ISTITUTO STORICO SALESIANO — ROME

STUDIES - 21

Pietro Braido

DON BOSCO
THE YOUNG PEOPLE’S PRIEST
IN THE CENTURY OF FREEDOMS

VOLUME 2

LAS — ROME



Chapter 19
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The early 1870s mark two fundamental moments in the story of Don Bosco: the broadening and
consolidation of his youth activity extended to the female world through the founding of the FMA
Institute, and the gaining of the approval of the Salesian Society’s Constitutions. The achievement
of these two fundamental results differed both in their dimension and how they were pursued. In
the first case, perhaps Don Bosco gained more than he had hoped for, and in the second it was
certainly less than he had asked for, with painful consequences for the life of the Congregation

FOUNDATION OF THE FMA INSTITUTE AND
CONSOLIDATION OF THE SDBs (1870-1874)

9 May: birth of Mary Domenica Mazzarello

6 July: ‘did Jesus only redeem boys?’

8 October: first encounter with the Daughters of the Immaculate in Mornese’
Members transfer to the House of the Immaculate;

December: Don Bosco’s conference to members;

24 April: letter to Bl. Enrichetta Dominici asking help to adapt the Salesian
Constitutions ‘for an Institute of religious women.’

Costituzioni Regole dell’Instituto delle figlie di Maria Ausiliatrice.
23 May: entrance into the college, the final location;

5 August: clothing and religious profession of the first 11 Daughters of Mary
Help of Christians, and clothing for four others;

24 October: letter to Archbishop Gastaldi regarding admission to Orders for
Salesian candidates.

18 February: Don Bosco’s trip to Rome;

22 March: leaves for Turin via Florence, Bologna, Modena;
Summer: the animadversiones on the SDB Constitutions.
March: Fr John Cagliero, Director General of the FMA Institute;

3/13 April: approval of the SDB Constitutions and rescript granting faculties for
dimissorials ad decennium;

15 May: death of Fr Pestarino;
15 June: election of M. D. Mazzarello as Superior (Mother) General.
Autumn: local Spiritual Director, Fr James Costamagna;

8 October: the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians at Borgo S. Martino (AL).

which was still incomplete according to him.



1. The FMA Institute: convergence of two distinct experiences

During the years when Don Bosco was giving shape to the Salesian Society, seeing to the
Salesian spirit in its first young adherents, including telling them about his dreams, there appeared
one special, distant prelude to a similar initiative for girls. He located this as being on the night of 5
July, 1862, reduced to a handful of details: ‘I found myself on a broad plain. | saw the Oratory boys
running and jumping, happily playing. Then | went for a walk with Marchioness Barolo who said to
me: “Leave me just to look after the girls. You can just look after the boys.” | replied: “But tell me
something: did Jesus just redeem boys and not girls?” She replied: “I know that he redeemed them
all.” “Then | must see that his blood is not shed in vain for boys and girls.”’

So the possibility of and the need for initiatives on behalf of girls, similar to the ones for boys,
was not absent from his purview. This involvement, however, would not have an absolute starting
point but would come about thanks to his encountering an already established group of girls who
were already dedicated to some extent to a special mission in the service of God and neighbour.
While it is not the task of the biographer of Don Bosco to write up the origins and early
development of the FMA Institute, it is, nevertheless, his duty to recall the part he played in how it
came to be and in its early growth, as its founder. In fact one must certainly take into serious
consideration the important basis which this group of young girls offered the foundation. They were
its core group, under the direction and leadership of Mary Domenica Mazzarello (1837-81) and
their common spiritual father, Father Domenico Pestarino (1817-74). It is likewise essential to
explore the historical reasons which made Don Bosco the founder for all intents and purposes? and
not just in its formal, legal sense.® The Institute arose and took shape, in fact, thanks to two distinct
but convergent movements. Both were historically essential to its existence and peculiar nature.

Seeing things this way can help reconcile two quite different testimonies offered at the
Informative Process stage for Don Bosco’s Beatification and canonisation. These were the
testimonies of Fr Francis Cerruti and Fr Michael Rua. Neither were quite exact, but this should not
create difficulties for the historiographer. They spoke of his involvement in establishing the FMAs.
Basically they can be regarded as complementary accounts.

1 G. BONETTI, Annali 11l 1862, pp. 31-32; cf. also D. RUFFINO, Cronaca. 1861 1862 1863 1864 Le doti
grandi e luminose, 5 June [= July] 1862, p. 23.

2 Regarding this complex interaction, cf. P. STELLA, Le Figlie di Maria Ausiliatrice, in 1D., Don Bosco nella
storia della religiosita cattolica I..., pp. 187-208; M. E. POSADA, Significato della “validissima cooperatio”
di S. Maria Domenica Mazzarello alla fondazione dell’Istituto delle Figlie di Maria Ausiliatrice, in M. E.
PosaDA (Ed.), Attuale perché vera. Contributi su S. Maria Domenica Mazzarello, Rome, LAS 1987, pp.
53-68; P. CAVIGLIA, Il rapporto stabilitosi tra S. Maria Domenica Mazzarello e S. Giovanni Bosco. Studio
critico di alcune interpretazioni, ibid., pp. 69-98; A. DELEIDI, Don Bosco e Maria Domenica Mazzarello:
rapporto storico—spirituale, in Don Bosco nella storia, pp. 205-216; , L’Istituto delle Figlie di Maria
Ausiliatrice in rapporto a don Bosco..., in Don Bosco nella storia, pp. 217-229; , Don Bosco fondatore
dell’lstituto delle Figlie di Maria Ausiliatrice, in M. MIDALI (Ed.), Don Bosco Fondatore della Famiglia
Salesiana. Atti del Simposio, Rome—Salesianum (22—26 January 1989), Rome, Editrice S.D.B. [1989],
pp. 281-303; A. DELEIDI, |/ rapporto tra don Bosco e madre Mazzarello nella fondazione dell’lstituto delle
FMA (1862—1876), in M. MIDALI (Ed.), Don Bosco Fondatore della Famiglia Salesiana..., pp. 305-321; P.
CAVIGLIA and A. CosTA (Eds), Orme di vita tracce di futuro. Fonti e testimonianze sulla prima comunita
delle Figlie di Maria Ausiliatrice (1870-1881), Rome, LAS 1996.

3 On these aspects see the problem posed by the Promoter General of the Faith, Salvatore Natucci, in the
Apostolic Process of Beatification and Canonisation of Mary Domenica Mazzarello: cf. SACRA
CONGREGATIO RITUUM, Aquen. Beatificationis et canonizationis Servae Dei Mariae Dominicae Mazzarello,
Primae Antistitae Instituti Filiarum Mariae Auxiliatricis. Nova Positio super virtutibus, Rome, Guerra et
Belli 1935, pp. 1-2; L. FLORA, Storia del titolo di “Confondatrice” conferito dalla Chiesa a S. Maria
Domenica Mazzarello, nel vol. di (Ed.), Attuale perché vera..., pp. 39-47; in the process of the Cause,
Factum Concordatum, undated, containing the Novissimae Animadversiones of the Promoter, 27
November 1935 (pp. 5—10) and the Responsio degli Avvocati (pp. 2 and 13): in L. FLORA, Storia del titolo
di “Confondatrice”..., pp. 47-51.



Francis Cerruti referred to what he had heard from Don Bosco himself. When Pius 1X asked the
latter why he hadn’t thought of extending what he was doing for boys to girls as well, he replied
that he had already thought of it and indeed wanted the future ‘religious association’ to be a
‘monument which speaks ... of filial gratitude’ to Mary Help of Christians.

A ‘propitious moment’ would come in 1872 [which is clearly chronologically inaccurate] when he
met Fr Pestarino and the ‘excellent girls who made up the Immaculate Conception Sodality or
groups founded and directed by Pestarino himself. They then went on to be called the Daughters
of Mary Help of Christians according to the Rule given them by D. Bosco and approved by Bishop
Sciandra, the Bishop of Acqui. Don Bosco was really the founder of the Daughters of Mary Help of
Christians.™

Fr Rua’s testimony came from personal acquaintance. ‘As well as the Salesian Society,” he
attested, Don Bosco ‘also founded the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians.” On the death of his
mother, Margaret, he saw the opportunity for a Religious Congregation which could take up
household duties, ‘but no decision was made until Providence clearly opened the way.” The
decision was taken when Fr Domenico Pestarino at Mornese in the diocese of Acqui ‘began
bringing together young women from his birthplace and nurturing their piety,” ‘with such good
results that he adopted them as his spiritual family.’” ‘Seeing the good spirit, piety and mutual
charity that reigned there,” Don Bosco left Fr Pestarino to guide them, ‘but not without lending him
some assistance by way of advice and funds.” Then when Fr Pestarino died, ‘he sent along one of
his priests helped by some good lay confreres to take up the family’s spiritual direction. Then this
Congregation began to develop like all his works, under the name of Daughters of Mary Help of
Christians,’ ‘for the benefit of female youth.™

Fr Rua was emphasising an incontrovertible historical reality. Under the direction of a spiritual
father, the Mornese group was not just the raw material which then became an institute of
consecrated religious women. In truth, the girls who comprised it with Mary Domenica Mazzarello
as their guide were already virtually consecrated women in the world, consecrated to God and
neighbour, girls especially, and already prepared to take up a regular and structured form of
common life. Their superior, truly a Sister at home and in community, ticked off all the boxes
needed for the official title of co—foundress and much more to boot. This was then reinforced by
her intense collaboration with Don Bosco to give form and substance to the Institute.

From a formal point of view, Don Bosco was certainly the founder, inasmuch as he fostered their
establishment as a true and proper religious community and suggested, rewrote, checked and
promulgated suitable Constitutions to guarantee its organisational structure and spirituality. But
from a concrete historical perspective, its founding differed from the Salesian Society. The latter
began with Don Bosco’s boys who had no concept of religious life, some of whom were even
allergic to ‘becoming a friar’ like the young Cagliero. Nevertheless, for the most part they came
from good Christian families and with a more or less evident leaning to clerical life. Because they
lived with Don Bosco, he gradually led them to want to live and work in a permanent way, in
community, with him, to the point of deciding to share his mission and bind themselves by religious
vows, thus becoming members of a true and proper society of consecrated men. Instead, the
Mornese situation was already a potential expectation of a call which became an offering in real
terms when his earlier intention to found something, an intention not yet concrete, began to take
shape. Don Bosco himself began to petition for diocesan approval of the Institute, presenting it to
Bishop Sciandra of Acqui in the following significant words: “Your Lordship will know that the
zealous Fr Domenico Pestarino of fond memory, began an Institute called the House or College of
Mary Help of Christians with the purpose of offering Christian education to poor and abandoned or

4 Taurinen. Beatificationis et Canonizationis..., Positio super virtutibus, 1920, p. 141.
5 Taurinen. Beatificationis et Canonizationis..., Positio super virtutibus, 1920, pp. 279-281.



otherwise non—wealthy girls, in order to set them on the path to a moral life, knowledge and
religion, under the direction of Sisters called the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians.” He had
obviously replaced ‘Mary Immaculate’ with this.°

Fr Cerruti's testimony, while not mentioning what Fr Pestarino offered, refers to Don Bosco
nevertheless planning to start a female Congregation, having come across a group prepared by
the priest from Mornese, and that this was the foundation stone. Fr Pestarino had met Don Bosco
around 1862, and probably in 1863 he was accepted as an ‘extern member’ of the Salesian
Society, like Fr Giovanni Ciattino.” From 1865, he was always at the St Francis de Sales
Conferences where each rector referred to the work for which he was responsible. So for a number
of years he found himself in circumstances where he could assimilate the significant features of
Don Bosco’s mentality and spirit, and where he could pass them on, consciously or otherwise, to
the Daughters of the Immaculate group at Mornese. Finally, from 1870 he worked explicitly in
complete harmony with Don Bosco at Mornese so his and Don Bosco’s projects in Turin could
converge on the same objective. In presenting the printed copy of the Constitutions in 1878, Don
Bosco did not fail to recommend the soul of Fr Pestarino, ‘the first Director of the Sisters of Mary
Help of Christians whom the Lord made use of to lay the foundations for this Institute. ‘©

It is obvious that in reconstructing what Don Bosco did for the Institute one cannot avoid at least
a rapid overview of the life of the group which, with its superior, ended up being the Institute’s
essential core.

2. A community of women vowed to God and neighbour in the world

Behind Mary Domenica Mazzarell’s personal life and founding abilities, from infancy to
adolescence (1831-52), lay her exemplary family and upbringing within the Church pervaded by a
sense of God and work, perfected by the early spiritual direction of Fr Pestarino, who set her on a
higher path to interior life, the practice of mortification, including outward mortification, and an
intense sacramental life. There were three fundamental periods within which this spirituality was
further plumbed and which marked her life distinctly. These can be identified as 1852-55, 1860—
69, and1870-71.

The four years from 1852-55 saw her conscious and free involvement in founding, initially
secretly and then officially, the Pious Union of the Daughters of Mary Immaculate, a group
promoted by Angela Maccagno. Angela wrote the first draft of a Rule which they followed in the first
two years and which was then revised and given structure by Blessed Giuseppe Frassinetti in
1855, and approved by the diocesan Bishop Modesto Contratto (1798-1867) by decree on 20 May,
1857. Frassinetti published it as an appendix to his La Monica in casa (The Nun at home),®
indicating its publication in the Lefture Cattoliche’s September 1860 issue entitled The Model of
poor girl Rosina Pedemonte who died in Genoa aged 20 on 30 January, 1860."° Rosina spent the
summer of 1858 at Mornese as a guest of Angela Maccagno, who had earlier been her guest in
Genoa in 1857-58 when attending the school of method for qualification as an elementary school
teacher. ‘The Rule of the Pious Union became known through this appendix,’ Frassinetti said in

6 Letter of 14 January 1876, E 1ll 11-12.

7 They appear as such among the “Membri della Societa di S. Francesco di Sales appartenenti alla casa
madre di Turin anno 1865”: cf. P. STELLA, Don Bosco nella storia economica e sociale..., pp. 296, 318,
524.

8 Regole o Costituzioni per I'lstituto delle Figlie di Maria SS. Ausiliatrice aggregate alla Societa Salesiana.
Turin, Tip. e Libr. Salesiana 1878, p. 5.

Oneglia, Tasso 1859.
10 By Giuseppe Frassinetti, Prior at Santa Sabina in Genoa. Turin, Tip. G. B. Paravia e Comp. 1860 [VIII-95

p.], p. VL



1863 ‘and Piedemont’s life showed it was capable of leading all the girls who followed it to
perfection.’"

The lifestyle led by Mazzarello and her companions was the beginning of a partial experience of
being a ‘nun at home’. It was a lifestyle which, unconsciously to begin with, but later consciously,
drew its inspiration from the original Ursulines as conceived of and founded by St Angela Merici.
Indeed some of its basic elements were already discoverable in Maccagno’s first draft. There were
three key concepts; An intense ascetic and contemplative interior life, the exercise of charity to
one’s neighbour, and obedience to their common spiritual guide Fr Domenico Pestarino. The
following pointers can be extracted from the first Rule:

‘Being united in heart, spirit and will in Jesus Christ 'we confirm and wish to maintain this will
and the Pious Union by a vow of Chastity taken for a length of time determined by the Director’s
advice.” ‘We do good for the glory of God and the benefit and good of our neighbour.’ ‘If any of the
Sisters is abandoned by her family or is without their support, she may remain alone with the
Director’s advice and will join with the other Sisters as indicated by him.” The general aim was
indicated thus: ‘To cooperate for the glory of God and religion in these terms and always: through
good example, by approaching the holy Sacraments; devotion to the passion of O.L.J.C.; tender
and special devotion to our most holy Mother the Virgin. Let this be the uniform and the purpose of
the Pious Union ...""2

Frassenetti dedicated an appendix in his Vita e istituto di S. Angela Merici (Life and Institute of
St Angela Merici),to the Pia Unione delle Figlie di Maria SS. Immaculata (Pius Union of the
Daughters of Mary Immaculate), in which he recalled the Mornese origins of the Union and
summed up the characteristics of the Rule he had drawn up.'® He began by saying that ‘Many girls
who cannot or do not want to profess a life in the cloister would more easily give themselves to
God if they had a way that made it easier for them to achieve Christian perfection by remaining in
the world.” This was what the sodality or group originally conceived by Angela Maccagno in
Mornese was aiming at. It was ‘her idea’ that members ‘live happily detached from earthly goods,
thus practising true poverty of spirit; that above all they do not follow their own will, and love a more
perfect obedience; that they have, besides, the firm resolve to preserve perpetual chastity and
stand out for this virtue insomuch as a poor human creature can, angelically, being prepared also
to make this a vow if allowed to by their confessor. In a word, while remaining in the world, these
girls aspire to perfection which good Religious aspire to in their cloisters. Beyond this, she wanted
them to practise works of mercy, notably by helping and being with the sick at Mornese, and seeing
that young girls do not miss out on Christian instruction, promoting works of piety and in general
whatever is in the service of God and for the salvation of souls. Finally, it was her intention that
they be thought of as real Sisters and not only involved for their mutual spiritual benefit but also to
help one another in their temporal needs.” He pointed, finally, to the first five women [amongst
whom Mazzarello] who gave official beginnings to the Pious Union on the Sunday following the
Feast of the Immaculate Conception in 1855."

Recapping the first ten chapters of the Rule, he explained some of the special features of the
original Rule which perfectly encapsulated the tasks of the little group Mary Mazzarello was the
leader of. ‘In § 3, he wrote, ‘it speaks of their duties’ which ‘are in general, practising works of
spiritual and corporal mercy’ including ‘seeing that girls neglected by their parents frequent the

11 Cf. G. FRASSINETTI, Vita e istituto di S. Angela Merici... Turin, Tip. del’Orat. di S. Franc. di Sales 1863, LC
a. Xl. fasc. 5, July, p. 119.

12 Il primo Regolamento delle Figlie dell'lmmacolata (abbozzo di Angela Maccagno) — 1853, in Cronistoria |.
Rome, Istituto FMA 1874, pp. 321-323.

13 Cf. G. FRASSINETTI, Vita e istituto di S. Angela Merici..., pp. 109—-138. Frassinetti’s rule became the point
of reference for countless Unions in the 19th century in Italy.

14 G. FRASSINETTI, Vita e istituto di S. Angela Merici..., pp. 109-113.



Sacraments and Christian doctrine’ and ‘nurturing the spirit of the older girls so they may love holy
things and give themselves to a devout life.’ In § 7 it speaks of spiritual gatherings the daughters in
the Pious Union should hold, to encourage one another in practising works of piety and in their zeal
for the salvation of souls.” ‘In § 9 it speaks of the method of living, prescribing especially that they
offer themselves completely to God morning and evening, hear Mass each day, be present for
vocal and mental prayer, frequent the Sacraments and have true devotion to Our Blessed Lady.’ In
the end, ‘this Pious Union’ Frassinetti noted, ‘is the same as the Society of St Ursula both in
substance and in secondary details,” an ancient institution ‘flourishing anew in our midst.’"

So, effectively in this early period of the Union of the Daughters of the Immaculate, this was the
dominant spirituality mediated through Fr Pestarino, already a pupil and friend of Frassinetti, who
was also familiar with Mornese. It was a spirituality similar to Cafasso’s, Liguorian, positive and
with everything that made the spiritual experience at Mornese similar to Don Bosco’s and the
Convitto in Turin.® It is significant that at their meeting the Daughters read from St Alphonsus
Liguori’'s La monaca santa (The holy nun) and, from 1859, the earlier mentioned La monaca in
casa by Giuseppe Frassinetti," as well as parts of St Teresa of Avila’s life. Except for this latter,
they were books that Don Bosco was already using in the late 1860s for the religious formation of
the Salesians.™

During a second stage beginning with her illness in 1860, and an intensified ascetic and
educational involvement, Mazzarello in fact began an experience that was much closer to that of
Don Bosco’s men. Expressions of this were the gradual emphasis on spiritual and apostolic
dedication to girls, setting them on the path to employment and providing religious education.
There were also some incipient elements of common life for young ‘apostles’. Fr Pestarino soon
became the mediator between the group of Daughters of Mary Immaculate and Don Bosco. The
first personal encounter of the Daughters with the future founder occurred on 8 October, 1864, the
year when Mary and Petronilla Mazzarello had increased their detachment from the family, setting
up a small community. Angela Maccagno wrote to Fr Frassinetti on 4 December, 1864: ‘Know that
when D. Bosco came to Mornese, one evening we all met in the church, that is, all the Daughters
from the Union, and he told us a number of things. Then at the Director’s suggestion | asked him to
recommend us to our bishop, because he was going to Acqui, and at the same time | told him that
when he went to Rome he might intercede on our behalf with the Holy Father. He replied that he
would not fail to do so. He asked us if we had any indulgences and that if we wanted some he
would also ask for these since [the Pope] had all the faculties to grant them.”'® Over these days,
and in agreement with Don Bosco, Fr Pestarino began to give shape to a plan that would lead him
to building a college for boys. In 1871, at Don Bosco’s indication, this immediately metamorphosed
into one for girls.

A more precise vocational choice was determined in October 1867, when both teachers and
girls transferred to the House of the Immaculate which Fr Pestarino had left them. Mary Mazzarello
became the one in charge of it. Meanwhile, the small group of Daughters, supportive of
Mazzarello, intensified their activities which grew ever closer to forms of apostolate similar to those
of Don Bosco: work as seamstresses dedicated to the professional (employment) formation and
Christian education of the girls, the beginnings of a hospice for needy or orphaned girls, preventive
activity of an oratorian, religious, catechetical and recreational kind. On Monday 9 December,

15 G. FRASSINETTI, Vita e istituto di S. Angela Merici..., pp. 115-117.

16 Cf. M. E. POSADA, Giuseppe Frassinetti e Maria D. Mazzarello. Rapporto storicospirituale. Rome, LAS
1986.

17 Oneglia, Tasso 1859.

18 Cf. Chap. 15, § 11.

19 Cit. in G. Bosco, Costituzioni per I'lstituto delle Figlie di Maria Ausiliatrice (1872—1885). Critical texts
edited by Sr Cecilia Romero. Rome, LAS 1983, p. 24, no. 15.



1867, Don Bosco arrived in Mornese where he spent some days and where he officially received
proceeds from the Mornese community assembled on the 10th, promised for the construction of
the Church of Mary help of Christians.”® He also gave a conference to the Daughters of Mary
Immaculate and on the 13th blessed the new chapel at the college, celebrating Mass there.?' He
returned to Mornese at Fr Pestarino’s invitation on 19 April, 1869, staying there until the 22nd. ‘He
spoke to the Daughters’ the Cronistoria [FMA version of the SBD Chronicle] tells us, also referring
to a kind of oratory program that Don Bosco would then have sent the young women. We have no
trace of it, nor do we know its contents, which is even more problematic since we know that the
Daughters of Mary Immaculate already had their Regulations.?

Don Bosco was in Mornese again on 9 May 1870, the second day of the triduum of celebrations
for the first Mass in the village of Fr Pestarino’s nephew, Fr Giuseppe. He mentioned it to Countess
Callori on 15 May, praising the heightened spiritual temper of the village and the daughters’
community: “Your letter reached me in Mornese, which is the earthly paradise of the province of
Acqui.?®

It was probably at this point that the third key moment was beginning to mature, in1870-71,
which led to the important day of the official foundation on 5 August, 1872. The bishop was not in
favour of opening a boy’s college. Fr Pestarino involved Don Bosco in determining the new
direction. We can deduce this from an indication in the letter with which Don Bosco assured Fr
Pestarino that he would be in Mornese on 9 May, 1820: ‘We will also see what needs to be done
about the house and school at Mornese.”* More explicit, but for the recipient of the letter rather
than today’s reader of it, was what he wrote to Fr Pestarino on 10 July, inviting him to come to
Turin for the Forty Hours Devotion from the 20th to the 30th of the month. ‘If you come for that
occasion it would give me great pleasure and we will have time to discuss business ... You could
come on the 18th, spend the week with us then return to the parish on Saturday if you want. This
way | will have some time to tell you things which are best not entrusted to paper.’® Finally, there
was the explicit decision on who the college would be for, agreed with Fr Pestarino at the end of
January 1871 when he was in Valdocco for the rectors conferences. On 28 February, he wrote to
his nephew Fr Giuseppe: ‘| have been in Turin and have decided absolutely on opening the
College in a broad sense. Don Bosco had some big ideas and will still need to work on it from what
| understand. All that is lacking is the over—all plan. We will back it, but what to do?’?® The
Daughters of the Immaculate would not have been left out of nor have been ignorant of these ‘big
ideas’ about opening a college.

3. Don Bosco as founder of the FMA Institute.

It is preferable to stick with the facts which have already been briefly put, but accurately analysed
by others, rather than go with particular confidences. Moreover, as Don Bosco’s spiritual director
had noted in the 1850s, he did not have a tendency to talk openly of plans and thoughts in the
making. When he spoke about them they had already happened! Only then would there be a
confidant or two — whoever was called on to collaborate, a Salesian or benefactor.

20 Cf. letter of Don Bosco to Fr Pestarino, 4 October, 3 and 25 December 1867, Em |l 440—-441, 453-454
and 464-465.

21 Cf. MB VIl 1012-1018.

22 Cf. Cronistoria | 224-225. 23

23 Em Il 208
24 To Fr Pestarino, 2 May 1870, Em IIl 205.
25 Em lll 224.

26 Cit. in P. CAVIGLIA and A. CosTA (Eds), Orme di vita..., p. 21.



Something similar proves to be the case regarding the beginning of his direct involvement in
founding the FMA Institute. His proverbial reserve even precludes absolute certainty about any
likely alternative solutions which might have preceded his choice regarding the Daughters of Mary
Immaculate.

Thus it does not seem that he had ever thought of beginning with the apostolic and educational
work established by Mother Luigia Angelica Clarac in Via Pio V, not far from the St Aloysius
oratory.? It is more credible that his awareness of the Clarac initiative, rather than being a
‘hypothetical possibility for a foundation,” had served him as ‘a strong stimulus for maturing in the
ideal notion of a work on behalf of needy girls which was gradually taking shape in the spirit of the
Saint.’®

More problematic still seems to be an early but unsuccessful attempt, towards 1860, which the
biographer of Blessed Joseph Allamano speaks of: ‘When Don Bosco thought about founding the
Congregation of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians,” Allemano had said ‘the first person he
looked at as a first superior was precisely Benedetta Savio. With his in mind he had sent two of his
priests to Castelnuovo to persuade her to come to Turin.’?® Advised by Caffaso ‘to be a nun at
home,” Benedetta Savio (1825-96), an elementary school teacher from 1849-56, then in charge of
the Pescarmona children’s nursery in her birthplace for almost 50 years, had declined Don Bosco’s
proposal ‘to be co—foundress of the Sisters of Mary Help of Christians’* either of her own accord or
she was dissuaded by her family. Despite the authoritative nature of the testimony, some errors
and inconsistencies urge one to very much reconsider this information, which seems even more
problematic if one considers the decidedly premature date and the ‘if we wanted to connect it with
the facts in Mornese.”'

The cautious and slow process at Mornese seems to be the only reliable one as it gradually
took shape in Don Bosco’s mind towards 1870, then became a gradually unveiled plan from 1871:
to Fr Pestarino perhaps, and openly to an unforeseeable individual, a benefactress of the
Oratory.* Mother Enrichetta Dominici (1829-94), beatified in 1978, was Superior General of the
Sisters of St Anne of Providence from 1861. They were founded by Marquis Tancredi and
Marchioness Giulia di Barolo. After earlier talking to her, Don Bosco sent her an extremely
demanding letter on 24 April, 1971, with a copy of the Constitutions attached. ‘| am placing the
Rule of our Congregation in your hands so that you can kindly read it and see if it could be adapted
to an institute of religious women in the sense that | had the honour of explaining to you when |
was with you. You should begin with No. 3 — Purpose of this institution, the Daughters of the
Immaculate — then subtract or add as you see fit in your wisdom for founding an institute where the
daughters will be true religious in the Church’s eye, but will also be free citizens in the eyes of civil
society. If any chapters or articles of the Rule of St Anne could be adapted, | would be very pleased
if you could do so. When you believe it would be good for us to talk about it, let one of our clerics or
delivery men know who often go there. This is certainly inconvenient news for you but | believe it

27 Cf. P. STELLA, Don Bosco nella storia della religiosita cattolica |..., pp. 189—192.

28 Cf., Alle origini di una scelta. Don Bosco, Fondatore di un Istituto religioso femminile, “Salesianum” 50
(1988), p. 157; M. E. PosaDA, Don Bosco fondatore dell’lstituto..., in M. MIDALI (Ed.), Don Bosco
Fondatore della Famiglia Salesiana..., p. 291; M. TREACY, Mother Marie—Louise—Angélique Clarac and
Don Bosco, “Journal of Salesian Studies” 5 (1994) 1, pp. 152-159.

29 Cf. I. TUBALDO, Giuseppe Allamano. Il suo tempo. La sua vita. La sua opera, Vol. | 1851-1891. Turin,
Edizioni Missioni Consolata 1982, p. 11.

30 Cf. M. E. PosADA, Alle origini di una scelta..., “Salesianum” 50 (1988), pp. 157-159.

31 Cf. M. E. PosSADA, Alle origini di una scelta..., “Salesianum” 50 (1988), p. 162; ID., Don Bosco fondatore
dell'lstituto..., in M. MIDALI (Ed.), Don Bosco Fondatore della Famiglia Salesiana..., p. 292.

32 Cf. letter of Don Bosco 21 September 1869, Em Il 137.



will be for the greater glory of God. If we succeed in winning over some souls, you will have played
a major part in it.”*

Certain assumptions are explicitly revealed here, be it the intention of founding a Religious
Institute for the education of girls, and the plan which had already ripened of beginning with the
Union of the Daughters of the Immaculate. Even outlined there is an Institute identical in religious
and civil terms to the Society of St Francis de Sales. As we see from a letter Dominici wrote on 4
December 1872 to her spiritual director, Mons. Pellegrino Tofoni, secretary of the Archbishop of
Fermo, Cardinal De Angelis, the Superior followed up the request, getting her secretary to write up
the Rule — Sr Francesca [her secular name was Caterina] Garelli. Sr Francesca drew ‘much of it’
from the Rule of the Sisters of St Anne.*

According to the testimony given by Fr Paul Albera at the Apostolic Process, a significant
development occurred the following month. ‘In May 1870 [actually it was 1872], having called a
Chapter meeting, Don Bosco recommended we pray for a month to gain the necessary
enlightenment to know whether or not we should occupy ourselves with girls as he was asked to
do from time to time. When the month was over, he called the Chapter together once more, asking
each one for his opinion. Everyone agreed that we should also do this kind of good, and then he
thought of entrusting this work to Fr Pestarino, a secular priest of the diocese of Acqui resident in
Mornese. While living in his own home there, he was busy as a director of souls but especially of
the Congregation of the Daughters of Mary founded on the example of a Congregation established
in Genoa by Fr D. Frassinetti who was a very close friend of his ... | can attest to the above
through direct knowledge, because | belonged to the Chapter when D. Bosco was talking about
this institution.’®

This testimony is a reliable alternative to the minutes of the Superior Chapter meeting of 24
April, 1871, which cannot be found and during which, according to Angelo Amadei, Don Bosco had
manifested his intentions of founding the new Institute.*® We know that it is not exactly correct to
say that the Union of Daughters in Mornese followed Genoa; the order is clearly the reverse. In
one of his Memoirs written soon after the facts, Fr Dominico Pestarino wrote almost word for word
the decisive moment which led Don Bosco over these months to be the new founder. ‘Towards
halfway through June’ 1871, he wrote, Don Bosco ‘explained to D. Pestarino from Mornese at a
private conference with him at the oratory in Turin, his desire to give consideration to the Christian
education of girls of the ordinary people, and stated that Mornese was the place he knew of best
suited for such an Institute. It had a healthy climate, a good religious spirit reigned there, and
already for a number of years the Congregation of Daughters under the name of the Immaculate
and the new Ursulines had been established there. From among these he could easily choose the
ones who were best disposed and called to a life completely in common and away from the world,
because they would already have some idea of a more regulated life and spirit of piety. It would be
easy to begin the Institute of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians. Through its spirit, example
and salutary instruction, it would help nurture older and younger girls, and following the examples
of the oratories which Don Bosco himself had established in Turin, and the colleges for boys
already to be found in various places, it would, under his guidance and with those few exceptions
and adjustments needed for girls, promote good, offer Christian instruction for so many poor girls
of the ordinary people.” Don Bosco had asked Fr Pestarino for his opinion and the latter gave full

33 Em Il 325.
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35 Summarium, Substantialia Causae, p. 68. “Prefect of the day boys” at the Oratory, Fr Albera was elected
as a Councillor to the Chapter on 10 December 1869; cf. Chap. 24, § 1.3.

36 MB X 594.



assent on condition that Don Bosco accept ‘the management and offer immediate and absolute
protection for the scheme.”’

In another, longer Memoir written after 5 August, 1872, Fr Pestarino followed up with a report on
events, almost identical to the preceding one, with a commentary on what had occurred during Don
Bosco’s illness at Varazze, and some brief notes on the internal life of the members up until the
Institute was formalised in August. During Don Bosco’s illness at Varazze ‘D. Pestarino went to visit
him on a number of occasions.’ Particularly important was the visit on the day of the Epiphany, with
a group from Mornese. Don Bosco asked the Daughters’ spiritual director to bring them together
and, following the Constitutions already available to them, he asked that they move to electing the
Chapter, meaning the Superior and her assistants.®® In fact, it is probable that Fr Pestarino had
already received a draft Rule from Don Bosco some months earlier, consisting of the original
manuscript of the Constituzioni Regole dell’lstituto delle figlie di Maria Ausiliatrice (Constitutions,
Rules of the Institute of MHC). We can share here what the Cronistoria says in reference to
summer 1871: ‘In that same summer, and probably at the palazzo of Countess Corsi in Nizza
Monferrato, or at Lanzo during the retreat, Don Bosco gave Fr Pestarino the first draft of the Rule
he had already told him about, telling him to take a look through it: it is only a kind of outline.”*® Fr
Pestarino corrected it and added the title as follows: ‘1871. 24 May. Constitutions, Rules of the
Institute of the Daughters of the Immaculate and Mary Help of Christians. Under the protection of
St Joseph, St Francis de Sales and St Teresa. In 1872, Jan. 29 they began to organise the
Chapter.’ We will see the contents further on.

The elections Don Bosco wanted while he was at Varazze, took place on 29 January, the Feast
of St Francis de Sales. ‘On his return to the village’ the writer of the longer Memoir continues ‘Fr
Pestarino carried out what D. Bosco had suggested to him; without telling anyone, he brought
those who were living in the house near the church together, and all the others in the village, on the
great day of St Francis de Sales:’ ‘When the Veni Creator spiritus had been said, with the Crucifix
exposed on a table between two lit candles, the voting took place, there being 27 present, and the
votes received were read out by Fr Pestarino to Angela Maccagno, the village teacher and up until
then superior of the ones living at home with their families. The election resulted in 21 votes for
Mary Mazzarello daughter of Joseph from Valponasca, with Petronilla 3, Felicina 2, Giovannina 1.’
Mary Mazzarello stated that she did not feel ‘able to manage such a burden.’ Fr Pestarino did not
want to discuss it until first hearing Don Bosco’s opinion. Everyone agreed with the elected one’s
suggestion ‘to leave the choice of the first Superior in D. Bosco’s hands.’ In the meantime, it was
agreed she ‘remain first Assistant known as Vicar.’ Voting continued, and Petronilla became
second Assistant with 19 votes.” Then two other Assistants were elected: ‘They appointed Felicina
as Novice Mistress and Giovanna [Ferretino] as Bursar, and as Vicar or Vice superior for those
from the village, Teacher Maccagno.™°

5 August, 1872, was the day of the official beginning, with the first fifteen Daughters of Mary
Help of Christians taking the habit and eleven of them professing vows. Diocesan Bishop Giuseppe
Maria Sciandra (1808-88) presided. Don Bosco was present but he was tired from the journey to
Liguria and not in good health. It seemed he had not wanted to come and had decided to only at
the insistence of the bishop who expressly sent his secretary to Valdocco to collect him.

The new Sisters’ habits were brown, their heads covered by the broad blue veil of the
Daughters of the Immaculate. Four of them received the novices’ medal, while the other eleven
professed triennial vows and received the crucifix. At the bishop’s request, Don Bosco addressed

37 The Memoria is mentioned in P. CAVIGLIA and A. COSTA (Eds), Orme di vita..., pp. 42—44.
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40 Second Memoria of Fr Pestarino, in P. CAVIGLIA and A. COSTA (Eds), Orme di vita..., pp. 46—47.



the Sisters briefly. The minutes of the ceremony record its topic: “The new religious had the
consolation of hearing the most important advice in his own words for corresponding to the grace
of their vocation in the Religious Institute they had embraced.”*' Don Bosco returned to Turin at 5
p.m. The next day he went up to St Ignatius above Lanzo for the retreat and some rest. ‘It seems
my health has improved and here | have been able to get on with a number of matters that have
waited some time,” he wrote to Fr Rua on the 12th.*> Meanwhile at Mornese, the retreat which
began on 31 July, continued until 8 August. The minutes of the clothing and profession ceremony
bear this date, so Don Bosco’s signature is missing. They were written ‘By request of his Lordship
Bishop Giuseppe Maria Sciandra,” Don Bosco noted in the margin of the text. It began rather
solemnly: ‘Already for some time, Very Reverend Fr John Bosco, Founder and Director of many
colleges for the Christian education of boys, has wanted to open a house that would be the
beginning of an Institute extending equal benefits to girls mainly of the ordinary class, and finally
his wish has been satisfied. On the fifth day of the current month ..."*®

4. Early shaping of the Institute

Don Bosco’s desire to be the founder became more intense and evident from 5 August, 1872,
parallel with and tied in with the tangible daily work of practical guidance and religious animation by
the Sister Vicar, soon to become the Superior General.

Don Bosco’s activity was expressed both through direct personal intervention and guidance
passed on through his appointed Director General, at first Fr Pestarino then, following his death, Fr
John Cagliero from 1874, or through the Rector of the local Salesian Community. These men
interpreted Don Bosco’s wishes for the Superior, sisters and pupils. Other guidance came through
contact with the diocesan bishop and the district civil administration.

Obviously, all this happened while the superior and religious in the Institute carried out their
daily work according to their respective responsibilities and competences. In general terms we will
not be dealing with this latter aspect but focusing rather on the part Don Bosco played.

Don Bosco’s interest in the Institute was expressed above all in being careful to give it the best
possible set of Constitutions. The text known as the Costituzioni Regole dell’lstituto delle figlie di
Maria Ausiliatrice had as its basis the text drawn up by Sister Francesca Garelli, which struck a
mean between the rules of the Sisters of St Anne (overall, these were in the majority) and the rules
of the Society of St Francis de Sales. Don Bosco intervened twice, once at the beginning and then
further on, to make modifications. Given that Garelli’s original has disappeared, it is very difficult to
establish the exact extent of the founder’s interventions. These would have been the most
interesting for our history. What has been attempted is a comparative examination of the FMA
draft, that is, the text given Fr Pestarino and reworked by him, the Rule of the St Anne Institute, the
Salesian Constitutions of the 1860s and the Regulations of the Daughters of the Immaculate.* Two
main, fully reliable conclusions emerge from this: 1) ‘there is a real and intrinsic relationship
regarding structure and content’ among the texts, ‘mediated by the Garelli original; 2) nevertheless,
‘articles of a more elaborate and demanding nature such as “The Purpose of the Institute”
dependence on “the Ordinary” of the place, dependence on the “Superior General of the Society of
St Francis de Sales” and new items such as “The Bursar [economa] and Novice Mistress” and
“Change of the name of the Institute” lead us to believe that there was an intervention of some
importance between the Garelli Original and the FMA draft. The form and content of this

41 Verbale relativo alla Fondazione dell’lstituto delle Figlie di Maria Ausiliatrice eretto in Mornese, Diocesi di
Acqui, in P. CAVIGLIA and A. CosTA (Eds), Orme di vita..., p. 40.
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43 The text is found in P. CAVIGLIA and A. COSTA (Eds), Orme di vita..., pp. 38—41.

44 Cf. G. Bosco, Costituzioni per I'lstituto..., pp. 38—48.



intervention lead us to believe it can be attributed to Don Bosco, the founder of the FMA.'* Also, it
‘seems that Ms A [the FMA draft or Constitutions and Rules] is the one Don Bosco gave to Fr
Pestarino’ and which the latter readjusted in term of its headings.*

Of fundamental importance is the section: 1. Purpose of the Institute outlining the religious and
with it social and educational nature of the new Institute. What is evident is the imprint of both
Mornese and Don Bosco on this. The purpose ‘is to attend not only to one’s own perfection but to
cooperate in the salvation of one’s neighbour by giving girls of common folk a moral and religious
education.’ (art. 1) The Daughters ‘will take special care to teach girls in poor villages and towns
and to nurture the spirit of young women who desire to lead a spiritual life and achieve Christian
perfection while living in the world,” bring them together in ‘congregations’, thus preparing the best
of them for admission to ‘the pious union of the Daughters of the Immaculate and Mary Help of
Christians.” They would also ‘be ready to lend assistance to the poor who are sick and provide their
neighbour with whatever other charitable service is consistent with their state.’ (art. 2). They may
also accept girls from the middle class into their house, but will never teach them subjects and
skills which are proper to noble, upper class education. They will make every effort to form them in
piety, and everything that can help make them good Christians and good mothers of families.’
(art.3). The ‘Daughters profess common life in everything: the vows will be taken as three lots of
temporary vows over three years; there will be no strict cloister.’ (art. 4). Finally, ‘all the houses and
establishments of the Institute will depend on the central house and will immediately obey that
Superior. She can give them their role, move them, employ them in any way she decides best
before God, and no one may refuse to obey; nor is it allowable under any pretext whatsoever to
refuse any office or role they are chosen for.’ (art. 5) However, the Superior’s authority was not to
be exercised without a higher need or request. In fact, according to the first article under the
second heading, General Arrangements of the Institute, the Institute ‘is in immediate dependence
on the Superior General of the Society of St Francis de Sales, known as the Major Superior. Where
he decides to, he can be represented by a priest whom he delegates, his title being Superior or
Director of the Sisters. The superior of the house will turn to this director for all her needs and will
never undertake anything of importance without his advice, especially in what concerns religion
and morality.” Clearly the fifth article is also from Don Bosco: ‘When Sisters enter the Institute they
do not lose their civil rights even after taking vows, thus they retain ownership of what is theirs, the
faculty to bequeath or receive inheritances, legacies and donations; but they cannot administer
their goods except within the limits and in the manner desired by the Major Superior.” The eighth
heading and section, instead, echoes the spirit of the Sisters of St Anne and the Daughters of the
Immaculate: Principal virtues proposed for study by the novices and to be practised by the
professed. ‘Simplicity and virginal modesty, the spirit and strict observance of poverty; patient
charity and zeal, not only for the salvation of children but also of older girls. A spirit of prayer
through which the Sisters remain perpetually in the presence of God and abandon themselves to
his providence. Obedience of will and judgement.’ The broad nature of the fourteenth heading
leaves a similar impression, but it is not dissimilar in a number of its articles to Don Bosco’s ideas
and practices: modesty, mutual charity, books for spiritual reading other than the ones indicated by
the Superior, the Imitation of Christ, Rodriguez, Monaca Santa by St Alphonsus, the lives of saints
who dedicated themselves especially to the apostolate and the education of the young.*’

On 3 November, 1872 [or 18747], Marchioness Maria Fassati wrote to her mother, Azelia de
Seyeés, widow of Rodolfo De Maistre (and did she hear this from Don Bosco?): ‘At Mornese for the
last two years, a certain number of young women are being formed to religious life and the
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bosconian spirit. Don Bosco has given them their Rule which he is studying and improving; then he
will build a house for them in Piazza Maria Ausiliatrice and they will do for girls what the boschini
are doing for boys. They will also look after linen at Don Bosco’s house.™®

5. The ‘Bosconian spirit’ in the founder’s activity (August 1872—spring 1874)

The ‘Bosconian’ or specifically Salesian quality proved to be decisive for the new Institute,
especially in the first two years of its existence. Don Bosco was careful to combine fidelity to the
religious and apostolic aims of the Union of Daughters of the Immaculate with their precise radical
status as women consecrated to God and their apostolic and educational mission according to the
spirit of St Francis de Sales, mediated through the founder. Somewhere between the end of 1873
and early 1874, this led to a calm and amicable but nevertheless clear distinction between the
nature and structure of the two groups, the New Ursulines and the Daughters of Mary Help of
Christians.

The educational aim was immediately expressed, throughout 1872-73, by organising an
elementary course of various school subjects and practices in the large building built by Fr
Pestarino. L’Unita Cattolica wrote things up on 1 October, 1873: ‘The results over this year are
better than was commonly anticipated and the teachers who came from Turin at the beginning of
the month to give the pupils their exams gave solemn testimony to this. Bishop Sciandra, Bishop of
Acqui, sought to honour the Institute by his presence, examining the pupils in French and assisting
in the distribution of prizes. He was feted with poetry, songs and music which were also excellent
proof of the progress made by the girls in music.”*® On 11 December, 1873, the Delegate for the
Castelletto d’Orba school district gave official approval, beginning from the 1873—-74 school year,
for the girls’ boarding school and associated courses.*® This came as the result of the request from
Emilia Mosca, in charge of the school. She was not yet professed, but it had been made possible
through Don Bosco’s intervention. He had sent two young teachers to Mornese from Turin, one
with a teaching certificate for elementary school and the other with qualifications from the
University of Turin for teaching French. She would gain her teacher’s certificate in 1874. They were
twenty—four year old Angela Jandet from Novara, who arrived on 10 May, 1872, and twenty—year—
old Countess Emilia Mosca (1851-1900), who arrived in Mornese on 30 December, 1872. The
former was among the first eleven to be professed on 5 August, but withdrew at the beginning of
1875. The latter made her profession on 14 June, 1874. She became the headmistress of the
school and boarding section then was Assistant General of the Institute, responsible for schools
until her death. They gave a beginning to the fundamental educational and scholastic activity
typical of the Institute.®’

At the same time, Don Bosco was taking a no less important step. He made experienced
individuals available to the community in formation and to the Superior. They helped the newly
consecrated young women establish a regular religious life. In Mother Enrichetta Doninici’s earlier
mentioned letter, to Mons. Pellegrino Tofoni on 4 December, 1872, she added to what we have
already noted: ‘Now Don Bosco wants one of us, and in saying one he means two, to go there to
Mornese, such is the name of the town where the new Institute has arisen, to set these good
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religious women on the path to common life and help them put the rules established for them into
practice.”® In order to familiarise herself with the situation she herself made a personal visit to
Mornese, where she was welcomed ‘with much warmth and kindness.” She realised the
correctness of Don Bosco’s request and the opportunity to agree to it. In fact, ‘the house under
discussion’ she wrote to Tofoni on 26 January, 1873, ‘was already well under way as a secular
institute but as a religious house it lacks much in the way of regularity and the means of preserving
it.” On the other hand, ‘the ground seems to be well prepared; if diligently cultivated we can hope
for good results.’® She sent Sister Francesca Garelli, the Mother’s secretary and her second
Assistant General, and Angela Alloa, who had an elementary teacher’s upper level certificate. They
arrived at the beginning of Lent 1873 (Ash Wednesday was 26 February and Easter was 13 April)
and returned to Turin for the Easter ceremonies, returning to Mornese after 15 April, remaining
there until September.

One detail highlighted in the biographical sketch of Sr Francesca’s life is interesting (1838—-96):
‘The highly ordered, precise spirit of our dear Mother Francesca, her exact observance in forms of
religious behaviour which is religious decorum, and makes her worthy of commendation by people
in the world, were such that she was not too much in agreement with the freer and easier
understanding in which Don Bosco wished to form his new Sisters.” We could possibly also partly
revise Sr Enrichetta Dominici’s first impressions of the Mornese Community in this light. The two
Institutes owed their origins to very different personalities, and inevitably reflected differences of
mentality, method and style. Don Bosco intended to stamp the Institute he founded with its own
distinctive spirit, so much so that Sister Francesia said that ‘Once the novices had begun to follow
the Founder’s way of thinking’ she very willingly returned to the mother house.>

After the two St Anne’s sisters had returned to Turin, the widow of lawyer Matteo Blengini, who
had been among the benefactors of the early Oratory, arrived in Mornese. She had been sent by
Don Bosco as additional help.”® In the founder’s intentions this outstanding woman, already a
spiritual daughter of Fr Cafasso’s and raised in a monastery in Turin, would support the hesitant
Superior in accepting the burden of office and would help the community’s outward religious face,
temper its austerity and encourage a certain style of relationship both internally and externally.
Since she was somewhat overbearing, she probably did not intend to return to Mornese after going
back to Turin for Christmas festivities, but Don Bosco insisted: ‘If Madam Blengini has not yet gone
to Mornese,’ he wrote to Fr Rua from Rome in early January 1874 ‘tell her not to worry, that things
will come right bit by bit. | have already written her about it; a letter is waiting for her there.”*® But it
would seem that the good woman’s not so discreet zeal soon also changed his thinking. In summer
she finally withdrew from the incongruous and confusing task.®’

Don Bosco, however, gave direction and shape to the Institute mainly through direct intervention
and personal presence. He was in Mornese at the beginning of July 1873 from where he wrote to
Fr Rua with some satisfaction: ‘Here we are enjoying an excellent brisk climate, however with
plenty of fire for God’s love.””® He went back there again in early August while they were having
their retreat (which began on 29 July) in preparation for the clothing of the novices and profession
of those completing their novitiate. Bishop Sciandra, the diocesan bishop, was a guest there from
halfway through July. The preachers were Bishop Andrea Scotton and Jesuit Fr Luigi Portaluri,
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whom Don Bosco had expressly asked for. He had also invited a dozen or so women who wanted
to be part of the retreat. The founder received the Sisters and postulants, spoke to them in private
and was available for confession. He left together with Fr John Cagliero who had come with him,
on the evening before the closing of the retreat, in order to go up to St Ignatius above Lanzo. On 5
August, following the concluding sermon of the Sister’s retreat, Bishop Sciandra took on the task
and honour of the clothing and profession ceremony.

That same month, Don Bosco was busy again on behalf of Mornese, this time on the mission
front. He had a curriculum printed for the small girls’ boarding school, almost identical to the one
for his colleges, and sent it out to parish priests and other priests, accompanied by a circular. He
wrote: ‘I am taking the liberty of presenting Your Reverences with the curriculum of the girls college
set up at Mornese a year ago. You will certainly appreciate that the purpose of this Institute is to
raise Christian girls in religion and morality. Therefore | place much hope in your kindness and |
respectfully ask you to make this curriculum known and thus gain some pupils for the new house.’®®
Then there was the earlier mentioned article by L’Unita Cattolica on 1 October, concerning the first
school year, 1872-73.

The end of 1873 saw the inevitable clarification by Don Bosco of the situation regarding
members belonging to the Union of Daughters of the Immaculate, some of whom were already
professed in the FMA Institute. We gather this from a letter from Fr Carlo Valle, parish priest, to
Bishop Sciandra in Acqui. ‘At the invitation of the Sister Director of Don Bosco’s Institute’ he told
him ‘the Daughters of the Institute of St Angela Merici went to the Director’s residence to hear what
she had to tell them. Sister read the members a passage from a letter by the Very Rev. Don Bosco
expressing the wish that members of St Angela would join with the Sisters of Mary Help of
Christians for the Sunday Conferences, then adding in her own words that it was desirable for the
two Institutes to form just a single one and that indeed our indication of submission and belonging
to Don Bosco’s administration would simply be that of attending the above—mentioned
Conferences.’ This came as a surprise to the Daughters of St Angela who were ‘little prepared to
abandon their own rules and subject themselves to D. Bosco’s Institute which seemed uniquely
adapted to a community [of religious].” A number of them turned to the parish priest for advice. ‘In
my own view,” the parish priest said wisely ‘there is nothing stopping there being two institutes in
Mornese and that the Institute of St Angela be promoted and assisted. This would very much help
nurture the goodness and devotion of young women who, having been educated in piety, would be
more easily prepared to leave the world and take refuge with D. Bosco.” The Bishop’s reply was
crystal clear: ‘| find it appropriate if indeed not essential, to leave the Daughters of the Institute of
St Angela Merici in complete freedom in the matter of joining the Institute of the Sisters of Mary
Help of Christians established there: they may live entirely separate as if the aforesaid Institute did
not exist. It seems that D. Bosco’s invitation is for now limited to an invitation to the Daughters of St
Angela to attend the Sunday Conferences held at the college. This participation is not an
identification of the two Institutes, however, also on this point they can have full freedom to adopt
the practice or not. Forcing them can be the origin of arguments, scruples, etc, and then we find
nitimur in vetitum. This is contrary to our own way of seeing things. | will see to appointing the
Director General of all the Daughters of St Angela residing in the Diocese.’®

The two Institutes, the New Ursulines and the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, lived in
harmony together, respecting differences of purpose, spirit and structures. It involved the wisdom
and refined spirituality of the two leaders, Mary Mazzarello and Angela Maccagno.
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In the early weeks of the founder’s sojourn in Rome in 1874 for the definitive approval of the
Salesian Constitutions, there would have been the audience at which the Pope formulated five
reminders, all shared if not even suggested or reformulated by Don Bosco, and which he passed
on to Mornese: ‘Uniformity in food, clothing, permissions, avoiding exceptions, and practice of the
Rule!’®" Unity—uniformity, as we have seen, was also the central theme of one of his first circulars to
the Salesians.®?

It was certainly Don Bosco, in those same days, who had explicit reference to the Institute
included in document no. XV of the Positio for approval of the Salesian Constitutions, and the
Summary of the Pious Society of St Francis de Sales. The list of houses of the Congregation
ended with an indication that could be considered the first presentation of the FMA Institute to
Roman ecclesiastical authorities: (16. As an appendix, and dependent on the Salesian
Congregation, is the House of Mary Help of Christians in Mornese, in the diocese of Acqui,
founded with the approval of the Ecclesiastical Authority. The purpose is to do for poor girls what
the Salesians do for boys. There are already forty Religious Sisters looking after 200 girls.’®® As
confirmation of the solid bond, in the founder’s mind, uniting the two Congregations making almost
a single, articulated Religious Family, in the second half of March he sent a circular to Mornese
similar to the one addressed to the Salesians, asking the ‘Daughters of Mary Help of Christians
and the pupils Divine Providence has entrusted to them’ for special prayers to gain approval of the
Constitutions of the Society of St Francis de Sales.*

In a letter to his nephew on 17 April, 1874, Fr Pestarino, referring to missing out on meeting Don
Bosco at Alessandria, since he had just returned from Rome, confirmed and explained the idea the
founder had of legal connections between the FMA Institute and the Salesian Society. Arriving in
Turin for the St Francis de Sales Conferences he wrote: ‘I found him “in camera” with all the
rectors. When we were free we spoke a lot together. He said that the Institute of Mary Help of
Christians was embedded within the Congregation of St Francis de Sales.’®

Two months later, Don Bosco had to go to Mornese following a sad event. Fr Pestarino died
suddenly on 15 May. The funeral was set for the 18th. On the 16th, Fr Francis Bodrato (who was
from Mornese) arrived, and on the 17th Fr John Cagliero accompanied by Fr Joseph Lazzero and
Carlo Gastini. Don Bosco went to Mornese in June with Fr John Cagliero some days prior to the
month’s mind. They were welcomed by a party of three — a Sister, a postulant and a pupil from the
college. He preached a number of instructions in preparation for the clothing of the future novices
and profession of the new Sisters, among whom Emilia Mosca and Enrichetta Sorbone. On the
15th, after the memorial Mass for Fr Pestarino, with the whole community of professed together,
the Sisters proceeded with the election of the Superior General and her Council. Mary Domenica
Mazzarello was voted unanimously. Elected as her collaborators were: Sr Petronilla Mazzarello as
Vicar, Sr Giovanna Ferrettino as Bursar [economal], Sr Felicina Mazzarello, Sr Maria Domenica’s
sister, as Assistant, and Sr Maria Grosso as Novice Mistress. After a brief ferverino, the founder
announced that his representative or Director General was Fr John Cagliero. As the local Salesian
Rector he had already appointed Fr Joseph Cagliero (1847—74) Fr John’s cousin. The young priest
arrived in Mornese on 23 May. He died prematurely on 4 September.
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The Institute was now launched as an autonomous entity, supported and promoted as well as
controlled and watched over. Confirming this was the letter Don Bosco addressed to a benefactor
of close confidence, Francesca Pastore from Valenza Po, on 15 June. He wrote that the
irreparable loss of Fr Pestarino was compensated for by trust in God and the Institute: ’Let us trust
in God, but the great fervour of the professed, the novices and even the pupils gives us good
reason for hope.’ ‘| am involved in this work and with the Lord’s help | trust that | can lead it to a
regular state.” He added by way of postscript: ‘Yesterday there were thirteen for clothing and nine
professed.’®

During summer and autumn of 1874, a number of events confirmed Don Bosco’s active interest
in the Institute. In July there was a circular inviting men and women to a retreat at the House of
Mary Help of Christians in Mornese.®” A little later the diocesan bishop regularised the position of
Salesian priests with regard to the priestly ministry carried out in the parish and at the Sister’s
college.® Two particularly important events occurred over the first ten days of October. On 6
October, 1874, Fr James Costamagna (1846-1921) arrived in Mornese as the local spiritual
director and remained there until autumn 1877 when he left for Argentina with the first missionary
Sisters. He was also the rector of a small community of Salesians at Mornese made up, in 1874—
75, of some young clerics and professed coadjutors and some novices. On 1 May, Don Bosco had
asked the Bishop of Acqui if two of the clerics could be admitted to tonsure and minor orders.®°
They were teaching at the local school.

8 October 1874 became an historic date for the Sisters’ community at Mornese. A group of
Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, accompanied by Fr John Cagliero, began a second
community in the Salesian college at Borgo S. Martino where they looked after the kitchen and
clothing but were also involved teaching catechism to the girls of the town. They were Felicina
Mazzarello, Felicina Arecco, Angiolina Deambrogio, Carlotta Pestarino. At the end of month,
Mother Mazzarello accompanied a novice there, Agnese Ricci, and went on with two sisters to
Turin where they were to sit for a supplementary exam in Mathematics to gain their elementary
teacher’s certificate: all three were guests of the St Anne Sisters.

Further confirmation of Don Bosco’s thinking on the religious and apostolic closeness of the
Daughters of Mary Help of Christians with the Salesian Society is found in the postscript of a letter
he sent a month later to Fr Bonetti from Rome. Fr Bonetti was Rector of the college at Borgo S.
Martino. The postscript echoed an audience granted Don Bosco by Pius IX: “You should also pass
on with my greetings, all the spiritual favours. Then the Salesians, our pupils, the Daughters of
Mary Help of Christians should pass them on to their own families. Such is Pius IX’s intention.’”®
The spiritual goods of one were also the spiritual goods of the other, including their respective
families.

6. Approval of the Constitutions of the Salesian Society (1872-74)

Armed with reckless hope and illusory tenacity, Don Bosco had hoped to gain everything right from
the outset of procedures in Rome: approval of the Congregation and its Constitutions and with
these, faculties of exemption and dimissorials on which the freedom and facility of his work
depended. Instead, he had to resign himself to gaining these things by degrees. Following
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approval of the Society it was then the turn of the Constitutions; after this the so—called ‘privileges’
were granted.

Apparently, the question of approval of the Constitutions was never touched on over his three
stays in Rome in 1871 and 1872. Don Bosco was preparing the solution. His many contacts should
have made it more viable. However, while waiting, he did not tire of asking, from time to time, either
the Pope directly or through intermediaries,”" for the granting of the faculty of dimissorials for cases
not contemplated by the 1 March 1869 decree. He presented a list of eleven names in a petition to
Pius IX prior to 13 August, 1869.”2 For some of them, Bodrato and Guidazio,” he had also asked
separately. He then followed up with Berto and Barberis.”

Finally, at Don Bosco’s request, Cardinal Berardi told him on 27 August 1872 that the Pope
thought ‘there would be no difficulty’ for the founder to be able to ‘freely put the request’ ‘through
the usual channels’ for approval of the Constitutions of the Society.”

Don Bosco prepared to submit the dossier by finalising three documents: 1) The partially
modified text of the 1867 Constitutions;”® 2) A brief note De regulis Societatis Salesianae aliqua
Declaratio, in which he illustrated and gave reasons for accepting or rejecting the 13
animadversiones (objections or at least observations) sent him by the Congregation of Bishops
and Regulars in 1864, and repeated during procedures for approval of the Society in 1868—69.7" In
the Declaratio, which was a more summary kind of reply to the animadversiones than the other
document, the Super animadversiones in Constitutiones, Don Bosco insisted on defending the
essential points of the constitutional text; 3) The information booklet De Societate S. Francisci
Salesii brevis notitia et nonnula decreta ad eamdem spectantia.” This was the 1868 text updated
by adding the 1 March 1869 decree approving the Salesian Society, plus a summary of the current
situation of the Salesianae Societatis praesens: 4 oratories and 7 houses.

Don Bosco kept the points he considered essential in the text of the Constitutions, in relation to
the specific nature of his religious society and the demands of his ever—increasing youth works in
need of assistance and teachers.”” Essentially there were four of them: 1) the faculty for the
Superior General to issue dimissorial letters for ordination ad quemcumaque episcopum (to any
bishop). In fact he was convinced that the decree of approval of the Congregation on 1 March,
1869, opened the way to including this in the Constitutional text: for candidates who had entered a
Salesian house prior to turning 14, the decree itself was enough; Don Bosco felt that so long as he
presented a list of candidates®® the papal decree was automatically applied to others; 2) exclusion
of any canonical references that might appear to make his Institute a conventual one and thus
hypothetically falling foul of the 7 July 1866 law of suppression. According to Don Bosco, this would
occur if the constitutional text explicitly sanctioned the need for the Holy See’s agreement for
certain financial operations or for opening new houses and accepting seminarians; 3) the
possibility of ‘affiliating’ ‘external members’ to the Society. Rules for this were attached as a chapter
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placed as an appendix to the constitutional text. According to him, both the Church and the Society
would benefit greatly from the collaboration of such members; 4) omission of the formal
requirements of a three yearly report to the Holy See, removing the risk that the civil powers would
consider the Society to be a moral entity where its goods might then fall under the control of
secular bodies.® As for the fact that Don Bosco had put aside the troublesome 13
animadversiones, the new Consultor Dominican Father Raimondo Bianchi, after examining the text
of the Constitutions in 1873, had starkly noted: ‘| was not a little surprised to see that most of them
have been omitted or dodged under more or less specious pretexts attached to the petition by the
Superior General in something called a Declaration on the Rules [the Declaratio mentioned
earlier].®

The fight over the ‘animadversiones’ also moved into the practical realm for Don Bosco and he
was reminded of this, to his bitter surprise, by Turin’s Ordinary, Lorenzo Gastaldi. In a letter on 24
October, 1872, the Archbishop stated that he felt ‘deep affection for the Congregation’ founded by
his peer and friend, and that he considered it to be ‘a work inspired by God’ stating that he was
‘very happy to continue to assist it so it could succeed in gaining full approval from the Vicar of
Jesus Christ.” However, mindful that good must be done well and that bonum ex integra causa,
malum ex quocumque defecta, he was placing taxing conditions on the admission of Salesian
candidates to tonsure and minor orders. He claimed it was entirely legitimate, asked for by the
Council of Trent and in harmony with the limited faculties granted by the decree of approval of the
Society. Presentation to the Ordinary of candidates for tonsure and orders would be conditional on
fulfilment of some of their precise obligations: presenting themselves personally to the Archbishop
40 days prior to ordination; producing a signed certificate, which included year of entry at the
Oratory and which specified the place and number of years study from grammar school (Latinitas,
Arts course) through to philosophy and theology, and indicated the year and date of profession or
renewal of triennial vows. They would then need to sit for an exam on at least two entire treatises
of theology ‘which would be selected differently for every ordination’ on everything concerning the
Order to be received. He added that the Ordinary could also have demanded that Don Bosco’s
students attend classes at the Seminary, but he was confident that ‘the exam would provide such
proof of study and profit from the theological disciplines that it would not be necessary to oblige
them to observe that requirements.’®

In his reply, written two weeks later with ‘embittered heart and worried mind’ (at the end of the
letter he even confessed: ‘| have written almost without knowing what | have written’). Don Bosco
showed he was not aware if the Archbishop’s directives were in reference so much to particular
cases or rather were a program of episcopal governance aimed at normalisation of ecclesiological
perspective. The Archbishop could only be amazed at the request Don Bosco then made: ‘| am
asking you as best | know how, to write to me or tell me or have someone else tell me what has
gone wrong between us so we can know how to deal with one another and what limits we need to
observe.’ The final observation must have disturbed him even more: ‘Allow me to be bold by saying
that if you continue along these lines you will end up being feared by many and loved by few.’®
Supposing that his directives regarding ordinands were something that could have been foreseen,
the Archbishop replied the same day, explaining his thinking concerning these conditions as the
basis on which he had supported the approval of the Salesian Constitutions in Rome. It was
inspired by a precise theology of Church and, as part of that, of Bishops and Religious Institutes
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and the way they related to each other. Furthermore his requirements were identical to those put
forward by the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars and the conditions sine qua non for approval
of the Constitutions: setting up a novitiate, the containment within precise limits of ‘exemption from
the Bishop’s authority,” the non—admissibility in the constitutional text of the faculty to issue
dimissorials. ‘In primis et ante omnia, the Archbishop stated ‘continuation and flourishing of the
Congregation of St Francis de Sales depends on a good Novitiate,” ‘this Congregation currently
lacks a Novitiate;” ‘so | cannot promote [the final and complete] papal approval of this Congregation
except on condition that it establishes such a Novitiate.’®®

Also, while admitting the convenience of exemption for Religious Orders he stated that he was
‘opposed to any unnecessary exemptions, especially if harmful as, in my view, is the one that
wants to say that the bishop does not diligently examine ordinands. The Council of Trent and the
Bishop’s Pontifical order the bishop to do this.’ It was his ‘intention to build up, not destroy, to
cooperate in doing good, not in impeding it.” He was, therefore, asking the recipient to examine
whether, in his ‘complaints’ ‘there may be something not right' and if he could ‘lend a hand to
correct it.’%

In reply, Don Bosco recalled a discussion he had had with Pius IX on the occasion of the
procedures for approval of the Society. During it, the Pope seemed to have legitimised what was
being done at the Oratory to form those enrolling in the Congregation. ‘If there is no novitiate by
that name there is one in fact,” was the gist of his reply. It was unlikely that claims entrusted to
vivae vocis oraculo would have succeeded with Gastaldi or that they would have convinced him to
alter deep-rooted theological, legal and pastoral convictions.®’” Exactly a month later, as agreed,
Don Bosco sent the draft of the Brevis notitia to the Archbishop for him to take a look at, promising
once again to let him see the draft copy of the Constitutions. The final lines of his letter showed
what the blockage was, visible in the tautological motivation for a proposal that the Archbishop
probably felt was offensive: “if you would also like your recommendation to be printed along with
the Brevis notitia, it would make it much easier to ensure it would be read.’®®

On 10 February, 1873, Archbishop Gastaldi issued his letter of recommendation in Latin. In it he
wrote an extremely benevolent account of the history of Don Bosco’s work and the work of his
Society on behalf of the young, regarding it ‘as worthy as ever to be given the protection of the
Holy Apostolic See.” However, he added six predictable conditions: the founder would have to
present the final version of the Rule and include in it rules for the novitiate which would guarantee
a lasting formation of excellent members, keeping them as close as possible to the current rules of
the Jesuits; no member of the Salesian Society would be promoted to Holy Orders before
professing perpetual vows; those being promoted to either minor or major Orders would, following
the precepts of the Council of Trent, have to submit themselves to a diligent examination by the
ordaining bishop; the right of the bishop to visit the public churches and oratories of the
Congregation was to be maintained; the Congregation would be granted the decree of exemption
from the bishop’s jurisdiction that was needed for its preservation, and no more. The right and
duties of bishops in everything else were to remain intact.®*® The Archbishop communicated
identical thinking to the bishops of Piedmont and of other dioceses where Salesian institutes were
to be found, expressing the wish that they include similar requests in their own letters of
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recommendation so as to ‘maintain good harmony between the respective bishops and the houses
of the Congregation when'’ as he said ‘I hope it will be approved.’®

Don Bosco departed for Rome on 18 February, 1873. He left there on 22 March after presenting
a formal request to the Pope for approval of the Constitutions. The request, in Latin, was dated
‘Turin, 1 March, 1873." The opening gambit was an example of considerable dexterity: ‘The
Salesian Society, which you, Holy Father, have founded guided and bolstered through your efforts
and advice, begs new favours of your great kindness.” A twofold request followed: ‘definitive
approval to issue dimissorials.” He provided a list of attachments: the Brevis notitia, various copies
of the latest edition of the Constitutions, ‘some remarks on various small variations which
experience has shown to be very useful for the development and consolidation of the
Congregation’ that is, the well-known Declaratio.®’ He also passed on the letters of
recommendation to Archbishop Salvatore Nobili Vitelleschi, the Secretary of the Congregation of
Bishops and Regulars. These had come in February and March from the Bishops of Casale,
Savona, Vigevano, Albenga, Genoa, Fossano.?”? Of these, the only one which accepted some of
Gastaldi’s requests was the Archbishop of Genoa, Salvatore Magnasco: perpetual vows required
of ordinands, examination prior to ordination, the right to visit churches and chapels.®® The letter of
recommendation defending the Congregation issued by Bishop Manacorda was exceptionally
substantial. As a young priest he had entered the Roman Curia through Don Bosco’s
recommendation and as a thirty—eight—year—old, again at Don Bosco’s recommendation, he had
been appointed Bishop of Fossano in November 1871.%

Archbishop Gastaldi did not limit himself to a letter of recommendation. He further illustrated the
conditions he had listed there. If they were not met he did not consider approval appropriate, as he
wrote in two letters, one to Cardinal Prospero Caterini, Prefect of the Congregation of the Council,
and the other to Cardinal Andrea Bizzari, Prefect of the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars,
dated 19 February and 20 April 1873 respectively. In the former case he indicated his fear that Don
Bosco might not for now present his requests for ‘definitive approval’ of the Congregation because
of the conditions laid down by his Ordinary. In fact, Gastaldi was of the view that the approval thus
far gained was incomplete and ‘temporary’. Don Bosco’s possible refusal to send on the request
would probably lead some to look for the reasons for the conditions imposed by his archbishop: a
regular novitiate, sound and serious philosophical and theological studies, perpetual vows prior to
holy orders. Therefore he was briefly illustrating these so Cardinal Caterini could examine them
and offer his view. As for dimissorials, though, he was of the opinion that Don Bosco could keep
the faculty of issuing them for those who had entered the Oratory before they turned 14 and had
taken perpetual vows.®

The letter to Cardinal Bizzari on 20 April was more expansive, and concerned with the present
and future of the Salesian Society. The achbishop was asking primarily if the Society should be
‘considered as already approved by the Holy See and therefore already admitted to enjoying the
rights and privileges of Regulars,” or should it be ‘considered as a Congregation’ — and he wanted
this clarified — ‘only enjoying the benevolence of the Holy See, and therefore those privileges
already granted should be thought of as ad experimentum, temporary, and not to be extended to
being the privileges of Regulars. He then went to certain content in the constitutions which,
furthermore, had never been approved by him or his predecessors: 1) Above all they lacked ‘rules
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essential for a good Novitiate.” What Don Bosco was doing with an education that could form
excellent Christians was not enough to form ‘good religious’; 2) It was ‘no small disturbance to
ecclesiastical discipline’ in the diocese when the Superior had the ‘faculty to present’ young men
‘for ordination’ who lacked ecclesiastical patrimony and had only professed triennial vows; 3) Even
more serious was the problem ‘following another faculty’ which Don Bosco claimed he had ‘for
presenting young men for ordination who had entered his Congregation after turning 14, even after
turning 20,” some of whom had been sent away from the seminary and had then been assigned to
institutes in other dioceses to be ordained. ‘Some of these’ he said ‘returned to the diocese when
their triennial vows elapsed.’ ‘They are priests without their diocesan bishop playing any part in it,
and whom indeed he may even have judged unsuitable.” He mentioned the case of a priest from
Saluzzo diocese, Luigi Chiapale, who drank too much, had already been professed as a Salesian
[probably with temporary vows]; had been expelled or left the Congregation of his own accord and
then returned to the diocese; 4) Finally, it was difficult to form clergy well-educated in philosophy,
and candidates for ordination in theology who were engaged ‘in school, teaching Latin or some
trade or other subject’ He then followed up with a few practical proposals which we have
substantially noted. The first of them was the only novelty: ‘Let the rules of this Congregation be
examined by the Archbishop of Turin and approved by him. If the Archbishop refuses to approve
them, he will explain the reasons to the Bishop of Casale, Savona, Albenga and the Archbishop of
Genoa where Don Bosco currently has houses, and between them arrive at approval among all of
them.’®®

This was a tough blow for Don Bosco, who precisely over these days was led to fear he could
lose his highest protector — in early April the national and foreign press had spread news of a
sudden worsening of the state of health of the eighty—year—old Pius IX. Further, but passing
concern at his decline was announced in May, but this was followed by an overall improvement in
June, and after a brief lapse this improvement picked up finally at the end of August.”’

Around the end of April, beginning of May 1873, the archbishop gave a practical example of his
convictions regarding a few particular cases. Through his secretary Canon Tommaso Chiuso, he
let Don Bosco know that he was not admitting members of the Salesian Society to ordination while
he was allowing two seminarians who had left the seminary, Borelli and Rocca, to be put up at the
Oratory, and until Don Bosco had made a formal declaration that anyone who had been at a
seminary in the Turin Archdiocese would not be accepted as a cleric in any of the houses of the
Congregation.%

Don Bosco responded firmly, finding the conditions the archbishop had imposed to be drastic
and unjustly punitive with regard to those who had left the seminary, since they also needed
special help. As for the request for a declaration, he felt it was illegal and harmful both to his men
and the diocese. He did not feel authorised to issue such a statement unless there was ‘some
ruling from the Church’ which he did not know about.* Towards the end of the letter he went
further, making a disconcerting and decidedly counterproductive reference to Gastaldi’s elevation
to the episcopate and his appointment to Turin. He wrote: ‘I would like you to be informed that
certain news items which someone else has locked away in Government drawers, are doing the
rounds in Turin. We hear from these that if Canon Gastaldi was Bishop of Saluzzo it was because
Don Bosco proposed him. If the Bishop then became Archbishop of Turin it was almost at Don
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Bosco’s suggestion. And we know what difficulties had to be overcome for this to happen. Also
noted are the reasons why | went into bat for you, amongst others the great good you had done for
our house, our Congregation.”'® An identical direct statement of the kind would appear once more
on the dramatic 28 October 1875, about which we will have something to say.

Other remarks which would not have pleased the archbishop can also be found in a letter of 12
August, 1873, in which Don Bosco defended his actions on behalf of certain former seminarians.
There he dared comment on a letter Gastaldi had written about him to the Bishop of Vigevano: ‘If it
was not a bishop you had written to | would say it was written in jest, but instead it was serious;’ ‘|
can say that | will have to account to the Lord for some mistakes | have made in my lifetime, but |
know of none in your regard ... | know you are concerned about what is for the greater glory of
God and | do what | can to the same end; so why can’t we agree? Try to tell what you want from
me_'102

Undoubtedly, despite their friendship in the past, as bishop, Gastaldi did not intend having one
of his priests as his monitor and spiritual counsellor. He wanted obedience and submission, pure
and simple, similar to what he had sought from his confreres as the disappointed superior of the
Rosminian community at Cardiff."® However a fortnight after the traumatic letter of 14 May, Don
Bosco thought it appropriate to follow up on the request for the problematic declaration, except for
two situations and with one reservation. He would continue to accept people who had been in
Salesian houses prior to turning 14, or who had asked to come in order to learn some skill or trade.
Finally he wanted his declaration made ‘with the reservation and limits prescribed by the sacred
canons established to safeguard the freedom of religious vocations.”'® Naturally, the reservation
which gave Don Bosco a free hand to act according to his conscience was not one the archbishop
accepted, and he rejected the declaration. This was a dispute between two men of strong
character and tenacious beliefs. A reforming bishop was struggling with determination pro aris et
focis for his diocese, the Church, for the serious nature of religious and clerical life, and was trying
to win his brother bishops over to the cause. And besides, ‘good must be done well’ was a phrase
a younger Don Bosco had been told in the 1850s by the austere but also benevolent Fr Cafasso.
On the other side, a man counter—attacking, intent on consolidating his Religious Society, his youth
world and the personnel running them, trying to resolve the urgent problem of salus animarum and
moved by a different functional point of view; ‘It is enough to do the good you can amid so many
miseries,’ as he had first replied to Fr Cafasso two decades earlier.

7. The objective achieved ( 3/13 April. 1874)

Procedures set in motion within the Roman Curia did not stop. By letter on 19 May. 1973 the
Secretary of the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars, Salvatore Nobili Vitelleschi, let Don Bosco
know that the Congregation’s Consultor, Dominican Fr Raimondo Bianchi, had given his ‘vote’ on
the text of the Constitutions, suggesting ‘many modifications.” Letting him know he would be
sending him the official summary of their comments, he anticipated one item of information that
would have alarmed Don Bosco and was intended to make him more prepared to acquiesce:
'Meanwhile, what | can tell you is that the matter of the dimissorials has been argued against by all
parties.”'®
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The summary arrived at the end of July with 28 ‘animadversiones’ drawn from the 38 the
Consultor had formulated.'® Vitelleschi suggested in a friendly but frank manner that he willingly
follow up on these. Moreover, this Curia man who also came from a noble family very sympathetic
to Don Bosco, was the best one to inform him of the legal limits beyond which it was neither
permitted nor productive to venture into. He wrote: ‘I am of the view that you should accept them
without demure, include them in the Constitutions then send these back to the Sacred
Congregation. Most of the ‘animadversiones’ are an application of rules established by Rome for
new Institutes. | can see what they want for Novitiates and Studies and Ordinations is what you
would like modified and eliminated; but on the other hand, it is precisely all this on which Ordinaries
have always insisted and on which the Holy See has stood firm and immovable.'”’

The position of the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars on the legal ties between the
diocesan Ordinary and the Salesian Society emerged from the reply — given on 26 July — to
Archbishop Gastaldi’s query: is the Congregation of St Francis de Sales ‘directly subject to the
Holy See and is it immune from the bishop’s jurisdiction, yes or no?’ The Congregation of Bishops
and Regulars was able to indicate, said the reply on 8 August, that the Salesian Society ‘is only an
institute of simple vows and such institutions are not exempt from episcopal jurisdiction except for
the Constitutions when they have been approved by the Holy See, and any special privileges it has
obtained’; ‘however, we should not hide the fact that Father Bosco has obtained more than one
special privilege concerning dimissorials to be issued for a certain number of his students and most
recently at an audience on 8th inst. (August) he has obtained another similar privilege for six
students.”'%®

Don Bosco knew of neither the question nor the reply when he responded to Archbishop
Vitelleschi’s letter of 26 July on 4 August. He noted that the current animadversiones ‘put matters
further behind than they were earlier, meaning 1864, and that the ‘unrestricted faculty for
dimissorials’ was absolutely essential for the Salesian Society not to remain ‘a diocesan
Congregation.” As for ‘study, the novitiate and other matters’ he had explained what had already
been agreed with Bishop Svegliati, Cardinal Quaglia and Pius IX himself. Finally he said: ‘If | could
not count on your valuable patronage | would have quickly withdrawn.”'®® It was an off-the—cuff
reply but one full of hope for a positive hearing. His state of mind changed profoundly when, after a
‘cursory glance’, he gave the document a more thorough reading. He wrote of this to his usual
authoritative man of trust, Archbishop Vitelleschi. On 25 August, he wrote that in practical terms he
had met ‘serious difficulties’ in modifying the Constitutions in the manner proposed by the
animadversiones. So he returned to well-worn arguments that were outdated or of scant credibility:
he would have had to remove things ‘that in general had already been approved for other Religious
Orders and clerical Congregations’ such as the Jesuits, Redemptorists, Oblates, Rosminians,® he
would have had to ‘also radically alter a basis established by the Holy Father with which | have had
to coordinate all the Salesian rules’; the Congregation ‘would not exist as such’ because having
houses in different dioceses, it would have to depend only on the Ordinary, in the external exercise
of what pertains to Religion’; ‘and besides, | have tried not to vary or destroy what it seemed had
already been established by the two decrees issued in 1864, 1869." He had lost faith in the
proceedings and was resolute: ‘Should you see it as absolutely essential to adopt all these
observations | will desist from any further requests since an approval in this sense would very

106 Cf. Text in Congregazione particolare dei Vescovi e Regolatri..., pp. 37-40, OE XXV 373-376; Cost. SDB
(Motto) 244-245.

107 Letter of 26 July 1873, cit. in MB X 728.

108 Letter in MB X 729-730.

109 To Archbishop S. Nobili Vitelleschi, 4 August 1873, Em IV 138-139.

110 From the Rome chronicle of Don Bosco’s secretary, Gioachino Berto, we see that in the first ten days of
February 1874, Don Bosco met especially with Redemptorists, Passionists and Vincentians.



much worsen the current situation of the Salesian Society.”"" Naturally, he had no interest in going
back to animadversiones which had accompanied the 1864 decree but which had never been
forgotten by the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars. It is obvious that some of the
animadversiones from summer 1873 would radically go against Don Bosco’s older and essential
expectations, and would indeed make these worse by adding new requests: in particular the 4th
(civil rights) 5th (vow of poverty), 16th (novitiate), 17th (time and place for philosophical and
theological studies), 25th (purchases and alienations, civil causes), 28th (the faculty of
dimissorials). The consultation prepared for members of the Special Congregation in 1874 would
have emphasised these same points regarded as fundamental by those requesting them and
inadmissible by the one being asked to implement them.™"?

The new, broader and just as forceful observations led Don Bosco to prepare his defence on a
more extensive front and to draw up supplementary documentation. This included: Osservazioni
sulle Costituzoni della Societa di S. Francesco di Sales e loro applicazioni (Observations on the
Constitutions...... and their application)' and a Cenno istorico (Historical outline) as his historical,
legal justification.” In Rome, Don Bosco would have been discouraged from attaching the Cenno
to the official dossier, so he would have distributed it privately to members of the special
Congregation. On 30 December he was in Rome with his secretary and valuable copyist Fr
Joachim Berto, to follow up the final stages of these lengthy procedures. He immediately met with
Archbishop Vitelleschi and Cardinal Berardi whom he considered influential and trustworthy
friends. Received in audience with the Pope on 5 January, 1874, among other things he spoke of
negotiations for the imminent foundation of a school of arts and trades in Hong Kong and of other
matters concerning the life of the Congregation.* Already in the early days of his stay in Rome,
Don Bosco met with Bishop Simeoni, Secretary of Propaganda, and the Cardinal Prefect,
Alessandro Barnab0, had expressed the wish to see him again. Don Bosco said he would visit him
after having spoken with Archbishop Raimondi, Prefect Apostolic of the Hong Kong mission. They
met a number of times during January''® arriving at an agreement which would not, however, come
to a good result, though Don Bosco had already thought of the Economer General, Fr Angelo
Savio, as the Rector of the new work.""”

Fr Giovanni Bertazzi, a missionary from Brescia, had a number of meetings and an exchange of
letters with Don Bosco, in the name of the Bishop of Savannah, Redemptorist William Gross. He
was in Rome and Turin for a number of months to discuss the founding and running of a complex
work: the diocesan seminary, a college, hospice for orphans, two free schools.'® On 6 March, they
had an audience together with the Secretary of Propaganda Fide, Simeoni."® Fr Bertazzi was also
a guest at the Oratory for a few days, even hoping to return to the United States at the end of May
with two Salesians. Among them and leading them he had in mind Don Bosco, or Fr Rua, who
knew some English, or Fr John Cagliero or Fr Angelo Savio. But this grand plan laid out in a widely
read memoir dated ‘Turin, 9 April, 1874’ was seen to be unworkable.'®
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At any rate, on the threshold of approval of the Constitutions, one or other of the proposals was
still the subject of serious negotiations. It was no utopia. Don Bosco felt justified in insisting in word
and in writing on the granting of faculties vital to the more efficient operation of his Religious
Institute.'

However, those who were hesitant about this were no less insistent. A particularly strong letter
from the Archbishop of Turin had come to Cardinal Bizzari in early January, repeating the need ‘to
make a two year Novitiate obligatory,” with serious formation in humility and submission. He added
two new proposals: giving the Ordinaries of dioceses where Salesian houses were to be founded
the faculty of interfering in promotion of members of the Society to Holy Orders ‘so that none of its
members could be promoted without the positive and explicit consent of the diocesan bishop,’ also
giving the same bishops ‘the faculty of examining said members before admitting them to perpetual
vows.” Also repeated and made more loaded were accusations concerning the lack of clerical
formation within the Salesian Society, reporting the problematic situation of two clerics, one from
Saluzzo diocese, the other from the Archdiocese of Turin and both formed at Don Bosco’s
Oratory.'? By comparison with his earlier letters, Archbishop Gastaldi took a daring step forward:
he seemed to be offering himself as Don Bosco’s collaborator in giving stability and cultural and
spiritual consistency to the Salesian Society, almost as the guardian of a body without a father, or
with a father who was as inadequate at forming religious as he was exceptional as an educator of
the young.

It should be noted that in the meantime, Don Bosco was also busy with extraordinary diligence
with the problem of the exequatur.’® Over the first two months of his time in Rome he informed his
archbishop of the shifting events in the matters, wanting him to be the first to benefit from such a
hotly debated solution. The four letters sent to Gastaldi between 11 January and 8 February reflect
the tortuous path in search of formulas acceptable to both the Italian Government and the Holy
See: ‘Proceedings in the well-known affair are progressing well;’'** ‘the well-known affair is
complete. One formula has been accepted by both parties;'® ‘everything appears to be at an end,
but today there is a hitch.”'® It seems a solution might have been arrived at, but ‘publicity in the
matter’ attributed to the Archbishop of Turin had aroused opposition — ‘but all that was just a
smokescreen to hide the real situation.” Don Bosco maintained that ‘the real truth is that a day
earlier, a harsh letter arrived from Bismarck protesting against the voices of reconciliation and
especially against the bishops who ... etc. Proceedings have not broken down, just been
interrupted.'®

Don Bosco only found out about the Archbishop’s 9 January letter to Cardinal Bizzari some
weeks later, but in time still to prepare his defence. It had been copied and signed by one of the
accused, Fr Giovanni Battista Anfossi, a former pupil at the Oratory. The copy was sent to Don
Bosco, who in turn also had it copied and sent to each Cardinal in the special Congregation.'® He
also had the text of the Constitutions printed in January by the Poliglotta Vaticana. The articles on
civil rights and the fact that the Congregation was not a moral entity remained unchanged. Two

121 Cf. [G. Bosco], Cenno istorico sulla Congregazione di S. Francesco di Sales..., p. 20, OE XXV 250 e P.
BRAIDO, L’idea della Societa Salesiana nel “Cenno istorico”..., RSS 6 (1987) 309-310, 318; Riassunto
della Pia Societa di S. Francesco di Sales nel 23 Febbraio 1874, in Congregazione particolare dei
Vescovi e Regolari..., p. 47, OE XXV 383; letter to Pius IX, March 1874, Em IV 252.

122 Letter of 9 January 1874, in MB X 757—-758. The two priests were Fr Luigi Chiapale and Giovanni
Battista Anfossi.

123 Cf. Chap. 18, § 7.

124 Letter of 11 January 1874, Em IV 200.

125 Letter of 16 January 1874, Em IV 204.

126 Letter of 24 January 1874, Em IV 211.

127 Cf. Letter of 8 February 1874, Em IV 223.

128 Cf. MB X 759-760.



chapters were added: 16, on the Novitiate, but conceived of rather as a practical period of active
life (art. 8) and 15, De Studio with four rather vague and generic articles. What was stated
concerning dimissorials and external members also remained unvaried.

Hoping to soften opposition, in March Don Bosco had a constitutional text reprinted without the
appendix on external members and including some rather formal corrections.'®The judgement
which the cardinals he had visited and asked protection of over those weeks was not entirely
mistaken, according to Archbishop Vitelleschi: ‘Don Bosco solves all the problems and makes them
disappear. He accepts everything while accepting nothing.”"®

At the advice of the Compiler, Fr Carlo Menghini, who had put together the explanatory
document of request for approval, Don Bosco prepared a Riassunto della Pia Societa di S.
Francesco di Sales nel February 1874 (A summary ... February 1874) to be added in place of the
earlier Cenno istorico to the fourteen documents of the positio. On 7 March, each of the Cardinals
making up the special Congregation — Patrizi, De Luca, Bizzarri, Martinelli — received the text of the
March edition of the Constitutions, the Consultazione, Don Bosco’s petition to the Pope sent on 1
March, of the preceding year.”®' That was not all. On 18 March, Don Bosco privately sent each
member of the special Congregation, as well as the Secretary of the Congregation of Bishops and
Regulars. Cardinal Berardi and Pius IX, a note with a rather eloquent title: Some thoughts moving
Don Bosco to humbly petition for the definitive approval of the Constitutions of the Salesian
Society. There were both old and new factors militating in favour of the complete legal
legitimisation of the Salesian Society by the definitive approval of the Constitutions: ‘The trial run of
the Constitutions over thirty three years,’ [he has gone back to 1841 once again] ‘the letters of
recommendation from forty four bishops, ‘the fruits of blessing’ thus far obtained, ‘sixteen houses
opened in various dioceses,’” ‘the number of members (330) and of youngsters (around 7,000)
entrusted to them, the nearly complete negotiations to open houses in America, Africa, China,’ ‘the
need for a practical Directory of the Constitutions for both the moral and material parts,” ‘the keen
desire that this great act, the most important one an Ecclesiastical Congregation can make’ be
completed by the current devout, learned and charitable Eminences, the Cardinals’ and approved
by the ‘saintly and marvellous’ Pius IX. Perhaps Don Bosco believed some incense would not go
astray, given he was addressing clerics. But the proposal he advanced to escape the hidden
dangers of the animadversiones could seem quite evasive and improvised: ‘If we see a need to
modify some articles of the Constitutions, that could be done in the account presented to the Holy
See every three years on the moral, religious and material state of the Institute, or in the General
Chapters held every three years."

The lengthy meeting of the special Congregation on 24 March, remained unfinished. Work was
adjourned until 31 March. Don Bosco was unbeaten and tireless and on 29 March attempted his
final defence regarding Gastaldi's letter to Cardinal Bizzarri on 20 April, 1873. He sent the
Cardinals of the Congregation a brief Note on a letter from the Archbishop of Turin regarding the
Salesian Congregation.” He intended it to be a detailed refutation on matters of law and fact. But
if Gastaldi’s letter was not quite precise, neither was Don Bosco’s counter argument. On 31 March,
after lengthy discussion, the Congregation replied to the question put at the end of the
Consultation: ‘Whether and how the recent Constitutions of the Salesian Society should be
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approved? Affirmative et ad mentem. The ad mentem simply meant that the ‘animadversiones
made by Consultor Fr Bianchi be included in the Constitutions.” As for the ‘faculty for issuing
dimissorials for ordinations, this Privilege could be sought from the Holy Father for a period of ten
years.” ‘The Holy Father can be asked for approval of the Constitutions as proposed and thus
emended and extended. Three of the Eminent Fathers are of a view to grant definitive and
perpetual approval.’™*

It was the inevitable solution. Furthermore, Don Bosco himself had helped make it possible.
Perhaps hoping the members of the Congregation would not take things too literally, he had
concluded the Consultation with a declaration (pragmatic?) that was a return to discretion: ‘Finally,
Don Bosco after repeated requests, asks for final approval after several years of negotiations and
declares expressly for this purpose, that he will also take account of every correction, modification,
and any advice you should wish to offer from your elevated and enlightened wisdom, or simply
advise to be for the greater glory of God and the good of souls’; he was thereby hoping to fall in
line with the respective Ordinaries and peacefully pursue his negotiations on behalf of the foreign
missions.”'*®

At an audience given Archbishop Vitelleschi on 3 April, Good Friday, Pius IX confirmed and
approved the opinion of the special Congregation, ordering him to proceed with the decree of
definitive approval of the Constitutions and separately granting the indult ad decennium for issuing
dimissorial letters for Holy Orders."*®

The 13 April decree and rescript regarding dimissorials meant the two acts could legally be
made public.”®” The same day, Don Bosco informed the archbishop from Rome that he had gained
‘the decree of definitive approval of our rules.’’*® The recipient noted on the reverse side,
underlining the final words: ‘1874 — 13 April — Don Bosco — news of definitive approval of his
Institute which, however is not definitive”* — and he was partly right — not everything had been
completed — since the faculties of exemption and dimissorials for any bishop remained excluded
from the text of the Constitutions. Specific concessions would have been needed for this, and Don
Bosco had to struggle from 1875 until 1884 to obtain them.

Back in Turin, he wrote a letter in familiar terms thanking Archbishop Salvatore Nobili Vitelleschi
who was first in line according to him for bringing the procedure to a happy ending. He asked him
to also convey his gratitude to all of his family ‘for the great courtesy and kindness’ they had shown
him during his Roman sojourn.’® He would soon need to write back to him to resolve a matter
raised by Archbishop Gastaldi. ‘The diocesan Ordinary’ he wrote ‘wanted to see the decree
granting dimissorials.” It was an essential condition for admitting Salesians to Orders who were
presented by Don Bosco. In a long letter, Don Bosco informed him that not only had he complied
with the Archbishop’s various requests concerning ordinands but he had also let him see the
document regarding dimissorials. But the archbishop wanted a genuine copy for the Curia in Turin,
something Don Bosco believed it was his duty to refuse. He took advantage of what he considered
to be back—stabbing on the part of his superior to renew his old request. ‘It would not be too daring
of me to request dimissorials ad quemcumque episcopum?’**' His patient reader replied to him on
21 May, advising him to ask the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars for a duplicate of the
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Rescript." Don Bosco did this, and half way through June was able to send the document to the
archbishop’s secretary, also discrediting the notion, as the archbishop thought that he had it in
mind to publish his letter to Don Bosco. He insisted on this a day later: ‘| can state that | have
never thought, never dreamed of printing any written material of the kind. | believe it is one of those
things where the only support for the idea is misinformation. | would like to have just one argument
to prove things to the contrary but this, certainly, no one can produce.'*

In this climate, one can only imagine Archbishop Gastaldi’s feelings when he read the hymn Fr
Lemoyne had composed that year for the traditional feast on 24 June. Don Bosco was presented
there as the new Moses who at the end of a road filled with obstacles, received the Law from an
angel on another Sinai, Rome — a law written on gold foil:

‘Quest’Angel di Dio di Cristo e il Vicario, appellasi Pio
Chiamotti sul monte la legge ti die"... guerrieri del Cielo

Innanzi inchinatevi al nuovo Mosé’

This angel of God, Pius the Vicar of Christ / Called you up the mountain and gave you the Law /
Warriors of heaven Kneel before the new Moses.

The archbishop had noted on the proofs presented him for the Nihil obstat: ‘We will not block it
from being printed, but the exaggerations are to be criticised; they could never achieve any
good.”™*

During 1874, Don Bosco published the Latin text of the Constitutions revised and adjusted both
by himself and Professor Vincenzo Lanfranchi.™® Of particular import was the note following art.
12, Chapter 4 On novices, the novice master and their rule of life. It was a complete reversal of
what the Roman Congregation had wanted, by modifying the version of the Constitutions
presented for approval. The note said that on the basis of a concession granted Don Bosco by the
Pope on 8 April, 1874 vivae vocis oraculo, candidates for the Salesian Society subject to the
second trial, meaning the novitiate, could undertake some of the activities laid down for the first
trial period.™ In the 1875 Italian edition — and thus in translation into other languages — which was
also accessible to people who knew no Latin, a more drastic solution was adopted. The number of
articles in Chapter 14 was reduced from 17 to 7. Naturally, the ones omitted were the ones
referring to the different trial periods, the Canonical erection of houses of novitiate, the separation
between novices and professed. A number of notes of legal relevance were then added in a variety
of contexts.™® The complete Latin text of the Constitutions only came into the hands of Salesians in
1902.
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Chapter 20

TENACIOUS DEFENCE OF THE FREEDOM OF HIS
INSTITUTIONS AMID INSECURITY AND PROTEST

1875

1876

1877
1878

1879
1881

(1874-78)

29 January 29: announces plans for Argentina;

18 February — 21 March: in Rome, attempting to gain privileges;

The work of Mary Help of Christians for vocations to the clerical state’
16 September: negative decision by cardinals regarding privileges;

11 November: farewell ceremony for first missionaries;

Second half of November: establishing a community in Nice.

23 January: diocesan approval of FMA Institute;

10 February: SDB and FMA community established in Vallecrosia;

29 March: FMA community established in Valdocco, Turin;

21 April: Some faculties and privileges obtained;

June: assistance given to seaside camp at Sestri Levante;

October: Community established at Biella (7), Lu Monferrato(8), Alassio (12).
November: departure of first FMA missionaries;

22 June: Sisters establish community in Chieri (Turin);

September: opening of FMA Mother House at Nizza Monferrato with a girl’s boarding
school;

Official presentation of printed Constitutions (1878) of the FMA;
14 May: death of Mary Domenica Mazzarello;

12 August: election of new Mother General, Caterina Daghero.

Now that his two Religious Institutes had undoubtedly achieved positive goals, Don Bosco could
tackle their organisation and formation with renewed enthusiasm. But the contexts in which they
were working were different. The actual world in which the fervent Mornese community in Acqui
diocese was working created no particular problem. On the other hand, Don Bosco had the good
sense to keep the new Congregation and its founder sheltered from legal complications with
Roman authorities by associating it with the Salesian Society which was already approved, and
maintaining it at diocesan level, easily gaining approval from generally benevolent bishops, also
because they were often the first to benefit from the Sister’s work.



Instead the to some extent imperfect approval of the Salesian Constitutions — imperfect certainly
in terms of Don Bosco’s requests and expectations regarding the faculty of dimissorials and the
privilege of exemption — created a number of difficulties for the Salesian Society. Given that it was
made of mostly priests and aspirants to the priesthood, it was affected by a number of relationship
difficulties in the Turin Archdiocese and with certain sectors of the Roman Curia. Our biographical
reconstruction also needs to take account of these matters.

1. From legal disputes to disciplinary reminders (1874-76)

There is no reason to think that approval of the Constitutions and the Rescript on dimissorials,
restricted though the latter was, were regarded or proclaimed by Don Bosco as a victory over his
Ecclesiastical Superior. There is no doubt that it was a great conquest, but he had paid for it by
acquiescing to some notable issues which translated as subtractions and additions to the
constitutional text, depriving him of concessions he had yearned for and burdening him with things
he had managed to dodge up until then. The ad mentem accompanying the cardinals’ affirmation
vote imposed a number of weighty burdens. He had to strike out the article on dimissorials.
Particulars were either dropped or added which, in Don Bosco’s opinion, cancelled out his rightful
insistence on the civil rights of members and the private civil character of the Religious Society. As
for the vow of poverty, the version in the Constitutions of the Society of Mary (Marist Fathers) was
imposed. In order to alienate goods or contract debts it meant proceeding ‘juxta SS. Canones et
Constitutiones Apostolicas.” Reference to civil legislation regarding inheritance and legacies was
suppressed. The articles on studies were a real reversal. They established two years of philosophy
and four of theology, all of which the students had to pursue free of the activities proper to the
Society except in cases of necessity. There were similar rules regarding the novitiate which had to
take place in a suitable house, leaving the practical training period in specific activities of the
Salesian congregation to earlier or later periods.

For Archbishop Gastaldi, even though he was unaware of its real terms, Don Bosco’s success in
Rome could have been perceived as at least a partial denial of his own ideas on episcopal
jurisdiction and on the serious requirements of a Religious Institute and even on the relationships
of the bishop with the Roman Curia. Deep down, he could have thought that Don Bosco had been
listened to and found to be credible, while his own recommendation with its conditions and
conclusions, and his other letters were seemingly not given equal hearing.

Together with this was another initially unconscious and secondary element, but one which
became explosive: satisfaction on the one hand and uneasiness on the other that Don Bosco might
have contributed to his elevation to the episcopacy and then to the See of the subalpine capital,
and the perception that his ‘benefactor’ was overly aware of the fact and had sometimes told
others of it. We can gather this from a pacifying letter from the Bishop of Alba, Eugenio Galletti
(1816-79), a friend of both of them, who was certainly reflecting a real complaint made by his
correspondent. ‘For the love of God’ he wrote to the Archbishop, ‘do not to deny him, in charitate
Dei et patientia Christi, the opportunity to gradually explain and speak about the reasonableness
of his motives for excusing what he has done. Nor would it be a good idea to throw back at him
that he has boasted of playing a part in making you Archbishop, or worse, that he is pretending to
act as a “black Archbishop”.’' No wonder, then, that in his pastoral management, without
questioning the reality of the Society of St Francis de Sales, Archbishop Gastaldi would have
clearly tried to claim the episcopal authority he legitimately believed he had, and the responsibility
that he felt could not be delegated. That meant an approach to governing adopted impartially
1 Letter of E. Galletti to Arch. L. Gastaldi, 3 September 1874, cit. in MB X 834. In ecclesiastical jargon he
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towards everyone in the diocese without overvaluing or making special allowances for Don Bosco
and his Religious Society which, moreover, the Archbishop professed to love, and wanted to see
as beyond reproach.

1.1 Disagreements over practical matters.

There was no lack of occasion for disagreement and more. However, after 13 April 1874,
differences shifted from the plane of legitimately different attitudes regarding approval of the
Constitutions to the level of facts, though not without connection to principles. In the background
were the legal status of the Salsian Society and the importance of the constitutional norms,
complicated by a different way of understanding the special faculties obtain in April 1874. It was
well and good that Don Bosco sent the Archbishop’s secretary Fr Chriuso the ‘genuine duplicate’ of
the decree on dimissorials ad decennium in June? but the printed copy of the Constitutions was not
yet available and less so did it ‘compare with the true original’ and it was not authenticated by the
Congregation of Bishops and Regulars — it was not published until 28 years later.?

The first incident, ending up in a copious exchange of correspondence, was due to a circular in
which Don Bosco announced a Retreat for school teachers to be held at the Lanzo college from 7—
12 September, 1874. L’Unita Cattolica informed readers of it in its 23 August edition. On the same
day, the Archbishop had a letter dispatched to him complaining that his consent was required yet
he had not even been informed. Don Bosco (mixing different kinds of retreats run at different times
and for different circumstances) argued against the legal basis for requesting the Ordinary’s
‘consent’ regarding a practice that had already been established for a decade ‘in Turin, Moncalieri,
Giaveno, and Lanzo,” ‘in Valdocco and Trofarello, and which had been confirmed and legitimised,
according to him, by decree on 31 March, 1852, and had continued on the basis of concessions
from the Vicar General Ravina and Provicar Fissore.* This was clearly a spur—of-the—moment
extension of the decree with which Fransoni had appointed Don Bosco as ‘Chief Spiritual Director’
of the oratories, giving him ‘all the necessary and appropriate faculties’ for their development.® The
Archbishop also scolded Fr Federico Albert — the Archbishop’s ‘Vicar’ for the Parish of St Peter in
Chains at Lanzo® — for agreeing to preach the retreat. He made his thinking clear: ‘You should
never have lent a hand to a work, which, though good in itself, even excellent and greatly pleasing
to the Archbishop, is nevertheless vitiated by the spirit of insubordination, meaning that no mention
of it was made to the Archbishop.”” Obviously, Don Bosco cancelled the planned retreat.

Another less important case gave rise to a number of problems, At Don Bosco’s invitation, and
due to the wish of the family of a young pupil at the Oratory who wanted to enter the diocesan
seminary, a parish priest of the diocese celebrated the rite of clerical clothing for the young man. In
fact, even during the 1870s there was a constant influx of students from the Oratory and the
college at Lanzo to the seminary.® When the Archbishop protested at the clothing being done
without his agreement, Don Bosco once again claimed faculties granted him by the 31 March 1852
decree, indicating the example of well-known diocesan priests who had received their clerical garb
in similar circumstances and ‘who, in their day, sat for the regular exams before being admitted to

2 Letter of 17 June 1874, Em IV 297.

3 Cif. letter of Don Bosco to Arch. L. Gastaldi 3 May 1874, Em IV 285, and of the Archbishop to Card. G.
Bizzarri of 24 May 1875, in MB XI 550-552.

Letter of 10 September 1874, Em IV 316-317.

5 [G. Bosco], Notitia brevis Societatis Sancti Francisci Salesii..., 1868, p. 4, OE XVIII 573-574.

N

6 Cf. Il santuario di Sant’lgnazio di Loiola presso Lanzo Torinese descritto da un sacerdote di Turin. Turin,
P. Marietti 1878, p. 2.
7 Letter to Fr F. Albert, 17 September 1874, in MB X 836-837.

8 Cf. G. TUNINETTI, Lorenzo Gastaldi 1815-1883, Vol. ll, Arcivescovo di Torino: 1871-1883. Casale
Monferrato, Piemme 1988, p. 392.



the Seminary.” Logically, the Archbishop asked his secretary to make it clear that ‘a huge interval
of time had elapsed since Ravina and Fissore were the Vicar Generals’ and from when young
students at the Oratory ‘were fully incorporated’ into the Archdiocese, until the present.*

On 23 September, the Archbishop once again queried the Secretary of the Congregation of
Bishops and Regulars on the legal status of the Salesian Society. They were questions posed a
year earlier and which Cardinal Bizzarri had replied to on 18 August 1873: were the Constitutions
definitively approved? Was the Salesian congregation considered to be a Religious Order enjoying
all the privileges as such and therefore ‘immune from episcopal jurisdiction? Can the Rector admit
clerics to the novitiate or vows who were ‘listed as diocesan clerics’ without prior agreement and
also contrary to the bishop’s disapproval? ‘Was it licit to accept clerics into the Congregation whom
the bishop had ordered to put aside the clerical habit, and without his consent and contrary to his
disapproval?'"™ Vitelleschi replied that he would get a response from the Congregation of Bishops
and regulars after the holidays."

A day earlier, the Archbishop had written at length to the Pope himself, premising it with the fact
that he had had the usual recourse, where there were problems inherent to the government of the
diocese, to the opinion of Canon Luigi Anglesio, Cottolengo’s successor, and had received full
approval of this letter. He reconfirmed his unconditional support for the Salesian Society as a
regular Congregation. He complained, however, of the lack of a true novitiate and the abuse
whereby clerics were accepted who had been sent away by the bishop because he maintained
they were not competent for the clerical state. He also referred to the case of the retreat at Lanzo,
presenting Don Bosco’s irreverent letter of 10 September, for the Pope’s judgement. He asked him
‘keenly, humbly, warmly,’ to offer ‘a decisive word’ on the conflict."

Informed confidentially of the two letters, on 12 October, Don Bosco addressed an elaborate
memorandum to the Prefect of the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars in which he asked for
clarification concerning the legitimacy of the Archbishop’s queries on certain issues. They
appeared to him to be without canonical foundation: the conditions for admitting Salesian clerics to
ordination, acceptance of clerics who had left the seminary, organising retreats for laity and clergy
in Salesian Houses. He concluded with a detailed refutation of the Archbishop’s complaints with
five queries regarding his authority on the points of controversy.™

As Advent approached, the Archbishop repeated to Don Bosco that he would not be ordaining
any cleric he presented until he was sent a written declaration that no more clerics sent away from
the seminary would be accepted. It was the same position as in May 1873." The founder replied:
“You know how strict is the duty of a superior to provide for the good of his religious; this is also the
Church’s duty, and you certainly also know the cases where the Ordinary can refuse such
ordinations. This is why | am offering you some reflections before asking Rome how | should
proceed with matters.’’® He had done so in October probably without appreciable results.

He sent his request through Cardinal Berardi to Pius IX."” At the end of the year he sent off a
further letter to the Pope explaining the problems he had encountered with the Archbishop of Turin

9 To FrT. Chiuso, 27 September 1874, Em IV 321-322.

10 Letter of Fr T. Chiuso to Don Bosco 28 September 1874, MB X 846.

11 Textin MB X 842-843.

12 Letter of 5 October 1874, MB X 844.

13 The text is found in MB X 847-854.

14 To Card. A. G. Bizzarri, 12 October 1874, Em IV 333-335; he also asked benevolent Card. Giuseppe
Berardi for clarifications on the legitimacy of accepting clerics of the diocese by letter on 7 November, Em
IV 344-346.

15 Cf. Chap. 19, § 7.

16 To Arch. L. Gastaldi, 10 November 1874, Em IV 350-351.

17 Letter of 18 November 1874, Em |V 353-355.



in exercising his tasks as Superior of the Salesian Congregation, asking his advice and
protection.’ The two letters to the Pontiff had an unforeseen effect. Cardinal Berardi was given the
task by Pius IX of asking the Archbishop of Vercelli, Celestino Fissore, to act as mediator between
the two parties. Fissore asked both for their opinions. Foreseeably, Don Bosco’s filled a number of
pages. One name appearing for the first time in those pages was that of Blessed Luigi Guanella,
who then joined the Salesians. This was also unknown to the Archbishop. ‘A priest from Como
parish was accepted into our Congregation,’ he told the mediator. ‘When [the Archbishop] came to
know about it he wrote to the Ordinary there saying: “Inform Fr Guanella (such is his name) that
when he came into this Archdiocese he never received his maneat nor the faculty to preach.”

It is interesting to note the role the devil was playing, according to the disputants: ‘If | were to
say what | thought, it would be this: the devil has foreseen the good that Archbishop Gastaldi could
have continued to do for our Congregation, so he secretly sowed weeds and let them grow — huge
disruption, gossip from all sides, lack of priests and confessors among us, serious problems for the
Archbishop himself who was my close confidant for thirty years; see the results.””®

Fissore was in Turin on 3 February and met both Don Bosco and Archbishop Gastaldi, first
separately then together at the Archbishop’s residence. From a letter of Don Bosco’s to Cardinal
Berardi on 7 February, 1875 and the report Fissore sent to Rome, we can see that the most
controversial point of the discussion and for reaching any understanding was the declaration that
no cleric dismissed from the diocesan seminary would be accepted in Salesian Houses.
Dependent on this was the Archbishop’s readiness to admit Don Bosco’s candidates to Orders.?
This was a simplification of the whole range of real or imagined broader issues made more
complicated still by ideological or emotional content which was often unconscious or unexpressed.
One need not be surprised, then, that even before the end of February, Don Bosco had written to
Archbishop Fissore: ‘We still have not reached an understanding,’” indicating the problem of
acceptance [to the Salesian Society, this time of priests] and ordinations.?'

The Archbishop of Vercelli felt he could go no further, and had believed for some months that a
more general coming to terms was required, sanctioned by a written document which, for the
moment, was merely a utopian possibility.?

1.2 A difficult understanding between two personalities who felt equal responsibility

Archbishop Fissore was dealing with two very firm characters of more than usual intelligence and
both of a mind to honour their respective responsibilities to the utmost. They were similar in their
passionate interest in carrying out their own projects, though one was more controlled, the other
more volatile. But both personalities were admirable for their dedication to their hard fought
service. It was probably more difficult for Archbishop Gastaldi. While he was determined and very
proactive, he was also very much aware of his mission as a reforming pastor and his
corresponding authority as a superior. In the earlier quoted letter which the Archbishop wrote to Fr
Albert on 17 September, he warned him: ‘So | am asking you once more to be careful and avoid
cooperating with what is not in accord with the hierarchical order established by God ... | will see
that the Archbishop’s authority is not threatened by someone who should be giving a different

18 Letter of 31 December 1874, Em |V 376-378.

19 To the Archbishop of Vercelli, 12 January 1875, Em IV 391-393.
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21 To Arch. C. Fissore, from Rome 23 February 1875, Em IV 421-422; again, 1 and 27 June 1875, Em IV
468 and 471-472.

22 Cf. letter to Don Bosco 7 March 1875, MB XI 102-103.



example of reverence to that authority.’? Two days later, when he came to know that Don Bosco
had cancelled the retreat, he repeated the notion: it was not a matter of doing or not doing good
but of doing it well, i.e. in agreement with the superior. ‘Why did | let go of something good as a
consequence of that admonition? Could | have warned him more charitably? Is not the authority |
have a deposit which | am obliged to preserve in its integrity?'*

For his part, Don Bosco felt the same keen awareness of having particular responsibilities of
defending and strengthening the identity, specific nature and autonomy of his Congregation.’ It was
young and at a difficult stage of growth while at the same time involved in work for the greater glory
of God and the salvation of souls that could brook no delay. ‘Good must be done’ continued to run
up against the equally legitimate ‘Good must be done where possible’ in relation to concrete
historical needs and circumstances. He feared an authority that went beyond its proper limits, a
protection that became a stifling embrace, even in secondary matters. So on the one hand, he
defended himself with great energy, while on the other, he leaned towards an industrious but never
fully achieved reconciliation.

Worthy of note in particular are the beginning and end of his earlier cited letter of reply to the
Archbishop on 10 September. The opening was diplomatic but its recipient thought it ‘irreverent’,
and objectively speaking we might call it ironical. ‘The attentive eye with which Your Grace watches
over the progress of our poor Congregation demonstrates that you want exact observance of its
rules and the Church’s rules, and this can only be good for us and keep us vigilant over our duties,
for which we give you heartfelt thanks. But there are certain things that | really do not know
whether or not they are according to the spirit of the Church, or if they can be of any benefit to
others.” Towards the end, before asking the Archbishop for a concrete and specific formulation of
‘what you want [ed] of the Salesian Society and reminding him of their earlier friendship, he was
tugging at emotional strings. ‘I now beg you to let me speak the language of the heart for a
moment.’ It was an appeal meant to decrease the hierarchical distance but it would certainly have
increased it. ‘It seems to me that before the Lord’s judgement seat Your Grace and |, who are very
close, will be much happier if we leave aside our concerns for what is better and set about fighting
evil and fostering what is good, returning to the era when every idea poor Don Bosco had, was for
you a plan to be executed.”” The Archbishop could hardly accept a deferential approach of this
kind and being lectured in Canon Law, and even less so, on this occasion, by ‘the language of the
heart,” out of place in situations where he felt the only appropriate words were the dutiful exercise
of authority for his part and obedience and submission by the other. In fact Don Bosco received a
warning letter from Canon Zappata, the Vicar General.® He replied respectfully but not without
highlighting aspects of his mindset and responsibility as a founder: ‘| beg to reassure you’ ‘that |
need to foster observance of the Rules as they were approved and that | have the duty of
dedicating the few days the merciful God deigns to grant me still to countless improvements that
the quality of the Institute and the times we are going through make difficult. Therefore we need all
the indulgence of our Ordinaries that is compatible with their authority.” He added an interesting
comment, one which could not be checked and to which there was almost no follow—up: ‘Some
days ago | sent Rome a printed copy of our rules’ he said, with incredible innocence ‘so they could
see if they were in accordance with the original. As yet | have had no reply; nevertheless | am
sending you a copy which | hope you will pleased with and am asking you to also give a copy to
His Grace. Should there be any discrepancy with the original | will hasten to advise you.’#

23 Letter to Fr F. Albert, 17 September 1874, in MB X 836-837.
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It would be superficial, then, to reduce the disagreement on related matters of religious and
ecclesiastical jurisdiction to quarrels, acrimony, hostility, arrogance, obstinacy on the basis of
distinct pastorTo Comm.itments and differing awareness of their respective duties and
corresponding rights, further complicated by temperament and style of action. These did partly
differ (though certainly not out of hasty opposition between charism and authority) but they were
also partly similar. No, within the context of the Catholic faith it was also a tense contrast between
two spiritualities, theoretical and practical. Gastaldi and Don Bosco, as were Moreno and Riccardi
de Netro before them, were men of God, priests. The three bishops were so at the highest level,
dedicated unreservedly to working for the greater glory of God and the salvation of souls. They all
celebrated Mass, absolved, preached, prayed, and suffered for the same cause: the Kingdom of
God, the Church, the Gospel of salvation. However, their ways and means betrayed their mentality,
perceptions of reality, their sometimes differing evaluations with consequent attitudes and prudent
decisions. In the case of the three bishops, they were more rigorous and inflexible in keeping to the
principles of a more strongly structured theology, ultimately assisted by a precise legal culture. Don
Bosco was less rigid theologically and legally, and had been formed in probabilism and casuistry,
so was more flexible, pragmatic, liberal or in the judgement of his antagonists, arbitrary, and more
likely to abuse his position. So, with regard to practical conduct in individual issues, both had
inevitable limitations of outlook and understanding each other. There were errors of evaluation,
preconceptions, lack of trust, and neither was very much inclined to compromise.

Many things, not all of them balanced, have been written about Archbishop Gastaldi’'s
temperament, while in Don Bosco’s case it is especially the heroic aspects that have been
stressed. It seems difficult to write an appropriate history of a great individual who has not been
canonised and was heroic in other ways and who, out of a strict sense of duty had to deal with a
future canonised saint in many situations.”® Among other things, Gastaldi’s rock—solid, consistent
and convinced Rosminian approach in philosophy and theology, as well as his unbreakable
solidarity with the Institute of Charity, considerably weakened his position in Turin. He suffered from
this but fiercely preserved his loyalty and fidelity to it as demonstrated by the vibrant testimony he
gave in the opening address to the first Regional Piedmontese meeting of the Work of the
Congresses.” Zoologist and writer Michele Lessona (1823-94), was spot—-on when recalling the
figure of the Archbishop’s brother, Bartolomeo (1818-79), an internationally renowned geologist
and a colleague of his Turin University. He wrote that he found in all members of the Gastaldi
family ‘a special conformity of type’ both physical and moral: ‘Physically [they were] of medium
height, lean—bodied, muscular, and of light brown complexion.’” ‘In moral terms [they were] of
powerful intellect and very strong willed, of proud and dignified bearing, industrious, virtuous with a
taste for the fine arts, and contemptuous of wealth.” Lorenzo, the first born, was ‘an exceptional
man who demanded much of others but much more of himself. He was the very model of an
austere and religious life, unflinching in his convictions, fond of fatherland and Faith and ready to
give his life for the latter.”®

2. Mary Help of Christians, protector of vocations to the clergy

28 Cf. Francesco Faa di Bruno (1825-1888). Miscellanea. Turin, Bottega d’Erasmo 1977, pp. 109-110 and
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In harmony with the ecclesial significance of devotion to Mary under the title Auxilium
Christianorum, Don Bosco named a work he had very much at heart, the Work of Mary Help of
Christians for vocations to the clerical state.®” The vast work of poor and abandoned youth or
rather, of poor and abandoned youth and the scarcity of priests, posed serious practical problems
for the Church. Don Bosco saw the two as connected. Despite his great appreciation for the laity,
he considered that the Christian education of the young could not be achieved without the
presence of the priest who was the dispenser of the mysteries and spiritual guide. Therefore,
halfway through the 1870s, as he intensified his campaign in search of and in forming good
vocations, which he extended to a later age as well, he placed his solution to the problem under
Mary’s protection. He saw an indissoluble bond between Mary and the Church: ‘This work has
been placed under the auspices of the Blessed Virgin, Help of Christians, because Mary, whom the
Church has proclaimed Magnum et singular in Ecclesia praesidium will certainly see fit to protect a
work that aims at finding good ministers for the Church.*

For this initiative, too, Don Bosco wrote an essential set of statutes which were clear though not
so systematic, adding items in the 1877 edition. The following headlines came after a long preface:
First experiments, Means (Finances), Observations, Spiritual advantage, Programs, this latter
divided into four subsections: Purpose of the work, Acceptances, Study, Personal belongings.

The preface attempted to diagnose institutes in Italy, Europe, the missions. Needs were on the
increase but vocations were diminishing. ‘Work of charity for this purpose’ had arisen in a number
of countries ‘and they had shown good results but were insufficient to meet the many and urgent
needs.” He suggested another which would be more functional and practical, ‘a course of studies
for young adults intending to dedicate themselves to the clerical state.’

The conditions of acceptance stated that each student had ‘to belong to an upright family, be
healthy, strong, of good character and between 16 and 30 years of age.”*® He demonstrated the
advantages statistically: while only 20% of boys who felt ‘called’ actually became priests, 80% of
older young men achieved that goal and most of them over a shorter period. So what was needed
was an appropriate ‘course of secondary studies’ geared to ‘young adults’ who had the ‘exclusive
intention of pursuing an ecclesiastical career.”** The purpose of the work was :'To Bring together
older youth who have willingly decided on literary studies thanks to appropriate courses, in order to
embrace the clerical state.”

Before suggesting ways that people could help — of a financial kind, mostly — Don Bosco
responded to the likely (or real, as in Turin) objections of some bishops. His question and answer
ran thus: Would not this work harm others already in existence? Not only would it not harm them
but it would support them. Without priests, preaching, the sacraments, what would become of the
Work of the Propagation of the Faith, the Holy Childhood and all the other pious works?’* In truth,
‘once the literary course is completed, every student is free to become a Religious, go to the
Foreign Missions, or return to his respective diocese to ask his bishop if he can take on the clerical
habit. In this latter case, the Director of the Work will make haste to humbly recommend the

31 Cf. [G. Bosco], Opera di Maria Ausiliatrice per le vocazioni allo stato ecclesiastico benedetta e
raccomandata dal Santo Padre Pio Papa IX. Fossano, tip. Saccone 1875, 8 p., OE XXVII 1-8; [G.
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candidate to their respective Ordinaries so that in accordance with his merit he may take him into
kind consideration.”®

Financial support was assured by three categories of ‘contributor’ : donors who promised to give
two soldi [=10 cents; 0.35 euro] a month for priests, one mass offering; correspondents ‘heading
up a dozen or more donors; benefactors with more consistent offerings up to 300 lire [946 euro] a
year with the right to ‘send a student to the Institute for free’ (the St Vincent de Paul Hospice at
Sampierdarna), or give as much as 800 lire [2,524], enough to cover the entire literary course.
Other than participating in various spiritual benefits and indulgences ‘the reward of having
contributed to a great work of charity’ was considered to be the outstanding ‘spiritual advantage’.
He concluded: St Vincent de Paul says one cannot do a better work than contributing to making a
priest.’®®

In an extremely busy year in which Don Bosco was planning the Salesian Cooperators
Association and preparing to launch the Congregation and its works in France and South America,
the setting up of this initiative found easy and ready acceptance in Rome. As soon as he returned
from the capital after his sojourn there in 1875, he told the assembled Chapter meeting and rectors
on 14 April that he had spoken at length about the Work at one of the audiences granted on 22
February and 12 March. He wrote to Cardinal Antonelli about it on 8 August as a project he would
have already known of: ‘| also spoke of it with the Holy Father who advised me to put it all down in
writing, which | did. His Eminence Cardinal Berardi was asked to make a report, which the Holy
Father was pleased with. He blessed its purpose and recommended it into action, as soon as
possible.™

When he spoke to his Salesians about it he had already sent a printed copy of the regulations to
a dozen or so bishops. This was the booklet Opera di Maria Ausiliatrice (Work of Mary Help of
Christians) yet to be published.” Between 12-18 April 1875, he had received letters of
recommendation from the bishops of Albenga, Vigevano, Acqui, Alessandria, Tortona, Casale, and
Genoa recommending both initiatives, the Cooperators and adult vocations.*’ He sent Cardinal
Berardi the four which came directly to him along with the twofold project of clerical vocations and
Cooperators, asking him and Archbishop Vitelleschi to be intermediaries for obtaining indulgences
from the Holy Father ‘appropriate to each project.”*? He sent him further letters of recommendation
a few days later asking that the spiritual favours be granted distinctly to each of the two projects
and that the ones relating to the Work of Mary Help of Christians be passed on with particular
urgency.*?

Both these men assured him of their support. However, Berardi recommended ‘prudence and
circumspection’ with Archbishop Gastaldi, and Vitelleschi asked him to accept a ‘suggestion’ of his,
that is, ‘to give good consideration to setting up the work for clerical vocations outside the Turin
Archdiocese.'*

In fact, Gastaldi had wanted to involve all the bishops within the ecclesiastical provinces of
Turin, Vercelli, and Genoa, so that the initiative would be carefully thought through.*® At the same
time, he wrote to Cardinal Bizzarri to put a stop to such a useless and harmful plan since the
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diocese already had their seminaries and there was a risk that Don Bosco might take away some
of their potential candidates.* Bishop Luigi Moreno was even more negative in a long letter to the
same cardinal.*’

Don Bosco acted to clarify the state of things with two letters to the Archbishop’s secretary: the
indulgences granted had not yet been communicated in writing, and they were reserved to
promoters of the work. Before going to print, things would be presented to the Archbishop.*® None
of the Vatican bodies had asked Don Bosco to come to any agreement with the Archbishop of Turin
since the Work, was ‘aimed at the general benefit of the Church.’*® In the earlier mentioned letter of
8 August, Cardinal Antonelli informed him of the obstacles posed in Turin, and asked him if it was
correct that his intention was to ‘cut off all difficulties and begin the Work in one of the dioceses of
the many bishops who had recommended it.”®® On the 10th, Don Bosco wrote to Archbishop
Vitelleschi: ‘Had | followed your advice somewhat for the Work of Mary Help of Christians to begin
it in another diocese | would have saved myself some trouble.’” But the solution was already
underway: ‘I have an understanding with Bishop Manacorda and | will have everything printed at
Fossano. | will try the first experiment in Genoa Archdiocese with full acceptance there of the
bishop, with whom it was earlier agreed.® He informed Fr Chiuso of the idea of ‘transferring
elsewhere’ ‘the establishment of this project’ if it were to happen at all, insisting on the universal
nature of the initiative: ‘Whoever would like a diocesan work is free to suggest it to the Ordinary,
introduce it, modify it as he wishes; but here it is something general.’ It was a Work aimed at
‘helping Religious Orders, the Missions, and also a way of presenting some to their Ordinaries
without giving any moral material concerns to them.’ To the reply that he would not ‘be allowed
either to print or disseminate the project and its curriculum nor appeal to charity in the Turin
Archdiocese, he replied by defending his right to print, other than the need for ecclesiastical review,
and to beg for money. However, he gave assurances that he would not do so if it was denied. But
he did not forget to remind them of how deserving the Oratory was in the archdiocese for
producing vocations to the clergy and for its work among the young.*? On 24 August, Don Bosco
sent a note to Archbishop Vitelleschi, who had informed him over those days of the letters from the
Archbishop and Bishop Moreno, and which the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars would need
to respond to. He summed up the origins and successive development of the Work, recalling the
difficulties posed by the Archbishop and made a suggestion: ‘| have now decided to experiment
with the Work of Mary Help of Christians in the house at San Pier d’Arena in the diocese of Genoa
where | have the complete acceptance of the Bishop.”*®> He informed Archbishop Gastaldi of the
decision as a fait accompli, on 29 September: ‘So as not to cause your Grace either displeasure or
concern, | have begun the Work of Mary Help of Christians in another diocese. Now | would like to
disseminate some of the programs in the Archdiocese of Turin as well but | will not do so until |
have due permission!®

The Work opened happily both at Sampierdarena and the Oratory at Valdocco in 1875. Fr Luigi
Guanella, who arrived in Turin at the end of January, was appointed as the one in charge of the
Work at Valdocco. There is a splendid letter of his from April 1876, written in the name of all and
personally given to Pius IX by Don Bosco. Pius IX signed it, preceded by the date (die 16 aprilis
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1876) and added words of blessing: Benedicat vos Deus et dirigat vos in viis suis.*® At the same
time Don Bosco asked the Pope for special indulgences for the Work which were granted in a
generous Brief.%®

The matter was resolved — in fact and in law. Don Bosco caused a minor issue a year later by
sending an article on the Work, its purpose and the first successful year at San Pier d’Arena to
L’Unita Cattolica, which published it on 17 September, 1876.°" He followed up with a second on 19
September, but the editor, Fr Margotti, replied by sending him the admonition the Archbishop had
his secretary, Fr Chiuso, pass on to him with some details on fact and the law. All in all, these
corresponded to the truth. It said: ‘A Papal Brief was published in the article, which has not yet
been communicated to the Archbishop of Turin, as it should have been, along with a genuine copy.
We are speaking of a canonically instituted Association of the Faithful of which the Archbishop has
no knowledge of its being canonically instituted. Indulgences have been published which the
Archbishop knows nothing about, and this is contrary to the ruling of the Council of Trent; so the
hierarchical order of the Church has been ignored and the prerogatives and requirements the
Archbishop has in Divine and Church law have been harmed.” He then returned to the principle
already noted and we are not sure if it was addressed to the editor of the newspaper or to Don
Bosco or both: ‘It is not enough to do good; this must be done well. Bonum est integra causa,
malum ex quocumque defecta.’®®

On 5 October, Don Bosco sent the Archbishop a letter of explanation which could hardly have
been persuasive, especially when he wanted the granting of indulgences to pass as the formal
canonical institution of the Work.* The Papal Brief of 9 May, 1876 supposed the existence of the
institution but did not create it: ‘Since, as explained, an association of the faithful or in other words
a Pious Work, as we say, has been canonically instituted under the title of the Blessed Virgin, Help
of Christians.... So that such a society may increase daily...we grant a plenary indulgence..... “®

It was not the most propitious moment for gaining privileges and the faculty of issuing
dimissorials about which the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars had to express an opinion at
the same time. Would all of this favour Don Bosco rather than the Archbishop who was dearly
contrary to these and other concessions?

3. Failure to gain privileges and the faculty of issuing dimissorials

Yet Don Bosco did ask for these special faculties, precisely to get around so many difficulties and
obstructions to his increasingly feverish activity. The Congregation was growing numerically and its
work was spreading. In 1875 it crossed the border into France and established itself in Nice. A few
weeks later it arrived across the Atlantic, creating two bridgeheads in Argentina.®’ According to Don
Bosco, the Salesians needed greater freedom and flexibility of action. It seemed urgent to him to
play the privileges card. The outcome initially was entirely negative, but there was some progress
in 1876.%
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The state of mind of the Salesian Society’s leaders concerning the opportunity for obtaining the
most important privileges leading to more direct dependence on the Pope, was clear from the St
Francis de Sales Conferences in January 1875. It had already emerged from discussions on the
two decrees from 25 January, 1848: Romeni Pontifices and Regulari disciplinae, regarding the
testimonials required for admission to the novitiate, clothing and religious profession. The
prevailing opinion of those taking part in the Conferences was that they were not bound to their
observance, either because of the special circumstances of the young postulants or because of
what Don Bosco had obtained from the Pope vivae vocis oraculo.®® This position was confirmed at
the meeting on the following day, 27 January, at which Don Bosco presided.5 Don Bosco spoke of
the communication of privileges in the morning session the following day. He stressed the
difficulties of obtaining them after hearing about those enjoyed by other Orders or Congregations,
‘however he had studied the matter thoroughly and hoped to succeed.’®® We can gather the kind of
spirit he had gone to Rome with from a meeting he held with rectors on 14 April, three weeks after
the Conferences. On his return, he spoke to them about the main purpose of his trip to Rome: ‘“To
gain communication of the privileges for the Congregation and the faculty of issuing dimissorials ad
quemcumaque episcopum.’®® After providing a brief history of the privileges for Religious Orders and
of their extension then to modern Congregations, he came to the Salesian case: ‘The main
purpose of my trip to Rome was precisely to see what to do with regard to these principles | have
already spoken to you about on other occasions.’ It was about privileges in general ‘and especially
about being able to issue dimissorial letters ad quemcumque episcopum’ he explained. To
Archbishop Vitelleschi’s question as to which privileges he needed, he had replied: ‘Many of them,
both for smooth internal running and for the relationships we must have with Church authorities
and the faithful.” He had prepared some eighty of them.®’

Don Bosco had dedicated a good part of his busy stay in the capital from 18 February to 16
March 1875, to setting the procedure officially in motion. He was there with his trusty secretary, Fr
Gioachino Berto, who was as always extremely laconic with his diary entries. A number of issues
were part of the agenda: the privileges, the Work of Mary Help of Christians, the Cooperators
Association, and extending Salesian activity to the Americas. It was to these matters he dedicated
meetings with his friends Cardinal Berardi and Bishop Fratejacci but especially, at the official level,
with the secretary of the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars, Archbishop Salvatore Nobili
Vitelleschi and two important papal audiences on 22 February and 12 March. The Pope got Don
Bosco to understand how procedures went for granting privileges and how this had changed over
several decades, becoming more difficult. However, after two feverish sessions of research, two
petitions were drawn up, one for the faculty of issuing dimissorials ad quemcumque episcopum,
the other for granting privileges given other Religious Institutes. An application by Archbishop
Vitelleschi was added to the petition. It pleaded Don Bosco’s cause for dimissorials for two
reasons: the Salesian Society had extended across many dioceses and its members could be
transferred from one to another, creating objective obstacles for Ordinaries to have suitable
knowledge of candidates’ readiness or otherwise for Holy Orders; the concession would greatly
help the unified running of the Society, which was an essential element for preserving the purpose
and spirit of the Institute.

The immediate result of the two petitions to the Pope was the appointment of a Special
Congregation asked to put forward its vote. The composition was identical to the one formed to
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approve the Constitutions. The relevant Consultation was prepared, with a Summary of five
documents. This listed the difficulties that had arisen with the Ordinary of Turin since March 1874
when Don Bosco had obtained the Rescript for dimissorials ad decennium. The Founder had
presented the two petitions ‘in view of such difficulties’ it argued ‘and also so his Institute can enjoy
the privileges that have been granted many Congregations which it is certainly not inferior to for the
prodigious deeds carried out on behalf of religion and civil society.’

In one it asked for the faculty of issuing dimissorials ad quemcumque episcopum and extra
tempus; in the other, the granting of privileges of Congregations similar to it. In the Summary, Don
Bosco had included two Clarifications. In the first, he highlighted the progress made by the Society
following the definitive approval of the Constitutions; in the second, he stressed difficulties for a
timely concession of favours and privileges when they were being requested on a case by case
basis according to need. Finally, in a Petition for the granting of spiritual favours on behalf of the
Salesian Congregation, he explained which favours of which Religious Institutes amongst the
many possible ones, he preferred: ‘We ask by preference, those of the Redemptorists or the
Priests of the Mission [Vincentians], whose Constitutions and purpose could be said to be identical
to the Salesian ones.®®

The truth was that it was not easy to obtain a favourable opinion, and Don Bosco could see the
good and the bad of it. Before returning to Turin and while awaiting the verdict — as he told the
rectors on 14 April — ‘I went to find Cardinal Berardi who, along with Bishop Fratejacci, had kindly
taken charge of the matter. | assured them that | would always be ready, as soon as | was called to
return to Rome, for any necessary clarifications or to conclude the matter. Before leaving Rome |
went to see the cardinals tasked with deciding issues. They all think well of us and see the
Congregation in a good light. And they all said that since the Holy Father wanted it, they could not
find serious difficulties.’®® This was the ‘bright side of the picture.” But he did not hide ‘the dark side
as well’ from his listeners. To explain it, he invited secretary and archivist Fr Berto to bring two
letters from the archives, both from Archbishop Gastaldi — one to Cardinal Bizzarri and the other to
Pius 1X, ‘both against us’ as the chronicler notes. ‘The reading of these letters’ the chronicler goes
on ‘was often interrupted to make similar observations. We could see the agitated mind of the
writer in them and what most disappointed us was the untruthfulness of the things said about us.’”®

Further weakening Don Bosco’s position before the cardinals in the Special Congregation was
another letter to Cardinal Bizzarri on 24 May, 1875. The letter contained further complaints which
were unfavourable to the founder of the Salesian Society: the archbishop had never had ‘any
communication of papal decrees approving the Congregation or the Constitutions’; all he had was
a copy of the Rescript on dimissorials ad decennium; in order to know in what matters the Institute
was subject to the Constitutions or the Ordinary, he would need an authentic copy of the
Constitutions and not simply the printed one he had received, 'more so’ he insinuated, and not
without reason, because some believed ‘the printed copy is not in complete agreement with the
original; there were clerics and lay people working in the houses of the Congregation who had no
intention of professing perpetual vows and had been accepted without his consent and not without
diminishing his authority; there were others expelled from the seminary taking shelter in some
houses of the Congregation without putting aside the clerical garb, and thus being assisted in their
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disobedience to their bishop.””" As the Congregation of Cardinals was about to meet, from Turin
Don Bosco addressed an appeal to each of its members and especially to Cardinal Bizzarri, ‘the
benevolent father and outstanding benefactor at the time of approval’ of the Constitutions, restating
the ‘two great advantages’ that would accrue from this concession: 1. The Salesian Congregation
would be at the level of others before the ecclesiastical authorities. 2. Since the Salesians were
soon going to Argentina, ‘it would be extremely useful for our religious to enjoy the privileges and
spiritual favours of Religious Orders and Congregations already in that vast kingdom [sic]. He
added a third advantage which was probably counter—productive: ‘It would also remove the reason
for the opposition the Ordinary of this Turin Archdiocese shows, since he is not convinced the
Salesian Society has been definitively approved because he sees it does not enjoy the privileges
of other Congregations.’”

The outcome of the Congregation held on 16 September was negative. Regarding the granting
of the faculty for issuing dimissorials, the response was: Negative et ad mentem. And the
mens/mentem was that Don Bosco’s twofold request be communicated to the Archbishop of Turin,
along with the Congregation’s negative vote, also motivated by the fact that the founder already
had a ten year indult from April 1874, Regarding the privileges, the response was:
Communicationem, prout petitur, non expedire. The same evening the Secretary, Archbishop
Vitelleschi, made a report on it to the Pope who approved the opinion of the Congregation of
Cardinals. On 22 September, the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars gave official
communication to the Archbishop of Turin, at the same time asking him to hold to the Papal Indult
regarding the dimissorials obtained by Don Bosco on 3 April, 1874.7

4. Limited recovery amid new and more serious disagreements (1875-76)

Don Bosco did not give up. Taking advantage of the new situation created by the departure of the
first Salesians for Argentina, he returned to the task on 5 December, 1875, asking for thirteen
spiritual favours and indulgences and some privileges among which the extra tempus and the
faculty for issuing dimissorials to any bishop. The favours and indulgences were on behalf of the
missionaries mainly, but not only.” Meanwhile the Secretary of the Congregation of Bishops and
regulars had changed. Archbishop Vitelleschi was made Cardinal,”® and from 2 October, 1875, was
succeeded by Archbishop Enea Sbarretti (1801-84) who in turn was made Cardinal in 1877. Due
to a series of unfavourable circumstances but especially because of the ongoing reasons for the
negative in September, the special faculties were denied, also because the already mentioned
Indult of 3 April, 1874 was in force.”®

Here, too, there was interference from the Archbishop in Turin. Don Bosco visited him on 27
October to inform him of the proximate departure of his men for Argentina. Other problems must
have arisen and the audience became heated if it meant Don Bosco beginning a letter the
following day with: ‘Yesterday Your Grace decided to tell me everything you thought it was
appropriate to say without even letting me say a word in my defence or correcting what | was being
blamed for. | feel sorrier for Your Grace than | do for myself.’ The brief letter became a painful but
firm message with the sense that an old friendship had been irreparably broken. He continued: 'l
had in mind notifying you of matters that would have reduced your concerns, perhaps even freed
you of some.” Then, ‘With all due respect for the episcopal dignity’ with which ‘Your Grace’ had

71 Documenti XV 155-157; MB X| 550-552.

72 Letter of 11 September 1875, E 11 508-509.

73 Documenti XV 266.

74 Cf. text of letter to the Pope in MB XI 468—469.

75 Reserved, 15 March, declared,15 September. He died suddenly on 15 October 1875.

76 Letter of 28 December 1875 of Card. G. Berardi to Don Bosco, Documenti XV 384; MB XI 472.



been invested, he went on to open an old wound: ‘I believe | can tell you that if you were Bishop of
Saluzzo and then became Archbishop of Turin, once serious problems opposing this were
smoothed over, that this was due, as you know, to suggestions and efforts of poor Don Bosco who
is now not even allowed to speak and is sent away — as you well know! It was the beginning of a
new level of relationship: ‘I believe | can, and indeed have the duty, to speak; now | believe | am
completely exonerated.””’

Any hope of friendly collaboration now seemed out of the question. The Archbishop had
probably ended up thinking that Don Bosco had chosen to follow his own path, preferring
confrontation to discussion. For his part, Don Bosco had come to a point where he did not know
what to do or believed he could do nothing to smooth things over, perhaps even fearing he was
being engulfed by his role as founder and religious superior. He felt a keener need for freedom to
advance, develop, and expand his works beyond Turin, Piedmont and even ltaly. Hence, once
again the urgent need he felt of having the appropriate legal tools.

Towards the end of 1875, an incident came to light which had an ambiguous significance.
Eugene Ceria put it under the heading: Don Bosco suspended from hearing confessions.”

Don Bosco’s licence for confession had fallen due in September without anyone bothering to
ask for its renewal or without others renewing it, even without a formal request. Don Bosco was
informed by Fr Rua only on Christmas Eve. A reply came back a few hours later with an
explanation from Fr Tommaso Chiuso, the Archbishop’s Secretary, that the faculties ‘would never
have been interrupted had the procedure for similar cases been carried out in due time.””® The
Archbishop knew of the case and Fr Chiuso’s letter was in response to the letter Don Bosco had
sent Gastaldi ‘humbly asking for the faculty to be renewed to avoid gossip and scandal.’® It was
not a suspension and the licence was renewed within the space of two days.® ‘The significance of
the Archbishop’s gesture (or the gesture of some powerful Curia member), Gastaldi’s historian
concludes, ‘was clear: to get the “recalcitrant” founder to understand where the authority lay in
matters of Church discipline. It was humiliating for Don Bosco, not so dignified on the part of the
Curia and ultimately the Archbishop himself.’®?

The episode did not hide the chronic disagreements over different interpretations of a number of
cases of Church discipline. This was the nature of observations made in a letter of the Archbishop
on 31 December, 1825. Gastaldi listed five items, including bans and complaints to the Salesian
Society: it could not receive postulants who had not ‘presented testimonial letters from their
Ordinary;’ it did not have the ‘right to run a college with young men wearing clerical garb without
the bishop’s permission;’ nor did it have ‘the right to give clerical garb’ to any young man such that
he could ‘wear it outside the college without permission from the bishop’ of the diocese he
belonged to, as had occurred in the case of a young man from the parish of Vinovo; it had opened
and maintained a ‘rift with the ecclesiastical authority in Turin by having commenced and
‘persisted in having individuals in its houses dressed as clerics who had been sent away from the
Metropolitan Seminary, not only without permission but contrary to the explicit disapproval of the
ecclesiastical authority;’ ‘This was subversion of the hierarchical order and good discipline in the
seminary and as a necessary consequence, wounded the heart of the Archbishop in one of its
most sensitive parts;’ ‘such a rift’ he said ‘ continues in letters, chats which lack due reverence for
the Archbishop’s authority’ ‘and then seems content to repair matters ... beginning with a

77 Letter of 28 October 1875, Em |V 536.

78 MB XI 478-490.

79 Letter of 27 December 1875, MB XI| 485.

80 To Arch. L. Gastaldi, 26 December 1875, Em |V 586.

81 Documenti XV 383-384; MB Xl 485.

82 G. TUNINETTI, Lorenzo Gastaldi 18151883, vol. Il..., pp. 271 and 276, no. 9; cf. G. BARBERIS,
Cronichetta, quad. 4, pp. 33-35 (under the date 31 January 1876).




questionable or conditional “if’.” The reference was to an audience given Fr Rua on 29 December.
He had vigorously defended his superior, and the following day, in a letter to the Archbishop, had
begged pardon for possibly going too far.®® The Archbishop concluded with an all-embracing
reminder: ‘Let the Congregation stay within the strict limits of Canon Law, observe its Constitutions
in every detail, not forget the reverence due to the Archbishop and not do or attempt to do anything
against his jurisdiction.’ ‘Let it not be lacking in the duties of justice towards him and the diocese,’
and ‘let us give an example of humility which is the first virtue of Religious Congregations.’

The reply written by Don Bosco but signed by Fr Rua, contained a very schematic set of
observations. He was in agreement both de jure and de facto on the first three items: the Vinovo
case was due to ‘pure inadvertence’ by the writer. As for young men dressed as clerics who
wanted to enrol in the Salesian Society, this took advantage of faculties obtained in a decree
attached to canonical approval in 1869. Reservations were expressed on the power of interdiction
by the bishop in the matter of accepting priests or clerics from the diocese who asked to join the
Congregation. As for irreverent letters and chats, he wanted to know about them ‘in order to detest
them, make amends and reparations in the most formal manner. ‘Concerning observation of Canon
Law’ he asked for understanding for a Congregation which, he said, ‘had been born and was now
growing up in demanding times, so has need of everything and everyone with the greatest
indulgence, compatible with the authority of the Ordinaries;’ therefore what was asked for was not
‘the rigour of Canon Law but the greatest charity and clemency in applying it.” ‘ltems listed in the
last part of the letter were not particularly pleasing to its recipient.” They were matters that had
‘caused great consternation and humiliation for the poor Salesians’; the decree of 17 November,
1874 with which their Archbishop had removed privileges and favours granted by his predecessors;
the negative reply to the request to come ‘to honour the seventh anniversary of the consecration of
the Church of Mary Help of Christians with some celebration’ and to administer Confirmation to the
Oratory boys at Valdocco or allow him to invite another bishop; the refusal of faculties to preach for
two Salesian priests. Despite all this the Superior was never ‘heard to say or write or foster
anything in any other way that was to the detriment of his Ecclesiastical Superior;’ indeed he had
not signed any of the correspondence against the Archbishop which had gone to Rome, and had
dissuaded ‘the collaborator of one of our worst newspapers’ from publishing ‘a series of articles
already paid for and ready’ and which were against him. Last October, at great financial cost to
himself he had destroyed the manuscript of an ‘infamous biography’ of the Archbishop which had
been sent him ‘so he could see to the printing of it.” He was ‘always happy when, with sacrifices of
the kind’ he could succeed in doing things that could ‘safeguard the honour of the Archbishop
whom he had always loved and respected.’®

Despite the unfavourable atmosphere, Don Bosco, who was working hard towards the
upcoming departure of Salesians for South America, renewed his request for Salesian clerics,
mainly if destined for the missions, to have some of the faculties among those contained in the
earlier request. He would not have the Archbishop as an ally in pursuing them since there would be
no reason for the latter to alter his deep—rooted convictions of principle or his beliefs about the
ambiguous legal status of the Salesian Society and the uncooperative behaviour of its founder. The
days immediately following were just one hard blow after another.

A first indication was a Postulatum the Archbishop had included in his ad limina Report on 21
March, 1876 and which, on 11 April, the Secretary of the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars
ordered passed on to the compiler for the Congregation to summarise its content for the next papal
audience. It touched on matters of the legal status of the Salesian Society and its interference in
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diocesan life. The Archbishop prefaced his remarks by saying the Society ‘had already done so
much good and would do so in the future’ but he then complained that it had ‘the tendency to
interfere in the discipline of my diocesan clergy.’ It took in clerics dismissed from the seminary
because they were ‘considered unsuitable for the sacred ministries, and [the Society] sent them to
colleges in other dioceses, promoting them to Holy Orders with serious embarrassment to the
Archbishop. In fact, students at the seminary ‘who were threatened with expulsion laughed at the
threat, replying that in case of expulsion they already knew where they could safely go.” ‘Therefore
| am petitioning the Sacred Congregation to finally offer an effective solution to this serious
confusion.’®

On 20 March, 1876, Gastaldi wrote to Cardinal Bizzarri with a more detailed argument against
the granting of privileges. He advanced reasons of principle and fact. The Archbishop stated that
he was always a ‘defender of Religious Orders’ and recognised the need for them to have ‘some
privileges and exemption’ for their internal government, for example dependence, transferal and
destination of their members’ and in the Foreign Missions. But ‘lengthy study’ and ‘repeated
practical observation’ had confirmed his view that the privileges accorded Religious Institutes ‘that
ran contrary to the authority of the bishops’ served ‘only to threaten their authority which has more
need than ever to be sustained and surrounded by the splendour and power of the Holy Apostolic
See, so the civil power over it [episcopal authority] is diminished.” As for the granting of privileges
to Don Bosco, he was opposed to one circumstance in particular: his spirit of independence and
superiority’ which, moreover, was taking root in his disciples.” He then presented a kind of either—or
that could only presumably have put the Cardinals of the Congregation in an embarrassing
situation: ‘If D. Bosco has deserved and does deserve the Church’s kindness, then | believe that |
too have not been and am not undeserving of it, and therefore | do not see why privileges should
be conferred on him which will be a punishment for me.” The confession which concluded the letter
was not rhetorical pathos but a touching message of intimate suffering: “The Archbishop’s authority
in Turin has been stripped of any civil splendour, deprived of four fifths of its income, vilified,
derided, mocked, insulted daily in almost every newspaper in Turin, and this because the
Archbishop holds firm in manifesting his affection for the Holy See and in demanding observance
of God’s law and that of the Church, so it should not be further diminished by D. Bosco. His letters,
words and deeds have shown themselves to be so contrary that one of the worst newspapers in
Turin rejoiced that D. Bosco is known to be the only priest able to resist the Archbishop. If new
privileges are to be given the Salesian Congregation in Turin which will harm my jurisdiction, at
least wait till my death, which cannot be more than a few years away at most. Or give me time to
retire from this post where, given the accumulation of new difficulties, | cannot remain for much
longer.”®” This letter, too, the Secretary of the Congregation ordered to be passed on to the
compiler.

Archbishop Gastaldi made a last appeal in pained tone for Don Bosco not to be rewarded with
privileges in his letter of resignation sent to the Pope on 3 April, 1876. ‘| have one member of the
clergy around me’ he wrote ‘who, although he has done and does still do great good for my
diocese, has in some way brought and still brings great damage to my administration by speaking
ill of me within the diocese and to surrounding bishops. Since he is about to gain new privileges |
do not want to have further conflict with him.’® This was a voice of someone playing a part in a real
drama where the antagonist was equally involved. Two believers, dedicated to doing good, not only
did not understand one another but were doing wrong on behalf of doing good. There can a lack of
understanding even between saints. There can be an inability to understand and be understood
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also in people who believe in the same God who is Love, people who certainly and sincerely love
one another in Him and love what is for the good of God and neighbour.

The faculties requested were limited, and did not include the ones Gastaldi was afraid of.
Having asked the Congregation of the Index for the faculty of reading and holding onto prohibited
books, others were granted, including: for priests to be able to hear confessions in any diocese and
while travelling; for erecting oratories and chapels; for exercising the pastoral ministry in all
churches of the Congregation; the extra tempus for ordinations® Don Bosco told Fr Cagliero, the
leader of the expedition to Argentina, that he was satisfied: the Holy Father ‘has granted many
privileges and spiritual favours amongst which the same rights as parishes for all our houses:
confessors approved in one diocese can hear confessions in any of our houses and also while
travelling. The extra tempus has been granted. You will receive a list of them all.’®

Later, a letter from the Archbishop went to the curial lawyer, Carlo Menghini, stating that he had
‘no difficulty with the privileges Don Bosco’ might ask the Holy See for ‘so long as they do not
interfere with the bishop’s jurisdiction.” So he opposed one which said: ‘In all the churches of the
Congregation they can celebrate Holy Mass, administer Holy Eucharist, expose it for the
veneration of the faithful, teach catechism to children and preach the Word of God.” He noted: ‘This
jurisdiction would be seriously interfered with when a part of the flock is removed from the bishop
to be given to D. Bosco, submitted to him, making it independent of the bishop in certain of its
relationships.” He argued: ‘Such a faculty should be in the bishop’s hands and granted with due
limitations, extended or restricted according to prudence or local circumstances.” Nevertheless he
gave assurances the faculty had always been granted by his predecessors and by himself in a
decree dated 17 November, 1874, but he had had to ‘restrict it when a parish priest in Turin came
to me assuring me that given the small size of his parish he could and did in fact look after all the
children and young adults who were his parishioners but his efforts would be ineffective when the
above—mentioned freedom was left to his parishioners.’®' At audiences on 3 May, and 10
November, 1876, Don Bosco also gained vivae vocis oraculo from Pius IX a dispensation from
testimonials.®* However, this only came to the knowledge of the Congregation of Bishops and
Regulars on 16 December in reply to a severe letter from the Cardinal Prefect, Innocenzo Ferrieri,
on 28 November. %

What Don Bosco had gained was useful but far from what he had originally requested.
Objectively, the state of relationships in the triangle made up of the Congregation of Bishops and
Regulars, Gastaldi and Don Bosco, did not permit rupture in the precarious equilibrium entrusted to
the wisdom of the Roman protagonists.

A number of simple incidents occurred which did not contribute to calming matters. A disciplinary
reminder was given on the occasion of the Feast of Mary Help of Christians, which saw the Bishop
of Casale celebrate the Solemn Mass with all due pomp but without the Archbishop’s permission.
Although it was a question of law, such defence of episcopal dignity seemed rather more political.*
There are two letters of Don Bosco’s from around this time, both interesting but for different
reasons. In the first, dated 12 August, he invited the Archbishop to the Oratory to administer
Confirmation to the boys.* Archbishop Gastaldi preferred the boys to come to the Archbishop’s
church at his palace to receive Confirmation. The other letter was to his bishop friend at Vigevano,
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Pietro Giuseppe De Gaudenzi. He told him that the philosophy teacher for the clerics at the
Oratory, Fr Giuseppe Bertello, had replaced the text with Rosminian leanings by Pier Antonio
Corte, recommended by Gastaldi and used at the seminary in Turin, with another neo—scholastic
text. He also offered some criticism on the collapse of moral teaching at the Convitto after
Bertagna had been sacked in September. He ended with an obscure prediction: ‘But for sure, God
will put things right and maybe very shortly.’#

Over these weeks, the Archbishop suffered a serious affront with the priestly ordination in Rome
on 22 October of Blessed Francesco Faa de Bruno, with the direct backing of Pius IX, the
Vicariate, and support from Don Bosco and Bishop Moreno, thanks also to dimissorial letters
issued by the Bishop of Alessandria, Faa di Bruno’s own diocese. The Archbishop moved very
correctly in the case, seeking to avoid disparity of treatment in regard to similar cases in the
diocese. What he had asked for was simply a calmer preparation extended over a few more
months.?” The end result was a dignified one with the new priest being incardinated in the Turin
Archdiocese on 1 December.%

5. Constitutions improved, diocesan approval of the Institute of the Daughters of Mary Help
of Christians. (1874-77)

The move of the first sisters from Mornese to Borgo S. Martino made way for the early rapid
expansion of works that would characterise the next five years, as we see from the Report to the
Holy See on the moral and material state of the Pious Society of St Francis de Sales for March
1879. From a mention of the Mother house at Mornese in the Salesian Society listings for 1873, it
went to a list of 21 works in the Report, three of which were already in Uruguay and Argentina.®
This vital expansion became one of the significant features contributing to the basic shape of the
Institute. The strong practical link with Don Bosco and the Salesian Congregation, in addition to the
legal and textual link, seems to have been decisive for the FMA Institute’s early history and rapid
development.

As for the Institute’s spirit, it is not possible to underestimate the part Don Bosco played directly
or via trusted helpers in reviewing the text of the Constitutions carried out between 1872 and 1885.
They were also an echo and result, naturally, of lived experience and mature reflection within the
Institute of the Mother and her successor (1881), her Assistants and the communities embodying
the law and spirit of the Constitutions.

Changes over the five years led to the text which gained diocesan approval of the Institute in
1876 from the Bishops of Acqui and Casale Monferrato, and led to the first printed text in 1878
(though in fact it was 1879).

Work on the Constitutions is documented by nine manuscripts which followed the Costituzioni
Regole which we have spoken of (ms A) and which provided discipline for the life of the Institute at
least until 1875 if not beyond. Over the whole period from 1872 to 1885, some manuscripts did not
make waves while others that ended up being decisive cannot be found.’® Other than the printed
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texts of 1878 (1879) and 1885, approved and promulgated by Don Bosco, mss D (1874-75), G
(1876-77) and K (1884) were highly significant.

Important intervention by Don Bosco is noticeable in the first two, and by Fr Cagliero as an
authoritative interpreter of the founder’s thinking in the third. He had experienced the life of the
Institute with Don Bosco more than anyone else and over a longer period. The greatest number of
Don Bosco’s interventions are to be found in Ms D (1874). He intervened on at least two different
occasions. Cecilia Romero indicates that they ‘are found throughout the text of the Constitutions, in
the formula for clothing and profession [the only manuscript with this], and even in the minutes
relating to the foundation of the Institute there are two footnotes in his own hand."®" They found
confirmation in Ms G (1876), ‘the most complete and authoritative of the manuscripts we have.’ In
fact, ‘it brings together all the drafts of the preceding manuscripts; it was reviewed and carefully
corrected by Don Bosco and is the one that coincides almost completely with the text approved in
the diocese of Acqui.”'® The variants due to Don Bosco which are in both, provide further proof of
how much at heart he had the task of giving life and shape to the new Institute structures.

With only minor variations, the two manuscripts sent to the Bishops of Acqui and Casale
Monferrato for diocesan approval were identical to ms D. Don Bosco corrected their title,
introducing the one of the Institute would finally settle for: Costituzione per I'lstituto delle figlie di
Maria Ausiliatrice. ms G, acknowledging ms D, with a number of corrections from Don Bosco, Fr
Rua and others, was then the basis for the first printed text in 1878 (1879).

With regard to ms A, Costituzioni Regole, it is worth highlighting the articles which include the
more ‘bosconian’ features, further qualified in that sense by adjustments Don Bosco made to ms
G."® They were mostly to do with the crucial section 1. Purpose of the Institute: in the first instance
it was ‘to attend to their own perfection and to help in the salvation of their neighbour [add
especially Gb; and 1878] by giving a Christian education to the girls of the people.”’ The articles that
followed specified how: ‘2. Therefore before anything else, the Daughters of Mary Help of
Christians will endeavour to practise the Christian virtues, and then act for the benefit of their
neighbour. It would be their special concern to take on the running of schools [add Girls Boarding
Schools, Gb ‘educators’ 1878], infant schools, education homes, festive congregations
[‘congregation’ here to be understood as, say, Sunday prayer gatherings] and also to open
workshops to benefit the older girls in the poorest towns and villages. Where there is a need they
will also lend assistance to poor sick people, and other similar works of charity. 3. They can also
accept young middle class women in their houses but will never teach them subjects and skills
proper to the aristocracy and upper class. They will make every effort to form them in piety and
everything that can help make good Christians of them, but so they can also eventually be able to
honestly earn their daily bread. See the Institute’s prospectus. 4. The Institute will comprise young
single women who profess a common life in all things with temporary vows taken annually over
three years. When they have finished their triennial vows the Major Superior, in agreement with the
Superior Chapter, may also admit them to perpetual vows whenever they deem it useful for the
Religious concerned and for the Institute. There will be cloister but within the limits compatible with
their duties.” The Superior’s powers were described as in the Costituzioni Regole.'*

100 The process is followed up in the excellent critical work by Sister Cecilia Romero, which we are drawing
from.

101 G. Bosco, Costituzioni per I'lstituto..., p. 86. In this manuscript all the variants, except for two, are from
Don Bosco: cf. Analytical recognition and related considerations in pp. 87-95, and variants marked D in
the critical apparatus for the critical edition of ms G.

102 G. Bosco, Costituzioni per I'lstituto..., p. 203.

103 Quoting from the critical edition of Ms G along with corrections made, found in G. Bosco, Costituzioni
per llstituto..., pp. 209-252.

104 G. Bosco, Costituzioni per I'lstituto..., pp. 209-211.



The second section General Arrangements of the Institute was better structured on the basis of
clearer links with the Superior General of the Society of St Francis de Sales, his representative or
Director General, the local Rector—Parish Priest,” confessor; and also regarding obligations of the
vows, perseverance and defections. ‘The Institute is in immediate dependence on the Superior
General of the Society of St Francis de Sales, who is known as the Major Superior. He can have
himself represented by a priest whom he will delegate under the title of Director of the Sisters. The
Director General will be a member of the Superior Chapter of the Salesian Society; the particular or
local Rector will be the one to whom the management of some House or Institute is entrusted.’ (art.
1); ‘All the Houses of the Institute will be fully subject to the jurisdiction of the Ordinary for
everything concerning the administration of the Sacraments and practice of religious worship. The
Sisters of each House will have their Rector as parish priest, proposed by the Major Superior and
approved by the diocesan Bishop.’ (art. 2)'®

Section 3 in Don Bosco’s hand was new: Internal regime of the Institute. The numbering of
sections to follow changed as a result — there were now 16 sections instead of 15. It read: ‘The
Institute is governed by the Rector Major of the Salesian Congregation and guided by a Chapter
made up of the Superior General, Vicar, Bursar [Economa] and two assistants.” (art.1 ). ‘The
Superior General will manage the whole Institute and all material and spiritual matters of the
Houses of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians will depend on her.”'® This meant restructuring
the three sections to follow: 4. Election of the Superior General, Vicar, Bursar and two assistants,
5. Superior Chapter, Elections of the superior of individual houses and their respective Chapters
(the earlier version read: Chapter of the central house and Council), and 6. Mother of Novices (the
earlier version read: Bursar and Novice Mistress). The three articles dedicated to the Mother of
Novices were new. The second and third of these stood out for offering a concentrated summary of
‘spiritual pedagogy’: ‘The Novice mistress should be a Sister of proven virtue and prudence. She
should have a profound and clear knowledge of the Rules and be known for her spirit of piety,
humility and patience in all things’ (art. 2). ‘She will make the greatest effort to be kind and friendly
so her spiritual daughters will open themselves to her in everything that will keep them progressing
in perfection. She will guide them, instruct them in observance of the Constitutions especially in
what concerns the vow of chastity, poverty and obedience. Similarly she will be a model for them
so the novices can observe and fulfil all the practices of piety prescribed in their Rule’ (art. 3)." In
1878, the last part of the 3rd article was modified by Don Bosco thus: ‘She will be a model for them
in everything so they may fulfil all the prescriptions of the Rule. She is also recommended to
inspire the novices in the spirit of mortification but using great discretion so as not to go beyond
their strength and make them unsuitable for the work of the Institute.”'*

The last part of the draft of ms G and the 1878 printed Constitutions made no reference to the
‘General Chapter’ which existed in fact. The election of the Superior General and the members of
the Superior Council was up to a collegiate group made up of the Superior Chapter and the
superior and one Sister elected by each house.' The 1878 Constitutions spoke only of the
Superior Chapter and superiors.”® In the two following sections, the 7th and 8th, a clear distinction
was made between the postulancy (three months corr ex three years: six months, 1878) and
novitiate (two years), with strong similarities with the recently approved Salesian Constitutions.™"
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Distinctive of the spirituality of the Institute were the Principal virtues proposed for study by the
novices and for practice by the professed as listed in the only article making up section 9, almost
identical to the ones already proposed in the first text, the Costituzione Regole.""? Again, in ms G,
the earlier Section 9, Distribution of hours of the day, was divided into sections 10, Distribution of
time, and 11 Special practices of piety, going from 10 to 14 articles all up.™ There were not many
changes compared with ms A in sections 13 to 15 on the vows and in the final Common rules for
all the Sisters.” Section 15 and the final section of the Costitutioni Regole on the obligation of
observing the rules and daily timetable disappeared.

6. Formative government in view of the missions (1875-77)

Over these years ,Don Bosco did not limit himself to specifying or annotating the text of the rules.
He was also involved in the religious, inner nature of the Institute, strictly connected with the life of
institutions run by the Salesians. As indicated, from January 1815 onwards, he took steps to
purchase the Castellino house next to the old Moretta house. However, its previous use and
position did not make it suitable for a religious community. He was thinking of a dwelling with an
attached courtyard or playground that could function as a festive oratory for the girls.

On 8 August, 1875, he wrote to a mature novice, Maddalena Martini (1849-83) from Turin,
encouraging her to persevere in the pretty much heroic choice of religious life, given that she came
from a well-to—do family, which could make it hard for her to bear the poverty of Mornese. The
letter is a typical expression of Don Bosco’s style and an exemplary document of his thinking on
‘consecrated life’.

It was the kind of formation he knew how to provide as founder. ‘Beloved daughter of J.C.,” he
wrote ‘Your going to Mornese has been such a blow to the world that it has sent the enemy of our
souls to trouble you. But listen to God’s voice calling you, to save you from an easy, smooth path,
and put aside any suggestion to the contrary. Indeed, be content with the concerns and doubts you
experience because the way of the Cross is what leads you to God. On the contrary, you could fear
some trick by the evil enemy. So, be of the opinion that: 1. One only arrives at glory through effort.
2. We are not alone, but Jesus is with us and St Paul says that with Jesus’ help we become all-
powerful. 3. Whoever abandons home, family and friends and follows the Divine Master is assured
of treasure in heaven that no one can take away. 4. The great reward prepared in heaven should
encourage us to put up with any difficulty on earth. So take courage, Jesus is with us. When there
are thorns, put them with Jesus’ Crown of thorns. | recommend you to God in my holy Mass; pray
for me too that | may always be, in J.C., your humble servant, Fr John Bosco.'™®

She professed her vows on 24 June, 1876 and left for Argentina in 1879 as FMA Provincial,
where she was a wise and much loved Superior. She died at Aimagro, (Buenos Aires) on 27 June,
1883.

Don Bosco wrote to the Secretary of the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars from Mornese
on 24 August, where he had arrived with Carmelite Fr Emiliano for a retreat for men and women: ‘I
am writing this letter from the House of Mary Help of Christians, where there is a retreat for 150 lay
people run by the Sisters in terms of discipline and the material side of things. These are the
Daughters of Mary of whom we have already spoken on occasions, and they are growing in
numbers considerably. They already have schools in one town, a boarding school and two houses
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in other dioceses.'""® The following day he also told Countess Girolama Uguccioni about the
retreat."” Don Bosco received and heard the confessions of those who came to him and he
announced the possibility for Sisters who had completed their triennial vows of taking perpetual
vows. On the 28th he gave the habit (no longer brown but black, with a blue veil) to fifteen
postulants, among whom Maddalena Martini, received fourteen triennial professions and as many
perpetual ones. Among the latter group were Domenica Mazzarello, Emilia Mosca and Enrichetta
Sorbone. The following day he gave a demanding conference to the whole community on cloister:
it was strict from a religious point of view but flexible with regard to their educational tasks. Among
other thing he referred to the ‘ruota’ [wheel or turntable for exchanging foodstuffs other items
between the Sisters and the Salesians] already operating in the community at Borgo S. Martino.™®

He left Mornese on 29 August, accompanied by Fr John Cagliero and Fr James Costamagna,
for a destination and purpose he told Fr Rua of: “To speak with the bishops with whom | have
business to discuss. | am going to Ovada and | will let you know from there the day of my return to
Turin.”™ A number of bishops had come to Ovada, the birthplace of the founder of the Passionists,
St Paul of the Cross, to celebrate the first centenary of his death. Among other matters at Ovada
he busied himself with reviewing the Constitutions in view of having a text ready to present to the
Bishop of Acqui.

Following this, from Varazze, he insisted with Fr Rua on work to be done in preparing a place
for the Sisters in Turin. ‘Get on with works for our Help of Christian Sisters.”'?° Two days later, from
Allasio, he gave instructions for the Rector at Mornese: ‘Also write to Costamagna for the clothing
of Sisters at {Borgo] S. Martino. Tell him also to prepare Campi and Fassio [two clerics in the
Salesian community at Mornese, and both elementary grade teachers] for ordination next
Christmas.”™" He also reminded him on the 24th from Nice: ‘Make yourself available to go to
Mornese the day after the Immaculate Conception, to do what has to be done.”*?* We find out about
what had to be done from a letter to Fr Cagliero on 4 December: ‘On the 12th of this month Fr Rua
and Fr Mino [a Vincentian] will go to Mornese for clothing of some Sisters and professions of some
others."?

Don Bosco was in Nice to begin the Salesian work in France.'® In the above—mentioned letter
to Fr Cagliero on 4 December he also announced the proximate establishment of the Salesians
and the Sisters at Vallecrosia, two kilometres from Bordighera. ‘On my return [from Nice]’ he wrote
‘| began the undertaking against the Protestants at Bordighera. The house which will look after the
boys and religious worship has been entrusted to Fr Cibrario with some other townsfolk. The
Daughters of Mary Help of Christians will look after the kitchen and the girls ... They are still
increasing in numbers. At the beginning of next January a group will go to look after the new house
at Alassio."®®

The double community began its work at Vallecrosia on 10 February, 1876, as he once again
told Fr Cagliero: ‘Yesterday (10 February) the two small houses at Ventimiglia were opened.”'® The
Daughters of Mary Help of Christians house at Alassio, instead, opened on 12 October. In a
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petition to Leo XlIl on 15 March, 1878, among the works most in need of help, Don Bosco included
the schools at Vallecrosia emphasising their success: ‘Four Salesians and three Sisters of Mary
Help of Christians are at work there and thanks be to God their efforts have been fruitful. The
Protestants have been forced to close their schools and conferences for lack of pupils and others
attending.”’? He wrote in similar terms on 12 March, 1879 to the Cardinal Secretary of State,
Lorenzo Nina (1812-85)'%#

Don Bosco had also made an amazing promise to Fr Cagliero at the beginning of January 1876:
‘Remember that in October we will be sending thirty Daughters of Mary Help of Christians with a
dozen Salesians, maybe some earlier if it is urgent.’ It was a grand dream that would actually
come true, though with a smaller group of Sisters in 1877.

On 14 January, 1876, he presented the Bishop of Acqui, Bishop Sciandra, with ‘the rules of the
Institute of Mary Help of Christians’ with the request ‘to give diocesan approval to the Institute and
its Constitutions.”™ The bishop granted this promptly by decree on 23 January.”™ Then it was
Turin’s turn, with his thinking constantly on the Americas. On 12 February, Don Bosco wrote to Fr
Cagliero: ‘The Sisters will come to Valdocco at the beginning of March. Should we prepare them
for America?'? To set them up in Turin, on 22 March he forwarded a request to the Archbishop to
be able to open a girl’'s oratory with its own chapel for girls from the Valdocco district. ‘The room set
aside as the chapel’ he specified, ‘is about one hundred and fifty metres from the church dedicated
to Mary Help of Christians, on the ground floor with public access and joined to the building
destined as a residence for some of the Sisters who are gladly coming to look after girls at risk.’ '*®
Trusting in the ‘outstanding prudence’ of Bishop Sciandra, the Archbishop issued his decree on 28
March that ‘the aforesaid rooms in the aforesaid location may be entrusted to these Sisters,’
reserving the right to grant diocesan approval to their Congregation after adequate experience.*
On the 30th, Don Bosco told Fr Cagliero: “‘Today we blessed the chapel for the Sisters in the
Catellino house and for now there are seven of them. Sister Elisa is the Mother Superior. Mother
Giuseppina is also here.”™®® On 5 April, Mother Mazzarello provided Fr Cagliero with more detailed
information on the various appointments for the Sisters and their respective duties: ‘The Sisters
who went to Turin are Sister Elisa [Roncallo 1856—1919] (Superior) and Sister Enrichetta [Sorbone
1854-1942] (these two for study; following her exams Sister Enrichetta will, | hope, return to
Mornese), Sister Caterina Daghero and Sister David for the school, Sister Carlotta for the kitchen,
Sister Adele Ajra for mending tunics, Sister Luigia di Lu for watching over the washer women.’ "%
Don Bosco provided additional information for Fr Cagliero on 27 April : ‘Mrs Orsella Felicita has
died. Teresa [her sister] will go and stay with our Sisters at Valdocco who are doing very well.”"*’
Early in 1877 he gave Fr Rua a nice suggestion which the Sisters were certainly happy with since
they were full-time ‘housekeepers’: If the Sisters like teatrino let them go.”™*
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Meanwhile, negotiations were underway with Bishop Basilo Leto, Bishop of Biella, to send some
Sisters to look after the kitchen and wardrobe at the diocesan seminary. In a letter to Fr Rua on 25
April, Don Bosco offered an outline of points for agreement, not without reference to the canonical
‘tarabacola’ or ‘ruota’.'® With Fr Cagliero he once again took up discussion of the hoped for
overseas mission candidates, along with some other dreams and a few short—-term
accomplishments: ‘See if you can tell me the personnel needs, Salesians and Sisters, and | will try
to quickly organise an expedition so that once things are in order you can return to Valdocco to
start a house in Rome, then a trip to India ... It is understood that in October our Sisters will go and
look after the seminary at Biella, and three Sisters will open a hospice in Trinita.’'*° At the end of
another letter, filled with facts and plans, he could not hold back his emotion at so much grace:
‘There are already 150 of our Sisters; we have to have two retreat sessions for them. There will be
some houses of ours [Salesians and/or Sisters] at Sestri Levante, Trinita di Mondovi, Biella etc.
etc. What movement!'*' The Daughters of Mary Help of Christians arrived in Biella on 7 October;
the following day, another group set themselves up at Lu Monferrato to run a workshop, school,
oratory and infant school, the first to be opened by the Institute. The Sisters were also requested
by the Rota family, parents of Salesian Fr Pietro, who subsequently became Salesian Provincial in
Brazil. With regard to financial arrangements at Biella, in a letter to Fr Rua on 13 October, 1876,
Don Bosco noted: ‘200 francs [a year] for each Sister is small, while Countess Callori is giving 400
[for Lu Monferrato]. At least f. 250.2

A completely unforeseen involvement willingly taken on by the Central administration both in
Mornese and Turin, was the one undertaken by the Sisters at Sestri Levante over June —
September 1876, at a summer camp for scruffy children from Lombardy. Sister Enrichetta Sorbone
was so well accepted that she gave the ‘goodnight’ each evening and was avidly listened to.
Assistance in mountain and seaside camps ended up becoming one of the Sisters’ ongoing forms
of apostolate.™?

In September 1877, the Sisters also went to the college at Lanzo for the usual services of
kitchen and wardrobe. Don Bosco had asked for the Archbishop of Turin’s consent, assuring him
that their presence would not interfere with other Sisters locally: ‘We note that the Sisters will be
involved exclusively in the college. For their practices of piety they will take part in the ones
regularly taking place for the students at the College.”'* Instead, the Sisters who crossed into Nice
the same month to set up there were destined for assistance and educational responsibilities
alongside the Salesians’ Patronage St. Pierre. Theirs was the girls’ Patronage of St Anastasia.

7. First move to South America; Mother house transfers to Nizza Montferrato (1877-78)

On 8 September 1877, the community at Mornese was told of the decision by Don Bosco to fulfil
his longed—for dream, and Mother Mazzarello’s too, to send some Sisters to Uruguay.’* Don
Bosco had already forewarned the man most interested, Fr Lasagna (Fr Cagliero was already on
his way back to Europe) of the event by letter on 16 July, 1877. He had already asked him
especially to decide on the number because Mrs Jackson from Uruguay had offered to meet the
expenses of the journey.® He wrote to her two months later: ‘Fr Cagliero has made his choice and
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the chosen six are hurriedly studying Spanish and preparing for their departure next November.”'*
The names of those chosen were revealed at the end of the month. Angela Vallese, Superior,
Giovanna Borgna, a native of Buenos Aires, Angela Cassulo, Angela Senegri from Mornese,
Teresa Gedda, Teresina Mazzarello. On 25 October, Fr John Baptist Lemoyne arrived in Mornese
to replace Fr Costamagna who was to go to South America. The missionaries left on 6 November
for their farewell ceremony in Turin, and on the 7th for a papal audience fixed for the 9th. Halfway
through November they were already well on their way to Villa Colén in Montevideo. The Bollettino
Salesiano, which had come out a few months earlier for the first time, gave prominence to the
farewell at Mornese and the departure.’® On 31 December, Don Bosco hastened to tell Cardinal
Franchi, Prefect of Propaganda Fide, of the event in a report in which he listed the Salesian works
in Argentina and Uruguay: ‘10. Not far from Villa Colén, a girl’s boarding school and day school for
poor and abandoned girls run by the Sisters of Mary Help of Christians, who also belong to the
same Congregation.”'*

He also outlined the arrival of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians in Chieri to start a girls’
oratory. Don Bosco did not foresee the problems he would meet, but on a front quite other than
that of his faultless and zealous Sisters.' He wrote to Fr Rua from Rome in January 1877, where
he was involved in the matter of the Concetlini:™" ‘Our Archbishop wrote a long letter giving news
of his health and expressed pleasure at the idea of an Oratory in Chieri etc. etc.’'*® He replied to
the Archbishop: ‘With regard to Chieri, | will do what | can to set up an oratory for girls and another
for boys; the approval and support of the Ecclesiastical Authority give me greatest
encouragement.’™ More concretely, he asked Fr Rua to be involved in their future support, and ‘for
a priest.”"™ Less realistically, he told Fr Cagliero by letter on February how the arrival of the Sisters
in Chieri had gone: ‘Our sisters have opened a girls’ oratory in Chieri." In reality, the opening
would only take place in January 1878.

Over this period, Don Bosco also provided guidelines of a general nature for activity which
confirmed his continuing and concrete interest in the Institute. From Marseilles on 5 March he
suggested the following guidelines to Fr Rua: ‘When there is a need to send Sisters to a new
house, they should not all be taken from the Mother house, but as we do for Salesians in Turin, find
someone in already opened houses who is capable, and replace her with a new one, and send her
to run the new house."*®

It was a time of change for the Institute, which rapidly came to a point where the Mother house
needed to transfer. Don Bosco played a part in this. In the first half of May 1877, he wrote to Fr
Bodrati who was from Mornese: ‘A house has been bought in Nizza Monferrato where the house at
Mornese will transfer to, to its great advantage, | hope.’'® His involvement was especially intense
as he tackled the considerable sum needed to purchase, then restructure the ‘old convent and
Church of Our Lady’ ‘reduced to being an awful wine warehouse’ which had to be restored.®
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Three letters stand out from 1877, to Canon Edwardo Martini at Alassio, who had already been a
generous benefactor of the college in his town and whom Don Bosco sought to involve in this
‘great enterprise’. Between convent and church the cost of purchase was around 180,000 lire
[567,907 euro]. The Canon indicated he was prepared to make available some bonds he
possessed.™ Since the building and church had been a former Capuchin monastery expropriated
in 1855, he asked the Holy See for authorisation to purchase them.'® He informed Countess
Gabriella Corsi of the purchase so she could mobilise charity from her family and other residents at
Nizza. ‘Now we have to find the money. Tell me who | can write to; meanwhile stir up the piety of
the clergy and faithful in Nizza. It is to their glory that a terribly profaned building may be returned
to worship.””® In March 1878, he also sent out a lengthy circular written in Rome and printed at
Valdocco.® It took more than a year for the building and church to be made usable.

In 1878, the oratory and workshop in Chieri were in the home straight. ‘Go ahead with matters
in Chieri’ was his encouragement from Rome towards 20 March.'® On 19 May, he informed the
Archbishop of Turin that he had prepared ‘a building and chapel dedicated to St Teresa at the
former Bertinetti house’ in Chieri and asked him to allow ‘the Sisters of Mary Help of Christians’ to
‘go and live there to look after the girls as was granted the Sisters already running a school next to
the church in Valdocco.’ He asked him to delegate someone to bless the chapel.’® The Archbishop
issued the decree on 19 June. The Sisters took up residence in Chieri on 22 June, 1878.

Things moved rapidly in August for transferring the General Hose from Mornese to Nizza
Monferrato. On the 23rd Don Bosco wrote to Count Cesare Balbo, son—-in—law of Countess
Gabriella Corsi, impatient to see the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians at Nizza Monferrato:
‘We are unable as yet to fix the date for the opening of the House at Nizza, since work on the
Sisters’ dwelling and a place for the chaplain or rather Director, is still going on. However,
arrangements for the girls’ school are already complete and you will have them soon.’'®® Count and
Countess Corsi were the greatest supporters and benefactors of the work, further supported by
Count Cesare Balbo.

On 16 September, the first group of Sisters was in place with their superior, Sister Petronilla
Mazzarello and the Economer General, Sister Ferrettino, and another five Sisters. They were
followed over the ensuing days by the gradual arrival from Mornese of Sisters and girls.'®® Mother
Mazzarello arrived there on 4 February, 1879 and welcomed with a brief academy by Sisters and
girls."®

Don Bosco disseminated the Prospectus for the boarding school at Nizza, after it moved in
summer.'®® It was taken from the one at Mornese and adapted by Fr Bonetti and was accompanied
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by a brief circular specifying the purpose of the Institute in the usual terms: ‘Raising Christian girls
in religion and morality.”"® The Bollettino Salesiano was also involved. In September it gave ample
coverage to the Institute under the protection of Our Lady of Graces in Nizza Monferrato, and St
Teresa in Chieri.’® On request on 28 September, sent to the school inspector at Acqui, the
Provincial School Council at Alessandria granted the Nulla Osta for the opening of the girls’
elementary school established in the boarding house, ‘under the express condition’ that the
teachers there would be ‘Roncallo Elisa and Daghero Rosa, and that the management be
entrusted to the first named."”" On 22 October, Don Bosco was able to tell his ‘good and dearest
Mamma,” Countess Gabriella Corsi, that the Church of Our Lady of Graces would be blessed on
Sunday 27 October. He added: ‘I was told that the Count [Cesare Balbo] has set up a committee to
organise a collection to help with our expenses. | thank him for my part. He is a true Salesian
Cooperator.”’”> The General House and the girls’ school belonging to the Daughters of Mary Help
of Christians were starting out on a long, eventful and fruitful history."”

Fr Bonetti, editor of the Bollettino Salesiano, treated readers to A hope not disappointed: the St
Teresa’s Oratory at Chieri."* He was chaplain there. The work was about to face some serious
issues in January 1879."° The following edition had a prominent article—cum—news item on the
departure of another ten Daughters of Mary Help of Christians for South America.'

Don Bosco’s activity on behalf of the Sisters continued in the years that followed, up until his
death."”

8. Trigger for renewed effort towards institutional maturity

Two important event in 1877—78 created new opportunities for the Institute to consolidate its
Salesian religious identity and develop its own spiritual and active vigour. The two events were the
Salesian General Chapter in September—October 1877 and the first assembly of the Sisters’
Superiors and Superior Council in August 1878.

The former officially confirmed and sharpened the awareness by Salesians of the novelty of the
women’s Congregation which had a founder in common with their own Society as well as a
common purpose, approach and spirit. As a consequence, they were committed to establishing
correct and fruitful relationships between the two. However, this was a perspective that emerged
during the Chapter. The printed booklet outlining topics the Chapter members would take into
consideration made no reference to the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians. They did not even
appear among the eight topics Don Bosco added in a manuscript of his own. Instead the topic
came up halfway through the Chapter at the plenary assembly on the afternoon of 13 September.
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At the end of a protracted discussion on the need for and ways of preserving the memory of the
Salesian Society through chronicles in individual houses, with a view to a general chronicle, the
assembly then went on, without any particular connection ‘to establishing a commission’ according
to the minutes ‘which would deal with the Sisters [the term used was actually Monache, or ‘nuns’]
in relation to our colleges.” Members of considerable stature were immediately appointed: Fr
Cagliero as president and Fr Cerruti as supervisor, along with Fr Lemoyne and Joseph Ronchail.
Topics to be studied and referred to were also indicated: ‘Rules for the Sisters’ house to be
established, preachers, confessors, times for confessing. Visits from outsiders, and also
ourselves.’ It was clearly an improvised canvas.'”

But Don Bosco was thinking, on the day of discussion in the meeting hall, of offering a much
broader perspective within which to examine the documents presented for discussion and decision
at the general afternoon session on 22 September. Also present on this occasion was Fr James
Costamagna, the Rector at Mornese, who along with Fr Bonetti had not turned up at almost all the
other sessions. It seemed that the assembly had to confine itself to examining the articles of the
proposed set of Regulations. What they did immediately begin dealing with was the ‘direct
communications’ of the Sisters with Salesians, both in the case where they had a work next to the
Salesians’ work, and where ‘so many good Sisters — these were Don Bosco’s words — were ‘taking
care of the laundry and kitchens in our houses.” But having said this, the founder began a
discussion that showed how elevated and vast he felt the Institute’s mission was. He said: ‘Once
upon a time it was thought the sal terrae was exclusively for priests; but now every effort was being
made to alienate them from teaching. Even for girls, efforts were being made to appoint teachers
who preserved little of religious principle. Therefore we need to find a way for our Daughters of
Mary help of Christians to be assisted in looking after the education of girls, especially poor girls
from the various towns, doing for them what the Salesians are doing for boys. Thus, they too can
be, and can dispense, the salt of the earth. They can especially do good in hospitals and by setting
up schools. Now they are beginning to associate with us in the missions as well. The good they
can do is immense.”'”®

It was within this framework of the identity of objectives and the intensity of collaboration that he
located the precautions to be taken in relationships, ‘so that’ as he explained, ‘greater good can be
achieved, so there will be no risk to one another, and so the eyes of evil-doers are not given cause
for calumny.” This registered the tone for the detailed discussion that followed on norms which
needed to be drawn up.'®

Reduced to eleven articles, the document On the Sisters concluded the Deliberations of the
General Chapter of the Pious Salesian Society held at Lanzo Torinese in September 1877 and
published in 1878 with a presentation signed by Don Bosco on 1 November. But the eleventh and
final article was no simple norm. It was much more. It was truly legal intervention from the highest
legislative body of the Salesian Society in dealing with its parallel female Institute. It ran thus: ‘The
Chapter approves their particular Rule [the Constitutions] already in print and approved by the
diocesan bishop of the Mother House at Mornese, and by other bishops.’®? Clearly, Don Bosco
intended by this act that the Institute not only have the recognition of a handful of members in
central government but that it be officially recognised by the whole Congregation: a Family that
accepted the other Family and placed it side by side with equal dignity of religious life and apostolic
activity.
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A sign of the maturity reached by the Institute was the important event of August 1878: the first
special gathering since its foundation, of leaders of houses and superiors on the Council. It had
particular relevance for the internal life of the young Congregation. Analogous to the ‘Conference of
Salesian Rectors’ it assumed functions to some degree close to those of a General Chapter. The
meeting took place with a retreat from 13—20 August, 1878. Fr Cagliero presided at the sessions,
suggesting topics to discuss, ruling on discussions and taking part in formulating deliberations. ' It
is difficult to establish whether or not Don Bosco, who was at Mornese from the 16th, exercised
any direct influence. When he advised Fr Lemoyne of his arrival on the 16th (Lemoyne had been
Spiritual director of the house for a year), he indicated something quite different. ‘We will have time
to chat at our leisure and count up all the money that you, the Sisters and others, can put towards
the order of the day.”'®
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Chapter 21
OPEN TO THE WORLD (1875-77)

1874 10 and 26 October: Monsignor Espinosa and Fr Ceccarelli reply to
Commendatore Gazzolo concerning the Salesians in Argentina;

28 and 29 January: Rectors and the Oratory told about the ‘missionary’
project in the Americas;

9-21 November: arrival of Salesians in Nice and the opening of the St Pierre
hospice;

11 November: farewell ceremony for departing missionaries led by Fr
Cagliero;

14 and 21 December: Arrival of Salesians in Buenos aires and San Nicolas
de los Aroyos.

1876 9 February: Arrival of Salesians and Daughters of Mary help of Christians at
Vallecrosia;

14 April: Don Bosco’s speech at Arcadia;

7 November: Farewell to Salesians leaving for Argentina with Fr Bodrato, and
to Uruguay with Fr Lasagna.

1877 August: Fr Cagliero returns to Turin.

1875 marked the beginning of the expansion of Don Bosco’s work beyond the borders of Italy into
Europe, and Latin America. It was no surprise for anyone who had been able to intuit his
temperament and faith. This new leap forward went with his character, apostolic impatience and
restlessness, which did not permit him to pause at goals already achieved. He was also
responding to more or less explicit concerns: the institution, the Congregation, could run the risk of
self—satisfaction and fossilisation if it did not reach out to new objectives, as was the case —
following his spiritual doctrine — for every journey of moral and spiritual perfection, if it stops and is
satisfied with goals achieved: non progredi regredi est. Nor should we exclude the desire he had to
free himself of the many local legal restrictions hedging him in at both the civil and canonical levels:
study qualifications, school inspections, paralysing regulations in civil terms; strict rulings on
ordinations, excessive institutionalisation of religious formation, imposition of inflexible steps, and
obligations in cultural formation, rigid steps for profession of vows, being barred from access to
‘privileges’ in ecclesiastical terms. Already from childhood he was inclined to avoid restrictions,
suffocating spaces, through his dreams, especially the dream (more daydream than night?) of
vocation to the priesthood.

In the late afternoon of 20 may, with his trustworthy Fr Barberis, Don Bosco indulged in
significant reflection prompted by a globe of the world which Barberis, a geography teacher, had
placed on a table in the library. Speaking of missions and missionaries, the discussion turned to
Asia: ‘It has a population of about eight hundred million,” Don Bosco observed ‘and yet very few



are Catholic. China alone, the Chinese empire, has around five hundred million souls and India
almost two hundred million. Oh! How many souls, and how many missionaries would be needed.

‘We already think we are something here in Europe. Well, the Chinese empire alone has one
and a half times the population of the whole of Europe. We are already used to speaking about
Piedmont, going back over and studying its history, and observing its progress and backward
steps, yet is not Piedmont but a mere drop in the middle of a lake? And then there is the atom
which is our Oratory here in Valdocco! He continued, laughing: ‘Well, there’s so much to be done,
and from this tiny corner we can think of sending people there, etc.”

In this context, over 1874-75, the notion of the Salesian Cooperators was maturing at the same
time he was thinking of expanding into France and South America. The move into nearby France
was something he personally saw to and followed up, the works in France becoming an object of
his special concern and a frequent goal of his visits, while the works in South America he could
only guide, sustain and animate from a distance.

1. The special Turin—-Nice axis (1874-77)

The opening of the first Salesian work in France in 1875, at Nice, which belonged to the Kingdom
of Piedmont-Sardinia until 1860, was accompanied by much caution. It should not make us think
of a return of Italian nationalists to the country handed over to France as part of political bartering
agreed upon at Plombiéres in 1858 by Napoleon Il and Camillo Cavour, and legitimised by both
parties.? In 1870-71, coinciding with the end of the Empire and the advent of the Third Republic,
there was still a consistent movement which had gained new vigour and which was against the
annexation and in favour of a return to Italy, though this had never been encouraged by the Italian
Government. But by the end of 1871 this movement could be considered over.® Don Bosco and the
Salesians came to Nice without any of this in mind; it was well over by 1875.

Poor and abandoned youth, though, do not admit of nationalistic divides, and the new arrivals
intended to dedicate themselves exclusively to them, requested to do so by people who loved their
city and those of its children who were most at risk. They were sure of the support of the
authorities, civil and political as well as religious.

It was the first time Don Bosco had crossed into France, destination Nice, capital of the Alpes
Maritimes Départemént. Real need and charity were not unknown to this city. With more than
50,000 inhabitants, it displayed wealth but also signs of poverty: such as in all the Cote d’Azur,
focus of much international tourism in the first half of the century, where there were many large
groups of wealthy people coming from northern France, Russia, Germany, England. They gave
considerable financial contribution to local charitable and philanthropic activities. The surrounding
hinterland, mountainous and devoid of economic resources, brought poverty and misery and
strong urban migration as people sought better fortune. They added to local need and widespread
begging, encouraged by the munificence of well-off winter guests. Churches, especially Catholics,
organised charitable initiatives. The clergy were enterprising, led by their bishops. Piedmontese
Giovanni Pietro Sola (1791-1881), Bishop of Nice from 1857-77, was called ‘the father of the
poor’. Lay Catholic activity also flourished, especially through the St Vincent de Paul Conferences
and religious communities dedicated to assisting the needy and the sick: the Daughters of Charity,
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the Little Sisters of the Poor, the Hospitallers of St John of God. Also active in social work were
Protestant groups, the Jewish community and the generous Russian Orthodox colony.*

The detailed chronology contained in the Epistolario (collection of letters) enables one to look at
the early beginnings of Salesian work and the years that followed. Particularly helpful is a letter
sent to Salesian aspirant Fr Luigi Guanella, with a precise indication: ‘Nice, 12 December, 1874: ...
Your place is ready. You can come when you wish ... P.S. Thursday [17 December] | will be [but in
fact he was not] in Turin.”® Don Bosco also wrote to Fr Rua: ‘Il am in Nice where | will leave on
Saturday for Ventimiglia, Pigna [in the Bordighera hinterland], then Alassio. On Tuesday | will be in
S. Pierdarena and Thursday in Turin, si dominus dederit ... | am leaving Nice right now.’® He wrote
to Fr Rua again from Alassio on the 15th: ‘1 am leaving for Albenga and will continue the journey,
but | do not know if | will be in Turin on Thursday. | probably cannot be there until Saturday at
midday. Matters are multiplying all the time. Pray and get the others to pray. Address everything to
S. Pierdarena.”

He returned to the Oratory on Saturday the 19th. Just prior to Christmas, he wrote two different
letters to Baron Aimé Héraud and his wife, thanking them for their very courteous hospitality in Nice
for himself and his companion, Fr Giuseppe Ronchail, and stating that he wanted to enrol the
Baron ‘among the list of our outstanding benefactors.” He also told him he had received ‘a letter
from Michel, the lawyer, who could not return for now.”®

Don Bosco’s work in Nice did not come from nothing. From May 1874 until October 1875, a St
Vincent de Paul confrere had been running a centre for catechetics and a night school in a former
stable of a property situated on the Place de la Croix de Marbre. He did this while his health
permitted. Meanwhile, after being in contact with some Religious Congregations, the bishop and
members of the St Vincent de Paul turned to Don Bosco, whose work they knew of, given the
connections between Nice and Turin through Conferences in Nice, Liguria and Piedmont, as well
as through people close to Don Bosco such as Count Cays and Baron Feliciano Ricci des Ferres
and members of Conferences in Nice. Among the latter were Baron Héraud and lawyer Michel,
vicepresident of the Nice Conferences and president of the Patronage for apprentices.®

The meeting in Nice in December 1874 brought rapid results. Don Bosco felt that the former
stable was inadequate, so Vincent de Paul members rented the Avigdor spinning mill situated at
no. 21 Rue Victor, and set it up. The ground floor was set aside for the community life of residents
and Salesians, and the basement for establishing shoemaking and carpentry workshops.

Once again, the Epistolario provides precise indications of movement back and forth between
Liguria and Nice, close to the opening of the work in November 1875. Time was short for working
out what to do, coming to agreement and realising plans. When questioned by lawyer Ernst Michel,
the chief negotiator in dealings with Nice, a few days before the farewell to Salesians heading off to
Argentina, Don Bosco replied by indicating the date of arrival and asking how many Salesians
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should come with him, what they might need to bring, and what acceptance there would be if he
wanted to bring with him a certain number of French—speaking boys who wanted to return to Nice.
The date of arrival indicated was 20 November, and that day would mark the beginning of the
work."® Prior to that, however, it was necessary to advise an ‘Excellency’, probably a civic one,
explaining the project and asking for his kind acceptance.™ On 15 November, Don Bosco asked Fr
Rua from Sampierdarena, where he had accompanied the Salesians who had left Genoa on the
14th for Argentina: ‘It would be good if you could write to Perret, a cleric at Lanzo, and tell him to
pack up and come with me to Nice where we are awaited on the 20th. Everything is ready. He can
go directly to Alassio where | can meet him." Perret was still a novice. From Varazze on the 18th,
Don Bosco informed Fr Rua of the final two steps: ‘For your information, tomorrow, the 19th, | am
going to Albenga; | will spend the night at Alassio. On the following morning, the 20th, | will leave
for Nice where you can address mail for the next 6 days. The day after, or rather the 26th, | will go
to Ventimiglia. From the 27th to the 30th again in Alassio, then to S. Pier d’Arena or wherever | tell
you.”"® From Varazze, on the 18th, he wrote to Count Eugenio De Maistre about the departure of
the missionaries and said: ‘1 am now heading for the Riviera to Nice with three of our priests to
open a house in that city.”" He wrote once more to Fr Rua from Alassio: ‘God willing, | will write to
you from Nice, where | am leaving for today at 9 a.m. with Perret, Cappellano and Ronchail.’”® One
priest, Fr Enrico Guelfi, had preceded them there ten days earlier. Don Bosco then immediately
added cleric Evasio Rabagliati for music and singing. One 24 November, after first saying ‘things
have begun here and we can give a hand to the work,” he gave instructions to Fr Rua that the
twenty—year—old cleric, as well as bringing ‘some music and his strictly personal gear’ would
accompany four of the eight boys from Algiers to Nice who had been sent to the Oratory by the
Archbishop of Algiers, Archbishop Lavigerie, but instead he arrived with all eight! It would have
been better for him to be in Nice for Sunday the 28th ‘because that day,” he explained ‘there will be
Mass at the Patronage de St. Pierre, Rue Victor 21." ‘Much kindness and joy for us and the new
hospice which has all the essentials of the one in Turin.”'® He informed Fr Cagliero on 4 December:
‘On the 2nd of this month [more precisely, the 20th of the previous month] the Patronage was
opened in Nice with a hospice for poor boys. The Rector is Fr Ronchail, Perret as teacher,
Rabagliati pianist, Cappellano cook.””” Don Bosco also had a letter of recommendation, sent to the
Rector in Latin, to present to the diocesan bishop. He stated in it that Ronchail was a priest ‘with
good moral qualities approved by many bishops for preaching the Word of God and duly hearing
confessions of both sexes as well as having formal registration as a teacher of classics and
teachnical subjects, and French.’'®

The Semaine de Nice, Revue catholique on 27 November, announced the presence in the city
in the early days of that week of ‘abbé’ Bosco from Turin, the apostle of abandoned youth, a man
of God, humble and admired for his works.” It then gave some information on those who had
encouraged him to come there: ‘It is thanks to the initiative and requests of the Bishop of Nice and
a few respectable individuals, that it was possible to attract the concern of Don Bosco’s great soul

10 Letter of 6 November, Em IV 544-545.

11 Signed and undated letter in which Don Bosco mentions the presence in the Oratory of Algerian
youngsters and some from Nice. It would be convenient to transfer them to a hospice better suited to
their particular circumstances: Em IV 541-543.

12 To Fr M. Rua, 15 November 1875, Em IV 554.

13 Em IV 562.

14 Em IV 560-561.

15 Em IV 564.

16 To Fr M. Rua, 24 November 1875, Em IV 565-566; another letter a few days later, Em IV 567-568

17 Em IV 574. He repeated this to him in a postscript to a letter on 12 February 1876: “The house in Nizza
has started off very well. Fr Ronchail Rector, Rabagliati pianist, Per[r]et teacher, Chapellano cook, Guelfi
Enrico the regular guard” (E Il 18).

18 Certification [*Your ‘dimissorial’ to be presented to the Bishop of Nice”] 10 December 1875, Em IV 380.



to our city, where the number of lost, abandoned boys wandering the streets is on the increase.’
Finally, it announced the opening of the Patronage de St—Pierre on Sunday the 28th with Mass
celebrated by the bishop at 8.30 a.m.

L’Unita Cattolica in Turin reported on the opening of the Patronage in Nice. It referred to the fact
that ‘eight young men from Algiers who were already gathered there were present in their Arab
clothing’ and reported on the Pope’s words during the audience granted the Salesian missionaries
when he learned from them of the imminent opening of the work in Nice: ‘May God bless it and
may it be the tiny mustard seed that becomes a huge tree so that many doves can take shelter
beneath its branches. May the sparrow—hawk stay far from them.’"

2. A constant presence for the mother house in France

Don Bosco did not entrust the work to his men without being present to them in person or through
correspondence. Four days after his return to Turin he began a letter to the Rector, Fr Ronchail,
with these words: ‘The newspapers have made much of of our house in Nice, and we must take
the greatest care to see that everything goes well.” He included reminders, prayers, greetings for
various important individuals: Prince Sanguwski and his mother the Princess, lawyer Michel, Baron
Héraud, the Count and Countess de la Ferté. He provided rules for looking after money: ‘Do not
keep money with you that you do not strictly need; if you have more than this, send it to the Oratory
addressed to Fr Rua. That can be used for any trips that have to be made.’ But he reassured him:
‘Should you have some unexpected need and you cannot provide otherwise, ask immediately and
we will try to provide you with something. Always make a note of the name and address of people
who give alms, thank them and keep in touch with them, especially if they are ill. | believe Bishop
Sola will have seen the Genoa Cittadino; if not, it is good that | know and | will send him the
numbers that speak about him. Go and visit him sometimes. Please give out the enclosed notes
with a greeting to all, especially to Cappellano.™®

Resident students in the first school year were no more than a dozen, while the number
attending the oratory is uncertain. Two weeks after the work began, the Superior sent special
instructions to the Rector of the house in response to concrete situations. They can be found in an
undated handwritten note. Some of the reminders concerned the internal regime: ‘Work out which
boys show signs of a Salesian vocation; see to familiar, cordial relationships ‘with the clerics, the
confreres.” Pay attention to frequent use of the sacraments and preaching to the boys, inviting
clergy from outside. Make absolutely sure you do not get involved in the controversy surrounding
the local Marian Shrine at Laghetto.’*'

The most serious issue to resolve seemed to be almost immediately the location and
inadequacy of the premises at the Patronage, which really had no future. Don Bosco and his men
quickly sought another solution. Called to Nice to help with a sermon de charité run by Bishop
Gaspard Mermillod on 24 February 1876, he quickly agreed on the purchase of Villa Gauthier,
Place d’Armes, for 90,000 francs [295,429 euro] which in real terms was 100,000 francs [329,255
euro] taking additional costs into account. ‘Our contract has now been concluded at f. 90,000’ he
told Baron Aimé Héraud.? His appeal to his faithful administrator, Fr Rua, was ‘We have made the
contract. 100,000 all up. But it is a beautiful building. Get the money ready.’?®

19 “L’Unita Cattolica”, no. 284, Sun. 5 December 1875, p. 2035.

20 Letter of 10 December 1875, Em IV 579.
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22 Letter of 1 March 1876, E Il 21

23 Letter of 2 March 1876, E 11l 21. Lack of money led him to press Fr Rua to recover the money spent in
the earlier stages of construction of the Church of S. Secondo (cf. Chap 18, § 2.2): “When in Turin, we
will speak about the Church of S. Secondo”.




Three months later he got back to the Rector once more, suggesting some ingenious solutions:
pass on news of indulgences to ‘collectors and benefactors,” raise a loan through a mortgage, ‘a
building or some other property,” ask lawyer Michel, Prince Sanguwski, the City Council, the City
Prefect to intervene. At the same time he guaranteed sure help from Turin.?* He was very soon
able to describe the steps to take for a solution, following a meeting with Bishop Sola in Piedmont.
He wrote to Fr Ronchail from Alassio while visiting the houses in Liguria: ‘Other than what Fr Rua
will have written to you from Turin, you can regard the following as a basic set of activities: 1. Make
a preliminary agreement for purchase of the Gaut[h]ier house, setting a month for paying the entire
sum from the date of your agreement. A mortgage allowance. 2. Over this time | will see to making
the thirty thousand francs [98,476 euro] or even more if needed available to you. On this basis
bring together lawyer Michel and Baron Héraud , or better, ask them to meet with you, and tell
them that since a common agreement is involved we need to bring the ‘dance’ to an end at the
cost of some sweat and tears and maybe more. This is what God wants and that is enough. | have
spoken at length with Bishop Sola and he is very keen on it. He told me that once he is back home,
maybe today or tomorrow, he will dedicate himself fotis viribus to Gautier [=Gauthier] house. He
wants to contribute an amount and hopes something will also come form others, and he invited me
to let you, the Baron and lawyer Michel know about these matters. Note well that we had some
certain debt recovery items on which | was making calculations. They are sure enough, but time is
a problem. Nevertheless, | have already provided otherwise and we will honour the time frame | am
indicating. Thank our two champions as mentioned in a special way and | will prepare a certificate
that | am sure they will like. | will send it to them as soon as someone here goes there in person. It
is also good to note that before paying, free up any mortgage or claim weighing on our premises.
Take very good care of your health.'®

Fr Ronchail had 10,000 lire [32,825 euro] available for the preliminary contract. Fr Rua was
invited to send him 20,000 from Turin.?® The purchase was completed on 9 August. The building,
three storeys including the ground floor, was ready for the new school year. A tailor's workshop
was added to the two previous ones. The number of residents immediately increased to 45.

The official opening of the new premises took place solemnly on 12 March, 1877. We will refer
to it ahead since it was in the booklet for the opening that Don Bosco’s address was published. It
was an archetype of his sermons de charité with the pages on the Preventive System in the
Education of Youth as an appendix. Present were the bishop, civil authorities, a crowd of principal
benefactors, while boys resident there put on a musical academy.?” The Patronage St.—Pierre in
Nice became the mother house and prototype for Salesian works in France.

Among events in the months that followed, one episode is worth noting as evidence of Don
Bosco’s desire to keep his work apart from political interference, also in France. Some rooms in the
Patronage, as can be seen from early drafts of manuscripts of Don Bosco’s address at the
opening, were reserved for the Catholic Workers Group promoted by certain members of the
aristocracy and the Legitimist [in favour of the monarchy] middle class. They began meeting there
on 19 March.?® The situation created problems which Fr Ronchail outlined to Don Bosco by letter
on 22 March, ten days after the opening celebrations: “The Catholic Group affair has given rise to
rumours in the city and stirred up a range of opinions in our regard. The clergy in general and
some of the Canons do not view this too favourably, and are saying that D. Bosco’s priests are with
the Chambord party and want to interfere in politics. | thought it best for those who spoke to me

24 Letter of 5 June 1876, E Il 66-67
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about it to let it be seen that we have nothing to do with this and that it is only a temporary measure
if they are using our place. What also created a bad impression was seeing the letter of invitation
include names such as Gignoux, Bétheune, Michaud, La Ferté, Michel, because all these
gentlemen did not approve of the Canons in the Laghetto affair.”

Don Bosco must have let the Group know of the incompatibility of the two works, and they must
have taken it well enough, since a few months later they moved to Villa Pauliani.*® The reference to
the Group in the draft manuscript and which was in the printed booklet for the opening of the
Patronage did not appear in the text of Don Bosco’s address.®' Nevertheless, despite the facile
accusation of collusion with French Legitimists, In July 1883 Don Bosco did visit Count de
Chambord, who was hoping for a miraculous remission of an incurable disease.*

3. A personal and institutional plan for missionary involvement

Don Bosco received frequent requests in the 1870s to send Salesians to areas then considered to
be ‘missions’: Mangalore in India, Hong Kong, Australia, China, Africa and in particular Cairo, the
United States. We have already indicated two of the more detailed proposals relating to the months
leading up to the approval of the Salesian Constitutions: Hong Kong, and Savannah in the U.S.*
Apart from the scarcity of personnel, what made him hesitant was the difficulty created by countries
outside the major flow of Italian migration, with language and culture so notably different from the
neo—Latin roots of his potential missionaries.

But before being ‘called’ to Latin America, Don Bosco had nurtured an initiative of his own to
make his religious Society ‘missionary’ and in countries of a very different language and culture. It
was during the months he was in Rome for the approval of the Constitutions that he drew up a
broad outline of his plan, with the serious intention of quickly giving it substance. He had agreed on
it with a long—time friend who already in 1867 had wanted to contribute an offering to the building
of the Church of Mary Help of Christians.* he was Irishman Mons. Tobias Kirby (1803-95), fully at
home in the Romen world and the Curia, both as Rector — already the Vice Rector for some years
— of the Irish College, and as confidant ad omnia of the episcopate in his country, either working at
home or in countries under the jurisdiction of Propaganda Fide: Australia and the U.S. especially.
At the centre of any number of reports, personal and in writing, he was elevated to the episcopal
dignity in 1881 and assigned titular Sees, first of Lete and then the See of Ephesus, an
archiepiscopal See, in 1885. Fr Berto makes a number of mentions of his and Don Bosco’s
presence at the Irish College in his 1874 Brevi appunti (Brief notes). It was an opportunity for
cordial encounters with students and important clerics, among them cardinal, bishops and
‘monsignori’ of the Romen Curia, as well as any Irish bishops passing through.*

It is natural that in a climate so imbued with sensitivity for the missions, and complete mutual
trust between the Rector and Don Bosco from Turin, that the idea of a mission project should arise,
with the latter playing the active role. To make it happen, he focused on the collaboration of two
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young priests formed at the College: Reverends Liston and Hallinan. Don Bosco was in touch with
them on his visit to the College on 22 February. The first-named had only been ordained a priest a
few months earlier, while the other was still a deacon, though close to priestly ordination. As Bishop
of Limerick he would welcome the Salesians into his diocese in 1919.

The beginnings were promising, helped by the very cordial relationships between the authors of
the project. At the beginning of Mat 1874, towards the end of a brief letter of thanks to the Rector of
the College for To Fration of 100 lire [ca. 300 euro] Don Bosco wrote: ‘Tell Liston and Hallinan that
their rooms are ready. | have check them myself.”* It was certainly a visit that had been agreed on
so that those who would have carried out the project in its initial stages in the field would have a
precise idea of the status of Don Bosco’s work in Turin. Confirmation of the visit would certainly
have followed. On 5 June, Don Bosco signed a letter of recommendation in Latin, for the Irish
bishops, on behalf of Fr Denis Hallinan. It is an interesting letter despite it being just a handwritten
item. It stated that the Salesian Society, in agreement with Pius IX and wanting to devote itself to
proclaiming the Catholic Faith ‘ad exteras gentes’, had made a choice for countries where the
English language was predominant. Therefore it would be desirable to have workers for the gospel
who had English as their mother tongue. With this in mind he was turning to Fr Denis Hallinan for
help, so that on his return to Ireland he could seek out teenage boys outstanding for their moral
and intellectual qualities and send them to Turin, so long as he was of the view that they were
called to the clerical state and displayed ‘some inward leanings towards the foreign missions or at
least to professing vows in the Salesian Congregation.”® The document highlighted the elements
of the future destination of young aspirants, which aroused considerable perplexity in the two
young collaborators, already quite concerned about the treatment they would find in Turin with
regard to food, clothing and lodgings. Valdocco’s poverty would certainly have bothered them from
the moment they first saw it.

From the essential and detailed correspondence with Don Bosco over the months that followed,
the two trusted Irishmen and Mons. Kirby would have become clearer about the terms of the
original plan, and the difficulties in carrying it through.*® However, by October Don Bosco was
convinced the difficulties had been settled. He wrote about them to his trustworthy correspondent,
Mons. Kirby. Basically there were two difficulties. The request was that the young candidates —
some twenty of them had already been identified — could be taken in at the more comfortable
college at Valsalice, and that when they had completed their studies, they would be completely free
to go to ‘missions of their own choosing’ without any ties to the Salesian Congregation. His reply to
the first request was clear: ‘There is absolutely no value in seating young men at tables for
aristocrats if they are destined for the missions where life is one of continual self—denial.” He said
he would be prepared to sit them ‘at my table.” One can imagine it, but this would be the head table
for the boys at the Oratory. As for the vocational request, the counter—proposal was more delicately
put but firm: ‘I have replied that | intend these new pupils to become members of the Salesian
Congregation, and that in due course they would go to missions where English is the dominant
language, but in the place where we can foresee that they would give greater glory to God.’*
Unfortunately, Don Bosco did not follow the established practice at the Oratory and other colleges
in stating what he felt was the right principle in this case. None of his students, even if initially
inclined to the clerical state or to be Salesians, was obliged or urged to embrace this at the
conclusion of his studies. The choice of secular or clerical, diocesan or religious life was an
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absolutely free one, as also demonstrated by the increasingly crowded gatherings of past pupil
priests, laity, religious. It was also an ongoing, unarguable axiom in the Salesian Congregation that
only those who made an explicit request were sent to the missions. However, he ended his letter
by expressing trust in the goodness of the ultimate purpose for prevailing over any difficulties. ‘This
undertaking,” he said ‘conceived with you in the Irish Seminary in Rome, will undoubtedly have
initial problems, but it will certainly be of great value to the Missions where there is a real and
fearful lack of priests.’*

For his part, after repeated requests by the two Irish priests, Don Bosco believed he had again
resolved the problem by relenting on the question of arrangements for the young aspirants and
expressing his readiness to discuss the controversial points, or rather ‘understandings’ (or
agreements) which his Irish correspondents believed he had ‘altered’. The young candidates would
be hosted at Valsalice and, as for the rest, he feared he had not been understood correctly due to
the language difficulty. He concluded with genuinely theological words of hope: ‘Since this is a new
undertaking,” he repeated, convinced of its validity ‘we will need to face up to many difficulties, but
if it is God’s work it will go ahead for his greater glory.™’

In the next two letters, Don Bosco reconfirmed his efforts to satisfy the requests, but refused to
make this an ‘absolute obligation.” At any rate, he ‘wanted them to at least leave the choice of
mission’ to him. Finally, he stated his readiness to accept an alternative: to accept ‘boys of another
condition’ meaning poor boys.** He repeated this in his final letter on the matter. The fact that the
ship had been wrecked even before it was launched, he assured Mons. Kirby who blamed himself,
was not the fault of his generous friend, nor his own, rather was it what God wanted, respecting
human free will as always. It would have been better had they sent him poor boys — there were
many of them in Ireland even then. Their needs would have been fewer and the solution simpler.
He concluded: ‘If it is God’s work it will come right next time. Any time you find some poor boys
who want to be part of our way of life, | will be ready to accept them.'*

But would this have been a convincing and lasting solution? There was too much disparity of
sentiments, mentality, culture, habits, expectations. Neither Valdocco nor Valsalice nor any other
Italian Salesian house would have been able to respond to these. It was one thing for them to do
their formation in Italy, but in Rome in their own house, at a national ecclesiastical college; it was
yet another to spend years outside their own natural surroundings, uprooted and inevitably
misunderstood, starting with basic needs like food and lodging.*

Parallel to this more ambitious project, however, a more limited ‘Irish’ project had more success
and was perhaps more in line with what Don Bosco wanted. Elements for reconstructing this are
few but significant. It is not improbable that the Irish bishop he met at Mons. Kirby’s College for
lunch on 1 February 1874, was Matthew Quinn (1820-85), a former student of the College and of
the Urbanianum. From 1846-52 he was Vicar General of the Diocese of Hyderabad in India, and
from 1865 Bishop of the new Bathurst Diocese in Australia, a suffragan of the Sydney Archdiocese.
On that occasion, or following it, but certainly there was a personal encounter, the bishop and Don
Bosco had reached a precise agreement. The missionary bishop, who was leaving for Dublin,
recalled its essential terms in a letter to Don Bosco on 24 September 1874, replying to one from
Don Bosco on the 21st. It reflected the broader agreement with Liston and Hallinan but in minor
ways. The bishop would cover just the expenses of the journey to Turin for boys he would send
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from Ireland. A first batch of five would come, and when they had finished their studies they would
be destined for the ‘missions’ in Australia, whether they remained as diocesan priests or wanted to
join the Salesian Congregation. In a p.s. he said he had been in contact with Liston.** So, Don
Bosco was committed to sending his future Irish Salesians one day to a mission to be established,
in agreement with the bishop, in Bathurst Diocese, Australia. He had not reached an agreement of
this kind with Liston and Hallinan. He had intended that the students they recruited would become
‘members of the Salesian Congregation’ who would go ‘when ready, to missions where English
was the dominant language, but in a place that would be for the greater glory of God.™*

But in writing to Kirby, Bishop Quinn saw that the more ambitious project discussed with Liston
would inevitably fail. ‘Poor Don Bosco’ he noted ‘is not in a situation to guarantee continuity to the
planned institution. More than that, he was demanding of the Irish students that they promise to
become members of his Congregation, and this they were not prepared to do.”’

However, not even the negotiations with Bishop Quinn were able to result in a precise
agreement. In an evening conversation on 6 December 1875 with various Salesians at the Oratory,
Don Bosco confided that the mission in Australia was, for the time being, a long—term project along
with Africa, California, Hon Kong and India. He said he had discussed the Australian project with
Bishop Quinn, arriving at the following conclusions: ‘We are not adverse to going, but: 1. For now
we do not yet have sufficient men to embark on such a venture; 2. If we go, we will be seen there
as a Congregation and will be our own people, subject only to the Holy See, and perhaps ... 3. We
cannot afford huge expenditure and will need aid.’ But the chronicler drew the impression that Don
Bosco was sympathetic to this new undertaking and wanted two or three years to prepare it, given
the difficulties it presented: English as the language, a preponderance of Protestants, the nature of
the aborigines, the climate.*®

4. The mission urge finds realisation among emigrants and native peoples (1874-76)

Perhaps it was because of the difficulties encountered in managing the failed ‘Irish’ project that
Don Bosco responded with particular haste to requests from Argentina. Called to extend the
activity of his Religious Society to more familiar shores, he personally assumed responsibility and
efforts towards this promising transatlantic initiative: the choice, acceptance, preparation,
organisation of the first expedition and others immediately following it, as well as establishing the
mission, finding personnel and resources combined with the ongoing search for essential financial
means. What was driving him still was his innate, inspired instinct for arousing the resolute desire
in others for evangelising conquest, spreading out from the civilised world to indigenous peoples,
and vice versa. There was always this unsatisfied tension towards unlimited expansion. It was the
same passion which had urged him towards his first work among young people in the 18540s in
Turin through the oratory conceived of and experienced as activity especially for the benefit of
those who, for various reasons, were outside any religious institution. It was typical missionary
activity.

4.1 Don Bosco active behind the scenes

Don Bosco placed men of great worth and trustworthiness at the head of those who would offer
themselves in due course for this demanding undertaking. Fr cagliero (who then became bishop
and cardinal), the humble but tenacious worker, Fr Francis Bodrato, the energetic and indefatigable
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Fr Joseph Fagnano, who then became Prefect Apostolic of Southern Patagonia and Tierra del
Fuego, and the creative and enterprising Fr Louis Lasagna (who died as a forty—five—year—old
bishop in a railway accident in 1895), the lively Fr James Costamagna (who then became Vicar
Apostolic and Bishop in Ecuador), the reflective and hard—working Fr Joseph Vespignani, a great
personality in the Salesian Latin American world and within the general administration of the
Salesian Society. Despite the many limitations due to the scarcity of men and means, Don Bosco
initially gave and continued to give the necessary support for everything and anyone. Nor did he
fail to offer real direction and spiritual accompaniment especially to the men mainly responsible for
the work: provincials, rectors, but also individual Salesians and communities.

And finally, it was up to him to do the great work of keeping the missionary quality of the
common task alive among his Salesians and before Church and civil authorities on both sides of
the Atlantic. He also saw to providing legal foundation for the work with the erection, in August
1883, of the Apostolic Vicariate of North and Central Patagonia and the Apostolic Prefecture of
Southern Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego.®

The great adventure had its official beginning at the Oratory on the evening of 22 December
1874, when Don Bosco read out to members of the Superior Chapter three letters that had arrived
from Argentina with concrete proposals for two foundations. One, at the request of Archbishop
Federico Aneiros via his secretary, Mariano Antony Espinosa, was in Buenos Aires, to look after
the Mater Misericordia Church. The other was to manage a college at San Nicoas de los Arroyos
some 300 kilometres inland from the capital. This had been warmly supported by the parish priest,
Fr Pietro Ceccarelli, and a founding Commission led by the generous octogenarian José Francisco
Benitez. Don Bosco replied in the affirmative, with the understanding that he would take up the
matter formally as soon as he could.®

The first steps relating to Buenos Aires were assisted by Commendatore Giovanni Battista
Gazzolo, the Argentine Republic’'s Consul in Savona. He sent two letters, one on 30 August to
Archbishop Aneiros, the other on 10 September to his closest collaborator, Mons. Espinosa. The
latter replied on 10 October, asking him to be in contact with the Confraternity of the Mater
Misericordia.”"

At the same time, another applicant was added, Fr Pietro Ceccarelli, who stated that he had
admired the truly outstanding zeal of the excellent, indeed, incomparable Fr J. Bpatist Bosco in
Rome in 1867, 1868 or 1869.%2 His letters on 26 October, 11 November, 2 December 1874 from
San Nicolas de los Arroyos. Showed real enthusiasm for the Salesians.*® He attached three official
documents to the 2 December letter: a report on the establishment and organisation of the
Commission, the deed of erection of the college building, and a description of it.>* They came with
an official request to Don Bosco to accept the running of the college. Fr Ceccarelli as parish priest
was making himself and what he had available for the Salesians, while José Francisco Benitez
asked for five Salesians and assured him of concrete support: ‘We will make five tickets for travel
available for Your Reverence, valid for the port at Buenos Aires, and also a money order for travel
expenses. The Commission took it upon itself to provide the necessary furniture and fix an income

49 Cf. Chap. 30, §4.1.

50 On these matters, cf. R. ENTRAIGAS, Los salesianos en la Argentina, Vol. | Afios 1874 y 1875. Buenos
Aires, ed. Plus Ultra 1969.

51 Letterin MB X 1294.

52 Itis to be noted that Don Bosco’s name is simply Giovanni (John).

53 Cf. letter of 11 November 1874, in MB X 1296; The text of the letters to Comm. G. B. Gazzolo are found
in MB X 1296-1299.

54 The texts in MB X 1373-1376.



of 800 francs [2,380 euro] for two years, establishing a farm with flocks of sheep as an income
basis.>

En route between Alassio and Sampierdarena, Don Bosco received all the documentation from
Gazzolo. On 22 December 1874, after letting the Superior Chapter know about the contents, he
replied to Mons. Espinosa, Fr Ceccarelli and the foundation Commission for San Nicolas college,
and Benitez, offering more than they were asking for. Some replies were still through
Commendatore Gazzolo. ‘Here are two letters,” he wrote on the same date ‘one for Buenos
Hayres, the other for S. Nicolas. | am putting everything in your hands. Do what you believe you
should in the Lord. | will be most grateful.’*®

He dealt with the two different proposals together in the letter to Mons. Espinosa: ‘1. | will send
some priests to Buenos Aires to set up a central hospice there. It would help to have a church for
the sacred celebrations, especially for teaching catechism to the most abandoned children in the
city.” Either the ‘Church of Mater Misericordia’ or another building would do which is ‘suitable in
some way for collecting and dealing with poor children.” ‘2. | will soon send the number of priests,
clerics and laymen to S. Nicolas that will be needed for religious service, singing, also teaching
where there is the need. 3. The Salesians could be sent elsewhere from these two locations as the
Ordinary feels best.’ Finally, he specified that the Congregation was definitively approved by the
Holy See and ‘although its primary purpose was to look after poor youth, just the same, it extends
to every branch of the sacred ministry.”*” There was no reference to migrants or missions.

When writing to the parish priest of San Nicolas, who was originally from Modena, Don Bosco
also understood the proposal made in a broad sense: “You are offering your house, parish and
support to those spiritual sons of mine ... Our only wish is to work in the sacred ministry especially
for poor and abandoned youth. Catechism, classes, preaching, playgrounds for recreation,
hospices, colleges make up our main harvest ... | will place myself in your hands and send the
number of priests, clerics, laymen, musicians, tradesmen at a time and in the quantity you tell me
will be necessary.” He asked him, however, to remain with the men he sent until they were familiar
with the language and customs of the place. Indeed, he asked for even more direct involvement —
as an ‘extern’ Salesian or a professed one? — ‘Who knows, but with the Salesians following your
example and zeal, your advice, you might actually become their superior?’®®

With the respectable gentlemen of the Commission he touched explicitly on the question of the
college, starting from a point in the draft agreement which he was particularly happy with: ‘The
college will be entrusted to the Salesian Congregation without any time limitation, reserving only its
patronage as the property of the people.” ‘These are conditions | gladly accept,” he said ‘and | will
begin preparing for next October the necessary personnel for material and spiritual direction,
teachers for teaching and to assist the pupils, for service in the church and college. | will also follow
the curriculum of a middle class college. But since the principal purpose of the Salesian
Congregation is the care of the poor and at-risk youngsters, thus | hope the Salesians will also be
free to run a night school for these, bring them together on Sundays and holy days in some area
for pleasant recreation, and meanwhile instruct them in religion. Indeed, | also hope they will find
support from the charity of the citizens of San Nicolas for gathering the poorest and abandoned in
some charitable hospice in order to teach them a trade, so they can eventually earn an honest
living.”®
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The works foreseen were similar to the ones operating in Europe. Very soon, however, the term
‘missions’ in its proper sense infiltrated the discussion. Reference to migrants di not. It was within
the perspective of the missions that Don Bosco presented the transatlantic enterprise during the St
Francis de Sales Conferences both in the private meeting on 28 January and at the solemn
assembly the following day in the presence of the entire Valdocco community.

4.2 The launch and feverish preparations

Don Bosco lost no time, and on 5 February, officially announced the historic enterprise in a circular
to all Salesian confreres, asking them to be available to personally commit themselves to it. It was
a prelude to the expansion into Patagonia. He spoke openly of the missions. ‘Among the many
proposals made for opening a mission in foreign lands,’” he told them ‘it seems preferable to accept
the one from the Argentine Republic. Other than the already civilised part, there is an endless
region inhabited by savages, amongst whom the zeal of the Salesians could be exercised with the
Lord’s grace. For now, we will start by opening a hospice in Buenos Aires, the capital of this vast
Republic, and a college with a public church in S. Nicolas de los Arroyos not far from the capital.
Now, while | go about preparing personnel to send on this first experiment, | would like the choice
to fall on members who go there not out of obedience, but by completely free choice.” He
suggested the following procedures: Apply in writing; the Superior Chapter will ‘examine the health,
knowledge and physical and moral strength’ of the applicant; those chosen will be brought together
to ‘learn the language and customs of the people to whom they will bring the word of eternal life.” In
general terms, departure was ‘fixed for next month, October.’®®

It was the beginning of a more vigorous animation. The missions became the dominant theme
of his propaganda, beginning with homely discussion and private correspondence. On Wednesday
12 May 1875, after night prayers, as recorded by Fr Barberis in his Chronichetta, ‘D. Bosco spoke
of the Buenos Aires mission’ going back over the procedures involving Argentina and Turin and
recalling that Salesians in the houses had shown themselves ‘very ready to leave en masse if sent,
but they had not made special application.” he then noted: ‘Over these days we have seen real
ferment among the Oratory boys. Some of them have wanted to go too, and immediately. Others
are making formal application to D. Bosco and, afraid they may not be sent, are turning to different
priests and Chapter members, asking them to propose and support their application.’

Fr Barberis also recorded Don Bosco’s words of mission animation with particular reference to
S. Nicolas de los Arroyos: ‘There will be something to do there for every kind of individual’:
preachers for public churches, teachers for school, ‘singers and players because people there love
music so much,’ shepherds for the sheep, people to look after the house. He noted especially that
‘tribes of savages’ were not far from the city, then guaranteeing those less inclined to martyrdom
that ‘they have a very nice nature and many already show good intentions of embracing
Christianity so long as there is someone to instruct them in it.” He concluded: ‘So let’s take courage
and seek every way of preparing ourselves to go and do good in those lands.™’

Relations with South America did not happen with telegraphic speed. Letters had to follow the
rhythm of shipping departure schedules. In the very best of hypotheses, two months went by
between sending and receiving, and this was prolonged by the essential need for reflection and
decision at both ends.

So, it should not surprise us that some months later, Don Bosco was urged by ‘missionary’
fervour to ask Gazzolo, living in Savona, what stage matters were at with ‘our project’ overseas, as
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he called it, ‘and whether disturbances occurring in Buenos Aires in the transition from President
Sarmiento to President Avellaneda had created difficulties.®? ‘| cannot finalise the names of
Salesians destined to cross the Atlantic’ he told him in July, while again expressing a degree of
concern: ‘Your letter is very brief and to the point, but it does not say whether or not problems have
arisen, and the foundation Commission has not yet made an official reply.’

Nevertheless, expecting to soon be able to complete the list of those going, he could for now
communicate that Fr John Cagliero would be leading them, with five priests and three coadjutors
as teachers. Meanwhile he was also thinking of organising a Spanish course for them. He had a
dozen Spanish-ltalian dictionaries in hand and was asking him to suggest a good grammar that
could be bought in Turin.®® Finally, on 26 July he was able to thank Gazzolo for the letters that he
had passed on from South America and gave him the text of the reply to the Commission at S.
Nicolas de los Arroyos. He gave him a provisional list of names of candidates for the mission —
there were nine on it, among whom Frs Bonetti and Antonio Riccardi — and told him he had given
out grammars for individual studies while waiting for a regular class together.®* The potential pupils,
however, were still busy in their respective houses and he was finding it difficult to get the course
up and running. At the end of August, Don Bosco anticipated it could be organised at Valsalice ‘for
the first fortnight in September.’®® More exactly, he wrote to Fr Rua from Mornese on 28 August:
‘Next week, those going to Argentina will come together at Valsalice. Forewarn Fr Dalmazzo. There
will be six or seven of them.”®®

Following conclusive replies at the end of July, Don Bosco had more immediate and substantial
tasks to tackle, the principal one being the intensification of preparations so that departure of the
travellers could take place in the shortest time possible.

It was due to Fr Ceccarelli’s efforts that all the letters were sent, along with the documents with
which the Commission at S. Nicolas guaranteed precisely how the Salesians would be safely and
properly set up in the new college. For his part, Don Bosco confirmed that the Salesians would be
involved * with their good will’ both in running the college and night classes. The five priests were
‘all approved teachers furnished with certificates.” There would also be a music teacher and two
coadjutors, thus avoiding non—Salesian personnel, ‘so their activity could be even more secure.’.
He had appointed Fr Bonetti as Rector, though in fact he was replaced by Fr Fagnano. ‘Father
John Cagliero, Provincial or Vice Superior of the Congregation,” he specified ‘would lead the
Salesian confreres and have full power to deal with and conclude any business that may occur with
civil or ecclesiastical authorities.” The Salesians would be accompanied by Commendatore
Gazzolo, ‘someone we fully trust, experienced in sea voyages and with knowledge of the places
and many of the people among whom our men must establish their abode.” ‘The travellers,
therefore, will be ten in number’ he summed up, including the ones going to Buenos Aires, and
would leave around midway through November.®’

In a further letter to Gazzolo, he asked for detailed information on what they would need to
bring: furnishings for the church, and the house; books for liturgy and prayer, catechisms, school
books; he asked him about the Salesian dwelling, the state of the classrooms, piano, music books.
He also sent him the regulations for night classes at Varazze and Turin, and asked what role the
priests would have in parish ministry. He asked him for information on local daily prayer forms to
include them in the booklet of piety he was preparing. He concluded: “You need to be armed with
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patience at the moment so you can instruct and help me. | would like you to help us present well,
so nobody can say: What a mess! Since the honour of a fledgling Congregation is at stake, | intend
not to spare any personnel or expense that could contribute to the success of our enterprise.’®

On the last day of August, he wrote to Cardinal Franchi, the Prefect of the Congregation of
Propaganda Fide, informing him of the procedures now concluded with Argentina, but stressing in
particular the missionary side of opening a school at S. Nicolas. He prefaced it with the fact that it
was the first time the Salesian Congregation was opening ‘houses in the foreign missions’ and
asked him to grant ‘all the favours, spiritual graces and privileges the Holy See’ usually gives to
‘Religious’ going to ‘the Foreign Missions’, and begged the Cardinal to supply ‘some financial aid,
some books especially in Spanish, either for use in church or school; sacred vessels, vestments
and the like,” as ‘your well-known charity’ sees fit.5®

His intervention intensified as the departure date approached. On 29 October, the group of
missionaries, led by Fr Cagliero, went to Rome and was received on the 31st by Cardinal Antonelli,
and on 1 November by the Pope. They returned to Turin on 4 November and at Don Bosco’s
request were received by the Archbishop on the 8th.™

The Archbishop had only jut read Don Bosco’s dramatic letter of 28 October some days earlier.”
8 November was the date on the letter of public invitation to the evening function on the 11th in
which he said ‘our missionaries’ would make ‘their consecration to the august Queen of Heaven to
implore her patronage on their new mission.’”

L’Unita Cattolica, certainly at Don Bosco’s urging, strongly emphasised the notion of foreign
mission in the strict sense. If the headline on 30 October announcing the imminent departure
seemed reticent: Salesians of Don Bosco in the Argentine Republic, the contents were not: the
request had come from Argentina for ‘priest—teachers who could come to those areas to sow the
seeds of faith and civilisation.” The first ‘eleven brave priests of Don Bosco’ would open a ‘Hospice
for education ... in Buenos Ayres, capital of the State’ and would lay ‘the foundations for a college
in the missions at S. Nicolas de los Arroyos.’ ‘Little by little’ Don Bosco would be able ‘then to take
the road to nearby Patagonia, the land of Magellan, a part of the world so different from Europe
where, unfortunately, no glimmer of the gospel was yet able to penetrate, nor any notion of
commerce or other civilised element.’”®

On 5 November, the same newspaper spoke of The Salesian missionaries of Don Bosco at an
audience with the Holy Father’® and the headline for the news item on the farewell ceremony was:
Departure of Salesian missionaries for the Argentine Republic,” with space reserved for recording
names and official roles of the ten Salesian missionaries.”™
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5. The mission is assigned

At the departure celebration on 11 November, Don Bosco took as the theme for his farewell
address the words of the gospel: ‘lte in munum universum, docete omnes gentes, praedicate
evangelium meum omni creaturae.” He spoke of missionary evangelisation: “The Divine Saviour
gave a command by these words. Not advice but a command, to go to the missions to preach his
gospel.” Further on he insisted: ‘in order to obey this precept, this Mission has been conceived. A
number of missions had been considered and suggested before this, in China, India, Australia or
America, but for various reasons, especially because ours is a fledgling Congregation and had
great need of members, they could not be supported. But this one has been, and both because it
presented special convenience and because our Congregation has already grown more and
become stronger, it has been able to make members available who are suitable for this purpose.’
still further on he said: ‘In this way we are beginning a great work, not that we have pretensions or
believe we can convert the whole world in a few days with this. No, but who knows — maybe this
departure and this little bit may be like a seed from which a large tree grows; who knows, but it
might be like a grain of millet or a mustard seed that spreads out little by little and is destined to do
extraordinary good? | hope this is so!’

it certainly was the beginning of a great missionary urge that he sought to arouse among his
listeners by offering mostly precise data on the worrying pastoral situation in Latin America among
the baptised and the ‘savages’. In fact, he added, ‘in the region surrounding the civilised part, there
are huge hordes of savages where neither the religion of Jesus Christ nor civilisation nor
commerce have as yet penetrated; where a European foot has not yet trodden, and these areas
are truly immense in extension. Their customs are not fierce; in various places, if they hear the
religion of Jesus Christ preached, they easily surrender to it, but just imagine if there is no one to
preach relating to them.”’

He then went on to thank those who had made this undertaking possible, supporters and
benefactors. Finally, addressing the ones who were departing, he revealed an interesting detail on
the printed Ricordi (reminders/mementos) for them: ‘I have already said aloud to everyone in
particular what my heart inspired me to say, and which | believe to be of most use to them; | am
now leaving you all some general written reminders that can be my testament for those going to
these distant lands.””’

Don Bosco left for Sampierdarena with the group the same night. A brief letter, dated the 12th,
to Mr Benitez, thanked him for a cheque for 3,060 lire [10,628 euro] for travel expenses. He
recommended his Religious to him and heaped great praise on Commendatore Gazzolo in
particular for his extraordinary acts of kindness, amongst which offering himself as a Spanish
teacher for his priests.” Before they embarked on Sunday the 14th, he gave Fr John Cagliero, the
leader of the expedition, a letter with twelve instructions on the best way to guide the group and
help it during the settling in period in South America. In fact, Fr Cagliero remained in Argentina until
July 1877. The instruction Don Bosco gave the leader of the expedition regarding two of the
departing members might seem strange today. These two did not have a passport, because they
had not complied with the demands of military service, so they were embarking at Marseilles. If
their clandestine border crossing was successful, Fr Cagliero was to send a telegram from the
French port in the following words: All arrived and in good health, otherwise he was to omit the
‘all’.” Obviously it was morally permissible for Don Bosco to get around a law on conscription that
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he felt was unjust. Exemption for clerics had been suppressed, so it was ‘merely a penal law’®® and
did not bind in conscience.®' He also entrusted a letter of presentation of the ten Salesians, in
Latin, to Fr Cagliero for the Archbishop of Buenos Aires. It named each one and his role: five
priests, one cleric, four coadjutors.?

Don Bosco provided reassuring news on the travellers in two letters to Fr Rua from
Sampierdarena on 15 and 16 November: ‘Yesterday, | accompanied our Argentinians on board.
Food and berth all top class. They were all happy and left at 2 p.m. for Marseilles where they will
give us some more news.’® ‘Good news from our missionaries.’ Fr Cagliero sent this dispatch from
Marseilles; ‘We are all here and all well, a very pleasant voyage.’ The ‘all here’ alluded to Gioia and
Allavena, who had gone to meet their confreres there. ‘Give the news to the other confreres. We
thank the Lord and continue to pray.’® The move abroad by the two draft—-dodgers, Giovanni (listed
as Pietro in the Society’s official listing) Allavena and Vincenzo Gioia, had succeeded happily, and
Italian law was unable to pursue them. One of them died in Argentina in 1877, the other in Chile in
1890.

Don Bosco wrote to Count Eugenio De Maistre from Varazze on the 18th about the departure of
the missionaries from Genoa, his going aboard, and his first chat with Fr Cagliero and the travellers
on board, and commented: ‘I have seen that our holy Religion when preached clearly and frankly is
respected and well received even by non—believers.” Then he announced the opening of the work
at Nice in France and Vallecrosia in Liguria: ‘Now | am going on to the Riviera, to Nice with three of
our priests, to open a house in that city and another among the Protestants who are wrecking
things at Bordighera.”®® On his way back to Italy early in December from Varazze, he sent Fr
Eugenio Reffo at the Artigianelli College the text of Pius I1X’s Brief of 17 November 1875, on his
missionaries and the Sons of Mary. Reffo was a correspondent for L’Unita Cattolica. He asked him
to publish it, adding: ‘I renew my thanks for the magnificent article on the farewell functions for the
Salesians. | have received letters from authoritative individuals from Rome, Florence, Venice and
many places praising it.”®

Two other letters on 18 and 28 November did not have the desired effect. One was a request,
the other sought clarification, and was more moderate in its expectations. They were addressed to
the President of the Council of Propagation of the Faith in Lyons, hoping to obtain some help for
the travel expenses of ‘missionaries who have left,’ another ‘eleven’ who would be leaving in
spring, and ‘thirty Salesian Sisters,” ‘Daughters of Mary Help of Christians’ who would be doing the
same in 1876. The reply was that grants were made only for canonically—erected missions in non—
Catholic countries.?” It seems that not even hopes for two honours were heard — one ecclesiastical
and one civil — for Commendatore Gazzolo, who it seems was keen on recognition of the kind.2
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6. Reminders for the mission

Early in December, Don Bosco let Fr Cagliero know that the documents requested for the
Salesians who had left for Argentina had arrived from Rome on 29 November:® a letter of
recommendation from Cardinal Antonelli to the Archbishop of Buenos Aires dated 1 November
1875; another from Cardinal Antonelli to Don Bosco dated 14 November, along with two decrees
from the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide concerning the attribute ‘apostolic missionaries’
given to Fr Cagliero and companions, signed by Cardinal Franchi, and the faculties granted them.%
What he wrote to Fr Cagliero was important for the work of missionary animation: ‘When you or
others write, take care to note even the smallest details that refer to you; already everyone wants
to know any little news about you. All our houses are full; everyone wants to send greetings to the
missionaries, and indeed, they want to go there and see them. Enjoy the thought and in due
course we will send you results of the projects.’®

Of all the documents, the one closest to the missionaries’ hearts was certainly the little
collection of reminders given them at the time of their farewell. These were, if you like, a brief
summary of missionary spirituality and ministry.%? Intermingled with the predominant advice on
spiritual life were rules for prudent behaviour, exhortations to pastoral zeal, true realities like souls
to save and getting to heaven, glorifying God. Don Bosco considered these matters to be
fundamental and never ceased reminding his missionaries of them, both individually and
collectively. ‘Seek souls, not money or honours or dignity,” was the first. This was followed by
typical features of bosconian Salesianity, especially safeguarding morality: ‘Charity and the
greatest courtesy with everyone,” but avoid ‘conversation and familiarity’ with women and making
visits, ‘except for reasons of charity and necessity.” He asked them not to accept ‘invitations to
dinner except for serious reasons,’ to avoid ‘idleness,” ‘be modest with food, drink and rest’ (Ricordi
2,3,4-5). He recommended that special deference be shown in new countries to all kinds of
authority, civil and ecclesiastical, diocesan and religious (Ricordi 6,7,8,10). Among developing
peoples whose numbers had been swelled by immigration, poor people seeking work and dignified
sustenance, besieged by ‘savages’, a reminder of poverty and work was inevitable: take ‘special
care of the sick, children, the elderly and the poor.” They were to look after their own health and be
known for being ‘poor in clothing, food, dwelling,” since poverty was true wealth ‘before God’ and
man, able to win over hearts (Ricordi 5,11,12). Such behaviour, however, would be the case if the
evangeliser were nourished by the two primary sources: charity as love of God and neighbour, and
piety. This would also be fertile ground for promoting vocations to the Salesians and the Church,
made even more favourable by his usual typical concerns: love for chastity, and a horror of the
opposite vice, being careful to separate good boys from the unruly ones, recommending frequent
communion, practising ‘charity through signs of love and kindness’ (Ricordi 13,14,15,16,17,19).
Finally, ‘in difficulties and sufferings’ the missionary’s believing heart must look to heaven where ‘a
great reward’ has been prepared (Ricordi 20).

On 6 December 1875, following a 25 day absence of Don Bosco from Turin, Frs Chiala and
Lazzero noted in their Diario dell’Oratorio: ‘Don Bosco is back. In the evening after prayers, he
spoke to the students and trade boys together in the assembly hall about a journey to S. P. d’Arena
with the missionaries; of the departure and the mission that began on board.’®® He also went back
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over the various stages, adding news received from the travellers from Marseilles to Barcelona,
Gibraltar, as far as St Vincent Island at Cape Verde, and indicating stopovers yet to come.*

eighteen letters from the Salesian missionaries were published in 19 instalments by L’Unita
Cattolica between 20 January and 24 June 1876.* Mixed with these were other headlines of
similar tenor: Salesian Mission in the Argentine Republic which began: ‘One of the main reasons
for the Salesian expedition to the Argentine Republic was to make a new attempt to evangelise the
Patagonians, who up till now have been resistant to every principle of civilisation and religion.”®
The Salesian missions in Patagonia ‘together with the Pampas, are in the northern part and extend
almost to the Equator. They are also inhabited by savages and the islands spread around there
form an extension almost equal in area to Europe.’ It was all rather an imaginary description —
which responded to Don Bosco’s encouragement — of the cultural and religious circumstances of
the ‘immense region’. ‘The number of Patagonians is unknown, but it seems to be much greater
than geographers have hitherto indicated for that area, since it is now calculated that it could be as
high as several million. They are entirely savage, without laws, government, houses.’®” In Don
Bosco’s imagination, tens of thousands became millions.

The idea of missio ad gentes returned once more in the farewell to those departing in November
1876 and 1877, when Don Bosco was still addressing them. He was replaced by others after that.
On 7 November 1876, recalling the ceremony the previous year, he went back to what those
departing had done: ‘They went to Rome first to receive the Holy Father’s blessing, where the
Vicar of Jesus Christ received them most cordially. They received the Mission from him, then
returning to Turin, they left on 11 November from here, at the feet of Mary Help of Christians.’ Their
successors were now only missing out on ‘going to Rome to receive a special blessing from the
Supreme Leader of the Church, the Vicar of O.L.J.C.” He concluded with reference to the Ricordi
which they had already received and could easily have re-read.*®

An explicit element of anti—protestant polemic came into the address, on ‘mission’ on 7
November 1877. ‘Let’s see,” Don Bosco began asking ‘what the word “mission” means’ and who
could legitimately confer it. His resolute reply: ‘He who is among us in God’s name, the Supreme
Pontiff. It is from him that we must receive the ite. And now, before setting out for America, they go
to Rome, not just to receive a blessing, to see him, bring him their homage, but to receive the
mission from him as if it were from Jesus Christ himself: ite praedicate evangelium meum omni
creaturae. Who are Protestants sent by? ... By the Queen of England ... Who do Catholic
missionaries receive the mission from? From Jesus Christ, represented by his Vicar, the Supreme
Pontiff ... One goes to win souls, the other to earn money.”®*

7. Work under way in Latin America with Fr John Cagliero (1875-77)

Don Bosco quickly accepted the works that had been proposed. On the one hand, they were not
so distinct from the ones in place in Europe, even if they were soon presented as a bridgehead
from which to develop the completely new initiative of the mission among the so—called savages.
But he was unable to prepare precise concrete plans for this, neither for potential works among the
people, nor in terms of missionary activity. The main players in these early years of activity had to
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invest almost everything, and with scarce personnel and means. Very soon, problems arose due to
the inadequacy of some, the inability of others to adapt, and some who left. But since they had
been educated in the school of a courageous and far—seeing man, and were sustained by the
attraction he continued to exercise over them, their activity was marked by its fast rhythm. Thanks
to super—human, long—suffering effort, this soon led to unforeseen developments.

The beginnings of the mission were entrusted to the responsibility of Fr John Cagliero, a
members of the Superior Council and representative ad omnia of Don Bosco. In terms of trust, he
could see himself being on a par with Fr Michael Rua, Don Bosco’s closest collaborator, who had
been vicar in fact before he was so in law, and ultimately his successor. Fr Cagliero was
succeeded as Provincial by Fr Francis Bodrato (1877-80). Fr James Costamagna (1880—94) and,
for Uruguay and Brazil, Fr Louis Lasagna (1882-95).

Fr John Cagliero had entered the Oratory as a thirteen—year—old in November 1851, and was
forged as an aspirant to clerical and Salesian Religious life by Don Bosco, becoming the second
member of the Council assisting Don Bosco in governing the Salesian Society. Over the twenty
months of his first period in South America, he received any number of letters from his Superior,
who guided him and listened to him, kept him informed and was informed by him in a convergence
of responsibility and decision—making that was extraordinarily prolific.

This climate of regulated and free enterprise which went beyond what was foreseen in Turin,
and which Don Bosco was promptly open to, permitted special attention to be given in Buenos
Aires to the spiritual needs of Italian migrants. This was carried out in the church belonging to the
Mater Misericordia Confraternity, which the capable mission leader very soon gained full and
lasting use of. The pastoral care of a Catholic migrant community revealed itself to be the most
urgent mission of missio ad gentes.' Fr Cagliero himself was partly involved, but along with the
boundless zeal of humble Giovanni Baccino (1843-77), who died from his untiring work on 14 June
1877. Baccino had not received any letter from Don Bosco, who nevertheless mentioned him on
several occasions in letters to Fr Cagliero. But his own letters to superiors and Salesian friends in
Italy and to Don Bosco himself, were overflowing with love for the Father who sustained and
supported him in his work. 8 out of 19 of these letters remain, addressed directly to his Superior far
away.'" His view of the religious and moral circumstances of the city was not optimistic, urging him
to even more intense apostolic effort. He asked for books, but above all ‘good, hard—working
priests,” ‘because the harvest is great’ ‘We need help, and soon,” he begged ‘otherwise these
Argentines will kill us from overwork.” ‘Send a good, strong Director.” He asked him not to take Fr
Cagliero away: ‘Send other men for the Indios.’ If personnel were reinforced ‘we can challenge all
the devils in hell.’ “The church is packed’ he said; they were carrying out a truly ‘missionary’ activity.
‘I would like to see my dear Father D. Bosco once more’ was his last wish on 20 April 1877. He
died on 13 June.'®

Don Bosco’s first letter to Fr Cagliero was in January 1876, written after he had received his first
one from America. It shows how much Don Bosco dreamed. Far from the new field of work, with
insufficient perception of the difficulties of the works that had just begun there. As we have already
seen, he promised to send ‘Thirty Daughters of Mary Help of Christians with a dozen Salesians’ in
October, and added, fantasising: ‘Given the serious lack of clergy in Brazil, would there not be a
chance to look at the possibility of a house in Rio Janeiro?''® In the following letter he said he had
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received another from Fr Cagliero and other Saelsians, among whom Fr Fagnano, director of the
college at S. Nicolas de los Arroyos. He touched on the problem of ‘Salesians and Sisters,
gardeners etc.” whom he had to get ready. He was awaiting ‘positive indications’ from Fr Cagliero,
and suggested a good preacher for him in a certain Fr Sammory. He then expressed regret over a
letter Fr Tomatis had sent to Fr Francesia, the Rector at Varazze, sent from San Nicolas. He
explained that ‘in the letter he said how he was not so much in agreement with someone, and that
in a short while he would be returning to Europe.’ He gave Fr Cagliero the task of giving Tomatis a
good lesson on missionary mentality: ‘Tell him two things: 1. That a missionary must obey, suffer
for the glory of God and take the greatest care to observe the vows by which he is consecrated to
the Lord. 2. That when there is cause for discontent, he should tell his superior or write to me
immediately so he can have guidelines on how to act.” He provided information and passed on
greetings from many acquaintances in Rome and Turin, asking for news about the ‘financial
status’. He asked him to pass on his requests to supporters and benefactors, the archbishop,
Mons. Espinosa. Fr Ceccarelli, ‘papa Benitez’ who was praised in Turin for his letter in perfect Latin
by the people who needed to understand it."™

Fr Tomatis had written his letter on 28 December, a week after arriving in the Argentine city, and
without naming him, was referring to Brother Molinari, the music teacher, who had fallen out with
the other six members of the community.’ Don Bosco wrote once more, two days later, to tell
Cagliero, the author of the Figlio dell’esule (The exile’s son), of his great emotion a day earlier,
‘vesterday’ at the theatre where Cagliero’s and his own play, Disputa tra un avvocato ed un
ministro protestante (Argument between a lawyer and a Protestant minister) were performed: ‘All
during the singing and performance itself, | could do nothing else but think of my dear Salesians in
America.”'® ‘Give me positive news of the material, moral and health status of our houses and
individuals’ he asked once more the following month from Varazze.'” ‘Greetings to all our dear
Salesians, and tell them all: Alter alterus onera portate et sic adimplebetis legem Christi’ he wrote
two weeks later."%®

On 13 April, Don Bosco left the Oratory for Rome where he arrived on the 15th. Various
meetings awaited him in the Roman dicasteries [Vatican Departments], but especially his active
participation in a special academic event. In 1874, with a few other Salesians, he had accepted the
indication to be part of the Roman literary Academy, the Arcadia, where he assumed the name
Clistene Cassiopeo. Complying with this request could broaden the circle of friends of his youth
activities. They had also agreed to read one of his own compositions at the Academy, and on 12
April 1876, Good Friday, he was asked to give an address on the Passion of Jesus Christ at the
annual meeting of the Academy’s members. As his theme, Don Bosco chose Jesus’ seven last
words on the cross and, assisted by Fr Durando, prepared this carefully in an appropriate style.
The reading, rather lengthy and presumably all in a single session, aroused a variety of reactions
and evaluations. It certainly was not his usual field of expertise, but there is no doubt Don Bosco
did not overlook the hour and person he was speaking about: nothing charming, but ‘a real life
sharing in Jesus Christ crucified’ (or alternatively, ‘a clear description of the death of Jesus Christ
on the cross’) (Gal 3:1). There was a final, passionate exhortation to unconditional fidelity to the
Church and the Pope!"®
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Meanwhile, and not so realistic for whoever was at work on alien shores, Don Bosco continued
to dream up ideas, though unable to visually calculate the lack of proportion between so much
work and the qualitative and quantitative possibilities for doing it all. As a prelude, on 16 April 1876,
he presented the Foreign Minister, Luigi Amedeo Melegari (1805—-81), a moderate on the Left who
came to power on 25 March, with a plan for setting up an ltalian colony on the coastal region of
Patagonia, between the 40" and 50" parallels, from the Rio Negro to the Magellan Straits, where —
as he believed and said — ‘no one lives, there is no port, no government with any right.’ The colony
would bring together ‘the countless number of Italians eking out a struggling existence in the States
of Chile, the Argentine Republic, Uruguay and Paraguay etc.” They could find ‘Italian language,
customs, government’ there.” In two successive letters to the all-powerful Minister’s secretary,
Giacomo Malvano (1841-1922), a Mason but favourable to Don Bosco, and to the Minister himself,
he asked more practically for aid and support for the Salesians preparing to leave for South
America and for the Salesian work there. He specified that ‘more than being a national effort, this
work is aimed in a special way at the neediest class in society, children at risk who belong to Italian
families.””" The political climate at the time and the role played by the two recipients meant him
receiving merely a courteous and elusive reply from Malvano.

The seventeen points in a letter on 27 April 1876 to Fr Cagliero from Rome, covered a wide
range of issues, but all concerning the work in Argentina and future missions, especially the
establishment of Vicariates or Prefectures, ecclesiastical circumscriptions in Patagonia. At a time
when there was not the least shadow of real mission. Don Bosco told him: ‘The Holy Father was
greatly consoled by our Argentine mission; with me and others he praised the spirit of Catholicism
always shown by the Salesians.” ‘He has granted many privileges and spiritual favours’ to the
Salesians in America. He awarded Benitez with the title of Commendatore, and Fr Ceccarelli with
the title of Cameriere (in secret). He provided details on the celebration Frs Fagnano andTommatis
would need to prepare for the solemn bestowal of these honours. It seemed that the Pope also had
‘some plan’ in mind for the Archbishop of Buenos Aires — a cardinalate. Furthermore, the Pope had
suggested three Apostolic Vicariates for the Salesians, one in India, another in China and yet
another in Australia. Don Bosco said that he had accepted the one in India. He proposed involving
Fr Cagliero in this one, thus his need to return to Europe: to open a house in Rome then go to
India. He also asked him to inform him of personnel needed — Salesians and Sisters, promising to
send them soon. He suggested he talk to the Archbishop of Buenos Aires about the Holy Father’s
ideas of there being an opportunity for establishing the Salesians in Patagonia, the ‘basis always
being colleges and hospices ‘in the vicinity of the savage tribes.” He asked for ‘information on the
financial status Towards the conclusion, he gave free reign to his fatherly instincts: ‘When you are
able to speak with individual Salesians, then, tell them how much | love them in J.C., and that |
pray for them every day. May they love each other, and may each do what he can to be a friend
and coram Domino lessen any reason to quarrel or give grief to others.”"2

In May 1876 in Rome, Don Bosco presented the Prefect of Propaganda, Cardinal Franchi, with
Salesian plans for Patagonia, painted in gloomy tones: it was a region no longer crowded with
millions of natives; in fact, ‘whether because of the vastness of the area, the lack of inhabitants, or
the fierce and gigantic stature of the latter, or the harsh climate,’ ‘neither Christianity nor civilisation
had been able to penetrate until now, and no civil or ecclesiastical power had been able to extend
its influence or empire over the region.’ In recent times, he added, ‘a slight dawning of hope and
divine mercy’ had appeared thanks to foundations in the vicinity of cities and towns where people
had begun to establish relationships. The two works in Buenos Aires and San Nicolas were a first
nucleus of youth works reaching out ‘to the borders’, to be a bridge between the children educated
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there and their ‘families, and so, little by little, making inroads among the savage tribes.’ It was
already the beginning of ‘evangelisation among the savages.’ Therefore, he was asking for aid to
open further works, to prepare and send personnel, purchase many of the essential material
needs. Finally, he asked if an Apostolic Prefecture could be established ‘for the purpose of
exercising ecclesiastical authority over the Pampas and Patagonian inhabitants who for now’ he
said ‘do not belong to any diocesan Ordinary or any civilian government regime.”""® He did note that
the huge area south of the Argentine capital belonged to Archbishop Aneiros’ Archdiocese. He had
not allowed up till now, nor would he allow the existence of an Apostolic Vicariate in the future
which did not come under the jurisdiction of the Ordinary in Buenos Aires.

Once again, he told Fr Cagliero of Pius IX’s readiness ‘to try out something in Patagonia and the
Pampas’, and of his wish (it was mainly the writer’s wish!) that ‘a college or hospice’ be opened ‘as
soon as possible in Dolores,’” the location south of Buenos Aires that Don Bosco mistakenly
believed was close to the native tribes. He also spoke of the suggestions put to Propaganda, one
of them from Commendatore Gazzolo, that an Apostolic Prefecture be created. He spoke of
preparations for a second mission expedition and is wish that he return urgently to Turin."* One
month later, he announced that two certificates were coming for Benitez and Ceccarelli, and
encouraged him to be in touch with the ltalian ambassador in Buenos Aires, Marquis Spinola, ‘a
good Christian and good Catholic,” and again reminded him of the Pope’s wish for Salesians to be
involved with the people of the Pampas and Patagonia. Then, as a personal note, he said: ‘I
believe a house in Dolores would be most appropriate, another in Cérdoba and also closer to the
savages.” Then he told him audaciously: ‘Meanwhile, this week | am writing to the Bishop of
Concepcion in Chile to see about some institutions over there. This is what the Lord wants from us
at the moment. Houses and colleges for the poor, shelters for savages or semi—savages if we can
have them. A great effort at nurturing vocations.”""® What personnel would achieve all this he did
not say.

Don Bosco was placing much hope in local vocations, so much so that he asked Pius IX for
authorisation, granted on 6 July, to open a novitiate house in South America.® ‘Broad faculties
from Rome for opening a novitiate and studentate in America, anywhere, but de consensu Ordinarii
Diocesani as you will see from the attached decree’ he told Fr Cagliero."” Meanwhile, he continued
to insist on the idea of extending works in various directions, and was thinking of other continents:
‘Don’t lose sight of Dolores’ he insisted, as if Fr Cagliero had an army of Salesians at his disposal,
‘and | believe it is in the interests of the Government that we open a house there, modelled on the
one in Turin or S. Pier d’Arena; take this up with the archbishop of dear Mons. Ceccarelli.’ Then,
ever the dreamer, he continued: ‘You are a musician, | am a poet by profession; so let us act in
such a way that matters concerning India and Australia do not disturb matters in Argentina. Remain
there until everything is set up, and following your alta saviezza (great wisdom), decide when you
can return to Valdocco without causing problems ... Do what you can to find poor boys, but by
preference, if possible, ones that come from the savages. Should it ever be possible, send some to
Valdocco and | will gladly take them in.”""®

Meanwhile, plans were being extended as far as Pacific shores. In a letter to the Bishop of
Concepcion in Chile, Don Bosco described the presence of the Salesians in South America, mixing
reality and imagination, then his approach to evangelisation: ‘Montevideo, Buenos Aires, San
Nicolas de los Arroyos, Dolores already have Salesian hospices. Evangelisation through hospices
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for abandoned youth seems to be a secure and very useful approach which, if it pleases you, |
would like to try to extend to lands to the west of Patagonia.” He then asked, should this plan be
‘appropriate and worthy of consideration’ if the Chilean Government would be in favour and
supportive, and what language was spoken in the Republic.®

In a letter to Fr Cagliero, he returned to the topics discussed earlier, and was quite directive in
view of starting up in Uruguay: ‘If matters are concluded for Villa Colén, as Rector there | will send
Fr Daghero or Fr Tamietti, or Fr Lasagna or Fr Belmonte ... They are all very ready.'® Fr Lasagna
was the one chosen.”' Meanwhile, he reminded Fr Cagliero once more: “In general, always
remember that God wants us to go to people in the Pampas and Patagonia, to the poor and
abandoned children there. | have not yet had a reply from the archbishop [for a foundation at
Dolores]; Cardinal Franchi is anxiously awaiting it, but he is comfortable with it.” He then entrusted
Fr Cagliero with more jobs: ‘My dear Fr Cagliero, there is so much to do! Others will write to you
about other matters. Give my kindest regards to Fr Baccino and tell him | am very happy with him,
and for him to keep going ... | am of the opinion that at least one of them at S. Nicolas who knows
Spanish well could move to Montevideo for the planned future college.’

He floated another idea: ‘If you are ever able to send a dozen or so [boys] from the Pampas or
Patagonia or the like to Europe, please do.”"?? A month later he wrote: ‘Just now | have received
your letter from S. Nicolas. | will set things moving. But wouldn’'t Fr Daghero be better than Fr
Tamietti? By 15 September, | hope to be able to list personnel for Villa Colén.’'?® ‘By 1 October you
will know who and of what quality. We will have to wait until April for the Sisters.’** The Archbishop
indicated he was available for a work at Carmen de Patagoénes,’® and Don Bosco was in touch
with Fr Cagliero on 13 August, adding effusively and with pleasure: ‘Around two hundred are
asking to go to Patagonia. All of political and religious ltaly are talking about our Patagonian
project. God wants it and wants to help us do our part.”'#* Imagination gone wild!

Don Bosco sent Cardinal Franchi a lengthy note on Patagonia which he had asked for. Fr
Barberis put it together, sending Don Bosco an outline and indicating sources to draw from.'?” Don
Bosco used the opportunity to ask for help for the second expedition, money and items for worship,
‘especially for the houses the missionaries are about to open on the border with Patagonia’ and to
let him know that ‘vocations in S. Nicolas and Buenos Aires have already begun to show among
the natives. | hope that in a few years from now, expeditions will be rare or no longer needed.”'*®
He persisted with the illusion that Argentina would be like Italy for vocations.

The discussion on missions continued to expand: ‘There is great excitement about going to the
missions: lawyers, notaries, parish priests, teachers are asking to become Salesians ad hoc. Do
everything you can to have experienced students or adults among the savages. If some want to do
their studies or learn a trade in Europe, send them. Write to me about the visit you will make with
the Archbishop to Carmen or Patagones; tell him the Holy Father wants new experiments for the
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savages and applauds our efforts to open houses of education on their borders, and doing
everything we can to have an indigenous clergy.’"®

In the following months he wrote: ‘The missionaries are studying Spanish. A few have made
good progress; others secundum quid, but after a short time studying over there, | believe they will
be able to go into the classroom’ as teachers. ‘I do not have time to write to the others. Let them all
know the news, tell them | love them in J.C., and pray a lot for them. But tell them to remain as
solid as pillars and to be holy like our Patron etc.’™®

8. Activity in South America expands

Don Bosco’s letter of 31 October 1876 was important for consensus on two new works in Buenos
Aires and for further plans in 1877. It was written while awaiting news about Archbishop Aneiros’
pastoral visit to Carmen de Patagdnes, a visit that never took place: ‘You will already have
received my agreement for the Bocca del diavolo [he meant Boca parish or ‘Devil’'s mouth’] and S.
Carlo parishes.’ ‘In 1877 you will need to be able to make a trip to Europe and then another to
Ceilan [Ceylon] in India to open another very important Mission,” ‘so long as our beginnings in
Buenos Aires are steady and in order.’ ‘It is essential to have a site or part of a building for a
novitiate. If needed, | have a novice master ready.”™"

The second expedition of Salesians to Latin America contributed much to intensifying the
missionary motives, even though there were as yet no true and proper mission centres. We can
discover plentiful news of the preparations from letters to Fr Cagliero. He insisted especially on
asking for and getting others to ask for free travel vouchers, or for someone to finance them."? He
announced this in a circular on 15 August, which provided information on work thus far
accomplished and the ‘charitable individuals’ whom he had asked for assistance.™® The expedition
had twenty three members led by Fr Francis Bodrato for those going to Argentina, Fr Louis
Lasagna for those sent to open the new work at Villa Colén near Montevideo in Uruguay. On 4
November, he sent out the invitation to the farewell ceremony.'*

The Diario dell’Oratorio (Oratory Diary) kept by Frs Chiala and Lazzero had entries on 14 and
15 November summing up what had taken place: ‘14. D. Bosco accompanied the missionaries on
board the steamship Savoie and had déjeuné with them; he was very warmly received by the
ship’s Captain, and in fact gave D. Bosco his portrait as a gift, showing how fortunate he felt having
his missionary sons with him as far as Buenos Aires. He recalled that the year before was one of
the best voyages. A salesman for Protestant bibles who began an argument with D. Bosco on
board was soon thrown off at the Captain’s stern command. 15. The caravan of missionaries
bound for Montevideo left from S. Pier d’Arena. They arrived in Bordeaux. They thought they were
leaving at 20.11 on the steamship Orenoch, but this departed at 18.00, and they did not arrive in
time. They had to remain there until 2.12.76. They stayed at the city’s main seminary.’’*

In his November 14 letter, Don Bosco gave some directions to Fr Cagliero on distribution of
personnel led by Fr Bodrato, and recommended: ‘In assigning personnel to each house, see that
the members of that house are brought together and read the reminders from the year before with
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some words from yourself.” ‘Among things to keep in mind are a house or site for a novitiate and
studentate. Do whatever you can to have some natives educated in the sense of a clerical
vocation. If you need a good novice master, | will send you one.” He also asked for some
interesting information on Fr Ceccarelli: ‘Who knows but he might know some English.” The reason
for wondering this had been revealed a few lines earlier: ‘I have definitely accepted the Vicariate in
India and we will go there in 1878. The Holy Father told me to begin arranging for someone he
could choose as bishop for the new Mission.’"*

Hardly two days had gone by when he sent another letter. Given that Commendatore Gazzolo —
whom he described as ajassin [a Piedmontese term meaning a corn on the foot] — had been with
the Salesians bound for Uruguay as far as Bordeaux, he once again took up the strictly missionary
theme: ‘The Holy Father is pining for the Pampas and Patagonia, and is ready to help us including
with material means if we need them. For the rest, we will be in touch. Son mes ciouc [l feel half
drunk], but that doesn’t matter. God will help us, and everything will proceed in such a way that the
profane will say it smacks of magic, and we will say it is miraculous.’™’

The following day, he sent the Apostolic Delegate in Uruguay, Mons. Giacinto Vera, who later
became Bishop of Montevideo, a letter of presentation of the group of Salesians who had gone ‘to
begin the Collegio Pio founded by his charity and zeal.” He manifested his intention of ‘opening a
house for young artisans as well, and as part of the expedition for this purpose, there are also
some trade teachers who can lend their efforts; but Fr Cagliero will see to the possibilities for
this."'®®

On 22 November, he turned to the Secretary of Propaganda Fide whom the Prefect of the
Congregation had indicated as the point of reference for attending to matters regarding the
‘Salesian missionaries in America,” for asking that faculties granted the Salesians in Argentina be
extended to those who had left for Uruguay and, in general, ‘to all Salesians who had left for the
foreign missions.” He also asked for furniture and worship items for the five churches attached to
Salesian works in Latin America, including the one in Montevideo.™® Further on, he wrote to Fr
Cagliero about vocations flowing into the Congregation to cover the gaps left by those who had
gone to South America, once again mentioning India, and speaking of negotiations for
Commendatore Gazzolo to buy land adjacent to the Mater Misericordia church, the ‘Italian church’.

But Don Bosco was rather disappointed in Gazzolo: ‘I can tell you that Commendatore
Gazzolo’s star is on the wane. It used be very bright.”"*® There was no lack of reasons for this. The
above—mentioned land negotiations failed, due to the able speculator’s excessive demands. We
know this from interesting passages in letters Don Bosco wrote to Cagliero from Turin: ‘I have not
yet been able to speak with Consul Gazzolo about his land,” he wrote on 31 December. ‘| hope he
wants to sell as soon as possible. | will send a reply 15 January next.”™" ‘I have not yet been able
to finalise the cost of the site’ he said on 14 January 1877. ‘| hope it can be done at the beginning
of February.” ‘The Consul seems well disposed but he is Genoese and takes a long time over
business matters.”"*? Around mid—February he said disappointingly: ‘After a week of calculations
and talk, Commendatore Gazzolo has lowered his demands to f. 60,000 for his seven hundred
metres of land ... it is our understanding that he will limit himself to this price as a favour.” ‘When |
told him of your price of f. 18,000 he was surprised, saying: “This is barely the price | paid when |
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bought it.” As you can see, he paid 19,000, and as a favour to us he is now giving it to us for
60,000 [the difference of 56,791 and 189,302 euro respectively!] Ah! Rogno! Rogno! [What a
bother this is].”"*

While awaiting Fr Cagliero’s return, letters were rare, but Don Bosco’s active and keen
presence was constant, with Cagliero and others. On 1 January 1877, he had asked Fr Rua to
bring the tutor at Pamparato house a translation in Spanish of the Giovane Provveduto (The
Companion of Youth) adapted for use in Latin America, for a final check before printing it."** A few
days later, he offered a more concrete projection of his thoughts and plans for Brazil. He said he
was happy that the recipient of one of his letters, Mr Andrea Boassi, was ‘in friendly contact with D.
Pedro and his wife, the Empress of Brazil,” adding: ‘If it is convenient, suggest we have one of our
houses in that vast empire. | believe many poor children will become good citizens. Otherwise they
will end up in prison. But be prudent in everything.’'*®

Laden with future potential was one plan in particular which Don Bosco presented Fr Cagliero
with on the 14th. There was no lack of imagination in what he presented on the basis of two
suggestions from the Pope (or which he put to the Pope and were accepted?): ‘An Apostolic
Vicariate in Patagonia, e.g. at Carmen or S. Cruz, or Puntarenas or even better, just one Vicariate
covering all three?’ He could begin ‘with a house of education and seminary in Carmen, also
known as Patagdnes, and Concepcion.’ Finance would be provided by Propaganda, the Work of
the Propagation of the Faith, the Pope, the Salesian Society. He continued: ‘And personnel? It all
has to be flour from our own sack; and among other things, my thoughts are to invite Mons.
Ceccarelli to head up this enterprise, so speak with him directly. It is true that he should be
consecrated bishop, but he could keep the parish. Get one or two Salesians to take his place in S.
Nicolas. And for Fr Cagliero, quid? To India. For the beginning of 1878 we are going to take on the
Apostlic Vicariate of Mangalore in India with about three thousand souls. So Cardinal Franchi tells
me. Fr Cagliero Vicar Apostolic, Fr Bologna his Vicar General etc. etc. Between the individuals
already there and others we are preparing, there will be [sufficient] personnel. Six Salesians can
easily be prepared for Patagonia, ten priests and ten catechists for India. God will do the rest!” He
left Fr Cagliero and his helpers to ‘weave the cloth.’

Don Bosco returned to the topic of Patagonia in the postscript, telling him that Archbishop
Cesare Roncetti (1834—81), appointed on 18 July 1876 as Apostolic Nuncio in Brazil and Apostolic
Delegate for Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, Chile (1876—79), would be passing through Buenos
Aires, where he would ‘also negotiate with the Archbishop on the possibility of going to the Pampas
and Patagonia.’ He noted: ‘He is kind to us and | have sown the seed, which is why he was chosen
for this mission ... On his return, he will be made Cardinal, something he is unaware of, and when
you see him you can let him know.”**® This prediction was destined to fail. Roncetti completed his
diplomatic career at the Nunciature in Bavaria (1879-81).

Don Bosco dedicated a small poem on the back of his letter on 22 January 1877 to Fr Bologna,
‘Vicar General in pectore’:

Il Ceilan € preparato
Mangalor ansiosa attended Ognun prega e il braccio tende;
Vieni presto ai lidi tuoi.

Porta teco lunga schiera
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Dei seguaci del Saverio.
Anche a voi l'istesso imperio

Dio pietoso destino."

[A recast rather than a literal translation in English might be along the following lines:
Ceylon is set and ready Mangalore
In prayer with arms outstretched:
Come quickly, come, and reach the shore;
bring multitudes unending
Of those who come as Xavier came To share, as God has willed,
An empire great that bears His name —

His Kingdom now fulfilled].

In a following letter, Don Bosco thanked Fr Cagliero for a substantial cheque he had sent from
Fr Fagnano, the Rector at S. Nicolas, and recommended careful administration of the ‘charity of
well—off faithful’ in Montevideo. He then proposed the problem of Patagonia once more, asking him
to be in touch with the Archbishop of Buenos Aires to inform him that ‘the Holy Father wants to do
something for Patagonia’; ‘The Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda Fide’ he said ‘will write to him
perhaps with the same courier about the convenience of establishing an Apostolic Prefecture at
Carmen.’ ‘The Holy Father is especially moved by news received from countries bordering on the
savages, like the Argentine Republic, Chile etc., intent more on fighting and destroying the
savages than on converting them!

He then turned his gaze in several directions with projects that were certainly disproportionate
to available forces and tasks already undertaken, but not his imagination as believer and ‘creator’:
‘If they make a formal request for missionaries in Brazil or Paraguay, you may accept on these two
conditions: 1. Help with the many costs we have already contracted and have to manage on a daily
basis. 2. For 1878." As if that were not enough: ‘The Holy Father is suggesting an Apostolic
Vicariate in India, and another in Australia. For now, | have accepted an expedition to Ceylon in
1878." He reminded him in the postscript: ‘It would be good for you to send me names of
Cooperators.’™®

He also dealt with issues internal to the communities over there: ‘Also prepare for the
ordinatioans of clerics Allavena and Rizzo: in time, you will have the dimissorials and faculties you
want. But remember, you have the faculty to issue dimissorials. If you can, send a report on the
state of the Congregation in South America, and | will have it brought to the Holy Father for his
episcopal jubilee, which has all of Europe and America excited. It will be possible for you to take
part in the General Chapter, which should commence at the beginning of next September. It should
deal with and resolve some very important matters; so look, observe and tell me si fieri potest.”'*°

However, Fr Cagliero had warned him: ‘With regard to Patagonia, there is no need to go at the
speed of electricity.” Both he and Fr Fagnano were critical of the undue publicity and its
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importunate nature in Italy, both in spoken word and in writing regarding what the Salesians were
achieving in Argentina.’® Hearing that the Argentine Government had asked the Salesians for a
parish priest, teacher and two lay teachers for Carhué, on of the centres set up towards the
Cordigliera near the natives, Don Bosco reacted with moderate encouragement: ‘What you write
about Patagonia is in accordance with my wishes: approach it a little at a time and thanks to
opening houses in cities and towns closer to the savages, the Lord will do the rest’ As for
observations on the indiscreet publicity in Europe, he replied: ‘| know too much is said about us,
but what can we do? | have always removed things that seemed to redound to our glory and
modified what referred to others. However, if you can send me a report on the South American
missionaries, send it to me and | will put things right.” And then: “You will receive the dimissorials
and, if needs be, you or Fr Bodrato can issue them. | have begun procedures for travel on French
ships. The President for the Society of Maritime Transport, Mr Bergasse from Marseilles, has
promised us considerable reductions. Perhpas the Government in Paris will give us some
completely free berths. Once these arrangements are complete, | will quickly let you know.” Finally,
he offered a surprising item of counter—information: ‘In view of the number of houses we are
opening and arranging personnel for, on your return, the Ceilan, Mangalore, Australia etc. projects
are suspended. But | am not losing sight of a dozen good sheep to send to Doilores if you tell me
they are needed.”™"

Two letters then followed, one to Fr Francis Bodrato in charge of Argentina and soon to be
Provincial of all the American works, the other to the venerable Benitez at San Nicolas de los
Arroyos. ‘You tell me you have so much to do’ he wrote to Fr Bodrato who, more than Cagliero, felt
the dramatic inadequacy of personnel available, and not just in quantity. ‘I know | would like to be
able to help you. Perhaps it could console you to know that we are snowed under with so many
things here that we don’t know where to start or finish any more. For a number of months, now, |
have sat at my desk from 2 in the afternoon, only to get up from it at 8.30 to go to supper. Just the
same, he reminded him that ‘health is essential’ and invited him to do only what was possible.
Support was not lacking: “You will have help with the workers we will send from here and those you
have there.’’*? He replied to Benitez, who was a fine Latin scholar, in Latin, naturally thanking him
and at the same time asking for help, always stressing the si poteris. ‘Vivite et vale, anima electa,
amice fidelis, Deus te sospitem diutissime servet in annos plurimos.’'®

Finally, a last letter arrived for Fr Cagliero about returning to Europe. First of all, he told him of
trips within Italy with the Archbishop of Buenos Aires, Archbishop Aneiros, and following that, to
Rome, then staying in Turin from 26-30 June, the festivities at Valdocco, then indicating departure
from Italy on 14 July.”™ He continued to speak of Salesian America: ‘Just between us. | wrote
telling you to go to S. Cruz. This is only my idea but if, pensatis pensandis, it seems better to put
this off till later, fiat sicut melius in Domino placuerit. We have the personnel; since the school year
is coming to an end, and if nothing blocks the way, the departure can be delayed as usual until 14
November next. If necessary we can anticipate the departure and we can adjust somehow. Read
the letter to Marquis Spinola, then put it in an envelope and bring it ... What | am writing to you, |
am also writing to Fr Bodrato and the others. For the Archbishop’s departure, we will prepare
letters and other items. Bishop Lacerda from Rio Janeiro will pass through here next week, and will
not leave without at least having five Salesians with him."'%®
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Preparations for Archbishop Aneiros’ visit are worthy of note. Don Bosco had his most
trustworthy men help organise it — Fr Francesia’s inspiration,”™ Fr Rua’s organising talent,'’
faithful assistance from his secretary, Fr Berto to prepare a special gift for the Argentines: ‘A box or
two of bottles for the Archbishop of Buenos Aires: Bordeaux, Malaga, Barbera, Grignolino,
Nebbiolo, Moscata di Strevi; 15-20 bottles in all. In order to make the origins of the wine even
better, we can give it a rather ancient date, thanks to a vineyard. Get this box ready and it will be
sent to Genoa at my indication.”**®

Ten days later, he also wrote to Fr Lasagna in Uruguay. He gave him some rules for governing:
‘Prayer, steadfastness, courage, advice. However, do not forget the story of Fr Ubique and the
magic box ... see everything with your own eyes, go to each place, speak with all who depend on
you. This is the key for everything to go well. It was what ‘Don Dappertutto’ [Fr Everywhere] did
when he opened the magic box and found written: ‘The owner’s eye makes the horse grow fat.”'*®

There was no stopping his future planning. While, in Buenos Aires, they were working within the
limits of the impossible due to a chronic lack of men, and not only in terms of quantity, here was
Don Bosco heading off in all directions over the vast areas of Latin America, north, south, north—
east: a reckless and courageous conqueror. He was backed by the tireless, mature Fr Bodrato and
the young, imaginative, far—seeing Fr Lasagna.
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Chapter 22

A Catholic solidarity project in the mission to young
people (1873-77)

1854 Introduction to a Piano di regolamento per I'Oratorio (Draft Regulations for
the Oratory).

1872/74 Associati alla Congregazione di S. Francesco di Sales (Salesian ‘Associates’).
1874 Unione Cristiana (Christian Union).

1876 Cooperatori ossia un modo pratico per giovare al buon costume e alla civile societa.
(Cooperators, or a practical way of helping good behaviour and civil society);

9 May: Pius IX grants many indulgences to the Unio seu Sodalitas Cooperatorum
Salesianorum. (Salesian Cooperators Union or Sodality).

1877 Final text of the Cooperati Salesiani con il Regolamento dei Cooperatori Salesiani
(Salesian Cooperators and their Regulations):

August/September: 1st issue of the Bibliofilo Cattolico (Catholic Book lover) or
Bollettino Salesiano mensuale (Monthly Salesian Bulletin).

1878 January: definitive title: Bollettino Salesiano.

1879 January: first of Don Bosco’s annual open letters to Salesian Cooperators in the
Bollettino.

Along with the missionary initiative, another kind of extension of his work among youth was
maturing. He wanted a potentially unlimited army of men and women to be part of this work in
organised form. They needed a generous faith for evangelising and civilising without the need to
profess religious vows or choose common life. They needed to be men and women of good will,
convinced of their decisive effect on the personal and social destiny of the young, on their cultural,
professional, moral and religious development. It was not a complete novelty, since as a priest for
young people, Don Bosco had never lacked the cooperation of clergy and laity. What was new was
the proposal to enable their activity through the opportunity to belong to an Association or Union,
properly structured within the Church allowing them to be in some way ‘aggregated’ to the fully
approved Salesian Society.

The idea in its final shape, established in documentation in 1876-76, following the initial efforts
in 1873—75 with variations in 1876, represented the full maturing of intuitions and concepts
emerging from various forms of spontaneous or deliberate cooperation going back to the early
oratory experiences in the 1840s and 1850s. These were distant ideals or real roots of an initiative
which gave its adherents a precise institutional configuration: ‘Salesian’ (legally) ‘almost a third
order’ (spiritually) ‘workers’, even though in 1876 Don Bosco presented the Union as a quasi—
homogeneous development of an aggregation of collaborators which was already formally
established early in the 1840s." This was the Storia dei Cooperati Salesiani (History of the Salesian

1 Cf. P. BRAIDO, L’idea della Societa Salesiana nel “Cenno istorico”..., RSS 6 (1987) 254—-258.



Cooperators) he offered a summary of in the September issue of the Bollettino Salesiano. He put
together, almost synchronously, very many different kinds of helpers starting from 1841.2 His
Salesian Cooperators’ came from the very same mental framework that led him to locate the
origins of the Oratory and the Salesian Society back in 1841.

1. Projects which were glimpsed or just broadly drafted

In his 1854 Introduction to the Piano di regolamento per I'Oratorio maschile di S.Francesco di
Sales (Draft regulations for the boys’ Oratory of St Francis de Sales) Don Bosco expressed the
hope that the regulations would ‘serve as a norm for administering this part of the sacred ministry
and as a guide for the good number of clergy and laity who dedicate their efforts to it with
charitable concern.” In fact, he loved to recall the considerable number of lay and clerical helpers
there had been.* The gradual expansion of collaboration, first of clerics for the pastoral care of
young oratory boys, then lay men for Sunday and night classes, catechism and assistance, and
women for mending garments of boys at the hospice, and of so many others offering financial
support, was something Don Bosco recalled at the first Cooperators’ Assembly in Turin on the
afternoon of May 16, 1878.° It was an ideal mobilisation of pastors of souls, parish priests in the
cities and towns, teachers, fathers of families, everyone who had at heart the religious betterment
of the people Don Bosco had tried to bring about through the Amico della gioventu (The friend of
youth).® Very similar was the small army of correspondents and propagandists he had organised
and encouraged to spread the Letture Cattoliche (Catholic Readings),” and membership of the
Society for disseminating good books, planned in 1859 and 1866 with identical aims to those then
proposed for the Cooperators.? Then there were temporary groups such as members of lottery
commissions and promoters. We should not exclude the idea that Don Bosco had nurtured the
idea of a congregation or association of some kind, with different levels of membership, of regular
workers for the work of the oratories, including hostels for workers.® The boys he had captivated in
a special way between 1849-57 and who took the soutane at some point, could probably have
been seen as a platform for this.™

In the 1860s when the congregation or association was by then thought of as a Religious
Society, a distinction was enforced between internal members, or religious true and proper, and
other members. In reality, at the time of the first request for approval of the Society in 1864, the text
of the Constitutions had a final section on Extern members. It comprised four articles: 1. Any
individual living in the world, in his own home, within his own family, can belong to our Society. 2.
He takes no vow but will endeavour to put into practice that part of the Rule compatible with his
age and circumstances.’ And in a draft written between 1862 and 1864 Don Bosco added: ‘Such as
teaching or promoting catechism class for poor children, making the effort to spread good books,
helping organise triduums, novenas, retreats and other similar works of charity aimed especially at
the spiritual good of youth or ordinary people.’ 3. To participate in the spiritual goods of the Society
one needs to at least make a promise to the Rector to use his energies and means in a way he

2 Cf.BS 3 (1877) no. 6, September, pp. 1-2.
3 [G. Boscol, Introduzione al Piano di Regolamento per I'Oratorio maschile di S. Francesco di Sales in
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judges to be for the greater glory of God. 4. Such a promise, however, does not oblige under pain
of sin, not even venial sin.’

In the second draft of the text, Don Bosco added a fifth article: ‘Every member of the Society
who leaves it for some reasonable motive is considered to be an extern member and can still
participate in the spiritual goods of the Society, so long as he practices that part of the regulations
prescribed for extern members.”"" The Congregation of Bishops and Regulars adopted the
observations of Fr Savini, the Consultor, including the comment referring to the last item: ‘There is
no approval of external individuals enrolling in the Pious Institute by affiliation.”™ In his counter—
observations, Don Bosco asked this section to be approved at least as an appendix since, he
noted, ‘almost all Congregations and Religious Orders have tertiaries, and we call people friends
and benefactors when they aspire to a holier life particularly by promoting the good of the Society
and seek to observe the religious constitutions in the world as far as possible.’*® In fact, the section
with the first four articles did become part of the printed Latin text in 1867 as an appendix. In 1869,
when the King’s Procurator in Turin, Lorenza Eula, demanded the royal exequatur for civil
recognition of the decree of approval of the Salesian Society on 1 March (and this was neither
useful nor desired), Don Bosco replied that the Society was made up of ‘individuals who preserve
their civil rights.” Furthermore, ‘its members can live at home and work from there, if they wish, to
take poor youngsters off the streets and piazzas in order to guide them in good behaviour and set
them on the path to some skill or trade.”™ Further on, although the Consultor, Fr Bianchi, confirmed
the earlier negative response,’ Don Bosco kept the text in the January 1874 edition.' Faced with
insurmountable barriers he removed it from the last printed edition in March 1874 before it was
approved.

This was the most evident prehistory or proto—history of what would become the Association or
Union of Salesian Cooperators as it would be when formally established. As we have seen, only
two ‘extern members’ as such are known of: Fr Ciattino, parish priest of Maretto in the province
and diocese of Asti, and Fr Domenico Pestarino from Mornese, though the date this latter became
a Salesian Religious is imprecise."’

There was, instead, a huge band of people working beside Don Bosco. Known and unknown,
remembered or otherwise, without them his activity, based entirely on charity, would have
remained a castle of good intentions, a soul without a body, and we are not only talking of financial
support but of involving mind, heart and action. Hence we find expressed, to varying degrees, the
various dimensions of collaboration which Don Bosco would see fully embodied in the
Cooperator.” A year earlier, on 30 July 1875, Pius IX granted specific indulgences to the
Cooperators, giving the Superior General of the Salesian Society the faculty pro—tempore ‘of
communicating the indulgences and graces granted the Society to outstanding benefactors of the
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Society, no differently than if they were Tertiaries.”® It was a prelude to indulgences granted on 9
May 1870 to the Association or Union of Salesian Collaborators and the ‘qualification as tertiaries
often given them.” This description was then illustrated in the Bollettino Salesiano almost as a
comment on Leo XllI's Encyclical Auspicato concessum on 17 September 1882 on the Franciscan
Third Order.?

2. Towards a quasi Third Order

On 19 February 1876, Fr Barberis noted that Don Bosco had told him about a project he had had
in mind for years: ‘Now these schools are pretty much organised, | am working on another also
very important idea: a Salesian association. | have been thinking about it for some time; it is quite
difficult to set up things like this. | have been working at it for some years. Now that the work of
Mary Help of Christians seems to be established | will work on this one and it will be made public
before the end of the year. It will take two years to consolidate it. | have already worked on another
project that | will bring to maturity over these two years and, when the Salesian Association is
consolidated | will make that public.’

The Chronicler noted: ‘He has already spoken of this Salesian Association on other occasions,
especially last year, but it seems that in speaking to me about it now he has given it a slightly
different title that is not ‘association’ but | can’t remember what he called it.” “The other project,” Don
Bosco went on ‘would be to set up what | would almost call a Third Order for women, not
aggregated directly to our Order but associated with the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians.” *'
The schools or classes he referred to as pretty much set up were the ones aimed at adult
vocations. This was the work of Mary Help of Christians. They were also known as ‘focus’ schools
because they followed a more focused and rapid curriculum. Their students were also called ‘Sons
of Mary’.

The early notion of Cooperators was entrusted to five pages of an exercise book and a separate
sheet which, given content and references, can be dated to around 1873. The material was entitled
Associati alla Congregazione di S. Francesco di Sales (Associates of the Congregation of St
Francis de Sales).? The project drew its inspiration from the figures of the ‘faithful Christian in the
world’ desirous of ‘achieving perfection and ensuring his salvation’ and not prepared for various
reasons to distance himself from the world. ‘The pious association of St Francis de Sales ‘offered a
threefold opportunity: 1. ‘A means of perfection’ 2. Participation ‘in the works of piety and religion’
of Salesian members. 3. The meritorious ‘union in doing good’. Don Bosco was enunciating ideas
that would remain a fundamental motive of inspiration for Christian and Salesian cooperation, one
that was familiar, besides, from the years of dissemination of the Letture Cattoliche. ‘It is a fact’ he
wrote ‘that only worldly men come together to spread bad press, sow evil ideas in the world,
associate in order to propagate erroneous instruction among immature youth, and they succeed
marvellously at it. And will Catholics remain inactive or apart in such a way that their works are
paralysed by bad people? Never. Let us all unite under the rules of the Salesian Congregation, let
us be of one heart and soul with external associates [members]. Let us to be true confreres. Let
the good of one be the good of all, and what is bad for one be kept away as bad for all. We will
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certainly obtain this grand purpose thanks to association with the Congregation of St Francis de
Sales.””® The entire section from ‘It is a fact ... confreres’ was followed by an expression which
was crossed out but which would then be picked up as the key motivation for documents to follow:
‘Vis unita fortiori, funiculus triplex difficile rumpitur says the Lord, meaning that forces united are
stronger, and though one string on its own breaks easily, it will be difficult to break when many
pieces of string are entwined to make a rope.’

The activities proposed under the heading Purpose of the Association were similar to the ones
listed in the first chapter of the Salesian Constitutions: (1. To benefit oneself by practising charity
on behalf of one’s neighbour, especially poor and abandoned children ... 2. To bring poor children
together, instructing them at home, advising them of risks, taking them to where they can be
instructed in the Faith ... Whoever cannot do these things himself can do then through others, such
as by inviting or advising a companion, relative, friend or acquaintance to do what he or she can.
Or one could equally make up by praying for those who are working or by providing material
support where there is need.” 3. To be concerned with ‘assisting poor boys especially ones who
show* they have a clerical vocation. 4. To take ‘great care in preventing any conversation, every
word contrary to the Roman Pontiff or his supreme authority.’ 5. The Salesians [sic] will make every
effort to prevent distribution of bad books and spread good books, news sheets, printed papers of
any kind.’* Similarly, the life of piety and religious practice laid down in the lengthy section under
Rules for Salesian associates was not so different from those prescribed for Salesian religious.?

Not so relevant was a simple handwritten draft of Don Bosco’s the Union of St Francis de Sales
written either just before or after the Christian Union. Its aim was ‘to bring some boys or clerical
individuals together to be involved in those things which for the greater glory of God and the benefit
of souls. The means will be zeal for the glory of God, and active charity.” ‘No branch of knowledge
will be neglected.” As for members, the statement was laconic: ‘Every faithful Christian can be a
member of the Union so long as he or she is determined to be involved in the purpose and means
mentioned above.'®

This project, less capable of assimilating the religious tone of the preceding one, was a
forerunner to documents following where the evident active and functional character of cooperation
presumed acceptance of the core principle: vis unita fortion .... This was immediately made clear in
the first printed set of regulations for the Christian Union in 1874, which was the result of a more
focused and structured reformulation of the content of the Associati alla Congregazione di S.
Francesco di Sales.” It began by stating ‘Vis unita fortior, God says.”?® The second heading, with
the more precise ‘Associazione salesiana’ replaced the more generic heading. The definition,
though not quite exact in historical terms, expressed ideas that were well rooted in Don Bosco and
would remain so steadfastly into the future. The Association it said ‘Could be called a kind of Third
Order with ancient roots with this one difference, that in the traditional ones Christian perfection
was proposed through the exercise of piety, but here it is the active life which is the principal aim,
especially when it is on behalf of youth at risk.”® The purposes were identical to those described in
the Associati ... but reduced from five to three, more focused and enriched; ‘The first duty of an
associate is charity to youth at risk, bringing them together, instructing them in the Faith, advising
them of risks or taking them to where they can be instructed.’ ‘It is also a task of the Association to
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promote novenas, triduums, retreats and catechism lessons especially in places that lack material
and moral means.’ Secondly, ‘each one will take special care of these youngsters whose behaviour
and attitude to study shows some indication they have been called.” And finally, 'counteract
irreligious press with good press by working to disseminate good books, cards, news sheets,
printed material of any kind in places and among people where it seems prudent to offer them.’*
The Constitutions and government of the Christian Union was a more sensitive title than Rules for
Salesians associates in the Associati ... document. The Rules for Salesian associates had many
prayer commitments, whereas the Christian Union was more interested in the organisational
aspect of the association. Acceptance conditions were also different. The ‘Rules’ said: ‘Anyone can
enrol in this Association so long as he or she is sixteen years old, of honourable conduct, a good
Catholic, obedient to the Church and the Roman Pontiff.” The Unione Cristiana said: ‘Whoever has
turned sixteen can enrol in this Association so long as he or she conforms to the rules it
proposes.”™'

The document entitled Associazione di opera buone (Association for good works) was
somewhat more systematic and led to the pretty much final 1876 version. It was almost a
‘Salesian’ summary, modelled on the Society Don Bosco founded but with earlier headings and
content. There were eight headings: 1. Christian union for doing good works. 2. Salesian
Congregation. 3. Salesian Association. 4. Ways of cooperating. 5. Constitutions and government of
the Association. 6. Particular obligations. 7. Benefits. 8. Religious practices.** It expressed the
essential features of the Salesian Cooperator: 1) the explicit connection with the Christian vocation
as lived in an exemplary way by the early Church through a real union ‘in the spirit of prayer,
charity and zeal.’ 2) taking on tasks which substituted for and added to activity by the Salesians
and were capable of responding ‘at least minimally to need and daily requests made of them’ in
Italy, Europe, China, Australia, America ‘and notably in the Argentine Republic.’ It explained that
‘the poor Salesians cannot meet so many urgent needs and therefore while they do what they can
for their part, they turn to people who love our holy Catholic religion and the salvation of souls and
invite them, indeed beg them out of love for Our Lord Jesus Christ to give a hand and cooperate
with them in special works of charity which are the purposes of this Congregation.’ 3) the strong
connection with the Salesian Society ‘as a stable bond of union’ further guaranteed by the fact that
it had become a ‘pious Institute’ definitely approved by the Church.’*® 4) the related ‘third order’
character of a predominantly active nature which differentiates it from the ancient Third Orders. It
was expressed through charity to one’s neighbours especially youth at risk, ‘the particular aim of
the Association.” 5) the ‘different ways of cooperating’ substantially the same as those indicated in
the Christian Union: promoting novenas, triduums, catechism classes etc. taking special care of
youngsters inclined to clerical life, counteracting irreligious press with good press, ‘and finally’
summing up the predominantly youthful aim, ‘the harvest where every member is invited to
exercise his or her zeal: ....charity to youth at risk, bringing them together, instructing them in Faith,
involving them in sacred ceremonies, advising them of risks, taking them to where they can be
instructed in Religion.’ It suggested that ‘whoever cannot do these things himself can do them
through others, such as by encouraging a relative, a friend to do them. One can cooperate through
prayer or by providing material means where there is a need. The early faithful laid their goods at
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the feet of the Apostles to be used for widows, orphans and other serious needs.*® 6) the
conditions for belonging were taken literally from the Christian Union modifying only the manner of
belonging. The Christian Union presented a Formula of acceptance in which the candidates
declared: ‘The undersigned has read the rules of the Salesian Association and willingly subscribes
to them, both for the good of his own soul and to associate with others in order to achieve the
spiritual and temporal benefits for his neighbour that are compatible with his circumstances.” He
then signed this with name and surname.*® For the Association of good works the approach was
even simpler: ‘Each member will fill out the following form and will send it to the Superior after
signing it: |, the undersigned, living in ...... Street, No .... Have read the rules of the Salesian
Association and with divine grace | hope to observe them faithfully for the benefit of my soul.”® This
remained almost unaltered in the first edition in 1876 and was made more formal in the following
1876/77 editions by a ‘Declaration of acceptance among the Salesian Cooperators. The
undersigned states that on the ....day of.... 187... Mr ...was listed among the Salesian
Cooperators and as a consequence will in future enjoy all the favours, indulgences and spiritual
favours granted by the Supreme Pontiff to those who are part of this Association and observe its
rules.”® In practice, nevertheless, Don Bosco was generous in fostering membership of the grand
family of Cooperators, even inviting French pilgrims passing through Turin to belong. They were
admirers and potential supporters.*®

On the eve of the first General Chapter in September 1877, he added a new heading in his own
hand to the preparation booklet, thinking of a possible second edition (which did not eventuate) of
the Association of Mary and the Salesian Cooperators. It had a more flexible description of the
Cooperator than the one in the published regulations. ‘A very important Association for us’ he
wrote, is the work of the Salesian Cooperators, which is the soul [Tright arm’ 1878] of our
Congregation and is connected with our doing good in agreement with, and with the help of good
faithful living in the world.” We have Salesian Religious and the FMA Institute, he explained, who
have ‘boys at risk’ and ‘poor and abandoned girls’ to work for. ‘Now we need to have friends,
benefactors, people in the world’ he went on ‘who fully practise the spirit of the Salesians and live
in the bosom of their own families, precisely as the Salesian Cooperators do. They are a help in
our need, our support in difficulties, our collaborators in what has to be done for the greater glory of
God and for which we lack the necessary relationships or do not have the personnel and material
means. These Cooperators should increase in number as much as possible.”* The text was
shortened at the General Chapter, losing some of its spontaneity and flexibility.*’

3. The process of canonical institution

Don Bosco spoke of the Salesian Association to Pius IX for the first time at the audience on 22
February 1875. At the Pope’s suggestion, he asked for letters of recommendation from various
bishops both for the Work of Mary Help of Christians and Salesian Associates, two projects
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‘different from one another.” For both of them he asked Cardinal Berardi to ‘ask the Holy Father for
his blessing and the indulgences appropriate for each project so he could pass these on as
opportunity presented itself.”?

Once he had the recommendations of various bishops, on 4 March 1876 he turned directly to
the Pope: ‘Your Holiness,” he reminded him in reference to the Salesian Cooperators ‘would you
deign to examine such a project, bless it and commend it?’ ‘Many bishops have been happy to
welcome it into their respective dioceses.””® By opening the ‘treasury of holy indulgences, he
added ‘each one can be assured that the ‘Work of the Oratories has been blessed and
commended by Your Holiness.™

The spiritual favours were granted in a Brief on 9 May 1876. The document was fundamental for
Don Bosco for its de facto recognition of the Association, even before its value in granting the
indulgences. At the first Cooperators Conference in Turin on 16 May 1878, he said openly: ‘Our
incomparable benefactor Pius IX died this year; Pius IX who approved the Cooperators Association
and enriched it with so many special indulgences; Pius IX who wanted to be the first to enrol
among the Salesian Cooperators.” In reality, the Pope had bestowed the indulgences because, as
the Brief put it ‘a Pious Sodality, as has been referred to, known as the Association or Union of
Salelsian Cooperators has been canonically erected.” Pius IX granted two plenary indulgences
reserved to members current and future. In the second part of the Brief he added: ‘Wishing to
bestow a special sign of our benevolence on the aforementioned members, we grant them all the
indulgences, partial and plenary, that the Tertiaries of St Francis of Assisi can enjoy by Apostolic
concession.’ They could gain these on the feast of St Francis de Sales and in Salesian churches,
just as the Tertiaries could on the Feast of St Francis in Franciscan churches.*

Armed with Pius IX’s Brief, Don Bosco prepared a new edition of the earlier booklet, now
supplemented and modified. He sent Archbishop Gastaldi a printed copy on 12 July 1876,
informing him briefly of the initiative: ‘This morning we finished the printing and composition
[binding] of the booklet Salesian Cooperators.” Don Bosco’s presentation To the Readers was
signed on that date, 12 July. ‘It is a kind of fertiary’ he clarified ‘by which the Holy Father grants
spiritual favours to our benefactors.” He then made a ‘humble plea that you will also impart your
blessing as Archbishop of the main house’ and ‘if you are not unhappy to be so’ be listed ‘after the
Holy Father... in the list of these promoters.” Then with dubious diplomatic detachment he added: ‘I
make these two suggestions out of duty and if you can agree | will accept them as two special
favours. But in any case, | ask you to accept this letter as a sign of my great esteem and profound
admiration for Your Grace.™’

His ecclesiastical superior’s reaction could not have been particularly benevolent given that he
was being asked to bless a fait accompli. The Archbishop was unhappy with two issues, according
to his secretary Fr Chuiso: that Don Bosco had published ‘the book Salesian Cooperators without
submitting it for ecclesiastical review, and that he had made public indulgences and a pious society
whose canonical institution had not come from the ecclesiastical authority in Turin.”*® Don Bosco
did not reply to the letter immediately. He was in Liguria from 20-29 July, but probably also did not
reply because he wanted to offer a plausible response. He was interested in Alassio in Albenga
diocese. There were good reasons for going there: the new, large building under construction
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(1875-77), contact with generous Canon Edoardo Martini to look for personnel for the second
missionary expedition and (why not?) to think of a solution to the problem of publishing the booklet
on the Salesian Cooperators. The diocesan bishop, Pietro Anacleto Siboni, one of the names
which appeared on the list Don Bosco proposed to the Holy See in 1871, could and did in fact
give ecclesiastical approval for it to be published. His diocesan curia issued the Imprimatur on July
26.%°

On his return to Turin on 1 August, Don Bosco replied to the 16 July letter through the
Archbishop’s secretary. It was a little bit brazen. ‘Having returned from my visit to our houses in
Liguria, | find your letter of 16 July last. Despite the delay, | now hasten to reply. The Salesian
Cooperators booklet was not published. The first copy was sent to Your Grace the Archbishop, a
copy not yet fully printed,” he explained ‘so you could look at the 38 pages you found there. |
wanted to add the blessing of our Archbishop to them should he decide to give it." This truly would
have been an odd place to include it — between the text and the index for the blessing of the
Archbishop joining with Pius IX among the list of promoters of the Association. Then came the
frank statement: ‘The Cooperators work is general, not a diocesan one.” He continued with a few
other considerations in the style already marked by the state of mutual relations between himself
and Gastaldi: he would have spoken with the Archbishop ‘had | not been forced to deal with you
through an intermediary, making it difficult for things to be understood in their true sense.” ‘When |
was able to open my heart to Your Grace, | did not move a finger without your learned, prudent and
wise opinion. Regretfully, | had to cease that when | no longer had the freedom to speak or was no
longer believed.™’

Delays, however, did not slow him down in proposing the Association to the first great
benefactors, the Marquis and Marchioness Fassati: ‘| am sending you and the Marchioness your
membership of the Salesian Cooperators which we have spoken of many times. Thus you can
benefit from the many indulgences and spiritual favours granted, by the benevolent reigning Pontiff
Pius IX."*2 He sent copies of the recently printed Salesian Cooperator to Fr Cagliero and asked him
to bring a copy to the Archbishop of Buenos Aires whom he wanted to appear first, after the Holy
Father, and to give one to others already indicated. He also informed him that ‘all the indulgences
noted there can also be gained by the Salesians.””® Later he sent him certificates and
recommended prudent promotion of the Association.** Copies of the booklet which he sent to his
noble benefactors in Florence were accompanied by a letter from him. Writing to Countess
Girolama Uguccioni he said: ‘| am sending copies of Salesian Cooperators to distribute to Mrs
Gondi, Marchionesses Nerli, Digny and others who are fond of what we do. You will receive
certificates with the Letture Cattoliche and you just need to let me have the red form signed,*®
meaning the 1876 form we have spoken of. He replied to a young Salesian teaching at Trinita di
Mondovi, who wanted to become a Franciscan Tertiary to gain the indulgences, that ‘There is no
need to become a Franciscan Tertiary because all the indulgences of that Order have been
granted to the Salesian Cooperators to which you belong. Therefore read our little book, try to
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increase the number [of them] and you will gain the merit.”*® Fr Rua at Valdocco was in charge of
sending certificates. He asked Fr Berto to do it, since he was directly in charge of them.*

Archbishop Gastaldi’'s reaction to the publication of the 1877 edition of the booklet on
Cooperators was even harsher than before. Don Bosco had first sent him a copy of the papal Brief
from 9 May 1876 in Latin and Italian, along with the list of the many indulgences granted the
Cooperators understood in the broader sense, in 1876 but also in 1875, and earlier in1869 and
1870.%® Archbishop Gastaldi threatened to make public among the parish priests of the diocese
how he disagreed with the publication which was, according to him, illicit. In a letter which also
touched on other controversial matters we will return to later, Don Bosco begged him to act in a
way that would avoid pointless scandal harming everyone, and suggested both of them submit to
the mature and authoritative judgement of the Roman Congregations.

On the other hand, on 12 December he was able to give good news to Canon Clemente Guiol,
parish priest of St Joseph’s Church in Marseilles: the missionaries passing through as his guests
‘had been so enthusiastic about his kindness. As one they had written: ‘the parish priest of St
Joseph'’s is a true Salesian Cooperator. May God preserve him.®® On 15 December 1877, the
Bishop of Genoa, Salvatore Magnasco, officially approved the Pious Association of Cooperators for
his Archdiocese ‘establishing its centre’ at the St Vincent’s hospice ‘erected at San Pier d’Arena;’
‘on condition, however, that it always remain under our Ordinary dependence.’®’

4. The official and definitive form in 1876/77

The first text in 1876, with the additions and definitive shape it took later that year, which was then
finalised in the 1877 text, meant that the official name and the final form was now fixed: the
Association or Union of Salesian Cooperators. The frontispiece remained the same for all editions.
In the 1877 edition the ‘doctrinal’ text was preceded by the general title: Regulations of the
Salesian Cooperators. In all of them, compared with the text Association of good works, the
second and third headings were modified: The Salesian Congregation a bond of union, and,
Purpose of the Salesian Cooperator. It is necessary for Christians to unite in doing good. The
contents were, for the most part, identical to the earlier Association of good works but were more
direct and essential in the Salesian Cooperators version.

The 1877 text opened with the presentation ‘To the Reader’ signed and dated ‘Turin, 12 July
1876. Fr John Bosco.” Don Bosco included parts of the petition sent to the Pope on 4 March 1876
to obtain indulgences. Addressing himself to the reader he correctly connected the now codified
structure of the Salesian Cooperators with the original experiences of collaboration in the 1840s.
But it was already something of a stretch to go all the way back to 1841. He was more correct in
attributing the request for ‘a set of regulations which would serve as a basis and bond for
preserving uniformity and the spirit of these popular institutions’ to ‘pious and zealous priests and
laity’ in the years that followed. These were most likely the years 1847-52, where there were
‘collaborators or cooperators’ dedicated to ‘the cause of young people at risk.” The Regolamento
dell’ Oratorio di S. Francisco di Sales in Valdocco (Regulations of the Oratory of St Francis de
Sales in Valdocco) was a first response to this request as he said in the Introduction.®> We now
hope that such a wish will be satisfied by the current booklet.” The conclusion was a compendium
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of formulas already familiar to the early Don Bosco: The Lord God, rich in grace and blessings,
generously bestows his heavenly favours on all those who contribute to winning souls for Jesus the
Saviour, doing good for youth at risk, preparing good Christians for the Church and upright citizens
for civil society, and thus they can all one day be the fortunate inhabitants of Heaven.’s®

The 1876/77 text was a schematic overview of the Cooperator proper to a set of regulations, but
the actual reality would be more complex: for example cooperation and activity involving non—
Salesian churches as well, and the emphasis in many contexts on financial aid. Nevertheless, it
was the basic reference for identifying the features of a characteristic figure of the religious and
social worker which deserves to be analysed more precisely. The headings of the definitive 1877
edition can be a guide.

The early headings strongly emphasise the dominant nature of the new Ecclesiastical
Association: a quasi Third Order of works. The headings that follow describe the organisational
and spiritual aspects. ‘It is necessary for Christians to unite in doing good,’ for a double purpose:
“To help one another in doing good and keeping evil at bay’ and ‘to foster the spirit of prayer,
charity by every means religion offers and thus to remove or at least mitigate the evils which
endanger the morals of growing youth in whose hand lies the future of civil authority.’®*

The Salesian Congregation a bond of union. The Association ‘has as its primary aim, working
for the benefit of youth on whom the good or sad future of society is founded. We do not mean to
say that it is the only way of providing for such a need, since there are a thousand others we
strongly recommend be put into action. We propose but one of them, which is the work of the
Salesian Cooperators, that is, asking good Catholics who live in the world to come to the aid of the
members of the Congregation.’®®

The purpose of the Salesian Cooperators. This is described in Salesian constitutional terms as
sanctification of self and the salvation of others: ‘Doing good to oneself thanks to the tenor of life
which is, as far as possible, similar to that of common life’ or proper to someone who enters ‘the
cloister,” ‘continuing in the midst of their ordinary occupations, in the bosom of their families and
living as though they were in fact in the Congregation,” as tertiaries who are different from the
‘ancient’ ones, and have ‘as their main aim the active life, practising charity to their neighbour and
especially youth at risk.’®

The way to cooperate. This is expressed through activities similar to those of the Salesian
Congregation with the addition of supporting it, including: 1. ‘Promoting novenas, triduums, retreats
and catechism lessons, especially in places, where material and moral means are lacking.” 2.
Given ‘the lack of vocations to the clerical state’ if able, they are ‘to take special care of those boys
and also adults who have the necessary moral qualities and attitude to study, thus giving a sign
they are called; this is also the purpose of the Work of Mary Help of Christians. 3. ‘Counteracting
irreligious press with good press, thanks to spreading good books, cards, printed sheets of any
kind.” 4. ‘Charity to youth at risk, bringing them together, instructing them in the Faith, bringing
them to sacred ceremonies, advising them of risks, taking them to where they can be instructed in
religion,” ‘themselves’ or ‘by means of others.’” There was an important addition: ‘Everything
recommended for boys at risk is also proposed for girls who find themselves in similar situations.’
5.Two other dimensions were included within apostolic charity: ‘prayer’ (including, we believe, the
prayer of suffering) and providing ‘material means where there is need after the example of the
early faithful who laid their goods at the feet of the Apostles to be used for widows, orphans and
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other serious needs.”®” The figure of the Cooperator at this point resembled the benefactor,
including it as a dimension by no means secondary to the others. On more than one occasion Don
Bosco sent, or had others send the Cooperators certificate to particular benefactors with reference
to the ‘tertiary’ description.

Constitution and government of the Association. The structure harked back essentially to the
Association for good works. It was a structure given more care and attention in the two texts in
1876/77. For example, the Association is always ‘humbly recommended to the benevolence and
protection of the Supreme Pontiff, the bishops, parish priests, but dependence ‘in everything to do
with religion®® was said to be ‘absolute’, i.e., no longer ‘absolute and unlimited.” Particular
importance is given in the Association to information and communication between the Superior and
members. A ‘bulletin or printed news sheet, will be provided. The meeting of members ‘on the day
of St Francis de Sales and the Feast of Mary Help of Christians’ ‘should contribute to
communications, motivation and formation,” encouraging one another in devotion to these
heavenly protectors, calling on their patronage so they may persevere in the works begun
according to the purpose of the Association.”®®

Particular obligations. The evolution of the text is interesting with regard both to the integration
of pecuniary tasks with communal spiritual aspects and the clarification of the first of these. The
Christian Union limited itself to one article: ‘The members are not bound to any annual
subscription. They are only invited to make an offering to support works promoted by the
Association.’”® The Association for good works was more explicit and developed: ‘1. Every member
will do what he can to promote and support the Association’s works with his own means or through
donations collected from charitable individuals. 2. Each year the members will make a donation of
L.1 [around 3 euro] for works promoted and to be promoted by the Association. These donations
will be addressed to the Superior or Decurions, Prefects, Rectors who will see that they get to him.
3. A collection will be taken up regularly at Conferences, especially the one for St Frances de
Sales. Whoever cannot be at this conference can see that his donation comes to the superior in
some other ways.””

Salesian Cooperators, in its first 1876 edition, broadened the horizon with an initial article which
spoke of fraternal communion among members of the Salesian Congregation and Cooperators.
Then it included in its entirety the first article of the Association for good works and proposed the
other two in modified form: ‘3. Cooperators have no financial obligations but will make a monthly or
annual donation which he charity of their hearts suggests. These donations will be addressed to
the Superior in support of works promoted by the Association. 4. There will be a regular collection
on the occasion of the Conferences on the Feast of Mary Help of Christians and St Francis de
sales. In places where members are not enough for a Decuria, and when someone cannot attend
the Conference, he will see that his donations arrives through the easiest and most secure way for
him.””2 Finally, the 1877 Salesian Cooperators, like the second 1876 edition, better reconciles the
two aspects, the spiritual and the financial, deriving from the first, which remained unaltered, the
send enriched under the banner of the believing fraternity.

‘So all members, just as they are all children of our Heavenly Father, all brothers in Jesus
Christ, will do what they can to promote and support the Association’s works with their own
material possessions or donations from charitable individuals.” Then there are copies of articles 3

67 Cooperatori salesiani..., 1877, pp. 30-31, OE XXVIII 368-369.

68 Cooperatori salesiani..., 1877, p. 9, OE XXVIII 263; cf. Associazione di opere buone..., p. 8, OE XXV
488.

69 Cooperatori salesiani..., 1877, p. 33, OE XXVIII 371.

70 Unione cristiana..., p. 5, OE XXV 407.

71 Associazione di opere buone..., pp. 10-11, OE XXV 490—491.

72 Cooperatori salesiani..., 1877, pp. 11-12, OE XXVIII 265-266.




and 4 of the earlier document, modified in the initial part: ‘at least two Conferences are held each
year, one on the feast of Mary Help of Christians, the other on St Francis de Sales Feast day. A
collection will be taken up at each Conference as in the earlier no. 3."

The Benefits —as previously, in the 1876 edition — consist of an abundant shower of indulgences
and special graces granted by the Pontiff and uninterrupted intense participation in the Salesians’
prayers as well as Masses and prayers offered daily in the Church of Mary Help of Christians in
Turin, suffrages for deceased Cooperators each year on the day following the feast of St Francis
de Sales, and prayers offered at time of illness and death.™

The Practice of piety were reduced to a few basics: yearly retreat, monthly exercise for a happy
death, frequenting the Sacraments of Confession and Communion, a daily Our Father and Hail
Mary to St Francis de Sales. But what Don Bosco asks for in article 1 is typical of his vital prayer
[‘actual’ meaning the ‘active’ prayer of St Catherine of Siena]:”® ‘No external work is prescribed for
Salesian Cooperators but so their life may be similar in some way to those living in a religious
community, it is recommended they be simple in dress, frugal at table, simple in home furnishing,
chaste in speech, exact in their duties of state, and that they see that people dependent on them
observe and keep Sundays holy.’”®

Don Bosco reminded them of these things in conferences, discussions, letters, circulars, along
with insistent references to the strict requirement of almsgiving. Programmes or written regulations
of a rough and scarcely elaborated kind were a threadbare cloth in which it was impossible to
adequately incorporate lived experience prior to institutionalisation, and even more so the
particularly rich experience of word and deed over the previous decade. In fact, the formulas
describing the relationship between personal sanctification and active involvement in charity in its
varied forms were rather approximate. They do not even appear to have touched on the lay
character of the spirituality of the non—clerical Cooperators, and as for Cooperator bishops, priests,
religious, while they were there in fact and by right, there was total written silence concerning them.

The model of life offered was a Salesian one, the Salesian priest; there was no mention of the
coadjutor, the Salesian lay man who was a full-time Religious with his own special lay manner of
living his consecration and mission in common with the priest. But the legal and spiritual
personality of the coadjutor was, at the time, perhaps even less determined than that of the
Cooperator, encouraging confusion in identifying two realities and their respective denomination.

5. The Salesian Bulletin

The problem of communication underwent an interesting evolution in the title Constitutions and
government of the Association. The Christian Union stated: ‘At the end of each year the Superior
will communicate to members the works which seem most in need of being promoted in the
coming year and at the same time will offer news of those called to eternal life over the past year
and will recommend them to everyone’s prayers.””” The Association for good works retained this
text but prefaced it with an additional duty: ‘Every month, members will be given information
through a bulletin or printed sheet on matters proposed or already completed.””® The Salesian
Cooperators adopted the text of the Association for good works in all editions, though less rigidly:
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‘Every three months or even more often, through a bulletin or printed sheet ...‘”° In fact it was
usually monthly.

By producing the Bollettino Salesiano (Salesian Bulletin), Don Bosco put in place a periodical
still around today in many editions.® He spoke of it publicly for the first time in the general
Conference on 6 February 1877, within the context of the Conferences of St Francis de Sales. In
reference to the Salesian Cooperators he said: ‘With regard to this we have decided to print a
Bulletin that will be like a newspaper for the Congregation, because there are many things that
need to be communicated to the aforesaid Cooperators. It will be a periodical bulletin, a bond
between the Cooperators and the Salesian confreres.”®' After a few months he foresaw that it
would be issued in July, as we can deduce from a letter to Fr Rua: ‘I am sending you a thousand
things among which the letter to be included with the Salesian Bulletin that you should attend to
quoad fieri potest so it can be issued next month. Send me the prints [proofs].’®? Later, he delayed
it by a month: ‘Given the delay with the Bolletino, | believe it would be better to start in August, and
in this sense | am sending the month of August for indulgences [meaning the list of indulgences
that can be gained in August].’®® Halfway through July, he wrote to Fr Lasagna: ‘Get many Salesian
Cooperators and send me their names so | can send them the monthly Bulletin we are beginning to
publish.”®* He wrote a note to Fr Barberis, who was at Lanzo on holidays with the novices in July
and August. The note read: ‘We need to get busy with the future number of the Salesian Bulletin.
So prepare Fr Cagliero’s letter for me which we have spoken about.’®® Fr Barberis returned to Turin
and ‘stayed there some days’ so he could ‘speak at length with Don Bosco.” He refers to this and
other days when he noted further on: ‘We spoke at length about the Bibliofilo Cattolico, how to
support it and how there was so much to do initially since there was no one in charge; it was in its
initial stages and it was good that D. Bosco himself gave the direction he wanted it to take. Just the
same it was essential to establish one. | hope [this is Don Bosco speaking] that we can soon have
Fr Bonetti at the Oratory and among other things can ask him to do this, regarding its
management. You need to keep thinking about letters from the missionaries etc. etc.’®

At the first General Chapter (1877) there was discussion of the Cooperators and the Bulletin,
dealing with the public identity of the Salesian at the same time. The Deliberations dedicated just
one article to the magazine. ‘The Salesian Bulletin is a bond of union between the Cooperators.
When a member becomes unworthy of becoming a Cooperator we cease to send him a Bulletin
without any other formalities.’”®” But it came up again in the Chapter in various discussions during
the afternoon session on 7 September.?® To the objection to the cost of sending it out free, the
minutes record: ‘It is to be noted that up to now, costs have been covered more than adequately
because nearly everyone receiving it has asked how much association [subscription] costs, and
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since it is sent without a fixed price they make a donation greater than what we would have asked
for; others give nothing but then send alms on occasions, through the year, or help the Oratory in
some way.’®

In November, Fr Bonetti left the job of running the college at Borgo S. Martino and took on the
role at the Oratory of ‘Prefect of the clergy’ with the job of editing the Bulletin. We also know this
from a letter in which Don Bosco ruminates about partial publication in the magazine of the
pastoral letters of his bishop friend at Vigevano: ‘Fr Bonetti will make a study of them to reproduce
their essential bits in the Bibliofilo.*

In fact, for the first four months of its life, the magazine came out under the name Bibliofilo
Cattolico o Bollettino Salesiano mensuale (Catholic book lover or monthly Salesian Bulletin). The
Bibliofilo Cattolico was a simple list in small format printed by the Salesian Press and Bookshop. It
began in 1875 and ran to four issues. The first came out as “Year Ill. No. 5. August 1877." It was
twelve pages all up, and content mirrored the double heading with the following sections: To
Salesian Cooperators, About the Cooperators, Letters from Salesian Missionaries in South
America, Various Matters, First trials of some Cooperators, Special indulgences for August, the
College and boarding at Valsalice near Turin, Schedule. These were followed by concluding pages,
three filled with a catalogue of books, the first page all Small works by Fr John Bosco.®" There were
two instalments of the September issue. The first continued the series from the August as ‘Year lIl.
No. 6. September 1877’ with the following articles: History of the Salesian Cooperators, Brief
biography of missionary priest John Baptist Baccino by Fr J. Barberis, Graces obtained through the
intercession of Mary Help of Christians. They were followed by pages of advertisements for books,
preceded by indulgences Cooperators could gain in September. The second instalment opened the
new series of years and months noted as ‘Year I, No. 1., September 1877. As with the preceding
issue it gave the address as Via Cottolengo, No. 32, Turin. This instalment was of four pages only,
with just the first three articles from the August issue but only included the first of the three letters
from South America. The indulgences were still the ones shown in the August issue. From October,
the magazine continued the monthly series excepting August: 1, 2, 3, 4, from September to
December. Up until 1881 included, each issue’s pages were numbered in their own right. From
1882, the numbering was continuous from January to December. The number of pages for each
issue went from a minimum of 8 to a maximum of 20.%

The magazine’s function and stance were described in the editorial for the first issue. These
were in harmony with the nature and activity of the Cooperator. It ended with the implicit adoption
of a stance confirming Don Bosco’s prudent or wary approach to the political arena and also to the
militant Catholic movement in the second half of the 19th Century: ‘Since we stand outside politics,
we keep ourselves constantly at a distance from anything that could be dependent on someone in
constituted authority, civil, or ecclesiastical. Our stance will be unalterably as follows: leave us to
care for poor and abandoned youngsters and we will make every effort to do all the good we can
for them because by doing so we believe we can contribute to good behaviour and civilisation.’®®
Further on, it also touched on the topic of the Cooperator as a ‘tertiary’, expressed through ‘works
of charity carried out on behalf of any class of individual under the banner of any need that
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presents itself,” but especially ‘young people’ since, it specified, ‘the education of abandoned youth
in these times is a need that embraces all other needs.**

From January 1878, the title Bollettino Salesiano was used exclusively. One of the principal
means for animation and to provide cohesiveness beginning with January 1879, was the Letter
from Fr John Bosco to Salesian Cooperators at the beginning of each year. The letter informed
Cooperators of work carried out the previous year and other work planned for the coming year as
well as urgent needs and possibilities for helping with material aid. The magazine was the normal
way of advertising the lotteries with traditional pressure on Cooperators to buy and distribute
tickets, or promoter subscription to the Catholic Readings on the Biblioteca della gioventu italiana
(Library of Italian Youth). One of the aims of the Cooperators Union was to spread good press.®

Each booklet advertised the missions through direct and detailed information. It was the
privileged topic of the Bulletin, with uninterrupted insistence on the urgent need for financial aid as
well as furnishings religious items and the like. There was no lack of advice on being vigilant with
regard to Protestant proselytism, corruption of mores, irreligious and immoral press, all of which
were specifically harmful to young people.

This Salesian magazine was sent to all likely benefactors and potential Cooperators. It
suggested 3 lire [10 euro] as a likely annual amount to cover the cost of printing and mailing.
However, every now and then the magazine issued a notice saying this was not a subscription cost
and that no contribution was obligatory. It was simply a suggestion for whoever could and freely
wanted to.%

Don Bosco offered interesting details at the Third General Chapter in 1883 on the relationship of
identity and distinction between Cooperators, benefactors and the usual recipients of the
magazine: a rule to guide the pious Society of Salesian Cooperators. He prefaced it by saying:
‘One group are Salesian Cooperators who are our benefactors. Another group are subscribers to
the Bulletin as a magazine. The Bulletin is only a means of communicating our work and binding
good Christians together with one spirit and aim. It should not be thought of only as a magazine for
spreading the truth etc., etc., and news. Charitable people today almost do not know what to do
with their wealth for pious works, for political reasons. So the purpose of our Bulletin is to make our
work known so that, God willing, they can help Salesian works. Do not promote it as a magazine.
1. Promote the two Conferences where we take up a collection and they can spend alms. 2. Make
the purpose of the Cooperators known: to help with catechism lessons, foster good press, send
[youngsters] to good religious colleges. It does not matter to us whether or not we receive 10 lire
[30 euro] more or less, but acting for the greater glory of God is what matters. If those who govern
us do not get in our way, the Bulletin will become a power not in itself but for the people it will bring
together.”’

For almost a century, the Salesian Bulletin seems to have remained faithful to the original
intentions, even though the link with the Cooperators underwent gradual change. An indication of
this is the change to the subtitle which occurred in the early 1900s. Until 1903 the ‘bulletin’ or news
sheet came out in the ltalian edition simply as Bollettino Salesiano. From January 1904, the
obvious connection with the Cooperators was specified by calling it a Periodico [from 1915
‘mensile’ or monthly was added] della Pia Unione dei Cooperatiori Salesiani di Don Bosco (Monthly
Magazine of the Pious Union of Salesian Cooperators of Don Bosco). From 1923, the subtitle
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became Monthly Magazine for the Cooperators of Don Bosco’s Works and Missions. From 1946 it
came out in two different editions, one on the 1st and the other on the 15th of each month, both
bearing the Subtitle Periodico quindicinale delle Opere e Missioni di S. Giovanni Bosco [Fortnightly
Magazine of St John Bosco’s Works and Missions]: the first issue added the words Edition for
Salesian Cooperators, while the other read for Very Reverend Diocesan Directors and Decurions.
From January 1957 to February 1972 the first issue for each month took on a new subtitle Organo
dei Coopatori Salesiani or Chief means of communicating for Salesian Cooperators, a subtitle that
became common to both monthly issues from January 1965 to April 1967 (the 15th of the month
issue from 15 May 1967 was subtitled Edition for Leaders and from June—July 1972 Edition for
leaders of the Cooperators. In the final 30 years of the 20th century, the specific link [to the Co—
operartors was ignored in a series of rapid changes: from 15 March 1972, the subtitle became:
Organo della Famiglia Salesiana, or Chief means of communication with the Salesian Family. And
from 1976, Rivista della Famiglia Salesiana or Salesian Family magazine. Soon after, there were
the following additions: founded by St John Bosco, which then became Magazine founded by Don
Bosco [then St John Bosco] subtitled Fortnightly [then, monthly] of information and religious
culture. Added, from 1982: published by the Salesian Congregation of St John Bosco.

6. The Salesian Cooperator in word and deed

From the wealth of material available, we know that the reality of the Cooperator was richer and
more concrete than what can be deduced from the simple Rule. Essential additions to the
Cooperator’s identity and the significance of his or her activity were provided by explicit or implicit
factors mentioned at Conferences or in talks Don Bosco gave, many of them in the final decade.
Cooperator benefactors were the privileged recipients, but also individuals involved in a whole
range of apostolic initiatives either on their own or as part of ever wider Church circles. Material
charity, alms, about which there was only minimal regulatory indication, became more extensive in
word and deed and his appeals to Cooperator benefactors became ever more insistent and
demanding.

At the first solemn conference held in Rome on 29 January 1878, Don Bosco dedicated most of
his address precisely to sketching a complete profile of the Salesian Cooperator. He did it not with
definitions or abstract descriptions but by recalling their history since 1841. Appearing in this was
the considerable crowd of clerics, ladies, gentlemen who had contributed to the work of the
oratories as helpers and promoters in a whole range of ways and means from teaching Catechism
to providing financial support.®® The address he gave at San Benigno Canavese on 4 June 1880
along the same lines could be regarded as typical. He said that the Cooperators ‘are like another
arm with their prayers, assistance as a group, financial aid, working with the Head and other
members [= arms and legs] of the Salesian Congregation.®

Don Bosco extended their room for action in a brief meeting to French pilgrims on their way to
Rome who made a stopover at Valdocco on 15 December 1881. They were interested in Salesian
works and wanted to bring similar initiatives into their areas on behalf of abandoned youth. ‘Well
then’ Don Bosco said in reference to this, ‘nothing is preventing you from being Salesian
Cooperators. You are already doing the work and only lack the title and formal association in order
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to enjoy the indulgences and communion of good that is achieved.” ‘All you need do is show your
desire for this; you then only need to provide your name and home address.’'® The extension of
typical tasks was repeated in Turin on the vigil of the external festivities for Mary Help of Christians
on 1 June 1885. Don Bosco ('His appearance was that of a man who was tired and his voice was
somewhat feeble’) began replying to the question ‘What does it mean to be a Salesian Cooperator:
‘Being a Salesian Cooperator means supporting, along with others, a work founded under the
auspices of St Francis de Sales, whose purpose is to help the Church in its most urgent needs; it
means promoting a work that has been very much recommended by the Holy Father because it
educates youth to virtue, leading them to Sanctuary; because it has as its chief purpose instructing
youth who are today the target of evil doers; because through its colleges, hospices, festive
oratories and in families in the world it promotes, | say, love for religion, good behaviour, prayer,
going to the sacraments, and so on.” He then went on to speak of the main works currently in
place.'

The Association has a specific field of operation identical to that of the Salesians and Daughters
of Mary Help of Christians, including outside their institutions in every civil and ecclesial context
asked of it: sharing active charity on behalf of youth in society and in the Church. They were the
educators and collaborators of works who were members of Religious Institutes, Salesian
Cooperators, even when they were not directly helping the Salesians and the Sisters but applied
themselves to similar activities in the same spirit. The range of approaches he proposed very
realistically to Cooperators in Turin at a conference on 23 May 1879, for example, was huge:
‘Instilling love of virtue and horror for vice in the hearts of boys and girls in your families,
neighbours’ families and those of relatives, acquaintances and friends.’ It, ‘some immature young
girl runs the risk of not being upright and you take care to remove her from that and get her out of
the clutches of ravenous wolves in time;" if ‘you know that families have boys and girls to be
educated or put to work, open your eyes wide and do something, suggest, advise, encourage them
to be placed in colleges or workshops where they are also skilfully taught the fear of God, and
where good mores are flourishing.” ‘Let Catholic news sheets and books enter your homes,” ‘see
that as many people as you can get a chance to read them.’ ‘When you come to know that a young
girl cannot be saved from ruin unless she is placed in some shelter make sure you do something
about it.” And finally, ‘the ones | recommend most to you are good—natured youngsters who love
their practices of piety and show every hope of being called to the clerical state.’*??

Other practical indications were given to the Cooperators in Turin at the conference on 31 May
1883, the evening of the day he returned from France after a lengthy stay in Paris: ‘Send the
children to catechism, help parish priests to instruct them and assist them in Church, or even teach
them yourselves at home.’” ‘Remove bad books from them if they have them and give them good
ones.” ‘Remove them from bad companions or other dangerous bad habits.” ‘Choose colleges,
institutes that do not neglect the soul. Do not ban Religion and its practices, colleges and institutes
that impart the wisdom of the holy fear of God along with other knowledge.’” “Take special care of
those boys, yours or of others,” who show ‘an inclination to the religious or clerical state.

In order to fire up or strengthen and renew practical charity, spiritual uplifting and apostolic
effort were also looked to. The Salesian Bulletin was full of reminders of feasts to be celebrated
and conferences held on dates indicated in the Regulations: St Francis de Sales on 29 January
and Mary Help of Christians on 24 May. News of what had been done by various groups in many
different areas was provided in other months. Conferences on 29 January began with reading a
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passage from the life of a Saint, sometimes of Jane de Chantal if the conference was for female
Cooperators. They were often preceded by Mass with confession and communion, suggestions for
imitating the virtues of a Saint, a model of affective and effective love.’™ A similar setup but of
increased intensity especially in Turin and the more significant Salesian works was provided for the
Feast of Mary Help of Christians. It was prepared for with sermonettes during May and the
Novena, with a reminder of classical means: increased devotion to Mary and Jesus in the
sacrament of the altar, saying of the rosary, approaching the Sacraments of Penance and
Eucharist. Celebrations of the vigil and the day, the procession and two different conferences not
far apart for the men and the women Cooperators were the culmination of festivities.'®

7. Financial support and the strict requirement of almsgiving

A friend and Cooperator, State official Carlo Canton, whom the reader already knows of, summed
up the purpose of whoever joined ‘Salesian Cooperation’ in a brief sentence in a news item he sent
to the Apologista Cattolico from Monrega; ‘Coming to Don Bosco’s aid morally and materially in
the works he is undertaking.”'® Undoubtedly, in the historical reality, material cooperation was seen
to be much more evident than was laid down by the Regulations. Don Bosco openly matched the
terms Cooperator and benefactor in many ways. Cooperators, he said at Sampierdarena on 5 May
1880, while not able to live the life of the Salesians [Religious] ‘can nonetheless benefit from this
life through prayer and material aid.”'” When asking for a postal reduction for the Bulletin in areas
belonging to the Austro—Hungarian Empire, Don Bosco spoke of ‘a Pious Society called Salesian
Cooperators which ... has as its purpose to aid the very many civil and religious works through
moral and financial means.”"®
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Material support was, as he kept reminding them in the Bulletin, one of the ‘essential
requirements’ for being a Cooperator.’® Sometimes, Don Bosco spoke of it with a realism
bordering on the ironic or the humorous. He was pressed by very real needs of boys with a healthy
appetite and the legitimate insistence of the suppliers he owed money to. In a conference he gave
Cooperators at the oratory in Marseilles, after giving a rapid overview of Salesian works in France
he said: ‘Now we come to the real, practical issue of satisfying creditors who are not happy with
mere words,” ‘we need to find the money to satisfy them.’” ‘Prayers are not enough; they go
together with works. And not just creditors; not even our boys are satisfied with prayers. They eat
bread, lots of it, and no matter what we do or say to get them out of this habit they don’t want to
know about it, not even for a day. It is not delicacies they want but enough bread and soup to fill
them up, that’s the food they want and which we must give them.”""® Don Bosco was not sparing in
quotations to touch Cooperators’ hearts and purses regarding the boys’ appetites. ‘Finally,” he
confided to past pupils at Valdocco on 24 June 1883 ‘as you know | was in Paris and spoke in
various churches to plead the cause of our works and, let’s be frank, to receive money to provide
bread and soup for our boys who never lose their appetite.”" ‘It is consoling’ he said in his address
to Cooperators at Marseilles on March 17, 1884 ‘to see the good results obtained at S. Leone; very
consoling, then, to observe how good the student’s behaviour is and how healthy they are. They all
have an excellent appetite and it is a pleasure to see them eat, though later we see the bills that
have to be paid to the baker.”""?

Don Bosco thought of the Cooperators as his guarantee, even on a financial level. Perhaps, he
said and then resolved his doubt, someone might say ‘But with so many works to worry about D.
Bosco will end up bankrupt. No sir, we will not go bankrupt; we have not so far and we will not in
the future. Divine Providence has guaranteed it as also has the charity of our Cooperators.’' On
the other hand, providing material charity was also an essential requisite for the Cooperator to be a
good Christian. It was a consequence of the precise notion Don Bosco had of the human condition
where it concerned possessions and use of material goods in a society made up of rich and poor in
God’s providential plan."™ There was a salvific mutual support between them both. Both were
bound to observe the commandment of love in the inequality of their condition: ‘God made the poor
person so he could earn heaven through resignation and patience; but he made the wealthy
person so he could be saved through charity and almsgiving.”"® Eugene Ceria notes in reference
especially to the many conferences in Italy and France: ‘No saint spent so much of his energy and
time persuading people in public and private that almsgiving is a duty, a serious duty, and not
almsgiving of measured amounts determined by selfishness, but as far as one’s means allowed."®

Don Bosco followed a doctrine whereby almsgiving was not only an act of charity and
generosity but a strict obligation of distributive justice with clear social impact. At a conference held
at Casale Monferrato on 17 November 1881, the discussion on almsgiving was presented in a very
severe way from the point of view of current moral theology."” Don Bosco himself acknowledged
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that his position was strictly inspired in a conference he gave in Genoa on 30 March 1882."® He
proposed similarly serious reflection in the already mentioned conference to female cooperators in
Turin on 23 May 1879, even though they had been generous to the oratories for years. After
reminding them of various initiatives to help youngsters, and the costs these incurred, he
stigmatised ‘the blindness of many individuals today. They squander money on pleasure trips,
expensive furniture, carriages and horses, costly celebrations,” and ‘we are dealing with giving
alms, making an offering to put up or improve God’s house, to build a shelter for the orphaned or
abandoned, to provide food and clothing for a poor boy, to give the Church another priest, ah! Then
hear the thousand excuses they have ready.’” ‘They are unable to support the most useful
institutions and works of religion and Society.” But he did finish off with reassuring words; ‘I do not
intend to cause you scruples and teach you that you should not live according to your state and
your own circumstances; | only want to say and instil in you that you do not allow the great plague,
the great scourge of luxury, small or great to enter your hears and homes."""®

This was supported by the Bulletin. The editor, Fr Bonetti — who loved to expand somewhat —
intervened with two significant articles on ‘good use’ of the ‘power’ that is money. ‘it is clear’ he
wrote ‘that employing at least part of our temporal goods for the greater glory of God and the relief
of the poor, is not just advice but a precept, and that one’s eternal salvation depends on its
observance.”?® 'The general rule should be this: do for good what wicked people do for evil. Some
people spend endlessly to spread irreligious and immoral papers, books, and promote
associations, or schools without Jesus Christ, building brothels and theatres or setting up Masonic
Lodges. This is money that should have found generous response from good people to help
initiatives aimed at the victory of good.”"*'

8. The promised temporal and eternal reward

Don Bosco was able to be so austere because, in line with his spirituality of the Last Things, he
knew how to keep things wisely in proportion, or better, because he knew the immeasurable
distance between the temporal and the eternal. He was completely familiar with the gospel’s ‘What
does it profit a man to win the entire world if he loses or ruins himself?’ Eternal salvation was truly
the one thing necessary. He spoke of this at the end of the first conference to Cooperators in Turin
on 16 May 1878, believing his own gratitude was too little recompense for their good works. ‘I will
leave the Lord to thank you for it,’ he said. 'Yes, he often said that he considers done to himself
what we do for our neighbour. On the other hand it is certain that there is greater merit attached to
charity that is not just corporal but also has a spiritual purpose. | would like to say that not only
does it have greater merit but also divine merit. The Holy Father agrees in repeating the saying of
St Denis: “Divinorum divinissimum est cooperari Deo in salute animarum.” They explain this
passage with St Augustine who says that this divine work is an absolute pledge of one’s
predestination: animarum salvasti, animarm tuam praedestinati. Well then, by coming to the aid of
the great good indicated, you can be sure that you are saving your own souls.’?

However, in accordance with the mentality of his benefactor, he did not fail also to stress the
temporal goods that Providence generally bestows on someone who is generous to the poor and
weak, ones especially loved by God. This double motive was developed over many addresses
beginning with the typical sermon de charité he gave in Nice on 12 March 1877. It can be
considered as the model for similar addresses he gave in the years to follow. Among other things
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Don Bosco reviewed, checked and corrected the written text on a number of occasions. The third
part of the address — after the two points on the History and Purpose of this Institute — was
dedicated to Reward as a reminder above all of what God will say at the end of their lives on earth
to all who have done something for him in the person of the poor: ‘Come O blessed of my
Heavenly Father.’ But he hastened to add: ‘But God the Father of kindness, knowing that our spirit
is willing and our flesh so weak, wants our charity to reap a hundredfold even in this life.” He listed
a number of expressions of this.'* The reward was reserved for whoever gave abundantly to the
world of the poor while looking after his earthly interests. Punishment, instead, would inexorably
descend upon those who were inordinately attached to their wealth and ignored the poor, closing
themselves within their gilded castles. In the previously cited address in Genoa he said: ‘It is
necessary for them to hear the terrible words of Jesus Christ: and the rich man died and was
buried in hell: mortuus est dives, et sepultus est in inferno. Instead | am reminding you of the
beautiful promises God makes to the one who is charitable, makes good use of his possessions,
promotes and supports works of charity. Give and it will be given unto you says the Lord. Date et
dabitur vobis. And what will he give you? A hundredfold in this world and eternal life in the next:
Centuplum accipietis et vitam aeternam possidebitis.”'**

On a number of occasions he also warned that punishment would be anticipated in time. In
decades and places where he felt the social climate was more troubled he did not fail to suggest to
people of wealth that a violent future possibly lay ahead as a salutary encouragement to charitable
foresight. He told his listeners he could see that young people who were poor and abandoned, if
not helped in time were destined to be aggressive delinquents, and this could place the safety of
their possessions and the lives of the ungenerous wealthy people at risk. These were the potential
‘purse snatchers’,'® or young people ‘close to being nuisances to citizens and causing trouble for
public authorities,”'® or again ‘boys who are lost, without education and religion, most of whom will
become the scourge of society, and perhaps not a few, will end up cursing their Creator in
prison.?” He dared present some of the most dire and fearful predictions at Lucca in 1882,
Guillotiére in Lyons in 1883 and Barcelona in 1886.'%

9. A community united by active faith, gratitude and friendship

Don Bosco certainly did not think that Community and communion could be created only by rules
and speeches. The prescribed meetings were certainly a means of bringing the Cooperators
Association together, but Salesian fraternity was created above all by personal relationships of
attention, gratitude, faith sharing, prayers and works. In a postscript to a letter on 4 December
1875 to Fr Cagliero in Argentina he wrote: ‘It is understood that every time | write | always include
special greetings for Dr [Fr] Ceccarelli, Benitez, Espinosa etc. etc.”'*The reminder was especially
heartfelt in the case of the elderly Mr Benitez, a wonderful Christian and generous supporter of
pious works. ‘Tell Mr Benitez,” he wrote to his Vicar in America ‘that | thank him for the kindness he
shows us. | would like so much to see him and if | never have this pleasure on earth, from now |
am selling up the appropriate appointment in Heaven. Amen.’'*°
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He was giving more and more room to a true spirituality for the well-to—do and wealthy in the
light of social charity, especially in the field of education. He wrote of it with particular intensity to
the most active Cooperators in America. He wanted Urguayan Mrs Jackson to personally
understand the social spread of charity she had carried out through her translation work and by
printing some of his publications, and by making it possible for the Daughters of Mary Help of
Christians to be established in Uruguay: ‘The souls these books will win over to the Lord’ he
assured her, ‘will serve to increase the dowry of good works and the crown of glory that the angels
have already prepared for you in heaven.” ‘Founding an educational Institute in a country means
doing a significant act of charity for all classes of citizens living there now and all who will live there
after us.”™®" He presented an identical idea a few days later to confreres at San Vincenzo in Buenos
Aires: ‘Experience has convinced us that this is the only way to sustain civil society: by taking care
of poor children.” ‘Those who perhaps go and populate the prisons and would forever be the
scourge of civil society become good Christians, upright citizens the glory of the place they live in,
an honour to the family they belong to, earning their bread honestly by sweat and work.’" His
letter to members of the Confraternity of the Misericordia (Our Lady of Mercy ) was a hymn to
charity which was heartfelt, clear, overflowing with affection and united Cooperator benefactors
with the Salesians. Salesians who had embarked for Buenos Aires and left everything had found in
them ‘friends, generous Christians who made them welcome with exemplary kindness, offered
them lodging, a church and bread; they offered them the possibility of commencing their sacred
ministry.” He asked on behalf of those arriving in the third expedition: ‘Continue to show them the
same charity and kindness. Put up with their faults, give them good advice, and think of the
assistance and bread you give them as something you are giving the humble writer whom you call
“father” and to whom you sign yourselves with the sweet name of “children”. | want these words of
affection, esteem, gratitude and thanks that | have given you to also be passed on to your friends
and all who are doing good for the Salesians in whatever way.'*®* Later, in a letter to Fr
Costamagna, he asked him to give them his fond greetings, a request for prayers, ‘an appointment
for paradise’ and ‘woe to the one who is not there!'"**

In the 1880s, burdened with new tasks, first of which was building the Sacred Heart Church in
Rome, in his family—style letters he turned above all to the Cooperators in Europe to ennoble
charity. He was more regular in writing to the most generous families in those final years: the
Quisard family in Lyons (22 letters) Mademoiselle Claire Louvet from Aire (58 letters) the Colle
husband and wife team from Toulon (76 letters). Colle, a lawyer, was made a Roman Count by Leo
Xl in 1882, in recognition of his exceptional charity which would be in the millions of euro by
today’s standards. Don Bosco was not only the promoter of charity whom they acknowledged but
also their spiritual director guiding them on a path to happy and active Christianity. An example of
the intensity of his words to Louvet: ‘| will have the consolation of saying Mass exclusively for you;
for you, your health, your holiness, your perseverance on the road to paradise, and all this to give
you at least some recompense for the charity you do and the help you give our works.’"* There
were other similar comments before and after this one: “Your good work,” ‘your generous offering,’
‘your charitable offerings,” ‘your charity,’ ‘a providential mother for us and our works, ‘charity
personified. '*
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Then there was his relationship of complete trust with Count Fleury, Louis Antoine Colle (1822—
88), who was decorated with the medal of St Gregory the Great and who called himself
‘Commandeur’ because he was fully available to be ‘commanded by Don Bosco,” awaiting orders
from his ‘boss’, Don Bosco. He was quasi—administrator, delegate of Don Bosco’s multinational
charity business. At a certain point Don Bosco said: ‘But why can’t we find similar benefactors in
Italy? ... The reason is clear. There is only one Count Colle in France and Italy and we thank the
good God a thousand times over that Count and Countess Colle are alive to help us, support us,
and sustain us in our difficulties. May God preserve you both in good health for a long time and
grant you the grace to spend many happy years in recompense for your charity on earth and,
finally, in the next life for true reward, the great reward of Paradise where | fully trust we can find
ourselves with Jesus, Mary, and our dear Louis, to converse eternally with God.”™*’

He remained close to his Cooperators as he did with the Salesians, also during the years
approaching the end of his earthly journey. He promised prayers for and presented other needs to
Count Eugenio De Maistre who had brought him a sum of 6,000 lire [21,746 euro] on behalf of his
elderly aunt: ’All our missionaries, all our two hundred and fifty thousand orphans will pray that God
will recompense you all greatly here on earth and in eternity. On this occasion | must carry out a
duty of mine which is to thank you for the charity you do for the whole Salesian Congregation and
their pupils in many situations At this moment we feel the greatness of your favours for the straits
we are in and for the multitude of orphans incessantly asking for salvation on all sides. God bless
you Count Eugenio, and may the Virgin protect you and all your family, guide them, all constantly
on the path of virtue all the way to Paradise, along with you and this poor writer.’"*

He replied to one woman who was asking prayers for various sick individuals: ‘We will pray and
get others to pray’ adding: ‘Il recommend you note that God often said “Give and it will be given to
you” and faith without works is dead.”"*) ‘The Lord assures us of a hundredfold also in this life,” he
reminded someone who had donated 500 lire [1,846 euro], and to another who had thrown ‘a little
water on arid land’'* by donating 600 lire [2,215 euro]. In January 1885 there was a circular to
Cooperators in Paris inviting them to support the Patronage Saint—Pierre opened in France’s
Capital. He ended with his habitual line: ‘| assure you that | will pray every day and will get our
boys to pray at the altar of Mary Help of Christians so she will gather you and your families under
her mantle; that she will protect and bless you in body and soul in this life and finally that she will
obtain from her Divine Son Jesus the grace that you receive the reward of your charity in
heaven.”'*' More personalised was the letter to Cooperators at San Nicolas de los Arroyos, close to
the Salesians in the city. ‘I know you help them’ he told them ‘and the little they have already done
is due to your charity. Continue your work.’*?

His crusade of charity would only come to an end with the end of his own life."*
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Chapter 23

A builder of live, vital youth communities (1870-77)

1870 Past pupils at Valdocco gain visibility as a group.
1875 29 January: Fr Luigi Guanella enters the Oratory.
1876 10 February: opening of classes at Villecrosia;

6 August: meeting politicians from the Left at Lanzo;

Autumn: commences management of elementary classes at Ariccia and lower
secondary classes at Albano;

10/19 November: classes begin at Trinita di Mondovi.

1877 Autumn: double commitment at Magliano Sabina.

The spread of youth works, founding a female Religious Institute, legal consolidation of the male
branch, geographical extension of the works, establishment of the Work of Mary Help of Christians
for vocations to the clerical state, the practical and spiritual organisation of the Cooperators, and
inter—diocesan disputes — none of these distracted Don Bosco from the first and principal aim of
the mission: the human and Christian education of young people and the spiritual formation of
those dedicated to them, bound by special consecration to God.

The events and chronologies offer us a man ‘completely consecrated’ as the preventive system
required, both to young people and those who form them, in response to his original passion as a
priest for the young and his consequent concern as founder to achieve the same aim: salvation,
sanctification. The two chapters to follow are dedicated to these and cover the salient moments of
Don Bosco’s activity over the three years from 1875-77.

1. The spread of works in 1876

1876 marked the establishment of new works, all in Italy. The first opened on 10 February and still
continues today, in Vallecrosia near Bordighera on the extreme western edge of the Ligurian
riviera. Others were added in late autumn but were of limited duration: very brief at Ariccia, Albano
and Trinita di Mondovi; longer at Magliano Sabina.

Reasons for the requests were not all equal, and motives for accepting them were profoundly
different: tactical in some cases, substantial in others. Don Bosco was personally involved in them
all, but with clear predilection for Vallecrosia, which brought him back to the popular and anti—
protestant involvement of the first two decades of his priestly activity.

1.1 In defence of the Catholic faith: Vallecrosia



In his letter to Fr Rua in November 1875, telling him he had to go to Nice, Don Bosco informed
him that he would be stopping at Ventimiglia on his return." He was even more explicit in a letter
the same day from Nice to his friend Count Eugenio De Maistre: as well as Nice he would be
opening another work ‘among the Protestants who are causing a mess in Bordighera.’?’He wrote
again to Fr Rua from Nice: ‘The day after tomorrow | will go to Ventimiglia and will see what can be
done for Bordighera.”*At Ventimiglia he met the Bishop, Lorenzo Giovanni Biale (1785-1877), who
was concerned about Protestant proselytism, the Waldensians and Evangelicals who were
particularly active in the Vallecrosia plains, a coastal strip about 4 kilometres long between
Bordighera and Ventimiglia [Nice was an error], the former Vallecrosia alta (Upper). Already in the
early 1870s the bishop had expressed his concerns to Pius IX about the way Protestants lured
youth to their schools. The Pope sent a letter deploring the situation and encouraging him, offering
to motivate others to help support the bishop’s plan to counter their schools with schools of his
own.*

In 1875 Bishop Biale used Fr Cerruti’'s mediation to get through to Don Bosco. Writing to the
Rector at Alassio on 23 February 1875, he said: ‘It is certain that a city will soon arise on the plains
between Ventimiglia and Bordighera. This can easily be argued from the fabulous prices people
are paying for land, the luxurious dwellings and other more modest ones suddenly springing up,
the Hétels already filled with upper class people from England, France and Germany holidaying in
this delightful spot.” He also told him he had bought land there to build a church and school to
counter ones built by the Protestants very close by.®

It was an attractive invitation for Don Bosco. It meant continuing elsewhere the battle begun in
Turin with the St Aloysius oratory and by his writings. It would need to develop in Vallecrosia in the
area of popular education for boys and girls and through pastoral, catechetical and sacramental
activity by setting up a public church. He quickly accepted the free and generous offer: the diocese
had scant means and priests. Don Bosco quickly mobilised the Salesians, and, as we have seen,
the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians.® He informed the rectors of the imminent
commencement, as well as the Valdocco community during the public afternoon conference on 3
February 1876, one of the usual series of St Francis de Sales Conferences.’

A week later, a Salesian priest and two novices, one a cleric, the other a layman, and three
Daughters of Mary Help of Christians went there. ® ‘The day before yesterday (10 February) the
two small houses at Ventimiglia were opened. Fr Cibrario as Rector, Cerruti as teacher, Martino as
majordomo,” Don Bosco told Fr Cagliero.® They began immediately among poor buildings and with
whatever money they could find, setting up elementary classes, two oratories — one for boys, one
for girls — and religious ceremonies in a narrow, bare chapel. A few days later Don Bosco sent a
letter of encouragement from Nice for a ‘very difficult’ work of humble beginnings. He addressed it
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to the Rector ‘leading the small caravan which must become a tidy army with the Lord’s blessing.’"
Ten days later he established a meeting at Ventimiglia for 2 March with the bishop ‘to take orders
and see what must be done.”"" During the visit to Vallecrosia on 2 and 3 March he saw the need to
build a church and on either side a house for the Salesians and the Sisters with respective
classrooms, a dream that would be realised at the beginning of the 1880s. But Don Bosco told Fr
Cagliero optimistically: “The house near Bordighera has begun very well. They have already taken
ia hundred girls and as many boys from the jaws of the Protestants. Their church has had a
congregation of four for the last two Sundays. The whole population is going to Fr Cibrario. The
anger is all directed at Don Bosco who is there above all to disturb consciences. They are right.’*?

He returned a couple of times to Ventimiglia to support, consolidate and improve.™ In years that
followed, in the general report on the various works he gave during the St Francis de Sales
Conferences, Fr Rua told the rectors and Salesians at Valdocco, the professed, novices and
aspirants about Vallecrosia. He spoke of the poor, bare rooms, the poverty of the two small
Salesian communities, the generosity of the people, the huge numbers flocking to the boys’ and
girls’ schools and the massive desertion from the Protestants’ schools.™

In March 1878, before attending an audience with the new Pope, Leo XlII, Don Bosco sought to
prepare him favourably with a letter on the works recently begun. With reference to Vallecrosia he
stressed the efforts of the Protestants and the rapid decline of their schools and gatherings but
also the encouragement and material help provided by Pius IX in previous years, his intention to
buy land on which to build a larger, more adequate classrooms and a church ‘in order to provide
regularly and decently for Catholic worship.” He stressed the fact ‘the Pontiff (Pius IX] was
generous in aiding us in the most serious needs’ and that ‘these works aimed at sustaining the
faithful in their faith’ had no ‘means of supporting themselves,’ therefore they were ‘truly at risk of
collapsing and not achieving their aim. Which is why | humbly recommend them to the charity of
Your Holiness who is our universal father, and for the support of Catholics at risk.’*®

He also provided a brief history of the work in Vallecrosia at the Cooperators Conference in
Turin on 16 May 1878. He linked it with the anti—protestant campaign begun with the St Aloysius
oratory in 1847, then later pursued at Sampierdarena, Nice, La Spezia, and with problems created
by spurious forms of freedom. Heresy, he noted, ‘is creating destruction in Catholic countries and
spreading, along with the spread of freedom in the political world. There are always sad
consequences when evil is given open licence to operate under the banner of freedom, and
meanwhile the work of good people is hindered.” He went on to suggest that Protestant proselytism
had achieved easy conquests in a rapidly increasing population through its churches and schools.
The Salesians and Sisters had quickly reversed the situation: ‘The Protestant schools have
completely closed down’ and those who had ‘begun attending the Protestant church ... had
abandoned a place that was about to become the centre of heresy in Liguria.’*®

On 8 November 1878, Don Bosco asked the Rector, who was busy buying land for improving
the work: ‘How are you off for money? Is the land you were dreaming of large enough for your
needs?’'” The question of the usefulness of this work, always in terms of its anti—protestant value,
returned in a letter he wrote to the Secretary of State in Rome, Cardinal Nina, on 12 March 1879.
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Nina was also Protector of the Salesian Society from the 24th of that month.™ It was a new
opportunity for listing the most recent works, all involved, according to the writer, in the same battle
against heresy and ‘irreligion’ which had begun with the St Aloysius Oratory in Turin: La Spezia,
Vallecrosia, the St Leo Hospice at Marseilles, the agricultural schools at St. Cyr and Navarre, and
establishments in Nice, Sampierdarena, Lucca, Montevideo, Buenos Aires. The request for
material aid and advice was inevitable for ‘churches and hospices’ which needed to be built in
“Turin, La Spezia, Ventimiglia.””®In spring 1879 he was given a free grant of land thanks to the
generous Migone family from Genoa, to build a church and a better building for classes.?

He had the full support of the new Bishop of Ventimiglia, Bl. Tommaso Reggio (1818—1901) who
had been Coadjutor with right of succession to Bishop Biale from 20 March 1877. He became
Archbishop of Genoa in 1892. Sensitive to social problems he was already a promoter of Catholic
worker societies in Genoa, and on 12 June 1879 he sent out a circular to invite the faithful of the
diocese to give their contribution, and set up a commission of priests and laity to publicise and
collect donations. It was about ‘building a church and providing regular schools for both sexes run
by the Salesians’ to replace ‘the small school’ and the ‘less than modest little church.” The church
would become ‘the church for the three parishes of Vallecrosia, Borghetto and Camporosso.’ In his
strong appeal, inspired by deep passion for the defence of the Catholic Faith, the prelate praised
‘the intrepid D. Bosco’ who had courageously set about this ‘new undertaking of his unquenchable
charity.”?" The ‘intrepid D. Bosco’ soon got down to work. He sent the Rector, Fr Cibrario, drafts of
letters to government bodies and others asking for grants, and a form for donors, turning to them
with an appeal signed by himself and commission members. He also sent a petition to Leo Xl who
sent his blessing and the considerable sum of 500 lire [1,658 euro].??

Work on the new building complex began in autumn 1880. The laying of the foundation stone of
the church in the afternoon of 7 March 1880, Laetare Sunday, was a solemn affair with an address
by Bishop Reggio and in the presence of Bishop Allegro Albenga, of Savona, Bishop Boraggini
and with the Bishop of Albenga, Bishop Allegro and Bishop Boraggini of Savona also present. Don
Bosco also spoke and his brief address was transcribed in the minutes which were sealed in the
foundation stone.® At the end of the ceremony, purse in hand, Don Bosco stood at the exit to
collect alms from the thousands who attended. The Salesian Bulletin gave it extraordinary
coverage.?* At the beginning of 1881 Don Bosco provided details in his letter to Cooperators: ‘At
Vallecrosia near Ventimiglia, the building of classrooms for the teachers [Salesians and Sisters]
has finished. Work on the attached church is also progressing, and we hope it will be open for
divine worship in 1881.%°

Don Bosco stopped over once more during his return trip from Nice on 27 March 1881 and on 1
April was in S. Remo as guest of the Visitation Sisters until the 4th to organise a ‘sermon of

18 Cf. text of decree of appointment signed by Archbishop Serafino Cretoni Pro—Substitute for the Secretary
of State, 26 March 1879, Documenti XX 163; G. BERTO, Appunti sui viaggi di D. Bosco a Rome 1879-80,
pp. 27,72, 84, 87.

19 E Il 455-456.

20 To Fr F. Migone, 6 April 1879, E 11l 464-466.

21 Erection of a Catholic church at Ventimiglia, with text of the letter Alle anime generose e pie di Tommaso
dei marchesi Reggio, vescovo di Ventimiglia: BS 3 (1879) no. 8, August, pp. 2-5.

22 Cf. letter to Fr L. Cibrario, petition to Leo Xlll, appeal to benefactors, request to Royal Economato,
August and September 1879, E IIl 511, 521-524.

23 In the glass urn located in a cavity in the stone with photograph of various personalities, also included
were two articles from the Bollettino Salesiano: | valdesi o evangelici di Vallecrosia e la casa di Maria
Ausiliatrice e Lettera di un Giovane convertito alla Fede cattolica ai Superiori dell’Asilo Evangelico di
Vallecrosia, BS 3 (1879) no.7, July, pp. 14, 4-8.

24 Cf. Nuova chiesa e scuole di Maria Ausiliatrice, BS 4 (1880) no. 4, April, pp. 1-7.

25 BS 5(1881) no. 1, January, p. 2.



charity.’®) He announced it would be on Sunday 10 April at the parish of S. Siro, in a circular on 5
April, addressed to the ‘deserving citizens.” He set up a committee of 36 men and women. After
giving a conference he walked around the church with a collection bag, collecting eight hundred lire
[2,737 euro]. He also went begging for money at Porto S. Maurizio, where he was the guest of
Canon Fabre for two nights.?

Don Bosco was besieged by many problems and caught up in financial burdens: completing the
Church of St John the Evangelist in Turin, commencing work on the Sacred Heart Church in Rome,
extensions in Nice and Marseilles, the hospice in Lucca, the church at La Spezia. This did not
prevent him pushing forward passionately on the Vallecrosia plains, building either side of the
church, one a residence for Salesians and their classrooms, the other for the Sisters and their
pupils. The July 1881 Salesian Bulletin highlighted The Defeat of Heresy in Vallecrosia, giving
news of the Feast of Mary Help of Christians and the blessing of a new chapel dedicated to her on
12 June, while awaiting completion of the church.?®

He made important stopovers there in years to follow as well. In order to increase potential
attraction to the Catholic schools, he stopped there on 13 February 1883, as part of the
forthcoming lengthy trip through France, and planned a lottery for the schools with the Rector.?® He
wrote a circular in Marseilles to collect items for it,*® but the request for authorisation from the
Prefect of the province was turned down.®' The 1881 legislation did not permit lotteries except for
legally constituted entities, something Don Bosco would soon discover again personally when
trying to run a lottery in Rome. In Rome’s case a solution was found, but not for Ventimiglia.

He made an exceptional intervention there when the Work at Vallecrosia was seriously
damaged by earthquake affecting the riviera from Savona to Mentone, wreaking serious
destruction. The building at Vallecrosia had to be pulled down. “The church, classrooms, hospice at
Vallecrosia, Ventimiglia had to be either repaired or rebuilt, he wrote to Mrs Anne Parodi Cataldi in
Genoa.* Don Bosco sent his trustworthy contractor, Carlo Buzzetti, to take a look. He told him it
would take 6,000 lire [21,746 euro] to make the buildings habitable. Don Bosco immediately set to
work for this and other works in Liguria, having two circular letters drawn up and signed by himself,
dated 1 March — one to the Cooperators, the other to the Salesians.*® He personally wrote other
letters to many benefactors asking for money and thanking them for it.>*

1.2 Two suburbicarian dioceses in Rome

Don Bosco displayed very keen interest in accepting two works in the ‘Castelli Romani’, the hills
outside Rome, also to guarantee charity and as likely support for what he was doing in Rome.
These were in Ariccia and Albano, though they were short-lived from autumn 1876 to summer
1879.

26 Cf. letter to Fr F. Dalmazzo, da Alassio 6 April 1881, E IV 42.
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33 Documenti XXXIV 96-98, 99—-100; MB XVIII 758-762.
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IV 372-373; to Mr O. Dufour, s. d., E IV 374; to Baron R. Cataldi, s. d., IV 374-375; to Marchioness G.
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Prince Mario Chigi di Campagnano and his lady were interested in offering him the care of a
church and elementary school at Ariccia: it required one priest and two teachers.**The Pope
authorised a Religious Community with fewer than six members.*®* The authorisation became
superfluous when Cardinal Di Petro, the suburbicarian Bishop of Albano, asked Don Bosco to send
at least two more qualified teachers to Albano for secondary classes which he would also send
seminarians t0.*” The Schools Superintendent quickly approved the secondary classes. Don Bosco
replied to Bishop Francesco Latoni, promising four teachers for the secondary school,
guaranteeing compliance with the law and assuring him he had written to Cardinal Di Petro about
this. In the official list of members and Works of the Salesian Society for the 1876—77 school year
there appeared mention of ‘the House at Albano, Our Lady of the Star Oratory and the municipal
schools at Albano and Ariccia.’ It comprised four priests and a further six professed members, five
of whom were clerics, three coadjutors of whom two were novices. They all live at Ariccia in a
rather uncomfortable residence.

The Salesian Year Book then listed ‘some staff for the school at Magliano (Sabina)’ with two
professed members, one a priest, the other a cleric, and two novices, as well as diocesan priests’
Antonio Pagani and Canon Francesco Rebaudi. In fact the Cardinal suburbicarian Bishop,
Piedmontese Barnabite Luigi Bilio (1826—84), had asked for two teachers for his seminary.

From the end of October and during November 1876 the staff were already at work in all the
three places. Don Bosco soon had to take note of the various circumstances and establish
contacts with the civil and Church authorities. He came to Albano from Rome on 16 January and
stayed there three days. On 29 January he went to Magliano Sabina where he was met at
Borghetto station by the auxiliary bishop. Along the way he met students, clerics from the seminary,
residents of the college, day students at the schools and their teachers, all of whom came to meet
him. As at Albano he did the monthly exercise for a happy death. He left there on 1 February. Thus
he was able to provide direct information at the General Conference held on 6 February as part of
the usual St Francis de Sales Conferences in February in 1877. At Aricca too, the elementary
classes, ‘very well attended’ were aimed at opposing the Protestants who were employing every
means to attract pupils. He foresaw that they would ‘soon be bankrupt.’ He also said he would try
to open ‘night classes for adults and the festive oratories.” He then went on: ‘We also have to teach
in the municipal secondary school and the junior seminary, and everyone’s very fond of the
Salesians.’ During his visit most of the students had besieged him to hear their confessions. A
similar scene was repeated during the visit to Magliano Sabina where he received an especially
warm welcome.®

In the summer of 1877, Don Bosco sought better arrangements from civil and Church
authorities for Salesians employed in the secondary schools there, since they had to shuttle
between Ariccia and Albano twice daily. He asked the Mayor to ‘settle the accommodation, how
many were needed, and their salary.”® He asked the Vicar General’s support for his requests to the
Mayor and added the suggestion of ‘connecting a college to the current junior seminary but always
in reference to the diocesan Ordinary.’*’) Nothing happened.

Following the transfer of Cardinal Di Pietro on 12 March 1877, and the death on 26 April 1879 of
his successor Cardinal Morichini, a firm friend of Don Bosco and the Salesians, the atmosphere
changed on the arrival of Cardinal Hohenlohe. Of Rosminian persuasion, the Cardinal was a friend

35 Letters of Prince Chigi of 31 May, 10 and 24 June 1876, Documenti XVIl 470-472; MB XIl 687—-690.
36 Letter of Bishop F. Latoni, Auditor of the Holy See, 22 August 1876, Documenti 473; MB XII 690-691.
37 To Don Bosco, 12 August 1876, Documenti XVII 472; MB XII 691.

38 G. BARBERIS, Cronaca, quad. 11, pp. 31-35.

39 Letter of 12 August 1877, E Il 206—207.

40 Letter of 12 August 1877, E 111 207-208.



and informant of Archbishop Gastaldi on Roman views concerning the Archbishop’s stance when
the ‘Rosminian question’ reignited between 1876-83.*"' The limited field of activity for the Salesians
became clearer. Don Bosco stressed this in summer 1877 in a letter to the Cardinal Vicar of Rome,
La Valletta, who had sent an instruction to parish priests in the capital concerning Protestant
proselytism, which L’Unita Cattolica published on 3 August.

Don Bosco grabbed the ball on the rebound, both in terms of the long—desired house in Rome
and to free himself of works without a future, explaining that ‘the Salesians in Albano have a too
limited harvest. There are twelve teachers, all accredited, and all they have is thirty—five pupils
between seminarians and day students. So | would put all or some of these at Your Eminence’s
disposal if they can be used in school teaching or the sacred ministry as you determine best for the
greater glory of God and the benefit of souls.” The problem of the buildings was not insoluble. If it
had been resolved in many other places ‘could we not succeed’ he asked ‘in opening a hospice in
Rome with Your Eminence’s support and the assistance of Divine Providence which has never
failed us.’ He said finally that he had shared his thinking with Bishop Domenico Jacobini who would
visit the Cardinal to hear his opinion, which Don Bosco would willingly accept.*?

Months later, during his extended tour through ltaly with Fr Durando to examine the many
requests for foundations on site, Fr Cagliero wrote to Don Bosco from Acireale, expressing similar
doubts about remaining at Albano. ‘Given the urgent requests to open boarding places and no
hope of opening any in Albano’ he wrote on 3 March 1879 ‘it seems to us that this is a waste of
personnel. The little good our men are doing in the two German hills could be done by the priests
of the place themselves. And the results of the well-disciplined work they do is very little when
there would be much better results if they were occupied in some boarding school elsewhere.’*

The Rector of the Salesian community in Albano developed identical concerns in a letter to Fr
Bonetti published in the Salesian Bulletin: the good that can be done ‘is very little’. ‘Literary
instructions could also be provided by other teachers.’ ‘Our ministry is not necessary nor is it of any
special help in a city like Albano where the secular and religious clergy are nhumerous and more
than sufficient for any needs souls have.” The conclusion was obvious: ‘If there is no hope of more
work it will certainly be right, though not without regret, at having to leave so many good people in
this city, to pick up our tents and put them in a more extensive and abandoned vineyard, perhaps
even among the people of the Pampas and Patagonia.”** Over the same weeks, motivations of the
kind soon lead to a rapid and consensual decoupling from Ariccia. The Castelli Romani experience
was done and dusted in the space of three years.

The commitment to Magliano Sabina, instead, grew with the 1877—78 school year. Don Bosco
was asked to accept control of studies and accounting for the seminary. He accepted, asking for
some ‘clarifications’ then sent a draft agreement.** Agreement was soon reached and from Rome
he informed Fr Rua of it. “‘The negotiations for the seminary at Magliano are complete in the sense
we have understood. This will be the first example of a seminary administered this way. | will send
you a copy of the agreement, as soon as Fr Berto has made a good copy of it.”*® At the same time
he added a suggestion that extended ultimately to the field of activity: creating a boarding school
for young students next to the seminary ‘with the obligation of keeping strictly to the common
discipline’ and also allowing boys from the city to attend classes ‘as simple day students or part—
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time boarders.’ “ In the official Year Book for the Salesian Society for the 1877—78 school year,
the ‘employees’ of the previous year were replaced by a regular community: ‘House at Magliano
Sabina. Seminary — Immaculate Conception College. Chapter: Rector Canon Francesco Rebaudi;
Prefect, Fr Stefano Chicco; Catechist, Fr Antonio Pagani; School Councillor, Fr Giuseppe Daghero;
Councillor, Cleric Biagio Giacomuzzi’ who became a priest the following year. Among members not
belonging to the Chapter were two coadjutors and a cleric, two novice (clerics) and three aspirants
(coadjutors). In the 1879 Year Book Salesian teacher and priest Fr Pietro Guidazio’s name
appeared. He was listed as 'Teacher at Montefiascone Seminary.’ This title disappeared from the
list the following year. Fr Guidazio, an excellent teacher, ended up becoming somewhat an outsider
in a school which was culturally poor and pedagogically out of date.*®

Various disagreements arose at Magliano Sabina but were overcome thanks to a providential
visit from Don Bosco in 24—-26 March 1879. Both the seminary and the boarding section functioned
to the manifest satisfaction of Cardinal Bilio.*® There were other visits in years to follow: in 1880
Don Bosco stopped over from 20-23 April, days spent in a happy long excursion with boys and
staff, hearing confessions and giving audiences. In 1882 he stayed from 9-11 May. In 1884,
physically exhausted, he met the clerics and boys during a stop at the Borghetto station on his trip
from Rome to Florence mid—way through May.

At the beginning of the 1883—84 school year some disagreement arose between Canon Pagani
and Fr Daghero, which worsened following the death of Cardinal Bilio on 30 January 1884 and the
succession of Cardinal Martinelli on 24 May. The dispute was over the approval of the
Constitutions and the gaining of privileges in 1884, Fr Daghero being in favour of Don Bosco, of
course. Among other things, Cardinal Bilio had authorised the founding of a semi—boarding school
run by Fr Rebaudi which took boys away from other boarding schools. In May 1884 Don Bosco
gave notice, which was not accepted by the Pope and Cardinal Martinelli, especially since it should
have been communicated five years earlier.**The pull-out took place at the end of the 1888-89
school year after five years had elapsed. The staff was utilised in the promising municipal college
or boarding school at Terracina. It too, however, was short lived (1889-93) it seems because the
municipality failed to fulfil its part.

2. Fr Luigi Guanella as Rector at Trinita di Mondovi

Also with a brief lifespan was the typical work at Trinita di Mondovi, a little day school for boys and
a night school for adults. Located in a district centre of around 3,000 inhabitants deep in the
Piedmontese countryside south of Turin, 24 kilometres from Cuneo, the new work had the privilege
of having an exceptional priest as its Rector, a Salesian for three years, Blessed Luigi Guanella
(1842-1915), who later founded the Congregation of the Daughters of Our Lady of Providence,
and the Servants of Charity.”' From the province of Sondrio and diocese of Como, ordained priest
in 1866, he was initially the spiritual ‘economer’ at Prosto then parish priest at Savogno. He very
soon came into contact with Cottolengo’s and Don Bosco’s works in Turin. He had been busy as a
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pastor and in charitable work which included school experience. To make his teaching legal he had
gained his certificate as a lower elementary teacher.

In 1870, Guanella met Don Bosco on a number of occasions in Turin, and over the years sent
boys to the Oratory and girls to the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians at Mornese. In 1873 he
had his first book printed by the Oratory Press, Saggio di ammonimenti famigliari per tutti, ma
particolarmente per il popolo di campagna (An essay on warnings of a family style for everyone but
especially for country folk),*> Confirming civil authorities in their belief that this parish priest was
intransigent in thought and action, Fr Guanella then set about getting Don Bosco to found a college
with elementary and middle school level classes at Chiavenna, a plan that was rejected as
unrealistic.”® He never abandoned the idea and as a Salesian proposed it once more, this time for
Ascona, in 1876 and Mendrisio in 1877% both in the Ticino Canton in Switzerland.

For years he nurtured the thought of entering Don Bosco’s religious and educational institution.
Finally, despite difficulties posed by his bishop, he sent the founder a formal request to be
accepted. Don Bosco wrote to him from Nice: “Your place is ready. You can come when you want.
Once I'm back in Turin we can decide on the place and house best for you ... Just try not to leave
any complications behind that could force you to be recalled home.”>®

Guanella arrived at the Oratory on the evening of the Feast of St Francis de Sales 1875, when
Don Bosco announced his acceptance of the South American Missions to the whole community. In
the first few months he was involved in various tasks. In June, asked to look after the St Aloysius
Oratory, the day after Don Bosco’s feast day he bought around 150 of the oratory boys down, to
bring their greetings to the Superior. Fr Barberis, the chronicler, noted: ‘It wasn’t such a bad effort
considering the audience made up of all of them, Fr Guanella, just beginning as director of the
festive oratory, cleric Vigliocco, almost the vice director, and me!’ ‘Don Bosco welcomed them with
a familiar talk but it seemed rather nice to me.” He thanked them for what they had done, noting
however: ‘This is all due to the kindness of those leading you. It is not me, then, you should
express your gratitude to; it is the ones who are looking after you; | am not doing anything for you.
Thank Fr Luigi. Then he encouraged them: ‘Always go willingly to the Oratory on Sunday, both
mornings and afternoons.’ ‘I am happy that you are enjoying yourselves, playing, being cheerful.
This is the way to become saints like St Aloysius. So long as you try not to commit sin. It you have
some special need, address it to Fr Luigi.”*®

After a rather atypical novitiate, Fr Guanella took triennial vows on 25 September. On 31
October, ‘Fr Guanella was appointed ... professor of literature for the students of philosophy who
were weak in that area.”® One day a week he also went to Valsalice to hold theology classes for
the clerics who were assistants at the college. Meanwhile he was putting together an explanation
of Christian Doctrine with parables and examples, a work he published in 1883 with the title ‘Vieni
meco La dottrina cristianna esposta con esempi in quaranta discorsi famigliari, (Come with me.
Christian doctrine explained through examples in forty familiar talks).®® It was an activity he
continued while in charge of the small work at Trinita, which left him some space for preaching in
parishes and educational institutes.*
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On day three of the Francis de Sales Conferences in February 1876, in the afternoon session,
Fr Guanella reported on the St Aloysius Oratory. Attendance on Sunday was 200/250 boys, ‘very
good’. They were also attracted there with ‘some small gifts’ and ‘some outings.” He said he was
grateful to the ‘good members, both academic and trade students [from the Valdocco Oratory] who
came along to teach Catechism to the boys at no little inconvenience to themselves.” However as
an experienced parish priest he said ‘It would be desirable and | hope this is done for them, to do
appropriate study as young catechists in Christian doctrine or the catechism, explaining various
difficulties and seeing they understood it well, beginning with me first of all.” He ended with an
appeal: ‘Those poor boys are in great spiritual and temporal need. Therefore if you have some
small things that can fall from your tables for these poor youngsters, | will willingly accept them and
get as much benefit out of them as possible.’®

He was also asked to look after the Sons of Mary who had not been joined with the larger group
at Sampierdarena. On his trip to Rome in April 1876, Don Bosco brought a letter of theirs with him
to give to the Pope. In a letter to Fr Rua and the boys at the Oratory he told them about the papal
audience: ‘It lasted about an hour. With truly fatherly kindness he read the letters from Marchioness
Fassati, Fr Barberis and his novices, Fr Guanella and the Sons of Mary. He then went on to read
all the letters, long and short. The last was from a certain Garrone and the Pope noticed the many
spelling and grammatical errors. Jokingly the Holy Father said that this one would need to prepare
himself a bit before presenting for the Literature exam.’®’

The same day — it was Easter — Don Bosco wrote to Fr Guanella: ‘In the last audience
yesterday (15) the Holy Father showed great kindness and read all of the letters addressed to him
by the Sons of Mary. He then asked how many there were, about their studies, their hopes, health,
whether they showed interest in the foreign missions etc.” And he concluded: ‘Meanwhile my dear
Fr Luigi, work willingly. Divine grace will not fail us. Peace, patience and courage. Many more
things when we can speak ... My fondest greetings to all the Sons of Mary and write, too, to Fr
Albera about the special blessings the Holy Father sends the Sons of Mary in his house.”®> On 10
November 1876, Fr Guanella was appointed Rector of the small community going to open the
house at Trinita. The work had been encouraged by the wealthy couple from Challonges in Savoy,
Giovanni Battista Dupraz and Angela Giusiana, who had a large country house at Trinita belonging
to her. They wanted a private Catholic school and oratory to counteract the secular teaching in the
local elementary school there. On Thursday 30 March, Fr Barberis noted in his chronicle: “Today |
found out that over these days the formal contract was signed (last Monday | believe) to open a
school at Trinita di Mondovi. They have been working on this for three months.’®® The same day
Don Bosco told Fr Cagliero: ‘Today it was decided a new house would be opened at Trinita. Tell Fr
Tomatis [from Trinita, he was now at San Nicolas de los Arroyos in Argentina]. It is a shelter with a
school.”® The deed of agreement was signed between Fr John Bosco and Mrs Angela Giusiana in
July. It ceded part of the house for twenty years to be used as a pious private institute for the
education and instruction of poor and abandoned boys from the district and province, and she
committed herself to contributing 1,500 lire [4,924 euro] a year. Don Bosco was also able to use
the building for a day school for poor boys who could not attend the district schools, and for other
boys who could pay a monthly fee. Initially, Don Bosco had appointed thirty—two year old Fr Luigi
Porta as Rector, but the Dupraz family felt he was too inexperienced. Don Bosco chose the more
experienced Fr Guanella.
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The oratory opened on Sunday 19 November and the following day the lower grades of the day
school, soon to be complemented by the upper grades, reaching the total of four elementary
classes. In order to be able to teach the higher classes, on 17 August 1877 Fr Guanella gained his
certificate as a higher grade teacher at the Regia Scuola Normale (Royal Teachers College) in
Mondovi.®® In an item published by L'Unita Cattolica which came from Mondovi Piazza on 19
December 1876 a visitor had visited these night classes, with 100 pupils spread over three classes
covering the 16-20, 20-30, 30-50—year—old groups. The day classes had 120 pupils from 8-16
year—olds in three classes. The oratory and Sunday schools had 200 attending.®® For boys from
hamlets around the countryside, there was also a partially free lunch at midday.®” The Chiala and
Lazzero Diario reported on 12 December 1876: ‘D. Bosco goes to Trinita on a visit to the small
house opened there this year.®®

Fr Guanella’s letters provide fragmentary but interesting news on the life of the community and
their work. Don Bosco did not fail to offer advice and guidance for a fraternal and observant
religious life. He summed up, ‘the Rector’s art of governing’ in five ‘friendly suggestions’: “1. Keep
an eye on the morality’ of Salesians and pupils through the privileged means of the ‘rendiconto’
(manifestation or friendly talk) and monthly exercise for a happy death.’ 2. * Age quod agis’ don’t
get distracted, dedicate everything to your task. 3. Aim at financial autonomy for the work along
with some possible contribution from the mother house. ‘4. Prepare sermons, write them down,
help the Salesians with their studies providing or pointing to appropriate books.’ ‘5. Read, meditate,
practise and see the others practise the rules of the Congregation.’®® He provided earlier and new
rules a year later: ‘1. Greatest vigilance in observing each and all our rules’ and make the monthly
recollection ‘to examine progress or otherwise in observing the rules.” 2. Mutual charity among
Salesians. 3. ‘Good example in behaviour outside.’”

In September and October 1877, Fr Guanella took part in the First General Chapter of the
Salesian Society. However, during the 1877-88 school year as the time for renewal of triennial
vows approached, he re—thought his choice for the Salesians in the search for other areas for
exercising charity.”" Don Bosco’s last letters to him to hold on to him were pressing and insistent,
but Fr Guanella did not communicate either his torment or his deep motivations for his choice with
his Superior, preferring to write to his own bishop.” Over June and July, Don Bosco wrote three
letters to him. The first was in reply to a letter the previous day where Fr Guanella asked his advice
on a rather special alternative reflecting a strong functional choice of consecrated life: ‘| have told
you elsewhere that | aspire to one of two things, that is to start up some Institution in Como
diocese or, if this is impossible, | would ask to enlist for the Salesian American missions. | wrote to
the Bishop of Como, along similar lines also, letting him know of a potential special program. | am
now asking Your Reverence to enlighten me in such an important matter, and help me, together
with the Bishop of Como."”

Instead, Don Bosco invited him to meditate seriously before the crucifix on fidelity to his
consecration and made an appeal to mission: ‘Dear Fr Luigi, help me to save souls. Europe and
America are calling out for Gospel workers. Do not abandon me in this fight; fight strongly and you
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will be sure of the crown of glory.”” In the second letter, in reply to two letters, one of best wishes
for his feast on 24 June and the other in reference to the community at Trinita, Don Bosco,
interpreting Fr Guanella’s request ‘to enlist for the American Missions’ in his own way, offered him a
precise suggestion: ‘The Holy Father has ordered that this year we send an expedition of
missionaries to S. Domingo to run the junior and major seminary, the cathedral and the university.
Dear Fr Luigi, would you like to be part of this new expedition and a new kind of mission? The
language is Spanish. | believe it could be a providential opportunity for you. | will pray. You pray too
for this same purpose.’”

The last letter was concise — and sententious: ‘With regard to your position, do not forget the
saying: whoever is okay does not make a move and whoever does well should not seek something
better. Many were disappointed and taking no notice of this saying sought what was better and
could not even do good anymore because, as another proverb says, the better is the enemy of the
good. | am speaking, wearing my heart on my sleeve, because | love you and want your
happiness, now and in blessed eternity.”

Fr Guanella returned to the diocese when his triennial vows elapsed (25 September). He
resumed writing to Don Bosco in August and September 1880, expressing the desire to once again
be accepted among the Salesians.”” It did not happen. He always admired and loved Don Bosco
and saw him again to receive his blessing at the end of January 1887. He recalled this final
meeting at the end of a series of Thoughts about Don Bosco which he sent to Fr Lemoyne in April
1891: ‘D. Bosco seemed to be in great majesty of kindness and severity. He seemed to be
someone who was struggling between this world and eternity: to me he looked transparent. In his
diaphanous appearance | thought | saw a ray of divine grace. He marvelled that | had been able to
put three houses together and as | knelt at his feet he blessed me and my little work with the
greatness of his heart.’”®

The work at Trinita, after two years of flourishing religious life, the two years under Fr Guanella,
went through gradual decline and ended up closing at the end of the 1880-81 school year.”

3. An episode of freedom without any alliances

It was difficult for Don Bosco to sever ties with someone by his own initiative. On Sunday 6 August
he was at the college at Lanzo which had been made available to the political and administrative
authorities for the opening of the completed Turin — Lanzo railway line. The leaders of the Left, who
had come into power after the collapse of the Minghetti Government following the vote in the
House on 18 March 1876,%° had transformed the completion of the 11 kilometre stretch of track
from Cirie to Lanzo into a political event of national importance.

The Turin — Cirie section of 21 kilometres had been in use since February 1869. Don Bosco had
given Fr Lemoyne freedom to act in response to a request, writing from Sampeirdarena: ‘Do
whatever you want for the Railways celebration ... Check with Turin for music so long as the City
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Council invite you. If I am in Turin | will gladly come along.’®" He arrived in Lanzo the evening
before with the Oratory band. The following day, Fr Albert blessed the train and the line, then
Ministers, Senators, other Members of Parliament retired to the Salesian College for refreshment
offered by the City Council. Along with Fr Lemoyne Don Bosco received important visitors at the
College entrance: the Prime Minister, Agostino Depretis and the Ministers for the Interior and
Public Works, Giovanni Nicotera, and Giuseppe Zanardelli, the latter also representing the King.
He was a man of anticlerical and Masonic leanings. The conversation, which went much longer
than expected, was especially warm and aroused much sympathy for Don Bosco and his work.
Neither he nor any other Salesian attended the meal then served in a temporary pavilion erected
on the grounds.

The appearance of the new members of the Government in Turin before and after the event
could not escape Catholic intransigence, well and truly represented by L’Unita Cattolica, which ran
a series of articles high-lighting the party political exploitation of an event which in itself was
irrelevant at national level.®? From its first issue after the celebrations and in others that week there
were articles mentioning Ministers, Members of Parliament, the Salesian College, and Don Bosco.
They were hardly favourable: Triumph in Turin for Left Triumvirate, Entry and time in Turin and
Lanzo — Nicotera, Depretus and Zanrardelli, Reception at Lanzo, At College — boarding school of
the Salesian Fathers, Nicotera in a Don Bosco College.®®) Don Bosco’s presence there was
uncomfortable because he could have been expected to have remained outside such a display,
perhaps by feigning diplomatic iliness.

L’Unita Cattolica published a letter ten days later from a ‘Salesian’ (Cooperator? Benefactor?)
which tried to put Don Bosco’s involvement in perspective. The paper presented it with an initial
comment: ‘We very willingly publish the following letter from a Salesian, relating to the praises of
the Bersagliere (a Roman newspaper closely aligned with the Left for Don Bosco). We could have
wished that Don Bosco had had one of those moments of indisposition which diplomats, including
Papal Nuncios, seem to be happy to seize upon in similar circumstances.’ The ‘affectionate son of
Don Bosco’ ‘most mortified by the badly penned praises published by a Roman newspaper’
ascribed the part played by Don Bosco to the simple fact that ‘Don Bosco, when requested by
Lanzo City Council to make the college premises available for the Ministers to dejeuner, could
hardly have refused for civility’s sake even more so because part of the building belongs to the
Council itself.”®

However, the paper’s chief editor, Fr Giacomo Margotti, who was sensitive to Don Bosco’s work,
either under pressure from someone, or of his own accord, seems to have wanted to compensate
his priest friend (who had not been asked to justify himself) by reinterpreting his behaviour in the
light of higher intentions. The 23 August issue of the paper came out with an article on The
Salesian Missions in Patagonia preceded by a very significant footnote: ‘L’Unita Cattolica is
always full of affection and veneration for D. Bosco and knows that in anything he does he is
motivated only by the glory of God, love of the Church and Pope, and the desire to win souls for
Jesus Christ. We regard ourselves as very fortunate nay time we can benefit his truly apostolic
labours through our newspaper.’®
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Though he said little, Giuseppe Zanardelli seems to have been deeply touched by the
atmosphere created by the Salesians in the encounter at Lanzo. Perhaps Don Bosco had this in
mind when he asked him as Minister for Public Works in December for a ‘free ticket’ on Italian
Railways for himself and a travelling companion ‘to provide for a need that is still very much felt —
the growing number of young people at risk and abandoned.”®*The request received a positive
response for the Upper Italy Rail Network.

4. Managing and encouraging educative communities.

With boarding and other schools springing up by agreement with municipalities, came the obvious
breaking down of conformity of works modelled on the Oratory in Turin, where Don Bosco
maintained his privileged rapport as Director flanked by a Vice Director, first Fr Rua then Fr
Lazano. The type of boy, services provided and objectives agreed upon in the colleges led to a
more flexible cultural, disciplinary, educative kind of management and thus more open directives
than the kind needed for an institution like the Oratory at Valdocco where specific results were
expected, such as the flourishing of vocations to the clergy and the Salesians. Nevertheless, the
substance of the inspirations and directions of a properly educational nature (discipline, morals,
religion) remained identical and were passed on through letters to rectors and communities, visits,
sometimes by boys or their representatives coming to Valdocco for some special solemn occasion.

4.1 The Oratory as the basic educative model

It would take a much deeper study to describe Don Bosco’s way of governing as director, educator,
confessor, spiritual director in his Oratory. It was his home, family and whenever far from it he was
thinking nostalgically about it: ‘Although here in Rome | am not solely occupied with the house and
our boys,” he wrote to Fr Rua ‘nevertheless my thoughts fly to where my treasure is in Jesus
Christ, my dear boys, at the Oratory. | want to visit them many times a day.’®’

A few days before his return to Turin from his absence due to iliness at Varazze, he confessed
to his closest collaborator: ‘Next Thursday, God willing, | will be in Turin. | feel a serious need to go
there. Here | am living in the body but my heart, thoughts and words are always at the Oratory
among you all. This is a weakness and | cannot overcome it.”® Again, at the end of his lengthy stay
in Rome in 1874, after a quick reply to Fr Rua who had sent him a telegram on the death of Fr
Provera, he included a message to the boys: “To our boys: Your father, brother, and friend of your
souls, after three and a half months away from you, is leaving today (14) from Rome, spending
Wednesday in Florence and overnight, then hopes to be with you on Thursday at 8 a.m. No need
for celebration, music, welcome [solemn reception]. | will go to the Church and God willing, will
celebrate Mass for our dear and beloved Fr Provera.’®

He was very busy at the Oratory from morning to evening, whether there directly involved or
absent, but inspiring and advising his trusted helpers, and more immediately in contact with the
various categories of resident: academic, trade students, or working boys, novices, clerical
students of philosophy (some still novices) and theology, or young priests who had still to sit for
exams in theology or study to gain their faculties for confession, recently appointed superiors to be
prepared for the art of governing as rectors, prefects catechists, school or technical counsellors,
bursars.
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He exercised many explicitly formative roles in the course of a day: early in the morning as
confessor for boys and Salesians; as spiritual director in his room: ‘Many of you come and speak
with me in confession and others in my room’ he told the trade boys in a goodnight on 31 March
1876: ‘Bear this in mind, that | am always very happy when you come and find me not only in
church but also outside of church.”® He was often with the boys in recreation, dispensing a ‘word in
the ear.’” And then there was the classic Goodnight in the evenings. Every month he was at the
exercise for a happy death, again in the role of confessor and spiritual director, a ministry he
offered with special intensity during the time of annual retreat around Easter. He was very busily
involved in the important moments of Oratory life: welcoming the boys during the first days of the
school year, the novenas. Especially for the Immaculate Conception and Christmas in December
and Mary Help of Christians in May, then October (Our Lady of the Rosary), March (St Joseph),
June (Sacred Heart), Lent and Holy Week, farewelling the boys for the summer—autumn holidays
and providing them with appropriate reminders. Add to this the special celebrations: the great
liturgical solemnities and Salesian ones, often highlighted by academies where he would offer a
fatherly word, his name day on 24 June, (even though it really should have been St John the
Evangelist) beginning with a vigil, then his birthday, which he always celebrated on 15 August, not
on the 16th.

The brief talks by way of Goodnights were the most regular occasions for bringing together his
moral and religious teaching, undoubtedly echoed in confession, private advice, sermons and often
in letters to individuals or groups. The dreams were presented as stories, and couched in poetic or
dramatic terms what in other contexts was doctrine, discussion, exhortation. The evenings of each
day were occasions for expressing the familiar concerns and ideas of Don Bosco the priest, formed
in the practical moral theology of the Convitto, enriched by his considerable experience as
confessor and director of a religious and educative community modelled on the same thing — it was
an essentially moral service of the word focused on duties. There were no grand motivations or
biblical, theological perspectives and even less so any broad cultural, social ones. Every word
focused on conduct, approaching the sacraments, the tough struggle to avoid falling into sin, all
converging on achieving the final objective of all his social and educational and pastoral activity,
and on the ideal to which every Christian was called: ‘to live in grace, which had to be defended,
persevered and where needed regained; and finally, holiness, the prelude to the glory for running
the bumpy, up and down path to that goal, essentially a single path but differentiated in form and
degree: ‘Quae seminaverit homo, haec et metet.’ (Gal 6:7).°" At the heart of it was the appeal to the
will, personal commitment, resolution, obviously all working with the primary action of active, co—
operative grace.*

The ideal was embodied in many different kinds of models: from the early Church, the Saints,
especially St Aloysius and those remembered in the liturgical calendar — St Francis de Sales, St
Joseph, St Charles (Borromeo). Then there were closer, more familiar models like the boys who
had lived at the Oratory, Dominic Savio, Michael Magone, Francis Besucco and others.%

Playing a primary role in the life of grace and holiness were the virtues to be practised: faith,
charity, obedience, mortification, and humility, with special emphasis on modesty, or purity which
was understood as being synonymous with chastity.** This was clearly the object of most important
concerns and encouragement. ‘If there is this, then there® is everything. If this is missing then we
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lack everything. Prayer and confidence in God were proposed as support for this.®* The virtues
were solid bulwarks against the violence of passions which were not unlike the wave in a storm, or
were represented by the various ‘monsters’ populating his dreams.”’ It was the passions that urged
people to impure thoughts, words, deeds, scandal, insubordination, or encouraged them to yield to
laziness, gluttony, distaste for the practices of piety. To overcome these one needed ‘constant
perseverance’ in ascetic effort. Withdrawal and avoidance were often the preferred approach rather
than a head on confrontation: mortification of the senses especially,” was always needed where
dangerous individuals, books and places were concerned.*

But human effort was not enough. Nothing was possible without the aid of grace. This was
guaranteed by the universal remedy of frequenting the sacraments — Confession and Communion
— received with all due reverence and as frequently as was determined by the chosen spiritual
objectives.'®

God’s name was associated with the sense of fear, which was not just fear of punishment but
above all veneration, respect, the trepidation felt by fragile creatures and trusting children. Certain
biblical sayings were axiomatic: Initium sapientiae timor Domini, Sapientia non introibit in animam
malevolam et non habitabit in corpore subdito peccatis.”’ The young person who was fearful of
God in this upright way acted according to a good conscience and not out of the fear of human
punishment or expulsion. '

The figure of Christ was not usually presented in some distinct way, but Jesus of Nazareth, true
God and true man, was proposed daily as Redeemer and Saviour who redeemed us from sin and
offers us forgiveness and grace. He is present and active to the highest degree in the Blessed
Sacrament, immolated in the Sacrifice of the Mass, received in Holy Communion and adored in the
Tabernacle and the solemn exposition of the consecrated host.’® Explicit attention was given to
devotion to the Sacred heart, which sought, ‘to honour the love Jesus shows mankind.''** Added to
this was the protection of the Blessed Virgin under the privileged titles of the Immaculate
Conception and Help of Christians, as well as the Assumption and the Rosary. She appeared in the
dreams with her protective mantle and was called on at the time of her feast days and in May and
October.'®

The evening talks to the boys, of varying lengths, did not only channel Don Bosco’s thoughts
and feelings as a spiritual father but also and primarily as the director of a house of education
inasmuch as he was addressing a large, poor, crowded and mixed community of youngsters where
he presented problems relating to discipline, order, regularity, morality. Therefore, he needed to
balance loving—kindness with firmness, the latter expressed depending on the seriousness
required through reminders, warnings, even the inevitable suspension. He made reference to these
things especially during retreats, monthly recollections, novenas and other especially critical
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moments: scandal, theft and serious lack of discipline.’® He linked this with thoughts of what could
or did happen to boys once outside the place, especially during holidays. Don Bosco often spoke
of this before they returned to their families for a short time, arming them with grace, and
reminders, and again on their return, encouraging them to clean up their soul and courageously
start over again.'”’

The question of the outside world and living in that world was often raised, often from a future
perspective, in his frequent insistence on choice of a state in life, a lay or clerical vocation, in the
‘world’ (in the diocesan clergy) or in a Religious Institute. ‘This is the most important thing in life,” he
opined.'® There was frequent exhortation to think about it, reflect, pray for the most suitable
solution to guarantee a happy life and especially blessed eternity. Don Bosco was a tireless
promoter and animator of vocations especially when speaking of works for poor and abandoned
youth, or of missions and missionaries, indicating broad areas where clergy and laity could give
their lives full meaning, now and for eternity.

He often referred to respice finem understood in its double sense, the end in time through death
and the end which opens onto a happy or unhappy eternity. The Gospel's estote parati,'®
remained his insistence in the 1870s as it was in the 60s, often accompanied (always on 31
December) by a reminder of real deaths which would inevitably be the lot of boys and adults in the
Oratory in the coming year. Naturally, this was not the final objective, since earning paradise was
ultimately the real meaning of life. The dreams he had at Lanzo on 6 December 1876 and
recounted at the Oratory on the evening of the 22nd with Dominic Savio as the central character,
offers a fascinating captivating image. The flowers in the bouquet the youth held in his hand, ‘the
rose, violet, lily, gentian and sunflower’ symbolised ‘charity, humility, chastity, penance,
obedience.”"®

4.2 Letters to individuals and groups among teachers and college boys

As strong as the link with the Oratory was, Don Bosco felt that all the boys in his colleges, hospices
and oratories were his ‘dear sons in Jesus Christ.” He knew very many of them personally and had
received many a confidence from them during his visits. So we find no difference in tone between
the letters he sent to the Oratory when away from there and those he addressed to other places.
Both felt they were close to him not only emotionally but also for the spiritual setting they were in,
differentiated only by the individual’s moral and religious circumstances.

In the summer of 1873, when he was at the Sanctuary of St Ignatius near Lanzo as usual, he
added a brief message To our boys at the Oratory to a letter to Fr Rua. It was a clear reference to
vocations: ‘When you give goodnight to our dear beloved boys tell them to be cheerful and good.
Here | am recommending them all to the Lord and am asking for the three ‘S’s from them [sanita,
(health), scienza or sapienza (knowledge, wisdom) santita (holiness)] but in capitals. On Sunday, |
will say Mass for all of you, dear boys, at this Sanctuary. If you love me you will also go to Holy
Communion for me. | am also praying for those doing exams. Regarding these boys, tell them that
if they have not as yet thought about their vocation they can wait for me on the 14th of this month,
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otherwise they can talk to you about it or come to the retreat at Lanzo where we will be happy
together. There are 110 exemplary gentlemen at the retreat. They do not leave me in peace for a
moment and want to talk with me at all hours.”""

1874 began with four letters to men in charge of communities, Fr Lemoyne and Fr Rua at
Valdocco on 5 January, others on the 6th to Fr Bonetti at Borgo S. Martino and Fr Dalmazzo and
the trade lads at the Oratory at Valdoco. The letters were full of affection and contained both
common elements and individualised references. A dominant feature in all of them was the Pope
who implicitly endorsed moral and educational notions dear to Don Bosco with his authority. In his
letter to My Dear Fr Lemoyne and all of you, dear sons at Lanzo he began: ‘The first words | am
writing to any of our houses from Rome | am addressing to you, my dear and beloved sons at
Lanzo. | am giving you this preference because | know that you hold me in great affection,
something you have always shown every time | have gone there.” Then after writing of the interest
the Pope had shown in the boys at Lanzo, he asked: ‘Meanwhile, my friends, have you begun the
year well? Do you all wish to be good, holy and always my consolation? | can hear your heart’s
voice assuring me that you are all sincerely saying “Yes, yes.” He ended with advice he wanted
the Rector to explain to the boys: ‘If you want to be happy here on earth and then be happy in
blessed eternity, try to avoid scandal and go to Holy Communion.’'"?

Briefer, but no less affectionate, was the letter to My Dear Fr Rua and all you living at the
Oratory in Turin: ‘Let me tell you that | bear you much affection and wherever | am | never cease to
recommend your spiritual and temporal well-being to God.” He then spoke of the papal audience
and Pius IX’s interest in matters concerning the Congregation and the Oratory, ending with a
number of ‘family’ matters, questions to Fr Rua.'

In the letter to My dear Fr Bonetti and all of you, dear sons, at S. Martino he said: ‘He [the Pope]
spoke a lot in general about our boys and finally the conversation came around to you, beloved
sons at S. Martino. He asked many details of me: what studies you were doing, if there were some
very good boys among you, if you went to Holy Communion, if there were any the equal of Dominic
Savio. | tried to satisfy him in a way that certainly did great honour to yourselves. Then allowing me
to ask for something in your regard, he asked me to express his great satisfaction at the good
hopes you were offering of living a Christian life amid a world contaminated with so much vice.’
Then he added his own thoughts: ‘Meanwhile, | too want to ask a great favour of you that will
certainly benefit your souls; that you all try to prevent and cast aside unbecoming conversations.
He concluded with a lengthy quote in Latin from 2 Tim. 4:2: ‘Tu vero, Fr Bonetti, praedica verbum
opportune, importune .... ‘"

Even briefer was the message from Rome to My dear Fr Dalmazzo and my dear boys at the
college of Valsalice in which we find perfect harmony between Don Bosco’s thinking and the
Pope’s: | then asked him for a particular thought | could write to you in his name. He looked at the
crucifix and replied; only God is a faithful friend who will never abandon us. May they love this
good God who will never abandon them.”""

More personalised and more relevant for its pedagogical content was the letter to My dear Fr
Lazzero and my dear trade boys at the Oratory, whom Don Bosco described as ‘the pupil of my
eye:’ ‘There is no need to tell you that | bear much affection for you; | have given clear proof that.
There is no need for you to tell me that you love me, because you have constantly shown this. But
what is this mutual affection based on? Money? Not mine because | spend it all on you. Not yours
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because — and don’t be offended — you have none. Well then, my affection is founded on the desire
| have to save your souls which were redeemed by the precious blood of Jesus Christ, and you
love me because | am trying to lead you along the path to eternal salvation. So, the good of our
souls is the foundation of our affection.” He invited them to make an examination of conscience on
this essential point: were they working on the salvation or the loss of their soul? Would they be
ready to present themselves before the judgement seat of God? ‘Resolutions made and not kept;
scandal given and not made up for; conversations that taught others bad things are the matters we
must fear being reproached for.” He concluded: ‘Put into practice the words of St Paul | will
translate for you: ‘Encourage young people to be sober, let them never forget that everyone must
die and that after death we must all stand before Jesus our judge. The one who has not suffered
with Jesus Christ on earth will not be crowned in glory with him in heaven. Avoid sin as your worst
enemy and avoid the source of sin, that is, bad conversations which are the ruin of good habits.
Give good example to one another in word and deed etc. etc. Fr Lazzero will tell you the rest.’"®

Again from Rome he replied to My dear Fr Cinzano and all you very dear students thanking
them for the gift of ‘two weeks of excellent behaviour,” promising and reassuring them: ‘I will show
my gratitude as soon as | am home. A glass of something pure, an extra dish, a biscuit, etc. etc.
will be the sign of my satisfaction | will give each one. | will soon be with you again, with you who
are the object of my thoughts and concerns with you who are the masters of my heart and, as St
Paul says, wherever | go you are always gaudium meum et corona mea.’ Finally as with the letter
to Fr Bonetti but in different words, he addressed the twenty—year—old cleric, an assistant, with
something drawn from 1 Cor. 16:13 : ‘Tu vero, Cinzano, fili me, age viriliter ut coroneris feliciter.”""’

In 1875 he sent the so—called Strenna to each of the rectors. To Fr Bonetti, for example, he sent
various versions of it, depending on who would receive it: ‘For you, act in such a way that everyone
you speak to becomes your friend. For the Prefect: build up treasure now and for eternity. For
Teachers, Assistants: In patientia vestra possidebitis animus vestras. For the boys: frequent
communion. For everyone: exactness in your duties.” '"®

The letter To my dear sons the Rector, assistants, prefect, catechist, pupils and others at the
college at Lanzo was exceptionally strong for its educational, programmatic content. He expressed
his regret that he had been unable to visit them, assuring then of a daily memento and thanking
them for their ‘message of best wishes.” He passed on his regards, wanting ‘holiness from heaven,
study, morality’ for them, then commented on these: Holiness, ‘a precious gift from heaven’
needing to be looked after and protected from intemperance and imprudence. Study was to be
nurtured, looking to the future: ‘make up a kit full of knowledge with which in due course you can
earn your bread, ... Earn your food honestly.’ ‘Let it never be said’ he concluded ‘that we live off the
sweat of others.” He wrote at length on Morality: ‘It is the bond between holiness and study, the
foundations they are based on’ and the basis for their honourableness in society (‘you will be loved
and respected even by evildoers’ or ‘be generally disposed.’) as well being the basis of eternal
salvation. And at the end came the unfailing appeal regarding vocations: ‘I hear the voice crying
from afar: “O my sons, pupils of Lanzo, come and save us!” These are the voices of so many souls
awaiting a kindly hand to pull them back from the brink of perdition and set them on the path to
salvation. | am telling you this because a few of you are called to the sacred ministry to win souls.
Have courage: there are many waiting for you. Remember the words of St Augustine: animam
salvasti, animam tuam praedestinasti.’""°
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Again from Rome he passed on thoughts and words from the papal audience in March to some
of the rectors, sometimes echoing what was said in 1874: more likely his words than the Pope’s
but certainly in agreement with them. He assured Fr Dalmazzo and his pupils at Valsalice: ‘| pray
for you every day at Mass asking for the usual three ‘S’s, which our intelligent students will know
how to interpret: Sanita, Sapienza and Santita. Tell all your students to be courageous and holy
missionaries and such that each is worth a hundred others. Only then will we begin to satisfy some
of the countless needs we are besieged by.”'?°

His return imminent, he wrote to Fr Rua, Francesia, Bonetti, and Lemoyne, passing on the Holy
Father’s blessing.' To Fr Rua he said: ‘That was a wonderful gift, the general excellence of
behaviour of the boys.'® To Fr Bonetti he repeated matters more or less of the kind passed on on 5
January 1875 relating to the papal audience: ‘He was happy to ask me lots of questions, including
if there were boys who could be compared to Dominic Savio. | replied that some seemed to be his
equal but a greater number are on the way to being so and even surpassing him. He laughed and
said: “God bless the rectors, other superiors and all the boarders.”'??

At the beginning of 1876, he also wrote to two rectors of colleges. The most affectionate of
these was addressed to My dear friends the Rectors, Teachers, pupils at Lanzo college, then in
complete spontaneity: ‘Let me tell you, and let no one be offended, that you are all thieves. Let me
say it again, you have stolen everything from me. When | was at Lanzo you charmed me with your
kindness and love, bound my mental faculties with your piety. Just my poor heart was left and you
stole all its affection. Now your letter, signed by 200 dear, friendly hands has completely taken
possession of this heart, nothing more is left except the keen desire to love you in the Lord, do
good for you, save all your souls. This generous display of affection invites me to come as soon as
possible to visit you again and | hope that will not be too far away. On that occasion | want us to be
happy in body and soul and let the world see how happy we can be in body and soul without
offending the Lord.”"**

To the Rector of the college at Varazzo, instead, he wrote especially about management issues,
though not without a thought for the students: ‘Tell them all that | love them with all my heart in the
Lord and that | pray for them every day at Mass asking for steady health, progress in study and the
true wealth which is the holy fear of God.”'?® He did not overlook the ones he also called My dear
sons from S. Nicola’s from whom he had received greetings and best wishes. ‘| hope that along
with knowledge you will learn the holy fear of God’ at the college. “Your superiors tell me you are
very good and this consoles me greatly. Continue on the path of virtue and you will always have
peace of heart, the good will of men and the blessing of the Lord.” At the same time he conveyed
the Pope’s blessing, having told him about them and concluded: ‘May God bless you all my dear
sons. Be happy, but avoid offending the Lord, go to Holy Communion, send me some letters and
pray for me.”'®

He expressed similar thoughts the following year to his beloved sons at the college at Villa
Colén (Uruguay). He thanked them for their greetings on his name day and conveyed the Pope’s
special blessing for them, their parents, as well as his message: ‘May they all become very rich,
very rich but in the true wealth that is virtue, the holy fear of God.” He said finally he would be
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waiting for their reply to four questions. “1. Are you good? 2. Will you write me more very long
letters? 3. Will you all be missionaries? 4. Will you all become saints? ‘'%’

4.3 Visits

A useful indication of the way he prepared and carried out visits to the colleges can be found in this
letter to the Rector of Lanzo, Fr Lemoyne: ‘On Wednesday afternoon | hope to be with you in
Lanzo. If you can send me a note on the blackbirds, needing to be defeathered, it will give me a
guide as | gradually catch up with them in the college.”'?® His thanks for Christmas greetings were
also, understandably, a reflection of things seen, words heard and spoken during the visit: ‘May
God reward you for the kindness you have shown me. A word for everyone: let the Rector never
put off good advice and salutary warnings whenever there is occasion for such. Let the priests
work with one another in everything to do with eternal salvation, theirs and the boys at the college.
Let the teachers question everyone in the classroom and look after the weaker ones. Let the
assistants make every effort to prevent unbecoming conversations. And let priests and clerics
remember they are sal terrae et lux mundi. Let the students love modesty and simplicity. |
recommend that everyone have boundless confidence in the Rector. May God bless you all and
make you rich in the true wealth that is the holy fear of God. You are my consolation; let no one
pierce my heart with the thorns of bad behaviour.”'®

We have no detailed documentation on the visits since we do not have the appropriate house
chronicles for the individual houses which Don Bosco often encouraged them to keep, though
without appreciable results. We can reconstruct something from indications in the goodnights given
at Valdocco and from the Epistolario. In general to economise on time, Don Bosco did want undue
outward show. By preference the work done was internal, involving his joint responsibility with the
religious superior as manager of a house of education, governor, educator, spiritual director,
confessor, animator, father, brother, friend of the teachers and pupils.

He was busy with a visit to Mirabello, Cherasco and Lanzo from 10/11 to 20 March 1870.%°
Another was planned for Lanzo in a letter he wrote from Rome early in the month, for the second
week of Lent, 14-20 March. In the postscript he recommended: ‘When | come to Lanzo do not plan
any celebrations. In church but nowhere else.’”*' When at Mirabello he promised a new visit for the
“first fortnight in May’ the same year."* He announces to the boys at Lanzo on 11 February 1871
that he would be visiting on Monday morning, 13 February ‘to celebrate carnival’ with them.'

He went to Borgo S. Martino ‘Tuesday next at 11 a.m.’”** He indicated another visit to Varazze
and Morassi at the end of June 1872: “Tomorrow [Wednesday 12] | am going to Varazze and
Friday evening hope to be in Genoa.”'* He visited the college at Lanzo at the end of November
1872 and a few days later, the hospice at Sampierdarena. He made a brief visit to Alassio,
Varazze, Sampierdarena from 26—29 April, and on 26 November was again at Sampierdarena, and
at Borgo S. Martino on the 28th. He spent a few days at Lanzo from 6 December. From 10-13
May, 1874 he went from Alassio to Varazze to Sampierdarena, visiting the colleges once more
from 9-12 June. From 25-29 June he was again at Sampierdarena, Sestri Ponente and Genoa.
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As we have seen, on his way back from the first trip to Nice he stopped at Alassio from 15-19
December and from there went on to Sampierdarena.

In 1875, Don Bosco dedicated the first half of June to the colleges in Liguria, Alassio, Varazze,
Sampierdarena.’® At the end , from the hospice at Sampierdarena he planned a visit to Borgo S.
Martino from Friday 18 to Monday 21 June, including a meal with the Bishop of Casale and another
with the parish priest of the area.” He returned there halfway through November.'® When the
foundation was opened in Nice in 1875, as we have seen he stopped over at Alassio, Varazze,
Sampierdarena both on the way there and on return. He spoke of this at Valdocco on the evenings
of 7, 8 December. Speaking on the evening of 22 December, he brought greetings from the boys at
Lanzo to their schoolmates at Valdocco.

We have already noted the letter of 3 January, 1876 and his talk on the 22nd reflected the
contents.™® Then on 12 January, in a circular to the Salesians, he took his cue from the visits to the
houses noted above, expressing his complete satisfaction at how they were going ‘morally and
materially’ and with regard to their ‘internal administration and their relationships outside.” '*° From
the last week of February to 12 March 1876 he made a long visit from Nice to Vallecrosia, Alassio,
Varzze, Sampierdarena, as we see from letters from the various cities. ‘I am visiting the riviera’ he
wrote to Fr Cagliero on 3 March ‘and our houses are proceeding to my greatest satisfaction.”'*")

His travels and visits, as well as being of a guiding and directive nature, were of great
educational and spiritual value. Don Bosco’s priority everywhere was with the rector and their
collaboration. He loved informed about the various moral, pedagogical, disciplinary, administrative
problems and relations with civil, scholastic and religious authorities. He pointed to possible
solutions, settled some internal and external disputes, and met the most accessible benefactors
and Cooperators. He visited the sick of the house and gave the goodnight each evening, heard
confessions of boys and Salesians morning and evening, and made himself available for the
exercise for a happy death, met with Salelsians after night prayers, joined with the boys and their
teachers in the courtyard, was present at any academics or plays. The boys he gave special
preferences to were the ones from the higher classes, receiving them for private chats, speaking
especially of vocations. During the goodnight he brought news and greetings from the other
colleges recounted his dreams, encourage them to remain in God’s grace, avoid idleness, bad
conversations and actions, invited them to be sincere in their confessions, encouraged them to be
open with their Rector and warned the discontented and restless ones.

Between the Rector and the Prefect he was informed of the financial status of the work, helping
the weak and soliciting some contribution from the more flourishing ones. He did not fail to collect
any possible monies available to help the mother house which constitutionally had little income and
was more a charitable hospice than a college and was responsible for the entire formation of most
of the personnel destined to run the other works.

5. Youthful celebrations at Valdocco

There were two main events on which not only the young residents but boys from other works
nearby or at least their representatives focused, and to which those further away or a very long
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way away sent messages of various kinds: the Feast of Mary Help of Christians on 24 May and
Don Bosco’s name day, which by convention was held on 24 June. Both created a fervour of
expectation and emotions over the few weeks preceding and following the events. An example is
what he wrote in January 1871 to the Rector of Borgo S. Martino, sending him the Strenna for the
new year: ‘You can renew the hope for our dear boys that up till now everything is going well for
them to come to the Feast of Mary Help of Christians. They will be part of the program as follows:
23 May, a musical evening put on by the students from the junior seminary at Borgo S. Martino. |
believe there will be no difficulties for food and the journey. We have to think about where they
sleep. This will be arranged ... At any rate, dante Deo, | want us to have a great celebration and for
us to be happy. We already have half price on the steam train. | hope we can do even better.”"*?

We have already spoken of the consecration of the Church of Mary Help of Christians in June
1868, and the Marian devotion that flowed from it. The Feast of Mary Help of Christians was
undoubtedly the most popular (in terms of participants) of the celebrations at Valdocco. AS we
have seen, the involvement of the Oratory boys was huge. But the boys were active along with a
crowd of devotees from outside and who tended to dominate the scene.'

The Feast of St John the Baptist, which was chosen for Don Bosco’s name day, was by contrast
a family occasion for the boys, Salesian Cooperators and past pupils. An especially rich section of
the Salesian Central Archives is reserved for the Honour shown Don Bosco during his lifetime,
mostly relating to his name day, a significant amount of material that deserves careful study. It
highlights the fascination Don Bosco aroused and the ‘educative’ and emotional potential the
celebrations led to and added to. Among the many community and individual letters of teachers
and boys, prose and poetry compositions by young students, working boys, clerics and others,
hymns written by Fr Lemoyne and musical compositions stand out, initially by the lay teacher from
outside, Giovanni De Vecchi, then by Salesian Brother Giuseppe Dogliani (1849-1934) .
Particularly expressive was the one dedicated to Fr John Bosco feted by the boys from the Oratory
of St Francis de Sales on his name day on the occasion of his return from Rome. Don Bosco had
been at St Peter’s celebrating his 25th anniversary of the election to the Papacy of Pius 1X (1846—
71). He had held over the celebrations at home until 8-9 July, and the bard sang:

All around echoes

With applause for the Director
The most tender Father

The king of our hearts.

Compositions by pupils and Salesians vied to outdo one another in their affection while past
pupils ‘once educated in this house’ had their own competition. The better equipped were printers
who could offer a professionally printed poem To Father John Bosco, celebrating his return from
Rome and his name day like tender children for their beloved father; the young printers from the
Oratory offer their feeble floral tribute. It is little for what you deserve; it is nothing compared to our
affection.

An unforeseen but especially joyful celebration was the one for Don Bosco’s return following his
illness at Varazze. It was celebrated on the Saturday and Sunday, 17 and 18 February 1872,
coinciding with the solemnity of St Francis de Sales. Fr Lemoyne, the poet once more, wrote:

The blessed feast
Your day of safe return
From illness dire
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Becomes a joy so keen
That sorrow must expire.

The celebration on 24 June 1873 was carefully prepared for by two meetings of the House
Council, and a third meeting critically examined how things were proceeding. We have already
mentioned the 1874 occasion where Don Bosco was celebrated as the New Moses in an epic
hymn. The house chronicle rightly noted: ‘The Archbishop felt it was a bit over the top.”'** The
same year, for the first time Don Bosco’s birthday was also celebrated. It was kept low—key
however — just a musical and literary academy held on Saturday 15 August.’*® ‘Festivities in 1877
reached fever pitch. They were transferred to 28, 29 June. On the 28th it was associated with a
welcome to Archbishop Federico Aneiros of Buenos Aires with his retinue.’” There were songs and
other items for both men being feted. “Two hymns were sung, one by the trade students put to
music by Dogliani’ based on epic texts by Fr Lemoyne. On the 29th, ‘towards 6.30 p.m. the
celebration for D. Bosco recommenced, all like the day before but there was a larger number of
outsiders present. The session ended at 10.00 p.m.”™® In 1878 celebrations began on the vigil of
24 June, a Sunday, when the external feast of St Aloysius was being celebrated. ‘After the
ceremonies it was Don Bosco’s celebration, beginning 6.30 and ending at 8. 30. Fireworks, supper
then bed. 24. Solemnity of St John. At 9.30 a.m. the Old Boys from the Oratory were received at
the door by the Oratory band, then entered and presented their usual valuable gift to D. Bosco for
whom they always retain so much affection.” ‘After the ceremonies, the celebration began in the
courtyard at 6.30: reading of compositions, singing, musical instruments. The day boys attending
the oratories of St Francis and St Aloysius presented their ‘bocchetti’ [bouquets of flowers, prayers,
etc.].’” Rain prevented the evening celebrations from continuing so they were postponed till St
Peter’s day. But that day too the usual rain meant the academy had to be held in the study hall.®

Similar festivities of the kind were held in the years to follow, right up to Don Bosco’s final name
day celebrated in 1887."

6. Past pupils — Salesians due to the education received

During Don Bosco’s lifetime there was no official organisation of past pupils into unions or
federations. The shift from relationships in person or through correspondence with Don Bosco to
one of the group, visibly occurred in 1870 for the first time. A reasonable number of them, led by
bookbinder Carlo Gastini, met on 24 June in a room adjacent to the Church of Mary Help of
Christians, inviting Don Bosco to come. He gave them a very affectionate talk. They offered him a
gift and listened to his kind words. In the years that followed numbers increased until in 1876 Don
Bosco himself suggested adding a day in July to the 24 June date when they could meet for a meal
together: on Sunday for lay people and a weekday for clergy.

Carlo Gastini (1833-1902) remained chief organiser of these meetings. He had been at the
Oratory from 1848, was a cleric for a year, then a teacher of bookbinding and from 1875 the chief
organiser of the Valdocco past pupils. He became president of a committee that coordinated the
initiatives. In 1871 Fr Giacomo Bellia (1834-1908), a companion of Gastini’s at Valdocco from
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1848 to 1856, gave an address of welcome. Some notes in the chronicle for the name day
celebrations in 1884 offer interesting information on Gastini’s role. They speak of a group of more
than 300 ‘old boys of the Oratory’. Clergy and lay people from all walks of life and professions. At
10.00 a.m. they went to Don Bosco to present their greetings and as a sign of gratitude offered him
‘a beautiful ornate vestment.” At a certain point, the chronicle tells us, ‘Mr Carlo Gastini stood up
and as head of the past pupils association’ spoke to the man they were celebrating on behalf of the
others and the affection they felt for him. ‘He offered warm wishes for a long and very happy life in
inimitable words.’"*' At the next gathering on 13 July, mainly of lay past pupils, a secretary and
president were chosen for the committee organising the name day event. The Salesian Bulletin did
not skimp on praises for the president Carlo Gastini, who in his performance as a joker appeared
to put the address by Prof. Fabre and another speech by Prof. Germano in the shade. Following
him, the secretary, Mr Luigi Fumero, recalled the fifteen or so years of those events and ‘suggested
a collection for the celebration of a Mass in the Church of Mary Help of Christians for deceased
past pupils.” Don Bosco concluded by expressing his gratitude and consolation among things for
‘knowing that everyone was in praise of this meeting since it was a real way of remembering the
advice and counsel | gave you when you were boys."'>

In the name of the committee, Carlo Gastini and Matteo Alasio, secretary, announced Don
Bosco’s death to the Oratory past pupils on 31 January 1888."%

Don Bosco felt that the past pupils belonged to the same family and were as Salesian as their
religious older brothers. By dint of the belief he entrusted them with the task of extending the
educational and preventive mission they had benefited from as they exercised their own physical
and spiritual fatherhood. In one of his talks to past pupil priests he prefaced his remarks with the
following: ‘By the name “Salesian” | mean all who are educated here in the Oratory in the principles
and sayings, of this great Saint. So for me you are all Salesians.’***) On 25 and 29 July, 1850 he
encouraged lay and priestly past pupils to work together in the common task, He encouraged the
lay members not only to be always and everywhere ‘good Christians and men of probity’ but also, if
fathers of families, to share the education they had received at the Oratory with their dear ones:
‘We are Salesians and as such we forget everything, forgive everyone, do as much good as we
can and do evil to no one.’ Therefore, show that you are ‘good Salesians, true sons of D. Bosco
whose keenest desire is to populate heaven with souls and empty hell of them, should there be
any.’” ‘The education you received from D. Bosco at the Oratory is something to share with your
dear ones.”"*® He also suggested the possibility of them being a specific social tool. He told them at
a meeting on Sunday 23 July, 1882: ‘Some have suggested you revise our former mutual aid
society among yourselves.” ‘From then on’ he noted ‘the so—called Catholic Workers Societies
were founded in almost every city and town and they are a real blessing for our times.’ He invited
them to join one and take an active part in the spiritual and material benefits thereof.*®

On 3 July 1884, Don Bosco praised their coming together each year and stated: ‘I feel that |
love you now even more than once upon a time because by your presence you assure me that the
principles of our holy religion | taught you have remained firm in your hearts and guide you in life. |
feel that | love you more because you let me see how your hearts are all for Don Bosco. You tell
me: “Here we are D. Bosco, to protest that we are all yours on the way to salvation and your
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thoughts are still ours.” And | say to you that | am all yours in every one of my thoughts and
actions.”"®’

His address to past pupils on 29 July 1880 was more detailed and demanding: ‘1 would have
many things to tell you,” he began, ‘The main one is for you to do as much as possible for youth in
your parishes, cities, towns and families.” He then pointed out ways, approaches ‘for succeeding
well with youngsters.” Going back to the original principles he tried to instil in them: ‘Make a great
effort to be well-mannered with them; make them love and not fear you. Show them and convince
them that it is the salvation of their souls you seek. Correct their faults patiently and charitably.
Above all, refrain from hitting them. In brief, see that when they see you the come running to you
and not away from you as happens too often in many places and often rightly so because they fear
being hit."'%®

Two years later he spoke of the long and difficult process before how could realise his plans for
young people despite all the problems and opposition, and he spelt out a typically Salesian
principle for doing good: ‘Does the world vilify and harm us? We just do good to it, working for its
religious, moral well-being and, where we can, also moral and physical well-being. Let us put St
Paul’'s advice into practice: Noli vinci a malo sed vince in bone malum — do not wish to be
overcome by the malice and perversity of your adversaries, but seek to win them over to God with
your good works. Above all try to do good to children, the poor, the sick, like our Divine Master did
and this way shut sad people up. And what is better, you will attract God’s [protection for yourself
and the work of your holy ministry. He who is protected and blessed by God will be invincible.”'*®

Again, on 19 July 1883, he stressed old and new aspects of apostolic zeal: ‘Live always as
good priests as your old friend taught you and instilled in you. Be zealous for the salvation of souls
who are unfortunately being lost. Take special care of youth in your towns, for society’s hopes lie in
them. Remain united with the Head of the Church, the Vicar of Jesus Christ. Let us always love
and pray for one another.”"® Again, the following year, speaking to priests, he suggested a relevant
apostolate in his view given the waste of lives in various ways, people gambling, duelling or
suicide: he urged them to consider the precious gift of life: ‘Our life on earth well used is a foretaste
of eternal life.”®"
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Chapter 24

Forger of religious Communities vowed to the
education of youth (1865-77)
1871 January: Ricordi confidenziali ai direttori (Confidential reminders for rectors);
30: Continuation of ‘Rectors Conferences);
1872 12 October: guidelines for distribution of personnel.
1873 Begins drawing up the Memoirs of the Oratory of St Francis de Sales;
3 June and 15 November: two important circulars on religious life.
1874 5 February: third circular on religious life.

1875 January: Don Bosco unearths the manuscript on Le perquisizioni (Searches) from
1860;

First lives of deceased Salesians in the Year Book;
1-16 April: General Rector’s Conferences;
26 May: Don Bosco retells the early Oratory times;

Spring — summer: Aj soci salesiani (To Salesian Confreres), introduction to the Italian
edition of the Constitutions;

18-26 September: Conferences for Chapter members and rectors.

1877 The final St Francis de Sales Conferences.

Only from 1875 did Don Bosco begin to organise separate areas at the Oratory for novices and the
young students of philosophy. Then from 1879 he created a community in an appropriate house at
San Benigno Canavese, 19 kilometres north of Turin for one group followed by another 8
kilometres on at Foglizzo Canavese, just for clerical novices and philosophy students.

As already indicated for the Oratory, Salesians and boys in other works too formed two distinct
communities, one educational the other religious, but not separate ones. Therefore the substance
of educational and religious leadership and management of the colleges, hospices, oratories
involved both boys and their religious education, including the spoken ‘magisterium’ or teaching
imparted through goodnights and other forms of oral communication. Where possible, certain
practices were reserved for the Salesians: meditation, special conferences, yearly retreats — often,
however with a good group of aspirants and novices involved — particular circulars, the monthly
‘rendiconto’ or personal talk prescribed by the Constitutions. So while we speak of Don Bosco as a
formator and animator of consecrated Salesians through various approaches, we should not
overlook his activity across the whole community, which offered substantial elements defining their
personality both as religious and educators.

1. Forming those responsible for educative communities



Of all the formation channels for religious educators in a Salesian style, the dominant one was their
constant involvement, working in common at the local and general level and in harmony with the
Founder and Superior General, Don Bosco. His being and activity were the most reliable model
and reference for the lived reinterpretation of Salesianity in religious, educational, social assistance
terms.

1.1 Doing things like Don Bosco

His collaborators intuited and assimilated the Founder’s and Father’s faith, charity, realism,
concreteness, far-sightedness, zeal for salvation, hopes. His very person, his style of government,
his strong communicative ability were a more than implicit schooling for religious, educators,
leaders of different kinds. He was somehow the prototype with his innate special mentality which
had by now matured through his typical perception of the time and society in which he operated.

He explained all the things that made up his personality and action by instilling them through a
whole range of behaviours: straight talk, essentiality, rejection of bureaucratic red tape, his lack of
sufferance of formality, the wise way he circumvented interference by authorities he believed
should be ignored or pre—empted, since they seemed to limit or coerce socially and educationally
productive activities: surveillance efforts, inspectors, council administrators, scholastic advisers
and superintendents, people responsible for conscription into the army, custodians of restrictive
canonical rules.

It became easier for his co—workers near and far to identify with him and with someone closer to
him than others who was able to support and interpret him and whom Don Bosco regarded as
authorised to act in certain delegated areas with full authority. Fr Rua, as we shall see further on,
acted as president at conferences or yearly rectors meetings, but especially as Prefect General
and Vicar he was able for decades to be a daily and faithful echo of his founding superior’s
thoughts and intentions and not only in the disciplinary and administrative sector which was his
specific competence." On one occasion, when Don Bosco was absent from the Oratory at a
decisive moment for redistribution of personnel for the new school year, it was to Rua, ably
governing matters at Valdocco, that he turned: ‘Go ahead with changes to personnel but do what
you can to see that things are done freely and not by force.’? ‘Adjust matters regarding personnel,
as | have said, but do what you can to keep those in charge and the teachers happy.”

On another occasion he ended a letter in these words: ‘In omnibus caritas. See that everyone
you speak with becomes your friend.”* It was a sign of complete trust in a man who was more and
more becoming his alter ego, someone he also kept informed of his own health: ‘My health has
improved much; last night, however, | had a bit of a fever lasting around four hours but without
consequence other than a bit of tiredness.”” Some days earlier he had written: ‘My health has
improved somewhat: | felt the brief fever at night, instead of midday, but much milder and with less
of a headache.”®

Educators and superiors, whether new or already proven, learned almost by osmosis from Don
Bosco what was to be the fundamental feature of their profession: wisdom informed by charity. It
was moderation which did not lessen the desire for perfection but responded to a wise and
constructive realism. We find it expressed in the opening of a letter to one rector, a minor treatise
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on professional spirituality: ‘I am fully in agreement with you. The best is what we seek but
unfortunately we have to content ourselves, amongst so many ills, with the mediocre. These are
our times. Despite this, the results obtained thus far should satisfy us. Let us be humble before
God, recognise that it all comes from him, pray especially at Mass at the “elevation of the host” for
yourself, your efforts, your children.” It is clear that ‘mediocre’ does not mean ‘little’, something just
a little better than adequate, but average, a measure between good and adequate.

1.2 Formation through story telling

‘Doing as Don Bosco does’ also concerned the past and future which he would refer to either
through story or prediction. In the 1870s, he used to tell the story of exactly how he had done
things in the 50’s and 60’s. Fr Barberis’ diary or Cronichetta and other diaries he kept or
encouraged others to keep, furnish us with Don Bosco’s memories of his activity among the boys
and the Salesians close to him as written down in various contexts between 1875 and 1879. They
were used in the formation and animation of aspirants, novices and young professed. He had two
main ways of retelling things —viva voce and in writing. On 26 May 1875, there was a lively
discussion on the Beginning of the Oratory, the paradigmatic institution which summed up the
various initiatives on behalf of young people. In ideal terms all these activities were the Oratory.
There was no lack of dramatisation that gave little heed to historical precision.® Beginning with
1873, these tended to reflect what Don Bosco had already entrusted to the Memoirs of the Oratory
of St Francis de Sales. ‘| have written down a number of things’ he confided to them ‘which will be
very instructive for us’ even though some ‘cannot be published, at least for now.’

With those closest to him gathered around him, he would recall the origins in 1845-46 on a
range of different occasions with extraordinary evocative potential.® Sometimes the one urging him
on was Fr Barberis, novice master, thus guide and animator for all those starting out in Salesian
life. He liked of an evening ‘after prayers, to tell the clerical novices something of the early days at
the Oratory." It was Barberis who recorded things covering a wide variety of topics which he heard
from Don Bosco at Lanzo around the end of September, beginning of October 1876. On a one to
one basis a whole range of memories of the early Oratory times flourished, where Don Bosco was
the absolute main figure in confronting some of the most difficult youth situations, the Cocche
(gangs), street fights, his ability to arouse religious sentiment.” There were other reminiscences in
November 1878 when Don Bosco was putting the final touches to the Memoirs of the Oratory: they
regarded the turbulent events of 1848 and the search for trustworthy helpers.™

The Memoirs of the Oratory were written for the most part over 1873—75. There were summary
outlines referring to 1815-24 and in more detailed form covering the decades 1825-35, 183545,
1845-55. The last twenty or thirty pages, refined in 1878-79 and beyond, record publicly known
facts: the building of the Church of St Francis de Sales, the explosion at the powder factory, the
beginning of the Letture Cattoliche, closing with the entrance on scene of an unexpected ‘alien
figure’, the legendary Grigio or ‘grey dog’.” They were ‘memoirs’ — so the author tells us at the
beginning of his work — which he intended to be reserved for ‘my beloved Salesian sons: | forbid
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that these things be made public during my lifetime or after my death.”’* The readers, unaware of
the use they would soon be put to, took this prohibition literally, so much so that the first edition of
the bulky manuscript was only attended to by Eugene Ceria in 1946.

The document had not been entirely secret. Already from 1877/78 it was in Fr Bonetti’s hands
and he made use of it in writing the History of the Oratory of St Francis de Sales which came out in
instalments in the Salesian Bulletin from January 1879 to August 1886. It contained more than half
of the text, the part that reconstructed the beginning and developments of the Oratory and parallel
activities between 1841 and 1854." Don Bosco himself had already described their narrative,
formative and manifesto—like character in the title. They were not to be understood as ‘Auto—
biographical memoirs’ but literally as ‘Memoirs of the Oratory of St Francis de Sales even though in
certain ways the author sometimes seems to identify the beginnings and development of the
Oratory with the events of his own life: his birth on 15 August, the dream at 9 years of age, his
performances at the Becchi etc. There is no doubt it was — as he states in his preface — a
normative history, a classic historia magistra vitae or aid to ‘help people overcome problems that
may come in the future by learning from the past.’

It was to be recreational and evocative reading, ‘some entertainment’ for the children and an
exemplary history he had inherited from the past, according to which the objective truth was
inseparable from its theological interpretation: ‘Make known how God himself has always been our
guide,’ this of course being the conviction of all believing historians over the centuries.' To a
considerable extent, then, they are memoirs of the future and, with many reservations, theological
and historical memoirs of the past.”’

Emerging from them are the unmistakable features of the Salesian educator which Don Bosco
repeatedly described in narrative accounts, conferences, familiar conversations. The decision to
dedicate himself passionately and joyfully to the most needy youth was not only a sign of a divine
call confirmed at the moment of definitive choice: ‘My inclination is to work for young people.’”® At
the summit of his charitable and educational assistance was the ongoing Christian yearning for
eternal salvation guaranteed by the life of grace preserved or regained through appropriate means:
prayer, the sacraments, catechism, devotion to Mary Virgin and Mother. ‘Religion was a
fundamental part of education’ he recalled, writing of the college at Chieri, and it was also a sure
safeguard for ‘morality’ and the ‘exact fulfilment of our duty.’"

The chief way to relate to young people was educative assistance [being with them in an
educational way], experienced as a pressing personal and social need, something he felt from his
first contact with boys ‘abandoned to their own resources.’® He was also deeply convinced of the
need for new, fresh places to encounter young people and for them to come together, the oratory,
by a variety of names and in varied forms: not only a place for catechesis and religious practice but
also a school, hospice, club, a place for leisure.?" It was fully consistent, then, that prevention and
assistance would give rise to various kinds of initiatives be they social, religious, apologetic: the
Mutual Aid Society, the Catholic Readings, Sodalities, books and pamphlets.? His interest was in
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the whole young person, always leading to eternal and temporal, spiritual and material values, but
able to fully embody the ideal of the profoundly happy believer in harmony with God, self, and
others.?®

The educator that Don Bosco represented and proposed for imitation by his Salesians was one
armed above all with loving and youthful kindness, able to restore lost affection, and fill sad
loneliness with the intensity of friendly, community relationships: it was a counter point to the
undoubtedly worthy but less accessible type of cleric the young Bosco experienced in his parish
and at the seminary.®* Again, it was essential for him to take the initiative and meet the
irrepressible, youthful desire for happiness and the need to be cheerful, with joy and festivity. The
‘tools, which were the church and recreation’ were constantly paired with ‘church functions’
associated with recreational ‘amusement,’ ‘games. Recurring terms in the text include
cheerfulness, joy, hilarity, cheering up, laughing and, literally, ‘singing, running, jumping, having
fun,” ‘somersaults, songs, making noise, leisure times.’ This is why the boys found ‘their earthly
paradise’ at the Oratory.?

Over the same years, as well as writing the Memoirs of the Oratory of St Francis de Sales, Don
Bosco was attending to the revision of the old manuscript on The Searches from 1860. We have
already spoken of this in reference to that dramatic year for the history of the Church in Italy. Don
Bosco stated that he had written the manuscript at the time but felt it was particularly relevant now
for the formation of his Salesians, so he took it up again in 1875, speaking of the searches a year
later to the Salesians closest to him.? In early February 1875 he wrote to his secretary Fr Berto:
‘This morning Savio brought me three exercise books [of the Memoirs of the Oratory]. Perhaps it
would be good to revise the history of the searches once more before copying it.”? When it was
published in the Salesian Bulletin between 1884 and 1886, considerably extended and
paraphrased in the five chapters of the History of the Oratory written by Fr Bonetti, it was able to
become a written ‘magisterium’ on what the superior and founder had taught them by word and
example while he was still alive.?®

1.3 Conferences and circulars

A privileged vehicle for religious formation of superiors and subjects were the talks and
conferences given on a regular or occasional basis, and circular letters.

On 6 April 1869, following the profession of triennial vows by Frs Giovanni Garino and
Francesco Dalmazzo, Don Bosco gave a talk in which he said he hoped every member of the
Society would be a founder called to guarantee that it would remain solidly anchored in the original
motivations. A fundamental point was chastity and he pointed out its classic enemies: ofia, vina,
dapes, idleness and intemperance in eating and drinking. He then went back over cautions and
safeguards: keep to the timetable of the house, make a visit to the Blessed Sacraments, go
regularly to confession and communion, practise the rules of the Congregation, temperance in food
and drink. He pointed to the tasks imposed by papal approval of the Salesian Society: there was a
need to ‘reorder and establish it.” This meant the need to ‘examine which individuals’ were suited to
it and which ones not; religious and parish priests in the countryside were asking to enter and there
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was a need ‘however, to go very slow in accepting them because,” he said ‘they want to come here
to command.” He went on: ‘Let us be careful that none of the traditions are changed, otherwise it
will be difficult to return to the fervour of old.” He announced the election of new members of the
Superior Chapter to be held in December and concluded: ‘Let us see that each of us is a worthy
founder of the Society of St Francis de Sales so that those who read our history can find very many
models among us.’®®

The election took place on 10 December. The only variation was the entry of Fr Albera (1845
1921) into the Chapter in place of Fr Francesia who was appointed Rector at Cherasco. Don
Bosco reminded those elected that ‘the job required patience and sacrifice.” He did not hide from
them that they were ‘beginning a life full of thorns’ ‘like at the beginning of the Society.” But they
could be consoled since they had ‘our Divine Saviour on the one side and the Blessed Virgin on
the other.’ He then announced that ‘before the end of the year’ he would have printed ‘a list’ of
those making up the Congregation, and at the end, the names of deceased Salesians. He said
these would soon be a separate ‘monograph’ written, pointing to the ‘principal virtues for which the
deceased was known.°

Notable, too, were the reflections he offered on 12 January 1873 after the re—election of the
Economer, Fr Savio and three councillors: Frs Provera, Durando and Ghivarello. He stressed the
fact that the growth of the Congregation had imposed the neat distinction between the Superior
Chapter and the Valdocco Chapter, hoping the Superior Chapter could be given its own area to
operate in and where its members could live. The Society’s growth (Don Bosco pointed to the
Jesuits as a model) demanded that its ‘members be zealous ministers of it, worthy sons of Francis
de Sales just as Jesuits showed themselves to be courageous sons of St Ignatius Loyola,
remaining united and supportive, although targeted from all side. Salesians, clerical or lay, in
whatever role or whatever place on earth, alone or together, should always, ‘bear in mind the
purpose of the Congregation to instruct youth and our neighbour in general in skills and knowledge
and more so in religion, that is, the salvation of souls.” Despite the pressing formation needs, in
obedience to Pius IX’s wishes, the work would be carried out bearing in mind, however, the
purpose indicated and its demands.'

In the same year, 1873 the planning and already pre—announced series of three circulars
began, touching on points he considered essential for religious life. The first on 4 June, concerned
material interests, sharpened by the fact that ‘the purchase, construction, renovation and
establishment of new houses were cause for very serious expenditure,’ as at Alassio, Varazze,
Marassi, Sampierdarena and the re—founded Lanzo; ‘the increase in all kinds of comestibles —
including the tax on flour — ‘meant that the ‘monthly expenses’ were ‘far in excess of income.” He
then gave the following directions: ‘No building to be undertaken,” ‘no journeys to be made’ for
useless reasons. ‘Remember to observe articles 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 of Chapter 4 of our rules’ relating to
the vow of poverty: limiting purchases, introducing economics where comestibles were concerned.
But he added one rather delicate reservation: ‘But it is my intention that nothing be omitted which
can contribute to preserving the health of the body or maintaining morality among the beloved sons
of the Congregation and the students Divine Providence entrusts to our care.*

Another circular followed on 15 November: in this case discipline, not for pupils but for Salesian
Religious. In essence this was understood as ‘a way of living which complies with the rules and
customs of an institute.’ This is why, he explained, ‘to obtain good results from discipline it is first of

29 Documenti Xl 269-271. Emphasis ours.

30 Documenti X| 314-316.

31 Documenti Xl 140-141; MB X 1062—1063.
32 Em IV 114-115.



all essential that all the rules are observed by everyone.” He explained that we can distinguish
general rules, ‘the rules of the Congregation’ from the rules proper to each office.

In tune with his sense of concreteness he addressed each of the offices principally responsible
for the smooth running of a Salesian college, omitting reference to the Prefect of Studies or School
Councillor. Most references were to the Rector, with captivating images. He wrote that ‘our houses
can be likened to a garden.’ The ‘gardener is the Rector; the tender plants are the pupils and all the
staff are the growers dependent on their master, meaning the Rector who is responsible for
everyone’s activity. The Rector will achieve much if he does not absent himself from the house
entrusted to him except for reasonable and serious motives.’ ‘In all charity let him often visit or at
least ask about the dormitories, kitchen, infirmary, classrooms and study. He should constantly be
the loving father who wants to know everything in order to do good to everyone and evil to none.”*

The Prefect was ‘censor of discipline’ the first one responsible for order in the house and
relations with people outside. The Catechist or spiritual director of the group as a whole ‘should
remember that the spirit and moral benefit of our houses depends on fostering the Altar boys
society, the Immaculate Conception, Blessed Sacrament and St Aloysius sodalities.” Let the
Teachers be ‘the first into the classroom and the last to leave. Let them love their pupils equally,
encourage everyone and despise none. They should feel for the more ignorant ones in the class
and take care of them, question them often and if needs be let them speak with whoever can see
they are helped outside the classroom as well.”*® The Assistants were required to be vigilant,
especially to prevent ‘grumbling’ and worse, ‘improper talk.’*®

The third and the most important circular of the series, on 4 February 1874, had morality as its
argument, understood as irreproachableness both inwardly and outwardly, in the sexual arena.
Don Bosco spelt out and developed two issues in this regard: ‘1.The need for morality in Salesian
members. 2. The means for encouraging and sustaining it among our pupils.” He dwelt especially
on the first of these. ‘It can be established as an invariable principle that the pupils’ morality
depends on who teaches, assists and guides them.’ He then pointed to the fact that ‘public opinion
decries ‘immoral deeds that have taken place and ruined habits and caused horrible scandals’ in
certain houses of education. ‘It is a great evil, a disaster’ he lamented. The cause was clear: ‘the
cessation of holiness in those in charge was the cause of the disasters that occurred among those
dependent on them.” He begged the Lord that all his works would disappear before ‘similar
misfortune’ should take place there. Strictness was never excessive in a world which was inclined
to invent non—existent matters or give substance to simple suspicion. He concluded emphatically:
‘Oh chastity, chastity, what a great virtue you are! As long as you remain resplendent among us,
meaning so long as the sons of St Francis de Sales practice recollectedness, modesty,
temperance and everything we have promised God by vow, morality and holiness of habits will
have a glorious place among us, and will shine like a burning torch in all the houses dependent on
us.” Finally, he gave two brief rules: to have three ‘conferences’ or better, three practical
examinations ‘on the vows of poverty, chastity and obedience’ and to re—read ‘the chapter dealing
with the practices of piety’ in the Constitutions.®

There is interesting content in a more restricted circular addressed to the two governing bodies
at the mother house, the Superior Chapter and the ‘House Chapter’. The style seems unusual,
both for its opening and closing. Don Bosco was writing from Lanzo ‘for the greater glory of God
and the honour of our holy religion and the benefit of the Salesian Society’ confirming in more
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summary fashion what he had developed in the circular on 15 November 1873 and would stress
again in the circular at the beginning of 1876. First of all he recommended promoting all four
sodalities and the altar boys society. He then listed some points of particular importance for the
smooth running of the mother house and other houses: ‘Put into practice effective means for
preventing criticism and grumbling about the running of the Oratory and the Superior’s
arrangements.’ ‘Take special care of sick confreres.’ ‘Ordinarily just one meat dish for dinner and a
mixed dish at supper.’ ‘Remind people often that we have made a vow of poverty.’

He asked the superiors to carry these out in hierarchical order after the Vice director, Fr Rua: at
the Oratory these were Frs Durando, Provera, Lazzero. Then concretising each one’s tasks he
wrote; ‘Each day the Director of Studies should spend an hour with matters regarding classes. The
Prefect should spend at least two hours visiting the kitchen, dormitories and other parts of the
house.” ‘Care of morality and the sick is entrusted in a special way to the Catechist.” Then there is
an N.B. which stands out as a postscript: ‘Understand, visit, advise, counsel, direct the teaching
staff, assistants and workers. Do not overlook the monthly ‘rendiconto’, the weekly conference to
the confreres as a group.”® It was a small vademecum or handbook of responsible, detailed
government.

The first biographies of Salesian confreres called to eternal life in 1874 were aimed at
edification. These were published in the list of members and Salesian houses for 1875 similar to
what other Religious Institutes did. According to Don Bosco the main purpose was to present
exemplary figures for imitation: ‘So those who lived among us and practised the same rules in an
exemplary way may be an encouragement to us to follow them in promoting good and avoiding
evil.”® Brief notes limited to a page, more or less, were already to be found in the 1872, '73 and '74
booklets. They foreshadowed what would appear in the more developed biographies and the
edifying elements which could be drawn from them. ‘After having shown clear signs of virtue’ was
the memory of a novice who died in November 1871 at a little more than sixteen years of age, ‘he
enrolled in our society to consecrate himself to the Lord in the bloom of youth and gave himself
completely to divine service. But God did not wait for his works and wanted to compensate his
ardent desires, calling him to enjoy the reward for the sacrifice he had made in abandoning home,
family and friends.™*

Writing of a coadjutor and cleric who died in 1872 he spoke of: ‘The exemplary life they led all
the time they were with us; their keen desire to work for the greater glory of God; their patience and
resignation shown especially in their last long illness; the fervour with which they received the holy
Sacraments.” ‘Meanwhile let us try to imitate them in their detachment from earthly things and in
the most precious virtue of obedience. Let us do what we can to faithfully observe the rules of our
Congregation and thus hold ourselves in readiness for the great call that God, in his infinite mercy,
will decide to make for some of us this year.™’

‘These three confreres of ours’ a cleric, a coadjutor, a priest who died in 1873 ‘have left us a
shining example of religious observance. They despised the world and all its allures and now, as
we believe, they are already with God enjoying the reward of their labours and sacrifices.” The
cleric was ‘most commendable for his piety and desire to work for the glory of God.” The coadjutor
‘showed his constant affection for the Congregation by his tireless work and exact obedience in
everything he was asked to do.” The third was ‘a zealous, willing priest whose morality was truly
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admirable,” ‘and he felt deep regret when he could not do the things he believed were for the
greater glory of God.*?

In 1875, memory was kept of the outstanding Salesians: Fr Francesco Provera, from 1871 until
his death in May 1874 a member of the Superior Chapter; Fr Pestarino who played the main role in
preparing the birth of the Institute of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians; they were followed a
few months later by cleric Ghiglione and Fr Giuseppe Cagliero, who succeeded Fr Pestarino in
Salesian guidance of the Sisters. ‘In these dear confreres of ours’ the memoir says ‘we have lost
four evangelical workers, all perpetually professed, all most affectionate towards the Salesian
Congregation, faithfully observant of our Constitutions, truly zealous in working for the greater glory
of God.” Summing up he said: ‘We can say of them that they lived a short time but worked so
much, as if they had lived for a very long time: Brevi vivens tempore, explivit tempora multa.’*®

What Don Bosco had to say about obedience in a conference on 26 September 1875, was of a
deliberately religious nature, thus strengthening the bond it formed. ‘Religious’ obedience of
consecrated persons was a strong point that the founder considered essential and did not fail to
instil until the end of his life. ‘Up til now it is to be noted that obedience was rather more personal
than religious. We avoid this great inconvenience. We do not even obey because so—and-so is the
one giving orders but in principle, because he is superior, because it is God who is commanding
and does so through whoever it be. This is something we must begin to practise among us and
instil, little by little, in others. Until we arrive at this point we will have gained little. We are not to do
things because it pleases us to do them or we like the way they were commended; they are to be
done willingly, simply because they have been commanded. This is to be instilled through
conferences, sermons, confession and any other way possible.”

The circular he sent out at the beginning of 1876 following his visit to various works throughout
the year before was full of points and practical guidelines. The Superior stated that he was satisfied
with everything, spoke of the many requests for foundations in ltaly, overseas, in the missions. He
pointed to what was being done and what he hoped could be done in South America, and insisted
on the need for clerical and religious vocations. He pointed to a number of main ways of nurturing
them and helping the Salesians and boys to grow in the necessary ‘spirit of piety.” Sodalities had
prime of place, ‘the key to piety, preserving morality, supporting clerical and religious vocations.’ He
then warned of certain relationships, particular friendships, conversations be they in writing, books
or gifts of whatever kind.” From this came the strict prohibition of all displays of ambiguous
familiarity among educators, between them and their pupils and among the pupils themselves:
‘holding hands,’ caressing the face, kisses, walking arm in arm or going for a walk with arms
around each others shoulders.” Thirdly, ’avoiding the world and its principles’ was instilled, with a
corollary: ‘Therefore, do not go home to the family unless for serious reasons.’

He ended the series with a rule that is only apparently disciplinary and especially a guarantee of
‘morality.” ‘In the evening, after prayers, let each one go straight away to bed.” ‘Punctuality in going
to bed is linked with getting up on time in the morning, which | intend to insist on equally.”* There is
no question that Don Bosco was absolutely intransigent where morality was concerned, however
this was mixed with pity and respect for privacy. A brief letter to Fr Rua from Varazze is
paradigmatic. He was visiting there and it was in regard to a temporarily professed cleric who was
a dangerous recidivist. ‘Just now’ he wrote ‘the cleric Bollea will have arrived there under the
specious pretext of doing a job for me. But in reality, ob easdem rationes anni elapsi. Therefore,
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dulciter moneatur; habitum deponat, atque saeculariter induatur, but by no means is he to return
here. He could very much compromise us. Ab omni malo libera nos, Domine. Pray a lot.’

But this is not everything. The resolute governor was less so in carrying things out. He did not
want to be pitiless, and consulted with his most trustworthy collaborator. ‘Let me advise you’ he
said in a P.S. ‘to tell Bollea that all his belongings will be sent on. Be prudent and unafraid [Remain
silent, do not fear] when | say here that he has gone to get ready to go to America. And would it
also not be better for him to think that for two or three days?’*

1.4 Rules and advice for Rectors

We have spoken of the relevant task of the rector in the individual communities and the important
document known as the Confidential Reminders for Rectors.”” They were often reinforced and
sometimes recalled in individual letters. He reminded Fr Bonetti: ‘Do not omit the monthly
“rendiconto” and go into all the details that can be helpful for the individual and the Society.”*® He
also drew up an action plan for him in terms which have by now become canonical: “1.The monthly
‘rendiconto’ where you insist on the duty the superior has of speaking frankly and telling his subject
everything. The latter, for his part, tells him things and if they are not said they are called to mind.
2. See if things have improved or not in the “rendiconto” and if advice given has been followed, and
insist they are carried out. 3. Never omit the two monthly conferences, one on ascetics, the other
explaining the rules. 4. Meet with the Chapter and sometimes with all the teachers to study ways
each one feels are appropriate to remedy what must be remedied. 5. Remember that the rector
does not have to do a lot but must see that others do things, watching how each one does his
duties.’” Finally he invited him to read the rules ‘given in writing to each rector of our houses,
meaning the Confidential Reminders.*°

2. Group formation through the General Conferences

We have already spoken of the Conferences of St Francis de Sales held from 1866 to 1870. From
1871, with the increase in works, the number of rectors also increased and sometimes, a number
of autumn conferences were added for rectors and prefects, held during the retreat at Lanzo.
These ceased with the First General Chapter in summer—autumn 1877. There were still a brief
series of conferences at Alassio in 1879 but with a limited number of rectors. Don Bosco was
always the ‘teacher’ but Fr Rua began to emerge more frequently as president of most of the
conferences.

At the general conference on 30 January 1871, the day after the Feast of St Francis de Sales,
the rectors made reference to their respective colleges and Fr Pestarino to the Daughters of the
Immaculate at Mornese. Don Bosco was pleased with what they presented, said he was satisfied
that the Congregation had grown in quantity but especially ‘in good will, unity and love for work,’
and that ‘a considerable improvement’ had been noted at the Oratory, especially among the trade
students who in other years were a real scourge for the house.” He rejoiced that in all the houses
confreres were available for all tasks: teaching, accompanying on walks, tutoring after school while
finding ‘time still to read, study and prepare classes.” Everyone was fully occupied. He then said:
‘Woe to us if idleness the ruin of Congregations, enters our houses.’ He invited them all to ‘make
money’ especially through savings. There were ‘very heavy expenditures’ meaning ‘at least
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200,000 francs [729,857 euro]. There was also the ‘scourge of conscription,” buying back
conscripts, over and above the costs of formation of personnel who could not as yet work. Still, he
confirmed the principle by which the Society should not keep real estate, money—producing
‘tenements’ which would alienate us from Providence. The discussion then turned to ‘featrino’ or
‘small theatre’ and went on at length; Don Bosco was highly critical of certain kinds of language.
The basis should be to amuse and instruct. Some months later, for the first time he issued a four
page printed pamphlet, Regola pel teatrino. (Rule for ‘teatrino’).*® The text then became part of the
Regulations for the houses in 1877 and, in 1878, part of the printed Deliberations from the First
General Chapter of 1877. He continued to emphasise the ‘miracle’ of the ‘admirable growth’ of the
Society despite ‘the evils of the time, the great upsets and fierce wars being waged against good
people.’ ‘Here we see the finger of God,” he assured them and ‘the protection of Our Lady.” There
were many forces hostile to religious life: ‘civil authorities,” ‘laws’, ‘Masons,’” ‘a good number of
journalists.” Salesians should continue to work with all their strength and means. Arriving at the
conclusion he felt he could only but recommend ‘the virtue which embraces all the others, meaning
obedience.” ‘Obedience is everything in a Congregation. If obedience is lacking there will be
disorder; everything will go to rack and ruin.”’

There is no documentation on the Salesian conferences in 1872, held after Don Bosco’s return
from Varazze. It would have taken place on the evening of Friday 16 February in an atmosphere of
simple familiar confidence following his return to health.*

In 1873, the Feast of St Francis de Sales was celebrated on Sunday 2 February. The General
Conference took place the following day and was particularly interesting for new accomplishments
of the previous year: the opening of the college at Valsalice, extensions at Lanzo and Alassio, the
transferral of the hospice at Marassi to Sampierdarena. At the beginning of the meeting Don Bosco
had Fr Rua read out the list of members of the Superior Chapter, different from the Oratory
Chapter even though some belonged to both. Then each Rector referred to his house, though Fr
Bonetti from Borgo S. Martino, was absent. As for Mornese, Fr Pestarino said that everything was
going well enough; that we only lacked a superior who is a bit more learned.’>®> Don Bosco dwelt on
three points: above all the economy ‘in very critical times for supplies.” He then said that ‘the most
important thing’ for the Society was ‘exact observance of the rules.’” Finally, there was need for
example which would lead others to follow ‘because si verba movent, exempla trahent.”* A result
of 1873 conferences was a series of Deliberations sent to the houses.* In autumn, Fr Ghivarello,
the Economer General, called the rectors and prefects together to discuss problems regarding
keeping regular records and fulfilling duties imposed by the Regulations on the prefect of each
house.’*®

In 1874, the conferences were held on Don Bosco’s return from his long Roman sojourn from 30
December 1873 to 14 April 1874 with the Constitutions approved. It seems that there were only
two, one in the morning and the other in the evening of 17 April.*” We can discover ‘the most
salient points’ put by Don Bosco from a memoir by Fr Lemoyne. They focused on two ideas,
fundamental ones following the approval of the Rule: forming oneself in a religious mentality and
feeling that one belonged to a ‘Congregation’. Suggestions relevant to this came from it: the need
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to proceed in a precise order; creating unity around the superior who needed to be able to count on
the unconditional availability of the confreres to offer ‘true obedience’, interpreting it not to exempt
oneself but to work ‘prudently and cheerfully.” As for the Congregation, there was a need ‘to love it,
to defend its reputation’ and not do anything that would dishonour it, ‘working for its growth and
prosperity.” Detachment from relatives, fidelity, ‘no one going backwards.” He concluded: ‘Nemo
quaeret quae sua sunt, sed quae Jesu Christi. Frequent conferences should be held where either
Rodriquez could be read or the rector could speak about the vows, the virtues of obedience,
detachment from earthly things, chastity and how to preserve it, how to conduct oneself with
relatives. There should be a conference once a week and a chapter meeting every fortnight. Poor
boys, spreading good books, and preaching, are three vast areas for us to exercise our efforts in.”*®

There is also a manuscript partly written by Fr Barberis with corrections by Don Bosco that has
been assigned to 1874. It was entitled Deliberations taken at the General Conferences of the
Society of St Francis de Sales. Explanatory notes on our rules, but it seems more reasonable to
assign it to 1875.*° It was material that eventually formed part of the printed 1878 Deliberations
following discussions at the First General Chapter in 1877. They would eventually form part of the
practical patrimony of norms that would result in various sets of Regulations for Salesian Religious,
reaching their greatest number in 1906. Relating to 1874 were the Summary of Autumn
Conferences of the General Chapter in 1874 and the Summary of Prefects Conferences held at
Lanzo in autumn. Both were written by Fr Rua.®®

Richer still is documentation owed to the attentive efforts of Fr Giulio Barberis relating to the
Conferences of St Francis de Sales of 1875, 1876, 1877. After the high point of 1875-77 they
ended up losing their original significance, either because of the series of General Chapters (1877,
1880, 1883, 1886) or because of the expansion of works beyond Italy and abroad which made it
impossible for many rectors to be there.

1875 saw a wealth of plenary meetings: at the St Francis de Sales Conferences, in April and
autumn. Following approval of the Constitutions, Don Bosco seemed to want to force the pace in
forging a true Religious Congregation which was disciplined and had a well-defined spirit, compact
in how it felt about itself and acted. This was prepared for in autumn by two great outward
movements: over the Alps in France and over the Atlantic in Argentina.

The first series of conferences took place over the three days prior to the Feast of St Francis de
Sales from 26-28 January. Four were private, that is in the presence of the chapter members,
rectors of houses, and the novice master. Two were public or rather, it was one which took place
over two sessions,®' At the first three private ones presided over by Fr Rua, problems relating to
religious life were dealt with, among them reading material and application of the Holy See’s 25
January 1848 decrees Romani Pontifices and Regulari disciplinae. These had been generally
avoided in reference to the testimonial letters from the diocesan ordinary for acceptance to the
novitiate, and religious clothing ceremony and admission to profession of vows.®> The chronicler
described the private conferences at which Don Bosco presided in the late morning of 27 January
as ‘Memorable in the annals of the Congregation.” The founder began by speaking of the privileges
which he had been asking for in Rome from 17 February to 15 March. For the first time he made
reference to the letters from South America mentioned earlier.®® He also mad known the content of
letters Archbishop Gastaldi had sent to Rome, and the appointment of the Archbishop of Vercelli,
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Celestino Fissore, to ‘mediate’ between the Archbishop and Don Bosco. With regards to the
precepts of the 1848 decrees he invited them to a somewhat limited observance: ‘We will begin to
carry out what we can.”®

The public conference ‘attended solemnly by all the rectors and all other members whether
professed, novices or aspirants ... was held in the chapel of St Francis de Sales.” ‘There were
around 150 of us’ the chronicler tells us. The afternoon of the 27th was dedicated to the conference
with reports from rectors and Fr Rua, and on the morning of the 28th, an address from Don Bosco.
Each rector gave a brief report on the ‘state of the college he was running in financial, health,
material, intellectual moral and religious terms.” In general, the information was marked by
optimism aimed at enthusing and encouraging. Young people were coming in great numbers and
extensions were being made at Lanzo, Alassio, Sampierdarena, Even at Valsalice the number had
almost doubled compared to the previous year. The new ‘Director’ for the Sisters, Fr Costamagna,
spoke of the ‘fervent and perfect spirit’ of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, beginning with
information on the transfer of the boarding school to another more accessible and populous centre.
Fr Rua referred to the Oratory at Valdocco, dwelling in particular on the ‘outsiders’ or Oratory boys
for whom night classes had been set up in recent months ‘attracting many older boys who then
come on Sunday as well.” He also highlighted some improvements in the religious life of the
Salesians, professed and novices. ‘Meditation has been established for all members of the
Congregation, made ‘separately by the novices’ who also had a ’separate study hall’ with classes
and conferences entirely for them. A relatively separate setting at the Oratory was being gradually
established for the novitiate.®

In his addresses, Don Bosco spoke of the good impressions he had received from his recent
visits to the colleges, ‘full of healthy, good young people.” He had been struck especially by the
work of the Salesians which was ‘immense,’ carried out in a ‘heartfelt’ way in a ‘spirit of obedience
and freedom’ despite the narrow building which did not permit giving each teacher a ‘comfortable
room’ or offering ‘the novices .... Good airy, healthy dormitories.” He then recommended
introducing Christian classics into the schools: it would be no small matter to know how ‘to write
Latin as it was written by Jerome, and Augustine, Ambrose, Leo and Sulpicius Severus.’ It was not
necessary to emulate Cicero or Livy. ‘If you can do it’ he said ‘then you will be introducing so many
strange, useless, many of them dangerous ideas,’ into the minds of young people ‘ideas found on
every page of the pagan classics.’ By way of conclusion he could not fail to refer to the news of the
day: the ‘Missions in America’ in preference to those requested for Asia, Africa, Oceania ‘both
because of special circumstances, and the language,” Spanish, ‘much easier than English, which
is flourishing in many of the other places.”®

Resulting from these discussions and conclusions were brief Deliberations on the possible
reading and observance of the 1848 decree Regulari disciplinae on provincial examiners for
vocations and the use of the Christian classics.®’

Similar conferences, five private and one public, took place after Easter (28 March) from
Wednesday 14 April to Friday 16. The chronicler described the private conferences as ‘general
chapters.” Three were presided over by Don Bosco where information was given and relevant
matters dealt with.®® In the first one on Wednesday morning, Don Bosco gave information on what
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he had gone to Rome for: to get the privileges, especially the faculty of dimissorials ad
quemcumaque episcopum. He had also spoken with the Holy Father about the American project
and the ‘Salesian Association and the Work of Mary Help of Christians.” He then dealt with each,
offering ‘just an overview of the “Salesian Association” (Cooperators) which we will be tackling this
autumn’ as he reminded them. Instead, he spent time on the Work of Mary Help of Christians for
adult vocations — 18 to 30—year—olds are accepted’ — explaining the original inspiration, referring to
procedures initiated to obtain the brief of approval from the Holy See and indicating the difficulties
created in Rome by Archbishop Gastaldi. He then dwelt at length on the request for privileges,
going into historical discussion, telling them of steps he had taken in Rome especially with
Archbishop Vitelleschi, the Holy Father and the cardinals who were members of the special
Congregation, noting the difficulties which ceased to be ‘serious’ once the Holy Father was
favourable.®® We know that these fond hopes were to be disappointed.”

At the morning session on the following day they decided to ask Don Bosco’s opinion on two
matters: whether the rector of a house had the power to change his subjects’ roles, and the best
time for theatrical performances. Don Bosco replied the following day, saying changes to roles of
personnel in the house were possible but with the prior consent of the Superior Chapter. He also
spoke of the freedom members had to correspond with the Superior and for professed members to
leave the house: risky if alone but if with someone else, then licit and in compliance with the Rule.
Don Bosco ended the discussion by promising that he would ‘soon write a circular letter for all the
houses drawing the rectors’ attention to the need to carry out these points of the Rule.” The
assembly also discussed at length the best time for theatrical performances. Don Bosco suggested
a compromise: eat alla francese: that is, dine at 11.30 a.m. with dinner around 5 p.m. then theatre
at 6.30 p.m. followed by prayers and everyone off to bed. In the afternoon on the same day, when
Fr Rua was presiding, they dwelt with exam preparation for obtaining a teacher’s certificate either
for technical teaching or lower and upper secondary, and the best choice to make.”

The private conference on Friday morning, Aptil16, was filled with information, problems, and
suggestions. Don Bosco gave detailed information on how the Salesians were going in Argentina
and on what he had discussed in Rome, from a missionary prospective with the Pope, the Prefect
and Secretary of Propaganda, Cardinal Franchi and Bishop Simeoni. He spoke of proposals for
‘new colleges’ at Bassano, Cremona, Crema, Como, Milan, Rho. He concluded: ‘Now we have no
great need to expand but rather to consolidate, therefore, unless there is something especially
attractive we will not go elsewhere.” He maintained they had not found any favourable school
authorities in Lombardy. However, Fr Rua highlighted the importance of expanding ‘beyond the
former Sardinian States.” They then dealt with the admissibility or otherwise of members of priestly
ordination who were only in triennial vows and whether with patrimony or titulo mensae communis.
At the end, Fr Albera asked when the Rule would be printed in Italian since everyone was waiting
for it. It was concluded that this would be done as soon as possible when Don Bosco had been
able to write ‘a preface and some observations.’”? This would end up becoming the introduction ‘Ai
soci salesiani’ or ‘To Salesian Confreres.””

The general conference at 9.00 p.m. the evening before, had particular pedagogical
significance. Present in the Church of St Francis de Sales were Chapter members, rectors,
professed, novices and aspirants. Don Bosco spoke with admiration and affection of the audience
granted him by Pius IX, of the spiritual favours he had given, and the benevolence shown the
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Congregation in Rome and its current situation: legal position, lacking only the privileges, internal
life, and an increase in members. He ended with some recommendations: ‘first of all’ ‘to try to work
hard to achieve much good,” ‘to get rid of grumbling, including among ourselves,’” ‘to take care of
our health.” And finally, to agree on doing the practices of piety ... of the Congregation well,
especially the exercise for a happy death.””* 14 deliberations were formulated on the various issues
discussed. With regard to the Constitutions in Italian ‘it was decided to print the Italian translation of
our Rule as soon as possible.””

Fr Rua was the key man for most of the conferences, acting as the Prefect of the Congregation
by mandate from Don Bosco to whom the most important decisions were submitted for approval.
‘An excellent approach to facilitating government’ Eugene Ceria observed in reference to Rua and
the other participants.”® For Fr Rua it was a practical apprenticeship for his future as Vicar then
Rector Major. In 1875 meetings for Chapter members and rectors took place again at Lanzo during
the retreat on 18, 23, 24, 25 and 26 September. Among other matters discussed was the
appointment of rectors, bearing in mind especially who would be in charge, not yet decided, of the
group of a dozen or so to go to Argentina, other than Fr Cagliero who would accompany them as
they settled in. They then decided on the movements of Prefects and teachers, beginning with the
theology, philosophy and secondary school classes at the Oratory in Valdocco. From 23
September they looked at problems of internal order especially: a more regulated practice of the
exercise for a happy death, authorisation for building works at the colleges, the timetable and
religious observance in communities. Don Bosco presided in the afternoon of the 23rd and used
the occasion to show his preference for immediate admission to perpetual vows, skipping
triennials. He presided at both meetings on the 24th dedicated to questions of religious discipline,
theology studies for candidates to the priesthood of for those who had been ordained prior to
completing all the treatises, teaching philosophy to those who had fast—tracked their secondary
studies due to advanced age: it was established for them that ‘private study of philosophy
consisted for them that ‘ private study of philosophy consisted in translating the treatise into Italian
and adding the essential notes for understanding the terminology.’”’

At the Superior’s invitation, on the morning of the last day, Sunday the 26th, Fr Rua read out a
letter from lawyer Ernst Michel inviting the Salesians to Nice in France. In the afternoon Don Bosco
presented a range of ideas and things to be done — the chronicler listed twenty: printing a form for
‘letters of obedience’ and communicating to houses the names of Salesians appointed to them;
seeing that every Work prepared its own personnel; that agreement among superiors be
maintained and that no subscriptions to newspapers be taken out other than by the rector. Central,
however, was the topic of morality, recurring in Don Bosco’s circulars and talks between 1873 and
1876. ‘Another thing’ he began, ‘that | believe is most important for all our houses is to find every
way of obtaining, promoting, propagating, ensuring morality in our houses. So long as we have
reputation without exception in the public forum, boys will always flock to us and we will be
considered excellent educators and our colleges will flourish in every way. The moment this is
lacking, everything will be lacking.” To safeguard it he suggested many approaches, some
seemingly futile but not in such a delicate matter: ‘The usual conferences twice a month by the
Rector to the Salesians; scrupulous observance of the Constitutions; fidelity to the “monthly
rendiconto,” ‘the key to all order and morality,” opportunities (without going into conscience matters)
for confidences and information extremely valuable for dealing with possible problem situations;
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absolutely eliminating the ‘long snacks’ ‘that both boys and clerics have,” ‘always keeping rooms
locked,” ‘avoiding all particular friendships,” ‘seeing that boys and clerics avoid manhandling one
another in any way.

Finally, he announced that a circular would be sent out very soon on the issue of morality, the
one we know as the January 1876 circular. Don Bosco encouraged ‘every way of obtaining,
promoting, propagating, ensuring morality, especially in the way the colleges were managed. He
ended the conference by stressing two things, one spiritual the other organisational, both aimed at
giving the Salesian Society the stamp of a real Religious Congregation. Obedience had to shift
from being personal to being religious, not done intuitu personae but out of faith; that is, because it
is God who is commanding through the Superior. During the coming school year he wanted to
focus on ‘unifying the general administration of the Congregation and thus take care of the Oratory
away from the Superior Chapter.””® This was gradually done and announced to the entire Oratory
population during the goodnight on 20 December 1876.

The 1876 St Francis de Sales Conferences were held from the morning of Wednesday 1
February to the morning of Friday the 4th: five were private, four of which Fr Rua presided over
and Don Bosco the last of the. Don Bosco presided at the two separate public conferences.”

Discussion at the afternoon conference on 1 February focused on establishing a
‘historiographer for the Congregation’ who would be able to rely on the chronicles of individual
houses.?’ The matter was taken up again by Don Bosco in a private conversation after supper on 2
February revealing the fact that he had written the history of the Oratory up till 1854.%" At the
conference they also ‘began to read and examine the explanatory notes on the regulations’® which
continued through to the final morning session the following day.®® This work ended up, in 1877, as
the printed edition of the Regolamento per le case della societa di S. Francesco di Sales or
Regulations for the Houses.

During the morning meeting on 3 February, problems emerged relating to the Catechist’s role.
They also discussed a religion text for lower and senior secondary and for other minor subjects.®

During the morning meeting on 2 February, the first stage of the public conference took place
with Don Bosco presiding, and continued on until the afternoon of 3 February. All the rectors
stressed the increase in resident student numbers as well as day boys in the colleges in both
elementary and classic classes. Added to day students at Varazze were adults, night classes and a
flourishing festive Oratory which opened in 1875.The Salesians also taught in the local public
schools. There were 160 boarders at Alassio and together with day boys total numbers for classes
were 500. ‘A much larger building had been erected’ at Sampeirdarena with others planned, to
double the number of boys between academic and trade students to 250. There were also 50
‘Sons of Mary Help of Christians’ in the house. At Mornese, the Sisters’ numbers had doubled from
50 to 100 amid so much poverty, and the Salesian community there was being supported from the
Capital, i.e. from the Oratory. ‘As well as girls’ boarding there were also ‘the Sisters public schools,’
‘classes for local girls’ ‘which the Sisters are running in our house.’ For the boys there was ‘one of
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our confreres teaching in a room offered by the local Council.” The Patronage had opened in Nice
with five boys, two clerics, the Rector and a cook.?®

In the afternoon of the following day discussions continued with reports from Fr Guanella on
Trinita di Mondovi, Fr Rua on the house at the Oratory. Don Bosco introduced his address by
referring to other educational institutions Salesians were working in: the St Joseph oratory in Turin
run by Messrs. Occelleti, the Family of St Peter at Borgo S Donato, the St Joseph’s workshop. He
then spoke of the Congregation’s development, the increase in the number of Salesians (330
members of whom 112 were perpetually professed, 83 in temporary vows, novices and aspirants)
and he predicted a radiant future for the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, then highlighted the
many financial needs, inviting people to greater economy and spirit of poverty. Finally, he insisted
on the practice of the Rule, and obedience.?

Sixteen people, Chapter members and rectors, met at the final private conference on 4
February. Before saying goodbye, Don Bosco spoke to the rectors in particular, asking them to
facilitate his visits to the houses by ensuring he first had a list of confreres, with any suitable
information which would make their encounters more fruitful and for them to establish a precise
time so whoever wanted to could speak with him. He asked them to let confreres know that he was
working on a new expedition of Salesians to South America, inviting them to express possible
availability to be part of it. He asked them to look after vocations to the clerical state, ‘the main aim’
he stated ‘ which our Congregation tends towards.’ With this in mind he offered some criteria for
recognising the signs: ‘the inclination, study, morum probitas’ and ways of nurturing the call in the
young: ‘1. Frequenting the Sacraments.’ 2.’Great loving—kindness.’” 3. ‘Not only treating them well’
but ‘encouraging the older ones who give some hope of placing much confidence in the Superior.’
4. ‘Do the ceremonies well.” 5. ‘Promote the altar boys society.” 6. ‘Show much familiarity to a
young person; lead the boys at the college to making a general confession, encourages the
Biblioteca della gioventu (Library of youth) and especially the Letture Cattoliche (Catholic
Reading).

Then came a question and answer session on certain crucial problems. The Salesians needed
better knowledge of the life and works of St Francis de Sales at least the Philothea (Introduction to
the Devout Life). The biographies by Gallizia and Capello were suited neither to the boys nor the
times. Don Bosco wanted Fr Bonetti to write two, a short one for the boys and ordinary people,
another more demanding one in two volumes in which ‘we need to aim at the Catholic principle,
that is personifying the Catholic religion in Francis, contrary to Protestant principles,’ in other words
‘Catholic life as personified in Francis.’

We can see from the chronicle that there was the usual apprehension about ‘morality’. The
great observation he made was this, the chronicle recorded ‘that the Philothea, such a valuable
work, cannot be put into the hands of the boys, not even the girls or Sisters because, since it was
written for people in the world it has many expressions and various matters that could give rise to
immodest thoughts, so it is not really suitable for youth. The great majority of things are valid for all
and like refined gold however. The suggestions is to print one which alters certain expressions and
leave some things out. But how do we do that with such a valuable and well-known work? We
thought of doing it this way: point it out on the frontispiece and in the preface. Let the title be: “The
Philothea of St Francis de Sales addressed to the young and houses of education.” Let’s hope the
result is a fine book cleaned up a bit, and that it sells well. But let a further edition be printed as is
and as part of the complete works so that whoever wishes to can find it with us Salesians.’
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He noted that subscriptions to the Letture Cattoliche were still growing while those to the
Biblioteca della gioventua were only two thousand. Finally, he suggested a religion textbook for
upper secondary by Giovannini. For lower secondary he felt the ‘large catechism’ was sufficient for
the moment ‘since the whole world is waiting for the universal catechism from Rome. When we see
how this goes we can make an absolute decision.’® At the beginning of the meeting Don Bosco
had accepted the proposal of sending the deliberations taken in the preceding years to press, after
further revision. These were discussed at private conferences run by Fr Rua. It was not followed
through.

In 1877 the St Francis de Sales Conferences were held from the afternoon of Monday, 5
February to Thursday the 8th. There were seven of them, one of which was public.®® The first,
under Fr Rua’s presidency, dealt with problems of internal management: appointing an Economer
General after Fr Bodrato’s departure for Argentina, the possible establishment of regional storage
for provisions, assigning personnel to certain works, proposals for new foundations: Nizza
Monferrato as mother house for the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians in place of Mornese, and
as well, Rosignano, Novi Ligure, Caravate, Annecy etc. Following Don Bosco’s wish, it was
decided to introduce the practice of a triduum in the colleges at the beginning of the school year.
Uniformity in record—keeping was also recommended.®

At the morning conference on Tuesday 6 February, after confirming decisions taken at the first
session, Don Bosco announced some interesting new items: the offer to the Salesians to run the
Consolation Hospital in Rome, which was not followed through; the task given Don Bosco to help
with he religious reform of the Concettini; the opportunity to purchase convents that had been
confiscated, in order to protect or salvage them from the profane use; the plan to move the mother
house of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians from Mornese to Nizza Monferrato; new
requests for colleges, apropos of which he was still insisting on the ‘monograph’®® — at Albano,
Magliano Sabina, and Cecona and Ascona in Switzerland. Finally he posed the problem of the
college at Valsalice, since the five year lease had fallen due and there were insufficient numbers of
boys: he invited them to delay in making any decision. The chronicler noted: ‘Here Fr Guanella
suggested another college at Lake Maggiore ... D. Bosco cleverly changed the topic and came to
the conclusion.” He offered three reminders from Pius IX; ‘1. Introduce the spirit of piety among
boys and confreres. 2. The spirit of morality. 3. The spirit of economy.™’

The General Conference took place on the afternoon of Tuesday, 6 February. Fr Rua referred to
all the works, since reports from each rector would have made the meeting too long. Beginning his
address, Don Bosco spoke of other institutions left out by Fr Rua: the oratories of St Aloysius and
St Joseph, services given to the Refuge and Shelter of the Family of St Peter. He referred briefly to
works in America: the most recent, the Pius IX college at Villa Colon in Montevideo, the first works,
the Church of the Misericordia in Buenos Aires and the college at San Nicolas where they had
taken in 140 boys over seven or eight months. He then went on to speak in rather quaint terms of
the expected opening of a mission among the Patagonians: ‘some savages’ were already at the
San Nicolaas college. On Fr Cagliero’s return perhaps some would be brought to Turin. ‘Who will
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be the courageous ones’ he asked ‘to expose themselves to such dangers? To be pastors to the
savages? We will see. Many are already asking to be the first to risk those parts and bring our holy
religion to those people. | praise their good will, their courage. Nevertheless it is my wish, indeed
my duty to proceed cautiously in order not to sacrifice anyone’s life. But if, despite the patience and
prudence, someone becomes a martyr, we have to thank heaven. But | hope with prudence, we
will do something without paying the price of being murdered or eaten.’

Requests had come from Concepcion in Chile and from Paraguay and Brazil. He needed to wait
in order to have greater availability of personnel. In Rome and thereabouts he had noticed that
what some people were saying was not true, that ‘that the people there are different’ and that he
would not be able to set up oratories like in Turin. As for the schools at Ariccia and Albano, the way
they were flourishing belied predictions: ‘the Protestants were desperate. At Magliano Sabina too,
just two hours by steam train from Rome’ (70 kilometres of track) youngsters had shown
themselves to be ‘obedient and respectful.’ The clerics as a body, he stated, ‘are asking to become
Salesians. The Rector of the seminary, the bursar and spiritual director’ ‘are also asking to enter
our Congregation and were accepted as novices.’ In fact we have seen them as members of the
House Chapter®? and we will see the spiritual director at the First General Chapter.”® He also
referred to the task with the Concettini which the Pope had entrusted him with.** He added that if
all the colleges proposed in the Rome area were accepted, within a year there would be 20 of
them. There were also negotiations for India and Australia but a conclusion was still far off. He
spoke of grandiose expectations of the Cooperators to be encouraged ‘slowly and prudently’ in
terms of acceptances. ;' Apropos of this’ he told them, ‘a bulletin will be printed that will be like a
newspaper for the Congregation: with so many houses we need something that comes our
regularly; it will be a link between Cooperators and Salesian confreres. | hope that, if we do God’s
will, not many years will pass before whole populations, cities, will not be distinguishable from the
Salesians other than where they live and if there are only 10 now, by then there will be thousands
and thousands.’

Firstly, he referred to some flattering comments by the Holy Father: ‘Go, write to your sons,
begin now and keep saying it that there is no doubt the Lord’s hand is guiding your Congregation.
But it places serious responsibilities on you ... If you correspond, promote the spirit of piety,
promote the spirit of chastity, have zealous ministers, you will see religious vocations multiply for
you, for other religious and dioceses ... | believe | am revealing a mystery to you, that this
Congregation is the Lord’s secret made to rise up in these times so it can be a religious and
secular Order, so it can have a vow of poverty with possessions, being part of the world and the
cloister, its members being citizens and “monks”, until we see what Jesus Christ said: “Give to God
what is God’s and to Caesar what is Caesar’s.”®

From the afternoon of 7 February to Thursday afternoon of the 8th the private conferences had
a single topic: ‘additions, corrections, observations’ on the text of the Regulations for the houses
with a view of them being printed. This took place in October.%

3. Valdocco as a school for educators: chapters and conferences

The mother house at Valdocco played a key role in the process of forming personnel as leaders in
the teaching and general educational field who would then go out to the various works. It has been
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described as a ‘pedagogical workshop’, the term being intended in its broadest sense.? In fact with
the establishment and development of the Salesian Society and its works, the Oratory of St Francis
de Sales had become the engine room, a point of reference and extension for a variety of works
spread over increasingly wider areas. With the Salesian Bulletin in 1877 it also became the centre
for Co—operators and benefactors and their encouragement and, to some extent, for past pupils.
This meant it had the greatest concentration of professed Salesians and, prior to 1879, of novices.

The Superiors there were aware they had the responsibility for preparing leaders, especially
ones destined to give a Salesian face to new works. The Oratory created a style and was the
source of a spirit which it disseminated. This is why it was desirable for the personnel sent out to
found and lead works far from Valdocco to have done their formation there. When Fr Giuseppe
Bologna was proposed at the Superior Chapter meeting on 15 May 1878 as the rector for the new
house in Marseilles, it was stressed in his favour that he knew French and spoke it fairly well, but it
was noted in particular that ‘on the other hand, having already been Prefect here for some years
and always in contact with D. Bosco as someone brought up here, he knows all the customs and
the spirit of the place.’®

Various documents can be read from this perspective, some of which have already been
indicate and which testify to the reality of Valdocco in the 19th century: the minutes of Chapter
Conferences (1866—67) written up by Fr Rua, reports on House Chapter Meetings and Monthly
Conferences seen to by Fr Lazzero and the Diary of the Oratory of St Francis de Sales. (1875-88)
also by Fr Lazzero with some early pages by Fr Chiala.

We can extract some important elements from these on the gradual construction of a pedagogy
which, though not learned, was effective and which led Don Bosco in 1877 to draft pages which
were soon presented as an introduction to the Regulations for the houses. Some of the more
faithful though not yet systematised applications were studied and discussed at the various
meetings or conferences. They became a normative patrimony which the Salesians would have
taken note of and passed on to successive generations in the form of usages, practices, traditions,
in the spirit of Don Bosco. It was a predominantly collegial type pedagogy. The topic of discipline
inevitably held special place along with, naturally, problems of sustenance: kitchen and refectories,
distribution of foodstuffs, classrooms and desks, dormitories and beds, workshops, cleanliness of
buildings and yards. They dealt with and discussed study and work timetables, day and night
classes, singing and music, also daily and occasional recreational activities, teatrino, academics,
annual walks. Then there were the various religious manifestations like daily, weekly, monthly and
annual practices of piety, liturgical and family celebrations. There was the life of the sodalities, altar
boys, music and singing classes in plain chant, and more elaborate styles.

The key personnel, members of the Superior and Local Chapters met regularly, often together
with teachers of varying age and maturity, and with the assistants. Characteristic features of the
Salesians of Don Bosco’s educational approach emerged, love most of all, which did not exclude
reverential fear. In essence those who took part sought to discover ‘why’ as Fr Rua noted ‘the boys
fear us more than love us’ since ‘this is contrary to our spirit or at least to the spirit of Don Bosco.’*
Already, years earlier, Fr Rua believed he had found the simple solution: ‘Making ourselves both
loved and feared by the boys. This is easy.”' However, the assistants who were the youngest
among the educators, and even the other more experienced people were urged ‘to be united in
wanting one thing only, to love and advise one another on how to nurture the obedience, esteem
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and love of the boys.” To gain this, the minutes noted, ‘it was established that recreation will always
be had with them and, as far as possible, with the ones most in need of assistance.”""'

At the level of organisation, a wide range of activities was indicated and prepared for, timetables
and teachers for classes were established, tasks and roles were distributed for the smooth running
of celebrations, the large annual excursion (walk) was planned, the results of various activities
were analysed, indicating problems to be remedied in the future.

It was a practical schooling for proven educators and apprentices in the art of educating who
were dedicated to a tough internship in the field. It was a schooling which formed the educator in a
reflective way as someone capable of initiative, a good organiser in every area, inventive,
someone who often had to be a jack—of-all-trades able to respond to the needs of youthful
communities looking for new things and loving the unpredictable.

Don Bosco was rarely to be found there in the flesh but he was there always as a precise
criterion for evaluation and decision making. He was constantly apprised of decisions taken and in
every case was asked for his opinion and ultimately his nulla osta for collegially discussed
operational solutions. He taught them and created traditions this way too but was at the same time
enriched by the experiences of his co—workers, immersed as he was in the multiple contingencies
of a very mobile educational world and one full of surprises.

4. Formation of young Salesian personnel

From the time the Constitutions were approved, Don Bosco had to accept the neat distinction
between three successive trial periods for the incorporation of candidates into the Congregation:
the prenovitiate or aspirantate, (aspirancy) the novitiate, the postnovitiate period of temporary
vows.'® For clerics, this period was mixed with the normal occasions for humanistic, philosophical,
theological formation. We have already mentioned the special note Don Bosco placed on art. 12 in
the printed Latin text of the Constitutions. He stated that he was authorised by Pius IX to allow
activities proper to the prenovitiate and postnovitiate to be part of the novitiate.'®

Halfway through the 1870s however, some concrete measures were taken for a gradual
assumption of the prescribed processes for religious, spiritual, cultural, pedagogical formation of
the Salesians, one of the strongest and sometimes legitimately contested aspects of Don Bosco’s
activity as founder. Foremost was the problem of the novitiate. There were ascritti or ‘enrolled
members’ (novices) in almost all the works. But there was also the problem of better regulated
studies for the specific formation of future priests. Formation came up many times during the St
Francis de Sales General Conferences but emerged even more from analysis of other channels.
Conferences to novices and young professed Salesians at Valdocco, instructions and goodnights
during retreats at Lanzo, circulars on religious life, letters to individual Salesians (provincials,
rectors, simple confreres), the introduction to the 1875 and 1877 editions of the Constitutions, the
many conversations on Salesian formation with the novice masters of the Congregation, Fr Giulio
Barberis who wrote them down in his various chronicles and diary entries, discussions during
Superior Chapter meetings or promotion and care of vocations, acceptance of new members,
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profession of temporary or perpetual vows on completion or otherwise of theological studies prior
to priestly ordination.

A new type of religious educator, cleric or lay, was defined with precise enough features from all
this, one as we have already seen that had emerged from Don Bosco’s early oratory experience as
a diocesan priest but now with particular features deriving from his educative and socially
supportive work among even more needy young people. Without doubt, Don Bosco ended up
passing on to his clerical religious a new and specific mentality, culture and spirituality. Similarly,
though more slowly, he was also conceptualising and shaping the religious and apostolic figure of
the lay Salesian, the coadjutor.”

The best formation was not entrusted primarily to formation centres and structured study. These
were not excluded in principle and indeed there was an increasingly legal and pedagogical felt
need for them. But primacy was given to formation in the field, very much prevalent in these and
the coming years also because, as in the past, functioning works could only be fully guaranteed by
the omnipresence of clerical students of theology and philosophy, even novices and lay and
clerical aspirants, some priests among them. An example is what Don Bosco recommended to Fr
Ronchail at the beginning of the hospice in Nice: to identify and nurture in a kind way any boys who
seemed suitable for the Congregation, and to maintain a relationship of trust with Salesian boys
and adults ‘showing them a special openness of heart.”"%®

4.1 Promoting Salesian vocations

Given his tendency to ever broader activity on behalf of poor and abandoned youth, Don Bosco
was hungry for vocations. With the advent of his bold overseas missionary undertaking, the
reasons for seeking them and motivations for animating them multiplied. As we have seen, he gave
a practical example of it in his two goodnights on 6 and 8 December 1875, after speaking of the
departure of the first missionaries for America and the opening of the house in Nice in France. On
the first occasion he said at the end: ‘Naturally, right at the moment many others among you feel a
great desire to leave and also become missionaries. Well, | can tell you that even if all of you were
to be included in this number there would be a place for you all and | would know very well how to
keep you busy given the huge needs there are and the many requests | receive from everywhere
from Bishops begging and telling us that various missions already begun have to be let go of for
want of missionaries.” The chronicle indicated the result: ‘The boys were so fired up by these words
that really, most of them wanted to leave, even immediately to go off and do good for those far
away peoples.’'®

The appeal was even more explicit in the second goodnight; Don Bosco did not hold back in
revealing the motives for what he was telling them: ‘I do not want to keep you in the dark about the
great needs the Church has; of the great field there is for doing good when one is really working for
the greater glory of God.” “The field to be cultivated requires very many workers, the harvest is truly
abundant.""’

4.2 The Novices

After the approval of the Constitutions which forced a more precise structuring of formation of
novices, the ‘Capitular Conference’ on 25 October 1874 established certain ‘details’ reserved just
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for them. It would gradually be put into place that ‘1. All the clerical novices will study 1st year
philosophy separately. 2. These novices will have meditation separately with the coadjutor novices.
3. All novices will have spiritual reading separately at 2. p.m. in the day boy’s chapel [the Church of
St Francis de Sales]. 4. As far as possible, the novices will have a separate dormitory with curtains
separating them from one another. 5. Novice students in 1st year philosophy will have a class in
sacred pedagogy instead of mathematics, which will be taught by their master, Fr Barberis. 6.
Finally, they will have a weekly conference alternating on the rules and moral topics suited to them.
There was also, talk of separating them from the others in the church.’’® Thus on the evening of 13
December 1875, for the first time Don Bosco was able to speak with all the novices of the Oratory
in an area reserved for them. It was a systematic talk on vocation: how precise it was, how to act
when in doubt, ways to preserve it. He concluded: ‘Read the things told you at the beginning of our
rules [the introduction To Salesian Confreres] where you will find a summary of all the things | have
indicated. Your novice master will then explain them to you again a little at a time and more
expansively.'® This was Fr Guilio Barberis (1847-1927), a vice—-master and then for decades
office novice master of the Congregation and considered to be the master of many a novice master
and formator. In 1876, the idea of a separate house for the novices at Lanzo was under
consideration, an idea that switched the following year to another possible location near the Mellea
Sanctuary at Farigliano (Cuneo)." Instead, in 1879 the house was established at S. Benigno
Canavese."" From August 1876 the novices also had their own summer holidays at Lanzo, away
from the heat in Turin. In October ‘it was decided to send the novices for recreation in their own
courtyard.”""? On 10 December 1876 Don Bosco solemnly blessed the statue of Our Lady place in
the new classroom and study hall for the novices gained by taking part of the sacristy on the west
side of the Church of Mary Help of Christians.”® Finally, on 24 December they had their new
refectory” where Don Bosco went to lunch on Sunday, 18 February 1877 and gave 65 novices an
appropriate little talk. He recommended they look after their health, encouraged then with some
insistence to avoid murmuring and spoke of the admiration the Salesians had aroused everywhere
and thus the need to assimilate its model: in many places presenting oneself, saying ‘| come from
the Oratory’ was a title of honour."

In November 1877 it was also decided to separate the clerical novices, who had already done a
trial year, from the others,"® the novitiate and post—novitiate. In 1878 it was decided ‘to look for a
dormitory for the lay novices,’ the coadjutors.”

4.3 The students of philosophy and theology
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In a memorandum, the Cenno istorico sulla Congregazine di S. Francesco di Sales e relative
schiarimenti (Historical outline of the Congregation of St Francis de Sales and relevant
clarification), other than giving substance to the formation given to novices,"® Don Bosco
presented his ideal plan of studies for candidates to the priesthood: lower secondary course, two
years of philosophy, three years upper secondary for those who had to ‘prepare for public exams,’
the ‘five’ year course ‘regularly established at the Oratory of St Francis de Sales’ in theology, with
‘Sacred hermeneutics, church history, moral dogmatic and speculative theology.’ After ordination,
which could be anticipated by a year for reasons of age or some other serious reason a two year
study of moral theology in preparation for the confession exam.'®

In reality it was not so, since the novices and students of philosophy were also in other houses
and clerics closer to ordination were regularly spread around the various works. Thus the problem
of a separate study centre would find partial solutions only in the early years of the next century. As
well as the essential work of assistance or teaching in the house, some were attending university
and some priests were also pursuing their doctorate in theology. After 1873, this could be gained
from the theological faculty of the diocesan seminary. Some were preparing privately to gain their
certificate for elementary and secondary teaching.

In minutes of conferences or meetings at Valdocco we find indications on various dates
regarding the timetable for classes for clerical novices or post novice students of philosophy. In
1872, Don Bosco blocked a proposal which was courageous and advanced for its time, put forward
at a Chapter meeting: ‘A class in modern history was proposed, but D. Bosco did not allow it.
Therefore classes in mathematics were increased.”' In October 1873, they dealt with dates for
‘exams in philosophy and theology’ when they also established timetable and teachers for the new
school year."" Also recorded was a list of Salesian and non—Salesian ‘professors of philosophy
and theology’ with their respective timetables agreed on at the November 1877 meeting.'*

A circular in 1874 written by Fr Cagliero and corrected by Don Bosco also dealt with the
theology studies of clerics spread around the various houses. It was addressed To my beloved
sons, rectors and clerics of the Salesian Congregation. The concrete decisions make an interesting
document suggesting their level of commitment: 'Rectors are asked in a heartfelt way to watch
over and see that all the time compatible with their other duties be spent each week on Theology.
To facilitate this study which is the science of sciences: 1. Thee exams will be held each year on
different treatises: one in March, another in July and the third at the beginning of 2 November. For
this year, treatises are: De Gratia, de Ordine, de Matrimonio and if possible also de Virtute
Religionis and de Praeceptis Decalogi. 3. Exams will be sat for at the times established above by
the examiners appointed by the Superior for this purpose.’'?® The idea was refashioned, mostly in
terms that were also theoretical. Putting it into practice was more problematic. Observance of
these prescriptions and the study of ceremonies, which was especially recommended, was the
subject of many a reminder at the time. The insistence was not without reason.®
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4.4 Guidance of young Salesians

Non—direction was not Don Bosco’s habitual style, even less so in vocational matters. His advice,
or better, reminders, were energetic, as happened in a letter to a mature cleric at the college in
Lanzo professed with perpetual vows, Pietro Guidazio (1841-1902). He was hesitant and restless,
but later a pioneer of Salesian work in Sicily. The advice? To abandon himself completely to the
guidance of his superiors, and that there was a lack of substance in reasons given for dispensing
him from perpetual vows; perseverance too: ‘The devil would like to trick you and me’ was the
peremptory warning. ‘He has partly succeeded in your case but he has completely failed against
me. Have complete faith in me as | have always had in you; not words but deeds, zeal, good will,
humble, prompt and unlimited obedience. These are the things that will bring you spiritual and
temporal happiness and will really bring me consolation.”'®

The advice he gave three clerics was also sure and reassuring: ‘Do not worry about what you
write of. When the devil has lost the game he wants to try again in other ways, but take no notice
and go ahead calmly, with your ordinations as | have told you verbally.”'#®

To one already a priest he wrote: ‘1 am happy that after taking your perpetual vows you have
more peace of heart. It is a sign that God is blessing you and that his divine will is fulfilled in what
you do. So, si Deus pro nobis quis contra nos?"?

He gave a final push to a twenty—four year old priest not yet perpetually professed: ‘Since you
have no difficulties or thoughts against your vocation, you can take perpetual vows with all
tranquillity.'?® The priest made his profession on 23 April 1872. ‘Your letter’ he wrote to cleric
Tamietti ‘removes a thorn from my heart that was stopping me from doing you the good | have
been unable to do up till now. Good. You are in Don Bosco’s hands and he will know how to use
you for the greater glory of God and the good of your soul.”"*

Don Bosco was more flexible in particular cases in questions of obedience, though not in stating
the principles. He showed some latitude in asking this of Tamietti: ‘| don’t want you at Valsalice by
force, on the other hand | need to test your obedience, especially before ordination. Therefore | am
sending you to Alassio and | will call on someone there to go [to Valsalice] to replace you: Be in
touch with Fr Dalmazzo and let him know in good time; try to finish up with good grace.’®

He replied to an unequivocal request from cleric Cesare Cagliero confirming the authorisation
he had already given in an earlier letter which never arrived. He summed up its contents for him: ‘I
said you could go to the university so long as you also remained my friend and became a model
cleric of ours, the most zealous of our teachers.”®' He sent a gracious little letter in Latin to cleric
Luigi Piscetta, whose intelligence was in inverse proportion to his height: ‘Now you are small so
fish for little fish — there are many among us. When you are an adult, the Lord will make you a
fisher of men.’"®

His way of asking obedience of one young cleric was affectionate: he was promoted from
assistant to teacher at the Oratory. ‘Do not worry about what you have to do. Just come with good
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will and we will decide together how much you can do and no more. Always remember you are with
a friend who wants nothing else but your spiritual and temporal benefit. We will obtain this with the
Lord’s help and by always keeping an open heart.”*?

One intelligent and lively cleric, Luigi Nai (1855-1932) who was hesitant in professing vows,
was invited to lift up his thoughts: ‘Crickets are above and below the ground and the vows you
intend to take fly to God’s throne, therefore the former cannot disturb the latter. So fear nothing and
go ahead. If observations are needed, we can speak of them soon, God bless you. Age viriliter ut
coroneris feliciter.”"*

He replied to a witty request from a reflective rector with a witty reply: ‘As soon as the Argentine
Republic asks me for a clever poet, your venerable person will be set in motion.”'** One note to a
very young novice who was to move from Borgo S. Martino to Ariccia stands out: “Your destination
has been altered. You will go to Rome with Fr Gallo, make a visit to the Holy Father, kiss his feet
for me, ask him for his holy Blessing, then leave to go and sanctify those living in Albano and
Ariccia. You will sanctify yourself by exact observance of our Rules, your monthly “rendiconto” and
the monthly exercise for a happy death. Whenever there are difficulties write to me often and tell
me about your life, virtue and miracles.”'*

To the more mature cleric, Giovanni Battista Rinaldl (1855— 1924), who was writing from Albano
asking for more helpers, Don Bosco replied with five quatrains. We offer the first and final ones
here:

Datti pace e sta tranquillo

Che S. Bosco pensa a voi,

Proto aita apportera;

Ma voi sitta tutti buoni

Sempre allegri, veri amici

Ricordando che felici

Rende solo il bnuon oprar

Turin — from the reservoir of my Masses 27 — 11 — 76"

An English version may run along these lines:

Be at peace and do not worry
‘cause Don Bosco thinks of you.
All your troubles he will carry

And will soon bring help that’s due.
But you all are very good

Always cheerful. Always friends.
Please remember as you should

The happiness to good work tends.
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The poet was a member of the Arcadia! Two days later he encouraged a cleric with resolute
words in good Latin that produced a positive effect: ‘No one who has put his hand to the plough
and looks back is fit for the Kingdom of God. But do you want to look back? Absolutely not.
Continue on as you have begun: persevere in the vocation to which you have been called?''*

His intuition did not fail. They concerned men with a sure future, some of them especially rich in
initiative and capacity to work: Fr Guidazio, founder of Salesian work in Sicily, Fr Ronchail in Nice
and Paris in France,Fr Garino an excellent scholar, Fr Tamietti who started up the college at Este,
Fr Cesare Cagliero who ended up in Rome as Procuratur General and Provincial, Fr Nai,
Provincial in Palestine and Chile, Fr Piccollo, Rector of Colleges in Sicily for thirty years, Fr G.B.
Rinaldi, founder of the challenging work at Faenze.

Instead, Don Bosco was extremely severe with two brothers, both priests, Frs Francesco and
Giacomo Cuffia, who abandoned the colleges at Varazze and Alassio, and the Congregation:
‘Prevent Fr Franscesia and Fr Cerruti’ (their respective rectors) ‘from freeing the Cuffias; give them
only their personal items, whatever is needed to cover their journey or what comes from their
family. Write no reference, good or bad; pull out their old account and ask them to pay for it.”"*®

5. ‘To Salesian Confreres’ (1875-1885)

With the publication of the Constitutions, Don Bosco dreamt of putting together a ‘Directory’ or
handbook for the specific religious formation of the Salesian educator. It was one of the ideas that
had moved him to petition members of the Special Congregation for final approval of the
Constitutions, It remained an idea. But he replaced it with a significant text that was considerably
enriched over the time that elapsed between the first edition in 1875 and those that followed in
1877 and 1885. This is the A/ soci salesiani (To the Salesian Confreres) which introduced the
various ltalian editions of the Constitutions and other language editions dependent on them.

5.1 The first edition (1875)

The unexpected introduction to the Constitutions could be thought of as a small summa, a very
complete one, of what could be described as Don Bosco’s theology of religious life. Ideas come
together in it that had been maturing since he had written a Church history, the lives of the Popes,
and began later to draw up the Constitutions and documents for their approval. His thinking was
ultimately enriched through local and general conferences, instructions given at retreats in the late
1860s and early 70s, and as expressed in individual letters, circulars and private advice.™' Classic
topics were to be found in this introduction: entry into religious life, its temporal and spiritual
advantages, the vows of obedience, poverty, and chastity, the practices of piety. Five special
reminders came next: avoiding ‘itch for reform’ solidarity with confreres and superiors by doing
one’s duty, duties of office and in the spirit of consecration to God. It concluded with some brief
pointers on doubts in one’s vocation and how to resolve them. The text of the first edition was
written entirely by Don Bosco, achieving it, as we can see from the manuscripts, thanks to a
considerable effort of rethinking, correction, improvement. It was the expression of a founder, by
now the expert, with personal touches of demanding ascesis. The prevailing literary source was St
Alphonsus Rodriguez. This had already been noted in reference to instructions given at the
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retreats at Trofarello in 1867 and 1869."*? By comparison with these, the Alphonsian material in To
Salesian confreres had increased, and underwent a further increase in the extended 1877
edition.™®

The first element came from the desire to give the Salesian Society a well-defined religious
character. It sought ‘to be a structurally compact Congregation ad infra and ad extra, guaranteed in
stability and continuity by papal authority and firmly gathered around its superior, general or local,
with a certain easing of external ecclesiastical dependence and a leaning towards exemption and
privilege."

The vows play a decisive role, conferring a strong stability and compact operational unity on
religious incorporation. ‘Our vows’ he writes ‘could also be called spiritual ties by which we
consecrate ourselves to the Lord and place our will, belongings, our physical and moral energies in
the power of the superior so that we are all one heart and soul in promoting the greater glory of
God, according to our Constitutions. The legal and functional obligations of the vows and their
theological and spiritual value are both emphasised, while complete fidelity to the religious
community and its aims guarantees members financial and social reassurance and the certainty of
eternal salvation. The community then finds its compactness and greatest operational potential in
the rapport between everyone, each individual, with the head, the superior in obedience ‘the sum
of all virtues’ and privileged way of being conformed to Christ who factus oboediens usque ad
mortem, and as a consequence, through rigorous observance of the Constitutions.

Don Bosco returned to this point in the public conferences on 3 February 1876: ‘It is now no
longer the time to do things as we used do them, that is, to continue with traditional, almost
patriarchal government. No. We need to hold fast to our code, study it in all its details. Understand
it, explain it, practise it, do things according to its rules.” “The only way to propagate the new spirit
is by observance of the rules.” ‘The good that must be expected from Religious Orders comes
precisely from what they do collectively: if that were not the case they could no longer do great
work."'*

Obedience in To Salesian Confreres, other than its ascetic importance, has a decidedly
pragmatic value for apostolic and educational work demanding compact unity of direction and total
consensus. ‘In individual selfishness’ must give way to seeking the ‘common good’ which is the
good of the young people we work for. In essence the community is a well-ordered ‘militia’ not
caught up in internal and external ties, made up of free members who can function in an agile
manner. Such a situation if favoured by poverty and chastity that free us from unnecessary things
and help us achieve the ultimate goal, the glory of God and the temporal and eternal good of one’s
neighbour, in particular the young.

From this came a denunciation of the dangers that can threaten the vitality of the mission. (Five
important reminders), the stability of those dedicated to it (On doubting one’s vocation). This
comes from Don Bosco’s passionate concern for a society of spiritually rich religious educators
who are inwardly vital and intensely supportive of one another, able to tackle even greater and
more demanding tasks; a Congregation in rapid expansion, having entered France and landed in
South America in 1875, needed to be able to depend on the greater number possible of effective
men and be sure of their fidelity.
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5.2 The 1877/1885 editions

The reprinting of the Italian Constitutions in 1877 could have been due simply to depleted stocks of
the 1875 edition. But the expanded version of the introduction To Salesian Confreres was not just
by chance. It revealed Don Bosco’s greater concern for a more markedly religious structure for his
Society of consecrated individuals, by ‘strengthening the spirit’ and ‘observing the rules,”'*® while
preparing to improve the overall organisation with the first General Chapter. There was also the
matter of being consistent with what he was doing for the Concettini."’

The text was a summary of considerable work by the novice master, Fr Barberis, and Don
Bosco’s own drastic editorial intervention. Fr Barberis introduced many complementary elements to
points in the earlier edition and provided material for enriching the text with five new sections: The
importance of following one’s vocation, Following a vocation promptly, Ways for conserving a
vocation, Manisfestations (rediconto) and their importance, Fraternal charity. Don Bosco selected,
thinned out and reworked the suggested texts, correcting and modifying them.'® The Letter of St
Vincent de Paul addressed to his religious on all rising at the same hour from 15 January 1650,
was relegated to the appendix to the Constitutions. In the more carefully prepared 1885 edition, the
Letter was placed as an appendix to the text of the Constitutions along with six letters of St
Alphonsus to his religious. This appendix was called: Some circulars letters of St Vincent de Paul
and St Alphonsus Maria Liguori to their religious and very useful also for Salesians.

The authors Fr Barberis had abundantly drawn from were above all St Alphonsus Liguori’s
(1696-1787) Avvisi spettanti alla vocazione religiosa of 1750 for the section on vocation, and La
vera sposa di Gesu Cristo. 1760, for the one on fraternal charity; and Jesuit Alphonsus Rodriguez’s
(1541-1616) Esercizio di perfezione e di virtu religiose for the manifestations or rendiconti. Don
Bosco made use of the practical reflections and aspects rather than their theological arguments.
Also included in the paragraph relating to ‘following one’s vocation’ was an except from St Francis
de Sales in the Awvvisi by St Alphonsus and already drawn from the Jesuit Girolama Piatti’s (1545—
91) Del bene de lo stato de’ religiosi.

With this new text there was a considerable expansion in the range of topics qualifying Don
Bosco’s concept of religious life. It was consolidated and presented in greater depth, especially in
its evangelical roots. In fact, content and motivations which could be put before all Christian faithful
had clear prevalence over specifically religious considerations, especially regarding obedience,
poverty, chastity, these being virtues before vows. Playing its part, too, was the experience of the
diocesan priest shaped as a religious together with his younger disciples, growing with them and
also improving the forms and manner of community living with them.

Finally, the added paragraph on vocation responded especially to the desire he had to bring
together the greatest number of lay and clerical co—workers, given the expansion of his social and
educational works for youth. Just the same, and his desire notwithstanding, one gains the distinct
impression from the texts as a whole that Don Bosco intended to soften a certain rigidity in the
original source material concerning the obligatory nature of the choice of a religious vocation, its
requirements for perfection and ways of making it definitive. For example the road one ‘must
pursue in order to be saved’ if one felt called, becomes, in Don Bosco’s corrected version, ‘the road
by which one can more easily achieve one’s eternal salvation if it is taken.’
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The topic of the rendiconfo or manifestation, aimed at strengthening the bonds between
subjects and their superior, while always a family style relationship, was intended to generate trust
and confidence. Therefore, unlimited openness to the superior was softened in the 1885 edition
and the discussion on fraternal charity internalised the relationship between superior and subjects
in @ more familiar and agile way than in its Alphonsian source.

The introduction to the Constitutions was something Don Bosco felt was so important, that in his
significant letter on the preventive system, understood as an essential dimension of the Salesian
spirit, which he sent Fr Costamagna on 10 August 1885, he recommended: ‘Read, and encourage
the reading and knowledge of our rules, especially the chapter that speaks of the practices of piety,
the introduction | have written to our rules and the decisions taken in our General or Special
Chapters.”'®°

150 E IV 333.



Chapter 25

Don Bosco as Founder in a very busy 1877

1876 29 October: a letter from Cardinal Bilio entrusts the matter of the Concettini to Don
Bosco;

17 November: Pius IX approves of Don Bosco’s and Mons. Fiorani’s plan;
28; Cardinal Ferrieri’s letter on testimonials;

12 December: Pius IX perplexed at the plan Don Bosco now wants to act on
regarding the Concettini;

16: reply to Cardinal Ferrier with clarifications.
1877 1 January — 14 February: Don Bosco in Rome;
6 February: Pius IX’s Brief on Don Bosco as Visitor in spiritualibus of the Concettini.
8: The Archbishop of Turin and the Congregation of St Francis de Sales in Turin;
12 March: opening of new site for Patronage Saint—Pierre in Nice.
17/19 May: Archbishop’s letter regarding publication of favours/graces;
1-26 June: Don Bosco in Rome;
20: Memorandum on the Concettini to the Vicar and Pope;

July: General Chapter of Salesian Congregation to be called together at Lanzo for
next September,

August: Text of the Preventive System made public;

1st edition of the Bibliofilo Cattolico o Bollettino Salelsiano mensuale (Catholic
booklovers or Monthly Salesian Bulletin);

26: Mass service incident suspended;

October: Printed edition of the Regulations for oratories and colleges.

Centralised government of people and youth institutions and the Religious Institutes dedicated to
them required Don Bosco’s full-time ongoing personal care. It was a task that underpinned all the
other tasks which were by no means unimportant ones, but he managed to hold it together. The
huge workload that resulted seemed to manifest itself more visibly and consistently in 1877, both
within the works and in civil and Church relations.

Don Bosco was tenacious in pursuing the privileges and careful to ensure good relations with
the Holy See. There were the ongoing quarrels with the diocesan Ordinary and now he had to give
new attention to careful personal relations with the Archbishop of Buenos Aires who had arrived in
Europe. The passing role he played in the Concettini Institute was unexpected and of an
extraordinary nature, but he was much more dedicated to the internal consolidation of the Salesian
Society at the level of organisation and spiritual and pedagogical animation. He needed to adjust



documents that would then pass into history, prepare for the First General Chapter and publish the
Salesian Bulletin.

1. A packed calendar

At the commencement of 1877, the founder had 361 Salesians for 17 works: 163 perpetually
professed of whom 82 were priests, 41 clerics, 40 coadjutors. There were 78 triennally professed,
of whom 4 were priests, 50 clerics, 24 coadjutors. And there were 120 novices of whom 3 were
priests, 82 clerics and 35 coadjutors. Added to this were 79 aspirants, 2 of whom were clerics, 25
students for priesthood and 32 coadjutors.’

Although assisted by a Vice director, Fr Rua until 1875, Fr Lazzero from 1876, Don Bosco was
above all the Director of the Oratory, an institute of instruction and education for trade and
academic students and for this latter group also a junior seminary. It was a novitiate for a steady
influx of novices, a postnovitiate and studentate of philosophy. Along with this he was also Superior
General or Rector Major of a Congregation running colleges or hospices at Borgo S. Martino,
Lanzo Torinese, Alassio, Varazze, Sampierdarena, Valsalice (Turin), Nice, San Nicolas de los
Arroyos (Argentina), Villa Colon (Montevideo); secondary schools at Albano and Magliano Sabina;
elementary schools at Mornese, Vallecrosia and Trinita di Mondovi with an oratory, and Arricia; an
oratory and public church in Buenos Aires.

1877 was characterised by more than fleeting trips through Italy and into France, two to Rome
from 2 January to 4 February and from 1-26 June, and a third beginning 18 December, which
lasted until the end of March 1878. Don Bosco began the year in Rome where he had arrived on
the 2™ with his secretary Fr Berto, and Fr Giuseppe Scappini, appointed to take up the role of
spiritual director of the Concettini, a group of Religious who were lending assistance in the male
section of the Holy Spirit Hospital. Don Bosco had personally been assigned by the Pope in
precise terms