






[Editor's Note: Unfortunately, as we were preparing this issue of
The Capuchin Journey for press, we learned the sad news that 
Fr. Sylvan Conover passed away. What better way to honor him than
to celebrate his life as the subject of this issue’s “Friar in Focus.”]

Fr. Sylvan’s recollections of growing up in Flatbush paint a
nostalgic picture of a time of carefree innocence when, if food
was on the table every night and there was a stick and a
ball to play with in the streets, the children didn’t know they
were poor. They didn’t know they were living through The Great
Depression. He grew up in a place in time when aunts and
uncles and cousins lived in apartments nearby and Friday
supper was fish or pizza with just cheese or spaghetti without
meatballs. Boys were destined to be police officers, fire-
fighters or priests and Polish families and Jewish families
were scattered among the Irish and Italians. On Monday, the
Italian lady in the apartment downstairs gave them leftover
tomato sauce that Fr. Sylvan says tasted even better than
when it was first cooked because sitting overnight gave it
time for the flavor to sink in. When he had a few coins in his
pocket he’d stop by the Jewish deli on the avenue, and treat
himself to a Kosher pickle, and he remembers reaching deep
down into a huge jar to get it for himself. It was a time
when families were identified by their parishes and where
their lives revolved around their parishes and the parishes
were an important part of the entire neighborhood for
Catholics and non-Catholics alike. And, it was a time when
all of Brooklyn cherished their beloved Dodgers. 

Ebbits Field was three blocks from Fr. Sylvan’s home. He
loves to brag that he could see the field from the tarpaulin
of his building and the boys spent many summer afternoons
cheering from the roof as they listened to the game on the
radio and caught glimpses of the live play through the gaps
between buildings that blocked their full view of the field.
The Dodgers were their heroes. The players lived in the
neighborhood during the season and they’d stop and talk to
the boys when when they met them in the street. They’d talk
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about the game the night before and they brought their
own children to play in the parks with their little 
neighborhood fans. “The players weren’t ‘uppity’ like
the ball players today,” Fr. Sylvan states. And, he
recalls, “Supper was always late on Fridays because
Friday was ‘Lady’s Day’ at Ebbits Field and the ladies
didn’t rush home to cook.” When he was in high
school, Fr. Sylvan worked at Ebbits Field for $9 a day.
He remembers how some of the other boys sold seats
after the game had started and kept the money for
themselves, but that he was always honest and settled
for only the $9 he’d earned. 

Fr. Sylvan Conover, OFM Cap. was born John Conover
the day after Christmas in 1922. He had one sister and
was raised by his aunt Catherine, whom he loved dearly.
He attended St. Francis of Assisi Church and elementary
school where his pastor remembers him as ‘...one of
the most faithful altar boys.’ He was a good student with
a unique grit that made him determined to adhere to his
principles even when it could be difficult. He recollects
that for three days in a row when he was in eighth grade,
his teacher asked who in the class was considering
entering the priesthood. On the fourth day his teacher

called him aside and asked him if he wanted to be
priest. After considering whether or not to answer the
question, he told her that, indeed, he did want to be a
priest. When she asked why he had not raised his hand,
his true grit shone forth and he answered, “because I
didn’t think it was any of your business.” He would
always be true to the private and independent that
cost him a reprimand that day.

In 1939 Fr. Sylvan began his high school studies at 
St. Francis Prep where the principal described him as
‘a young man of fine principals – honest, industrious
and most reliable’. During his senior year he took a trip
to the minor seminary in Garrison with the intention of
joining the Franciscans when he graduated. To his dis-
appointment, he was told he’d have to repeat a year of
high school. Fr. Sylvan again showed his true grit by
insisting he would not put in another year of high

school. He’d maintained good grades at St. Francis Prep
and studied four years of French and four years of Latin.
Fr. Sylvan left Garrison disappointed but determined not
to repeat a year of high school when he believed he
shouldn’t have to. A week later he received a letter in the
mail from the Franciscans directing him to begin his
undergraduate studies in Wisconsin and within weeks
he boarded the train from Brooklyn to Wisconsin for
his first year of college. 

In 1942 he moved on again and entered the novitiate in
Huntington, IN. It was there that he received the name
‘Sylvan’ and where his novice master wrote: “All were
well impressed with the conduct of this novice; so kind
and humble. Well settled in his vocation and states he is
getting to like this life more and more each day.” While
many of those who join religious orders feel a calling

continued on page 26
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Fr. Sylvan administering the Sacrament of Baptism.

Fr. Sylvan – in his ham radio days

Fr. Sylvan’s vestment says it all!
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to do so, Fr. Sylvan says he never did. He didn’t feel
something outside of himself pulling them towards a
life fully devoted to following Christ. Fr. Sylvan states,
“I just always wanted to be a priest and the novitiate
gave us a solid taste of what to expect if we joined the
Franciscan order. After the novitiate, all I still wanted –
although more than ever – was to just be a priest.” He
was or-dained to the priesthood on June 3rd in 1949.

Although he volunteered to go to the missions, 
Fr. Sylvan’s first ministry was as professor of English,
Latin and Religion at St. Lawrence at Mt. Calvary in
Milwaukee where he also served at St. Elizabeth. At 
this time he became certified as a practical nurse. In
1951 he received a postcard saying he was going to
serve in the missions.

For the next twenty years, Fr. Sylvan was a celebrated
missionary in the Marianas Islands. He served in Saipan,
the largest island and capital of the United States
Commonwealth of Northern Mariana Islands, where he
endeared himself to the people with his fluent Chamorro.
He was immersed in a society clinging to a cherished
culture that was being chipped away by outside influences
and inevitable worldwide blending. They viewed Fr.
Sylvan’s embracing of their language as the sign of a true
friend who respected the value and purity of their history
and ethnicity. His ministry on Guam required him to
teach in a high school as well as serve as a guidance
counselor and father-figure to many seminarians who
would later enter the Franciscan community.

Fr. Sylvan returned to the United States in 1972. He served
as Chaplain at the Correctional Center for Medical
Services in Beacon, NY, where he completed the course
requirements to become a Registered Nurse. There, he not
only served the patients, but encouraged families and

friends of those incarcerated to maintain contact by letter
writing and phone calls. 

In the years that followed, Fr. Sylvan served as Chaplain in
various hospitals, culminating in his work with the patients
at Wassaic Development Center. He describes his time
at Wassaic as the best job I ever had. “I have never
experienced such love and consideration shown towards
me,” he says of the mentally challenged residents he
served there. If he sneezed they’d become overwhelmingly
concerned and tell him to see a doctor. When he yawned,
they would insist he should take a nap. Fr. Sylvan further
recalls, “the Chapel was modeled after the Vatican Pavilion
at the World’s Fair. It was a Guardian Angel Chapel.”
The altar was in the center, his office to the left of the
altar and his living quarters to the right. He had a little
Lapso Apso at the time and he would bring the dog with
him when he made his rounds to visit those who had
difficulty getting around. Some would not take
Communion until the little dog was cuddled in their lap. 

Fr. Sylvan has always worn his habit. He says it defines who
he is. He is the priest he wanted to be from as far back as
when he stood on the roof of his building to cheer for
his Dodgers when he didn’t have enough money to watch
the game from the stadium. He enjoys explaining how,
everyday, the knots on his sash remind him of his vows
of poverty, chastity, and obedience and he jokingly
says as he fingers each one, “no honey, no money and
go where they tell you to!” He says the most important
thing for a good life is to humbly admit who you really
are and try to do your best with what you are. He has
come to believe that not all commands in life come
from a superior, but sometimes God provides His
direction through those you would least expect.

As Fr. Sylvan looks back on his life he says, “most of the
things in my life, except for the really dumb things, I’d
repeat, especially joining the Capuchins and serving in the
missions.” The tough edge and grit that will forever bind
the little boys who lived their young lives for their
parishes and The Brooklyn Dodgers still lives in Fr. Sylvan
for he can’t keep from smiling as he tells of those days.
But, they were more than happy-go-lucky days. They were
formative times that set the foundation for a priest, a
teacher, a missionary, a nurse and a chaplain who would
touch so many lives. His unassuming nature, and genuine
love have provided hope and encouragement to so many
he has served and has inspired so many of his Capuchin
brothers. The Province of St. Mary has been blessed with
Fr. Sylvan and those he has served will never forget the
kindness and care of this humble man who always
“just wanted to be a priest.”

Friar in Focus: Fr. Sylvan Conover

Fr. Sylvan enjoying a summer gathering with 
Br. Tim Jones, OFM Cap.



We offer our prayers for the repose of the souls of 
the following family and friends of the Province of St. Mary.

(As of May 20, 2009)

CELEBRATING THE ETERNAL LIFE OF . .  .

Walter Ineson
Husband of provincial employee Patty Ineson

March 2, 2009

Irene Hickey
Life-long associate of the province

March 3, 2009

Sheila M. DeSena
Active parishioner of St. Pius X Parish

March 4, 2009

Gerri McCormick
Aunt of Br. George McCloskey

March 10, 2009

Fe Grata Cristobal Lamorena
Sister of Fr. Daniel Cristobal

March 10, 2009

Maurice Galvin
Life-long parishioner at Sacred Heart Church

March 13, 2009

Fr. Robert Stanion CFR
Former member of the Capuchins

March 23, 2009

George E. U. Cristobal
Brother of Fr. Daniel Cristobal

March 23, 1009

Father Louis Massanet
Former Capuchin friar

April 16, 2009

Cecilia Grant
Sister of Fr. Zachary Grant

April 27, 2009

Dorothy Flynn
Mother of provincial employee Patti Flynn

April 28, 2009

James Rajca
Stepfather of Br. Andrew Nowak

May 2, 2009

Donald Casper
Father of former friar Ken Casper

May 20, 2009

Statue in 
the Memorial

Garden at 
St. Clare Friary

in Yonkers.
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Capuchin Youth & 

Family Ministries Events:

June 7 
Family Festiva and God’s TYM Olympics

June 20-21
CYFM Graduating Senior Retreat

June 28-July 3
Capuchin Outreach Program

July 11-19
Capuchin Appalachia Mission

July 23
Caps Corps Volunteers Send Off

July 24-26
DDA CYFM Reunion Weekend

August 28-30
Growing in Faith Together Leadership Training

Contact: Tom Brinkmann, 
Executive Director, CYFM

(845) 424-3609 for information

Capuchin Food Pantries Events:

June 28
Capuchin Street Fair in  New York City

July 18
Family BBQ – Affinia Hotel

August 6
Women of Valor Awards Tea – Waldorf Astoria Hotel

Contact: Joe Sano, Managing Director
Capuchin Food Pantries

(212) 279-6171

Novena Dates:
Dates Appeals

6/13/09 St. Anthony Feast Day

6/19/09 SPANISH – Sacred Heart of Jesus 
Feast Day

7/20/09 Padre Pio Oil

8/25/09 St. Anthony Appeal

8/25/09 SPANISH – July Our Lady of Guadalupe

6/30/09 
7/28/09 St. Anthony Monthly Appeals
8/25/09 


