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In January 1968, the Tet Offensive, one of 
the largest military campaigns of the 
Vietnam War, began.  North Vietnam 
launched a series of coordinated attacks on 
targets throughout South Vietnam.  This 
included an assault on Bien Hoa, just 
outside of Saigon.  It was the site of an air 
force base, but also a hospital run by the 
Hospitaller Order of St. John of God.

The hospital was led by Brother William 
Gagnon.  The 62-year-old religious brother 
had served as a medical missionary in 
Vietnam for over a decade. 

7,000 refugees, fleeing the Communist 
forces, had taken refuge in the hospital.

On the night of February 3, 1968, bombs 
began to rain down on the hospital.

Amid gunfire and exploding shells, Brother 
William escorted the refugees to safety.

←Bien Hoa Wreckage at the air force 
base following the attack



How did this mild-
mannered, soft-spoken 
religious brother, who 
had devoted his life to 
humble service of the 
sick, find himself playing 
the role of a hero in the 
midst of one of the most 
violent battles of the 
century?

Quite simply, it was 
where the voice of God 
had led him.



William Gagnon was born 
in Dover, New Hampshire, 
on May 16, 1905, the 
second child of thirteen 
born to French-Canadian 
parents, Delphis
(“Thomas”) and Marie-
Louise Gagnon.

↓Brother William



William’s parents taught 
him and his siblings to 
practice their Catholic 
faith seriously and 
devoutly.

In addition to William, his 
sister, Marie-Eva, entered 
religious life, as a Sister of 
the Assumption, an order 
of sisters who taught in 
schools, including St. 
Paul’s School in Barton, 
Vermont.

↓Brother William



Times were hard and money 
was scarce, especially for 
such a large family.  Like 
many French-Canadian 
families, the Gagnons 
moved throughout Quebec 
and New England, wherever 
work was available.  

Delphis Gagnon worked in a 
cotton mill in Dover, New 
Hampshire and on a farm in 
Les Etroits, Quebec. Young 
William started working in 
the mills at age 15. 

In 1922, the family moved 
to a farm in Barton, 
Vermont, where they 
became parishioners at St. 
Paul’s Church.

←Barton, VT

←Dover, NH

↑Les 
Etroits, 
Quebec



During these years in 
Barton, William began to 
discern a vocation to the 
religious life.  He applied 
to the Marist Brothers 
and the Oblates of Mary, 
but he was turned down 
because he suffered from 
kidney disease.  They did 
not think he had the 
stamina to endure the 
rigors of religious life.

By 1926, in his early 20s, 
William was back in 
Dover, New Hampshire, 
working in a cotton mill.



In 1928, when William was 23, 
he came across a newspaper 
article about St. John of God 
(1495-1550), a Portuguese 
soldier who returned to his 
Catholic faith after hearing St. 
John of Avila preach in 1537. 
He devoted the rest of his life 
to serving the poor and the 
sick.  The Hospitaller Order of 
St. John of God was founded to 
continue his work.

The story of this saint struck a 
chord in William’s heart.  He 
knew that God was calling him 
to become a Hospitaller 
Brother.



In October 1930, he joined 
the order in Montreal as a 
postulant.

William loved his new life, but 
only two months later, he 
received a letter from home 
informing him that his father 
had been seriously injured.  
Unable to work, and with the 
other children still at home 
too young for hard labor, the 
Gagnons were at risk of losing 
everything. William put his 
vocation on hold and 
received permission to return 
to help his family in Barton.  



William spent the winter 
months of January, 
February, and March 1931 
laboring on the family farm 
in Barton, shoveling snow, 
hauling hay, grain, and 
water to the animals, and 
tending to the other farm 
chores.

Visits to St. Paul’s Church for 
Mass and private prayer 
helped sustain his vocation 
during this difficult time.

By late March, his father 
had recovered sufficiently to 
do the work on his own, and 
William returned to 
Montreal to continue his 
religious formation.



From the 50th Anniversary History of St. Paul’s Parish, 
Barton, Vermont (1952) :



“Our vocation is admirable.  It 
consists in taking care of 
Christ in His suffering 
members and helping them 
to experience Christ by our 
life of devotion and 
hospitality.  To accomplish our 
vocation, we need a strong 
faith that permits us to see 
Christ in each moment and 
Christ Himself in all our 
brothers and sisters.  This 
ardent faith is only achieved 
through prayer.”

-Brother William Gagnon



Brother William spent the 
next two decades serving 
faithfully as a Hospitaller, 
ready to perform the 
most menial tasks, such 
as washing soiled 
bedsheets and hospital 
linens, even when moving 
into positions of authority 
and leadership, such as 
prior and provincial 
superior.

After much prayer, he felt 
God was calling him to 
serve as a missionary in 
French Indo-China 
(Vietnam). 



In January 1952, Br. 
William and two fellow 
hospitallers arrived to 
establish a hospital in Bui-
Chu, in the north, near 
Hanoi, little imagining 
that the country was 
about to be engulfed in 
decades of violent 
warfare, first the war 
against the French 
colonial authorities, then 
the war between 
Communist North 
Vietnam and Democratic 
South Vietnam, a war into 
which his home country, 
the United States, would 
become embroiled for 
years.



Brother William wrote to 
Sister Marie-Eva that his only 
regret was the anxiety he 
caused their elderly mother 
by traveling to serve in this 
far-off land.

“Leaving [our] family will be 
painful for me, for we are only 
human.  However, if it did not 
involve a certain sacrifice, it 
would have little or no merit.”

He believed it was God’s will, 
and so he threw himself into 
his work, beginning with the 
construction of the hospital, 
and then faithfully tending to 
the sick.



With the uprising of Ho Chi Minh 
and his Communist forces 
against the French colonial 
authorities, many foreigners fled 
the country, including many of 
the hospital staff.  Brother 
William refused to leave, 
insisting on remaining behind to 
tend to the sick.  He placed a 
statue of Our Lady of Fatima 
beside the hospital for 
protection.  Once, a bomb 
exploded on the roof of the 
hospital, but no one was injured.  
Brother William said that Our 
Lady had indeed protected them.

Brother William jokingly referred 
to the daily gunfire and 
explosions as “the concert.”



In a letter to Sister Marie-Eva, he 
recounted one difficult day: “All of a 
sudden, we receive ten wounded 
and a dead person; poor people.  
Our dispensary is very limited in 
space and has only a small table and 
one small bed.  We have no choice 
but to place the other injured on 
the floor.  One of us bandages the 
wounds, another gives the 
necessary injections, and the 
chaplain administers the Last Rites 
to two of the injured.  Blood flows 
on the floor and the reasonable 
complaints of the injured are hurled 
toward the saints in heaven.”  The 
blood made the floor a slippery 
mess and stained their white habits. 
Brother William kept his composure 
throughout it all, knowing that his 
tears would help no one.



He worked so hard that he 
hardly had time to eat his 
three bowls of rice a day, 
and his hands became 
inflamed, but he put off 
seeking medical treatment 
so he could continue to 
tend to the injured.



Ho Chi Minh’s Communist 
forces drew closer each day, 
but Brother William remained 
in the north to arrange the 
escape of some Carmelite and 
Dominican nuns home to 
Canada, along with five 
Vietnamese Hospitaller 
novices.

He ministered to war victims, 
regardless of the side for which 
they fought.  Once, he treated 
an injured Communist soldier, 
who returned the favor by 
reporting his location and 
identity as an enemy foreigner.  
Finally, Brother William had to 
flee the north in 1954.



When the country was 
partitioned between 
Communist North 
Vietnam and Democratic 
South Vietnam, many of 
the 800,000 refugees who 
fled from the north were 
Catholics, targeted for 
their “French” faith.



In South Vietnam, Brother 
William began again, establishing 
a new hospital in Bien Hoa.  A 
Hospitaller superior suggested 
that he give up and return to 
Canada, but Brother William 
insisted that the refugees were in 
great need in South Vietnam, and 
he was allowed to stay.

Cardinal Cushing of Boston, 
hearing about this determined 
Brother, shipped him a brick kiln 
to help with the construction of 
the new hospital.  Brother 
William pitched in to work 
alongside the others to construct 
the hospital.

←Bien Hoa



Brother William began 
each day’s work early in 
the morning, a habit he 
had learned on his 
family’s farm in Barton.  
He devoted time to 
prayer, administrative 
tasks, collecting food and 
medical supplies, and 
caring for the sick 
personally.

Often soldiers laughed at 
the appearance of this 
strange figure in monastic 
robes, digging through 
their discarded supplies in 
search of usable items.



His heroism rescuing 
thousands of refugees 
during the Tet Offensive 
in 1968 was just a natural 
outgrowth of his daily 
tasks of prayer and 
humble service in the 
hospital.



The government of South 
Vietnam insisted on giving 
him an award for his years of 
faithful service, which he 
accepted with some 
embarrassment, feeling 
unworthy of the recognition.

He was more pleased with 
the honor of being called 
“Brother Nhan” by the 
people he served, meaning 
“humane and kind brother.”



By the summer of 1971, 
Brother William was worn 
out from his labors.  He had 
suffered from heart trouble, 
including a possible mild 
heart attack.  Brother 
William finally requested 
permission to retire.  His 
superiors granted him 
permission, but he wanted 
to finish up a few tasks 
before he returned to 
Canada.  He never did.

Brother William died in 
Vietnam on February 28, 
1972.  He was only 66.



Many attended his 
funeral Mass.



And many still gather at 
his grave in Ho Nai to pray 
for his intercession.

Following his death, the 
Church declared Brother 
William a Servant of God, 
in recognition of his 
heroic virtue and 
holiness.

In 2015, Pope Francis 
declared him a Venerable, 
just two steps 
(beatification and 
canonization) away from 
being named a Saint.



Discussion Questions:

1. What resonated most with 
you from this presentation?

2. What do you think Brother 
William might have to teach 
you?

3. Was there something new 
you learned about Brother 
William?



After having sent Brother 
William to serve as a 
missionary in Vietnam 
many years ago, God is 
blessing our Diocese with 
several seminarians from 
Vietnam, coming to serve 
as missionaries in 
Vermont.  

Let us keep them in our 
prayers.



Nearly 15,000 Vermonters 
served in the Vietnam 
War.  Over 100 were killed 
there.  

Probably none of them 
knew that a fellow 
Vermonter, a man of 
peace in the midst of war, 
was quietly serving at 
their side.  

Let us pray for Brother 
William’s intercession for 
our Vietnam veterans and 
for all veterans.



And the plight of 
refugees from war-
torn regions around 
the world continues, 
most recently in 
Afghanistan.  

Let us continue 
Brother William’s 
ministry by helping 
refugees in whatever 
ways we are able, and 
by keeping them in 
our prayers.



Prayer for Brother William’s Canonization

Lord, Jesus, Your mercy inspired 
Venerable William Gagnon to live 
hospitality
with the ill, the refugees, and the poor.
Grant that we may always minister to all
suffering people with Charity, as did this
Son of St. John of God.
Lord, hear the prayer that we address to
you (personal intention) by the 
intercession
of Venerable William Gagnon,
in order that we may be affirmed
in our faith and that Your glory and the
joy of the Church be proclaimed.
Our Father, Hail Mary,
Glory Be.

Brother William’s grave in Vietnam



“Well done, good and 
faithful servant… Come 

share your Master’s joy.”

-Matthew 25:23

Venerable Brother 
William Gagnon

(1905-1972)


