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A Day at New Melleray
For some time as we travelled along the Old 

Military Road we had been watching for the first 
glimpse of the Abbey of New Melleray where 
Trappist monks under a rule of silence live a life 
of Old World fervor. Suddenly, as we rounded a 
bend in the road we saw over the tops of the inter­
vening hills the gleam of the red and gray slate 
roof of the monastery. As we turned off the main 
highway and surmounted these hills we came 
again and again into full view of what seemed like 
a Gothic building of mediaeval Europe. Its white 
stone walls with arched windows, its buttresses 
and spires and ornamental chimneys were set on 
the crest of a hill within a frame of trees and green 
fields. In reality it was neither mediaeval nor 
European: the background was an Iowa land­
scape near Dubuque, and the time was June of 
1922. We were coming in a motor car to spend 
a day at this house of silence.

The road wound past the red brick parish 
church with its nearby cemetery, down a short hill,
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and over a small stream to the outer gate of the 
monastery park. A sign at the side read: “No 
Visitors Allowed on Sunday.” But on this day 
the open gate foretold our welcome. Through the 
wide gateway we turned the car, thence up a 
winding, tree-lined driveway, and came to a stop 
in front of an inner gate of the park just outside 
a long, two-story building which later we learned 
was the lodge or guest house.

No one was in sight at first, but in a moment or 
two a black pony ridden by a man in a white robe 
and black scapular emerged from a pine grove at 
the foot of the hill and, galloping at full speed up 
the hillside, disappeared behind the barns to the 
north of us. In a short time the rider reappeared 
walking toward us from the stable where he had 
left the pony. As he drew near we climbed out of 
the car to greet him. A man of striking appear­
ance he was in his priestly robes, his face covered 
with a dark-brown pointed beard, his feet shod in 
white woolen stockings and heavy low shoes.

Father Eugene listened respectfully while I ex­
plained my errand and asked if I might spend a 
day at the monastery. Assuring me that I was 
welcome, he then asked the make of car in which 
we had come and volunteered the information that 
he had only recently learned to run the Hupmobile 
belonging to the monastery. Speaking in a rich 
brogue, which confirmed his statement that he had 
come from Ireland within the year, he said: “I
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have trouble frequently with the Hupmobile. The 
garage man says it is in perfect mechanical condi­
tion but in spite of that sometimes it won’t go.”

With a twinkle in his blue eyes he turned to me 
and asked: “You might be thinking of joining us, 
perhaps?” My answer that a wife and son dis­
qualified me, even if I wished to do so, brought a 
genial chuckle entirely inconsistent with an austere 
outlook on the things of the world which a life of 
daily piety might be expected to produce.

In reply to our question as to how many monks 
there were at New Melleray, he said: “Twenty- 
four now — not enough to do all the work on the 
estate, and so we hire from fifteen to eighteen farm 
hands to help in the busy season.” The farm, he 
explained, included some three thousand acres, a 
large part of it timber, pasture land, and extensive 
meadows, with three hundred acres planted in 
corn and small grain. He told us that the Abbot, 
Father Alberic, had died in 1917, that no suc­
cessor had been elected by the community, and 
that Father Bruno Ryan who had arrived from 
Ireland in 1914 was the Superior or Acting Abbot.

My friends who had brought me to the monas­
tery departed for Dubuque, and Father Eugene 
suggested that he would take me to Brother Ber­
nard, the Guest Brother, who would show me 
anything I wished to see. Accordingly we entered 
the unlocked gate of the park, which is accessible 
to both men and women, and passed through the
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side entrance of the lodge into a hallway. The 
pious Father asked me to wait in a room that 
opened off the hallway until he could find Brother 
Bernard; then silently he left me, moving away 
with a swinging stride developed perhaps by pac­
ing the cloister. I looked at my watch. It was ten 
o’clock. My day with the Trappists had begun.

I sat in a narrow room furnished with a kneeling 
bench at one end and a reading desk at the other 
above which hung a silver crucifix. In the center 
of the room extended a long table, oil cloth topped, 
with several chairs on either side. This room, I 
learned later, was used on Sundays as a meeting 
place for the farm laborers to listen to instruction 
by one of the priests of the abbey. In a few min­
utes there appeared in the doorway a bearded 
figure in a brown habit, who welcomed me warmly. 
His beard and close-cropped hair were of a red­
dish tint, his eyes blue, his manner mild and friend­
ly. He told me he was Brother Bernard whose 
duty it was to meet the guests and to cook for the 
hired men, and asked me what I wished to see 
first, suggesting that I plan to return for dinner at 
eleven-thirty.

I asked if I might see the Superior. He motioned 
me to follow and, passing out through the screen 
door of the lodge, he led me to an ornamental 
wooden gateway surmounted by a cross. This 
gate he unlocked, explaining that although women 
were permitted to enter the park none but men



were ever allowed to enter the inner grounds of 
the monastery which were surrounded by a fence. 
Upon my remarking that it was a wonder some 
women didn’t climb over, he replied that only a 
short time before an automobile with two women 
and two men had arrived while he was busy in the 
guest house and that before he could get outside 
the girls had climbed over the gate and the men 
had followed. Great was the commotion among 
the monks when they saw the women and Brother 
Bernard hurried the intruders from the enclosure.

Inside the enclosure I noticed several monks in 
the white habit and black scapular of the choir 
brothers hoeing down small weeds and raking the 
gravel pathways. One of these my guide pointed 
out as Father Bruno, the Superior. Trembling a 
bit inwardly as to my reception by the head of the 
abbey I removed my hat and addressed him, ex­
plaining my errand and showing him a copy of 
T he Palimpsest. While he looked at it with in­
terest, the rest of the monks went on with their 
work, paying no attention whatever to the intru­
sion. Then in a soft, melodious voice tinged with 
a brogue even richer than that of Father Eugene 
he made me welcome and asked me to excuse him 
a moment while he changed his heavy work shoes 
and hung up his wide-brimmed straw hat.

While he was gone I sat on one of the wooden 
benches in the cool shade of the pine trees and 
looked about at a scene so strange that it seemed
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unreal. Here was the Gothic abbey with its 
pointed windows and doors, its ornamental but­
tresses, its slate roof and belfries, and its octag­
onal stone water-tower surmounted by a wrought 
iron fence. About the grounds were monks in 
white and monks in brown, mowing the thick turf 
of the grass plots, smoothing the gravel walks, 
trimming the deep-green arbor vitae hedge along 
the east side of the enclosure, and removing dead 
limbs from the pine trees.

A few minutes later Father Bruno beckoned to 
me from the east doorway of the abbey. As I 
entered he told me in a quiet, friendly tone that I 
could take any pictures I wished. His manner and 
sympathetic interest made me feel that Cistercian 
hospitality had not dimmed through the centuries.

First he led me through an entrance hall to the 
end of one of the long narrow cloisters, its green- 
tinted walls lighted by the sunshine streaming 
through narrow arched windows along one side. 
No pictures or statues relieved the bareness of the 
walls. A small sign which read, “SILENCE,” re­
minded visitors of the practice of the order.

From the cloister we entered a little chapel dedi­
cated to the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the Blessed 
Virgin. Two altars in white and gold, two statues 
— one of the Savior and the other of Mary — the 
pale blue walls and white ceiling heavily paneled 
with oak, and seats that matched the woodwork 
created a charming picture.



A DAY AT NEW MELLERAY 87

Next we visited the chapter room where the 
monks sit on low benches along the paneled side 
walls to hear the Abbot or Superior expound the 
Rule of St. Benedict or read the Martyrology. His 
elevated throne is at the end of the room and is 
covered with a carved wooden canopy. In this 
room the monks confess their violations of the 
Rule and receive their penance; and here, too, the 
assignments of the day are made by the Superior 
whose word is law in the community. Obedience 
is a vow which no Cistercian repudiates. A large, 
oval-topped table extends crosswise of the room 
at the end opposite the throne, and here on the 
benches along each side the monks sit and study 
during the hours of meditation and learning.

We took our leave in silence for an old, grey- 
bearded monk was reverently making the Stations 
of the Cross, silently praying before the framed 
pictures along the two side walls that depicted the 
fourteen stages of the road to Calvary. The soft 
light filtering through the stained glass windows 
upon the oak beamed ceiling and paneled walls 
painted a picture of sanctity beyond the doorway.

Upstairs we climbed, passing through the sac­
risty where the vestments and sacred vessels are 
kept, thence across the hall to the dormitory which 
occupies almost the entire second floor of the long 
wing of the abbey. I expected to see a dismal, 
cheerless place with planks for beds in a tiny dark­
ened cell, for such was the impression I had
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brought to the monastery. Instead there stretched 
before me a room at least one hundred and eighty 
feet long, with white side walls and blue, vaulted 
ceiling supported by massive walnut rafters. 
Many windows along each side supplied light and 
ventilation. A wide aisle extended down the 
center of the room, and on both sides, arranged in 
perfect alignment, were the cubicles or cells where 
the monks slept. Each cell was a box-like affair, 
stained dark, about seven feet long, four feet wide, 
and six feet high, and separated from the next in 
line by an interval of three feet. Within each 
cubicle a couch extended the entire length. Cross­
slats of wood formed the support for a straw-filled 
mattress some three inches thick. On this was 
spread neatly a coarse sheet, two clean wool 
blankets, and a straw-filled bolster pillow, making 
a bed fully as comfortable as the regulation army 
cot or camp bed. Each cell contained, besides the 
couch, a holy water font and hooks for hanging 
the habit and hat. The cells were open at the top 
and a white curtain hung in front of each one that 
was occupied. Floors, cells, and bedding were 
spotlessly clean.

From the dormitory we descended the stairway 
to the first floor and thence down another flight of 
steps to the basement to visit the refectory or din­
ing hall of the monks. In passing I noted the 
heavy foundation walls nearly four feet thick and 
the unoccupied portion of the basement extending
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under the chapel and chapter room. In the kitchen 
we found Brother Declan, the cook, preparing the 
mid-day meal. He greeted the Superior with a 
bow, but spoke no word and turned back to his 
task of picking over lettuce. Heavy white dishes 
filled the drying racks along the wall of the scul­
lery, and shining pots and pans hung on pegs be­
side the large range stove.

Through a door at the side of the scullery we 
entered the refectory, a severely plain room lighted 
by basement windows along one side. Across the 
end opposite the entrance stood a table with three 
straight backed chairs behind it, occupied at meal­
time, my guide informed me, by the Superior, the 
Prior, and the Sub-Prior. Four plain tables with 
legs painted white and tops scrubbed clean lined 
each side of the room, behind which on oak stools 
or benches sit the monks at mealtime with their 
backs to the wall. At each place was a small name 
plate, a heavy cup, a steel knife, fork, and spoon, 
a brown earthenware pitcher, a salt cellar, and a 
large white canvas napkin. During the meal this 
napkin is spread out and the dishes placed upon it. 
Beside each place was a plate on which were two 
slices of bread — one white, one brown — and a 
small dish of honey. The dinner or principal meal 
of the day, Father Bruno said, would consist of 
bean soup, potatoes, lettuce, bread, butter, and 
coffee with milk and sugar added.

At dinner one of the monks would sit at the
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lectern or reading desk which stood by a window 
midway along one side wall and read from the 
Bible and some other pious book. Father Bruno 
opened the desk and brought out for my inspection 
a Vulgate edition of the Bible dated 1688 and 
printed at Venice. Another book — a heavy 
leather tome — proved to be a collection of ser­
mons and instructions written in beautiful penman­
ship by a monk at Melleray, France, in 1827. 
While I was admiring the handwriting and com­
menting on the immense amount of time it must 
have taken to prepare such a volume, the ringing 
of the chapel bell called my guide to his duties in 
the church and we parted company, he ascending 
the stairs to help chant that part of the Divine 
Office called Sext, and I leaving the monastery to 
return to the lodge for dinner.

The overall-clad farm hands had already re­
turned from the fields and were standing beside 
the sturdy draft horses at the watering trough or 
were lolling in the shade on the lawn. The stac­
cato bark of the gasoline engine pumping water 
shattered the ordinary stillness of the place. At 
eleven-thirty the ringing of a dinner bell by 
Brother Bernard summoned the men and myself 
to a large, plain room on the first floor of the old 
building where the monks lived while the stone 
abbey was being built. Here the laborers are now 
housed and fed. We sat down around a long table 
covered with a white oil-cloth, before a well
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cooked and wholesome meal of boiled potatoes, 
eggs, lettuce, baked beans, brown and white bread, 
butter, rhubarb sauce, and tea — not a dainty 
dinner but one that satisfied.

When dinner was finished the eighteen men 
went outside and lay down in the shade to rest 
until twelve-thirty when again they watered the 
horses and set out to the work of plowing com 
and making hay. While Brother Bernard and his 
helper cleared away the remains of the meal and 
washed the heavy dishes, I followed Brother 
Camillus, the farm boss, in his task of directing 
the afternoon work. He was a short, stocky man 
wearing a pair of heavy cowhide boots and an old 
gray slouch hat, his brown habit held up to his 
heavy belt by a chain and leather cord on each 
side. Something about his size and walk, or per­
haps it was his black beard tinged with grey or his 
crispness in giving orders and meeting the prob­
lems of the afternoon, reminded me of the appear­
ance of General Grant.

A laborer approached and reported that the 
cows had broken through a fence. With a few 
curt questions, Brother Camillus learned of the 
exact damage done and what would be needed for 
repairs; then striding to the carpenter shop he 
asked a workman to take a hammer, wire stretcher, 
staples, and a new post to replace the broken one. 
A conference with a horse buyer from Dubuque 
resulted in the sale of three fine four-year-old colts.
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This seemed to be a favorable time to take some 
pictures; and so, while waiting for the Guest 
Brother to finish his work, I started out to explore 
the farm buildings. Half way up the hill north­
west of the lodge were the charred remains and 
blackened stone foundations of the large horse 
barn recently destroyed by fire. The loss was 
heavy. Fifteen of the sturdy work horses had 
perished in the blaze and tons of hay and large 
bins of small grain were totally destroyed. Noth­
ing remained of the huge structure except the lime­
stone foundation — a rectangular basement some 
fifty feet wide and three hundred feet long.

A modern corn crib with a driveway through 
the center and cribs on each side, the outside of 
the structure painted white and trimmed in red, 
stood inside the feed lot east of the ruins of the 
barn. A gallery extended the entire length along 
the south side from which corn could be scooped 
into the cement-floored feeding pens for hogs 
below.

Northeast of the corn crib two well ventilated 
cow barns equipped with stanchions around the 
sides with space for hay in the middle disclosed 
the care taken of the cows which furnish a large 
part of the food supply of the institution. Wind­
mills provided a supply of cold water for each of 
the barns and the hog lot. The white walls 
trimmed in green, the metal roofs, and the cupolas
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of the cow barns were conspicuous in the setting 
of pine and maple trees.

Between the cow barns and the lodge was 
located a stone one-story carpenter shop where the 
aged carpenter was at work repairing some broken 
farm machinery.

Observing Brother Bernard come out of the 
lodge and sit down on one of the benches in the 
park, I rejoined him there and for the next hour 
bothered him with questions which he graciously 
answered. He said that from Easter until Septem­
ber the monks take a siesta or afternoon nap from 
twelve-thirty to one-thirty; but since his duties as 
Guest Brother require him to stay awake during 
the siesta he is permitted to sleep until three o’clock 
in the morning, thereby getting his seven hours of 
sleep at night. From September until Easter the 
monks retire an hour earlier at night and dispense 
with the siesta during the day.

I asked about the churning and laundry work. 
He answered that both are done by electricity now, 
and that the old building which I saw to the east, 
and which in the fifties had been the monastery, 
housed the laundry and the bake shop. When I 
remarked about the beauty and well kept appear­
ance of the trees in the park he told me that many 
varieties were represented there — the hemlock, 
the larch, the Norway spruce, both hard and soft 
maple, the basswood, and the white pine.

At his suggestion we set out to look at the
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shrubbery, flowers, and trees of the park and the 
enclosure. We were the only figures astir at this 
drowsy hour of early afternoon — the farm hands 
had disappeared to the fields and the monks were 
asleep in their cells. We strolled past the new 
cemetery where a huge granite cross marks the 
grave of the late Abbot, Father Alberic, and small, 
plain iron crosses inscribed with the names of the 
monks and the date of their death, face the rising 
sun in rows. Brother Bernard denied the tale I 
had heard that as soon as one monk dies a grave is 
dug for the next and that each day a shovelful of 
earth is turned to remind the monks of death. The 
idea sprang, perhaps, from the fact that when a 
member of the community is buried the place for 
the next grave is marked out but not dug.

Along the fence of the new cemetery rows of 
salvia were growing which in the fall would raise 
their flaming spikes in blossom, and wild flowers, 
bloodroot, and sweet william joined the roses and 
peonies in decorating the burying ground. We 
turned our steps into the avenue of tall pine trees 
which, extending east, then north, then east again, 
joined the abbey with the orchard and passed one 
of the extensive gardens and the vineyard. Over­
head the interlocking branches formed an arch and 
made a shady, silent, outdoor cloister. The June 
sunshine breaking through fell in bright splotches 
on the walk strewn with pine needles and packed 
hard by years of use.
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Returning, we passed along the well trimmed 
arbor vitae hedge — a close packed wall of green 
over eight feet high and six feet thick at the base 
tapering to a rounded top. Extending for two hun­
dred yards along the east side of the park and 
enclosure, it formed one of the beauty spots of the 
monastery grounds. Close by the eastern door of 
the abbey another hedge of the same type enclosed 
the old burying ground where twenty-six iron 
crosses mark the graves of the monks who first 
came to New Melleray in 1849. Within this hal­
lowed spot the grass was closely cropped over the 
graves whose tops were level with the aisles be­
tween them. Two rose bushes and four flaming 
peonies added a touch of brighter color to the 
green of the lawn and hedge. A white, wooden 
cross set in the center of the square towered above 
the encircling wall.

We had returned to the benches when the bell 
on the abbey tower summoned the monks from 
their siesta to the church to recite the Office of 
None, after which they would work for two hours 
outside. When I expressed a desire to see the 
gardens Brother Bernard said that he would turn 
me over to Father John, the gardener, as soon as 
he appeared. As we sat down the sound of the 
chanting of None could be heard through the 
open windows of the church.

Soon after the sound died away the monks in 
white and monks in brown emerged one by one
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from the doors of the monastery — most of them 
wearing wide-brimmed straw hats, all with the 
lower part of the robe held up by a chain and 
strap arrangement fastened to the heavy leather 
belt. Silently they went about the tasks assigned 
to them by the Superior. Brother Stanislaus, the 
bee-keeper, inspected his gable-roofed, cupola- 
topped hives; Brother Kieran, the herdsman, 
strode off to the cow barns; while Brother Patrick, 
the baker, departed to the bake shop to finish the 
work of the day. My guide pointed out Father 
John, and I caught up with him as he trudged with 
his hoe under his arm down the pine walk to the 
gardens.

He was a stalwart man and gray bearded; six­
ty-nine years of age, he said. For twenty-five 
years he had been a parish priest in Wisconsin be­
fore he joined the Cistercians. He took consider­
able pride in the gardens; and just cause he had, 
for they showed the careful attention of an expert. 
Long straight rows of lettuce, parsnips, carrots, 
onions, early and late cabbage, tomatoes, sweet- 
corn, and beans filled two plots; cucumbers and 
melons grew in another; while potatoes occupied a 
third. He showed me his tobacco patch where 
thrifty plants were making a healthy growth, then 
the vineyard from which the monks sold over 
seven thousand pounds of grapes last season. 
Prospects for another big crop were good. Be­
fore prohibition, he said, wine was made for the



A DAY AT NEW M ELLER AY 97

refreshment of visitors and for the brothers but 
now only enough was produced for altar pur­
poses, the rest of the grapes being sold. Black­
berries grew wild in the timber, so that it was un­
necessary to cultivate them.

We passed through the orchards loaded with 
tiny apples of this year’s crop and went on past 
the rhubarb bed which filled half the space of one 
of the large garden plots. Ahead of us an elderly 
monk was trimming the dead branches of a tree 
with a hand saw. Father John remarked: “Broth­
er Nicholas there is eighty-nine years old. He can 
eat as good a meal as any man in the house. Of 
course he hasn't any teeth, but he slides it down 
just the same. He will take a bowl of soup with 
onions in it and digest it perfectly. Sure, it would 
kill me to do it."

We chatted awhile about the best sprays to kill 
insects and the best varieties of vegetables to 
raise. Then, leaving Father John hoeing a dust 
mulch around the late cabbage, I started out to 
visit the saw mill and blacksmith shop.

The whir of a circular saw in the mill, shaping 
logs into lumber for some of the nearby farmers, 
mingled with the ringing of steel on steel in the 
blacksmith shop. Through the doorway of the lat­
ter I saw the figure of the brother standing in the 
ruddy glow of the forge, his arms bare, the picture 
of strength, and it seemed hard to realize that all 
the brawn and muscle which stood out upon his
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corded arms was the result of a diet of milk, 
bread, and vegetables with no meat or fish. As I 
entered the doorway he looked up and smiled, but 
spoke no word, and went on with his task of weld­
ing a broken iron rod.

Retracing my steps to the enclosure I was ad­
mitted through the locked gate by Father Eugene 
who had returned from a business trip to the little 
town of Peosta, the post office of New Melleray. 
His duties as Procurator or business manager oc­
casionally take him on trips to Dubuque or neigh­
boring towns to sell the surplus products of the 
community, to purchase the few necessities not 
raised upon the estate, to pay the taxes, or to buy 
needed machinery. He led me to a guest room in 
the downstairs portion of the east wing of the 
main building which we reached by entering a 
side door and passing through a hall. Then he ex­
cused himself to bring me some books and pam­
phlets dealing with the subject of monastic life in 
general and the Trappists in particular.

The room assigned me for the night by the Supe­
rior was clean and furnished with a single bed, a 
walnut dresser, a round-topped reading table, a 
rocker, and two straight backed chairs uphol­
stered with horsehair cloth. All of the furniture 
was of the period of 1850 to 1860; it reminded me 
of one of the sets in John Drinkwater’s play, 
Abraham Lincoln," and would have delighted 

the heart of a collector of antiques. On the wall
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hung a picture of the Blessed Virgin, another of 
the Savior, one of St. Augustine, and a fourth 
showing a group of Cistercians in company with 
the Cardinal Protector of the Order. The bed 
composed of a mattress, clean sheets, a pillow, 
white blankets, and covered with a white spread 
proved to be comfortable. A small rug lay on the 
floor beside it.

I had scarcely explored the room when Father 
Eugene returned with reading material, saying 
that Vespers would begin soon in the main chapel 
or church upstairs and that supper would be 
served me in the dining room for guests immedi­
ately after the Vesper service ended. While we 
talked the tolling of the chapel bell announced the 
hour for the last devotions of the afternoon. To­
gether we paced the length of the cloister and 
climbed the stairs to the church in silence. Father 
Eugene left me to invest himself in the long white 
cowl with flowing sleeves worn by the choir broth­
ers when they say the Divine Office, and I entered 
the single doorway of the church.

Opposite the door an altar finished in white 
with blue and gold ornamentation reached almost 
to the heavy, dark-stained rafters that stretched 
across the nave under the vaulted roof. Above 
the altar hung a large framed painting of the Sa­
vior crucified; on the left, a picture of the Blessed 
Virgin; on the right, one of the Good Shepherd. 
The absence of an altar railing emphasized the
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length of the nave; except for the fact that the 
altar was elevated two steps and the choir stalls 
one, there was no break in the floor space from the 
altar to the doorway.

On both sides of the church extended the stalls 
of the choir brothers, elevated some eight inches 
from the floor, and in front of them were placed 
the semi-circular stalls of the lay brothers, six of 
the former and twelve of the latter on each side. 
Two stalls at right angles to the others faced the 
altar, and between them and the door extended 
ten pews with kneeling benches. In the center of 
the aisle between the stalls stood a small reed or­
gan; and in front, at the left of the altar, a pipe 
organ occupied the space. The soft pink tint of 
the side walls and the blue of the vaulted ceiling 
blended pleasantly with the dark stained wood­
work and the oak furniture.

As soon as the choir brothers, all in white, had 
filed into the church and taken their stations in the 
choir stalls they loosened the heavy brass clasps 
of the huge Psalters and began the odd and fasci­
nating chant-like recitation of the Office. The lay 
brothers in brown stood in their circular stalls be­
low and in front of the choir, facing each other 
across the aisle of the nave, earnestly praying and 
joining in the responses. Longfellow’s poem, 
“King Robert of Sicily,” came to my mind as I 
recognized an occasional “Gloria Patri,” an “Ave 
Maria,” and heard the priests chant the “Magnifi-
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cat.” When the Vesper Office ended the monks 
prayed silently for about ten minutes until the bell 
rang again, and then quietly followed the Superior 
to their supper.

I had scarcely returned to my room when a 
brown-clad brother entered and motioned me to 
follow him. He led me down the hallway and 
through a door into a narrow, high-ceilinged din­
ing room where he had already laid out my supper 
on the oval-topped table. Here, too, the furniture 
was of the Civil War period. A walnut, hand- 
carved cupboard with drawers below and glass 
doors above stood in one corner: the table, also of 
walnut and covered with a snowy cloth, filled the 
center of the room. Six dining room chairs of the 
low, square-backed, cane-seated type, and a 
square serving table completed the furnishings of 
the room. The brother withdrew to the refectory 
for his simple meal of bread and butter, lettuce, 
tea with milk and sugar, and honey while I ate 
heartily the hot supper of potatoes, poached eggs, 
bread and butter, blackberry jam, tea, angel food 
cake, and fruit. Again the far-famed hospitality of 
Cistercians to their guests was demonstrated.

A little while after I returned to my room my 
courteous host, Father Bruno, entered to tell me to 
sleep as late as I wished in the morning and to bid 
me good-night, for, he explained, after the eve­
ning service of Compline, the monks retired to 
their cells without speaking a word. Upon my ex-
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pressing a desire to arise at two o’clock to follow 
through the religious part of a Trappist’s day he 
graciously assented to see that I was awakened, 
and after explaining that Compline would begin 
ten minutes after the ringing of a little bell which 
summoned the monks to Chapter for meditation, 
he left me to send Father Eugene to my room with 
an alarm clock. My genial Irish visitor and I dis­
cussed the founding and the history of the Cister­
cians until the bell called him to Chapter.

After a few minutes I strolled down the cloister 
and ascended the stairway to the church where 
promptly at seven the brothers followed. Each 
one as he arrived at his place in the choir saluted 
the Blessed Sacrament with a profound bow. 
When the last tone of the bell announcing Com­
pline died away, all the monks faced the altar, 
made the sign of the cross and, bowing again to­
wards the tabernacle, began the solemn and beau­
tiful chanting of the last part of the Divine Office.

The slow, deep-toned chant of the Latin with 
pauses between the verses, the humble bow when 
the words “Gloria patri, filii, et spiritus sancti” 
were reached, and the slowly fading light of eve­
ning which dimmed the huge rafters and the 
vaulted roof produced an effect of great solemnity. 
Except for the green-shaded electric reading 
lamps that threw their rays on the open pages of 
the huge Psalters and made it possible for the 
monks to read the words and notes standing back
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in their stalls three feet away from the desk, the 
scene was a reproduction of a monastic chapel of 
the Middle Ages.

The chorus singing of the famous ‘Salve Re­
gina” closed Compline — the blending of the rich 
tenor and bass voices of the monks in the slow de­
liberate tones of this anthem creating a strain of 
passionate fervor and pleading. As the last notes 
of the song died away the chapel bell chimed in, 
ringing the Angelus, and each brother prostrated 
himself with head bowed low to recite it silently. 
All joined then in repeating six “Our Fathers,” 
six “Hail Marys,” and six “Glorias,” followed 
the reciting of “The Litany of the Blessed Vir­
gin.” After a few minutes spent in pious examina­
tion of conscience the monks filed out in pairs. 
They were sprinkled with holy water by the Supe­
rior as they passed him at the doorway and bowed 
a silent good-night on their way to their cells. At 
this time all refrain from speaking, even to guests: 
“the great silence” leaves their minds wholly free 
to think of God.

I followed the procession and turning down­
stairs passed through the now darkened cloister to 
my room. At eight o’clock all lights in the monas­
tery save my reading lamp were out; all sounds ex­
cept the scratching of my pen and the rustle of my 
notes were hushed; all inhabitants of the abbey 
were in bed except the guest. For two hours I 
jotted down impressions of the day and skimmed
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through the booklets left by my genial host. The 
hands of the * Big Ben” pointed to ten o'clock 
when I snapped off the light and settled down for 
a four-hour sleep.

It seemed that I had hardly closed my eyes 
when the raucous jingle of the alarm jerked me 
wide awake. Two o'clock! The Trappist’s day 
had begun. I stepped across the pitch dark hall­
way to the bathroom and bathed my face in cold 
water to drive away the lingering desire to sleep 
another hour or two; then dressing hastily, I 
groped my way along the cloister and up the dark­
ened stairway to the church.

The monks had already risen and had come to 
the chapel. Their morning toilet had been short, 
for they had slept fully dressed except that their 
shoes had been laid aside. The lay brothers were 
in their places and the choir monks, white-clad 
and ghost-like in their stalls, were intoning the 
opening verses of the Little Office of the Blessed 
Virgin from memory. Save for the dim rays of the 
new moon which filtered faintly through the 
stained glass windows and the little tabernacle 
lamp that shed its reddish glow upon the altar, the 
church was in darkness. As the clock struck two- 
thirty the monks began half an hour of silent 
prayer that ended when the first faint light of 
early dawn began to make visible the objects 
within the chapel. At three the reading lamps 
were snapped on, the large Psalters were opened,
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and the chanting of Matins and Lauds of the Di­
vine Office was begun. This lasted until four 
o’clock when each monk prostrated himself to say 
the Angelus. Then the lights were turned off and 
they all filed out, leaving the church silent and 
empty in the gray dawn.

A few minutes later a lay brother reentered and 
went slowly to the altar, genuflected, and pro­
ceeded to light the two candles prescribed for low 
mass and a third for the missal. A hooded priest, 
followed by a second lay brother carrying the mis­
sal, approached the altar where he celebrated 
mass assisted by his brown-clad server. At the 
conclusion of the prayers that follow this sacrifice 
the celebrant and his server retired to the sacristy, 
and another choir monk and his assistant took 
their place to say a second mass. At the same time 
the other brothers in Holy Orders were celebrat­
ing mass in the smaller chapels across the hall and 
in the charming chapel beside the chapter room 
below. At these masses the lay brothers received 
Holy Communion.

When the masses were finished the monks re­
turned to the church to recite Prime, both in the 
Little Office of the blessed Virgin and in the Di­
vine Office, which lasted some fifteen minutes. 
Then they descended to the chapter room to hear 
the Invitator read the Martyrology, to listen to a 
brief expounding of the Rule, and to say the “De 
Profundis” for their departed brethren. After this
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they departed to the dormitory to arrange their 
couches — a short and simple task. My watch in­
dicated five-thirty. Three hours and a half had 
been spent by these pious monks in religious devo­
tions before the rest of the world was stirring.

While the lay brothers descended to the refec­
tory for their frugal breakfast of bread and butter 
and tea with milk and sugar, I wandered out to 
the east court of the enclosure to see the effect of 
the morning sunlight falling on the red and gray 
slate roof of the white walled monastery. Smoke 
curled up from the chimney of the bake shop and 
from the kitchen of the lodge where Brother Ber­
nard had already prepared breakfast for the la­
borers. The grass was heavy with dew and the 
roses and peonies gleamed pink and white against 
the deep green of the hedges. No sound broke 
the stillness except the hum of the electric motor 
filling the stone-towered water tank of the abbey.

Soon Father Bruno appeared in the east door of 
the abbey to summon me to my breakfast, which 
he said was awaiting me in the dining room, and 
to tell me that the next part of the Divine Office, 
Tierce, would be sung at seven-thirty and this 
would be followed by another mass. Thanking 
him I moved with alacrity to the dining room, for 
my early rising and subsequent experiences had 
whetted my appetite. The same brother who had 
served my evening meal the night before had 
placed on the table a breakfast of bread and but-
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ter, two soft boiled eggs, a plate of tender ham, 
and a pot of coffee with cream and sugar. Staying 
at a Trappist abbey was truly pleasant.

Breakfast finished I returned to my room to dis­
cover that it had been swept and dusted and the 
bed made during my absence. Shortly thereafter 
Father Bruno and Father Eugene entered, the 
former to answer some of my questions about the 
Order, the latter to offer to run me over to the 
Military Road in the abbey car when the time 
came to depart. We discussed the purpose of the 
monastic state until the chapel bell announced the 
hour for Tierce.

Once more I visited the church to hear for the 
last time on this visit the solemn chanting of the 
prayers and hymns that make up the Divine Of­
fice. The singing of the one hundred and eight­
eenth Psalm in Tierce that preceded the celebra­
tion of Holy Mass still rang in my ears as I re­
turned to my room to pack my traveling bag.

Somewhat dazed by my experiences, I reflected 
that I had spent almost twenty-four hours with 
the Reformed Cistercians who practice daily at 
New Melleray the austerities that originated at 
Citeaux in 1098 and follow the Rule proclaimed 
by St. Benedict from Monte Cassino about 535. 
Here in Dubuque County, Iowa, a few miles from 
the Mississippi, monks in the white robe of Cit­
eaux and in the brown habit of St. Benedict tread 
the cloisters in silent prayer and spend their lives
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in a daily round of labor, prayer, and fasting in a 
quiet spot hard by a bustling city and modern 
countryside of the twentieth century.

As the morning sun mounted high in the heav­
ens I took leave of my genial host, the good 
Father Bruno, and bade goodbye to Brother Ber­
nard, he of the gentle mien. I climbed in the Hup- 
mobile beside the white robed Father Eugene and 
together we climbed the hills and took the turns 
that led across the lands of the monastery to the 
Old Military Road. Over the smooth-topped, 
graded sections of this highway we rolled, past 
the old stage coach tavern and twelve mile house, 
past Fillmore Church and school, through the tiny 
village of Fillmore, up the long grade of a new 
section of the road leading to the narrow gauge 
crossing, and thence to the hill east of Cascade.

“Yonder is Cascade, Father,” I said.
“Ah, so soon,” he responded astonished.
He stopped the car and I alighted, thanking him 

for his kindness in bringing me back to my desti­
nation and for the courtesies shown me at the 
abbey. He turned the car around and waving his 
hand started back to the monastery, eager to re­
turn to the daily round of prayer and work — to 
pray for a world that has almost forgotten how to 
pray, and to work not for himself but for charity. 
In imagination I heard the faint tones of the dis­
tant chapel bell calling back the absent monk to 
join the choir chanting the Divine Office.


