AGNES,
A Remembrance

By Gerard J. St. John
At the conclusion of a Funeral Mass, a few words about the deceased are appropriate..  Agnes was my aunt – my father’s sister – as well as being my godmother.  These are a few memories, most of them in Agnes’ own words.  Hopefully, it will paint a word picture of Agnes.  Also, there are two short quotations that I believe put her life in context.

Let’s start with a common understanding.  We have all heard it said that this is a nation of immigrants.  That certainly was the case 102 years ago when Agnes was born.  Her parents were immigrants; both of them came from Newfoundland.  She was raised in Port Richmond – a neighborhood of immigrants.  She often talked of that place on Allegheny Avenue, between Gaul and Thompson Streets, where there are three separate Catholic churches.  People call those churches the German church, the Irish church, and the Polish church.   According to Agnes, the rules of the neighborhood made it easy to determine someone’s nationality.  "If you spoke English, you were Irish.  If you couldn't speak English, then you were German."  It was as simple as that.

Agnes attended grammar school in an old gray stone building on Richmond Street.  High school?  She said that, "We weren’t expected to go to high school.  When we got promoted from eighth grade, we were expected to go to work and help pay the bills."   
She got a job with the Liggett & Meyers, the tobacco people.  She stuffed cigarettes into little packs, and she glued tops on the cardboard cartons.  In 1929, she took a job in the manufacturing plant of Radio Corporation of America – RCA Victor – in Camden, New Jersey.  She was a cable lacer.  For the remainder of her working life, she traveled to Camden by public transportation, first by ferry and later, when the Delaware River Bridge opened, she went by the high-speed commuter line.

Agnes’ limited schooling and her ethnic upbringing had a definite impact on her speech patterns.  One of her favorite words, often directed at her nephews and nieces was "Divilskins," children of the devil, “the devil’s kin.”  Closely related to Divilskins was “Divilment.”      

Her speech patterns would remind you of Yogi Berra.  I’ll give just one example.  She would say, “It’s best to die when you are in good health.”  Think about that one for a while.
Agnes was not a public figure.  She had no education, no wealth, and no position of authority or importance.  She lived the invisible life that is typical of people in the neighborhoods.  
However, if our perspective is “service to others,” then we have a different picture.   

Agnes was a self-appointed surrogate mother to her nieces and nephews and to their children and grandchildren.  Some of us she called “her angels.”  But whether or not you qualified as “an angel,” Agnes was always ready to knit baby clothes, christening outfits, blankets and mittens.  When she came to visit, you knew that she would bring a fresh-baked pound cake.  She was a tireless housekeeper and cook.  And she was an invaluable healthcare provider to her parents, brothers and sisters – and, indeed, to anyone within earshot of someone in the family.

When her brother Reds (Charles) was incapacitated by a stroke, Agnes traveled by public transportation to the East Orange, New Jersey Veterans Hospital at least two days each week to visit him.  And while she was at the hospital, she would visit the other patients in the ward, bringing them cakes, cookies and conversation.  When Reds was transferred to the Veterans Home in Vineland, New Jersey, one of the men in the East Orange ward broke down and cried – not because Reds was leaving – but because Agnes would no longer be coming to visit them.  Of course, Agnes continued the same routine at the Vineland Home.  And what she did for Reds was no different from what she had previously done for her father, her mother, for her sister Catherine and what she would later do for her sister Dot.

“Service to others,” it is a bedrock principle of our Catholic faith.  I know that Agnes would be at a complete loss to explain that principle, or any theological principle for that matter.  She knew the limitations of her eighth grade education.  But every so often, we read something that was said by a significant person, and it reminds us of Aunt Agnes.  For example, St. Frances Cabrini was a woman who spent her life working among uneducated immigrants.  She was annoyed when she heard people disparage the faith of those uneducated immigrants.  St. Frances once said: 

“The faith of the people is not to be despised.  They may not be able to express the reason for their faith … but the reasons which they possess are deeply felt in their hearts … Everyone has a heart, the learned and the ignorant.” 

That almost sounds like Agnes, “Everyone has a heart, the learned and the ignorant.”

 
And then there are the eloquent words of Venerable John Henry Newman.  Cardinal Newman said: 

“God has created me to do him some definite service; he has committed some work to me which he has not committed to another. … I am a link in a chain, a bond of connection between persons.”  

Agnes was our link in the chain of the St. John family between the 19th, the 20th and 21st centuries.  She wasn’t around in the 1800s but she had personal contact with our relatives who were around as far back as the 1840s.  From 1840 to 2010, how’s that for longevity?  Agnes was an important link in an important chain.

Oliver Wendell Holmes – the poet – wrote a highly regarded poem about longevity.  It is titled “The Last Leaf.”  It was said to be a favorite of Abraham Lincoln.  The poem recalls an elderly, rickety old man, who was the target of many jokes of young people in Boston.  They laughed at his physical appearance, his old-fashioned clothes, and his out-of-style speech.  Seventy years earlier, he had been a very handsome man, one of the leaders of the famed Boston Tea Party.  Holmes compares the decrepit old man to a leaf that did not fall from the tree in the autumn but instead, shriveled and bent, hung on to the tree until the following spring. The poem ends with these lines:

“And if I should live to be

The last leaf on the tree

In the spring,

Let them smile as I do now,

At the old forsaken bough

Where I cling.”

Agnes, you done good!
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