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The hermit of Vancouver Island 

BY DOUGLAS TODD 
The story goes th.,.t St 
fra.nC'1.!> o f Masi, who 
span1Ually c01nmuned 
wuh anunals and birds, 

rMVar<lcd late jn life 
for his dedicabon with the 
•stigmata• -{le tu al 1nark5 
on h15 body resembling 
lhe wounds of the cn1ci-
ficd ChrisL 

Today, St Franc!.!>' 
modem-day counterpart, 
Vancouver Island hennit-
priest Oiarles Brandt, 
receive5 som t'tl ung more 
worldJy: prestigious 
cnvirorunental awanb. 

T wenty-fivc years ago 
Brandt became the first 
man in North .-\meri<:a to 

ordained a hcmtit-
priest. according to the 
island diocese. He spends 
afmost every moment 
among his "brothers and 
sisters," the creatures in 
the West Coast forest 

At the end of a long, 
narrow dirt road through 
a stand of Douglas fir 
standshi~small, tidy 
wooden dwelling marked 
with a sign reading 
"Henuitagc" and a 
wooden cross la.lier than a 
man. 

Oyster River, Brandt, 68, 
walked JTccntly in the 
pattering rain, breathing 
the pure air, completely at 
home on the earth he 
feels "is part of us." 

Inspired by St. Francis, 
Brandt doc5 his "walking 
meditations" among the 
forest's <lea, raccoons, 
otters, woodpcckcn, 
flickers, finches and 
warblers. 

now working in North 
A.menc.L 

He admits he some-
times battles loneUness. 

He h.kes people--bul 
fl"els his isolauon 15 "really 
nCC"C5Sa.l'f-" 

He acknowledges lus 
lifeityle requires disci-
p line--which seem5 to be 
reflected in the pr«isc 
perpendicular arrange-
ments ofhu pens, emi-
ronmenlal reports, art 
work, cups and book-
preservation equipment 
(from which, as is h ermit 
tradition, he financially 
supports himself.) 

All these decades 
after leaving behind his 
h_ome in Kansas Cil)', 
wOrking as a ffight officer 
in the U.S. Air Force and 
obtaining a dcgrtt LO 

ornithology at C.OmcU 
University, the hermit-
priest feels he is only at 
the beginning of his 
spuirualjoumcy, which is 
leading to -.he death of 
the ego." 

It LS not an easy thing 
lo do-1.0 discover, as he 
says LO his .slow, almost-
whispcry voice, the deeper 
inner self-to realize that 
the human soul and the 
earth and the spint of 
Cod arc all intercon-
n ected, all one. 

Llke l11e monk.s o f 
the 12th centwy, Brandl 

• believes hlS life of prayer 
and contcmplatJon is far 
froni irrc1C\-ant 10 the 

I world. 
"It's absolutely 

essential . It docs tremen-i dous good. Through it we 
enter inlO the expanded 

1; consciow.ncss of ChrisL 
People in contemplative 

iE life are assisting m bring-
ing about a maJor plan-
etary consciousne5ll sluft. 

"You JU.St put one foot 
in front of the other, with 
no destinauon in rrund," 
he said . "You 're just 
thcre---in communion 
with the animals and 
birds. SL Franos was in 
touch with all nature. To 
him, it was a revelation of 
God." 

I Th<y'rc assi5ting in the 
dream of the earth. 
There'_s nothing more real 

._ _________________________________ _J> you could be doing." 

After srudymg 

Let everything orowingfirom the earth bless the Ln,yd tbeology,ntbeU.S., b · v 1 ' Brandt found Canada', 
Daniel 3;76 wildcm<M "unbelievably 

beautiful, like Eden." He 
adnuts one reason he was SL Francis also chcr-

ishcd his hermitages. 
where his followers spent lifetimes in devotion. Sitting 
CJ"05,H~cd, Brandt commits more than five hours 
each day to soUtary prayer and meditation. I-le also 
celebrat.cs Mas.s dajly by h1msclfin his tiny wooden 
chapel. 

Unlike lhe medieval church mysticJuUan of Nor-
wich, who UlCra.Uy had a brick wall built around her so 
she could connect with Cod without disn1rbance, 
Brandt makes dear he is not a "r«lusc." He is a henniL 

Tiiat means he S[>f!'nds only about 90 percent of his 
walung hours without hurnan company. 

In the other 10 percent, Brandt's love of nature, and 
people, draws lum mto the world of pohticsand 
tcachmg,;mt as 11. d1<fSL Francis Brandt lead,. med11-a-
t.1on rieu-cau at his hermitage, and a.s a member of many 
cnvtr0runcnta1 groups "I never go to the meetings," he 
say, . Bur ht' wnl.CS leucrs-<onstanlly 

Fo.- hli und)'1ng dedication to sa\.ing VancOUV("I' 
bl.and's Tsolum R.1\.-c:r from uuning pollution, wluch 

put him uncomfortably in the public spotlight a few 
yean-ago, he received the Cal Woods Conservation 
Award . 

For work spent protecting lhc ecological divers.ity or 
the "bio-rcgion".he lives in near C.a.mpbcll Rwcr, he was 
honoured with the Roderick Haig-Brown Con5ervation 
Aw.u,:l. 

Brandt ts a follower and friend of the renowned 
Catholic mo nk Thoma$ Mr-110n, who developed a form 
ofCh1istian-Buddhist contemplation and encouraged 
him to become a h~mliL Brandt also b.ue$ hi.s life's 
work on Thomas Berry, a noted C'l.tholic cco-theolo-
gian. Brandt sums up his miSSJol\ this way: 

"TI1e human community and the natural world must 
go into tJ1c furure as a smglc 5aCJ'ed community or we 
will both pcmh m the desert." 

With the full support of Vancouver Island Bishop 
Remi de Roo, whom Rrandt c:onsidcrs "avant garde,• 
Brandt is one or only a h.tndful of ecdCMa5Uca.J hem11ts 

drawn lO Vancouver Island was for its stedhead fishing . 
F"ubmg organizaboru coruider him an expert. 

And although Brandt stiU doru hipwaders and ste~ 
out with his rod into the rushing water, his 6shmg now 
1s nearly all "catch and rclea.sc," out of concern for the 
creatures. He may, he says, C\'tnmall)· Mop fishmg, 
pcrhap5 become a vegt'tarian. 

Borrowmg from mythologist Joseph C-ampbell, 
Brandt believes he a.s "foUO\\ing hi5 bl~ There's 
no lhmg else I'd ttally Like to do." Everyone ~auld 
follow their bliss, he says. They should do what bnngs 
lhemjoy; 1twill reOect creatiw·ly on the world. 

After almost a luct11nc of prayer for lh.e plan('l, 
combme-d with activism, he bcbe\'eS ccologacal progrt'S.1 
is occ.uTing The church, for t"xatnpl(', ts finally gc1.bng 
over sccmg 1.he na11i.ral world as evil and as retummg m 
SL Francis' belicfthaL nature miJTOn God. 

"I'm much more posiuve about th(' way the t'llVlron-
mc-nt is gomg," he M\)'I., "than l was 25 ycan ..go " 
R,printcd with pormiooion of Th, v_.,,. S.... 
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