
Trappist Monks of Mepkin Abbey

Their Lives Are Silent and Filled 
With Work

By AL LAMER

MON'CKS CORNER (AP) - 
The Trappist monks of Mepkin 
Abbey lead silent lives of prayer 
and hard work that obviously 
uplifts them physically as well 
as spiritually.

Surrounded by camellia bush 
es and overlooking flood rice 
fields of the Cooper River, the 
Abbey's small graveyard con 
tains only two tombstones. Be 
neath these He the bodies of the 
mother and daughter of Mrs. 
Clare Booth Luce.

None of the monks has died 
since 1949 when Mrs. Luce and 
her husband, publisher Henry 
Luce, gave the silent brothers 
3,000 moss-draped acres of what 
had been, since colonial times. 
a rich man's plantation devoted 
to worldly gain and worldly 
pleasures.

"Yoa would think we were un 
der an obedience not to die,"

said the Rt, Rev. Don M. An 
thony Chassagne, the 53-year- 
old abbot who has directed the 
Abbey's intense devotional life 
and its considerable business 
enterprises since it was found 
ed.

"We live too long," he added 
with A smile. "The active or 
ders die sooner."

But nobody is moreaware of 
the inevitability of death than a 
Trappist monk. That is why they 
took a vow of silence and re 
tired from the world to pray 
for it and the souls of men who 
inhabit it.

Also aware o! It li Mrs. Luce, 
actress, author, playwright and 
Roman Catholic convert. Be 
tween the graves of her mother 
and her daughter by a former 
marriage, both kil'ed tragically 
in separate automobile acci 
dents, is a space wher* Mrs. 
Luce has directed that she be 
buried.

Her mother was killed in 1938 
and her daughter, Ann Clare 
Brokaw, 19, was killed in 1944 
while a student at Stanford Uni 
versity. Mrs. Luce had them re- 
buried in the Abbey graveyard.

The cowled and robed Trap 
pist monks, known formally as 
Cistercians of the Strict Observ 
ance, reserve their spoken 
words for God. They don't speak 
even to each other except when 
absolutely necessary, and then 
usually by sign language.

They arise from hard cots in

cell-like cubicles at 2:15 a.m. for 
a day that begins with prayer 
and finds them working at man 
ual labor by 6:15 a.m. They re 
tire at 7 p.m. withouteven the 
brief period of conversation al 
lowed in most monastic orders. 

They sustain themselves fi 
nancially by selling eggs, ca 
mellias, azaleas and lumber. 
By concentrating on these en 
terprises, and buying most of

their simple food instead of 
growing it themselves. Mepkin 
Abbey is self - sufficient, al 
though little money is left for 
improvements.

The 45 monks at Mepkin 
range in age from 78 to the 
early 20s. Many of them are 
veterans of World War II or Ko 
rea who joined the order to 
pray for the world after exper 
iencing the horrors of war.

Although silent, they are not
dour. They peddle about th*ir 
beautiful retreat on bicycles, the 
hoods on their brown coverall- 
type work habits often thrown 
back and replaced by a white 
sun helmet or floppy straw hat.

A walk around the grounds 
with Father Anthony dispels any 
idea that a Trappist abbot is 
without humor.

"Those are our lay sisters," 
Father Anthony said, pointing to 
some of the 20,000 white leghorn 
hens which supply the eggs for

commercial sale. Then, hastily 
disclaiming either spiritual or 
temporal credit for the quip, he 
added: "A Benedictine pulled
thtt on me once,"-t

Mepkin Abbey IB eight miles 
south of the town of Moncks Cor 
ner and about 25 miles north of 
Charleston. A modernistic big 
house and three guest houses 
were included in the gift by the 
Luces The monks have built a 
chapel and dormitory annex.

The name "Moncks Corner" 
has nothing to do with the Trap 
pist monks, although it just pos 
sibly may have been given Mrs, 
Luce the idea for an abbey. The 
town was named after Gen. Wil- 
liam Monck, a lord proprietor 
of the colony of South Carolina 
and a follower of England's King 
Charles II.

Although they maintain a herd 
of cows, gather thousands of 
eggs each day and live in a fish 
erman's paradise, they eat nei 

ther meat, fish nor eggs.

A vegetable diet keeps the" 
monks healthy and the Mepkin- 
baked whole wheat bread is one

of the wonders of the tow coun 
try. In fact, recalls Father An 
thony, there was "some little 
trouble" with jealous commer 
cial bakers on the outside when 
Mepkin Abbey bread and cinna 
mon buns were sold in Moncks 
Corner and Charleston.

The outside world seems re 
mote at Mepkin Abbey. But su 
burbia is encroaching and the 
monks are concerned. A half- 
mile away from the Abbey build 
ings, across the flooded rice 
fields and the Cooper River, a 
high-income subdivision of wa 
terfront homes has been started.

"Sound carries over water.' 1 
laments Father Anthony, "radi 
oes, boats and voices. We seek 
Rilence . . . \v; may some day 
build further back.'*

Mot that Father Anthony fhns
sees any need to expand on th« 
assumption the Trappist order 
will continue the growth noted 
since World War II. He thinks 
the war experiences of many 
young men and books on monas 
tic life by Trappist fathers 
Thomas Merton and M. Ray. 
mond helped swell the silent 
ranks to several times pre-war 
membership.

The abbot predicts Trappist 
membership has "about leveled 
off* at approximately 1,000 
monks in 11 monasteries in the 
United States, plus two Trappes* 
tine nunneries for women.

The Trappists can accept 
youths 15 years old as prospec- 
live brothers. But as a practical 
matter it is almost a require- 
ment that they have the worldly 
and educational experience of a 
high school graduate.

After five years, if the order 
accepts them, they take per 

petual vows to remain until 
ideath.

The monks at Mepkins are not 
completely isolated. There are 
no radioes, television sets or 
newspapers, of course, but Fa 
ther Anthony once a week posts 
selected clippings of world 
events on a bulletin board for 
all to read.

"The community should be in 
formed of what is going on," 
Father Anthony explained. "W« 
need to know the problems of 
the world, the sufferings of the 
world anything that stimulate* 
prayer.

"There is a definite danger 
in the cloistered life of becom 
ing self-centered." the abbot 
added. "And, of course, we ara 
supposed to be living for the 
world."
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