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When he was only 10 years old, he was breaking all of the street lights; he broke the windows in
school and stole anything that he could lay his hands on. He lied, cheated and swindled. When he was
15 years old he found himself in a House of Correction. Here, not only did he improve, but he perfected
his skills in stealing. This time he sat 10 years in a state prison. When he received his freedom, he soon
found himself back in prison for breaking his parole.

After completing his term in prison, he returned to living a comfortable life drinking heavily,
insisting that only crazy fools work and the wise live off their sweat without worry or putting forth any
personal effort. All his life he fought the law, until finally the law won.

The guards had barely removed the corpse when a second convict, Edward, was brought in.
Edward was just 22 years old. He was as pale as a corpse. His eyes reflected unlimited horror. The
guards had to hold him up. They led him to the chair.

When they forcibly seated him in the chair, he began to scream in a terrified and hoarse voice:
“I'm innocent! May God have mercy on my soul!”

Despite the fact that the entire time he insisted that he was innocent, the court declared him
guilty and finally the electric chair put an end to his crimes. He paid with his life for the life he took from
the owner of a grocery store whom he killed with a shot from a revolver during a robbery; and this for a
lousy $90 dollars.

His problems began very early in life. When he was just 10 years old, he was expelled from
school. The reason: disobedience, a haughty attitude, obstinate incorrigibility. After two years of non-
stop robberies, thefts, vagabondage and street fights, the judge sent him to a state orphanage for boys
in Jamesburg, New Jersey. This 13 year old criminal worked in the kitchen in the orphanage and during
his stay there he finished the fifth grade of his elementary education. He was then released and set free.

For a short time he worke4d in a factory. Apparently he behaved honestly, but in reality, he had
joined a group whose members were engaged in selling narcotics. He became an addicted smoker of
marihuana. He was again put into prison.

After his release from prison, he began operating on a wider scale until, that evening when he
shot an old, defenseless owner of a grocery store. So he paid his debt to society by his death in the
electric chair. The guards removed the still warm corpse from the chair, placed it on a stretcher and
carried it out to the mortuary.

In the doorway, there showed up the slim figure of the third convict. Let’s call him Arnold - 23
years old. He was walking behind a priest who was praying. He was just placing one foot in front of the
other, very uncertainly; he was whispering, just repeating half-consciously, the prayer the priest was
saying. Leaning against one of the arms of the electric chair and turning sideways to the priest, he said
to him through his tears: “l want to thank you, Father, for everything you have done for me. May God
bless you. Goodbye.”
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He seated himself in the electric chair; he extended his hands to which the guards attached
electrodes and lowered his head as though he were terribly tired. After two minutes he was a corpse.

Court records show that Arnold lived an exemplary life up to the 16" year of his life, but at that
age, as he admitted, he joined a gang, hooligans who were carrying out various jokes and were engaged
in petty robberies.

When he was 20 years old, Arnold lost his job in the bakery when the owner caught him
plundering the lockers of his fellow workers. Two years later, he ran away from home because his
mother was scolding him for being involved in bad company. He was into more and more mischief
always a little more brazen until that fatal night he was caught in the act of breaking into a store and he
shot the policeman.

The day before his execution, his parents paid him their last visit. He apologized to them for the
shame that he brought to the entire family and in tears he begged them to watch over his eight brothers
and sisters so that they would not fall in with evil companions.

For the fourth and last time on that hot, stuffy July evening, those ill-omened doors opened, and
on the threshold stood Wilhelm. He was 20 years old; he was tall and slender; he stood like a post —
gloomy and frowning. He looked at everyone who was present with a look that was angry and full of
hatred. He walked without a chaplain. He threw himself into the chair as though he really didn’t want to
be there. He was totally silent and he died in silence.

Wilhelm was 14years old at the time of his argument with his 12 year old sister. He beat her
with a stick mercilessly and then kicked her repeatedly that for a while she was near death’s door. He
then left home and went to Florida. There the police found him and the court sentenced him to a House
of Correction. After he served his sentence, the authorities sent him back to his parental home.

He stayed at home for a few weeks and again ran away from home for he claimed that his
parents were too strict. He roamed the back alleys and the dumps of the town and kept heading south.

Unfortunately he met up with someone he knew, an ex-convict with whom he had spent several
years in a Florida prison. As a two-some, things moved briskly for them. They robbed everyone who
came across their path and they stole whatever they possibly could. Finally, Wilhelm shot a policeman
and that July night he ended his dishonorable career in the electric chair at the Sing Sing prison.

In 1937 | had led a very young murderer to the electric chair. His place of execution was the
State Prison in Weathersfield, Connecticut. | would never again want to be the witness of such an
execution. What | witnessed will last me for the rest of my life. In the afternoon of the day of the
execution, the head guard led me through the prison which at that time held 1323 prisoners. IN the
midst of a very interesting conversation, | asked the guard: “Sir, what is the average age of these
prisoners?” | got this reply: “Father, this is such a sad situation, 65% of these prisoners are under the age
of 30; 25% of them are under the age of 20.”
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| asked, “To what do these prisoners attribute their fall? What reasons do they give?” The guard
answered without any hesitation: drunkenness, bad companions, gambling, a desire to possess, the use
of narcotics.” These are the reasons given by the convicts and not from the lips of so called psychiatrists.

At this moment that | am speaking to you, there are about 500 condemned prisoners sitting
about 13 fatal steps from the gallows, from the electric chair and from the gas chamber. At this
moment, on the streets of our cities, towns and villages there are about 15,000,000 people who were
once or several times arrested for a smaller or greater crime, and from these about 5,000,000 of them
had spent a longer or a shorter sentence in prison. This is true! At this moment, about a fourth of a
million criminals, both male and female, are doing penance behind the bars of the penal institutions in
our country. This is the result of the gigantic, of undisciplined, colossal America.
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February 17, 1952
| greet all of you, my dear country men with the words: “Praised be Jesus Christ.”

Just like every nation on earth, so too, does the American nation have its plus and minuses, its
positive sides and negative sides, its advantages and its shortcomings. This is not strange nor is it
anything new. It has always been like that because it was always like that and it will always be like that.
That’s because it is a natural and people thing. There hasn’t been a single period in the 20 centuries of
the history of mankind in which there weren’t robbers, bandits, murderers and other criminals. Up until
now there hasn’t been a single nation which could tell the world and boast before the world that in its
bosom it has brought up only lambs an d not even one ram or goat.

Every sensible person realizes this and continues with his daily schedule. He is neither surprised
at this nor is he impressed. But, when evil, vice and crime trace over widening circles, when it grows in
numbers, when it spreads and grows at a rapid rate of speed, then something somewhere must be
wrong, very wrong. And that is exactly the state of affairs that we have in our American society.

Here in our country, everything is the newest and most modern. Everything, as we say,
everything is colossal, powerful, immense and gigantic. Presently, we use these words even to designate
our consumer goods, income taxes, government expenditures and national debt.

We also have the most churches, the most schools, the greatest number of parks and the most
zoological gardens. We forget to add to that glorious most the dirty word prisons; houses of correction,
prisoners, law breakers of varied types and of a variety of ages. We have a colossal number of convicts,
over a quarter of a million, and from that number about 65% are young people, aged 18-30 years. Yes,
everything in our country is colossal.

Some of you sitting comfortably by your radio immediately ask, what is the reason for this state
of affairs?

| can’t tell you because there are many reasons. Let this 17 year old — let’s call him Billy — let him
tell you. This boy finished high school last year. During vacation, he didn’t have enough spending money
to spend Sundays with his 15 year old girlfriend. He killed an old grocer and with that murder became
nine dollars richer. He stands before the judge and hears the verdict — Death in the electric chair.

Hearing that, the young criminal began to sob. When asked whether he had anything to say, he
said, “Remind all boys to listen to their parents; to go to church; not to drink; to stay away from girls
until they are old enough to consider marriage.” These are a collection of the causes which changed that
young student into a juvenile murderer. Now to today’s talk, entitled:

PATHS TO THE ELECTRIC CHAIR

In July, 1939, | received a letter from a Polish prisoner in the famous New York prison Sing Sing.
The prisoner was very well known to me because of a very tragic event. It happened in 1938 in the early
morning of Christmas.
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At night a Polish woman who had left her husband, returned home from Midnight Mass. Her
supposed husband hid himself in her apartment. He worked in a butcher shop and he prepared himself
suitably. He was very drunk. With help of a fake key he managed to break into her home while she was
in church and he waited.

She had scarcely opened the door when he jumped out at her and after an exchange of a few
words he drew his knife across her throat and did it with such anger and vehemence that he almost
severed her head from the trunk of the body. Then, in the madness of despair, with that same knife he
cut his own throat.

The owner of the house, hearing the cries of the dying woman called the police. When they
arrived, the woman was lying in a pool of blood — dead. Beside her, on the floor lay the murderer and
the incomplete suicide. The murdered woman was taken to the mortuary. The murderer was taken to a
nearby hospital. The doctors declared that in spite of the loss of blood he will not die. He stayed in the
hospital about two months after which the police took him to jail.

While he was waiting for his judgment, | don’t know what induced him, but he wrote me a letter
begging me to come to visit him. Naturally, | went. Right from the very beginning he began to explain
himself, to claim his innocence and to justify himself. | listened to him and told him that he will be able
to give evidence of everything from A to Z in court because | am helpless and can’t do anything to help
him.

Shortly afterwards his law suit began and after two days the bench of jury members declared
him guilty of murder in the first degree which carries the death penalty. The judge immediately gave the
sentence: Death in the electric chair in Sing Sing. The day of his death - the 23" of December, the day
before the Vigil of Christmas. It was almost the anniversary of the murder.

The very next day the detectives drove him to Sing Sing and the jail authorities placed him in
one of the 24 death cells. From there, he again wrote me a letter begging me to visit him. | didn’t have
the heart to refuse him therefore, | went over to visit him in spite of the distance some 400 miles.

One must know that the prison of Sing Sing is one of the biggest penal institutions. It consists of
several buildings. The brick building in which are found those condemned to death and the electric chair
looks like a modern fortress and is completely separate from the other buildings. There are 22 cells for
men and three cells for women. Every one of the cells assigned to men was occupied. There were no

women.

On the order of the head guard, Mr. Lawes, they brought the condemned prisoner whom | knew
and we were both locked into one of the cells reserved for women. The guard locked the gate of iron
bars and went away. The convict sat in the chair and | stood. We were both silent but only for a little
while. He then began to cry and to talk.

“| came to America in 1913 when | was only 17 years old. | left three brothers and one sister
with my parents in Poland. My father died in 1920, my mother is very old but she is still living. My
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parents were very good and very pious people. They brought us up in the Catholic way. When | came to
America, | forgot about everything that | had learned at home from my parents. | joined up with people
who didn’t believe in anything and they didn’t acknowledge any kind of holiness. On Sundays instead of
going to Church we sat around a keg of beer and a couple quarts of cheap whiskey. In 1919 | got
married. Before the wedding, | went to confession for the first time in six years. For a few months | was
in good order, but later | couldn’t bear the mockery of my companions and | again began to lead a pagan
life.

This was the cause of anger and fighting at home because my wife couldn’t stand my behavior.
In March 1923, she left our home, leaving me with our two little children. | couldn’t manage at all. | gave
these two little ones to friends to rear and | drank even more.

My friends advised me to change my name and get married again. | listened to their advice. |
moved to a section of town where no one knew me. | changed my name and | insisted that | had just
moved in from another town.

Within a short time | became friends with a young lady. | married her in church after have
deceived the priest. | pretended that | was a bachelor. When | went to him to confession, | did not tell
the truth. Later | again began leading the same gypsy life with heavy drinking.

| totally forgot about my mother in Poland. Although she wrote often, begging me to return the
money that she had borrowed in order to buy my ship passage, | never answered. | didn’t a heart even
for my mother. | remember how once | wrote back to her that she should not demand a single dollar
from me because | do not have a job and besides you did not give me any property so what do you want
from me?

I lied to my mother because | did have a steady job but | was spending my whole pay on heavy
drinking. At home things became progressively worse and my wife was threatening to go to court for a
divorce. | became fearful because | was afraid that everything would become exposed in court.

| don’t know what kind of evil spirit possessed me that | just wanted to end it all. Now | see that
my mother was right when she wrote — “Son, you will end up terribly because you despise God and you
are living like an animal; therefore, you are going to die like an animal.”

Our conversation lasted about three hours. He was telling me his life story in great detail. |
listened because there was nothing more that | could do. | need not tell you that this condemned man
was terrified and very nervous. His thinking became entangled, he was mixing his words and in his eyes
there flashed some kind of fire of insanity.

As | was leaving, he seized my hand and begged me come to an agreement with his lawyer
concerning his appeal and begged that | would come to visit him again. | promised to do both and | kept
my word. The guard then led him back to his cell while I, with the permission of the authorities, went to
talk to the other condemned prisoners. About them, | will tell you later.
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When | returned to Buffalo, the defense attorney told me, short and to the point, that the
appeal was made for the sake of form, but it will be ineffective and the sentence will be undoubtedly
carried out on the designated day, namely, December 23.

Somewhere towards the end of July, since | was at our monastery in Elmhurst, Long Island, |
asked one of our members to drive me to Sing Sing which is only about 30 miles from New York City.

When the guard brought the condemned man to me | was horrified by his appearance. He had
dried up like a stick and only a feverish flush covered his pale cheeks; his forehead furrowed with deep
creases and from his eyes blazed with hatJed and obstinacy. His throat was wrapped up; no one had to
tell me that he attempted suicide again but | didn’t let that show on my face.

He gave me his hand. Despite the fact that it was stuffy and hot in that prison, his hand was cold
as ice; sticky as pitch. Without looking at me, he murmured with difficulty: “I already know from my
lawyer that there is no hope so why should | have to wait until, December for death? And, Father Justin,
don’t preach to me about morals, because | don’t want to talk anymore.”

He turned away from me angrily and motioned for the guard who seized him by the shoulder
and led him away. | stood in my place stupefied by the unusual behavior of this convict.

At that moment, that same guard returned and began to apologize, saying: “Father, don’t get
upset by his odd behavior. From the day on which his defense attorney notified him in writing that the
High Court unanimously rejected his appeal, he began to pretend that he was demented, a madman. He
refuses to eat; he refuses to talk; with his fingernails he ripped deep cuts in his throat and almost bled to
death. We have to watch him both day and night.”

| returned to Buffalo and a few weeks later, | don’t remember the exact date, | received another
letter from the condemned man. He begged me to come to him, to spend the last day of his life with
him. He also asked me to be a witness of his execution. | agreed in spite of the fact that | could not keep
my promise.

It wasn’t my fault. In October, 1939, | was sent with delegates of the Quakers to assess the
situation of the Polish immigrants in Rumania. | returned from that mission exactly on December 23,
exactly the day scheduled for his execution. Therefore, | didn’t make it.

According to the letter of the chaplain, the condemned man was so terrified that four guards
had to carry him and seat him in the electric chair. He didn’t say a word and wouldn’t even look at the
witnesses. When the executioner threw the switch and the electric current hit the body of the
condemned man, his body drew itself up as though it wanted to escape from the chair and that was the
end.

Now, | return to my first visit to Sing Sing. After concluding my talk with the one I knew, with the
permission of the prison authorities, | went from cell to cell just to say hello and how are you? to each of
the condemned men. Some of them, as soon as they saw me turned their back to me. Others gave me a
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withering glance and then smiled sneeringly but, there were several who were most willing to converse
with me.

| especially recall four young Ukrainians the oldest of them was 23 years old. They occupied the
four cells closest to the little room where the death dealing chair stood — the electric chair. This four-
some, in spite of their exemplary up bringing at home; despite their normal average education was
practicing a very hazardous business — kidnapping the wealthier Ukrainian countrymen for ransom. If
the ransom they demanded was not handed over within a certain time, the young kidnappers threw
their victim into a fire and burned them alive.

Now it was their turn and they found themselves just a few feet away from the instrument
which will burn their young lives from their young bodies. Their case reached the Court of Appeal. The
Court confirmed their sentence. They ended their career in the electric chair.

Among this group of so-called hardened criminals, there was another group of four scheduled
for death on July 3. One of the eye witnesses of the execution describes it thus: “Despite the fact that
the oldest of these condemned men was only 34 years old, every one of them walked some sort of
crooked road alongside the wide road of crime until he came to a fatal cross-roads, where he either
murdered someone or helped to murder someone.”

| was seated together with the official witnesses of the execution in the gloomy death cell.
Before me stood the empty, fearful electric chair; on the wall, the clock ticked the seconds away. | was
nervous; | sat staring at the door through which the condemned will enter this death trap. In my
imagination | visualized these condemned men as babes in their mother’s arms, how they snuggled at
her breasts; later, when they took their first steps and learned to talk; later, when they went to school in
order to learn how they should live. Various thoughts went through my mind and above all, the question
bothered me as to what and when was the first incident which knocked four young individuals from the
straight and narrow path, from the path of decency and honesty onto the crooked path of violence and
murders; a path which always leads to the gates of prison, and this time, to the electric chair. What has
happened in the lives of these people that within a short while they will pay for their deeds with their
life — that life that could have been so profitable for the individual and for society and instead was a
nightmare and a ghost.

My thinking was interrupted by the creaking of the door. The guard was bringing in a 35 year old
Italian. His name now does not matter; he had been baptized in the Catholic faith. He forgot — he forgot
for many years about its e. Even now, with contempt he pushed away the chaplain who walked before
him and hissing curses, he heavily seated himself in the electric chair. Then he began to loudly curse and
blaspheme. It was in that manner that he closed the book of his wasted and miserable life.

Why was he put to death in the electric chair? Because in a fit of anger he sliced his rival and
enemy into pieces with a razor. The court records show that Salvatore even at home did not recognize
any authority. He was unmanageable and disobedient. In school he was the enemy set against the
teacher.




