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L i fe  i s  Worth Giving 

CHRISTMAS FAREMELL TO COUSIN JOE OFF TO WAR 

by Fr. Kevin Shanley, 0.Carm. 

Farewel ls  were seldom easy  i n  our family.  Mom 

o f t e n  recounted he r  t e a r f u l  f a r e w e l l  from her  mother i n  

I r e l a n d  back i n  1927 when Mom s e t  s a i l  f o r  America t o  join  

my Dad and t o  begin her  new married l i f e .  d daughter  

never  met again i n  t h i s  world. 

Dad, too,  was r e l u c t a n t  t o  r e t u r n  i n  l a t e r  years  t o  h i s  

nat ive I r e l and .  "It was too  d i f f i c u l t  t o  say  good-bye once," 

he explained,  "so I don ' t  want t o  do t h a t  again." 

But when World War I1 came t o  America i n  1941, f a r e w e l l s  

became more than r o u t i n e  among rf-amilies and f r i e n d s .  Too 

o f t e n  people f e l t  t h a t  they would not s ee  these  men and women 

f o r  yea r s  u n t i l  i t  was " a l l  over,  over there ,"  Even more 

poignant was the  knowledge t h a t  some would r e t u r n  from b a t t l e  

badly wounded, and some might never r e t u r n  a t  a l l .  

Almost every family i n  our  neighborhood prouddg d isp layed  

the  blue s t a r  s e r v i c e  f l a g  a s  a  proud reminder t h a t  someone i n  

the  family was away f i g h t i n g  f o r  freedom, And sad ly  t h e r e  began 

t o  appear gold s t a r s  announcing t h a t  some family member had made 

the supreme s a c r i f i c e  i n  the  cause of l i b e r t y ,  
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Our o l d e r  c o u s i n ,  J o e ,  was one o f  t h e  e a r l y  v o h l n t e e r s  

i n  World War 11. Al though born  i n  I r e l a n d ,  he was d e t e r m i n e d  

t o  f i g h t  f o r  h i s  adop ted  c o u n t r y  and t h e  c a u s e  of  p e a c e .  Ile 

soon  comple t ed  h i s  b a s i c  t r a i n i n g  a s  a n  i n f a n t r y m a n  a t  n e a r b y  

F o r t  Dix and. was r e a d y  f o r  war ,  p r o b ~ b l y  i n  t h e  Allropean 

T h e a t e r  o f  O p e r a t i o n s .  

Rut b e f o r e  b e r n g  s h i p p e d  o v e r s e a s ,  J o e  was g i v e n  R b r i e f  

l e a v e  t o  s a y  f a r e w e l l  t o  h i s  f a m i l y  and f r i e n d s .  

A s  y o u n g s t e r s ,  we had g o t t e n  t o  know J o e  w e l l  b e c a u s e  he 

was t h e  mechanic  f o r  t h e  l o c a l  S i ~ n o c o  g a s  s t a t i o n  i n  o u r  

ne ighborhood .  On t h e  way t o  and. f rom oilr  c l a s s e s  a t  nea rby  

S t .  ~ l o ~ s i u s  S c h o o l ,  he  would o f t e n  admonish u s :  " S t u d y  hard  

now and y o u f  11 b e  a  g r e a t  s u c c e s s  i n  l i f e .  T h e r e  s n o t h i n g  
r 

l i k e  a  good e d u c a t i o n . "  And t h i s  f r o m  a man who ha2 s p e n t  a s  

l i t t l e  t ime  a s  p o s s i b l e  i n  s c h o o l  h i m s e l f !  

My b r o t h e r s  and I a c c e p t e d  h i s  a d m o n i t i o n s  w i t h o u t  f u l l y  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  what i t  a l l  meant .  
F a v o r i t a  Aunt 

He a l s o  t o l d  u s  t o  send  h i s  b e s t  r e g a r d s  t o  my Mom. She 

was n o t  o n l y  h i s  f a v o r i t e  a u n t ,  b u t  a l s o  h i s  god-mother  

who was h i s  b a p t i s m  s p o n s o r  y e a r s  ago  a t  F a i r v i e w  Church i n  

Dub l in  b e f o r e  h i s  coming t o  America a s  a s m a l l  boy. They were 

e s p e c i a l l y  c l o s e  b e c a u s e  J ~ e , ~ s  mothe r ,  my Mom's f a v o r i t e  s i s t e r ,  

had d i e d  when he was j u s t  a  s m a l l  boy. 
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P-s J o e  grew t o  manhood, my Mom a lways  seemed t o  be t h e r e  

w i t h  an  e n c o ~ r r a q i n t ;  word o r  a  s m a l l  g i f t  t o  make J o e  f e e l  

s . pec i a1 ,  and t o  h e l p  him u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  he  was a l s o  v e r y  

loved  by h i s  a u n t  and god-mother.  I n  l a t e r  g e a r s ,  J o e  would 

t r y  t o  r e c i p r o c a t e  by h e l p i n g  Mom i n  any  way t h a t  he c o ~ ~ l d .  
n / 

Having one o f  t h e  few c a r l s  i n  t h e  r a m i l y ,  he  was a lways  
J 

w i l l i n g  t o  d r i v e  Mom, and a l l  of  u s ,  on v a c a t i o n s  t o  t h e  

s e a s h o r e ,  o r  any  o t h e r  p l a c e .  

Chr i s tmas  Leave 

It  was j u s t  b e f o r e  Chr i s tmas  o f  1 9 4 2  when J o e  a r r i v e d  a t  

o u r  f l a t  t o  s a y  f a r e w e l l  t o  Mom and a l l  o f  us. America had 

been  a t ! w a r  a b o u t  a  y e a r ,  and t h e  t i d e  o f  v i c t o r y  had n o t  y e t  

a -Allies. We knew t h a t  t h e r e  were s t i l l  begun t o  t u r n  

g r im  y k a r s  o f  f i g h t i n g  ahead  f o r  t h e  Armed F o r c e s .  

A s  y o u n g s t e r s  we were s o  proud  o f  o u r  c o u s i n  J o e  i n  h i s  

n e a t l y  p r e s s e d  k h a k i  u n i f o r m ,  a l l  s p i t  and p o l i s h ,  e s p e c i a l l y  

h i s  combat b o o t s  which he t apped  n e r d o  -&r y  on t h e  k i t c h e n  
d 

l i n o l e u m  a s  he s a t  i n  a  b i g  wooden c h a i r .  

" I ' v e  b e e n  a s s i g n e d  a s  a  r i f l e m a n  i n  t h e  D i x i e  D i v i s i o n , "  

he e x p l a i n e d  t o  Mom and  a l l  of u s .  He r e a l l y  d i d n l  t know h i s  

o v e r s e a s  d e s t i n a t i o n ,  o r  j u s t  c o u l d n  ' t t e l l  u s .  

But we were happy t o  know t h a t  he would be j o i n i n g  a  

famous i n f a n t r y  d i v i s i o n  t h a t  had f o u g h t  w i t h  d i s t i n c t i o n  

i n  World War I, and  p r o b a b l y  a  l o t  o f  o t h e r  c o n f l i c t s  t h r o u g h  

t h e  g e a r s .  
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'Tnuslral Combinat i o n  

S t a n g e l y  enough,  t h e  D i x i e  D i v i s i o n  was composed m a l n l g  

of  S o u t h e r n  B a p t i s t s  and Nor the rn  C a t h o l i c s  f rom t h e  Nex York- 

New J e r s e y  a r e a .  T h e i r  f i r s t  b a t t l e s  i n  b a s i c  t r a i n i n q  i n v o l v e d  

j u s t  t r y i n g  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  u n u s ~ ~ a l  s p e e c h  a c c e n t s  of  e a c h  

o t h e r ,  and  t o  l e a r n  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  t h e i r  r e l i q i o ~ ~ s  

f a i t h s .  

Cousin J o e  would l a t e r  win t h e  r e s p e c t  of  h i s  men when, a s  

a  s t a f f  s e r g e a n t  a t  t h e  B a t t l e  o f  t h e  Bulge and  o t h e r  c o n f l i c t s  

i n  Europe ,  he r i s k e d  h i s  l i f e  a  number of  t i m e s  f o r  h i s  men. 

They l e a r n e d  t o  r e s p e c t  b o t h  h i s  cou rage  and  h i s  F a i t h .  Both 

were mo'ke t h a n  i m p o r t a n t  t o  Joe .  
. . .  

i - . ' _  - _ . . . .. ' '  - , -  < . A  

y o u n ~ s t e r s  enamored w i t h  t h e  g l o r y  of  war ,  w e  e x c i t e d l y  

askgd him a b o u t  t a n k s  and guns and t h e  g r e a t  adventi .rre o f  b a t t l e .  

He o n l y  s m i l e d  q u i e t l y  and promised t o  t e l l  us a l l  a b o u t  h i s  

e x p e r i e n c e s  when, p l e a s e  God, he ' r e t u r n e d  s a f e  and  sound a t  

t h e  end of t h e  war .  

Time f o r  F a r e w e l l  

Rut m o s t l y  Mom and J o e  spoke s o f t l y  t o  e a c h  o t h e r  a b o u t  

a d u l t  t h i n g s  s u c h  a s  p r a y i n g ,  k e e p i n g  f a i t h f ' u l  t o  h i s  r e l i g i o n ,  

and t o  be a s s u r e d  t h a t  he would be remembered i n  h e r  p r a y e r s  

e a c h  d.ay. She a l s o  gave  him a  r e l i g i o u s  medal  t o  wear  w i t h  

h i s  Amy d o g - t a g s .  
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We had s o  many qd q lxes t ions  t o  a s k  J o e  b u t  t h e r e  j u s t  

w a s n ' t  t ime  f o r  a l l  t h a t .  Our q i . i es t ions  would have t o  w a i t  

f o r  y e a r s  t o  come, and  wore sometimes answered when I began  

w r i t i n g  him w i t h  V i c t o r y  M a i l  (v- all) l e t t e r s  throu.gh t h e  

encouragement  of  S r .  F r a n c i s  B a p t i s t a ,  o u r  7 t h  Grade t e a c h e r  

a t  S t .  A l o y s i u s .  

" I ' d  b e t t e r  be  g o i n g  now," s a i d  J o e  a s  he r o s e  f rom 

t h e  c h a i r .  T r y i n g  t o  b e  b r a v e ,  we s m i l e d  a s  we s h c o k  hands 

manly w i t h  J o e .  We t h o u g h t  he was o f f  t o  a  g r e a t  a d v e n t u r e  

t h a t  would be  f i l l e d  w i t h  e x c i t e m e n t .  

But  we n o t i c e d  t e a r s  i n  Momfs e y e s  a s  s h e  k i s s e d  h e r  

f a v o r i t e  nephew good-bye.  "God keep  you s a f e  and  sound,and  

come b a c k  s a f e l y  a s  soon  a s  you can , "  s h e  s a i d  s o f t l y .  
I' 

Then,  a l m o s t  a s  s ~ r d d e n l y  a s  he had a r r i v e d ,  J o e  was o u t  

t h e  d o o r  and o f f  t o  war .  I t  w o u l d n ' t  be u n t i l  C h r i s t m a s  o f  

1946, a f t e r  World War I1 had ended ,  t h a t  J o e  r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e  

Fami ly  w i t h  war t ime memories t h a t  o f t e n  seemed 

t o  haun t  him f o r  t h e  r e s t  of  h i s  days .  

Rut we remembered J o e  from t h a t  Chr i s tmas  o f  l o n g  a g o  

when l o v e  and p r a y e r  were much more i m p o r t a n t  t h a n  war o r  

words.  ( P r .  Kev in  S h a n l e y )  


