The newlyweds could have only a half-day honeymoon. The Civil War had begun in 1861 and Barney was swamped with orders for shoes for Union soldiers. At the war’s end, in April 1865, the couple moved to Germantown, Pennsylvania, and soon after that to New Castle, Pennsylvania. In both places they opened shoe stores with the help of Bernard’s brother Terrence.

While the Pennsylvania business faced failure, in Minnesota, Ellen’s now-grown brothers, Owen and Patrick, experienced increas-
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ing success as farmers. They urged their sister and brother-in-law to file a claim on some land just below the town of Prescott, on the Wisconsin side of the Mississippi. After many discussions the deci-sions were made: Terrence would go to Boston (where he subse-quently became a lawyer); Bernard and Ellen would take their children on the train to western Wisconsin.

Upon their arrival in fall 1865, Ellen’s brothers helped Barney clear some of the eighty-acre claim overlooking the Mississippi. They also built a three-room log house. Here Bernard Casey was born on November 25, 1870, the sixth of sixteen children. On December 18 he was baptized at Saint Joseph Mission Church in Prescott and given the name Bernard Francis Casey.

Here “Barney” Casey, Jr., spent his first years. Later, as Solanus Casey, he recalled the beauties as well as the difficulties of those first years of his life:


Here it was, smiling down on the “Father of Waters,” that five of us were privileged to breathe our first morning air and “sing our first baby music.” No doubt little Bernard must have been proficient in that music; because it was during his term of babyhood that Papa went blind with ague. For two weeks he had to be led by the hand, and his little namesake got a rupture from which he never completely recovered. Like in all other trials, however, the good God had his designs herein also, and we can say with fullest conviction and in all gratitude today: “The Lord knows best.” May he be in all his plans eternally blessed!

How we must have thrived there in real unworld-liness and innocence! Dangers of course were not wanting, to keep dear Father and Mother “on edge” and often, no doubt, in anxiety. Wild beasts and rattle-snakes seem to have been the most common cause of such anxiety, though two of our little cousins were
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drowned together just below our little retreat near that River. Otherwise it was so generous, so noble, so majestic.3


In their home Barney and Ellen Casey introduced young Barney to an Irish Catholic environment. This nurtured in Barney the deeply held religious conviction that would be evidenced in his later life. Part of the family’s daily practice would be meal prayers and regular night prayers during which everyone would pray “for a happy death and a favorable judgment.”4

By 1873, Barney Casey, Sr., had become successful enough to move a few miles away to Big River, Wisconsin. The new farm was part of an area called “The Trimbelle” after the nearby river. As Solanus described it:


The public road, such as it was, ran just past our little log cabin—a one-story mansion about 12 × 30 feet. You may smile at this title to honor it with, especially when you learn that it had a single partition only below. This was for “the bedroom” with Father and Mother on the one side and the little girls, Ellie and Mary Ann and lit-tle Mattie on the other. In the loft above, the little boys slept. In the morning, they sometimes played till they quarreled as little boys are wont to do....

Winters were often severe and snowbanks some-times mounted as high as the top of the gable roof. But poor, dear Father took care before the cold weather set in to bank well wherever he might. As a result, we were fairly comfortable no matter how the wind howled or the mercury sank.5


Farming at “The Trimbelle” brought Barney Casey more success. He not only had enough grain to feed his milk cows during the long Wisconsin winter; he had enough to sell to neighbors. The pasture provided good feed for the cattle (as well as deer and other animals).
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His vegetable and fruit garden produced a year-round diet of whole-some foods.

Solanus believed “he had never seen a picture—in Bible history or elsewhere—so nearly like an earthly paradise as he remembered that scenery to be—with deer in twos, threes and more, stopping on the hillside or valleys to gaze at what he might be doing.” The land pro-duced “an abundance of wild flowers and fruits and nuts and berries.”6 In his mind, Solanus believed that “what heightened the appreci-ation of those days was our innocence (from sin).”7 His own “inno-cence” was cultivated through the regular religious practices that defined the patterns of nineteenth-century Catholic pioneers. Besides prayers in the morning, at meals and at bedtime, whenever possible the family traveled six miles for Sunday Mass. Fasting since midnight, those going to the 10 AM Mass would leave at eight. With only one horse and wagon, the ever-growing members of the family had to take turns going to church. One Sunday half of the children would go with one parent and the next Sunday, the other half would go with the other parent. Those at home would have their own service. There, pre-cisely at 10 AM, the home-staying parent would gather the remaining

children and read the prayers of the Mass for the day.

Barney loved those Sunday morning services at home. In his mind they made the little log house a real “mansion.” It could be called “a mansion,” he believed, because, “every decent mansion has a chapel of some dimensions.”


Ours was at times all chapel, and at times something of a church. As long as we lived in that little abode—a “hovel” possibly outside, but clean and neat as a palace within—we were wont to say morning and night prayers together; and on Sundays at 10:00 A.M., Father would read Mass Prayers.

Of course when the weather permitted and the roads were any way decent, he would trudge away to
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church about six miles taking short cuts. Then Ellie or James or one of the others would lead the prayers (at home).


If a child’s attention span can be measured a minute for every year, even for young Barney, “sometimes they seemed pretty long.”8


It was during “such a Sunday,” Solanus recalled:

that Papa and Jim had gone to church when we saw the black cloud of smoke rising from the far side of some of the hills off to the South. The wind was pretty strong too and poor dear Mother seemed quite anxious. She was giving instructions what to do and getting ready for what must have looked like a probable burnout.

Ellie scratched a little “hoe-mark” out in front of the house and sprinkled holy water in it about half way down to the barn. By this time the fire was crackling through the grass and brush this side of Lamb’s Road and the smoke rolled over our heads in thick, dark clouds. Then the barn took fire, some ten rods east of the house, and we all went down, carrying some bed-clothes, to the lone tree that for a long time stood in the middle of the original, four-acre field.... As we hud-dled together under said lone tree (my own little face hidden in mother’s dress from the smoke) I heard mother saying in accents of relief: “Thanks be to God! Some of the neighbors have come and let the pig out.” It was a big white one and had broken out of the pen itself where it had been a contented prisoner right near the barn. We saw it running for safety.

Papa and James got home shortly after noon and some of the neighbors came to sympathize with us. It seemed a fresh, clear day, but our barn was in ruins and the hills were black in every direction, except our fields
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and up to the northwest where the fire did not cross the highway...except to burn our barn.9


On the Trimbelle farm, the older brothers helped their father in the fields and barn; the younger Barney helped his mother in the kitchen. The chance to go into the fields often provided wonderful child-

hood memories. As he recalled it:


Those hills formed a great part of our pasture lands where we boys, especially Maurice and I (till he left for Stillwater to study) used to watch the cattle and study our catechism. Sometimes we’d roll rocks down the hillside...or pick berries, or fish and swim till the cattle would stray away and get into mischief. Then we would have our own anxieties finding them. Sometimes we got our medicine for carelessness.10


Being rambunctious, at times young Barney “got his medicine” for other kinds of mischief besides carelessness. In such cases this medi-cine would be prescribed and administered by the stern and exacting Barney, Sr. Thus, when Solanus was six and threw a fork at one of his sisters his father warned: “This is the first time you have ever done anything like this. So your punishment will only be three lashes. But if you do any such thing again, you’ll receive six lashes. And if it should happen a third time, you’ll get nine lashes.”

When he was about seven, Solanus recalled how his “dear par-ents,” Irish Catholics that they were, had mutually dreamed of the privilege of being parents to a priest in their family. In their mind it would be Maurice:


This ideal seemed to have buoyed their hopes from the earliest years wherein they recognized holy matrimony as a state of life in which to serve God and help him to save souls. Furthermore, when the writer was in his seventh year and there were three brothers among
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their five dear ones ahead of him, it just seemed self-understood as though planned before birth that Maurice was to be the Priest. Not only was this the case in our immediate family and relatives, but our neigh-boring children often spoke of it and seemed to revere him as so fortunately destined and chosen. So much was this true that someone even at that time and per-haps earlier, began to wonder if possibly there couldn’t be two priests in a family—hardly hesitating that he would be the other himself.11


Maurice entered the seminary around 1883. But “health failure of the senior brother in his early classics had sent him home from the semi-nary, heavy-hearted—a family disappointment.”12 His departure from the seminary three years after entering was precipitated by a nervous condition that would plague him for the rest of his life.

Other health problems troubled the Casey family as well. Black diphtheria had struck in 1878 when Solanus was eight. It slowly took the life of his twelve-year-old sister. “Who will take the place of Mary Ann?,” Ellen Casey wondered aloud as she held three-year-old Martha. Climbing down from her mother’s arms, Martha walked to the corner and picked up the broom so often used by Mary Ann. “I will, Mama. I will sweep the floor for you like Mary Ann.” Three days later, though, the disease claimed little Martha’s life as well. Although several of the boys, including Barney, also contracted the disease, all of them recov-ered. In Barney’s case, however, it had residual side effects. It made his voice weak and raspy. This may have been the cause of the peculiarly high pitch that defined his voice for the rest of his life.

While such tragedies and illnesses sometimes brought worry and grief into the Casey household, the pioneering Caseys brought even greater joy to their children through the folk songs and stories they brought with them from Ireland. Evenings found many of these being shared around the table in the log cabin. Other times Barney, Sr., and
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Ellen gathered everyone around the dining room table for an evening of literature. There Barney, Sr., would read the poems of Tom Moore, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and John Greenleaf Whittier. Stories like James Fenimore Cooper’s The Deerslayer held the children fasci-nated for long periods of time.13

In his later life Solanus continued the tradition of sharing songs and stories with his nieces and nephews. In this, Solanus was a true seanchaidhe (shan-a-kee), the Irish word for storyteller. In the process, like every good seanchaidhe, he probably embellished the story further than it had been embellished for him. A nephew recalls one such tale:


A certain overgrown John Joseph M., a contemporary of your Great Grandfather, a namesake and probably a relative, skipped school at thirteen because he was ashamed to go to class with little boys. He joined the British navy and went to the Far East. Later he failed in an enterprise in London. He first joined the Hudson Bay Company and then joined an Indian tribe and became the famous “Chief Black Eagle of the North.” He was very charitable to the poor Indians whom, from the beginning, he had learned to love. But he was called to something greater.

Deep in the wilderness he came across a sort of lit-tle clearing. There in the crotch of a big tree he met a weather-beaten statue of our Immaculate Mother. Calling his braves together shortly thereafter, he resigned. He disposed of his vast estates, went to Rome and after five years was ordained a priest. He returned to Ireland and after several years of mission in London, became the famous Fr. John of Cork.

Who does not get a taste of the Cross one way or another and, if only with resignation: “The bigger the cross, the greater the crown.”14
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At a time when movies, television and video games could not be imag-ined, such stories provided the Casey family with their own home entertainment center. Especially when snows isolated the family, such amusement buoyed their spirits.

Another family practice, which remained with him throughout his later Capuchin life, involved the way Solanus would kneel upright at prayer, without support. This he learned from his mother and his sister Ellen. Solanus also learned from his parents a kind of “ecu-menism” (before the word was used) that would influence him greatly in his later years. His family mixed well, not only across ethnic lines within Catholicism; but with neighboring Protestants as well. Possibly because many of these Irish, German and French-Canadian neighbors had experienced bigotry and left their countries because of discrimi-nation, the Caseys realized the futility of arguing over religion and how it often led to alienation.

The town of Alihue was four miles away and home to many Methodists and Lutherans. While some Catholics belittled their ways, Solanus remembered the people of Alihue simply as “mostly honest, good Christians.”15

Five miles beyond Alihue was Burkhardt. Needing a bigger house and convinced he could capitalize on his farming success at Trimbelle, Bernard Casey moved the family to a 345-acre farm there in 1882. The clapboard house had six rooms, two barns, a large ice house and a deep root house. The Willow River flowed nearby and Dry Dam Lake (which proved excellent for fishing and swimming) bordered the property.

An interesting feature of the land was the railroad line that ran through it. This made Saint Paul, Minnesota (thirty miles to the west), less than an hour’s ride away. Not satisfied with meeting the basic needs of his family (there were now twelve members), Barney took advantage of the train to become a distributor for religious goods. After buying books at the religious goods store in Saint Paul,
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he’d bring them on the train. As it neared the farm, he lugged the heavy canvas bag to the train’s rear platform. Then he’d heave the bag into a snowbank where the boys waited. When the train stopped at Burkhardt, he would walk back to the farm. He encouraged the chil-dren to read the books (keeping them unsoiled) before he sold them so that they might be aware of the latest in religious thought. Another way of supplementing the family income came by selling subscrip-tions to the Irish Standard and Extension magazine.

Nine miles from the farm, in Hudson, was St. Patrick parish. Two weeks before his First Communion, Barney, Jr., went there to review Catholic doctrine. It was 1883, and he was thirteen—a year older than the typical age for First Communion. Sickness and family chores had delayed Barney’s First Communion a year.

Although the Casey children began studying their catechism when they were seven, the two-week course provided Barney a con-centrated miniseries in his faith. Staying in the houses of city parish-ioners, communicants like Barney would attend morning and after-noon instructions. Pastor Thomas A. Kelly wanted to be certain his young parishioners could defend clearly the church’s teachings. Only when he was satisfied they had sufficient knowledge could they receive Communion. Following the tradition in many Irish parishes at that time, Barney, Jr., used the occasion of his First Communion to “take the Pledge”—a promise not to drink alcoholic beverages until his twenty-first birthday.

When he was fifteen, Barney had nearly completed his elemen-tary grades at the District School. However, because the last two crops had failed and the winter of 1886 proffered more bleakness, he left school to help out. The crisis found the Caseys adding another peti-tion to the usual fifteen minutes of family evening prayer: that the harvest not fail totally.

After evening prayers with the family, Barney had decided he would recite the rosary nightly at his bedside. Once, after a hard day
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of chores, he decided to skip it to get more sleep. However he felt he should pray at least one decade. So he knelt down and began. To his surprise, he was able to stay awake until the whole rosary was completed.

That night he dreamed he was suspended over a huge pit of flames and nearly falling into it. Looking for something to save him, he saw a huge rosary hanging just above. Clinging to it saved him from falling into the pit. Later he said that it was this dream that began his special relationship with the Blessed Virgin.

When the financial situation of the Caseys did not improve, it was decided that Barney, Jr., should leave the farm to find work in Stillwater, Minnesota, twenty miles away. He got a job at the log booms, unjamming the felled trees that filled the Saint Croix River (a tributary of the Mississippi). Barney’s job was to feed logs into the Stillwater mills. When he finished work he stayed with his mother’s brother, Father Maurice Murphy, the pastor at a Catholic church in Stillwater.

When the waters froze in winter, Barney returned home to finish school and help on the farm. Although the summer wheat had failed, other crops had produced good results. This harvest, combined with Barney’s income from work, made it possible to not only cancel the family debts, but to produce the first surplus in a long time.

Now seventeen and in his final year of grade school, Barney had become interested in rhetoric and debate. At that time, debates were not only an academic exercise; they were a public affair. Attending debates was a form of entertainment.

Debate provided a natural outlet for Barney’s rebel side. It was a good forum for his natural tendency to argue about the facts and his desire to compete. He was open to challenge from all comers. It pro-vided him a nonviolent way he could engage in combat (given his aversion to violence itself). He actually went out of his way to provoke a debate.16
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One formal debate in Burkhardt addressed a controversial subject in those days preceding Prohibition: “Resolved: that the intemperate consumption of alcohol has been a greater evil than war.” Barney’s older brother John and his father joined him on the team. Although the debate began with decorum and dignity, it quickly became heated with hard feelings the result.

One person who seems to have attended the debate was fifteen-year-old Rebecca Tobin. Although Barney was older, the two began to spend time together at school as well as afterward, even after he grad-uated from elementary school in 1887.

After graduation, Barney returned to Stillwater to work in a brick kiln. One day when the workers stopped for lunch, they saw that Barney hadn’t brought one. Some of the German-speaking workers offered him some of theirs: Limburger cheese sandwiches. After he had eaten, they asked if he had ever eaten this kind of cheese. “No, I never ate it before,” the young Irishman responded, “but I often stepped in it.”17 Such humor, then and later, endeared him to all.

Ellen Casey had given Barney a Brown Scapular of our Lady of Mt. Carmel. As Solanus later recalled, it proved to be most providen-tial while he worked at the kiln:


Outside next to the building there was a large deep pit filled with water. I saw a man fall in, and I dove into the water, with all my clothes on and grabbed hold of him. He struggled with me and was pulling me down among the weeds so that I couldn’t free myself.

Suddenly I grabbed at the scapular I was wearing and with it I was somehow pulled up. Then another man who saw us, dove into the water and pulled the man away from me. However, the drowning man struggled so hard that the would-be-rescuer had to let him go, and so he drowned. I think I could have saved him. I know the Scapular of our Lady saved me.18
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After his work at the kiln in Stillwater Barney worked at the local pen-itentiary as a part-time guard. There he became friendly with many prisoners. People person that he was, befriending the prisoners was easy for Barney. However, because he found it difficult to say no to their many requests, he had to be on guard (literally and figuratively) so that the prisoners did not take advantage of him.

Two of the most notorious prisoners were the Younger brothers, Jim and Cole. Formerly part of Jesse James’s gang, Cole Younger was befriended by Barney, who spent lots of time talking with him. Cole gave Barney a clothes trunk that he kept for many years.

Although he liked his job at the prison, he discovered he could make more money working on the newly opened electric streetcar in Stillwater. He got a job as a motorman. Soon he was driving the new trolley cars.

During this time Barney and Rebecca found ways to communi-cate through correspondence and periodic visits. Around the time she was seventeen and finishing school, the relationship got more serious. It was not long before Barney decided to ask for Rebecca’s hand in marriage. Even though she respected young Barney Casey, Jr., Rebecca’s mother would hear none of it. She sent Rebecca to a board-ing school in St. Paul. Barney would never see her again.

Nothing has been recorded as to how this decision affected young Barney. However, it seems it did not stop him from developing other relationships. One to whom he felt especially attracted was Nellie O’Brien (who later became his brother John’s wife).

As a youth Barney had learned to play the violin; this talent helped him as a young man because he knew how to play popular tunes at dances. Although he played the violin only passably (and never improved), he did so with great energy. This was another good reason why Barney Casey, Jr., was a welcome guest at any party.

With his skills as a motorman, Barney went to Appleton, Wisconsin. There he worked for a couple of years for a new streetcar
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company. Then, in the spring of 1890 he moved to Superior to work on streetcars there—his fifth job in three years. While these many moves might indicate instability or, at least, a basic restlessness, they finally brought him closer to his family. They also proved valuable for the Casey family finances.

Drought and chinch bugs on the farm caused successive crop fail-ures in 1887 and 1888. Another failure in 1889 dealt a devastating blow to the once prosperous Bernard Casey, Sr. Not quite forty-nine and with many mouths to feed, he felt in no condition to continue relying on the uncertainties of the local weather to provide for his family.

At that time Superior was one of the largest cities in Wisconsin. Barney, Jr., wrote home about its boom. With jobs readily available, he urged the family to move. At first the three oldest brothers arrived, including Maurice. By now he had been home from the seminary for several years. The four rented a house. Then came a sister, Nell. She left her teaching job to keep house for them.

In 1891 Barney Sr., sold the Burkhardt farm. He loaded the furni-ture, farm implements, fodder, cows and horses into two boxcars at the railroad siding. These were shipped to Superior where the broth-ers had rented a farm of forty acres. Another one hundred and sixty acres were soon added. These provided good supplies of oats and hay for the livestock, plus vegetables and fruit for the family.

While the move brought the family enough security to build a ten-room house in Superior, Barney, Jr., felt little security or peace. While interesting, being a motorman did not give him a sense of purpose. Increasingly he found himself wondering if he might not have a vocation to the priesthood. While this idea had come and gone for years, he seems never to have taken it seriously. With the family secure again, any excuse about needing to help out financially no longer applied.

Then, on a late afternoon in the fall of 1891, as he worked at his conductor’s job, something jarred him into action. It was a cold,
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dreary evening. As his trolley rounded a corner in Superior’s “rough section,” the car stopped with a jolt. A crowd was gathered, watching something terrible take place on the tracks.

As Barney and two crewmen ran to the scene they saw a very ine-briated sailor looming over a young woman. She lay bleeding on the tracks. Knife in hand, the sailor was cursing at her. In a few moments two policemen arrived and disarmed him at gunpoint. Then they took the sailor to jail. Upon returning to the trolley, Barney began to think about his future—probably more deeply than he ever had done. As he did he felt he could not interpret this brutal stabbing and the sailor’s cursing as an isolated incident; rather he saw it as a kind of microcosm of the all the violence and anger in the world. While he prayed for the woman and her assailant, Barney realized he had to do more than just pray for them. He had to do something about the vio-lence that seemed so prevalent in his world. Something told him that what he had to do would not be linked with trolley cars.

Still shaken two days later, Solanus decided to visit his pastor at Sacred Heart rectory. He told Father Sturm that he wanted to change his life. Furthermore he felt called to try to make the world better by serving God in the priesthood.

Father Sturm recommended Saint Francis de Sales Seminary, just outside Milwaukee. This was the “German Seminary” for the Archdiocese. Maurice had attended it and failed in his effort. For some reason, neither Maurice’s failure, nor the German language used there, deterred Barney. He would go. This meant he must go through four years of high school with candidates many years younger than his own twenty-one years.

For his first year, Barney excelled academically; he also received high marks for application and conduct. However, after this his grades began to decline. In his 1894–1895 semesters he raised his marks enough to enter fifth class, the equivalent of the first year of college, in fall 1895.
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For the second semester he got low- to mid-70s in Latin, algebra, geometry and history, high 70s to low 80s in German, and the equiv-alent of today’s “B” in vocal music, U.S. history and natural philoso-phy. He was now twelfth of fifteen and steadily dropping a notch in his class each semester.19 Although he was technically not failing, the seminary officials did not believe Barney could maintain the level of academic excellence they demanded of their seminarians.

How did this happen? Understanding the dynamics involved shows how the future “success” of Solanus Casey was linked to this increasing “failure” of young Barney Casey, Jr.

Barney was not limited in knowledge. However, while he could process information quickly, he also had a tendency to skim the sur-face. Information most easily available was processed; he did not probe much further. This natural tendency, coupled with his lack of proficiency in German—to say nothing of the Latin—created increasing academic problems for the young Irishman.

Although the seminary leaders decided he could not
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