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FATHER JOHN COONEY INTERVIEW
PEG MICHELS-PETERSON, I NTERV I E\-JER
OCTOBER '5, 1978
Today is October 5, 1978. This is Peg Michels-Peterson and I'm with
Father John Cooney, the parish priest for St. Malachy's of Clontarf. We
are at the par~sh house in Clontarf. I 1 11 be asking a series of questions
concerning Clontarf celebrations. Father, I understand that every summer
there's a summer fest in Clontarf. Who organizes these summer fests, the
yearly ones?
Q:

Well , these annual summer fests, and once in awhile we've had it in the fall,
have been going on regularly for the last 11 or 12 years. Since I've been ·
here. They have had some sort or celebration every year in the fall, but not
quite so elaborate as the ones that we have been having in the last 11 years.
I was the one who kind of thought up the idea to make it their annual' dinner
and card party, to make a little more out of it and to have the community more
involved. A little more fun possibly connected with it. The people seemed
to enjoy that so we went to one and two day festivals.

Q: Now before that time then, what was going on?
that be 1 ike a day or an afternoon?

Was it a card party?

Would ·

What had gone on before that was that there would be card parties regularly I
think for at least four times a year if not every month. As far back as people
seemed to remember.

Q:

Now who organized these sorts of things?

Those were organized by the people themselves. · Among the peopl~. ft seemed
to be just a community type of recreation and people like to play cards. They
would have these so called card socials in the parish hall. But the priest
would not be involved as far as the planninq so much; he would certainly encourage it. The former pastor, the man who was here before me, for 33 years
from 1934-1967, Father King, was an avid e0d ·good card pla yer.
Q:

So he may be responsible for getting some of that started?

Right. So they had been going for at least those 30 plus years that he had
been here plus a few years. My first fev,J years here people would still play
cards but the encouragement from the pastor possibly caused it to disintegrate a little bit. The card party thing. I'm not sure. Or people just,
with tele~ision and everything, they preferred to stay home I gues s. But
the card party was the main source of social activity around he r e.

Q:

i
·
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And who would come to these?

I think the old er people mainly. Married poeple, the · 30 1 s and up. They say
it was really a popular thing. I didn't know it in it's, you might say, heydey. But I was in on a few of them. I don't play cards, but I saw sev eral
tables of card players in my early days here.

Q: Would you say that it would.encompass a cross-section of most people in
Clontarf? Would it be really a community affair? Or was it just a select
groups of people? ·
No, pretty much, I think, community. There were oh, five, eight, ten tables.
There's be 40 people and that's quite a few people. I would presume it was
representative of most of the groups in the parish.
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Q: So then you decided that they might be interested in something a little
more elaborate?
Yes.
So you were ins trumenta 1 in organ I z Ing this then? Was the church the veh i ~ 1~ to organize it? What so rts of groups did you get to do the things that
had to be done for the festivals?

Q:

The church organizations. I've always been interested in history. I was vicepresiden t of the Kandiyohi County Historical Society for several years and
worked with them . on getting their museum built down there and did a lot of work
and loved it. I love history . I came here, and just ~Jlancing through the
parish books in my first month here in ''67, I said, Good Lord, next year is
the 90th anniversary of this parish. It was founded in 1878. I said we sho_uld
get something going. l don't mean to criticize the parish as it was when I
came here , but the house was old and falling apart and the church was in bad
need of repair. The parish hall had a leaky roof and was in bad condition inside and ou t. It just seemed to me that we better get things hopping around
here, get a jittle more interest and concern and spruce things up. So I said,
net year we are qoi no to have the 90th anniversary of the parish. Better get
things kind of fixed up, and get going. Get cracking as they say somewhere,
England or something. But then I contacted our trustees, two laymen, and
then the women's society, the Altar and Roiary Society. With the trustees
and some of the women, we selected the chairmen, general chairmen for that
first festival in 1 68. We had a small one in '67 in the fall. Just a dinner
plus a few items, but it was 1 68 that we were gearing for. The 90th anniversar y. That was a great event with parades and everything else. The inspirat ion, it just dawned on me that this is the 90th anniversary and they had
forgotten about it. They weren't that aware of when the parish started.

Q:

Had there been fund r~isers before this?

Parish fund raisers?

There had been a fund raising program that had been started in the middle
1950's in order to fix up our cemetary which was in a bad and sorry state.
Nobody had done much about it. A few people took care of their own graves
but there was no genera 1 concern for it. It was weedy and sloppy. So
some of the trustees had asked Father King to establish these Saturday night
Bingo parties. So in '55 we have the first reports of the bingo operation
here. So that was the extent of the fund raising here. Otherwise they've
never gone in for fund raising; the people took care of the necessary things.

Q:

Through the collection on Sunday?

Through the collections. They weren't pressed at all. Because the priests
who were here were satisfied with little, the people gave little. There was
not anything to give for. They weren't pushed at al 1. There was no need
for fund raising.

Q: So then you saw as one of the purposes of the festival was to create a
community or parish spifit?
That's right . That is a prime purpose for it. AS far as fund raising, this
parish has never been in d~bt since the late 1800 1 s. Has ~ever been in debt
at all. So when 1 came here it was in debt. Through the bingo income whi ch
isnt' great, raise a couple thousand a year and that took care of fixing up
the cemetary pretty much. Now it's the nicest looking cemetary in the area.
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But then they also, after having taken care of the cemetary, they started
fixing up the church. And then th e parish hall. They didn't do anything
to the rectory. No, not at that time. But they started t6 fi~ things up
after 90 years. All the buildin gs, the church, th e hall, and the rectory
were all 19th century buildings. The rectory built in 1878, th e church in
1896, and the hall in 1899. These were still in use with not much upkee p .
So it was mainly to bring a little spirit into the parish. Se emed to be kind
of a doldrums.

Q: You mentioned trustees. Can you tell me a litt le about how trus tee s are
chosen? Wh~t is the process and what function do they perform in the parish?
Trustees are chosen by the pastor of the parish, two laymen. The two lay
people are chosen by the pastor a nd then appointed by the bishop. Trustees
are, in each parish, two of the five member corporation. Each parish i s
seperate ly incorporated under the statutes of the state of Minnesota. The
bishop is president of every parish, the vicar general of the diocese is the
vice-president, the pastor is the executive secreatary and then two laymen.
One is the treasurer and the other is the secretary. That's the set up in
all the parishes. The terms for the lay trustees are two years. In most
paris hes once people are put in as trustees, it is until death do them part.
We just had a the meeting of the trustees last night. The appointment of
new trustee s. We changed them for the first time in 25 years. We h6pe now
to have them changed every two years because the app6intment is a two year
app6intment.

Q:

Why would you wan t to change?

What benefits do you gain from this?

The two men who were trustees suggested that we do change in order to give
more people of the parish a sense of responsibl ity. Look and see wha t the
parish is doing. See it's obligations and so forth. Their {the trustee s)
primary responsibility is to help the pastor in handling and overseeing the
physical and material aspects of the parish. The buildings and the land.
We do have a parish council which is elected by the parishoners. The trustees
are not e~ect~d; they are chosen by the pastor and appointed by the bishops.
They are the official corporation. Bu then the parish council of five
persons is elected; each person elected for a three year period. Elected
by the parish members and they are the principle parish advisory group. The
parish council system was encouraged and set up by Vatican I I Council back
in the 1960 1 s.
It's proven to be a marvelous hel~. lt 1 s an offici~l parish
organizat io n and it's a strong advisor type of council. The pastor who would
reject the recommendations of the parish council would perhaps find himself
in hot water with the bishop. It's just very impr~dent to disreg ard the
ideas of his men and women who are out in the parish, the lay people.

Q:

So these people on the council are representative of the parish?
voice ...
Right.

They

They are chosen by the parishoners.

Q:

Now that I understand the structure a little bit and how you work
through them, could you tell me sp~cifically, when you were dealing with this
90th anniversary, how did you use these two groups? In terms of organizing?
And that 's the point, using the two groups, because the groups met jointly.
For the most part at every council meeting the trustees are there and vice
versa . I treat them in a sense as one advisory group. I have not used rny
privledge of veto power.
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BEGIN SIDE TWO OF TAPE

Q: I 1 m looking at a committe roster for the 90th anniversary. One of the
things that I 1 m curious about, because it came up again in the 100th anniversary
that you just had last summer, was the prominence of tug or war contests.. Now,
I 1 m curious about that because I would ~ot have thought of that as a popular
kind of cont e st that goes on. Why did you choose tug of war? Why was that
chosen?
Bec.jiuse the people suggested it when we had our meetings w·ith the parish col.In"'
cil and the trustees and the people up and down the street. Tug of war seems
to have been a popular contest down through the years ,

Q:

Do you know why?

I don't know why.

Of course it's a test of strength.

Q: You know, growing up around Sauk Centre, I just don't remember that belng
a part of celebrations. I was curious too, about which towns had teams.
understand from talking to somebody that there are acutal teqms th.a t develop . ..

Yes, that develop fo~ the occasion.

Q:

Oh, they're not set teams that compete ~t other times?

No, no. Just when an occasion arises. It's just the same group practically
that gets tog e ther. Because they're usually the strongest persons Jn the
community. And most everyone knows about them. Sure, at different celebratlons
in the area, whether at Danvers or DeGraff or Murdoch, when they have a cele -bration, there 1 d usual ly be a tug of war contest. You'd find the same people
coming from Clontarf and Danvers and DeGraff and Murdoch, The same persons
participating for the most part.

Q:

You don't mention-Benson when you say that.

tfo,

I do not.

Q:

Does Benson have a tug of war group?

I believe they did have a tug of war group in this 100th anniversary that we
just had. But generally, no, they do not participate in the same way as the
smaller towns around here,
Q: "Why do you think that is? WhY de;> the smal !er towns, the DeGraff~, the
Murdochs, the Danvers, why are they the ones that compete or participate in
affairs that Clontarf has?

Well, I would suspect that the~ consider themselves on equal term~ whereas
Benson being much larger than us, they 1 re just out of ou~ league as It were.
To find any unifying force, to ask for a Benson team, where do you go? There
are four thousand people that live there. Whereas, it's easy to find Clontarf
or Danvers or Murdoch or DeGraff. !tis easy to find the one whols resp6nilble
for the team or \.vhom to contact so they can get ahold of all the big fellows.

Q: Do you think there is something that unifies you beyond just the smallness
of it? For instance, would everybody in DeGraff be inv6lved or is there an
institution or is there an organization or what~ver that you operated through
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when you want to get these people?
No, I would say that it's just the community. No particular organization. No
particular church. In our town of Clontarf, which is 90% Catholics, ... must
have been half and half, protestant and Catholic people from the town and
from the country side. So too, in these communities of Murdoch and Danvers
&nd DeGraff, there is no particular group that organizes it. For instance,
when they want to have a tuq of war team, anybody who has strength and a little
moxy as far as tug of war automatically comes to the practice. Everybody is
invited. The stronger the better. There is no restriction as far as belonging
to any special groupr
I remember
the reason why
I thought that
by one of us.
meant?
Q:

in talking to somebody at the last centennial, and they said
we don't think about Benson is because Benson is not one of us.
was a very interesting comment and I was wond e ring what he meant
How do you become ''one of us? 11 Do you know what he might have

It would just immediately crop into my head without much thinking that it
would mean that Benson is not a sma 11 town. It doesn I t have the community
minded-ness, that is, that you're able to have when the town doesn't include
more than 300, 400, , 500 people. I mean the little town itself plus the environs,
the nieghboring farms. You get 200, 300, 400 people in Clontarf and DeGraff
and Danvers. All 200, 300, 500 people in a community are much closer knit.
Then well you take Benson and it's community would have 5000, 6000 people in
their neighborhood. Much easier to get a smaller community unified.

Q:

My impression is that alot of socialization takes place between people of
the smaller towns than that of Benson. Somebody was talking about dances,
they remember dances as being a big thing, and contintues to be an impo•rtant
thing in the celebrations that you have. Street dances and things like that.
Generally people from the smaller towns would come to these dances. Do you
think that 1 s an accurate statment of who would come?
I would think so.

Q:

I think there's kinship ties too between places like Clontarf and Danvers.
So kinship ties, that might be another basis by which people decided where
they're going to go and how they 1 re going to spend their time .
.... Like in Benson you have these clubs, VFW, Golf club ... There is not one
person for instance, within the confines of our parish, as far as I know, who
plays golf. Whereas DeGraff, which is another small town, quite a few of them
play golf. And now I had a heart attack so I count that as a sign from God
that I'd better get out of it. Get with the rest of the people here. The
people here are not that moneyed. We don't have the time.

Q:

I think it may well be a class thing.

In Benson you have the VFW where they have dances and their community get togethers. You have the golf club which is the upper crust life from the community and they have their dances and their dinners. What's in Clontarf? We
don't have any VFW's or golf clubs or things like that. We're just all one
communtiy, one people.

Q: And would you say that you're one community through the Catholic Church?
The Catholic parish?

-I
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Yes.
Q:

It just happens that way?

I suppose it just h~ppens that way. We're one community; we al 1 dress the same.
It just occured to me that perhaps that helps too. We can have very wealthy
farmers sitting down here at our Lounge or our Chatterbox Cafe. Very wealthy
farmers stting along farm hands or sitting along with the priest who is in his
working clothes because he's janitor of all the church buildings too and takes
care of these things. We're all sitting dressed the same. One with huge
holdings of land and machinery, another on a salary, a small salary, and a
pr~est who owns nothing. But you're talking about the days new together . So
close in the community; a great equalizer it seems.

Q: You associated golf say with people that had a little more time on their
hands. But at the same time, DeGraff has a golf association. What's the
difference between DeGraff and Clontarf?
This is an unofficial associat,ion. They have DeGraff golf day at the Benson
Golf Club. There are so many from DeGraff that play. The difference between
DeGraff and Clontarf? Well, DeGraff was established 102 years ago, 1876.
It was sett led first of all communities. The communities were started about
the same time. The land was selected for Clontarf and DeGraff in 1876. But
DeGraff was settled first because the land was better. There was an adequate
lumber suppl y in trees in DeGraff . Good rich soil. Clontarf had no trees
and it was sandy soil.

Q:

Is there a difference then in terms of wealth between the two commu nit ies?

Yes, there is. There is a difference in the wealth of farmers. DeGraff has
wealthy farmers. None of them of course will admit to it. Clontarf has only
one or two. They admit to it. In Clontarf it's really hard pickings. DeGraff
jas the best land and there's more wealth. There's no question about it.

Q: I think we'll stop now because the tape is going to run out.
to continue this again.
END OF THE INTERVIEW

We'll have

