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Praise for A Radical Faith


“I’ve always believed that responsibility, honesty, and faith are the three pillars of a strong character. Sister Maura Clarke, who recognized the humanity in everyone she met—from schoolchildren in the Bronx to farmers in Nicaragua—lived a life that served as a testament to that strength. Eileen Markey’s beautifully told narrative reminds us of Maura’s courage in the face of brutal dictators and shocking suffering. It’s an important story that has been forgotten for too long, and Markey’s book returns Maura to her deserved place in history.”


—MARTIN SHEEN


“Eileen Markey’s A Radical Faith is a beautifully rendered account of a true radical hero, who was born in Queens, New York, and was murdered, along with three other Christian comrades, in El Salvador. Markey’s important book is a loving testament to their life and work.”


—GREG GRANDIN, AUTHOR OF THE EMPIRE OF NECESSITY


“Eileen Markey has given us a spiritual and political thriller that is meanwhile a tender chronicle of one woman’s journey into history. Maura Clarke’s death helped define a generation of faithful opposition to US-backed brutality abroad, and now a new generation can rise up under the inspiration of Clarke’s life. This extraordinary book is a must-read for aspiring saints and rebels of all persuasions.”


—NATHAN SCHNEIDER, AUTHOR OF GOD IN PROOF AND THANK YOU, ANARCHY


“In death, Maryknoll Sister Maura Clarke became known as a symbol of the brutality of El Salvador’s pitiless conflict in the 1980s. In this rare and beautiful book, Eileen Markey brings Maura to life. From her childhood in a tightly knit Irish Catholic neighborhood to her departure for Nicaragua in 1959 and subsequent murder in El Salvador, Maura’s life became interwoven with the tumultuous history of Cold War Central America. Drawing on personal correspondence and extensive interviews, Markey skillfully evokes the transformation of the Catholic Church during those turbulent decades, crafting a searing testament to the meaning of faith amidst the hard choices imposed by desperate circumstances.”


—CYNTHIA ARNSON, DIRECTOR, LATIN AMERICAN PROGRAM, WOODROW WILSON INTERNATIONAL CENTER FOR SCHOLARS


“A Radical Faith is a vivid and richly detailed book about a rebel and a martyr. It is also the epic story of an ordinary woman swept into the maelstrom of Central American terror who becomes a committed shepherd to her flock in the pursuit of justice.”


—JUNE CAROLYN ERLICK, AUTHOR OF DISAPPEARED: A JOURNALIST SILENCED, THE IRMA FLAQUER STORY


“I am grateful for Eileen Markey’s beautiful and moving biography of Maura Clarke, the Maryknoll nun from Queens murdered by the Salvadoran army for embracing the full meaning of God’s love for the poor. The book shows how radical it was for Maura to live the implications of her faith as a missionary in humble Nicaraguan and Salvadoran communities. The story of her life, and of her murder together with fellow missionaries Ita Ford, Dorothy Kazel, and Jean Donovan, sheds light on the true nature of the Central American conflicts of the 1970s and ’80s.”


—HÉCTOR LINDO-FUENTES, PROFESSOR OF HISTORY, FORDHAM UNIVERSITY
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For Martin and Sally Markey, who gave me this faith; for Owen Markey Murphy and Hugh Kozlowski Markey Murphy, who inherit it; and for Jarrett Murphy, who lives it.


[image: ]


Our sisters were killed because they lived as the Gospel of Jesus directed them to live. That Gospel illuminates and touches all aspects of human life and is never separated from it. It proclaims total freedom for all persons and societies from the slavery of selfishness, hatred and fear. This Gospel judges the proud and powerful who put their trust in the idols of money, power and status. It lifts up the needy and the poor who put their trust in God and His love.


To those who are blind to the message of that Gospel, our sisters and countless others who daily witness to it by their lives are dangerous! They threaten political structures which promote false idols and destroy the image of God in the human person. Ita and Maura were committed to the Gospel and thus gave their lives in love with and for the poor. That and that alone is why they died.


—FROM THE JOINT STATEMENT OF THE MARYKNOLL SISTERS AND MARYKNOLL FATHERS AND BROTHERS, DECEMBER 1980









INTRODUCTION


Four Dead in El Salvador


The grave was fresh. The soil yielded easily to the shovels. It was no trouble, really, to uncover the bodies. They were piled one on top of the other, buried quickly the day before by orders from the local military commander. In minutes they were hoisted from the narrow ground and laid beside each other in the cow pasture. Their clothes were askew and their faces dirty, their hair matted with blood. Two of the women appeared to have been raped. A tigüilote tree, its limbs reaching over the place where they lay, cast a little shade. The women had been missing a long day and a half. Now they were found.1


An onlooker stumbled to the ground, fell on her knees. A veteran nun who had been working in El Salvador for four years, Maddie Dorsey had seen dozens of bodies like these: bloodied, discarded, floating in a lake or tossed helter-skelter on the roadside. They were often left in places where people could easily discover them; the bodies became a message of fear and warning for all who saw them. See what happened to her? This is what troublemakers get.


A son didn’t come home at night. A daughter didn’t arrive where she said she’d be. Then began the waiting. Finally, a day or a month later—but sometimes never—someone would find a body in a ditch and word would spread and the mother or husband or sister would go and try to claim the body, would hope to be able to recognize it. Maddie often went with them. Sometimes she simply visited the family when the grieving mother tried to have a funeral, but friends were too frightened to show their faces at the church, lest they be marked for execution as well. Now Maddie was kneeling for women she called sisters. Just days earlier she’d been at a retreat with two of them in Nicaragua. She and two other Catholic nuns, Terry Alexander and Elizabeth Kochik, prayed quietly as the bodies were lifted out.2


The American ambassador, Robert White, had been called to the scene. He blanched and muttered the words “I am sorry” when he saw the dead women’s faces. They were four US citizens: Jean Donovan, a church volunteer who had grown up on the gold coast of Connecticut and gotten involved in missionary work when she moved to Cleveland, Ohio, after business school; Dorothy Kazel, OSU, a Catholic nun of the Ursuline order who was also from Cleveland; Ita Ford, MM, a Catholic nun of the Maryknoll order, who had worked in the 1970s in poor neighborhoods of Santiago, Chile, under the dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet; and Maura Clarke, MM. At nearly fifty Maura was the oldest of the group; she had been a nun for thirty years. Effervescent and gracious, with emotive brown eyes and a knack for paying intense attention to people others might prefer to ignore, she’d grown up in New York City, the eldest of three children. The green skirt her mother had made her clung to her legs now as her body lay on the ground, one arm extended above her head, her pretty face turned to the right. After living and working for seventeen years with the poor of Nicaragua, she had arrived in El Salvador at the beginning of August, hoping to share the troubles of the people. Four months later, here she was.3


More than 8,000 people were killed in such a way in El Salvador in 1980 alone, the first year of a twelve-year civil war that left over 75,000 people dead.a


The killings weren’t random. They were carried out by the country’s army, by the National Guard, by the National Police, by squads of citizens organized and trained by those military entities, and by groups of off-duty military men operating in clandestine brigades named for Maximiliano Hernández Martínez, the right-wing dictator of their fathers’ generation. The people killed were members of farmworker unions and cooperatives, students, nurses and doctors who gave public health training to poor people, teachers, people involved with their parish youth groups, catechism instructors, Bible study group members—indeed, anyone who questioned the economic and political system in El Salvador. Ambassador White had been reporting all this to Washington and struggling to maintain a space for US diplomacy between a military government and a left-wing insurgency bolstered by the ranks of people who found the bodies of their loved ones in places like this cow pasture in Santiago Nonualco. A few days before this latest killing, the political leaders of a newly united opposition group, the Democratic Revolutionary Front, were kidnapped from a meeting at the Jesuit high school in San Salvador. A day later, their bodies were found, mutilated. With the loss of these men, the American ambassador lost his best negotiating partners on the left. Now, looking at the broken bodies of these four church workers, he committed to bringing to justice the military that killed them. “They won’t get away with it this time,” he said. Within a few months his diplomatic career was over.5


The people who lived in the area or worked on the hacienda next door covered the bodies with the palmlike branches of the tigüilote tree. At midafternoon the Salvadoran sun was hot and close, even in December, and there would soon be flies. The branches helped a little. The soldiers, clutching their guns, stood around the way soldiers do. The ambassador and his staff filed into their vehicles, bringing with them Juan Santos Cerón, the local justice of the peace who had authorized the opening of the grave, and sped down the dirt road, back toward San Salvador to confront the Salvadoran military and send a cable to Washington.6


Two days earlier, on the morning of Tuesday, December 2, a member of his staff handed Fr. Ephraím López a letter that had been left at the church office in Chalatenango, an old colonial town of narrow streets and stucco buildings built hard against the road, in the mountains of northern El Salvador. The Spanish-style church rose high and gleaming white in the sun. Taller than any other building in the provincial capital, it dominated the central plaza. Or maybe more accurately it split influence over the central plaza with the town’s other great institution: the army barracks. Military Detachment No. 1 was housed in this building.7


In the past year, a military intelligence unit had moved in as well. In addition to housing the soldiers and the administrative offices, the facility served as a prison for people arrested on suspicion of subversion. Many, many times Fr. López, a deliberate man whose face barely moved when he spoke, the son of local landowners, had walked into the army barracks to speak to the commander and request the release of this prisoner or that, the husband of a woman in the village of San José Las Flores, the son of a family in the town of San Antonio Los Ranchos. The commander of the base, Colonel Ricardo Augusto Peña Arbaiza, did not like priests and nuns. He kept a bible, a gun, and Norman Vincent Peale’s The Power of Positive Thinking on his desk and quizzed visitors on scriptural passages. He liked to lecture on the dangers of Catholicism and communism. Catholics are subversive, he’d told one of the now-dead women a month earlier, because they side with the poor.8


Fr. López looked at the paper he’d been handed. On it were his name and those of everyone who worked in the parish: the seminarians, the Salvadoran nuns, and the two American nuns—Ita Ford and Maura Clarke—who had been working in the parish the past few months. “All these people are subversives. They will be killed. It starts today,” the missive read.


Shaken, Fr. López decided to bring the message to the head of the Catholic Church in El Salvador that very day. Bishop Arturo Rivera y Damas had only held the position for nine months; he was named to the role after the previous archbishop, Óscar Romero, was murdered while saying Mass in March 1980. Fr. López drove through the steep streets of Chalatenango, where he had been appointed pastor just two years earlier, past land his brother owned and where he had grown up to San Salvador. He brought the letter to the bishop at the archdiocese headquarters at San José de la Montaña, an imposing church and seminary in downtown San Salvador. Its once elegant grounds had become a makeshift refugee center for the hundreds of people fleeing repression in the countryside. The priest stayed overnight in a house his family owned in San Salvador. He knew Maura and Ita were in Nicaragua and planning to stay in another part of El Salvador the night they returned. He drove back to Chalatenango the next morning, only to learn that they were missing. By the end of December he would flee to Washington, DC.9


Hours after Fr. Ephraím López read his own name on the death list, Maura walked from house to house in Ciudad Sandino, Nicaragua, visiting old friends. She had been in Nicaragua for close to a week, at a conference with other sisters from the Maryknoll religious order who worked in the Central American countries of Panama, Nicaragua, and El Salvador. The group of nuns in the region got together a few times a year to check in with each other, buoy one another’s spirits, compare notes, and assess their work. It was a good meeting and a lot of attention was focused on the sisters working in El Salvador. How were they holding up? Were they traumatized by so much death? Did they think there was still room for them to work, or was it too dangerous? Maria Rieckelman, a Maryknoll sister who was a psychiatrist, came to the meeting to talk about trauma and help the sisters assess themselves. The four from El Salvador told their fellow nuns how frightening it was in the country, but insisted that they didn’t want to leave. They pressed the regional leadership to find a way to send more nuns. There was a lot of work to do with so many people suffering, they explained, and they needed more than four Maryknoll sisters to do it all.10


On the last night of the Nicaragua retreat, the nuns held a prayer service. They sat together in the informal chapel, read from the book of Ezekiel, and thought about the parable of the Good Shepherd: “It is not easy Lord, for us to lay down our lives for one another. We fear the challenge of shepherding,” Maura prayed with her Maryknoll sisters. They sang. And they sat in silence. The final prayer asked for courage, “Give us a power of concentration and a gift of energy to make our love unobtrusive, almost casual, but strong as death.”11


A crowd of sisters accompanied Maura and Ita to the airport the next afternoon. Maddie and Terry had left a few hours earlier. When the 5:15 flight to San Salvador was delayed, the sisters had coffee together, talking and joking. They hugged their friends good-bye, waved and smiled as they walked through the departures gate. Takeoff was at 6:15. They were met at the airport in San Salvador by Dorthy and Jean, who planned to drive them to La Libertad in their van. They’d ridden in this van dozens of times, often with bulging sacks of rice or terrified Salvadoran peasants fleeing the violence of Chalatenango. They drove out the dark airport road.12


Three hours later, farmworkers in Santiago Nonualco heard the guns. They thought maybe it was guerrillas in an exchange of fire with the National Guard. Then came the sound of the van racing on the dirt road, its interior lights on and music blasting from the radio, a surreal apparition cutting through the thick night.


The next morning, December 3, a farmer driving his milking cow spotted the four bodies in a ditch along the lonely dirt road. He told the local justice of the peace, Juan Santos Cerón, who went to the pasture and found an officer of the National Guard and several soldiers and peasants digging a grave. Cerón took a ring from the finger of one of the women, possible help in identifying her if anyone came looking. Some people who lived nearby saw the burial and told their parish priest.13


By now, people were beginning to wonder what had happened to Dorothy, Jean, Ita, and Maura. In La Libertad, Paul Schindler was waiting. Dorothy and Jean didn’t show up at their weekly staff meeting. The night before he’d seen the bags from the duty-free shop in the La Libertad convent. The women must have come in and left them. Good, he thought. They made it home from the airport. Every journey was a little risky, especially with Jean and Dorothy doing these food runs up to Chalatenango now with the Maryknollers. Schindler, a solid, round-faced man with a broad midwestern accent, wide shoulders, and a frank all-American manner, was a priest from Ohio. He’d been in El Salvador since 1972, running parishes in La Libertad, saying Mass and celebrating First Communions in an overwhelmingly Catholic country that had always had too few priests. But increasingly his time was spent visiting army barracks to ask that parishioners be released and burying church members who showed up dead. Sometimes the bodies were dumped at the bottom of a precipice outside the port town, left for the buzzards. Schindler rigged ropes and rappelled down to the water’s edge. He immolated the bodies he couldn’t carry back up, saying the funeral prayers and letting the ashes wash into the embrace of the sea.


By noon on this day Schindler and the other team members were deeply worried. A year earlier when the bishop from Cleveland had been down to check on the mission, he asked a frank question: What happens when one of you gets kidnapped or killed? Schindler and Jean and Dorothy and Christine Rody, a Vincentian sister from Cincinnati had laughed. “They don’t kill gringos,” they assured the American bishop. But even so, they put in place a protocol. A list of who to call first, second, and third. A system for signing in and out. A phone log. Now, like a grim dance he wished he didn’t know, it went into effect.


Schindler called the American ambassador. Just two nights before, on December 1, he and Jean and Dorothy had had dinner with White and his wife at the ambassador’s residence. Conversation ran long and the ambassador invited them all to stay over; they shouldn’t be on the roads at one in the morning. Now Schindler told the ambassador that Jean and Dorothy were missing. He didn’t know whether Ita and Maura had arrived from Nicaragua or not. At four p.m. on December 3, while driving to the airport in hopes of finding some clue about their friends, Christine Rody and Elizabeth Kochik saw a burned-out van on the road. Although much of the van was now unrecognizable, they noticed familiar dents on the fender.14


By the next morning, December 4, the news was all over the United States and Latin America. Headlines in dozens of papers screamed: “U.S. Nuns Missing near San Salvador.”


Paul Schindler got the phone call around noon. The bodies of four North American women had been found by the side of the road in Santiago Nonualco. The priest in San Vincente whose parishioners had told him about the bodies the day before had called the bishop. When Maddie, Elizabeth, and Terry heard the news, they went straight to the office of the judge in San Juan Nonualco, the nearest proper town to Santiago. They found the judge’s assistant in a hot little office. He pulled open a drawer in a battered wooden desk and removed a simple silver ring with a symbol carved into its face: chi and rho, the first letters of the Greek word for “Christ,” encircled in a line that represents the Earth. The symbol has been used in Christian iconography since the third century and its shape evokes the death of Jesus by crucifixion. The ring is worn by every Maryknoll nun as a sign of her commitment. This one had been given to Maura Clarke the day she knelt in the convent chapel in the spring damp Hudson River Valley in May 1953 and professed her vows as a Maryknoll sister. Maddie called the rest of the group in La Libertad.


“They’re our dear girls,” she said.15


Who was this woman in the dirt? What forces in her life, in herself led her to this vicious death so far from home? What did that ring, slipped on the slender finger of a twenty-two-year-old, have to do with farm laborers and death squads, clandestine meetings and military orders?


In the thirty-five years since their murder, Maura and her companions have become symbols. Many forces—personal, religious, and political—combined to deliver Maura to that hastily dug grave at the edge of the cold war. This book seeks to put her back in her context, to understand her death by examining her life, to make her whole again.


In doing so we can see in this one woman a history of the mid-twentieth century: the cohesion and power of an immigrant New York neighborhood, and the romantic inheritance of the Old Country. Maura was raised on stories of the Irish Revolution, her worldview shaped as much by her parents’ experience of subjugation as by the New Deal and World War II. The circumscribed roles for working class women combined with a sincere desire to do good led thousands of women in her generation into convents. For Maura, being a nun was never about locking herself away; it was a means to lead a bigger life, to be part of the wide world. Her life tells the story of the dramatic shifts that swept through the Catholic Church in the 1960s, which reordered nuns’ role and reimagined the dictates of faithfulness in the corporeal world. Maura’s life as a missionary in Central America maps the reach of US power and delineates the Faustian calculus Washington, DC, adopted: supporting any regime that resisted Cuba or the Soviet Union. The parish priest in Maura’s first mission had blessed the planes that deployed to the Bay of Pigs. Nicaragua’s dictator came to cut the ribbon on the school she ran, built by President Kennedy’s anticommunist Alliance for Progress. The man who directed her murder was trained by the US military.


The deaths of the churchwomen, as Maura, Ita, Dorothy, and Jean came to be called, were met with shock and confusion in the United States and kept Central American policy in the headlines for a decade. That the four were clergy became a rallying cry: surely the United States was backing the wrong side if it was arming and training nun killers, the sisters’ advocates argued. The image of Maddie, Terry, and Elizabeth kneeling in that cow pasture as the bodies were exhumed was seared into the public consciousness.


But as much as the churchwomen’s murder elicited outrage and inspired opposition to continual support for the government that killed them, it also provoked suspicion. What were those nuns doing down there? The question floated behind any discussion of the crime or its repercussions. Jean Kirkpatrick, foreign policy adviser to incoming President Reagan, argued that the churchwomen were something other than nuns: that they were social activists operating on behalf of the leftist guerrillas of the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN) and that someone opposed to the FMLN killed them. Secretary of State Alexander Haig went several steps further in January 1981, suggesting in a congressional hearing—and in contradiction of ballistics evidence collected by the FBI—that the women may have been killed in an exchange of gunfire. It wasn’t true, but it muddied the waters and gave oxygen to a suspicion: what were those sisters doing down there?


Our cultural memory is filled with narratives of nuns’ dedicating their lives to God. These images usually involve high walls and fences, angelic voices, restrictions, penance, purity, and innocence—a renunciation of the world. But what if God, or if that word hangs you up with all its baggage, what if the sacred exists not somewhere else in rarified unattainable form, what if it’s here? What if commitment means a dedication to God in others, a seeking of the holy in the messiness and in the complexity of a real life? What if following God means not so much attempting to order one’s life into fidelity to rules, but working to change the circumstances of a world that insults the sacredness of most men and women?


Sometimes it seems we demand that our victims be powerless, that innocence—pristine separation from the world—is a prerequisite for being wronged. But Maura had agency. She wasn’t a hapless innocent. She was an actor in a fraught and shocking place, struggling to hear God’s direction in the cacophony of fear and violence, grief and terror. The repression of Salvadoran farmworkers and church members drew outrage and condemnation from human rights organizations because it was directed at noncombatants, people innocent of armed rebellion. And undoubtedly, Maura’s murder carried extra currency because she was a nun. The military regime conducted its anti-insurgency operations as though there were no innocents, anyone criticizing the regime was de facto a guerrilla sympathizer. At the same time, the military chiefs pleaded innocence, claiming to know nothing about the death squads, pledging over and over again to rout out the perpetrators of atrocities that they themselves were directing. The US diplomats wore that most infuriating trait of American innocence amid world affairs: the inability to see.


But Maura could see. She rejected the innocence of blindness, and she chose to act. Her death and life raise profound questions about the intersection of religious conviction and political action. What does belief compel in the real world? If the holy is not only in the sanctuary but also in the street, what are the obligations of the faithful? Maura was killed because of the work she was doing. That work was an expression of her religious practice. We like our martyrs at a distance, uncomplicated by political context. But Maura, assassinated in a war so recent its architects and coaches are still alive, was killed for her belief—because her belief drove her to act. Her death had power. It could be used as an indictment of US foreign policy. Her murder alerted people in the United States to the carnage in El Salvador. She died just like the Salvadorans she went to help, just like the campesinos who were disappeared and tortured by their government, the tens of thousands of women who were raped, the unending toll of bodies torn from their homes by death squads and discarded on the roadside. In Maura and the other churchwomen we began to see the mass of Salvadorans cut down for the crime of asking for something better and we learned something about state violence, about the viciousness of power, the willingness of those in control to commit atrocities so as to preserve absolute privilege. Maura changed sides. She stood not with the prerogatives of the most powerful nation or its allies, but with the people getting their teeth kicked in. She died just like seventy-five thousand Salvadorans during their civil war.


Her death was also used as an example, a model. In schools and parishes throughout the country, the churchwomen story has been taught for a generation as an example of committed Christianity. It is not difficult to read the churchwomen as Christ figures. They gave their lives, offered themselves as a sacrifice, were willing to risk everything to share the suffering of others. The very physicality of Maura’s death links her to the Christ story: The divine is not remote. It’s here in a broken body. Those nuns kneeling at the grave become Mary and St. John at the foot of the cross, witnesses to horror and great love.


But before she was any of these things, indictment, martyr, or Christ figure, she was an individual woman. As much as Maura’s story is the story of the implications of belief or a window into the ugliness of the Salvadoran civil war or an outgrowth of the changing Catholic Church, or as much as it reveals about the applications of cold war policy and the power of her father’s stories of the Irish Revolution, it is at heart the story of a woman trying to be true.


I set out to understand how a beloved daughter from Rockaway, Queens, could end up in that grave. In the course of trying to answer that question, I met a singular woman. Maura believed in love and she believed everyone was important. A profound belief in the value of every person undergirded everything in Maura’s life. But she often felt she wasn’t measuring up. She merged that insecurity, her need to feel loved and worthwhile, with a preternatural ability to connect with others. That ability drew her into their suffering and inspired her to struggle for something different. She noticed everyone, believed and acted as though everyone—customers she waited on at a gift shop as a teenager, to desperate farmworkers in a remote village—mattered. Maura’s convictions began in the personal and flowed, eventually, outward.


In Maura we watch a timid and rule-bound woman find strength. We see a woman come into her own, even as she devoted herself to others. She threw in her lot with disregarded people, and in so doing grew bold. In the end her story is about connecting the interior with the outside, the spiritual with the physical. Maura’s is a political story, but it’s a personal story.
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a  “At that time the population of El Salvador was about five million, one-fiftieth of the United States. So, in proportion to the U.S., El Salvador was experiencing the equivalent of fifty thousand deaths a month—nearly the total of American casualties in a decade of warfare in Southeast Asia.”4









CHAPTER 1


Between City and Sea


The bells at St. Francis de Sales Catholic church tolled in the evening of August 15, 1945, in Belle Harbor, Queens, on the edge of New York City. Their commanding clang reached the beach and the crashing Atlantic Ocean a few blocks away and sounded along Harbor Boulevard and into the tidy yards and through the screen doors of the brick houses planted on what a generation before had been sand dunes of the narrow Rockaway peninsula. The bells were ringing not for the daily Mass or for the duty of evening Angelus at six p.m. as husbands and fathers streamed out of the Long Island Railroad station at Beach 116th Street. They were ringing in celebration. War was over.1


The streets filled with noise as neighbors banged pots and pans together, cheered and honked their car horns. A few miles away amid crowds jammed into Times Square, a sailor and nurse gave that iconic kiss. But here in the Irish Catholic working-class Rockaways, people streamed into church. The pastor, Monsignor J. Jerome Reddy, knew his parishioners well from his strolls along the Rockaway boardwalk and beach. He had led Catholic Charities in the diocese of Brooklyn for thirty years, overseeing its network of orphanages, soup kitchens, and old-age homes, and introduced a labor rights study group into the parish. He was the man parishioners called when they needed a lawyer, help with the rent, or wanted to quit drinking. On that warm August evening, he offered a Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament service, a group prayer in which the Eucharist—the wafer that Catholics believe is the body of Christ—is venerated. It is a grand and stylized ritual that celebrates a very earth-bound belief: God dwells in the midst of the people.2


The congregation of deliverymen and grocery clerks and mechanics, mothers and children sunburned and with sandy feet just off the beach, immigrants and first-generation Americans recited the prayers they knew from their weekly observance of this ritual, one of dozens of prayers that united them with Catholics the world over. Surely many of them wondered when the 450 men and women of the parish who had served in the war would return from the South Pacific or bases in Europe. Others mourned the twelve men who had been killed on faraway battlefields. Under stained-glass images of sixteenth-century English martyr Saint Thomas More and mystic St. Terisa of Avila, in the cool, dark church they knelt as Monsignor Reddy burned incense, its sticky, sweet smoke surrounding the tabernacle where the Eucharist is stored. He placed the silver dollar–size wafer in a monstrance, an elaborate silver and crystal case, and carried it to the marble altar. The people sang the Latin hymn “O Salutaris Hostia”: “Oh saving victim opening wide the gate of heaven to man below. . . .” The priest knelt and the worshippers prayed in silence, concentrating on the Eucharist in front of them, a reminder of God’s personal presence in the world, in the neighborhood, on the block.3


Monsignor Reddy lifted the monstrance and made the sign of the cross, blessing the people in the pews. An altar boy rang a small bell three times and the pastor placed the monstrance back on the altar. He then knelt and began the Divine Praises, the congregation repeating his every line in one voice.





       Blessed be God.


       Blessed be his Holy Name.


       Blessed be Jesus Christ, true God and true man.





With great ceremony, he carried the monstrance across the sanctuary and placed the wafer back in the tabernacle.


Then they all sang “God Bless America” and “The Star-Spangled Banner.”


This was the world where Maura Clarke was raised, a world swept by the wild Atlantic Ocean and ordered by a staunch and confident Catholic church. Here on a spit of land in the sea, on the ragged edge of New York City, the children of Irish immigrants were becoming Americans. The patriotism and the Catholicism were assertive, unapologetic, and intermixed.4


For the small number of year-round residents when Maura was growing up, Rockaway Park felt more like a village than a neighborhood of New York City. A narrow stretch of earth dangling off the landmass of Long Island, separated from the mainland by the wide Jamaica Bay and pointing back toward lower Manhattan, the Rockaways had been home to just a tiny year-round settlement since the early nineteenth century.5


Even as the neighborhoods of Lower Manhattan and Brooklyn—crowded with tenements and teeming with street vendors, crisscrossed by trolley cars and awash in noise—came to define the American urban experience, the Rockaway peninsula remained barely inhabited. A bridge didn’t unite the western end of the Rockaways to Brooklyn until 1937. The subway didn’t arrive until 1956. Even then midtown Manhattan was an hour by train and a world away.6


Growing up in the Rockaways carried with it a certain expansive sense of freedom. The neighborhoods were empty in winter and felt like a place apart, an outpost where Maura and her siblings could bike and roller skate in the street with little fear of cars or wander on the windy beach, experiencing the air and sea in a way most New York children do but once or twice a year. Just sixty thousand people lived on the 11-mile peninsula year-round and when Maura was growing up, residents in the individual neighborhoods of Rockaway Park, Rockaway Beach, and Belle Harbor left their doors unlocked and parents knew their neighbors well enough to correct their children. Shops offered credit and made deliveries. When Maura ran down Beach 116th Street to buy the late edition of the Journal American for her father or when she and classmate Patricia Thorp stopped into Rogoff’s Fountain Shop for milk shakes, the proprietors knew her name. Maura’s brother, Buddy, and his friends dug a network of tunnels in the sandy ground beneath empty summer bungalows and played for hours in grassy open lots.7


But summers were a different story. Each June the peninsula was transformed from an outpost to the center of the party. Some boy would jump in the ocean in April or May and then it would begin. Summer visitors poured in from the rest of New York City from June to September, filling the narrow peninsula with music and crowds and stories loquaciously told. In 1947, when Maura was sixteen, the summer population of the Rockaways was 225,000, more than five times that in winter. These summer people were subway workers and firefighters, cooks and cleaning ladies in grand Fifth Avenue homes, plumbers, sanitation department men, and elevator operators as well as nurses, teachers, bank clerks, and shop owners: Irish immigrants and their children. Entire families from the Bronx, Manhattan, Brooklyn, and Queens relocated for the summer, squeezing into accommodations with shared bathrooms and outdoor showers. Restaurants that were shuttered in winter flung open their doors and Irish bands made up of fiddler, accordionist, and crooner took up residence in such places as Curley’s, Hugh McNulty’s, and Allen’s Dancehall. The Rockaways, sometimes called the Irish Riviera, were a place the rest of Irish New York came to stroll on the boardwalk, drink at the bars of Irishtown, gawk at the amusements of Rockaway Playland, and pile into bursting guest houses and bungalows. On weekends, traffic on Cross Bay Boulevard from Howard Beach was backed up for miles. The Long Island Railroad disgorged bathing-suited day-trippers carrying their dinner in metal pots.8


The summer people and the year-rounders represented the tail end of a giant wave of Irish immigration that began with the Irish potato famine in 1845. It would taper off by the Great Depression, having utterly transformed New York City and the country, established norms of urban experience, and all but created and then dominated the American Catholic Church.9


Maura was shaped by this world as much as by her parents and their histories. Born Mary Elizabeth Clarke, she was the eldest child of John and Mary Clarke, Irish Catholic immigrants who built a life in New York City.


Mary Clarke née McCloskey was the oldest of eight children of Catholic dairy farmers Lizzie and Charles McCloskey. As a child she was sent to live with her grandmother and uncles, an arrangement that instilled a certain steady confidence in her. She was doted on. But, growing up in Antrim, a county of Ireland where the British had relocated and awarded land to Scottish Protestants three centuries earlier, so as to shift the political and ethnic balance of the island, Mary knew the discrimination of being a minority in one’s own country. Catholics in County Antrim learned to choose their words carefully. A person never knew who to trust and a loose detail could scuttle a job or bring the neighbors’ ire. When family members wanted to buy land, they might send a friend or relative from somewhere else to the land auction. The price would jump if a Catholic were known to be trying to buy it. Discretion became a habit. If you were in Ballymena, the nearest market town to her parent’s farm, and someone asked where you were from, you named the Protestant town nearest to where you lived. No need to invite trouble by revealing you were Catholic by naming your own village. Mary developed the habit of keeping her thoughts to herself. Doing so didn’t change what she thought, but it meant she learned from her elders not to broadcast her ideas.10


On the hilltop at Armoy, about an hour away where Mary was raised by her grandparents, the vistas were expansive, soft green hills rolling into fields of flax and wheat. The sky was wide and close, mist turned the hills to impressionistic smudges, and the dark soil was fragrant. There was room for beauty. An oblique Irish sun found its way into the whitewashed stucco cottage, its central room catching the morning light. Her grandmother found money to buy little Mary colored pencils and paints. Once when Mary and other farm children resumed school after a long absence for the harvest, a teacher derided them as winter birds—students that come only for a season. But Mary’s grandmother kept her in school beyond the age many children quit to work on the farms. Beloved and at ease at the grandparents’ house, Mary was shy at her own parents’ home, unsure why she didn’t live there. It was common for parents to send one or more children to their grandparents or other relatives, to lessen the burden on a mother with a string of young children and a family with little money. Mary had been sent to her grandmother’s when her mother was busy with a baby. When her parents came to retrieve her some years later, Mary ran up the round hills and hid behind a tree until she could no longer hear them calling for her. As an adult, though, Mary forged a close relationship with her younger siblings and their families, exchanging weekly letters and visiting Ireland nearly every summer as she grew older. Perhaps because she missed her mother, she was especially close to her own children, cheering them on, holding them close, and praising them.11


Mary McCloskey had a remarkably unconventional young adulthood for a Catholic farm girl in 1910s Ireland: When World War I created a shortage of male laborers, she went to Scotland to work as a gardener on an estate. Ever after, she planted seeds in egg cartons and coaxed beauty out of windowsills and backyards wherever she lived. Returning from Scotland, she enrolled in art school in Belfast, then went to Dublin to study nursing, the tuition paid by one of the uncles who helped raise her. She didn’t marry until 1930, when she was thirty-five. She didn’t look for validation or approval from other people, cultivating instead her own confidence and an ability to manage difficulty without making a dramatic display of it. She was the only one in her family to immigrate to America and built reliable and abiding friendships in her new country. In the face of discrimination and social exclusion she, like many Catholics in Antrim and nearby counties, cultivated a sense of personal pride that defied and resisted the stereotypes about rough and ignorant Irish. Mary presented herself carefully, always with a touch of glamour in an impeccably tailored dress and stylishly arranged hair, and carried herself gracefully, almost regally.12


Ireland had been an English colony for eight hundred years, a testing ground for British ideas of empire-building, a site of proxy wars between European powers, and a source of land and raw materials for its master. An English and later an Anglo Irish aristocracy established feudal manor houses throughout the country, confiscating land and then charging rent to the people who had been living on it. In the mid-1600s, after the English Civil War and the Reformation, Oliver Cromwell imposed a regime of cultural annihilation on the native Irish. The people were forbidden to speak their native Irish language. Dancing was outlawed. Priests were imprisoned for celebrating the Catholic Mass. The Penal Code, a network of Jim Crow–like rules circumscribing every aspect of life for Catholics, became the law of the land. The codes were lifted over the ages, but they were remembered; Cromwell’s name became a curse. In the region that would eventually become Northern Ireland, Catholics were an occupied people, barred from many professions, denied admission to certain schools, their rights severely limited until the late twentieth century. Mary McCloskey’s experience of discrimination shaped her attitudes in her new country. She didn’t truck with racism: she knew what it was like to be the despised. A quarter century after she left Ireland, the family took a road trip to Canada and were driving through upstate New York late at night, in need of a motel. A sign emerged on the road: THE CROMWELL INN. Mary wouldn’t consider stopping.13


Maura’s father, John Clarke, was born in Dromard, County Sligo, the tenth of twelve children in a family that had seen its fortunes ebb over the course of a few generations. His father and grandfather were schoolmasters and the family lived in a house beside the school, at the crossroads of their village. Cousins worked farms throughout the neighborhood, one field running into another dotted with sheep and fragrant with turf fires, a Clarke or a Kearns in every direction. The family ran a simple shop out the back door of the house, selling staples brought in from Sligotown, the county seat. The Clarke house was always full, the broad-shouldered, garrulous Clarke men and neighbors stopping in for gossip, a hand of cards, and impromptu music. But drink ran through the savings and despite being a bright pupil, John had to leave school at eighth grade. He worked the family’s farm, a short walk away where a series of low stone houses rambled across the green fields. In 1914, when he was eighteen, he sailed to America to join his sister Julia Kate who had come to New York years earlier and married a wealthy Irish American hotel owner. John worked in his brother-in-law’s hotel in Manhattan and lived in a tenement filled with Irish on the East Side of Manhattan. New York was not the placid countryside of Sligo where half of the neighbors were other Clarkes. Coming back to East Seventy-fourth Street one day shortly after arriving in New York, he could not remember which of the buildings he lived in. They all looked the same. After leaving the hotel job, he worked as a clerk in a grocery store and on the Third Avenue El, one of the elevated train lines that was carving up the farmland of the Bronx and making it city. There were tens of thousands of Irish immigrants in New York City in the 1910s, most of whom had arrived as single, unattached adults.14


John’s brothers, still at home in County Sligo, were active in the fomenting rebellion against the British. The house at the crossroads beside the schoolhouse where John’s father and grandfather taught became a place of meetings and whispers, planning sessions, arguments and plots. Fellow revolutionaries, men and women who’d plowed fields together all their lives, walked across the dark nights to meet at the Clarke home. John’s brother Michael was a member of the Irish Republican Brotherhood, an oath-bound secret society pledged to achieving independence for Ireland. Merging with other armed groups, it later became the Irish Republican Army (IRA). Michael, called Mick, was a local commander, organizing hijackings, kidnappings, and attacks on British bases. Mick and his men evaded patrols by the Black and Tans—dreaded British counterinsurgency regiments that operated on terror, burning farmhouses of suspected guerrilla members and sympathizers. They barreled through narrow hedge-framed dirt lanes and pounded on the doors of simple cottages with bayonetted guns slung across their shoulders. Their attacks on and assassinations of civilians drew the condemnation of a significant portion of the British populace, who rightly feared their brutal tactics were driving previously ambivalent Irish into the arms of the rebels.15


The Irish Republican Brotherhood operated on both sides of the Atlantic and called for recruits among the Irish immigrants in the United States. John Clarke, likely at the urging of his older brothers, took up the call. He traveled to Boston to take the secret oath, pledging:





In the presence of God, I, John Clarke, do solemnly swear that I will do my utmost to establish the independence of Ireland, and that I will bear true allegiance to the Supreme Council of the Irish Republican Brotherhood and the Government of the Irish Republic and implicitly obey the constitution of the Irish Republican Brotherhood and all my superior officers and that I will preserve inviolable the secrets of the organization.





In 1921, after seven years in New York, John joined a remarkable operation—the return of hundreds of Irish immigrants and their children back across the sea to fight for their homeland’s liberation. When the war began, it had seemed impossible. The British were a powerful empire bestriding the world, but in Ireland the Republican guerrillas were fighting on their own turf. John knew that if a man pressed himself to the damp brick under the Cloona road where Lacey’s stream ran through the back field, he could avoid detection. He knew his uncle Paul Clarke, a cattle trader with a big, two-story house in Lismacbryan that faced toward the fog-shrouded Benbulben Mountain, would open a back door and let him hide on the second floor. There were cousins and second cousins at every corner. John was involved in the takeover of a British barracks and was imprisoned more than once.16


But, by 1922, the glory of the revolution was a heartbreak. A compromise treaty was signed with the British to grant incremental independence to two thirds of the country and leave the six northern counties in British hands. Former brothers at arms squared off as the Irish Army and antitreaty militias battled each other in a sad and bitter Irish Civil War. John Clarke fought with the antitreaty forces, engaging in ambushes, lying in the same ditches he’d fetched footballs from as a child and had lain in wait in during the past year, but this time he was ambushing fellow Irishmen.17


In the midst of street fighting in Dublin, John Clarke brought a wounded comrade to the door of a private convalescence home. Mary McCloskey opened the door and allowed them in. John came every day to visit the wounded soldier and fell in love with the nurse. Years later, whenever she was annoyed with her husband, she would tease him, “I never should have let you in. I never should have saved your life.” After the war ended, John returned to New York, heartbroken that the liberation he’d fought for was incomplete, disgusted with the political deal-making and compromises that ushered in the modern Ireland and wondering whether the sacrifice and violence had been worth it. He reestablished a life in New York and Mary followed him in 1929.18


They married in 1930 and moved to the Bronx, part of a migration of tens of thousands of working-and middle-class New Yorkers following the newly planted subway lines up the Grand Concourse, a broad boulevard modeled on Paris’s Champs-Élysées. The Depression had hit and work was scarce, so the Clarkes shared an apartment with another couple and their son. Soon, the apartment became even more crowded: Maura was born at Fordham Hospital in the dead of the winter of 1931: January 13. She was christened Mary Elizabeth at Christ the King Church on the Grand Concourse, but at home she was always called Maura. The baby had deep-set, soft brown eyes and an alert, expressive face. Mary brought her to a photography studio and paid extra postage to send the stiff photo frame home with her next letter; her mother and grandmother would know this New York baby.19


Life in the crowded apartment was close. When company was in the house, John pulled out his accordion and stoked up a party. He charmed friends; he was the kind of man the Irish said had the gift of the gab. But John Clarke also had a streak of melancholy, a tendency to see the glass half empty and to succumb to dark moods. When he was low, he’d stretch on the couch and his mood could suck the air out of a room. When he drank, he was sometimes gone for days, sleeping in the apartment of an old friend, showing up eventually at home, sick and contrite. He might be sober for months or even years, and then find another excuse. He ran through jobs and frequently Mary’s paycheck was the only source of income. After the birth of their second child, James, two years after Maura, the family moved to Rockaway. Mary had worked at a hospital there when she first arrived in New York and the wide, wild sea felt closer to home—more like the open fields of Antrim and Sligo—than the cramped streets of the Bronx. Two-year-old Maura couldn’t say the word brother, calling James “Buddy” instead. The nickname stayed with him for the rest of his life. In 1935, another daughter was born, Julia, five years younger than Maura. The family called her Judy.


In Ireland, John had walked along the ridge in Dromard, the hulking giant of Benbulben Mountain rising beyond the sweep of green, a stretch of the cold Atlantic just visible at its base. In Rockaway he strolled the wooden boardwalk beside the same ocean, his little daughter on his shoulders. Maura learned the alphabet before she started kindergarten, eagerly identifying the letters her father pointed out on signs along the boardwalk.20


The Irish Rockaways were served by two Catholic parishes: St. Camillus in blue-collar Rockaway Park and St. Francis de Sales in the more middle-class Belle Harbor, each a nexus of communal life. On summer Sundays St. Camillus, a small wooden church on Beach 100th Street, was as tightly packed as the bars were the nights before. The revelers of Saturday night filled the pews and spilled out the doors and onto the sidewalks. In 1930, St. Camillus built an auditorium that sat 1,200, to accommodate the summer faithful.21


The Catholic Church in New York was growing, building new schools and new parishes every year, expanding hospitals, and seeding an army of nuns. The thirty years beginning in 1920 that Archbishop Thomas Molloy led the diocese of Brooklyn and Queens, saw the creation of eighty-eight new parishes and one hundred new schools, a new teacher training school, and a seminary. There were now so many priests that Brooklyn clergy were sent to staff parishes overseas and in the sparsely Catholic southern United States. By 1953, 1,180 parish priests in the diocese of Brooklyn were serving 1.4 million Catholics. The nuns were welcoming young women into their convents in even larger numbers. When Maura was born, there were 135,000 nuns in three hundred American orders. By the time she was twenty, that number had swelled to 150,000. Entering the convent was so common in certain heavily Catholic neighborhoods in Brooklyn and Queens that department stores carried the distinctive dark dresses of postulants, or first-year recruits, and girls would go to Finnegan’s or Doherty’s to buy the garb of the Josephites, Dominicans, Maryknoll Sisters, or Sisters of Charity before they presented themselves at the convent. Three of Maura’s close high school friends became nuns.22


During Maura’s childhood, 75 percent of the people in the parish boundaries were Catholic and the goings-on at the parish dominated life. It’s a measure of the role the church played in people’s lives that fifty and sixty years later, Catholic New Yorkers—long having moved up and out to the suburbs—define the city’s geography by parish. People didn’t live in Bedford Park or University Heights. They lived in St. Philip Neri or St. Nicholas of Tolentine. “What parish?” became the new version of the Irish immigrants’ question “What county?” Far from a place reserved for Sunday mornings, the parish was a locus of daily life, a center of social as well as spiritual activity.23


Maura’s house was frequently filled with visitors, John trying to re-create his home in Sligo by welcoming old comrades and holding forth. In the summer her mother took in the children of friends from the Bronx, insisting it was no trouble to have a few extra youngsters about, that it would be fun for them to be on the beach. Mary kept an open door. She didn’t rush about making everything perfect for guests, but when she came home from her job as a head nurse at Kings County Hospital in Brooklyn, she was armed with funny stories and ready to relax. She’d walk to the beach, carrying mugs, a jar of milk, and a teapot wrapped in a towel, to warm up the children. They’d have been waiting for her to get off a day shift at the hospital; permitted to play on the sands, they couldn’t go in the water until she came and so they strained to see her tall, straight figure walking hurriedly across the empty lots of late spring.24


Mary Clarke made going the extra mile in generosity look like the most obvious thing in the world. She had a patient once, dying of cancer, who loved Irish ballads. So, Mary called her nephew James, the son of one of John’s brothers who was then living with the family from time to time, and told him to sing “Galway Bay” to the dying man.25


Maura inherited the same instinct, but not always her mother’s good sense. During World War II, soldiers from nearby Fort Tilden were stationed on the beach, camping in tents, alert for German U-boats. Maura and a friend, then twelve or thirteen years old, once brought cookies over and stayed to talk for a little while with the young men. The girls felt sorry for them, far from their homes and alone on the beach. But in the strictly regulated mores of Catholic Rockaway, that was not done. The word went out in the parish: there would be no fraternizing with the soldiers on the beach. The same compassionate instinct got Maura in trouble a few years later when she was helping a neighborhood family care for its many children. A toddler had soiled his diaper. The father was angry and rough with the child, hosing him down with cold water from the backyard hose. Maura grabbed the boy and ran to her parents’ house, his body still dripping.


Often Maura’s family was evicted from its home in late spring, told to find another place because the landlord could make as much from a few families in July and August as in several off-season months. The Clarkes moved frequently, hopscotching across the Rockaways from Seaside to Rockaway Park, to Belle Harbor and back. They lived a somewhat peripatetic existence, buffeted by rents, unstable work, and changing fortunes. Maura’s transcript at St. Francis de Sales school bears a litany of addresses, each crossed out and replaced by another: 70 Beach 92nd, 330 Beach 86th, 248 Beach 127th, 517 Beach 132nd, 515 Beach 127th Street. In high school it was the same: 160 Beach 99th, 145 Beach 92nd, 162 Beach 115th Street. Maura and her mother squared their shoulders and arranged the furniture in each new place, spread the blankets on the beds, and made a home. Mary found something to make the new place pretty and the family kept on. There was no point submitting to complaint or pity.26


When Maura was in seventh or eighth grade, the family moved to Belle Harbor for a few years. The kids in that neighborhood were less scrappy and had more substantial homes; the houses were still modest but the lawns were bigger than in Rockaway Park or Seaside and not sandy. They couldn’t hear their neighbors’ parents when they fought. And while it felt as if everyone was Irish (that is, everyone who wasn’t Jewish), the children were also very explicitly assimilating, embracing the country their parents or grandparents had arrived into.


When the boys and girls filed through the doors of St. Francis de Sales School on Beach 129th Street, they walked under the words Pro Deus and Pro Patria chiseled into limestone. Being a good Catholic and being a good American went hand in hand. Here and in St. Camillus—as in immigrant parishes across the city—the parish, FDR, and the Brooklyn Tablet, the fiercely parochial diocesan newspaper, combined for a secure and cohesive whole. The ascent of John F. Kennedy, the first Catholic US president, was the better part of a generation away and Catholics were still strangers in much of America, but by the 1940s the church in which Maura Clarke was growing up was shedding its defensive stance and engaging the world, albeit in a way that might look unfamiliar to modern eyes. Francis Cardinal Spellman, prelate of the Archdiocese of New York and sometimes called the American pope, was a power broker, chaplain to the US Army in Europe during World War II and a liaison between occupied Rome and Washington, DC. His brand of aggressive anticommunism looked simplistic and reactionary by the Vietnam era, but in the 1940s it was buying respectability for Catholic immigrants and their children who had been distrusted as suspicious foreigners, incapable of assimilation a generation earlier. In New York City, Spellman commanded the Catholic vote—or thought he did—and turned the annual Alfred E. Smith fund-raising dinner for Catholic Charities into a required stop on the Democratic political circuit. Candidates for mayor, Congress, and president attended to get his nod. There were Catholic nurses’ associations, Catholic Broadway associations, Catholic guilds in municipal departments and on Wall Street. These existed in an interesting tension: a desire to be integrated into all parts of secular civic life, and yet an instinct to protect or hold back, to remind night-shift nurses and chorus-line girls alike that they came from “good Catholic homes” and that their souls were more important than the glittering material world.27


In the nineteenth century, Catholic sisters had been objects of prurient fascination and suspicion. By 1945, when Maura was fourteen, the image of a Catholic sister had been replaced in popular culture with glamorous Ingrid Bergman as the iconoclast young nun in the movie The Bells of St. Mary’s—a simplistic and reductive image, but nonetheless one that revealed a broader acceptance of Catholics in America. Meanwhile, the booming voice of Fulton Sheen, auxiliary bishop of New York, entered 4 million American living rooms every Sunday evening on The Catholic Hour, a national radio broadcast. More than 30 percent of letters to the radio program were from non-Catholics drawn to Sheen’s dramatic intonations and mix of folksy and theological lectures. Walking along a residential street in the Rockaways in summer, a person could hear Bishop Sheen’s entire sermon. Every home was tuned in and every window was open.28


While the bishop’s talks generally focused on personal piety and theological issues, a conspicuous theme of patriotism ran through his lectures. He was the most visible embodiment of American Catholic anticommunism. In the winter and spring of 1947, when Maura was sixteen, he devoted eleven weeks of The Catholic Hour to lectures on communism. Maura’s family sometimes listened on Sunday evening after a midday dinner. Maura often made those dinners, scrubbing potatoes over the sink with her mother, laughing or telling stories before Mary Clarke left for the evening shift at the hospital. After dinner every night, summer or winter, the three children kneeled, forming a semicircle around their seated parents—or if their mother was at work, around their father—and recited the Rosary. The repetition of prayers the children knew by heart long before they could read was meant to free the mind for contemplation, not unlike a Hindu mantra. In Maura’s youth, the family prayed for neighbors’ sons fighting in World War II, for the family still in Ireland, for work. It was one more way the prosaic was infused with the divine.29


The words the Clarke family spoke with every Rosary and at every Mass were rote, the background noise of devotional Catholicism in the early twentieth century. But they were also a language. Through the prayers and movements, through the specialized words and a hundred little practices—blessing oneself when one passed a church, bringing flowers to place before a statue of Mary, lighting a candle—a Rockaway resident had access to a vast spiritual realm. A simple life in a blue-collar neighborhood could be connected to the creator of the universe.30


Most evenings after dinner, John Clarke stretched his legs on the boardwalk. When Maura joined him on his strolls, he told stories of the Irish revolution and instilled his thoughtful daughter with an understanding of the world from the perspective of the person on the bottom: the native, not the colonist. The peasant, not the landlord. Irish and Irish American culture is rife with songs and stories of brave, principled rebels, of people who stand against the prevailing power and for the underdog. They lose. They are hanged or shot or exiled to Australia. But their tribute is immortality in memory. Maura ingested the message. As a teenager figuring out her place in the world, she drew inspiration from the inheritance of all those romantic revolutionary stories—even if she looked like a demure young lady. She placed herself in the history. Sitting in a Rockaway bar as a teenager when a band played one of those rousing rebel songs, she confessed to her cousin James: “I’m a rebel.”31


But first she was a student. Weeks after World War II ended, Maura began high school at Stella Maris Academy, an all-girls school in Rockaway. On her first day of classes, a bishop visiting from Panama urged the girls to consider becoming missionaries and to pray for the people in Central America. It was something Maura was already thinking about. At home she pored over Columba magazine, a publication of the globe-trotting Irish Columban fathers. Maura read about priests who faced malaria-infested jungles and crossed raging rivers in makeshift rafts, marveling to her cousin James at the bravery and sacrifices of the missionaries. At a time when social conventions were so strictly enforced that St. Francis de Sales gave etiquette class during school days, the missionaries must have seemed like exotic people who led intense and exciting lives. Maura wanted to help people and she wanted to do something big. Her romantic father and expansive mother raised her for something beyond a job at the telephone company and marriage to a boy from the neighborhood—the path of so many Stella Maris girls.32


There were other influences on Maura’s Catholicism outside of school. One was an older sister of John Clarke’s who was a nun in the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary in Rhode Island. Sr. Oswald spent her life as a direct fund-raiser for her order—a begging nun. The tradition dates back to the mendicant beggars of the medieval era and to Saint Francis of Assisi’s radical rejection of his family’s wealth in favor of living with nothing and relying only on Providence, or the hand of God, to sustain himself and his order. Sr. Oswald lived in the city of Providence, visiting the rich on one side of town and, with charm and authority, relieving them of excess wealth. She would literally fill her voluminous wool habit with cash and then dispense it on the other side of the tracks to individual families in need. She raised tens of thousands of dollars over the course of her life. Grandchildren of families she aided still remember her name. When they were children, Maura and Buddy visited and accompanied Sr. Oswald on her rounds to the sedate Yankee law firms and businessmen’s clubs. Sr. Oswald was not like other people. Maura was inspired by her aunt’s confidence and sense of humor. To Maura, Sr. Oswald seemed animated by her relationship with God and lived outside the narrow boundaries of the 1940s society.33


A few days a week, Maura worked at the Little Art Shop on Beach 116th Street, selling greeting cards, jewelry, figurines, and other gifts in the tiny store, to earn her school tuition. Miss Mattern, the owner, was strict. She wanted the jewelry boxes stacked just so and didn’t appreciate customers who only came to browse or kill time as they waited for the train. Maura smiled excitedly whenever the door opened, greeting customers as though she was delighted to see them, striving to earn Miss Mattern’s approval and make the customers feel appreciated. It was not uncommon for Stella Maris students to pay or contribute to their tuition. One of Maura’s friends worked at a hot-dog stand on the boardwalk. Another began working as a waitress in an all-night diner on Beach 105th Street at age fourteen.34


Maura was a striking young woman. Her glossy, dark hair hung in thick waves to her shoulders and her brown eyes were soft and emotive. She smiled easily and walked with a grace she had learned from her mother, carrying her lean frame straight and tall. But in place of Mary’s regal bearing, Maura had a coltish energy and long legs. She joined her friends nearly at a gallop and paid close, intense attention to whoever she was talking to, inclining her head as she listened, smiling encouragingly, as though the speaker were the only person in the world. When a friend needed help with a school assignment, Maura devoted her lunch break to helping her write the paper—at the expense of her own, acting as if her friend had done her a favor by asking for help. Maura played on a basketball team with the sister of the McGuire brothers Al and Dick, who were later inducted into the National Basketball Association’s Naismith Hall of Fame. The boys attracted hundreds of spectators to their Catholic Youth Organization basketball games outside their father’s bar. She played Ping-Pong in Betty McCann’s garage in upscale Neponsit and babysat the Keiley children when their mother needed a hand, playing school and speaking gently to the children whose life was sometimes harsh. In the summer Maura and her friends lingered outside the bars of Irishtown, rushing in to dance when they heard their favorite songs. As they got older they sat inside with her cousin James and his friends, the boys drinking beers, everyone dancing the steps Cromwell had failed to stamp out.35


Events at the parish attracted big numbers. Maura attended feast day processions and nine-day novenas. At the end of each summer, the bars sent their house bands to a giant all-day fund-raiser at St. Camillus’s hall and neighbors turned out. She acted in her church’s community theater productions, drinking up the limelight and pretending not to like it. At Maura’s basketball games, the Sisters of St. Joseph from St. Vincent de Sales and Stella Maris, wrapped in yards of billowing black, their stiff white wimple holding up a black veil, their heavy wooden rosary belt swinging, would climb the bleachers in the Stella Maris gym to watch their girls play. Maura and her friend Betty McCann went to parish dances nearby and in Brooklyn. Mary sewed most of Maura’s clothes herself, but for dances she brought Maura to a shop in Rockaway whose owner went to Manhattan to buy the latest styles. The girls wore white gloves. By senior year, Maura was dating Joe Barry, a friend of Vinnie Melvin, whose family hers had lived with all those years earlier in the Bronx. Joe, tall and handsome with a square jaw and rugged smile, was a few years older, returned from the army and thinking about medical school. She took him to her senior prom and they went on dates in Manhattan.36


On nights when she wasn’t working, Mary’s friend Nora Cleary and Nora’s husband, Paddy, came over for dinner. Nora and Mary worked up a feast in the kitchen and Paddy tried to wind Maura up, picking an argument with the sincere teenager just for the joy of argument. Maura played right along, flexing her mental muscles, good-naturedly outraged at Paddy’s retrograde positions on integration or women’s education.37


While her mother worked the three to eleven p.m. shift in the hospital, it was Maura’s job to grocery shop and make dinner. She came home from school and settled into homework—or sometimes read a magazine in the living room. When she heard her father’s footsteps on the stairs of the apartment, she leaped up, banging pots and pans together to make it sound as if she’d been hard at work for ages. John Clarke had an easy and teasing relationship with his daughter. He’d step in the kitchen and ask what was for dinner and Maura would shake her head slowly. “We’re on Pound Street tonight, Dad,” she’d wink to her father, referring to the sign he and his brothers had hung outside their home in Sligo—which doubled as a neighborhood shop—when they didn’t want to work.38


Maura was growing up in a world so different from that of her parents, who had lived on land their ancestors farmed for generations and whose church was unyielding. By the twentieth century, the inward-looking faith of her parents’ childhood, concerned primarily with personal piety and holiness, was beginning to engage with the flesh-and-blood matters of the world. In 1919, a committee of American Catholic Bishops had issued a blueprint for rebuilding society in the wake of the World War. It was a response to the dramatic social changes ushered in by urbanization, industrialization, and the rise of radical political movements from anarchism to communism afoot in the United States. Titled “The Bishops’ Program for Social Reconstruction,” it presaged many of the elements of the New Deal, calling for collective bargaining, the establishment of a minimum wage, and unemployment and disability insurance.


Through the 1920s and during the Great Depression, a new ethic and a new understanding of the role of Catholic faith began to bubble up through diocesan charities, Catholic colleges, and parish social halls. Called Catholic Action, it argued that the Church’s work ought not only to be concerned with the souls of the faithful but also, crucially, to engage ordinary Catholics—laypeople, not just nuns and priests—in the important work of building the kingdom God—a world of justice and fairness. In the Rockaways, it meant St. Vincent de Paul Societies visited poor families, assessed their needs, and delivered shoes or groceries or financial help. A labor study group gathered at St. Francis de Sales to advocate for worker rights and assert a Catholic—not atheist, communist—influence on the burgeoning labor movement. Mission societies were formed to study conditions in South America or Africa and to support the work of missionary orders of nuns and priests. Animating the movement was a commitment to bring specifically Catholic answers to social problems and a belief that Catholics needed to be part of the public conversation. For them, advocacy for the weak and struggle for a fairer world were essential spiritual parts of being Catholic.39


This expanding notion of faith was part of Maura’s experience at Stella Maris. She joined the school’s Catholic Students’ Mission Crusade, a club with chapters across the country that met to study the work of missionary orders and learn about conditions in mission countries—just like those magazines about dashing missionaries. In the club, Maura learned about the Maryknoll Sisters. It wasn’t just men adventuring into the distant world to help people in poverty. Here were sturdy women, setting up hospitals for abandoned baby girls in China and treating malaria in South America. Helping those in need—and connecting with people different than her—attracted Maura. She wasn’t necessarily interested in being a nun, but Catholic Students’ Mission Crusade helped her imagine a life beyond Rockaway.


So did Fr. Curley, a parish priest at St. Camillus, who came often to the Clarke home for dinner. He saw potential in Maura. Many Sunday afternoons, he took her and a few friends on drives to Long Island or out to dinner at restaurants with white tablecloths, several steps up from the boardwalk concessions. They talked about vocations, about the life the girls might have if they became nuns. For one thing, they would be educated. At a time when few women, and even fewer working-class women, went to college, nuns were getting advanced degrees. They would be part of something vast, foot soldiers in a worldwide organization and dedicated to something beyond themselves.40


Maura’s conversations about vocation with Fr. Curley piqued her interest. On January 21, 1950, shortly after her nineteenth birthday, she wrote to Maryknoll’s mother superior. Maura had been out of high school since the previous January, taking classes of St. Francis College in downtown Brooklyn and working as a clerk at Saks Fifth Avenue.





My thoughts about entering the convent came to me within the last year and a half. I was very interested in the missions through reading books like “When the Sorghum was High” and “White Fire” before I really thought of being a nun. A few of my friends have entered St. Joseph’s order and I felt for a while that my interest in Maryknoll, which I didn’t know too much about, might be the glamour of being a missionary. I am not sure how I decided but during the past summer my mind gradually became surer that God had given me a vocation.41





In June 1950, after she submitted letters of recommendations from Fr. Curley, a nun from Stella Maris, and her pastor at St. Camillus, along with forms certifying that she was healthy and strong, not anemic, with no tuberculosis in her system, Maura received a letter from Maryknoll.





Your application to Maryknoll has been considered and approved and we are happy to count you among our candidates for this year. May God grant you many and fruitful years of service as a Maryknoll missionary sister.42





But before she entered the convent, Maura, Judy, and their mother would spend the summer in Ireland. The girls had never seen the country that shaped their parents and their neighborhood. Just before Christmas 1949, Mary Clarke’s mother, Lizzie, died. Mary wanted to bring her daughters back to meet the cousins, aunts, and uncles they had read about in so many letters and to see the landscapes that served as the settings for so many of Mary and John’s stories.


They sailed on a Cunard Line ship, sharing a cabin in second class with a single New York woman. Mary made friends with someone in first class early in the crossing and the mother and daughters took most of their meals in the stylish top dining room, the girls wearing dresses their mother had sewed for them. But they also spent time in the lower decks, dancing to fiddle and accordion with a crowd of Irish workers who were going home.


In Ireland they traveled by train to stay on the dairy farm Mary’s brother Barney now ran in County Antrim. Twilight lingered in the Irish summer until close to midnight. Maura spent the evenings mixed in with her uncle Barney’s teenage daughters, who were given rare permission to attend dances with their American cousin. During the day she sat at the farmhouse tables of her aunts and listened to half whispered family stories or hiked through the farmland and helped her cousins with their chores. Many days were spent visiting, simply walking from house to house to sit with the family over endless cups of tea and listen to stories.


From high points in Ballymoney, where Uncle Barney lived, she could see the flat-top, ancient volcano Slemish, where Saint Patrick was held as a slave in the third century. Patrick had been freed, but returned to Ireland to convert the Irish. This is where this religion of Maura’s inheritance originated: a missionary far from home, in a brutal land.43


After a few weeks in Antrim, Mary, Maura, and Judy arrived in Sligo to stay with John’s brother Michael in the Clarke house at the crossroads, beside the schoolhouse. Maura fell in easily with cousins in Sligo, too, and dated Gerry Gibney, a boy from the area. She told only one cousin that she was entering the convent at the end of the summer. That cousin was doing the same, but until then they didn’t want everyone asking them questions or treating them funny.


In Sligo Maura heard the stories that filled in the gaps in her father’s tales. Among the most exciting were the stories of Linda Kearns, a cousin of John Clarke’s who during the Easter Rising, the 1916 precursor to the Irish Revolution, set up an impromptu field hospital in a bar a few blocks from the fighting in Dublin. She treated both British and Republican soldiers, but by the end of the few days, she’d become convinced of the justice of the revolutionary side. When the uprising ended and most of its leaders were executed, Kearns became a clandestine operative for the rebel organization. Unmarried, with the same tall, lean physique as Maura and the same disarmingly sweet smile, she transported messages, grenades, and rifles in her Model T car, driving from Dublin to Sligo. The Black and Tans, ruthless counterinsurgency soldiers rumored to be released convicts from British prisons, let a woman pass their checkpoints. But on one mission in November 1920, carrying a group of IRA men in the back of her car, she was stopped. The car was searched and Kearns arrested. She was imprisoned for much of the war but escaped from Mountjoy Prison in Dublin by climbing over a high wall after creating a diversion during an inmate football game; she jumped down the other side and was ferried away with two other female revolutionaries on the back of motorcycles supplied by Michael Collins, a key IRA leader. Kearns was a few years older than John but was a first cousin, and a cousin of Anna Melvin, the friend John and Mary Clarke would live with in the Bronx. After the Irish Civil War, Kearns became a politician, a member of the Republic of Ireland’s nascent parliament and a close confident of Eamon de Velara, the Irish prime minister. In Sligo she was a native daughter everyone loved to tell stories about, a romantic fugitive who’d made a fool of British jailors.44


Maura’s father’s family had been thoroughly involved in the war, and indeed were leaders in the area. John’s eldest brother, Tom, was a Sinn Féin man, organizing subsistence farmers in his region behind the political movement for full independence. Family lore attests that Countess Markievicz, the storied Irish revolutionary from an aristocratic family in Sligo and a confidante of W. B. Yeats, snuck out of her family’s estate one night, riding on horseback down the dark beach, to listen to Tom Clarke speak at a rally. Tom had gone to the seminary as a young man, intent on becoming a priest. But after several years of study, just days before ordination, he left the seminary. Priests at the time were required to take an oath of loyalty to the British Crown. He refused. Serving God couldn’t mean vowing obedience to an unjust power. Instead of joining the clergy, he organized for revolution.


Evenings that summer of 1950 when Maura was nineteen often ended at the Gibneys’ or Corcorans’ house, with card games and music. As her father and Linda Kearns had done a generation before, Maura crowded into the Corcorans’ house, expanded now to a few more rooms. As Annie Corcoran prepared tea on the imposing coal-fed stove, the Corcoran children were called out to share a tune on their accordions and fiddles. During the day Maura and the other teenagers took walks to Strand Hill, the beach where the Atlantic Ocean beat the rugged coastline. Other times, as her father had when he was in Ireland, she walked by herself, covering miles between Dromard and Port Royal where her father’s younger sister Babsy lived.


At the end of August, just before the Clarkes left to return to America, the Corcorans hosted a massive send-off party. Everyone from Dromard and Coolany, all the cousins and aunts and uncles and friends from scattered settlements along the hilly Sligo coast, were there. Linda Kearns, the revolutionary and prison escapee, by then an old woman, pulled up to the party in a Rolls-Royce. She’d come to meet the daughters of her old comrade John Clarke.
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