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It was near Eastenil966. The unit wasurprised, ambushed and surrounded. Fr.
Tom arrived with the resupply helicopter bringing water, ammunition, medics and what
could be found of God in this dense jungle. Many boys had been killed, but many more
were wounded. Fr. Tom closed his eyes in praygh the whomp, whomp, whomp
sound of the helicopter overhead as he reached into his bag for anointing oil. His was a
ministry of presence. Al am here. o He comfo
one lying as they were bleeding and alone, mapaind calling out for their mothers,
their wives, as FrTom anointed their heads with oil and said prayers of comfort. The
wounded and killed had been gathered iatanakeshift triage unit, the able bodied
surrounding them in a circle to protect them friima Vietcong that had attacked the unit.
Tom | istened to the soldiersd questions of,

the mistake that |l anded us in the middle of



And as a Benedictine omk in combat fatiguesvith boots molded to his feet and a

constant trickle of sweat pooling in the small of his back, he listened with the ear of his

heart. Especially here in the
jungle, trapped as he was with
his men, ministering to them as
they called for home and their
families in the midst of

tragedy.He wastheir last link

with all that wagyood.
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Tomés own family was so very different
friends and neighbors. His earliest memories are of rgninirthe door after school and
seeing his mother kneeling at prayer, a Benedictine prayer book and rosary in her hands.
She was an Oblate to Newark Abbey and with 11 children, prayer and the sacraments
were a necessary order in her household. He remenhleeras beautiful and tough,
loving and firm. She commanded respect and was no nonsense in her approach to life and
family. Tom remembers sitting with his father just before he wasipoalt for Vietham

and askedhow he could have dealt with such a lafgmily. And with a twinkle in his

eye and a smile on his face, his father mad

retorted to Tom, Al had a | ot of faith, a
second youngest child of the eleven. félowed Jessie, Mildred, Edward (Buddy),
Andrew, Bill (Fr. Mark) Betty, Cecelia, Mary, and Jim. His youngest sister Teresa (Sr.
Teresa) followed. The day he was boarding the USS Gordon for tdaylVoyage to

Vietnam, he went to the hospital to visitshsister Cecelia. She was dying of breast
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cancer. He arrived to comfort her in her agony. She cried so when he was to leave,
screaming after him down the | ong hospital
could still hear her cries as he boarded the & the long trip to Vietham. On board, he
remembers the young soldiersd fear and anxi
his priestly collar. Most wanted some way to accept their own terror and Fr. Tom was

there to strengthen them with hisowno ur a g e . News of his sister
he was aboard ship. The nearness of the reality of death was closer than ever but a deep

sense of respect of the cyclic nature of life and the acceptance of the will ¢bi@hed

him.
Obedience

Tom hal been asked by Fr. Stephen Finlay at the direction of Abbot Patrick
O6Brien of St. Maryods Abbey to become a mil

Maryods had al ways had a chaplain to the mild@i
vow of obedence was put to the test and with humility he went to the Military Ordinate

in Newark, which was in charge of Catholic Chaplains. Tom was asked which branch he
wanted and responded, AWherever the need is
34.Jus as he was to be sent to Governoros | sl
largest groups of soldiers were deployed to Vietnam in 1965. He set out for Ft. Riley
Kansas to join the fABig Red One, 0 the First
airbese at Bien Hoa in South Vietnam. There was no time for schooling now. Having

been ordained a priest on 31 MB958, taught Latin, appointed a Prefect, named Dean of

Discipline and then Assisth Headmaster of thboys at Delbarton School since 1952,



perhaps that was training enough to deal with the young men he was to shepherd on the
fields of battle for more than just their souls.
Tom wes born in Newark, NJ on 4 Mard®31, to Jessie and Edward Comfroy, in
an already large, wonderful and loving Cathoamily. He recollects that the reason his
family was so different from others was the attention to prayer, order, living up to what
was expected of you and obedience to his parents, older siblings and respect for
everyone. Theirs was a house of harmonyiahudhctioned as a welbrdered community.
He remembers his older sister Mary as his fdl
treated him as her fAdol | babyodo even though t
older brother Bill who would latebecome the Benedictine mgnkr. Mark, was never
far away to diect Tom in both school and theomastery they were to serve in together
later in life. Tom was closest to his youngest sister Teresa who would later be called to
The Sisters of Charity and wiguserve as a trained nurse not just to the Villa at St.

El i zabet hods, but al so as t he one wh o car ed

attended Catholic grammar school at Sacred Heart Vailsburg, and went on to St.

Benedictds Prep i ol follewing inkihe footstepshof lgsholdes ¢ h o
brothers. Tom recalls St. Benedictds as hav
become a priest. He was inspired by the hol"
coaches. I t wa s tha Holy Sgirit muBt diaves dikscendled sn the rowa of

ACs 0 and s Joeldid futdrehptamsThairiveCs 0 wer e cal l ed t o i
together and served together at St. Mar yos
Fr. Gabriel (Marco) Colesd;r. Conall Coughlin,Fr. Brian (Hugh) Clarke, Fr. Benet

(William) Caffrey and Fr. Tiomas JosephConfroy. Following graduation from St.



Benedictdos Prep, he entered Sttateyas1Brdi ct 6s

Hugh Wilt, OSB who was theDirector of the Minor Seminary andoted for his

contemplative approachtoprayasras i nstr ument al in cul tivatir

prayer that allowed Christdéds presence to
know how important this would bier his future ministry in the hot jungles of Vietnam.

Tom remembers th@ra et Laboraof the seminary to be challenging and rewarding. St.
Benedict 6s Aubstairing, swthe youne dity boys of Newark were put to
work side by side with the farfmoys of the Midwest. Tom developed a great respect for
these seminarian farm boys as they laughed at him learning to use a hoe drahesoie

hay up onto trucks. He admired their ability to be in tune with all of nature around them,
vigilant to the movments of animals in the field, weather conditions approaching and the
signs of the changing seasons. Tom was to later trust the farm boys in his army units that
led him through the dense and humid, near impenetrable jungle tevhen they were
targets 6 sniper fire or closing in on landmines. He remembers the terrific heat of the
farm where they would worlall day then dortheir black cassocks oweheir regular
clothes for the Divine OfficeOnce a week they were allowed to shower since water was
sucha precious commodityde laughs when recalling that on more than one occasion he
hung his sweat througind onlycassock on the hook at night only to get up at 5am in the
morning for choir and it would still be soaking wet. He could not have known atrtteat

that in just a few years he would don combat fatigues under white vestments with socks
literally grafted onto his ever wet feet inside fungus covered boots. His seminary years
portend the grinding exhilaration and exhaustion that God would call him the

military.
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He took his first Benedictine vows

of  obedience, stabilty and
conversatiomorumon 11July 1952
at St . Benedictds Abbe
returned t o St . Maryo

Newark. He was back near his

family, back in the city of his youth

and began work as a young

seminarian by driving the older monks of the Abbey around to all their duties plus run
errands for the Prior for the summer. He t he
as Newar k Abbey and St. Ma r y GusderAhle tutelgge had s p
of Fr. AdrianMcLoughlin, who was one of the founding monks of Delbarton School. Fr
McLoughlin was a strict disciplinarian and required nothing less than constant mindful
attention from the young monks in his charge. Tom studied Dogmatic and Moral
Theology, Scripture and Canon Law in the morning and taught Latin to the Delbarton

boys inthe afternoon. Soon he was semtt St . Vincent 6shbe, RAtohabbey
complete a Bachelors in Philosophy from which he graduated in X954BA was

followed by six summers at the University of Notre Dame for a Masters in Classical
LanguagesTom pofessed solemn monastic vows in 1955 and on 31 May 1958 he was
ordained to the priesthood. The year 1958 was wonderful and difficult for Tom. His

mother took greely ill and died suddenly idanuary 1958, unable to see her second son

ordained to the pri¢isood. His father was devastated as was his entire family. Tom

recoll ects t hat i f it hadnot been for t he



brother Fr. Mar k at Tomdés first mass, he co
looked out onto tb congregation assembled faimily, friends, his confreresfdSt.
Maryo6s community and saw tears and sadness
who had given her all to her family and her church, including three children called to God
in consecratetife.

Fr. Tom settled into a life of teachingcted as a Prefect over the boys of
Delbartonthenastheir Dean of Discipline and finallgstheir Assistant Headmaster. The
days were long and arduous, but he wagtr e i n communiCtsywongi t h t he
with many other of his f elwhohadalbeencdledrioedi ct 6s
St . Maryods Abbey with him. When Fr. Finlay |
the military, all of this was to changehe order, the balance, anctprayer life he had
grown into, harmony itself would be turned on its head. Life in the Army was to prove to
be a daunting challenge to confront. But like obedience to his parents, then his novice
masters and finally his Abbot, he had vowed to acceptgvdabe whatever God placed in
his path.
Stability

Tom did two tours of duty in Vietnam. On his first tour of duty, Tom arrived to
serve three brigades of young men as their only Catholic Chaplain. He would hang out
each morning at the S2 tent to find evhere in the field he would be needed most and
usually arranged to hitch a ride on outgoing resupply helicopters. He would carry along
his bag that contained his mass kit and vestments, a string rosary and bible and jump onto
the copter as it headed outdrthe jungle. Tom never knew precisely where he would end

up as combat raged everywhere. The Vietcong had every soldier hypervigilant and



hyperalert with guerilla warfare tactics that could strike at any time. The men became

trigger happy often shootingfanto the dense foliage when a sudden noise would startle

them. Mass was said quickly in a clearing since Fr. Tom would wear white vestments that

offered no protection and literally put the men in danger with the VC nearby. More than

once a bullet wouldvi z by during some portion of the r

few first communions on the battlefield, o0 To
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Homilies were encouraging as there was no need to speak of death,\atipisan this

place of desolation. Men in their units bonded tighter than families, everyone including

Tom looking after one anothéFhere was a motor Sergeant named Guimond, who was a
French Canadian fromaCMaihmod i and ®©Oaéamysoi ghtof

Intelligence announced the likelihood their base would be under fire, Guimond took up



