Life of peace shortened b y v1olent crash

Bishop George Fuicher
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By JOHN NORBERG
Staff erter

&& EDNESDAY, JAN. 25
Tipton, Indiana :

Monsignor William Higi had been absent
from the room for long moments.

But his absence was little noted by the
assembled clergy of the Lafayette Roman
Catholic Diocese, gathered at the Sisters of
St. Joseph Motherhouse for the first of two'
dnysofmeeungs.

The bishop was due to' arrive from
w;yetuswnwhadumpomntmon.

Whmhewenttothepodmm at the front
of the room, Higi struggled to deliver his

message.
“It appears,” he said — and the words ach-
ed in hu'thrott — “that the bishop has béen

St. Mary, Indiana

Father Steve Modde, a campus minister,
was in a jubilant mood. 5\

He was with a group of 25 people
celebrating a successful Religious
Awareness Day at St. Mary of the Woods
College outside Terre Huut:.f L

Bishop George Fulcher Lafayette
Diocese had been there earlier in the day and
bad given an excellent talk. It was titled

A look back in plcturos
Local, Page BS
| i St AR el

At 9:30 p.m. Modde was called from the
party to the telephone. Thecallerwlsl
reporter from a Terre Haute newspaper.

Asuoddalistmsd.thebloodfellfmmm
face. He returned to his friends. They looked'
lthlmlndkmwaometmngwutambly

Andthmhotoldthcm.

At 1:28 p.m. on Jan. 25 — after leaving the
meetanglltSt.eryofthaWoodsonwhat

Amolpuumtonvidntnd.
Fulcher, who would have celebrated his

“The Peace Putonhnd'l‘heCuthoGCol-
h"l"h- had been loud even cheer- north of
ing and vlnn Barbara Doherty, the

new at St. Mary, mmneedt.ht flames.
the would deliver the talk at her
inguguration in March,

j T

62nd Iurthday five days after the accident,
had been bishop of the Lafayette diocese for
justmnemmtha.

LingloAvuuohmAndhephnnedmou. '
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release of three people from the Soviet
Union. After repeatedly’being told to leave,
a persistent Fulcher finally was allowed in-
side to deliver his message.

As word of his death spread, praise for the
bishop came from as far away as the
Vatican.

He was an extreordinary man, said Higi,
second to the bishop in the church here.

I do believe his understanding of people
and the clergy was just remarkable,” Higi
said last week.

H.E WAS CAREFUL, according to
those who knew him well. He was a cautious
driver. '

What happened to him that bright
Wednesday afternoon in Parke County
might never be known.

It will e 30 to 60 days or more before the
autopsy report is filed. Even then, it might
provide no clues.

Fulcher might have fallen asleep behind
the wheel, His car might have malfunction-
ed. He might have had a heart attack or a
stroke.

@ He had hear: double bypass surgery
two years ago.

@ He had high blood pressure.

@ He was a borderline diabetic.

But while the tragic occurrence that led to
his death might forever be left to specula-
tion, we czn know that on the last day of his
life he wes vibrant and energetic and doing
what he had come to enjoy most — discuss-
ing the pastoral letter. J

“He wes jovial,” said Father Modde of S5t.

Mary, on¢ of the last people to see him alive.

He usually was, according to those who
knew him best, '

1]

IN THE NINE MONTHS since
Fulcher raoved here .from Columbus, Ohio,
Higi — who shared the bishop’s home — had
grown to know him well.

“He was very much of a night person,”
Higi said last week.

“We would talk before supper and during
supper. He was a tremendous conversa-
tionalist,|' Higi said. “And it wasn't just
small talk. It was extremely interesting
conversation.

“He hed a wide interest in literature and

‘W' also in the arts,” Higi said. “He was quite

well versed in the arts.”

After supper the bishop regularly turned
on the evening news and sat down in a chair.
And just as regularly, he fell asleep before
the TV set.

“I left him alone after supper because he
would frequently doze off,”” Higi said. “He
would get his 20 winks. Then about 8 o'clock
he would get his second wind and wake up
refreshed and ready to go. He would read
several pewspapers and cut out clips and
work midnight when he went to his
room."’

Higi l2st saw Fulcher Tuesday evening,

_ Jan. 24. They passed in a hall — Higi going

to one meeting, Fulcher to another.
N,
At 7:30 p.m. that Tuesday, Fulcher spoke
to.a group of religious educators at Blessed
Sacrament Church, in West Lafayette. He
discussed bringing the bishops’ pastoral let-

“ter on peace into the church school

curriculum.

By 10:30 p.m. he was home. It was still
early, by his schedule. B

0

Demiermi\n;ed for peace

Bishop George Fulcher stood before the
gate of the Soviet Embassy in Washington,
D.C., last Nov. 16. He refused to leave un-
tii he turned over letters from Greater

Lafayette urging the release of three
refusniks from the Soviet Union. With him
was Rabbi Samuel Fishman of the B'nai
B'ritk Hillel Foundations in Washington.

very enthusiastically.

“I think what endeared people toWward him
and toward his message was his per-
sonalism,"” Modde said. '‘He was awarg that
diversity is in the church today and that peo-
ple would interpret the pastoral letter dif-
ferently. He knew everyone didn't have to be
the same.”

After the question‘and-answer session, the
bishop went to LeFer Hall, a student living
unit. There he took part in a prayer service.

A few students from the Lafayette diocese
greeted him afterward. He spoke with them
briefly.

flames. But they did not see the car drive off
the road.

PARKE COUNTY DEPUTY John
Britton was on the scene within minutes.

““1'd say probably the man went to sleep,”
Britton said last week. *‘Probably no one will
ever know. But I think that's what happen-
ed. He wasn't speeding. He never made any
attempt to apply his brakes. It all would
have happened pretty quick.

“If he had hit something, maybe he would
have woken up," Britton said. *But the first
thing he hit was the road sign. And by then
it was too late.

“Here's what I imagine happened,” Brit-
ton said. *'It had been a cloudy day. Then the
sun came out. He had his heater on and the
combination of the sun and the heater made
it hot in the car and you get sleepy when that
happens.” ’ 3

High blood pressure also can cause
drowziness.

It took more than 12 hours to remove the
bishop's body from the burned, wrecked car.
If fire hadn't started, Britton said he beliey-
ed Fulcher could have been freed within 10 .
minutes. X

Parke County Coroner Dr. Michael Berger -
jssued a preliminary statement blaming i
death on smoke inhalation. Immediately °
after the accident. he reportedly discounted
the possibility that Fulcher might have suf- .
fered a heart attack.

But a spokesman in his office last week
said nothing has been ruled out.

IF HE FELT ILL, he didn't com-
plain. If he was tired, he didn’t mention it.

“He was acting very normal,"’ Modde said.
*‘He shook hands right before he left, and he
said he had originally planned on spending
the entire day here. But he had to get back
because of the workshop on canon law."”

That workshop was scheduled for Tipton,
where the clergy of his diocese had already *
gathered and awaited his arrival. ¢

Fulcher walked to his car in the parking lot |
at 12:45 p.m. His plan was to drive to
Lafayette, stop briefly at his home, and then
travel to Tipton.

His apparent planned route home was to
take him up U.S. 41 to Attica, then on to In-
diana 28 and Indiana 25 into Lafayette.

Some people more familiar with the drive
might have avoided the winding U.S. 41
through Parke County and taken Indiana 63
instead. It looks longer on the map. But
some call it faster and safer.

But Fulcher was new to the area. .
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would frequently Hign =
would get his 20 winks. Then about
he would get his second wind and wak

refreshed and ready to go. He would read
several newspapers and cut out clips aad
work un madnight when he went Ris

room

Higi l=st saw Fulcher Tuesday e
Jan. 4. They passed g hall g
to one moeting. Fulcher Lo another

| They eschanged goodbyes

At 7-3¢ p.m. tha: Tuesday. Fulcher spoke
to & growp of rebgous educators » Flessed
Secrame=t Charct o West La He
discussed bringing Lhe bishops pastoral let
ter om peace to the church school
cwrmcubum

By 10:30 pm. he was home [1 was stdl
early, by his schedule

H E WAS ACCUSTOMED Zet

ting up st 7:30 am. But be probably got up

earbier on Wednesday, Jan 25, to dniv St
Mary of The Wopds College. He left for
college n=ar Terre "{sute shortly after 5 am

He made the trip alone

Going slone was tus own chowe As nesd of
a diocess that included 86,000 Cs= s
from 64 parishes m 26 countss. be could
have asked somecne to drive hum

“Some Sishops slways kave someone with
them He wasn 't that way, Hig saud ' 1f we
were going to & meeting together in the
diocese. | would drive. Or if he was going Lo
have 8 service, he would take someone slong
to assist im ‘the service and that person
would drive

“But normally, the bshop drove by
himself * Higi said “It was his time Lo get
saway from the phone calls and the pressure
and be sione. Anc | understand that

“But | 've had to think about this 3 great
desl.” be said, “1f | had been in his car that
dey. marbe this wouldn t have happered

FU&R'ST‘REPW& Mary of

The Woods had been planned for three

the

months
He srrived st the college ot 015 am =
time for brunch in the Mother Mary

Cleopba: Dinnung Room.

Half 2= bour later, in the same room. he
- delivere: his talk oo the peace pastors) letter
and the Catholic -ollege to sssembied facul

tions for sbout 15 minutes Ii was an ex-
cellent smmon — st super. He was recerved

.~
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Bishop George Fulcher stood belore the
gate of the Sowet Embassy n Washington
D.C , last Nov 16 He refused o leave un
il he tumed over)lefters rom Greater
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the wame
After Lhe question-and answer session. Lse
bishop went to LeFer Hall a student lving
unit. There he Look part in a prayer service
A few students from the Lafayette diacese
greeted him afterward He spoke with them
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v Il‘ HE FELT ILL. he didnt com

plaun. If he was tired. he. didn L mention |
He was acting very normal, ' Modde

He shook hands nght before he left. and he
said he bad ongnally planned on spending
the entire day here But he had to get back
becsuse of the workshop on canon law

That workshop was scheduled for Tipton
where the clergy of hus diocese had aiready
gathered and swaited hus arrival

Fuicher walked Lo hus car i Lhe parng lot
st 1245 pm His plan was Lo drive
Lafayette, stop briefly st his home. and Lhen
travel to Tipton

His apparent planned route home was Lo
take hum up U S 41 Lo Attica, Lhen on Lo In
didns 28 and Indiana I3 Lalayeiie

Some people more famibar with t
might have svouded the winding USs 4l
through Parke County and Laken Indiana 63
instead. It looks longer on Lhe map But
some call it faster and safer

But Fulcher was new Lo the area

Shortly after he left, realizing he h
long afternoon of driving ahead. he prot
stopped and fulled the tank of hus car with
gas

£y

he dnve

al 8

Hi. THEN DROVE NORTH
possibly lost in hus thoughts and plans for
Lhe diacese

Fulcher had worked on the national level
in 3 circle of bishops, some of whom have
beer named or will soon be named cardinais

Bot it is unlikely he ever would have left
Lafayette for higher office

‘ Archbishops. not bishops, are named car
dinals.” Higi said ~“And pven huis age. he
probably sever would have been transferred
to an archdiocese. We thought he would be
our bishop until retirement. which would
have been sbout 15 additional years

That ended eight miles north of
Rockville, just, south of Indiana 47

The bishop, wearing & seat beit and dnv
ing the speed limit or slightly siower. was on
s straight section of dry, two-lane hughway
Abead was a downgrade and a lefi-hand
curve followed by two more curves

Before he reached the first curve. the nght
haif of his car drove of! Lhe nght side of Lhe
pevement. The car traveled that way for 396
feet. Fuicher made no stiempt Lo brake — or
if he did the brakes faued

The car crashed through & yeiow warnung
sign. The road turned but Fulcher’'s car went
straight. [t became airborne and flew 30 feet
over 8 ravine. [t hit an embankment fipped.
flew 30 more feet and landed upside down.

The tank full of jesking gas bursi mio
flames

Two pecple in vehicles troveling well
behind Fuicher stopped when they saw the

s s

Lafayene
refusniks from the Sowet Urwon
was Rabb Samuel Fshman of e Bna
Bt Hillel Foundations n Washnglon

urging the release of Wwee

With harn

flames Bul they did sot see Lhe car drive off
the road
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I'd say probably the man went Lo slvep
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ever know Buat | Lthink that s what happen
ed. He wasa't spesding He never made any
stiempt to apply his brakes. It =il would
have happened pretiy quick
If he had hit something maybe he would
have woken up,” Br Hat
thing he hut was the road sign And by Lhen
& was Loo bate
Mere's what | imagine happened,  Hrat
ton smd. It had been & cloudy diy. Then Lhe
sun came out. He had his hester on and the
combmation of Lhe sun anc Lhe heater made
it hot in the car and you get sieepy when (hat
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High blood pressure
drowziness
It took more than 1°
bishop's body from Lhe burped. wre hed cur
I fire hadn 't started. Britton sasd he belie
od Fulcher could have been freed wilhun 10
minules
Parke County Coroner Dr Michael Berjger
1ssued 8 prefimunary stalement lhaming
death on smoke mnbalation |
after the sccident, be reportediy c
the posssbility that Fulcher maight have sul
fered a heart atlack

o sasd the first

iSO CEN CAUSSE

» hours to remove Lhw

Bot s spokesman in his office last week
said pothung has been ruled out
L\‘s‘l' WEDNESDAY AFTER

NOON — simost 3 week Lo Lhe hour after Lhe
sccident Fulcher was burted in St Mary
Cemetery in Lafayeite

At St Mary of The Waods College. there =
been s certain depression Lhese past da)y
Father Modde saad

There has been elsewhiere. too. & those
close to the bishop wonder how Lhis could
bave happened. how it could haie been

& vouded

But i a spritual sense, High said, maybe
it's not for us to wonder

ln some respects thus cem

what happened with Fope John i
said “Pope John Paul | broke onto the worid
scene and captured our imaginations. Hé
seemed so fresh and full of bope — a man of
resl vimon

“Then he died after 30 days and it just
seemed unpossible,  Hiyp sasd 1t dudn t
make sense. But somebow, out of the plan of
God. we got Joha Pasl 11

How will anyone fill the shoes of Bishop

Fulcher? be said “We'll just bave Lo trusi
that somehow it will happes A person of
faith just has to trust thai there's a reasom
and s purpose known only to God
“As people of faith "~ he said. ~our efforts
pow peed to be directed toward thanking
God for the gift he gave us in Bishop
Fulcher And we must trust Lhat his visich
can .be kept alive
whomever the next bisbop happens Lo be

Fulcher humsei{ was quite proud that he
was one of the few pecple Lo have an su-
dience with Pope John Psui |

“The loved him,~ Fulcher said of
Paul “Buat we never kmow
in mind for us, do we”
that two days before he died

[Fe bo

God
Fulcher
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