
 
 

Father Felix Bucher SDS 
Missionary to the Native Americans in Oregon 

Father Felix Bucher studied for the priesthood and was ordained in 
1891. Shortly afterward, Fr. Felix, accompanied by another priest and 
a brother, were sent by Fr. Jordan as missionaries to the northwest 
part of the United States.  

Fr. Felix, a native of Bavaria, soon found himself far from home, 
ministering to the needs of the poverty-stricken Native Americans in 
the state of Oregon. Fr. Cletus La Mere SDS, who studied the life of 
Fr. Felix, characterized him as a priest who resembled the Curé of 
Ars, loving but strict; a man who gave his bed away, had very simple 

furnishings, and lived on a diet of potatoes and milk. Sharing the hardships of his neighbors and 
ministering wholeheartedly, Fr. Felix endeared himself to the people, who affectionately called 
him their “black-robed chief.”  

The rainy winter season along the Oregon coast often made traveling between missions difficult 
for Fr. Felix. He reported several harrowing trips:  

On one winter trip my horse mired down. He became discouraged with trying to get out of the 
mud, so he lay down and would make no effort. I had to get the Indians to come, attach a rope 
and pull him out. I got another horse, but the sticky clay tired this horse too and he also became 
discouraged and refused to negotiate the mud, which was more than knee deep. I finally finished 
my 8 1⁄2 mile trip on the back of a third horse...When the water was high, I would have to swim 
the rivers. One time I crossed the Siletz River while it was in flood and was washed off my horse, 
but I held to its tail and it towed me safely to the opposite bank. (La Mere, 1996, p. 24)  

These are but two examples of the extraordinary effort that Fr. Felix made in order to fulfill his 
Salvatorian mission. Seemingly isolated, Fr. Felix knew how to involve others in his work. When 
he needed money to build a church and residence on the reservation, he enlisted the support of 
Blessed Katherine Drexel, foundress of the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament. Katherine, who 
had a great love of Native and African Americans, had, at her disposal, a large fortune inherited 
from her father, an extremely successful banker. Throughout her life, Katherine supported 
projects of service to Native and African Americans. Happily, Fr. Felix was often the recipient of 
Katherine’s generosity. He was also supported by friends in Bavaria who, in 1911, made him an 
altar and shipped it to New York. It was Blessed Katherine Drexel who paid the freight charge 
from New York to Oregon. Solidarity with friends sustained Fr. Felix. “This thought alone has kept 
up my spirit all these 30 years of mission life.”  

While material concerns necessarily occupied Fr. Felix, he was also a man of prayer and 
sacraments. He had the reputation of being a mystic. His letters revealed that he spent a great 
deal of time in prayer and meditation. He kept careful track of baptisms, First Communions, 
Confirmations, marriages, and funerals. In his first 11 years in Oregon, he buried nearly 100 of 
his parishioners, ministering to the dying and comforting their families. “How many a night I spend 
at the bedside of the dying Indians! They cling to their priest in all filial confidence and say, ‘Father, 
save my soul!’ ‘Father, I thank you!’” On Christmas Day, 1935, Fr. Felix suffered a stroke but, 
after three months, made a surprising recovery. Shortly thereafter, he retired to St. Nazianz, WI, 
living there among the seminarians as an example of “simplicity, piety, humility and obedience” 
(La Mere, 1996, p. 54) until his death in 1938.  
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