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Editor’s Preface

SAINT JOHN BOSCO, the central figure of this vastly
extensive biography, was a towering person in the affairs of both
Church and State during the critical 19th century in Italy. He was
the founder of two very active religious congregations during a time
when other orders were being suppressed; he was a trusted and key
liaison between the Papacy and the emerging Italian nation of the
Risorgimento; above all, in troubled times, he was the saintly
Christian educator who successfully wedded modern pedagogy to
Christ’s law and Christ’s love for the poor young, and thereby
deserved the proud title of Apostle of youth.

He is known familiarly throughout the world simply as Don
Bosco.! His now famous system of education, which he called the
Preventive System, was based on reason, religion and kindness,
and indicated by its descriptive name that, also in education, an
ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure. He always sought to
place pupils in the moral impossibility of committing sin, the moral
disorder from which all evils flow.

To ensure the continuation of his educational mission in behalf of
youth he founded two worldwide religious congregations, the
Society of St. Francis de Sales (Salesian Society) and the Institute
of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians (Salesian Sisters)
which today number more than 40,000 members conducting 2,800
educational institutions throughout the world.

To help in the difficult art of educating the young, Don Bosco
planned to expound his method of education in a book but,
absorbed as he was in the task of firmly establishing his two
religious congregations and in unceasing other labors, he had to
content himself with a simple outline of his ideas in a golden little
treatise entitled The Preventive System in the Education of Youth.

1Don is an abbreviation of the Latin dominus, master. It is used in Italy as a title for
priests; it stands for Father.
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Fortunately, the Biographical Memoirs of St. John Bosco are
ample compensation for a book which, if written, might have given
us only theories. These memoirs, a monumental work in nineteen
volumes, until recently reserved exclusively to Salesians and
published only in the original Italian, are now available in this
American edition not only to his spiritual children, devotees and
admirers, but also to all who are interested in education.

In these volumes Don Bosco is shown in action: not theorizing,
but educating. What he said and did in countless circumstances
was faithfully recorded by several of his spiritual sons, chief among
them Father Giovanni Battista Lemoyne. From the day he first met
Don Bosco in 1864 to his own death in 1916, Father Lemoyne
spent his life recording words and deeds of Don Bosco, gathering
documents,? interviewing witnesses, and arranging raw material for
the present nineteen volumes of the life of Don Bosco, eight of
which he himself authored besides readying another volume for the
press before his death.

In the compilation of the Biographical Memoirs of St. John
Bosco, Father Lemoyne’s primary sources were the Memorie
dell’Oratorio dal 1835 al 1855 (Memoirs of the Oratory from
1835 to 1855) written by Don Bosco himself, the diaries and
chronicles of various fellow Salesians who daily recorded what
Don Bosco said or did, numerous letters of the Saint, the Cinque
lustri di storia dell’Oratorio de S. Francesco di Sales (The
History of the First Twenty-five Years of the Oratory of St. Francis
de Sales) written by Father John Bonetti, S.D.B., and personally
checked by Don Bosco, the proceedings of the diocesan process of
beatification and other unimpeachable contemporary documents
and testimonies. Above all, Father Lemoyne, intelligent, conscien-
tious and well-informed, not only used reliable sources, but was
himself an eye witness. He recorded what he personally saw and
heard from Don Bosco. This enabled him to write a true history,
even though not according to modern critical methods. He
concerned himself principally with presenting chronologically his
vast selected material and therefore his narrative is somewhat
fragmentary and may lack scientific method. It is nevertheless true
history, even Volume I which deals mainly with Don Bosco’s youth

2All the documents in the archives at the Salesian Motherhouse in Turin, Italy are now
being microfilmed and stored in the Don Bosco College Library in Newton, New Jersey.
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and the training he received from Mamma Margaret, his mother.3
When gifted writers and scholars of the future will produce a
critical biography of Don Bosco, the Biographical Memoirs will
still not be surpassed because Father Lemoyne lived at Don
Bosco’s side, wrote what he saw and heard, and eminently
succeeded in giving us a living portrait of Don Bosco.

In editing the translation of the Biographical Memoirs accuracy
and readability were the goals we set. This was not easy and
occasionally, as regards the latter, we may have fallen short of the
mark. Nineteenth-century Italian does not readily lend itself to an
agile version that strives to be an accurate translation and not a
paraphrase.

May the reading of these Memoirs portraying the life of a man
whom Pope Pius XI called “a giant of sanctity” inspire his spiritual
children, to whom this work is primarily directed, and all men and
women of good will to walk their own path of life in a spirit of
service to God and man.

Fr. DiIEGO BORGATELLO, S.D.B.
Editor-in-Chief

New Rochelle, N.Y.
June 5, 1965
124th Anniversary of Don Bosco’s Ordination

3Cf. Francis Desramaut S.D.B., Les Memorie I de Giovanni Battista Lemoyne, Etude
d'un ouvrage fondamental sur la jeunesse de saint Jean Bosco, Lyon, 1962, pp. 4111f.
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While secretary of state, Cardinal Nina was one day
asked by Leo XIII what he thought of Don Bosco. “Since Your
Holiness asks me,” he replied, “let me say that I consider him not
just an ordinary man, but a giant whose arms have reached out to
embrace the whole world.”? Quite so, and well said! History will
have no problem demonstrating that Don Bosco received from
heaven an extraordinarily vast mission in favor of not one single
nation but the entire world. Fresh proof came to light as national
barriers seemed to tumble before him at his beatification, when all
nations exalted him as they would a native glorious son.

Don Bosco did truly stand at the heart of Catholicism, its herald
and standard-bearer sent to set afoot fresh activities and renew old
ones for the expansion of God’s kingdom and the conquest of souls.
A few instances: two congregations endowed with extraordinary
ability to adapt to all modern needs under any system of
government and within all climes; several more congregations
growing out of these; new public relations procedures viewed at
first with diffidence but later universally adopted; updated
structures for religious cooperation preserving the aims of the older
third orders but harmonizing them with the times, forerunners of
our present-day Catholic Action; the championing of a missionary
consciousness wholeheartedly accepted by all levels of society; a
uniquely personal trend in education which little by little
superseded time-worn pedagogical systems of the past; printing
schools for worldwide diffusion of good literature; diversified
enterprises, freshly created or recent, to benefit young people and
meet their contemporary needs; recruitment of late vocations to the
priesthood; innovative liturgical ceremonies irresistibly attracting
the faithful in droves; an unprecedented insistence on frequent use
of the sacraments for all Catholics and on early First Communion—

1 Positio super introductione causae. Summarium. [Summary of the position paper on the
introduction of the cause of beatification and canonization, No. 18, Paragraph 77, p. 851,
Salesian Press, Rome, 1907.]

xiii
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both of which innovations were solemnly sanctioned twenty years
after his death by Pope Pius X, in words reminiscent of Don
Bosco’s familiar expressions; a priestly ministry independent of
political ties; a spirit frankly adhering to orthodox principles yet
applying them with kindly understanding. This cursory, overall
view of initiatives emanating directly from Don Bosco or deriving
from his promotion and encouragement has spread throughout the
world with beneficial effects. Yet, but a century ago, his
innovations were either ignored or lost in oblivion or judged
impossible or applied under restrictive conditions. Nor did it take
long for the world to notice what a sterling apostle was in the
making, for just a hundred years ago today [1931], as a teenager,
Don Bosco started among his peers a club [for wholesome
entertainment] which he called the “Societa dell’ Allegria” [The
Cheerful Company]. We cannot help but endlessly admire how far
ahead of his time this lad of sixteen was as he drew up norms of
conduct for his club and set it into action.?

This thirteenth volume of The Biographical Memoirs offers a
notable contribution to the life story of our founder, covering two
years of his life, 1877 and 1878. It is a rather bulky tome, but
splitting it into two would only have proven clumsy, for the events
of those two years are best fitted into a single frame, so that the
reader may readily view in one block all the events in their mutual
interaction.

Two events which touch both the Salesian Congregation and the
Catholic Church stand at the heart of this volume: our
Congregation’s first general chapter and the transfer of Peter’s keys
from Pius IX to Leo XIII. The former event marked a singularly
important step in the development of Don Bosco’s Congregation,
giving it a forceful thrust forward; in the second, Divine Providence
willed Don Bosco to be neither a passive nor a useless spectator.
These two most important events were preceded, attended and
followed by endless work and severe trials which beset him without
relief and filled every hour of his day. Don Bosco made three trips
to Rome and three to France; he sent two large parties of Salesians
and two of Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians to South
America, where he also founded new works. In Italy he opened
houses at La Spezia, Lucca and Este, laid the foundations for a

2See Vol. I, pp. 194f, 203. [Editor]
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boarding school at Magliano Sabino, and took over a paper mill at
Mathi Torinese. In France he opened a festive oratory at Marseille
and an agricultural school at La Navarre. He transferred the
motherhouse of the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians from
Momese to Nizza Monferrato and provided convents for them
elsewhere. He laid the cornerstone of the Church of St. John the
Evangelist in Turin, organized the Salesian cooperators and
launched the Bolletino Salesiano |The Salesian Bulletin].

And these are but the most outstanding of his achievements.
Directly or indirectly, they created a world of concerns and
ceaselessly absorbed all his energies, yet no one project ever so
engrossed him as to prevent his attending to several others at the
same time. The reader wishing to grasp the breadth of Don Bosco’s
ubiquity need only draw up a synchronized chronological table of
the events related in these pages, listing under their respective dates
all the concerns, dealings, ventures and undertakings to which he
devoted himself. Then one can wonder how prodigiously a man
could so multiply himself in so many many diverse ways, not only
without lessening his intense attention to each task, but also without
ever losing mastery over himself and over his unalterable serenity.
The supernatural heroism of that serenity and of that self-assurance
will stand out at those times when his soul, burdened by a score of
problems, will perforce have to drink the chalice of bitterness. No
one ever drew nigh to Don Bosco even in the midst of his most
critical vicissitudes without perceiving the heavenly fragrance
emanating from this total absorption in God. Nor could it have
been otherwise. His untiring and multiform external activity was
animated continually by that supernatural inner life which is the
breath of the Divine Spirit.

As to the manner of continuing this work, there is little to say,
after the publication of [our] two previous volumes. We have
received many spontaneous encouraging testimonials from respected
older confreres who were themselves witnesses of the events they
read about, from novice masters who day after day keep referring to
the memoirs of our holy founder, and from scholarly confreres who,
in addition to their other talents, have particular competence in this
work. These approvals are sufficient proof that the route we have
chosen is the right one, with no reason to alter it. Our plan is as
follows: within every chapter to direct toward one central topic all
related concepts and events which occur within a given time span;
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to look diligently after the historicity of each event, the proper
sequence, and the clarity and dignity of the narration; to assemble
and set into it, like so many precious gems, whatever our founder
said or wrote that has been faithfully passed down to us. Don
Bosco’s spoken or written pronouncements bear the imprint of the
idiom of the saints; they may not merit literary praise but they are
always adorned by far more precious and rare values, especially the
flawless reflection of their most noble souls and that spiritual
sweetness which we call unction. Then, too, our Salesian readers
will detect in them the beatings of a fatherly heart. To deprive them
of those words would therefore be doubly blameable.

Doubtless, no skill will ever suffice to bring out the complete
figure of Don Bosco. He has nothing to fear from history; indeed,
the deeper our knowledge of his admirable life, the more easily we
shall understand why our present Holy Father, Pius XI, repeatedly
took pride before the whole Church for having enjoyed his intimacy
for a few brief days during the early years of his priesthood. Now
from his exalted position, the Pope surveys in its entirety the vast
expanse of Don Bosco’s mission as it unfurls throughout the world,
and it is no mean boast that he long ago perceived, under a modest
exterior and in a fleeting moment of encounter, the man chosen by
Divine Providence for our age and time.

Turin, August 24, 1931 Father Eugenio Ceria

EDITOR’S NOTE

As with Volumes VI through X and Volume XII, we have
omitted material from the original text that is of little interest to
American readers and of no direct consequence to these
biographical memoirs. Such omissions will always be pointed out
in the footnotes.

Fr. Diego Borgatello, S.D.B.
Editor-in-chief

New Rochelle, N.Y.
January 31, 1983
Feast of St. John Bosco
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SALESIAN GLOSSARY
(For the General Reading Public)

ARTISANS: trade school students.

ASSISTANCE: Salesian method of supervision of boys and students, friendly and
informal in manner, stressing the prevention of disorders rather than the
punishment of offenders.

ASSISTANT: a Salesian engaged in supervising boys.

CLERIC: a member of the Salesian Society training for the priesthood.

COADJUTOR: a lay member of the Salesian Society.

COMPANION OF YOUTH, THE: a prayer book composed by St. John Bosco for the
use of boys, originally entitled I/ Giovane Provveduto.

COOPERATORS: Christians (laymen, lay religious or priests) who, even if they
have no religious vows, follow a vocation to holiness by offering themselves to
work for the young in the spirit of Don Bosco, in the service of the local church,
and in communion with the Salesian Congregation.

EXERCISE FOR A HAPPY DEATH: a monthly practice of piety that promotes
spiritual recollection and fervor by meditation on one’s eventual death. It
stresses the reception of the sacraments of confession and Holy Communion as
if for the last time.

FESTIVE ORATORY: a Salesian work which offers boys and young men organized
recreational, educational, and religious activities, mostly on Sundays and
festive days.

The Festive Oratory was St. John Bosco’s first work and, for a good many
years, his only one. He called it “oratory,” that is, a place of prayer, because its
primary purpose was to teach boys to go to church and pray. “Its objectives were
the practice of religion and virtue, the boys’ moral education, and, consequently,
the salvation of their souls; recreation, entertainment, singing, and schooling,
which followed in due time, were only the means.” (The Biographical Memoirs of
St. John Bosco, Vol. 11, p. 71. See also Vol. III, pp. 67f)

GooD NIGHT: a short talk immediately after night prayers, given by the Director
or someone in his stead. It consists of advice, exhortations, or occasional
remarks.

ORATORY: see Festive Oratory, Oratory of St. Francis de Sales.

OIZA}'ORY. THE: abbreviated form of “The Oratory of St. Francis de Sales” (See

elow

ORATOR)Y OF ST. FRANCIS DE SALES, THE: the first festive oratory and the first
boarding school for boys founded by St. John Bosco in a district of Turin known
as Valdocco; the motherhouse of the Salesian Congregation.

On a rainy night of May 1847 a hungry youngster, drenched from head to foot,
knocked at Don Bosco’s door. Don Bosco’s mother fed him and prepared a place
for him to sleep. (See The Biographical Memoirs of St. John Bosco, Vol. 111, pp.
141ff) Thus, side by side with the festive oratory there began a hospice that
eventually grew into a large boarding school and became the motherhouse of the
Salesian Congregation.

PREVENTIVE SYSTEM: the Salesian method of education and discipline, based on
reason and religion. It stresses vigilance, guidance, and sympathetic
understanding in the training of the young.

VALDOCCO: a district of Turin.

The name is probably a contraction of the Latin vallis occisorum, the valley of
the slain—i.e., some soldiers of the Theban Legion who were martyred under
Emperor Maximian. The Salesian motherhouse stands on the site of their
martyrdom, (See The Biographical Memoirs of St. John Bosco, Vol. 11, pp.
233ft, 268)
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CHAPTER 1

The First Month of 1877
in Rome

IN December 1876 Dominic Savio had told Don Bosco
in a dream: ““Oh, if you only knew how many tribulations still await
you!”’! The year 1877, whose unfolding we are about to narrate,
was for Don Bosco one long sequence of adversities and sufferings
which strewed his already arduous path with sharp thorns. We
begin with the problem of the Conceptionists? which forced him to
journey to Rome. At this point we shall limit ourselves to
essentials, reserving full treatment to a later chapter.

Don Bosco left for Rome on New Year’s Eve, accompanied by
his secretary, Father Joachim Berto, Father Joseph Scappini, the
priest assigned to direct the Conceptionists, and Fiorenzo Bono of
Biella, a [Salesian] lay postulant who had been assigned to our
school in Albano.

Father Scappini was prefect at our school in Lanzo when Don
Bosco wrote as follows to the director:

Turin, December 18, 1876
Dear Father Lemoyne:

The Holy Father had word written to me that I should return to Rome
as soon as possible with at least one Salesian who is to remain there after
my departure. After consultation and prayer as to whether I should take
you or Father Scappini, I find that at the present time an indefinite
absence on your part could unfavorably affect the school’s reputation;
therefore it must be Father Scappini. Tell him and see that he is replaced

1See Vol. XII, p. 439. [Editor]
2See the Index of Volume XII under “Brothers Hospitallers of the Immaculate
Conception.” [Editor]
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by Father [Louis] Porta® within two weeks. We shall leave for Rome by
train on January 1 at the latest and will discuss the matter during the trip.
Later, the Holy Father will tell us what to do and, with God’s help, we
shall do it. The matter still concerns the case of the Conceptionists. Father
Scappini should be at the Oratory one day before our departure.

Give my warmest greetings to all our Salesians and boys. Tell them I
love them dearly in the Lord and pray for them. I wish them pleasant
holidays and a happy New Year. In Rome I shall ask a special blessing for
them from the Holy Father. You can add that God is entrusting to us the
salvation of many souls in Australia, India and China. They must
therefore quickly grow physically, intellectually and spiritually. May they
soon become intrepid missionaries to convert the entire world. God
bless you all.

Yours affectionately in Jesus Christ,
Fr. John Bosco

Father Scappini’s departure from Lanzo clearly showed the
effects of the educational system taught and practiced by Don
Bosco. The boys broke into tears, and touching scenes took place.
Yet Father [Joseph| Scappini had been anything but an indulgent
superior. Rather, by nature he was inclined to severity, and his
duties included handling unpleasant situations. Nevertheless, this
occasion revealed how much his pupils loved him. A superior who
tempers the severity of discipline with charity and kindness of
manner in the performance of duty always makes himself beloved
by his boys.

After a very pleasant journey they arrived in Rome at about 1:30
the following afternoon. As usual, Mr. Alexander Sigismondi* took
them to his house. After dinner,> Don Bosco went with him to the
Caffarelli Building to see Monsignor [Louis] Fiorani, Commmen-
datore of Santo Spirito,® while Father Berto and Father Scappini
took lodgings in an apartment near the hospital. Don Bosco was
hosted by the Sigismondis. In his chronicle, newsy but very skimpy
in details, Father Berto conveys at least the impression that Don
Bosco made good use of his time during that month in Rome.

38ee Vol. VII, p. 434. |Editor]
4A Vatican expediter who always hosted Don Bosco during his visits to Rome. | Editor]

5In several European countries the main meal was and still is around noon. [Editor]
8See Vol. XII, p. 360. [Editor]|
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Obviously we would like to know more of what he did and said
during his many visits to prelates and friends and in his meetings
with distinguished members of the clergy and laity, but with nothing
better available, we will have to settle for crumbs.

After an initial courtesy visit, Don Bosco often conferred with
Monsignor Fiorani, who was regularly accompanied by his
secretary. Their talks dealt mainly on how to merge the
Conceptionists with the Salesians or at least how to harmonize
their respective constitutions. After drafting their conclusions as a
basis for action, Monsignor Fiorani sent Don Bosco the document
“for a calm appraisal™ of whether or not it fully matched his ideas
and, if necessary, for critical remarks. This shows that the
agreement which had been reached the previous November no
longer held. Don Bosco submitted his remarks on Sunday,
January 7. Of the next meeting on January 13, his secretary wrote,
“In the end, the Holy Father’s views were given only lip service.”
Don Bosco therefore sent this letter to Fiorani:

January 15, 1877
Your Excellency:

Over the last few days I have carefully considered the present state of
the Conceptionists, and I have become convinced that, despite my good
will, I cannot reach the goal you were aiming at in accordance with the
revered directives of the Holy Father.

Had we promptly carried out our original plan after I arrived at Rome,
we probably would have found better cooperation [from the Concep-
tionists].

Now, faced with such varied opposing views, I have no choice but to
offer to provide priests for religious services alone, if this is acceptable to
the Holy Father. Father Scappini will personally inform you of all
developments.

I must go to Albano and Ariccia for a couple of days and will be back
next Thursday.

Most obligingly yours,
Fr. John Bosco

Pius IX was kept abreast of the negotiations by Don Bosco, and
at an audience with Monsignor Fiorani he asked to see that letter.
After reading it through, he exclaimed, “Poor Don Bosco! How
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generous of him to take on the spiritual direction of the
Conceptionists. He does his utmost. Tell him that I would like to
give him a handsome present.”” The Pope thus broadly hinted that
Don Bosco was not anxious to assume responsibility for the
Conceptionists and was accepting the burden solely out of duty.

After another interview, the Conceptionists were convoked in the
presence of Monsignor Fiorani and the ‘“house master” or
“mayor,” as they called him. Don Bosco acquainted them with the
Holy Father’s directives as he had received them from the
monsignor: that Monsignor Fiorani would direct material interests
and Don Bosco would handle the spiritual. It is strange that, on that
very evening, the Pope sent for Monsignor Fiorani and handed him
the gift he had promised Don Bosco—twenty thousand lire—urging
him to make sure that in the direction of the Conceptionists Don
Bosco would have authority over both material and spiritual
matters. The monsignor replied, ‘“We shall endeavor to proceed
always with both parties’ consent.” The Pope then added, “Tell
Don Bosco that this gift has nothing to do with the Conceptionists,
and that I hope to do much more for his Congregation.”

Free to use the generous sum as he saw best, Don Bosco sent this
short note to Father Rua, undated and unsigned: “You will be
receiving a money order for twenty thousand lire in the name of
Joseph Rossi. Spend it quickly as best you can, but give most of it
to Rossi himself, if he needs it. No need to record its source.’” Rossi
did the buying for the Oratory. Instructions to spend the money
quickly and the doubt of Rossi’s need of money were pleasantries
on the part of Don Bosco. He knew the many debts of the house
only too well. Monsignor Fiorani had written to Don Bosco about
the necessity of paying a visit to the lay director of the Santo Spirito
Hospital, adding, “If possible, call on me first. I will offer a few
suggestions.”

Apparently Don Bosco went straight to the director and was
courteously received. Twenty days later he once more called on the
gentleman, who again was most gracious and offered to introduce
him to Prince Paul Borghese, his sucessor as hospital director. As
soon as he saw Don Bosco, the prince exclaimed, “Don Bosco has
known me from boyhood. I even served his Mass.” Before moving
on to electing members of the Conceptionist council, Don Bosco
again called on the prince with Father Scappini, but after a useless
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wait from eleven o’clock until noon, he went to Monsignor Fiorani.
There he was present at the election of the superior general, the
financial administrator, the ward superintendent, and the novice
master [of the Conceptionists].

We now turn to the papal audience. After wasting a whole week
waiting to be summoned to the Vatican, Don Bosco went there on
the morning of January 9. Spotting him in the Pope’s antechamber,
Monsignor Macchi, the chamberlain, told him that he had no
appointment. “Yet I must speak with the Holy Father,” Don Bosco
insisted. ““Other people are here for their personal interests, but I
come for matters which interest the Holy Father.” In fact, no
sooner was he ushered in than the Pope asked, “Why did you wait
so long to see me?”

“Because it is so difficult to get through to Your Holiness.”

The Pope turned to Monsignor Macchi with a questioning look,
but Don Bosco promptly went on, ‘“Holy Father, every delay is
fatal to our project.”

“Wait,” the Pope said. Dismissing the chamberlain, he then
spoke with Don Bosco alone.

On January 11, Don Bosco had another private audience of
about half an hour at 5:30 in the afternoon. Ten days later, about
dusk, he had a third private audience under very unusual
circumstances. He had been waiting some fifteen minutes when the
Pope, dismissing the cardinals who were in conference with him,
took to his bed because of a bad cold. Shortly afterward he secretly
sent for Don Bosco. “You find me in bed quite early,” he remarked
as Don Bosco was ushered in. Then he immediately turned the talk
to the Conceptionists. Among other things, Don Bosco informed
the Pope that he was assuming only their spiritual direction.

“No, take on everything,” the Holy Father replied.

“But that is not the agreement with Monsignor Fiorani.”

“Monsignor is not the Pope,” Pius IX retorted.

Departing, Don Bosco appeared bewildered—something unusual
for him, regardless of situations. Engrossed in thought he silently
and very slowly descended the stairs, while Father Berto, walking
at his side, dared not utter a word. They sat together in the
antechamber of [John| Cardinal Simeoni, the new secretary of state
after Cardinal Antonelli’s death. Then the good father fixed his
gaze on his companion and with a voice trembling with emotion
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said, “The Holy Father is in bed, a bed as low and poor as those of
our boys. He has no rug on the floor on which to place his feet when
taking off his shoes. The floor is of brick, so worn and uneven that
one has to be very careful not to stumble. In fact, as I approached,
the Holy Father, knowing that I am near-sighted, warned me,
“Walk slowly and come around this way; otherwise you will trip.”

Don Bosco mentioned this unusual audience to Father Rua in a
letter dated January 22, remarking in uncharacteristic language,
“Mind you, the Holy Father was ill in bed and canceled all
audiences, but he still received the ‘street-kids’ leader’ who kept
him company for some three quarters of an hour.”

During the first audience the Pope had made a humorous remark
that gives us a chance to establish clearly Don Bosco’s stand on a
troublesome matter. Pius IX’s keen mind often prompted him to
make some witty remarks, pleasant in irony but rich in salutary
admonition.

“Did you know that we have eleven commandments?” he
remarked to Don Bosco. The latter expressed surprise, and the
Pope went on, “It says: ‘Anyone who says that Rosmini’s” works
are forbidden commits a grave sin.” But this commandment was
issued without my knowledge. What do you say?”

“I think it has no binding force until Your Holiness approves it,”
Don Bosco answered.

“Yet they proclaimed it throughout Turin without even
consulting me.”

The Pope was alluding to an admonition in the diocesan calendar
of Turin. On June 20, 1876, the Congregation of the Index had sent
a letter to the archbishop of Milan, where a controversy over
Rosmini’s teachings had flared up again. The letter restated the
order “to observe the strictest silence regarding the controversial
nature of Anthony Rosmini’s works because it is unlawful to
censure him or his works which deal with matters of faith and
morals. It is, however, permissible in schools and in books, within
stated limits, to discuss his philosophical views and explanations of
certain theological truths.”

7 Anthony Rosmini (1797-1855) was a philosopher and the founder of the Institute of
Charity. He also served as an advisor to Pius IX, but he gradually fell into the Pope’s
disfavor. Some of his works were condemned by the Congregation of the Index. His
philosophical system is known as Rosminianism. [Editor]
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On the basis of this ruling, the above-mentioned calendar went
on: “Therefore those who declare as dangerous the works of
Anthony Rosmini—to which the decree Dimittantur, issued by
Pius IX on July 3, 1854, refers—gravely contravene the Holy
See’s directive promulgated by the Congregation of the Index.” In
support of this assertion the authority of Bishop [Peter] Ferre of
Casale was appealed to. In a letter to a superior dated April 26,
1876, the bishop had written: “For over twenty years I have
authorized the teaching of Rosminian theories in my seminary and
have noted most satisfactory results from both an intellectual and a
spiritual perspective.”

At this point some questions are in order. First, what did Don
Bosco really think of Rosmini’s theories? As one who let nothing
that concerned the Church escape him, Don Bosco always viewed
the question more from a practical than a speculative viewpoint.
There is a whole string of anecdotes about him and the bishop of
Casale that clearly reveal his personal opinion. The bishop, truly
learned and pious, professed a certain veneration for Rosmini and
his philosophy; let it not sound irreverent to say that he was
infatuated by it. Don Bosco, who revered Rosmini as a saintly
priest, did not in the least share this enthusiasm for his
philosophical system. The bishop, Don Bosco’s good friend, had a
hard time trying to engage him in discussions in the hope of
changing his mind or at least eliciting from him some statement
favorable to his cherished views. To avoid contradicting him, Don
Bosco always parried these attempts and deftly changed the
subject. However, on one occasion, finding himself backed into a
corner, Don Bosco fended off the attack by saying, “Your
Excellency, I am not a philosopher and so cannot match you in
such discussion. Yet, I do know for certain that it is impossible to
prove the existence of God a priori, as the Rosminians claim to do.
Therefore, the innate idea of being® falls by itself.”

Usually Don Bosco managed to slip away by making the best of
circumstances. Once, as the bishop was showering him with
philosophical arguments against those who denied that Rosmini
was a follower of St. Thomas, Father Francesia came into the
room. “You are just in time,” Don Bosco told him. “‘Listen to what

8This theory was expounded by Rosmini in his Nuovo Saggio sull’Origine delle Idee.
[Editor]
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Bishop Ferre is telling me. It’s beyond me. These things put me to
sleep. Perhaps you can understand something.”

Another time the bishop invited him to dinner at his residence in
Casale. Also present at table were all the canons, Father [John]
Bonetti and Father [Joseph] Bertello. They were hardly seated
when the bishop began extolling Rosmini’s theories. Don Bosco
kept his peace and the canons nodded approval. One of them tried
to involve Father Bertello who prudently was keeping his thoughts
to himself, though he loved and taught philosophy. When the
bishop himself addressed him, Father Bertello—true to his
character—frankly declared himself to be an anti-Rosminian. A
lively debate followed. The good bishop was so taken up by the
discussion that he stopped eating. To end the matter, Don Bosco
was asked to state his opinion. “Yes, speak,” the bishop personally
insisted.

“Your Excellency,” Don Bosco said, ‘I shall not discuss the
pros and cons of this matter. Permit me to make one remark only.
Would a bishop be pleased to know that his seminarians held
opinions at variance with his? Now I regard the clergy all over the
world as seminarians in relationship to the Pope. Would the Pope
be pleased if his clergy, or a part of his clergy, held and championed
principles unacceptable to him? Besides, I hold that we owe great
deference to the Pope even as a private theologian and therefore
should abide by his judgment. This is the way that good children
conduct themselves toward their father.”

Those present felt admiration, the bishop said no more, and the
discussion ended. That evening the seminary rector congratulated
Don Bosco on the response which he himself had so often intended
to give the bishop but lacked the courage to do so. It is to the credit
of Bishop Ferre that these ideological differences never lessened his
affection and esteem for Don Bosco or his desire and readiness to
please him at all times.

If on rare occasions Don Bosco discussed Rosminian philosophy,
he did so only because of the sad effects that this lasting and bitter
controversy wrought among the clergy. However, for Rosmini
himself he never had a disparaging word. While not favoring his
philosophical system, which he admitted he was not competent to
judge, he esteemed his saintliness as a man and priest. He showed
his lofty opinion of this philospher when he said, ““Father Rosmini
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proved himself to be a learned philospher by the books he wrote,
but he revealed himself to be a profoundly Catholic philosopher by
his submission to the judgment of the Church. He showed his
consistency by professing respect for the See of Peter in deeds as
well as words.”® “Rosmini’s profound knowledge was matched by
the firmness and humility of a good Catholic.”1° I do not recall ever
seeing a priest say Mass as reverently and devoutly as Rosmini. He
was visibly a man of deep faith, which was the source of his love,
kindness, modesty and dignified demeanor.””1?

We do not raise the second question but report it as put to Don
Bosco himself in strict confidence by his secretary: “Why did you
use your influence with Pius IX to have Canon [Lawrence]
Gastaldi appointed bishop of Saluzzo and then archbishop of
Turin, knowing that he had been a member of Rosmini’s Institute of
Charity and was still following his philosophy?” Don Bosco’s
secretary recorded his reply as follows: “Look, on several
occasions Canon Gastaldi assured me that he had left the Institute
of Charity because some of its members were not sufficiently
submissive and loyal to the Pope. He also assured me that he had
abandoned some of the liberal views he had espoused and upheld
before becoming a Rosminian. Besides, I had every reason to
believe that he would always favor us. What else can I say? As
soon as he became archbishop of Turin, he changed his tune. He
championed the Rosminian philosophy, defending its advocates
publicly and privately while opposing us because I would not go
along with him. Averse to dissension, I endured everything and
always kept silent rather than fall out with him.”

He was asked the same question repeatedly. In 1878, for
instance, having been invited to dine with the Benedictines of St.
Paul on the feast day of their patron saint, he listened silently to

9Letter from Don Bosco to Father Joseph Fradelizio, a Rosminian, December 5, 1849.
He did not know Father Rosmini personally at that time. He wrote this four months after two
well-known pamphlets by Rosmini had been put on the Index of Forbidden Books. [ Author|

10Storia d’Italia [History of Italy] by John Bosco, Chapter 47. In his monograph I/
Rosmini e gli Uomini del Suo Tempo [Rosmini and His Contemporaries], p. 257, No. 1,
Father John Baptist Pagani wrote: “We know from a reliable source that two religious called
on Don Bosco to persuade him to delete those words from his History of Italy. He replied
that he could not do so because they were absolutely true. [Author]

"1"From a letter of Bishop Tasso to Father Bernardino Balzari, Superior General of the
Rosminians, February 2, 1909. These words were uttered by Don Bosco during the last
vears of his life to Vincentian Father Vincent Tasso, later bishop of Aosta. [Author]
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what was being said about the archbishop of Turin while guests
were sipping their after-dinner coffee. Abruptly, Cardinal Bartolini
asked him point-blank whether or not he had recommended
Gastaldi for that see. “Yes, Your Eminence,” he replied. “Now,
unfortunately, I am paying for it.”

On one of his first days in Rome, Don Bosco called on the
minister of education for an important reason. In previous years
special examinations had been scheduled for persons who lacked a
degree but wanted to be certified as secondary school teachers.
This easement, which benefited Catholic schools mostly, was
opposed by the anticlericals. Don Bosco had twice before had his
teachers certified through this program and now he planned to do so
again, 12

Minister Coppino received him very courteously and listened as
Don Bosco explained how the lack of financial means kept many
brilliant young men from obtaining university degrees. He also
pointed out that both private and public secondary schools
employed uncertified teachers. Coppino commmended Don
Bosco’s presentation of facts and asked him to put them in writing
as a formal petition. Don Bosco immediately complied, dating his
petition “Turin, January 6, 1877.713

The petition’s favorable reception and the minister’s several
promises led Don Bosco to believe that he had achieved his goal.
Imagine his disappointment when a decree was issued on May 10
imposing conditions that hardly any of his thirty young men could
meet! All candidates had to be thirty years of age with at least six
years of teaching experience, or twenty-five years of age and
already certified to teach in elementary or technical schools.
Finally, a directive from the department of education dated July 31
bound competent school authorities to strict enforcement of the
regulations. Despite his outward appearance, Minister Coppino
always opposed Don Bosco and the Oratory.

On the morning of January 16 Don Bosco went to Albano, where
his sons welcomed him with open arms. He stayed at the Carmelite
monastery where the Salesians resided, and they were soon joined
by the confreres from neighboring Ariccia. As was his custom, the

'2This paragraph is a condensation. |Editor|
30Omitted in this edition. [Editor)
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next day he paid his personal respects to the local ecclesiastical and
municipal authorities. He spent the evening with his sons, raising
their spirits (as Father Francis Varvello, who was present,
declared) with most amusing conversation, as though he had
forgotten all of his worries. On the third day he joined the
community in their Exercise for a Happy Death. Then, after paying
his respects to Albano’s mayor and looking over some premises
which were being offered to him for a boarding school, he returned
to Rome.

Here he resumed his visits to officials of the Holy See,
submitting his first triennial report on the state of the Salesian
Society to the Congregation of Bishops and Regulars, in keeping
with the Apostolic Constitution Romani Pontifices. The report
listed one hundred and sixty-three perpetually professed members,
seventy-eight in temporary vows, one hundred and twenty novices,
seventy-nine aspirants and eighty-nine priests. The Superior
Chapter was made up of: Father John Bosco, Rector; Father
Michael Rua, Prefect;'* Father John Cagliero, Spiritual Director;'5
Father Charles Ghivarello, Economer;'¢ Father Celestine Durando,

14Michael Rua first met Don Bosco when the Oratory still had no permanent quarters.
(See Vol. I1, pp. 247ff) In 1847, won over by Don Bosco’s kindness, Rua began attending the
festive oratory regularly. After graduating with honors from the Christian Brothers School in
Turin in 1850, he became first a day student at the Oratory and then a boarder on September
22, 1852. On October 3, he donned the clerical habit and became Don Bosco’s most valued
assistant. On December 18, 1859, he was elected spiritual director of the fledgling Salesian
Congregation. In 1884, at Don Bosco’s request, Pope Leo XIII named him to be Don
Bosco’s vicar with right of succession. He became rector major on December 31, 1888 and
died in this post on April 6, 1910. The diocesan process of beatification was started in 1922.
In 1936 the cause moved to Rome and in 1953 he was declared Venerable. See also the
Index of preceding volumes. [Editor]

15John Cagliero entered the Oratory in 1851. (See Vol. IV, pp. 200ff) He was ordained a
priest in 1862 and led the first group of Salesian missionaries to Patagonia and Tierra del
Fuego in 1875. (See Vol. XI, pp. 348f) He became the first Salesian bishop in 1884 and a
cardinal in 1915. He died at Rome in 1926. In June 1964 his remains were brought back to
Argentina and solemnly laid to rest in the cathedral of Viedma. For further details see the
Indexes of Volumes, IV, V, VI and XI. See also Vol. IX, pp. 125, 128f. [Editor]

16Charles Ghivarello (1853-1913) entered the Oratory at the age of twenty and received
the clerical habit from Don Bosco the following year. He made his first formal vows in 1862
and was ordained a priest in 1864. His building expertise greatly helped Don Bosco. He
filled important positions until his death in 1913. [Editor]
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Prefect of Studies;'” Father Anthony Sala, Consultor.1®

Don Bosco had decided to appoint Father Bonetti'® as spiritual
director or catechist general, in place of the absent Father Cagliero,
but he was not yet able to withdraw him from the direction of the
school at Borgo San Martino. Father Ghivarello, a former
consultor, became economer, replacing Father Bodrato who had
left for South America. Father Durando, currently a consultor,
took over the general supervision of Salesian schools. Father Sala,
the new member of the Superior Chapter, became consultor in
place of Father Lazzero, who was appointed vice-director of the
Oratory. Father Barberis, master of novices, figures only as a
consultor of the Oratory house chapter. We shall speak of the
houses later on.

From the Oratory Don Bosco received letters signed by the
novices and artisans who expressed their fervent love for the Vicar
of Jesus Christ. The Pope graciously listened as they were read to
him. Don Bosco also received messages from pupils in all grades
who had received excellent marks in conduct during the first term.

Toward the end of January, the archbishop of Turin arrived in
Rome accompanied by the rector of the archdiocesan seminary;
both took lodgings with the Rosminians. We mention their arrival
because the press garbled fact with conjecture, involving also Don

'7Celestine Durando entered the Oratory in 1856, and on his very first day he met
Dominic Savio, with whom he later founded the Immaculate Conception Sodality. In 1859
with other young clerics, he joined Don Bosco in forming the Salesian Congregation. He was
ordained a priest in 1864. The following year he became a member of the Superior Chapter
and held that office for nearly forty years. He also authored an excellent Latin grammar and
dictionary and other works. A zealous priest, he distinguished himself in the ministry of the
confessional. He died at the Oratory on March 27, 1907. [Editor]

8 Anthony Sala (1836-1895) entered the Oratory in 1863 at the age of twenty-seven after
giving up the management of his family’s silk mill. He took his vows as a Salesian on
December 29, 1865 and was ordained a priest in 1869. In 1875 he was appointed councilor
to the Superior Chapter, and in 1880 became economer general of the Salesian Society, a
ngt to]which he was re-elected in 1886 and 1892. He died in Turin on May 21, 1895.

itor

19John Bonetti entered the Oratory as a student in 1855. In 1859, along with other young
men, he banded with Don Bosco to form the Salesian Society. At their first meeting he was
elected to its Superior Chapter. (See Vol. VI, pp. 181f) In 1864 he was ordained a priest. A
prolific writer, he authored numerous hagiographical, ascetical, apologetic and Salesian
publications, chief among them The History of the First Twenty-Five Years of the Oratory—
one of the sources of these Biographical Memoirs. In 1866 he was elected spiritual director
of the whole Salesian Congregation. He died in that post at the age of fifty-three, fulfilling
Don Bosco’s prophecy that Father Bonetti would be the first member of the Superior
Chapter to follow him to the grave. [Editor]
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Bosco in their rumors.2° The papers all agreed on one point:
Archbishop Gastaldi had gone to Rome to submit his resignation as
archbishop of Turin to the Pope. They concurred too on the reasons
for his action. They were, in substance, the archbishop’s clash with
the Vatican centered on his directives to his clergy not to censure
the life and teachings of Father Rosmini, and his feud with Don
Bosco, who snubbed the archdiocesan administration with impunity.
As usual 11 Fischietto carried a cartoon showing Don Bosco as an
iron-fisted gladiator who had just floored the archbishop at his feet.

After Don Bosco’s departure from Rome, Monsignor [Charles]
Menghini, an attorney then defending Archbishop Gastaldi in a
thorny canon law suit, thus evaluated these newspaper stories:
“Press reports on Archbishop Gastaldi’s resignation are groundless.
I think that some reporter got his hands on a few pages of my
defense of the archbishop and is out to make money. I refer to the
words on page 37: Therefore, twice already have I expressed to the
Holy Father my earnest desire to withdraw from this office, where
my hands are tied by both civil and ecclesiastical authorities.
However, I am convinced that the archbishop will never submit his
resignation,”21

In those days newspapers were not read at the Oratory except by
a handful of superiors, and then only privately. Still, rumors of the
uproar reached there, all the more so because, in defense of religion
and in partisan retaliation, both Catholic and moderate newspapers
sided with Don Bosco. Consequently, when he was one day asked
to speak of this matter, he changed the subject.

Another time the question was put in a different way. Several
priests and clerics around him began to talk about the worldwide
fame he was being given by newspapers of every color and jokingly
asked him whether this made him proud. ‘“‘Proud?”” Don Bosco
replied. “I’'m afraid that the Lord has other things to reprove me
for, but not pride. I realize how little of my own is found in our
undertakings. Were the Lord not to will it and provide the means,
we would collapse immediately. My contribution, especially now,

20See, for example, La Gazzetta del Popolo of Turin, January 31 and February 4; La
Liberta of Rome, afternoon edition, January 30; and several others. [Author]

21Letter from Monsignor Menghini to Father |[Joachim] Berto, February 4, 1877.
|Author]
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is so insignificant that I am totally amazed that the Congregation
and all our enterprises manage to forge ahead.”

As we have done in the preceding volume, before accompanying
Don Bosco on his return trip to Turin, we offer our readers a small
batch of letters which he wrote from Rome, arranged chronologically
and prefaced by brief explanations. Certainly he wrote many more
letters but these are the only ones we could find.

1. To Father John Bonetti

Whenever Don Bosco left the Oratory for a considerable time,
he always found ways to keep in touch with his boys and spur them
on to self-betterment. That year, in telling them of the Pope’s
blessing to the Oratory or to their own school, he remarked that the
Holy Father was asking all the pupils to receive Holy Communion
for his intentions. He invited them to do the same for himself so that
he might achieve his goals in Rome. The vicariate apostolic of
Malabar, mentioned in this letter, remained just a wishful objective
of Alexander Cardinal Franchi. Pius IX’s death and subsequent
changes led to its abandonment.

Rome, January 9, 1877
My dear Father Bonetti:

I enclose a brief note for the clerics Zemo and Laureri. I accept what
they say and hopefully look forward to the fulfillment of their promises.

Tell Vincent?? to remember me to his mother, to whom the Holy Father
sends his special blessing.

He sends another particular blessing to our dear boys, especially to the
members of the Altar Boys’, St. Aloysius and Blessed Sacrament
sodalities. To all he wishes health, holiness, wisdom and heroic
determination to go to the East Indies, where we have accepted a vicariate
apostolic with about three million souls.

I urge all the boys to receive Holy Commuion for me, as I have many

22Vincent Provera, brother of Father Francis and buyer at Borgo San Martino. The cleric
Thomas Laureri became provincial of the Salesians in Liguria. For a time he also substituted
for the procurator general in Rome. [Author]
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thorny matters to handle. I shall say a special prayer for them at St.
Peter’s tomb.

May God bless us all. Amen, The Sigismondis wish to be remembered
to all.

Yours affectionately,
Fr. John Bosco

2. To Mr. Andrew Boassi

This gentleman was allegedly a secret government agent and,
possibly, a convert from Freemasonry. He often called on Don
Bosco, whom he respected and trusted and who was always very
kind to him, endeavoring, as usual, to induce him to give some
consideration to his soul. The frequent reports of his missionaries
on the religious situation in Rio de Janeiro spurred Don Bosco to
do something for Brazil. Its ruler, Emperor Don Pedro II, was
dethroned by the revolution of November 15, 1889, and died in
exile in 1891.

Rome, January 10, 1877
Dear Mr. Boassi:

First, let me thank you for your kind remembrance of me and all our
little world at Valdocco. We very often mention you and hope that you
will visit us before long.

I am very glad that you enjoy friendly relations with Emperor Pedro of
Brazil and his wife. When you get the chance, recommend to them one of
our schools in that vast empire. I believe that many poor boys would grow
up into good citizens instead of ending up in prison. I entrust this matter to
your prudence.

The land that would suit Mr. Piano is no longer for sale. A church is to
rise there and work has already started.

May God safeguard you and grant you a happy life.

Yours affectionately,
Fr. John Bosco

3. To Father Michael Rua

The Oratory’s first play of the year was staged on the feast of the
Epiphany, and after that performances were scheduled every
Sunday. For some years Don Bosco had not been particularly
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pleased with these performances because of the kind of plays and
their presentation. Lavish productions, expensive wardrobes, lack
of clear moral purpose, disruption of the timetable, a special supper
for the actors after the entertainment, lack of a firm and alert stage
manager—all these things had given rise to disorders. The year
before, Don Bosco had already mentioned the problem to the
coadjutor brothers [Joseph] Dogliani, the music master, and Peter
Barale, the bookstore manager. They were both good and capable
men, about twenty-eight years old. He asked them to join him on a
stroll to town and expressed his thoughts substantially as follows:
“Qur stage plays are no longer what I want them to be. Therefore I
have decided to put you in charge of dramatics. What I want is
unpretentious, moral productions. Above all, I want to know in
advance what will be presented.” The two coadjutor brothers did
their best to comply, but they ran into difficulties in stemming the
contrary tide. Don Bosco even vetoed a play entitled The Poor
People of Paris, although the script had already been given to the
actors. In the following letter he insists on returning to the former
practice.

Rome, January 11, 1877
Dear Father Rua:

Give some consideration to our stage plays. Speak with Father Lazzero
and take united action to ban scenes of tragedy, duels and sacred words.
Perhaps Barale and Dogliani can help.

Forward my book of railway tickets to Sampierdarena. I will use it
immediately for my return to Turin. If our sisters wish to see our stage
plays, they may do so.

As regards Sozzi do as the Lord may inspire you. This evening I have
another audience with the Holy Father.

Farewell and rejoice in the Lord.

Yours affectionately,
Fr. John Bosco

4. To Father Michael Rua

This undated letter was written after the first private audience
with the Pope. .. .23

23We are omitting a brief history of the Chieri festive oratory which is mentioned in this
letter. |Editor|
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The special blessing for ailing Father Vespignani calls for some
comment. He had entered the Oratory on November 6, 1876, as a
newly ordained priest. The following Christmas Don Bosco
admitted him to perpetual vows. While he was still with his family,
he coughed up blood-stained spittle several times between August
10 and the end of the month. At the Oratory after the feast of the
Epiphany in 1877, he again began to cough, lost strength and felt
pains in his chest and shoulders. In the hope that a milder climate
might speed his recovery, he was sent to our school in Alassio, but
he grew worse and a recurrence of tuberculosis made him keep to
his bed. Since his doctor considered sea air bad for him, he returned
to Turin, but upon reaching Bra a violent lung hemorrhage wore
him down. These attacks recurred several times, until Don Bosco,
just back from Rome, paid him a visit after the feast of the
Purification [February 2].

“How are you?” he asked. “Do you feel any better?”

“Ah!” he answered. “I asked to be sent to America, but as for
going there or returning it’s all over. I am preparing for my trip to
eternity.”

“No, no, you will go to America.”

With that, Don Bosco blessed him. From that day Father
Vespignani began to improve until he recovered completely. That
same year he left for South America and worked there untiringly
until 1922, Currently [1932] he is Prefect General for Arts and
Trades Schools.24

[No date]
Dear Father Rua:

1. Kindly inform Mr. A. Crida that everything has been done. Ask him
to pray, as I will too. Let’s keep hoping.

2. Go ahead with the entertainment on Shrove Tuesday, but let it be
short and funny. It should be over by 5 P.M.

3. As regards Miss Pozzi, it is best to wait for the reading of her will.
Should she leave us anything, offer Holy Mass for the repose of her soul.

4. Our archbishop wrote a long letter speaking of his health and
expressing his satisfaction with the Chieri festive oratory, etc. ...

24He filled that office until his saintly death in Turin in 1932. In 1948 at the request of
Salesians and alumni in Argentina, his remains were transferred to San Carlos Church in
Buenos Aires. [Editor]|
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5. Minister Coppino has promised to ease many regulations at the
forthcoming January certification examinations.

6. Tell Father Vespignani that I have requested a special blessing for
him from the Holy Father and another for all the sick, particularly Father
Guidazio and Toselli.

7. Inform Grandmother Theresa, Miss Cinzano, Mrs. Massarola, and
Miss Mandillo of the same blessing.

[Undated and unsigned]

5. To Father Michael Rua

On Thursday, January 18, at the Oratory’s Exercise for a Happy
Death, general Communion was offered for Don Bosco’s
intentions. The same was done on Sunday for the Pope. “On both
occasions,”” the chronicle records, the Communions were very
many and very fervent.

[No date]
Dear Father Rua:

Distribute the enclosed letters. If possible, read them and deliver them
in person, especially the one addressed to Mr. Faia.

The Holy Father received me graciously. He sends his blessing to all
Salesians, novices, aspirants and students. As he is badly afflicted with a
cough, he asks particularly for a Holy Communion from each and grants a
plenary indulgence to all who receive.

I will give you details at another time. May God bless all of us.

Yours affectionately in the Lord,
Fr. John Bosco

6. To Father Michael Rua

This letter too is undated. It was written during the week before
Don Bosco’s trip to Albano, and therefore before Sunday, January
16. It asked Father Rua to take care of several matters and
errands.?5

250mitted in this edition. |Editor]
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7. To Father John Cagliero

This letter encloses an undated note which restates things
mentioned in the same letter. More important is the postscript: I
have just come from the Holy Father, who cordially sends his
apostolic blessing to all Salesians in America and adds this
exhortation, Urge them in my name to observe your rules with
vigilant care, especially in matters of moral conduct, which is in
constant peril in that part of the world.”

Rome, January 14, 1877
My dear Father Cagliero,

By this time you will have welcomed our dear confreres. Although no
definite news has arrived, I trust that they had a pleasant voyage. I have
put all this aside to write to you on some important matters.

Let us see what we can do about two requests I have received from the
Holy Father: a vicariate apostolic in Patagonia and another in either
Carmen de Patagones or Santa Cruz or Punta Arenas, or, better still, a
single vicariate containing all three locations. We could start with a school
and junior seminary at Carmen, also known as Patagones, and
Concepcion. Then, once this house is pretty well set, we can plan for the
other two localities. What means do we have? Both the Sacred
Congregation and the Society for the Propagation of the Faith will help.
The Holy Father will help even more, and we in turn, after studying the
situation, will do our share. How about personnel? Our Congregation must
provide all of it. It has occurred to me that, among others, we could ask
Monsignor Ceccarelli to head the enterprise. Speak to him about it.
Undoubtedly he will become a bishop, but he could still be the official
pastor of the parish at San Nicolds while one or more Salesians run it for
him. How about Father Cagliero? We shall accept the vicariate apostolic
of Mengador?® in India, and Father Cagliero will be the vicar apostolic,
Father Bologna the vicar general, and so on. According to Cardinal
Franchi the vicariate numbers some three million souls.

Between those presently available and those in training we have enough
personnel. We can easily train six Salesians for Patagonia, and ten priests
and ten catechists for India. God will do the rest.

As you see, I have done the groundwork. Think it over, speak with
Monsignor Ceccarelli and others, and then let me know if you feel up to
the task of directing this undertaking.

The Holy Father sends his special blessing to all Salesians in America,

26Read “Mangalore.” {Author]
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and to all present and future volunteers, especially to Mr. Benitez, for
whom I beg of God added years of health and happiness.

I have not yet been able to settle on a price for the plot adjacent to the
Church of Our Lady of Mercy.?” Hopefully this can be done by the
beginning of February, when I shall write to you again. The consul
appears well disposed, but he is a Genoese and very cautious in doing
business.

Tell all the Salesians that here in Europe the Congregation gains in
reputation, with an increase in number, in requests for new foundations,
and, I believe I can say, also in individual fervor. You will see it all in the
directory being sent to you under separate cover. How are things in
America?

For your information, I have always written to you on the 1st and 15th
of every month, but it seems that many letters have been lost.

I am also writing to Archbishop Aneyros to tell him of the Holy
Father’s wish that an attempt be made in Patagonia and of the advisability
that he write a letter to the president of the Society for the Propagation of
the Faith at Lyons.

May the Lord bless us, keep us in His peace and lead us to eternal life.

Yours affectionately,
Fr. John Bosco

P.S. You will see Monsignor Roncetti soon, if you have not as yet. He is
the Holy See’s chargé d’affaires in Brazil. He will stop in Buenos Aires to
look over our situation and will confer with Archbishop Aneyros about the
possibility of penetrating into the Patagonian pampas. He thinks well of
us; I have recommmended his appointment to this mission. He does not
know that when he returns he will be made a cardinal; you might mention
this when you see him.28 You will be wise to keep the archbishop informed
of everything. I am still awaiting definite word from Montevideo so that I
can let you know the full extent of the Holy Father’s blessing.

8. To Joseph Buzzetti
We do not know why Don Bosco calls him “Romualdo.” It is
probably one of his usual pleasantries bearing on some remark in
Buzzetti’s letter to him or some personal incident. His loyalty to
Don Bosco was extolled by Father Lemoyne in Volume V of these
memoirs.
27See Vol. XII, p. 190. |Editor]

28Monsignor Caesar Roncetti left Brazil for reasons of health on July 1, 1878. He had won
universal esteem and affection during his mission there. [Author]
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Rome, January 20, 1877
My dear Romualdo:

Your letter was a delight. Since it contained nothing personal, I let
several prelates read it and they loved it.

Carry on trustfully, for God is with you. Give my greetings to all your
musicians and tell them that if they will play some good music for me
when I return, I'll treat them all to a glass of choice wine.

God bless you, dear Buzzetti. I ask you and your pupils to receive Holy
Communion for my intention. God willing, we shall see each other next
week.

Yours always in Jesus Christ,
Fr. John Bosco

9. To Archbishop Gastaldi

This is a reply to the archbishop’s letter concerning the festive
oratory at Chieri. On January 7 Attorney Menghini briefed his
prelate-client on a defense memorandum of a suit which the
archbishop had initiated with the Sacred Congregation of the
Council and offered this suggestion: ““ At this time I believe it would
be good policy to show some courtesy to Don Bosco, who is very
powerful with Cardinal Berardi, one of the judges of the Sacred
Congregation of the Council. Would you then please do me the
great favor of having the enclosed note delivered to Don Bosco?"’29
His letter to the archbishop is undated, but Cardinal [Louis
Marchese of] Canossa asserted that the meeting referred to in the
letter was held on January 14.

[No date]
Your Excellency:

I was greatly heartened to receive your esteemed letter. It was all the
more welcome for its news of Your Excellency’s health, for which I have
hoped and prayed to God.

As soon as I receive an audience with Cardinal Berardi, I shall not fail
to pay him your respects, which certainly will be welcome. However, he is

2%Menghini’s original letter is in the possession of Father Franchetti of Turin. The italics
in the line quoted are our own. The original letter from Don Bosco to Archbishop Gastaldi is
in the possession of the heirs of Count Charles Cipolla, former professor of history at the
Royal University of Turin. [Author]
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not well. As for Chieri, I shall do all I can to set up a festive oratory for
girls and another for boys. Your approval and support greatly encourage
me.

As I was writing this, Bishop [Louis] Canossa of Verona came in and
immediately inquired about Your Excellency’s health. He was pleased
with the good news I gave him and asked me to send you his greetings.

He is now in Rome. He would like to be excused from being appointed
archbishop of Bologna, the see which the Pope assigned to him when
making him cardinal. It is very unlikely that the Holy Father will change
his mind.3°

I pray that God will keep you in good health. I am honored to profess
myself

Your humble servant,
Fr. John Bosco

10. To Father Joseph Bologna

Nearly all the letters which Don Bosco sent to the Oratory were
read aloud after night prayers. He usually sent greetings by name to
both pupils and Salesians. Father Bologna, prefect of the day
students, was disappointed because his name was never mentioned.
When Don Bosco learned of this, he sent him an amusing little
poem [dated January 22, 1877] in which he specifically mentioned
the several languages this industrious Salesian was studying after
volunteering to go to the missions. That is why Don Bosco referred
to Father Bologna as vicar general in India3’ in his letter to Father
Cagliero.

11. Father Julius Barberis

After Father Chiala’s death, the task of editing and publishing
the letters from the Salesian missionaries in South America was
entrusted to Father Barberis.

30Pjus IX made him a cardinal in 1877 but allowed him to remain in Verona where he died
in 1900. [Author]
31We omit this poem because a translation would hardly do justice to its humor. | Editor]



The First Month of 1877 in Rome 23

Rome, January 23, 1877
Dear Father Barberis:

I enclose a letter from our missionaries. See if it is advisable to
eliminate quotations and English or Irish names.

I shall write to the novices about their letter for the Pope. The Holy
Father has been bedridden for the past two days but now feels better. He
received me while confined to bed and held me for almost an hour to keep
him company.

Tell the novices that I have set up some grand projects for them, which
they can successfully carry out if they have good health, holiness and
wisdom.

Give my regards to Peretto®2 and tell him that I am taking his letter into
consideration.

Send me as quickly as possible the decree on the Sons of Mary
Program.

May God bless us. Ask all your novices to pray.

Yours affectionately,
Fr. John Bosco

12. To Father John Branda

Father Branda was the catechist of the artisans. On January 22,
Don Bosco had written to Father Rua and among other things had
told him: “Visit my dear artisans and tell them that I read to the
Holy Father the letter which you wrote about them. The Pope was
very pleased and kept saying, ‘God bless those dear boys of mine.
They give me much comfort. I shall pray for them that they will
remain good. Ask them to pray for me because my end is near.” ”

Rome, January 25, 1877
Dear Father Branda:

I was deeply consoled by the news you sent me. The Holy Father
listened with delight as I read him your whole letter. He sends a special
blessing to all the artisans. Tell Arietta that there is still time for him too.
God’s mercy is great, but he should not delay. I hope that he will give me
joy by receiving the sacraments on the feast of St. Francis de Sales.

Meanwhile tell all that I always remember them at Holy Mass. I thank
them for their prayers, which have already been partly answered. Tell

32The cleric Charles Peretto was a member of the first group of Salesians sent to Brazil in
1883. He became provincial and died there at Ouro Preto in 1923. [Author]
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them to keep on praying; they too will rejoice, and in a material sense also.
Greet them all for me.

Yours affectionately in Jesus Christ,
Fr. John Bosco

On January 29, after celebrating Mass in honor of St. Francis de
Sales in the Sigismondis’ private chapel, Don Bosco took leave of
his generous hosts and set out for Magliano by train. The auxiliary
bishop of Cardinal Bilio met him at the station at Borghetto. After a
short walk he was welcomed by all the seminarians, the boarding
students, the day pupils, and their teachers. Greeting them in a very
fatherly way, he entered the bishop’s coach and rode with him into
town. Soon afterward, the mayor called at the bishop’s residence
with a welcoming committee.

The next morning Don Bosco returned the mayor’s visit. He was
named Orsoli, and was somewhat of a bear who did not usually
take too kindly to priests, but, charmed by Don Bosco’s words and
manners, he even attended a little gathering prepared for Don
Bosca by the seminarians in which they recited poetry for him.
When asked to speak, Don Bosco drew upon the classical heritage
of the region with a thought from the classics taken from Agesilaus
upon his visiting a school: Never do anything you may be sorry for
later, but always do what may prove helpful in days to come.

On the third day both seminarians and boys made the Exercise
for a Happy Death. That evening, Second Lieutenant [Benvenuto]
Graziano, whom we have already mentioned,33 came from Viterbo,
where he was stationed, and directed a short entertainment. It
featured L’Orfanello [The Young Orphan] and Lo Spazzacamino
[The Chimney Sweep| sung to guitar accompaniment. Finally, on
February 1 Don Bosco bid farewell to his Salesians and friends and
went on to Florence. There he remained until the evening of
February 3 as a guest of pious and charitable Marchioness
Uguccioni, who was still stunned by the recent death of her
husband. The next morning he arrived in Turin and received, as
customary, a most hearty “Welcome back” from the Oratory
community.

33See Vol. X1, pp. 102ff. [Editor]
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Two days after his return to the Oratory, Don Bosco found
himself back in Rome in a dream. It was a prophetic dream which
he privately narrated to the directors gathered for their annual
conference. We transcribe the narrative as it was immediately
recorded by Father Barberis and Father Lemoyne. It is necessary
to know, first, that Raphael Cardinal Monaco La Valletta, the Holy
Father’s vicar after the death of [Constantine] Cardinal Patrizi, had
asked Don Bosco to send Salesians to direct the Hospital of Our
Lady of Consolation, just a stone’s throw from the Roman Forum.
Personnel was scarce, but since this was the first request of the new
cardinal vicar to the Salesian Congregation, Don Bosco was very
anxious to oblige. On the night of February 7, he went to bed
preoccupied with this thought and dreamed that he was back
in Rome, :

I seemed to be in Rome again. I went at once to the Vatican,
unconscious of the fact that it was the dinner hour and that I needed an
appointment, or of anything else. I was in one of the halls when Pius IX
walked in and informally sat down in an armchair of some sort near to me.
Greatly astonished, I tried to rise and pay my respects, but he wouid not
let me. Indeed he insisted solicitously that I sit by his side, and then he
began a conversation which substantially ran as follows:

“It isn’t long since we last met,” he remarked.

“Yes, it was only a few days ago,” I replied.

“From now on we must see each other more often because we have to
discuss many things. Meanwhile, tell me what you have been doing since
you left Rome.”

“There wasn’t time for much. I settled a few matters which awaited my
return and then I set to thinking what could be done for the Conceptionists,
when suddenly I received a request from the cardinal vicar that we assume
the direction of the Hospital of Our Lady of Consolation. This is the
cardinal’s first request of us and we would like to oblige, but at this time we
are handicapped by lack of personnel.”

“How many priests have you already sent to the Conceptionists?”’
(Meanwhile he took my hand and, holding it, had me pace the hall with
him.)

‘““We sent only one. We were seriously considering sending more, but
we are in a bind because we have no one.”

“Well, first provide for the Santo Spirito Hospital.”

(Moments later, the Holy Father stood erect, his countenance raised
and almost beaming with light, and he gazed upon me.)
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“Oh, Holy Father, if our boys could only see your face now, I am sure
that they would be beside themselves with joy. They love you so much.”

“It is not impossible. . . . Who knows but that they may see their wish
fulfilled?”

Then, as if suffering from a sudden dizzy spell, leaning here and there,
he tottered over to a sofa and, sitting down, he stretched out upon it full-
length. Thinking that he was tired and was trying to get some rest, I
attempted to slip a cushion under his head, but he refused. Stretching out
his legs, he said, “I need a white sheet to cover me from head to toe.”

Frightened and dumbfounded I stared at him, not knowing what to say
or do. I could make no sense of what was happening.

At that moment the Holy Father arose and said, ““Let’s go.” We walked
into a hall full of prelates and the Holy Father went straight toward a
closed door. No one seemed to pay attention to him. I quickly opened the
door for him as he got close to it so that he could go through. Seeing this,
one of the prelates shook his head, murmuring, “That’s none of Don
Bosco’s business. There are people who are charged with doing that.”

I apologized as best I could, remarking that I claimed no privilege but
had opened the door only because no one else had moved to do so and
because I feared that the Holy Father might be inconvenienced or might
stumble. The Pope overheard this and, turning back, said smilingly,
“Leave him alone. I am the one who wants him to do this.”” He then went
through the door and did not come back.

So there I stood all alone, no longer knowing where I was. As I turned
here and there to orient myself, I saw Buzzetti. His presence made me feel
much better. I was about to tell him something when he came over to me
and said, “Look, your shoes are worn out and messy.”

“I know, but what can I do? These poor shoes have done a lot of
walking. They are still the ones I was wearing when I went to Lanzo. They
have twice traveled to Rome. They have already gone to France and now
they are back here. Obviously they have to be worn out by now.”

“You can’t wear them any longer. Can’t you see that the soles are all
gone and your feet are resting on the ground?”

“You are quite right, but now tell me: Do you know where we are, or
what we are doing here? Do you know why I am here?”

“Sure I do.”

“Then tell me. Am I dreaming or is all this that I am seeing something
real? Say something.”

“Be at ease. You are not dreaming. All you see is real. We are in Rome
at the Vatican. The Pope is dead. And all of this is so real that, if you were
to try to leave, you would have a hard time and would not even be able to
find the staircase.”
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I went to the doors and windows. Everywhere I saw buildings in ruins
and rubble, and the staircases in shambles.

“Now I really know that I am dreaming,” I said. **Just a little while ago
I was in the Vatican with the Pope, and there was nothing of this sort.”

“The ruins you now see are the effect of a sudden earthquake which will
occur at the Pope’s death, since the whole Church will be fearfully shaken
by his demise.”

1 did not know what to do or say. At any cost I wanted to get away from
where I was. I tried to go downstairs, but I was afraid of plunging into
some deep pit.

Even so I did try, but many people were holding me back, some by my
arms, some by my cassock. One even grabbed me by the hair and would
not let go on any account. I began to scream, “You are hurting me!” So
intense was the pain that I awoke and found myself in bed in my own
room.

Although Don Bosco did not think he should keep this usual
dream to himself, he still forbade the directors to mention it to
anyone, saying that, for the time being at least, there was no need to
make much of it. That this was no ordinary dream became evident
exactly a year later when, in the early hours between February 6
and 7 [1878], the great Pontiff Pius IX surrendered his beautiful
soul to God after a brief illness.



CHAPTER 2

The Conceptionists:
Frustrated Efforts at Affiliation

HF TER an initial most promising phase,' the problem
of affiliating the Conceptionists [to the Salesian Congregation| kept
getting even more tangled up. Some people felt that it had been an
affront to the Roman clergy to summon a priest from elsewhere to
direct and reorganize an institute situated in Rome itself, as if the
city had neither diocesan priests nor religious orders equal to the
task. Complaints of this sort were brought to the Pope himself on
several occasions even in semi-official ways. Then difficulties and
resistance came from other quarters. The entire administration of
the institute had become so unsatisfactory that civil authorities
wanted to relieve the Conceptionists of the responsibility of the
Santo Spirito Hospital. Prince Borghese himself, the lay super-
intendent, could not help remarking, “They tell me that Don Bosco
works miracles. I do not believe it, but if he ever solves this
problem, it will be the biggest miracle ever.” Undeniably, chaos
reigned. Some of the brothers had never even made their First Holy
Communion and many others had not been to the sacraments for
years. Gradually, despite their religious habit, they were losing
even the semblance of religious life. Furthermore, so many nasty
rumors had been spread about Don Bosco that nearly all of them
greatly feared him.

Throughout the month of January he visited them several times,
celebrated Mass for them, stayed for dinner, and thus saw things for
himself, conversed with them, and, by God’s grace, appeared to be
making headway. Most of them immediately made their confession

1See Vol. XII, pp. 359fF. [Editor]|
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to him and began to receive the sacraments. Much more had to be
done, but slowly and cautiously. At all events, when the Holy
Father heard of the initial results, he was so relieved and delighted
that he was almost beside himself with joy.

However, the thought of having been slighted kept nagging
certain people. A delegation, recommended by a prominent prelate,
came before the Pope urging him to entrust the Conceptionists’
direction to the Jesuits. Pius IX, although thoroughly annoyed,
patiently showed them that, were he to send the Jesuits to Santo
Spirito that morning, a mob would turn the hospital upside down
before nightfall with clamorous demands that the Jesuits be driven
out. He also added that, since the Salesians had already
demonstrated their ability, he saw no need to call upon someone
else. Later, he said to the prelate, “Call personally on Don Bosco
and tell him that I am pleased with him. Tell him also to hold on to
the direction of the Conceptionists and to have his sons come here
soon. In fact I want the institute’s administration to pay every
Salesian his regular salary and to provide for his needs.” On
another occasion, the Holy Father had remarked to a confidant of
his, “They are doing their best to put me in a bad light. Poor Don
Bosco! He is so helpful. He does all he can.”

Nor did the Pope stop there. To forestall wild talk, interference
or trouble that might hinder Don Bosco’s efforts, he made it known
that the Salesian in charge of the Conceptionists would be
responsible exclusively to the Pope, to whom he would report in a
regular monthly audience. Don Bosco was delighted by the ruling,
and also for the added advantage it offered the Salesian
Congregation in the conduct of its own affairs.

Throughout these negotiations Monsignor Fiorani, the commen-
datore of Santo Spirito Hospital, played the role of deus ex
machina. For some unknown reason he kept expressing more and
more certain personal views of his which were hardly in accord
with the Pope’s clearly stated intentions. As he saw it, the crucial
point was that there should be two directors, each with the title of
apostolic visitor, namely, Don Bosco for spiritual affairs and
Monsignor himself for temporal matters. But how was such a two-
headed family to keep alive? Don Bosco was convinced that under
such a system nothing could ever be done about reforming the
institute. He was anxious to discuss this problem thoroughly with
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the Pope, but he was no longer in a position to be granted a papal
audience. Under the circumstances, he had to be content with
finalizing negotiations through Monsignor Fiorani, who, in winding
up the discussions, made it clear to him that it was the Pope’s will
that they consent to this division of power. Don Bosco yielded and
agreed to the experiment.

We call it an experiment because he always regarded such a
solution to be a stopgap measure, considering it at best ineffective
to reach the Pope’s goals as he understood them. He said as much
to Father Barberis, who quoted him in his chronicle on May 1 as
follows: “When I was first told about the Conceptionists in Rome, I
immediately stated that if the intent was to succeed, the
Conceptionists had to be affiliated to the Salesians while reserving
hospital work for their exclusive goal. When the Pope approved my
point of view, I drew up a plan which met his favor. As time went
on, intrigue and confusion arose, and modifications had to be made,
but only as temporary measures. My original plan, approved by the
Pope, still stands.”

The experiment meanwhile was formalized in a decree issued in
the Holy Father’s name by the Sacred Congregation of Bishops and
Regulars on February 6, 1877. It contained seven articles:

1. Don Bosco was appointed for life as apostolic visitor in
matters solely spiritual; however, his successors were not to hold
office for life but only at the Holy See’s pleasure.

2. Monsignor Fiorani was appointed apostolic visitor for
temporal affairs, but not for life, and the same was true for his
Successors.

3. The jurisdiction of the Conceptionists’ superior general was
suspended.

4. Both apostolic visitors were authorized to delegate their
powers respectively to a Salesian and to a religious or diocesan
priest.

5. The visitor for spiritual affairs was to appoint a Salesian as
spiritual director of the professed Conceptionists and another for
the novices in compliance with the constitutions of the Concep-
tionists which were not to be altered.

6. The visitor for temporal matters was authorized, in consulta-
tion with the visitor for spiritual affairs, to admit postulants to the
novitiate and novices to profession, as well as to dismiss novices
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judged unsuited to the institute; he was also authorized, always in
agreement with his colleague, to see to the assignment and
reappointment of offices.

7. Both visitors were to present a triennial report to the Sacred
Congregation of Bishops and Regulars.

In the above cited conversation Don Bosco described the
situation created by this decree as follows:

For the time being Don Bosco has charge over everything concerning
the good of souls and the progress of the congregation while Monsignor
Fiorani is to be its temporal head. There will also be a steward or
administrator general who will fatten up at their expense, since he will
handle all wholesale buying and sell at retail prices. In addition they are
also authorized to elect a director general from our midst. With this
plethora of superiors I believe that no one will know whom to obey, and
with such a setup I cannot see how that congregation will ever thrive. At
this point our concern is gradually to turn the Conceptionists into genuine
Salesians by their observance of our rules; as to the manner of observing
them, they can use their own as a practical handbook. However, egged on
by a few Capuchins and stewards who live at their expense, and kept in a
ferment by wild rumors, they would like to retain their autonomy.
Monsignor Fiorani himself, who repeatedly stated in writing that
everything could be settled with just a few words, once he saw my
determination, kept stretching things out. We would have gotten nowhere,
and who knows how long negotiations would have dragged on, had I not
insisted that I had to leave Rome at all costs, and would indeed have left,
whether or not we had come to any agreement. So far nothing new has
turned up, but we must reach out toward our goal, urging general
obedience to superiors without specifying anyone.

A sample of the prevailing mood of the Conceptionists surfaced
at Turin in early summer. A certain Conceptionist, Brother Peter,
was causing his community serious embarrassment by his
outrageous conduct. Acting within his competence, Don Bosco
summoned him to Turin in order to admonish him. Without a clear
notion of why he had been sent for, he arrived and, learning the
reason, instantly returned to Rome in a rage.

We must now backtrack a few months. In February a conflict
had arisen concerning the Conceptionists’ founder which fanned
the flames of discord among the members as they sided for or
against the new spiritual direction which had taken over from the
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Capuchins. This led up to a series of letters from Rome to Unita
Cattolica, whose January 28 issue carried this article entitled
“Don Bosco and the Conceptionists.”

For some weeks there has been much talk here of Don Bosco and of the
Conceptionists, and I feel that this is the time to clarify the issues and to
correct certain notions which threaten to be spread abroad in an erroneous
if not harmful version. The Brothers Hospitallers of Mary Immaculate are
[popularly] known as Conceptionists. Their mission is to tend the sick and
perform the most menial services for them. Founded in 1854 by Cyprian
Pezzini of Cremona in honor of the Immaculate Conception, they were
from their very origins assisted, trained and consolidated by a Capuchin
friar of Genoa, Father John Baptist Taggiasco. Their motherhouse has
always been the Santo Spirito Hospital in Rome, and since there are no
priests among them—in fact all classical and literary studies are
excluded—their spiritual direction was entrusted by rule to the Capuchin
Fathers. However, due to the times in which we live and the heavy
demands being made on the Conceptionists by other hospitals, it became
impossible to set up a regular novitiate, not to speak of a regular
observance of their constitutions. At present, the [precarious] situation
among religious orders no longer permits the Capuchins to give them the
assistance they need, and the Conceptionists have been breaking up. The
Holy Father, who has always had a special place in his heart for this
institute because of the great good it can accomplish, especially for
terminal patients, decided to take them under his own protection. In asking
the help of Don Bosco, he explained his views on organizing these sons of
Mary Immaculate, telling how he himself had seen to the construction of a
house in Piazza Mastai specifically for their novitiate. Don Bosco
graciously accepted the proposal of His Holiness and was named
apostolic visitor for life with full powers. With the assistance of a few
Salesian priests, he will concern himself with establishing the needed
novitiate and enforcing community life, which will enable this new
institute to achieve its most praiseworthy goal of giving spiritual and
bodily relief to the sick, especially at the hour of death.

Another Capuchin, Father Valentino of San Remo, a former
director of the Conceptionists, read this article and became highly
indignant, branding it “utterly and entirely false, except for its
statement of the Holy Father’s concern and solicitude for the
institute.” From Anagni he immediately sent the editor of the Turin
newspaper an irate letter of protest and enclosed an amended
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version, written, he claimed, “by Father John Baptist Taggiasco,”
a fellow Capuchin living at the Sette Sale in Rome, whom he
described as the “true, genuine founder of the Conceptionists.”
This was intended as a reply to that “packet of lies,” seeking the
“restoration of the honor of the Capuchin Order by fully clarifying
a fact which was well known to all in Rome who had any dealings
with the Santo Spirito Hospital.”

Unita Cattolica refused to print Father Valentino’s letter in
deference to Don Bosco who had compiled the former article from
data obtained from the older Conceptionists themselves.? Subse-
quently, the letter was printed in a Franciscan periodical.?
According to Father Valentino, the Conceptionists were founded in
1857 by Father Taggiasco with the assistance of some of his
confreres in order to replace lay nurses with religious ones in the
care of the sick. To prove his assertion he cited a similar statement
of the Conceptionist Brother Crispino of Rome, whose testimony
was declared very questionable by Don Bosco’s secretary for
reasons which hardly warrant explanation here.

Our archives still have another autographed statement of the first
chronicler of the Conceptionists, who, on receiving the habit in
1858, began compiling the institute’s annals in 1860. On
November 23, 1876, he declared and asserted “as sheer truth,
which he was ready to confirm by oath,” that he had recounted the
history of the institute’s origins “under the inspiration and
influence” of the Capuchin Fathers who were then spiritual
directors of the Brothers Hospitallers, since he himself knew
nothing of the earlier relationship between Father John Baptist
[ Taggiasco] and the young Cyprian Pezzini of Cremona, whom he
now acknowledged as the first and only founder. He then
continued: “Hence, while I reaffirm the truth of all that happened
after my entrance into the institute, so I declare as unlikely, or at
least doubtful, whatever took place before that.” Don Bosco had
therefore been well informed.

The controversy had no sequel, one reason being perhaps that

2This is stated by Father Berto in a handwritten note kept in our archives. He also wrote
that he was present when the article was compiled. [Author|
3Echo of St. Francis of Assisi, February 28, 1877. [Author]
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Don Bosco, abiding by his custom of letting people gossip, did not
intervene directly or through others.

At the beginning of March, Monsignor Fiorani, availing himself
of the faculty granted him by the February 6 decree to assign
personnel, after having first conferred with Don Bosco, called upon
Brother Louis Mary Monti of Milan to assume the office of
superior of the institute. He was a Conceptionist of very fine spirit,
an original member of that religious family. His first act was to pay
his respects to Don Bosco, expressing his thanks ‘““for all the good
he had brought to the institute and therefore to the lowly
Conceptionist Brothers.” He then went on to bare his soul in
sentiments of affection: “Words are certainly inadequate to thank
you, Very Reverend Father, for all you are doing to improve our
condition, nor have we any way to repay you. Yours will certainly
be an eternal reward from God and Our Immaculate Mother. So far
I have not had the blessing to meet you personally, but I recognize
the father from the work of his son.” By this he alluded to the
director of the Conceptionists, Father [Joseph] Scappini.

The new superior’s first two months in office were troublesome
indeed. Misconduct and transgressions were now such that they
could no longer possibly be kept from the public eye. The people
were scandalized. Eight brothers and about twenty lay helpers had
to be dismissed. Once the chief troublemakers were out of the way,
it became possible to enjoy a bit of peace. It is to his credit that in
all these matters he never took a step without first consulting the
spiritual director, Father Scappini. But lamentable difficulties kept
blocking the resurgence and new growth of the institute. Some
members, banding with influential outsiders, kept up a barrage of
embarrassments under the guise of zeal. Monsignor Fiorani let
himself be made a fool of by a servant of his in whom he put too
much trust and by others who, though well intentioned, lacked good
judgment and turned molehills into mountains to the great sorrow of
poor Father Scappini. He in turn, though sorely troubled by his
own problems, had to sustain Brother Monti, who, no less upset,
had no one else to rely upon. “I owe you a debt of gratitude,
Father,” he repeatedly told Don Bosco, “for the good you are
doing to me and my confreres through Father Joseph, our good
director, a genuine copy of his spiritual father.”

Lest a remark of Don Bosco be lost in oblivion, we quote it here,
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although it was uttered in different circumstances. He was speaking
to the lay Salesian, Brother [Peter] Barale, whose faithful service
our good father even then appreciated. One day he asked Don
Bosco if, in the face of current difficulties and unknown future fears,
he had ever considered dumping the paper mill he had purchased at
Mathi, but Don Bosco hushed him by this resolute response: “Once
Don Bosco puts his hand to a project, he is not one to stop
halfway.”

Is not the Conceptionist situation a proof of this? He had pledged
himself, perhaps with misgivings, to this historic experiment which
he knew had no chance of succeeding. But he had committed
himself to it, and for this reason he conscientiously worked at it
without retreating or slowing down because of difficulties arising
from unwise planning. At the same time he never lost sight of the
one solution which he judged best suited to reach the intended goal
and most in keeping with the Pope’s desires. So, for a third time in
less than eight months, we again see him in Rome, wearing himself
out, cudgeling his brains and, let us say it, distressing himself to
achieve in a worthy manner the good sought by Pius IX. In this
situation too he acted with consummate prudence.

Grand preparations were then in progress in Rome to honor Pius
IX, who was celebrating the jubilee of his episcopal consecration
during the first days of June. Don Bosco wanted his Congregation
to be represented, and so he decided to send Father [Joseph]
Lazzero and Father [Julius| Barberis to the Eternal City for this
purpose. However, without letting on that they were preparing the
way for him, he planned their trip so as to make it serve a double
purpose. He first appealed to Monsignor Fiorani, in the interest of
economy, to lodge his two Salesians with the Conceptionists,
seeking not so much to keep down expenses as to give them a
chance to talk freely with Father Scappini and learn first-hand what
the true situation was. More important, he told the monsignor that
his two delegates were respectively director of the motherhouse and
director of the Salesian novitiate, and he suggested that he put them
in touch with the brothers and freely draw upon their services if he
thought he could use them in any way. Indeed, if the Conceptionists
had not as yet made their spiritual retreat, why could not his two
priests preach it? The monsignor, after checking with Father
Scappini, thought that the latter suggestion was excellent. Father
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Scappini wrote to Don Bosco and assured him that, as far as he was
concerned, it was a superb choice and the two priests were
anxiously awaited. They left Turin on May 28, and after the jubilee
celebrations were over, they preached the retreat. “The spiritual
exercises went far better than either we or they had expected,”
Father Lazzero wrote.* “Today, the closing day, we all dined
together at the Santo Spirito Hospital—a real family celebration.
The Conceptionists are truly quite fond of us. They would shirk no
hardship for our sake, but heaven help anyone who would touch
their independence! Hence, the status quo will still regulate our
relations in the foreseeable future.”

Don Bosco had already been nine days in Rome when this letter
was mailed from there. He had escorted the archbishop of Buenos
Aires, who was heading an Argentinian pilgrimage, but it seemed
quite clear that he was there solely to benefit the Conceptionists.
Among other things he drew up a lengthy memorandum for the
Holy Father to acquaint him with the drawbacks caused by the
setup that had been chosen and to insist on the need to revert to the
original plan. He had Father Scappini and the other two priests
read the memorandum, discussing it with them in detail, and editing
and revising the wording until he thought it satisfactory. In the
meantime the Pope was taken up with the jubilee celebrations and
many bishops were awaiting an audience with him. Still word got to
Don Bosco that Pius IX was lamenting the fact that he wasn’t
receiving a report from him about the Conceptionists. But how can
I get to him? Don Bosco asked himself, writing to Father Rua.5 On
June 10, he attended a public audience, and when the Pope, in
filing through the crowd, came up to him, Don Bosco asked if he
might have a few moments of private conversation with him. “Only
too gladly,” Pius IX answered, “‘but, please, kindly wait until this
surge of pilgrims is over and I can find a free moment.”

Don Bosco requested a private audience also in writing but
waited in vain for a reply. Seeing that he could not stretch his stay
in Rome any longer and since he had no way of personally
submitting his report to the Pope, he entrusted it to the cardinal
vicar and asked that it be delivered to Pius IX at the most

4Letter to Father Rua, June 13, 1877. [Author]
5Letter from Rome, June 8, 1877. [Author]
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convenient time and manner. Then, breaking off his stay, he
returned to Turin.

The report contained two chief sections: one listed the evils
existing in the Conceptionist Institute, the other offered recommen-
dations for rooting them out. Don Bosco specifically deplored five
evils:

1. The lack of a regular novitiate.

2. The Conceptionists’ firm belief that they knew how to govern
themselves, although they had neither training nor experience in the
actual governance of a religious society.

3. The excessive number of superiors who, in governing
independently of each other, kept getting in each other’s way.

4. The lack of vows and of any suitable preparation for taking
them: a situation leading to brawls, reciprocal threats, insubordina-
tion and desertions.

5. In view of a future religious profession, an uncertainty about
which superior was to receive the profession and about the rules to
be professed.

He also suggested that five main remedies were to be urgently
applied if the institute was to endure:

1. Establishment of a novitiate far away from the Santo Spirito
Hospital. '

2. Religious profession based on the Salesian Constitutions.

3. Prohibition against accepting any hospitals in which the
Conceptionists would be working with persons of the opposite sex,
unless their living quarters were completely and rigorously
segregated.

4. Elimination of any need to employ lay male nurses.

5. Unquestioned unity of government.

Don Bosco concluded his report by offering the Holy Father the
most lowly and willing services of the Salesians in all matters as it
might please His Holiness then or later to assign to them.

The Holy Father weighed the gravity and significance of the
report. However, eager that the Conceptionists should attain the
aims of their institute and yet unable to probe the matter personally,
he appointed Cardinal Randi to do so and informed Don Bosco of
this on June 20 through Cardinal Simeoni, the secretary of state.
Cardinal Randi, on studying Don Bosco’s memorandum, concen-
trated on those points which showed that Don Bosco, unable to act
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freely, felt at a loss to carry out the mandate he had received. Upon
reading the decree of February 6, he had to admit that it certainly
was far from clear in delineating the powers of the apostolic
spiritual director and in practice led to unforeseen complications.
He therefore decided that more explicit directives were needed to
remove all doubts and close the door to eventual conflicts. He also
conferred with the apostolic administrative director and was given
clarifications of policy, as well as the assurance that the latter had
personally never raised any obstacle, nor did he intend to do so in
future, in the way of the spiritual director’s exercise of duty. After
that, the cardinal invited Don Bocso to express “his valuable
feelings™ on this matter and to make any further observations which
he considered necessary. The entire letter could hardly have been
couched in more complimentary terms for Don Bosco, but he was
unable to reply as promptly as he would have liked because he was
escorting the archbishop of Buenos Aires through Liguria and
France. Knowing how anxious the Holy Father was to see the
matter quickly settled, the cardinal wrote a second letter urging
Don Bosco to send in his final observations without delay.
Furthermore, since Father Scappini had succumbed to seasonal
fevers—a not uncommon occurrence for visitors who arrived in
Rome before the waters of the Tiber had been dammed up—and
had returned to his native Piedmont a few weeks before, the
cardinal asked Don Bosco to send someone soon to take his place.
As quickly as he could, Don Bosco hastened to reply, reiterating
the viewpoint which was basic to the experiment from the first
moment of the negotiations, a viewpoint he saw no reason to
relinquish.

Turin, August 7, 1877
Your Eminence:

Trusting that you will kindly overlook my delay in writing, I now make
it my duty to reply to your honored letters which concern the Brothers
Hospitallers of the Immaculate Conception, commonly called “Concep-
tionists.” The better to clarify my views on this matter, I think it best to
start at the beginning of this affair.

In November of last year, the Holy Father graciously had Cardinal
Bilio summon me to Rome. On my arrival, His Holiness spoke of his
desire to regularize the Conceptionists. I willingly acceded to his proposal,
and, in order that his will might be faithfully carried out, I asked that he put
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it in writing for me. He did so in a rescript of November 15 of that year. I
set myself to study the situation and, in accordance with the rescript, after
a month and a half I was ready to submit to His Holiness some basic terms
on which I felt the regularization could rest. His Holiness was pleased
with everything, and Monsignor Fiorani informed me that all was
proceeding well, with only a brief conference needed before I could
definitely get to work. He just asked that, in coming to Rome, I take along
another priest who would immediately assume direction of the
Conceptionists. But then he began to tell me of amendments and that I
should leave matters just about the same as I first found them. In view of
this, I insisted on talking to the Holy Father, who verbally confirmed all
that was contained in the aforesaid rescript. After that 1 could no longer
have the honor of paying my respects to His Holiness and always had to
go through Monsignor Fiorani, who stuck to his plan that it would be wiser
for me to be apostolic visitor for spiritual matters. I found it difficult to see
how two heads in one and the same family could possibly effect a unified
rule agreeable to everybody. However, since he told me that this was the
Holy Father’s wish, I said nothing and agreed to go along with it, although
I foresaw difficulties from the very beginning, as 1 had the honor of
commenting in a memorandum submitted to His Holiness. I suppose it has
come into the hands of Your Eminence. Please note that I did not draw up
that memorandum as a subterfuge, but only because I could not speak to
the Holy Father himself. Now, considering the present setup of the
Conceptionists as their apostolic visitor, I have no other suggestion
beyond what 1 have proposed in the memorandum. However, if a
foolproof, firm and definitive plan is wanted, I would say that we already
have it in the one originally drawn up by the Holy Father’s enlightened
wisdom. If, on the other hand, it seems desirable to try another plan, my
suggestion is to entrust the direction of the Conceptionists to the
Commendatore of Santo Spirito, while the Salesians, as chaplains, would
only concern themselves with the spiritual tasks of catechizing, preaching,
hearing confessions and celebrating Holy Mass. However, in this case, the
Salesians would have no further responsibility, material or spiritual. They
would live apart from the Conceptionists and go to them solely for those
things that concern their spiritual duties. This last plan could be adopted
without difficulty, since the Salesians have to open a small house for
confreres who pass through Rome on business or reside there, and the
priests assigned to the Conceptionists could make that their residence.

Having most sincerely expressed my viewpoint, I now await the favor of
your comments. However, should the Holy Father desire any other
arrangement, I shall not raise the slightest objection, and all the Salesians
will, with one soul, abide by the revered wishes of our benefactor, Pius IX.
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I had the opportunity to speak with Father Scappini, who has been ill
with fever for some days. He now seems a little better, If I see in the next
few days that he cannot return to his post, I shall send at least one other
priest to provide for the Conceptionists’ religious services.

Yours gratefully,
Fr. John Bosco

It is doubtful that the Holy Father would have objected to Don
Bosco’s proposed revision of the decree of February 6 since it
would really have facilitated the implementation of his intentions.
Hence Cardinal Randi asked Don Bosco to return to Rome or to
give the Salesian who was to take over the direction of the
Conceptionists the necessary powers and instructions. It was
becoming most urgent that this Salesian be present in Rome also
because, without him, the Conceptionists’ practices of piety were
being neglected, and the postulants, who had been judged worthy to
take their first religious vows on the feast day of the Immaculate
Conception, had to be properly instructed. Don Bosco’s prompt,
clear reply expressed his thoughts unmistakably and definitively.

Turin, August 18, 1877
Your Eminence:

As you kindly wrote, certain matters are best dealt with face to face.
Indeed, I did not express myself sufficiently well in my letter. I simply
wanted to say that to provide a stable future for the Conceptionists, they
should be affiliated with an institute acknowledged and approved by the
Holy See. Their habit, name, objective and all the rules needed to sustain
that objective should be kept. This is the way I have always seen fit to set
up on a firm basis a secure existence that will not deviate from the
observance of their own constitutions. This, too, I believe, is the aim of the
rescript of November 17, 1876.

If, however, as Your Eminence points out, the identity of the institute
and the continuance of its services in its present locations are to be
preserved, I believe that the first requirement is to entrust both the
spiritual and temporal administration of the institute to a person who has
the full confidence of the Holy Father. Such a person is to have complete
responsibility. The Salesians, on their part, would be chaplains who would
go to the Conceptionists solely to carry out their priestly ministry, with no
interference in internal affairs. In this case, the Salesians could be guided
and, when necessary, admonished by their own superior, who would freely
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exercise his authority and make sure that they are carrying out their duties.

I am happy to tell you that Father Scappini is doing better and has
already returned to Turin. He feels that he can go back to Rome and be
close to Your Eminence before the end of this month, or, at the latest, by
the beginning of September. I shall give him all powers especially in regard
to Your Eminence, whom we hold in unbounded love and trust. I believe
that you both can personally smooth away any difficulties that may arise
with this project. I shall be coming to Rome myself soon, but my health is
presently somewhat shaky, allowing me to work a while at my desk, but
not to leave my room, let alone take trips.

May Your Eminence give me the favor of your holy blessing. Pray for
me and for the Salesian Congregation, that amid the host of possibilities
offered to us by Divine Providence we may choose and work at those tasks
which redound to God’s greater glory. We, in our lowliness, shall not
cease to offer special prayers for the precious health of Your Eminence, of
whom I am honored to profess myself in OQur Lord Jesus Christ,

Your most grateful servant,
Fr. John Bosco

However, neither Monsignor Fiorani nor Cardinal Randi, averse
to having the Salesians involved in the direction of the
Conceptionists, was of that opinion. Father Scappini, somewhat
stronger, was all set to leave for Rome and had already notified
Brother Monti of his coming, when the latter, in the name of
Monsignor Fiorani, wrote back to say that he was not to come
because his return might well serve no purpose. At this news Don
Bosco was dumbfounded and immediately begged the cardinal for
an explanation.® He came to learn that the reform of the
Conceptionists was to be temporarily entrusted to Roman
ecclesiastics under the supervision of the cardinal vicar. Cardinal
Randi deplored the hasty communication of this news in so
unseemly a manner, even before matters had been firmly finalized,
but there was no turning back. Don Bosco, for all the efforts he had
put into the Conceptionist project, was thus rewarded with such an
unenviable disservice. The underlying causes will be better
understood once the intrigues of his adversaries will be thoroughly
known. For the time being, Don Bosco’s letter to Louis Cardinal
Bilio may well be the best epilogue. The cardinal had spoken the

8Don Bosco’s letter was written on September 19, but we have no copy of it. [Author]
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first word on the matter to Don Bosco; to him Don Bosco
addressed the final word.

Turin, November 20, 1877
Your Eminence:

From the very beginning it was Your Eminence who had much to do
with my involvement in the direction of the Brothers Hospitallers
popularly known as the Conceptionists, and so you are certainly in a
position to know and appreciate the state of things which I shall briefly run
through.

Through Your Eminence, the Holy Father, in his goodness, was so kind
as to summon me in most affectionate terms. “‘I desire,” he told me, *‘that
you assume the care of the Conceptionists, who have a lofty mission and
can greatly help the sick prepare for a good death. However, you are
neither to reform nor to correct, but rather to create or, better still, to blend
their constitutions with those of the Salesians.”

Although I realized the weight and delicacy of this assignment, I felt
that I was being greatly honored to be given the opportunity to work under
the revered direction of the Holy Father, and all I asked of His Holiness
was that he kindly express his thoughts to me in writing, so that I might
better ponder and carry them out. Please refer to the rescript of November
17, 1876, under number one.

Basing myself on this rescript, I set to work and in a month or so sent in
an overall plan which provided for retaining the name, habit and purpose
of the Conceptionists with all of those rules which were not in conflict with
those of the Salesians. The Holy Father was pleased with everything, and
Monsignor Fiorani wrote to me that all was proceeding well, that nothing
more than a very short conference was needed, and that I was to bring a
priest with me. But no sooner did I get to Rome than difficulties arose. I
thought that the Holy Father’s intent had not changed, but Monsignor
Fiorani kept saying that radical changes were not advisable and the only
possibility was a moral reform, most especially since His Holiness had
given the Conceptionists a large grant of 200,000 lire. Don Bosco
therefore was to be named apostolic visitor and be represented by Father
Scappini. I could not see the reason for this. I spoke to the Holy Father,
and he just repeated what he had previously said and written. Monsignor,
however, kept saying that the rescript had to be modified. I yielded to this
change because I was assured that it was the Holy Father’s wish. Thus,
Father Scappini became the spiritual director, while all administration of
material goods and personnel was reserved to Monsignor Fiorani.

A further study of the Conceptionist rules as applied to real life
convinced me that this state of affairs could not go on, and when I came to
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Rome for the Holy Father’s jubilee, I did my utmost to obtain but a
moment’s audience with His Holiness. I first asked in writing; then the
Holy Father, in a general audience, made it clear that he wished to hear
what I had to say, but it was not possible because of the rush of pilgrims
who wanted to catch at least a glimpse of the Pope. Under the pressure of
time and business, since the cardinal vicar had asked me for detailed
information about the Conceptionists, I thought that I would give him my
memorandum, which I enclose, so that he might pass it on to the Holy
Father, as I believe he did.

Second, urgent business recalled me to Turin. A month later Father
Scappini became so ill and weak that he had to return home and go to bed,
but he first provided a priest to replace him for the spiritual care of the
Conceptionists during his absence. In the meantime Cardinal Randi’s first
letter reached me, asking for clarifications and comments.

Third, should you have time, you might here see His Eminence’s letter
and my reply. My conclusion was that we would simply offer our services
as chaplains unless the Holy Father willed otherwise. In that case we
would follow his desires. Meanwhile Father Scappini recovered from his
relentless fever and was all set to return to Rome. He had already notified
the superior of the Conceptionists, when he received a letter from Brother
Louis [ Monti] who, writing for Monsignor Fiorani, told him to suspend his
return to Rome since he might have to go back again. He gave no
explanation whatever. Cardinal Randi now has the letter. Dumbfounded, I
begged His Eminence for some explanation, and a few days later he
replied with a letter dated October 1, 1877, informing me of the Pope’s
decision and deploring the manner in which Father Scappini had been
dismissed. Under the circumstances I had no other choice than to cease
taking any interest in the Conceptionists. I now await instructions and
have meanwhile assigned the personnel to other duties. However, in every
letter I have always insisted that the Holy Father be told that the Salesians
regard his every wish and desire as an order that we will always gladly and
promptly carry out.

I have written on certain confidential matters to His Eminence Cardinal
Randi. I hope soon to make a visit to Rome and speak to Your Eminence
of things it is best not to entrust to paper. I am most grateful for your
kindness toward us and humbly invoke your holy blessing.

Your humble and grateful servant,
Fr. John Bosco

For a better overall understanding of this affair, we would also
have to know the details which caution would not let Don Bosco
“entrust to paper.” Nevertheless, any alert reader will have
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realized by now that there had to be some shady behind-the-scene
dealings which Don Bocso had gotten wind of. Yet he persevered to
the end with maximum uprightness, love and unselfishness.

After Pius IX’s death, the Holy See did not leave the
Conceptionist Institute to fend for itself but, by allowing a certain
number to become priests and so provide spiritual direction for the
brothers and by other saving reforms, it brought about the
Institute’s renewal. Today [1932] it is an honor to the Church and
is gaining recognition for its outstanding contribution to the welfare
of civil society.



CHAPTER 3

The Annual Conferences of
St. Francis de Sales

T HE Oratory’s celebration of the feast of St. Francis de
Sales was postponed to Sunday, February 4, so that Don Bosco
might attend. He arrived at 8:30 that very morning, greeted by the
band, with thunderous applause, hurrahs, and a show of
overwhelming joy. The directors of several houses, present at the
Oratory for the meetings held regularly around the feast of St.
Francis de Sales, had a hard time elbowing their way through the
happy throng of youngsters to reach his side. The good father was
never so thrilled as when he saw himself thus mobbed by that
motley crowd of his Oratory sons, all vying with each other to show
their love and gratitude. That evening in the little theatre a very
heart-warming assembly was held in his honor. Each department of
the Oratory was represented by speeches which in one form or
another expressed the delight of all at having their beloved father
back with them. The dramatic club presented a play, The Vocation
of St. Aloysius, and its excellent performance delighted everyone.

The meetings began on the evening of February 5, with the
opening session chaired by Father Rua. The first matter of business
concerned personnel, financial administration, and new houses—
on none of which is it necessary for us to dwell. We will rather
concentrate on three topics which have a general or historic bearing
on the Congregation.

The expansion of the Salesian Congregation, with its widening
range of concerns, made it ever more difficult for Don Bosco to
continue that individual attention which he so effectively gave the
confreres, so much so that it was feared that the spirit of piety
would be hurt, especially among the new clerics. It is an undeniable
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fact that Don Bosco’s influence produced year after year a certain
type of cleric which it would be most desirable to perpetuate
generation after generation: thoughtful, studious, fervent in prayer,
well rounded, ready to do whatever they knew to be their superiors’
wish. Theirs was a life blending prayerful concentration with
action, a life we may today call a reflection of Don Bosco’s own
spirituality. These models, rising from the ranks of their
companions, were looked up to with respect, deference, and
admiration by those who never rose above the mediocre yet were
still incited to greater good by their example. The soul of this
formation, this life, was what we call the spirit of piety, shown by
the frequent reception of the sacraments, love for prayer, zeal for
divine worship, a taste for God’s word, and wholesome reading.
The members of the Superior Chapter and the directors devoted
their time to foster this spirit in their several communities,
especially among the young confreres, while being alert to detect
and promptly eliminate those things which might diminish it.

A second topic was that of the Sons of Mary. We made no
further mention of this apostolate in the twelfth volume of this
series because in the eleventh we had already gone beyond the year
1875 and encroached upon that volume. As we have already
narrated,’ this providential project, which had been based at
Sampierdarena, was nearing full maturity. As word got about,
inquiries poured in from everywhere, even after the school year was
well on its way. To avoid disrupting classes, Father Albera, the
director, would have preferred to postpone all applications that
came in after the first few weeks until the end of the school year,
but, knowing the priority which Don Bosco gave to this endeavor,
he did not wish to contravene his desires. Don Bosco’s views on
this matter did in fact differ widely from his. It was Don Bosco’s
intention that all those who applied and met the necessary
requirements were to be accepted regardless of the time of year. So
great, he maintained, were his expectations of the project’s results
that they were not to be jeopardized by perilous delays. Once the
assembly was informed of this, it agreed to add an article to the
regulations for the Sons of Mary: that latecomers be willing to do
some manual tasks until, after some preliminary studies, they were

1See Vol. XI. pp. 20-59. [Editor|
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numerous enough to make up a new class and have a regular
teacher assigned to them.

Finally Father Rua passed on tc the assembly a wish of Don
Bosco’s that they were to consider an order. He desired that each
school hold a triduum of talks at the beginning of the school year so
as to give the students a right start. This would afford them an
opportunity to straighten out their minds after the distractions of
vacation and to attend to their spiritual needs with calm. The
proposal was adopted and has unbrokenly been in practice since
1877, to the inestimable advantage of discipline, moral behavior
and study.

Don Bosco attended the next morning’s meeting. After the
previous evening’s deliberations were approved, he brought the
members up to date on the Congregation’s most recent develop-
ments and examined a series of proposals and plans, explaining the
criteria which should become their norm in making decisions
according to his spirit. In the intimacy of this family gathering, he
was also able to speak freely about the Conceptionists and acquaint
them with the actual condition of that institute and the state of
negotiations up to his departure from Rome.

Don Bosco had always been unwilling to take over monasteries
and turn them into boarding schools because he disliked giving
people a chance to say that religious were driving out other
religious. If, on a rare occasion, it was a question of redeeming a
monastery from the hands of lay owners, he always demanded that
the owners themselves clear the matter with the Holy See and
obtain its permission. On this occasion, instead, these were his
actual words: “Now the Pope not only gave me permission, but
urged me to buy buildings once belonging to religious and turn them
into Salesian houses. The purpose of this is to give back to the
Church what was stolen from it and to preserve the original purpose
of these houses consecrated to God’s glory, lest they be used for
profane purposes. From here on, if our finances make it feasible,
we know that we shall run into no problems with Rome.”

Insistent requests had come in from Albano and Magliano for a
Salesian boarding school in each town. Cardinal Berardi, for the
third time, offered him the boarding school at Ceccano which the
Scolopian Fathers wanted to close down since enrollment had
dwindled to no more than ten students. Don Bosco had also been
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asked to take over the boarding school at Ascona. After giving this
news, he added, “It’s incredible! We move on to situations heaped
high with obstacles, and yet so far we have never had to pull back.
We always go forward. Every enterprise we put our hand to
succeeds beyond all expectations, even though we constantly see
others forced to retreat time after time from positions they long
held. It is truly the Lord who makes us forge ahead under full sail.
We would deserve to become blind if we failed to see God’s hand
everywhere in all we do.”

A thorny problem then came to the floor. The five-year lease of
the Valsalice college? was about to expire. During those five years
it had been constantly hoped that the number of boarders would
grow, but somehow it never met those expectations. Was the
college therefore to be kept open or should the whole facility be
returned to the Brothers of the Christian Schools, from whom it was
rented? “What are we to do?” Don Bosco asked his co-workers.
Then he went on to say, “‘I have always wished that this college
should stay open and prosper so that we might foster vocations to
the priesthood and see whether we could draw also from that social
level laborers for the Lord’s vineyard. We reaped some good fruits,
but we cannot say that the Lord has blessed our work in this house
as He has done in the others. When the direction of this school was
offered to us, we all opposed the idea. The only reason we accepted
it was to obey the archbishop. As far as our own Congregation is
concerned, it looks as though St. Francis of Assisi has lent us a
helping hand thus far. You know the story they tell about him, how
the devils, raising all kinds of hell against his new institute, met to
hatch a plot. Several schemes were brought up to wipe out those
mendicant friars, until finally one little devil, more cunning than his
fellows, jumped up and declared that the surest way to undermine
the fervor of any religious order was to infiltrate its ranks with
nobility and with the wealthy. To offer these individuals the
thoughtful attention due their position, special concessions would
have to be made, privileges granted, and exceptions posited to the
rules, exceptions which would then have to be extended to all, with
the result that the whole order would become lax. The assembly of
devils cheered and unanimously voted in favor of the plan. And so 1

2See Indexes of Volumes X and XI under “Valsalice.” [Editor]
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believe that St. Francis has so far safeguarded us. There have been
some members of the nobility who have either tried our life or asked
to try it, but to date no one has decided to stay on with us. For all
these things let us always give thanks to the Lord.”

As for a decision on the Valsalice college, Don Bosco did not feel
that it was time to say the final word. He urged all to think and
pray. This was not just an excuse to evade a decision. In fact, ten
days later he wanted the Superior Chapter to re-examine the future
of the college with Father Dalmazzo, its director. The lease was to
expire in September. Opinions on the advantages of keeping the
school open were divided. Those who thought it should continue
had three sound arguments on their side: the school had been
accepted in obedience to the archbishop and this was still a valid
reason, fostering vocations from the nobility was quite an
achievement, and pulling out would be a setback for the Salesians.
Those who favored leaving the school argued that the school’s very
nature was hardly in keeping with the Congregation’s objectives,
that its enrollment was dropping, that hardly any success had been
achieved in getting vocations, and that every year the Oratory had
to make up a deficit of six thousand lire. Were the poor then to
subsidize the wealthy? After a careful weighing of all pros and cons,
the decision to keep Valsalice open prevailed, but some financial
measures were taken to keep the administration solvent. The plan
of mixing day students and boarders, as was done by other schools
whereby a vehicle picked up pupils and brought them home, was
unacceptable because of the fear of potential problems.

Let us return to the morning session of February 6. Before
closing it, Don Bosco expressed repeatedly and very warmly a
desire of his which he had already brought up in past years: namely,
that each director should write up a history of his school and devote
the greatest care to the task. He closed the session with the
following words: “The Holy Father has told me that if we want our
schools always to flourish, we must strive to foster among ourselves
and among our boys piety, morality and thrift. Let each of you give
serious thought to fostering these three elements among both
Salesians and pupils. Speak of them in your sermons and
conferences and in private talks. I would like one of the meetings
during these days to be devoted to searching for practical ways of
following the Pope’s advice.”
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In the afternoon, all the Oratory confreres, novices and
aspirants—two hundred and eleven in all—gathered in the Church
of St. Francis de Sales for a general assembly. The detailed
account of each house, which formerly used to be given by each
director, was this time given in part by Father Rua as he got it from
the different directors and in part by Don Bosco. The latter opened
the meeting by stating, “Today’s assembly is a little different from
the gatherings we hold during the year. It is still the conference of
St. Francis de Sales which has been held in the past years, only
somewhat modified to make room for the many topics we have to
discuss. To bring up everything in detail would take too much time.
Let Father Rua give us a comprehensive picture of our schools in
Piedmont, Liguria and France, and I'll say something about
America, as well as our houses in Lanzo, which I have just visited.
To meet your desires and to safeguard the spirit which is to prevail
in all our houses, I will show you how the Lord helps and shields
us. He will certainly preside over this assembly for the
Congregation’s good, for our overall encouragement and for the
welfare of souls.”

Although in the course of our narrative we have usually recorded
only Don Bosco’s talks word for word, it seems useful at this time
to make space, by exception, for Father Rua’s report, which luckily
has come down to us in a transcript made by one of his listeners. It
was given with all the thoroughness which Don Bosco’s first
successor put into everything he did and must have been put
together under his direct guidance, Father Rua’s talk follows:

My report shall proceed in order of time, starting with the houses which
were established first. I will tell you what I picked up from the individual
directors as well as whatever else I already knew.

Starting with our first school—Borgo San Martino—I can say that on
the whole all is proceeding very well for both pupils and Salesians. At first
we feared a drop in enrollment because of the rice fields which are quite
close to the school, but the opposite was true. The enrollment went up, so
that now it numbers two hundred pupils besides faculty. True, precautions
must be taken to ward off the threat of malaria, but, thank God, no one has
as yet come down with it. Indeed, I'm glad to say that on my visit I found
the infirmary empty, and Father Director assured me that not a single boy
had fallen ill during the entire month. The financial situation is healthy
too. They are not rich, but they are getting along thriftily, thanks also to
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the nuns who went there this year to run the linen room and the kitchen.
Certainly they do not stint on necessities and have all they need for food
and clothing. As to their moral conduct, we need not quote Isaiah: “You
have multiplied the nation and have not increased the joy” [9:3], because
with the growth of the student body, the spirit of piety has also grown. The
sodalities of the Blessed Sacrament, the Immaculate Conception, the
Altar Boys and St. Aloysius are doing very well. Excellent work has been
done by both priests and clerics. This year, after final examinations, a
good number of students donned the clerical garb, some entering the
seminary, the greater part of them remaining with us and coming to the
Oratory. This year our confreres there reopened the festive oratory to
provide better care for their day students. Some of them attend Mass in the
school chapel; others go to the parish church for prayers, Mass,
catechism, sermons, benediction, religious instruction and wholesome
recreation. What our clerics are doing for the boys, the sisters are now
doing for the girls.

From Borgo San Martino we go on to our school at Lanzo, where
enrollment has also gone up considerably, so that, in spite of the large size
of the building, there is little free space. How wonderful is Divine
Providence in allowing this school to experience a marvelous growth and
thus to promote the students’ moral development. Lanzo had the most
room for students. Last August the railway was completed, and ministers,
members of parliament and senators attended the inaugural services.?
Since the township of Lanzo lacked suitable premises, the municipal
authorities asked the director of our school, which serves the town, if he
would graciously allow them the use of our grounds for the reception of the
king’s representatives. The ministers came to our school, were given a
joyful welcome, toured the premises, and stayed an hour and a half. The
event was widely publicized, and we feared harmful repercussions from
distorted reports.* However, it all turned out very much to our advantage.
As host to the realm’s highest authorities, the school became famous and
highly rated, with a consequent rise in enrollment. I say nothing of the
pupils’ health because Lanzo is a health spot par excellence, and the boys’
only problem is to satisfy their appetite, even though they are well fed.
Their piety, conduct, and diligence are up to standard. On the other hand,
there is a shortage of personnel because some priests have been
transferred to other schools—Father [Joseph] Scappini, for instance, who
was assigned to Rome. A void has been left which must be filled either by
others or by increasing the work load of those who remain. We hope that,

3See Vol. XII, pp. 300-309. [Editor]
4Ibid., pp. 399-403. [Editor]
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with the aid of newly professed young clerics, the needs of the school will
be adequately taken care of, The Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians
are already lending a hand by caring for the linen room.

Coming to our school in Varazze, the director reports that the boys’
conduct and diligence are excellent and heartening. Enrollment has
reached its peak, but we cannot build an extension since the school is
owned by the town and no land is available. In fact, our clerics teach day
students in town because rising enrollment forced the authorities to rent
new facilities. The pupil’s good behavior is due to our confreres’ hard
work.

Now let me tell you about Alassio. The new building, begun three years
ago, was completed last year. It is the town’s pride and joy. People who
ride the train admire the imposing, graceful new wing, while townsfolk
boast of having one of Don Bosco’s schools. The building, empty last year,
is now filled with two hundred students, despite severe screening of all
applicants. This makes us rejoice because it has helped to improve the
boys’ conduct. Not that this all important element of school life was
lacking before, but things have improved and the reason may well be that
there is now more room for all. We were able to apportion space as
required, especially separating the lyceum from the lower grades.
Religious practices were the first to benefit. The lyceum students, formerly
a cause for worry in this matter, now offer an example to all the rest.
Throughout the neighborhood the Salesians enjoy an enviable reputation;
numerous requests have poured in from different towns of Liguria for
Salesian schools. These are not requests from private individuals or from
isolated groups, but rather formal requests from municipal authorities and
citizens of great influence. We have received petitions signed by all the
aldermen of Novi Ligure, Montaldo Ligure, Nice, and so forth, which
reveal a deep desire both to support our undertakings and to benefit by our
help. They love us, and rightly so, because our priests willingly offer their
services for Mass, sermons and confessions in the neighboring villages,
and we hardly need say that the parish priests are very thankful. Several
times, when visiting Alassio, I asked for a confrere, only to be told, ‘‘He is
conducting a mission in that town.” Upon inquiring about another, I was
told, “He is out hearing confessions.” At times, as many as four or five are
out on priestly work. This is very good as long as it does not disrupt school
routine. At Alassio the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians take care of
the kitchen and the laundry besides teaching catechism to the girls.
Remarkably, all complaints about food have disappeared—a big
achievement in itself, for almost every school has such grievances, and
complaints are heard even at the king’s table.

Not far from Alassio is our school at Sampierdarena. I feel a tinge of
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envy when I speak of this house, because it threatens to outdo the Oratory.
Five years ago it was just a little bit of a house at Marassi, where a few
rooms had to do for classes, dormitory, kitchen, and study hall. There was
no room there for expansion, so plans were afoot to move to
Sampierdarena, notorious for its irreligion and Freemasonry. It was a
calculated risk. However, Divine Providence wanted us there and our
superior paid no heed to the difficulties. A house was bought and
personnel were moved from Marassi, where facilities were only rented.
Still, the cramped quarters were no better, applications kept pouring in,
and the enrollment of day pupils kept rising. We needed a building suited
to our needs. Don Bosco paid the place a visit, and lo, as if by magic,
within two years up rose a huge, beautiful building to house both resident
and day pupils. Enrollment rose speedily and now boys and young men
number close to three hundred, not too far behind the Oratory. The growth
is also due to the Sons of Mary Program. There are eighty young men—
some of whom are a bit older—taking Latin courses, and they will supply
the Church and our Congregation with good priests. We have received
many applications for the novitiate and aspirantate. This year we reaped
some priestly vocations for both the diocese and our Congregation from
among the resident students. We also opened a festive oratory for the day
boys. The playground is fairly large, a corridor was turned into a chapel
for religious instruction, and Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament is
given in the public church. The boys are also offered the opportunity to
receive the sacraments. We must note too that a printshop—the second in
our Congregation—was opened and has already turned out several good
books. We trust that it will be a great aid in spreading good literature
throughout the area to the people’s betterment.

A word or two about Valsalice. Its enrollment has gone up slightly
during this school year, 1876-77, but growth is slow, as we might expect
from this particular type of student. Nevertheless, we have reason to be
pleased with the school’s progress in study and wholesome behavior. A
few students donned the clerical habit and entered the diocesan seminary.
As for studies, the end-of-year final exams for the state diploma were most
satisfactory. Here in Turin the exams are very tough, and the three
Valsalice students who took them not only got passing grades but all three
won the highest honors, in spite of the fact that it is rare that students are
not required to repeat the examination.

From Italy we pass over to France, where we have a school at Nice. As
you know, Don Bosco went there shortly after our first missionary
departure service [in 1875]. For years there had been talk of a boarding
school. After a small house was rented, a priest was sent as director, a
young cleric as teacher, and a lay Salesian as cook. First came a festive
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oratory, then a hostel for poor lads, and when the number grew to fourteen,
no more could be accepted since facilities were too strained. These
conditions held until August or September of 1875 when, thanks to the
united effort of many benefactors, a house could be purchased near the
Place d’Armes, with many large rooms, two flower gardens, and several
playfields. The only problem was the price tag—one hundred thousand
lire. How could we buy it, strapped as we always are for finances while
daily puffing ahead like an old steam engine notwithstanding our debts?
Undismayed, Don Bosco faced this seemingly insurmountable problem by
trusting in Divine Providence, which came to his aid. The house was
purchased and is now doing well with an enrollment of fifty boys, forty of
whom are learning a trade, while the other ten are taking academic
courses. That house too has given recruits to our Congregation, two
students having applied for admission as aspirants, our first French
contingent. Hopefully the Lord will bless our efforts and we will be able to
do a great deal of good. The house is called St. Pierre’s Hospice. I could
tell you a few stories about it, but time is short. There we conduct day and
evening classes for day students and operate two festive oratories. It is a
boon for this city, to which destitute, jobless people flock in search of work
and livelihood, people who pay little heed to their own spiritual well-being
or that of their children. They neither attend church themselves nor bother
to send their children to school or to catechetical instruction. Hence, many
become bad. It is really to their advantage—and to the city’s as well—to
ensure that these youngsters, who might receive no schooling at all or, at
best, a poor one, be given a Christian education and led to the
sacraments.The French press has praised our school, publicized our good
work in Nice, and suggested that every French city get itself a Salesian
house. Last week two newspapers extolled the Salesians to the skies and
caused such a surge of enthusiasm that Marseille, Lyons, Bordeaux and
other cities are now considering setting up a Salesian school. A few days
ago, a kindly soul wrote a letter to the director [at Nice] offering us at no
cost at all an entire house with large halls, rooms, playground and flower
garden, the only condition being that we open a school there.

Last year Don Bosco, returning from France, went through Bordighera
and Vallecrosia, where the Protestants have gained a foothold and do
great harm to souls with a network of churches and schools. Grieving and
worrying, the bishop of Ventimiglia saw no way of stemming the impious
tide. Catholic schools had closed down and no one attended the parish
church any longer. He begged Don Bocso to find some way to remedy the
situation. Don Bosco obliged and agreed to open a Salesian house there.
We rented a few small rooms, plain and bare, to house the Salesians and
serve as a school for boys and girls, and we rigged up a chapel of sorts by
cleaning up two sheds so low-ceilinged that, were the bishop, who is of
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average height, ever to officiate there, he would have to take off his mitre.
To wear it, he’d have to be no taller than some people here. (There was a
general, audible murmur of ‘“Father Paglia, Father Paglia!”) It
reminded me of the old chapel® we used to have on the site of our present
dining room. For lack of classroom space, we have to use the sacristy and
the chapel. The sanctuary is curtained off during the day and evening
sessions. The boys are receptive when invited to receive the sacraments,
and we make it easy for them to go to confession. This year we admitted
forty to First Holy Communion. The Daughters of Mary, Help of
Christians are also getting good results with the girls.

How do they manage to make ends meet? Well, they have often lacked
wine or meat and have had to be content with soup, at times not very well
seasoned, but they had nothing else. Occasionally some kind person
comes knocking at their door bringing a little casket of wine as a good-will
offering, followed shortly afterward by someone else bringing some fruit.
Thus Divine Providence keeps them going, and we must be thankful to the
Lord. The townspeople are very grateful and fond of the Salesians and
gladly send their sons to our school. When their pastor died, they all
hastened to attend the only Mass offered in our humble little church,
huddled together even outside the doors. I said *““the only Mass,” but there
were times when there were two Masses, one being said by a priest sent
from Alassio because of the town’s urgent need. Seemingly things are
looking up now. Both boys and girls no longer go to the Protestant schools
nor will they have anything to do with them, the only exceptions being the
few resident pupils from out of town. We are very happy at our success
and so is the bishop. He is very glad to have us. Enrollment at the
Protestant schools is dropping, even though they supply students with
everything they need.

At Trinita [near Mondovi|® where last year, 1876, we sent a priest, two
clerics and a coadjutor, we have a festive oratory for boys and also hold
day and evening classes. Many public school pupils transferred to our
school and consequently we had to add the higher elementary grades.
Children attend classes during the day, and older lads and adults come in
the evening. They have responded favorably to our invitation to frequent
the sacraments and are a good example to the entire town. All of our
pupils are day students, the festive oratory is flourishing, and our school is
doing well. I should say something about our schools in central Italy, but
Don Bosco will tell us about them.

I’ll go on now to the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians at Mornese
who are experiencing a wondrous growth. Two or three years ago there

5See the Indexes of Volumes II and III under “Pinardi Shed.” |Editor]
8See Vol. XII, pp. 357f. |Editor]
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were only thirty sisters, novices, and aspirants in one house; now they
number about a hundred and seventy, spread out over eight towns: Turin,
Lu, Biella, Lanzo, Borgo San Martino, Sestri Levante, Alassio and
Bordighera. The sisters have managed to solve the many problems which
plagued the linen rooms and kitchens of our schools, while doing other
wonderful work for girls wherever they are. In Mornese, for example, they
take care of the girls’ religious instruction. Their boarding school is
flourishing despite the long rough road to the railway station. The
Salesians also run the town schools. This past year we had some trouble in
Mornese. Our Salesian teacher was being harassed, but all the people rose
up in our defense, so that the pastor was forced to take action and silence
the troublemaker. He then sent Don Bosco a formal note requesting that
he keep both that Salesian and the sisters at the town schools. Don Bosco
went along with the proposal. I could say a lot more about the virtuous,
hard life of the sisters, but it is not necessary. They remind us of the
ancient monks of Thebaid and other deserts.

Now let’s talk about our motherhouse. The Oratory keeps getting better
and better, but I am not saying this in self-praise. Let fitting thanks be
rendered to God. This year we lavished great care on the students’
sodalities of St. Aloysius, the Blessed Sacrament, and the Immaculate
Conception. I also would like to mention the way that the church services
have been carried out. The altar boys have been turning out in great
numbers and have reverently carried out the sacred ceremonies. It has
been a blessing. Many people purposely come to our church to see the
altar boys in action and to be edified by their behavior. In turn, this has
also proved to be a strong incentive for priestly vocations.

This year a large number of boys asked to don the clerical habit. In spite
of the small number of upperclassmen, many applied for admission to our
Congregation. Then, so many were the requests from other grades,
especially among the Sons of Mary, that eighty applicants were accepted.

The artisans were hurt by two serious losses this year: the death of their
director, Father Chiala, and of their head assistant, the cleric Piacentino.
They died, but their work continues to bear fruit. The artisans keep
holding on to the fervor which these superiors kindled in them, and it is our
fond wish that their new superiors will guide them on to even loftier
achievements. The Immaculate Conception and the St. Joseph’s
sodalities, as well as the other groups proper to aspirants, are prospering.

There has been an increase in the number of novices, and this year they
are moving along with greater regularity. Besides having their own
dormitory, study hall and playground, they now also have a dining room
just for themselves. They number a hundred and forty, not counting the
two at Nice and a few who went to South America. Father Barberis, their
novice master, tells me that they frequent the sacraments and that he is
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quite pleased with them, although there is room for improvement.

The festive oratory is well attended and well run. The Daughters of
Mary, Help of Christians have also opened an oratory for girls; they are so
numerous that there is no room for them all in the chapel. It will have to be
extended. Before the sisters got here, flocks of girls could be seen
everywhere in the neighboring meadows. Now there are none. The boys
go to one oratory, the girls to the other.

In conclusion, day by day our Congregation keeps advancing so
wondrously that we can’t help seeing that God is with us. Harassment and
afflictions always make it stronger. The confreres have increased and even
more so the novices. There is greater regularity -in both material and
spiritual matters. The number of young men leaving the Congregation is
much lower than in past years. I am referring only to the novices and
temporarily professed, because no one with perpetual vows has ever as yet
left the Congregation, and we hope that no one ever will.

In conclusion I say: Thanks be to God! By our fervor and conduct and
by the exact observance of our rules, let us respond to the protection over
us of Mary, Help of Christians. We could say that the Lord carries our
Congregation in His arms, giving it all the help it needs to prosper.

As Father Rua finished his report, Don Bosco arose and went on
as follows:

I will be a bit briefer so as not to prolong this meeting unduly. Although
something should be said of the St. Aloysius’ and St. Joseph’s festive
oratories and our work at the Rifugio? and at St. Peter’s, let us fly straight
out to America. We have already spoken of these overseas houses and
have published the missionaries’ letters; hence it would be pointless to
discuss them now. However, just to bring you up to date I’ll say that a
boarding school has been opened at Montevideo, where there are neither
seminaries nor clerical vocations nor Catholic schools. Both the capital
and the entire country are in disarray. Parents who want a Christian
education for their sons would have to send them to Valsalice or some
other European school. Father Lasagna directs this school, named
“Colegio Pio,” the first school in America to be dedicated to Pius IX’s
honor. We are also conducting religious services in a church adjoining the
school for both our pupils and the neighborhood because the school is
located outside the city limits. Especially on Sundays the church is
jammed. We have high hopes for it. Classes have been started for the
boarders and also for poor boys as day pupils. We had ten Salesians there,

7 An institution for wayward girls. See the Index of Volume II under “Rifugio.” | Editor]
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but they were not enough and we had to send additional help from San
Nicolas and Buenos Aires. As more news comes in, you will be kept
informed.

From Montevideo, a fifteen-hour steamboat trip down the wide Plata
River takes us to Buenos Aires, the capital of Argentina. There we began
by taking over the parish Church of Our Lady of Mercy. It is a real
mission. We celebrate Mass, teach catechism, preach, and conduct
religious services for both children and adults. Necessity has forced us to
open a home for poor boys and two festive oratories.

The new school at San Nicolas expanded rapidly, and in only seven or
eight months it had an enrollment of a hundred and forty. We also service
a public church where people can attend sacred functions and receive the
sacraments. Our priests, while attending to their own church and school,
also minister within the parish and elsewhere with preaching, hearing
confessions and celebrating Holy Mass.

In Buenos Aires we shall have to take over a parish in a section
nicknamed “La Boca,” the Devil’s Jaws,® because of its bad reputation
and the fact that it is the headquarters of Freemasonry. It will be tough
going for those who will work there.

Just now we are considering founding a mission in Patagonia—the
home, as you know, of uncivilized Indians. We have already welcomed
some of them into our school, and when Father Cagliero comes back, he
will bring a few Patagonians with him so that you can see for yourselves
what their features, color, and traits are like. We will also have to take
over an apostolic vicariate. The Patagonians live rather close to
Concepcion. They have a reputation of being very ferocious man-eaters.
Who are the brave ones willing to face such perils, to serve as food for
those savages? Well, we shall see. Just now, many ask to be the first to
venture into those lands and bring our holy faith to those natives. I have
high praise for their courage, but it is my desire—indeed my duty—to
proceed cautiously so as not to sacrifice anyone’s life. I am almost positive
that not one of our men will perish, but should anyone, despite our
patience and prudence, be martyred, we must accept God’s will and thank
Him. Would any one of us shirk the privilege of martyrdom? Nevertheless
I hope that God will protect us and that we shall be able to do some good
even out there in Patagonia, without having to be killed and eaten.

I must also tell you that requests from all over the New World are
pouring in upon us to open more houses. At Santiago, Chile’s capital, we
are being asked to conduct a hostel. At Concepcion, on the border of
Patagonia, a plea has come that we staff a seminary, and the city backs the

8See Vol. XII, pp. 190ff. |Editor]
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request with the promise of help. They are waiting for us in Paraguay,
Brazil and elsewhere to set up schools, seminaries and hospices. Ideal
situations have reached their peak in America, but we must wait to build
up our resources and strength. Father Ceccarelli wrote to us, saying: ‘“The
Salesian Congregation is truly blessed by God, because in only four
months it has achieved in America what other congregations have taken
four centuries to do. I did not mean to tell you this, but I say it because it
may spur you to carry forward with greater courage what we have
undertaken to do. Let us take heart. God blesses our efforts, but, as St.
Paul says, He wants us to do our share.

Let us now come back to Italy. I have just returned from Rome, where, I
had been told, young people are different from ours and cannot be
reached. I was also told that we wouldn’t be able to open festive
oratories—at least not like those we have in Turin. Call it a miracle, but in
Ariccia® we have taken over an elementary school which was formerly in
the hands of Protestants, at the wish and insistence of both local
authorities and the Holy Father. Our day classes are packed, and the
Protestants have desperately begun private courses and are supplying
pupils with free school materials in an effort to hold them. Still their
enrollments have dropped to almost zero. At my arrival I was very happy
to find that the few remaining pupils left their teachers of error and forsook
them for good. If this keeps up, the Protestants will soon be bankrupt. It is
not just our day classes which are packed, but our evening adult classes as
well. In due time we shall also open up a festive oratory and then let the
Protestants do what they please.

At Albano' we run the municipal secondary school which also serves
as the junior seminary, and everyone is really thrilled with the Salesians
and happy with their work. We could not ask for more. As soon as 1
arrived, the seminarians asked me in a body to hear their confessions, and,
on reaching the house, I found a delegation of day students requesting that
they too be allowed to come for confession. I heard them from early
morning until noon and was very pleased with the way they went about it,
just as occurs here; there was no need for me to prompt them in anything.
Some came as early as six in the morning and waited for their turn until
noon with most admirable patience. Things couldn’t have turned out
better. Here, too, besides the town’s secondary school, the municipality
pleads that we open a school for both day and resident students. We have
already looked at a site for this purpose. Cardinal Di Pietro, the bishop of

Ibid., pp. 353, 356. [Editor]
107bid., pp. 354f, 356. [Editor]
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Albano, has offered us his seminary, indicating that an abundant harvest
awaits us. He knows that we are not looking for money but just for hard

work,
A two-hour train ride from Rome to Tuscany across from Albano and

Ariccia brings us to the town of Magliano,'" notorious beyond description
for its lack of morals. But there too I found obedient, respectful youngsters
{in our school which is also a diocesan junior seminary]. They pleaded
with the director not to let me go until I heard their confessions. Then, just
as I was about to leave, the bishop lent his support by personally asking
me to hear the confessions of both day and resident pupils. Therefore I had
to satisfy them all, and that’s why I was several days late in returning. All
the seminarians want to become Salesians. The seminary rector, acting as
spokesman for himself, the spiritual director and the financial administrator,
asked me to accept them as postulants, and I consented.'? However, we
prefer to move along slowly with caution and foresight, lest we hurt the
diocese and attract too much attention. Once we are surer about vocations
from the diocesan seminary we shall think about admitting them. There is
great enthusiasm for us and for our school in the towns around Rome. If
we had personnel and accepted all the offers we get, I could open more
than twenty new schools before All Saints’ Day.

One thing we did was to agree to take care of the Conceptionists, an
order founded by Pius IX twenty years ago, but now unable to last much
longer without outside help. It was the Holy Father’s will and we made the
sacrifice. The matter is pretty well settled now, everything is in order, the
director has assumed his office, and the Pope has personally donated
twenty thousand lire.

Last year, you will recall, I stated that the end of the year would witness
an extraordinary event and that the first seeds would be sown of a new
enterprise destined to produce much good. I made that statement at the
general assembly. Someone wished to hear more about it and so I will
oblige. Really, there are two undertakings rather than one. The first is the
establishment of some Salesian houses in Rome. From the very beginning,
obstacles arose, but the Lord has so exceptionally disposed all things that,
once the obstacles are removed, we shall achieve great good. Pius IX
wanted us to take over the schools at Ariccia, Albano and Magliano. At
what cost to us? None. Everything was provided along with food and
lodging. All we had to bring with us were our personal belongings. We
went there penniless, and all expenses were paid by the Holy Father and

17bid., pp. 355ff. |Editor]|

12The seminary rector was Canon Francis Rebaudi; the spiritual director was Canon
Anthony Pagani. Deeply impressed by the priestliness of Father |Joseph| Daghero and the
cleric [Blaise] Giacomuzzi, they applied for the novitiate. {Author].
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the town. Father Scappini has already gone to assume direction of the
Conceptionists, and other confreres will be sent to help him. Just today we
received a request for one more house in Rome. We may say that now our
Congregation is assuredly established there.

The Holy Father has consented to give a monthly personal audience to
one of our priests stationed in Rome—a concession made to no one else
before.

We have also started negotiations for houses in India and Australia, and
I must start preparing personnel, but there is no rush for that.

The second undertaking we wanted to start was the Association of
Salesian Cooperators.’3 It has hardly come into existence and it already
numbers many members. Its aim is mutual assistance: spiritual, moral and
also financial. We shall see its vast growth. Soon enough masses of people
and entire cities will be united by the Lord into a spiritual bond with the
Salesian Congregation. Financially, the association is to be totally
autonomous, except in matters subject to the Holy Father’s spiritual
authority. Of course, we shall carefully avoid any clash with episcopal or
civil authorities. Even the mayor of Magliano, the wealthiest man in town
and an avowed liberal, has asked to become a Salesian cooperator, calling
it a God-inspired association. Many others have followed his example, but
we must proceed cautiously in accepting applicants.

Hand in hand with this project, we have decided to publish a bulletin
which will pretty much become the Congregation’s official publication and
include many things we’ll need to make known to our cooperators. It will
come out regularly and will link Salesians and cooperators. I do hope that
by responding to God’s will, we shall live to see the day when entire cities
and nations will differ from us Salesians only in the fact that their people
will live in their own homes. If the cooperators now number one hundred,
they will soon be thousands and thousands, and if they number one
thousand, they shall become millions. However, we must admit only those
who qualify. I hope this is what God wants of us.

Let us find ways of making this association known. God wills it. The
Sons of Mary Program has already been mentioned. I wish that all our
confreres and boys could be here to listen to all we have said, but since
they are not present, I earnestly recommend that the directors pass this
material on to them in a conference or in some other way, briefly or at
length. They should all know what I said about our Congregation and
whatever concerns it, our foreign missions and the Salesian cooperators.
Let people say that we Salesians are only lowly men, but that we are
instruments in God’s hands and that the Lord looks favorably upon our

13See X1, pp. 60-77; Vol. XII, pp. 65f, 180f, 195, 439, 442. [Editor]



62 THE BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS OF SAINT JOHN BOSCO

undertakings. If we did not see such things with our own eyes, we would
say that they are fairy tales, but they are facts. Mere men cannot
accomplish so much; it is God who has wrought these things. He uses us to
carry out His holy will and fulfill His plans. And He will bless us.

What then are we to do? One thing only. When the Holy Father,
bedridden, gave me an audience in his room, he told me what he thought
about several matters. “Write to your sons,” he said. “Start telling them
and keep repeating it always: there is no doubt that it is God’s hand which
is guiding your Congregation. But a weighty responsibility rests on you,
and you must prove yourselves worthy of such favor. I tell you in God’s
name that if you measure up to His divine aid by your good example, if
you foster genuine piety and unblemished morals—particularly spotless
chastity—and if this spirit lives on among you, you will have co-workers,
cooperators and zealous priests. Vocations for yourselves, for other
religious orders and for the dioceses will multiply a hundredfold. Good
priests, who will accomplish much good, will never be wanting. I believe
that it is a secret I am disclosing to you. I am convinced that God has
raised your Congregation in these times to reveal His power. I am certain
that God has deliberately kept this important secret hidden until the
present, a secret unknown to ages past and to many a bygone
congregation. Your Congregation is the first of a new kind of religious
order, born in this age, whose style makes it possible for it to be both
religious and secular. It has the vow of poverty and keeps personal
ownership at one and the same time; it shares both world and monastery,
and its members are both religious and lay, cloistered yet free citizens.
The Lord has revealed this in our day, and I disclose it to you now. Your
Congregation has been raised up in the midst of the world which, as the
Gospel says, is seated in wickedness in order that the world may give glory
to God. It has been raised up so that all may see that there is a way of
giving to God that which is God’s and to Caesar that which is Caesar’s.
Thus did Jesus Christ address His own day: ‘Give to Caesar that which is
Caesar’s and to God that which is God’s.” I predict—and you can tell your
sons—that your Congregation will flourish, will spread miraculously, will
last through the ages, and will always find co-workers and cooperators, as
long as it shall strive to promote genuine filial piety and especially
unblemished chastity. I could tell you more, but I am tired. Tell me
something yourself.”

We went on to other things. Now, will someone, gifted with a good
memory, jot down what I just said? Afterward I'll gladly go over it and
make slight additions in order that this transcript may be preserved as a
cherished heritage of our Congregation.

But let us never forget to safeguard our morals jealously. The glory of
our Congregation rests upon it. It would be a disaster, a stain on our
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honor, should the Salesians ever degenerate. The Lord would disperse us
if we failed in the virtue of chastity. It is a balm to be brought to all
peoples, to be fostered in every individual. It is the very heart of every
virtue.

Let me conclude by rejoicing in the fact that, thanks to God, we are
almost free of debt despite all our expenses. At this time we have no
financial worries, and so let us feel very grateful and confident. I must also
express my pleasure to you for the work you have done and are doing. I
hope that you will remain firm in your resolve. I must thank the Most
Blessed Virgin Mary, who has always been our help. As superior of the
Congregation, I am grateful to the directors for their collaboration and
moral support. To them I say, “Take home with you my expressions of
gratitude and thanks. Tell all concerned that I am pleased with them and
that their father is not mindless of all they have done and endured. Tell
them also that he urges them to sacrifice themselves and to join their forces
for the welfare of souls—our own and others—for our growth in piety and
virtue, and for an increase in the number of Salesians and of all those we
shall one day meet again in heaven.”

This general assembly did not, as in former years, end the annual
conference; four more sessions were held.

Father Rua chaired the meeting of February 7. Its main objective
was to finalize dates and preachers for the boys’ spiritual retreats—
steps which were considered vital for the smooth running of the
school year. Father Rua also reviewed some wise precautionary
measures to ensure the effectiveness of the spiritual retreats. Don
Bosco presided at the day’s second session. He discussed a
proposal that the spiritual director of the Hospital of Our Lady of
Consolation be entrusted to the Salesians. Then he narrated his
dream of Pius IX’s death, which we reported in the first chapter of
this volume.

On February 8 Don Bosco made only one appearance at the end
of the evening session. Most of the morning and evening sessions
were devoted to studying and reviewing school regulations which
were being readied for the press. Several amendments and
additions were made to the text which had been approved at the
conference of 1876 and reworked thereafter.'* It was felt that
special care had to be taken in wording the regulations so as not to

14See Vol. XII, pp. 42ff. |Editor|
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give the impression that the director’s freedom and authority were
being curtailed. There was no intention to give limitless authority to
a director, but since the regulations would be read by the pupils, the
younger Salesians and lesser superiors, his prestige had to be
safeguarded. The assembly felt that the directors would know the
limits of their authority well enough from the rules of the
Congregation and the explanatory notes which had privately been
passed on to them. One of their limits was stated by the Superior
Chapter: they were to respect the Chapter’s personnel appoint-
ments, which could be changed only in cases of absolute necessity;
in such cases the prefect of studies was to be immediately notified.
The final item of the last session was in keeping with the wish
expressed by Don Bosco on the morning of February 6: to find
ways and means of maintaining high standards of morality in
Salesian houses among both pupils and Salesians. There was
general and firm agreement on the following eight points:

1. Pupils were to be treated with goodness to win their confidence.

2. Sacrifices were to be made when necessary in order to be with the
boys and watch over them.

3. A chart was to be kept of each boy’s place in the dormitory,
classroom, dining room, and study hall.

4. Dormitories were to be checked out in nightly inspections.

5. Boys were to go by threes on their weekly walk, no stops were to be
made, and no one was to be allowed to break ranks.

6. Pupils were to be told it was a mark of good manners to keep their
hands on top of their desks in the classrooms and study hall.

7. Recreations were to be enlivened with games appealing to the boys.

8. Study time was not to be stretched out for younger pupils or for those
who had not enough work to do.

The meeting was just about to close when Don Bosco came in
and, being told of the discussion, said he would like to comment on
the question of good morals. As usual, his words were very
practical. To their eight points he added a ninth: great temperance
in the use of meat and wine to whose excessive use he attributed the
low morals of certain countries, adding that people who were
sparing in the use of meat and avoided spicy or hard-to-digest foods
were much less susceptible to the promptings of concupiscence. He
also pointed out that the Church, in recommending penance,
focused first on meat. “Bear in mind,” he told them, “that up to
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now the enviable reputation of our schools is due to the
unchallenged, widespread conviction that our moral behavior is
above all reproach. But will this be always true? Is our reputation
well-founded? Be on guard! So far God has been our defense. Some
dangers arise from within, others from outside. Frequent confession
and Communion and constant vigilance are powerful preventive
means. Mishaps may occur, but they can always be remedied.
Supervision must be a concerted effort. No one is to consider
himself excused when it comes to fending off any offense to God.
Other preventive means are: keeping always busy and avoiding
particular friendships, regardless of authority or age, for neither age
nor tried and true holiness of life is adequate to repel the attacks of
this enemy. Rather, the more advanced the age, the more subtle the
lure. Even being physically close to some particular individual may
have its dangers. One begins with little gifts of religious articles,
then good advice, and then—well, it goes on from there. Never
allow boys into your bedroom. Boys are very curious; some have
already been corrupted by immoral publications, and nothing of
their superiors’ behavior escapes their attention. Heaven help one
who compromises himself. In a word, love none or all equally!
Work, too, is a powerful safeguard. Somebody once told me, ‘Don’t
make your priests work so hard! Well, a priest will die either of
overwork or of bad living.”

He closed with a theme dear to him: to be deeply concerned with
vocations. He offered three suggestions: speak often of vocation,
talk at length about the foreign missions, and publicize our
missionaries’ letters.

This should close our chapter, but we have a few things to add.
After being away from the Oratory for over a month, Don Bosco
felt that he had to address a few words to both boys and novices.
Taken up by the conference meetings and private talks with the
directors, and absorbed in settling urgent business and clearing up
accumulated correspondence, he had found no time to speak to
either group. We feel that our inclusion of both talks, given
separately to students and novices, will complete a cycle of
discourses on the Congregation and the motherhouse. Don Bosco
gave them at that point within the school year which he had chosen
as the most suitable time for imparting to each of the houses a
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steady, constant rhythm to be followed until the end of the school
year.

On February 11 he went to address both students and artisans
assembled for night prayers. We must note that on the previous day
the Lord had taken to Himself the first of the “six and then two”
Oratory pupils and clerics [whose death had been] predicted by
Dominic Savio.'> The boy’s name was Stephen Mazzoglio, a
fourth year Latin student, a native of Lu, described as prayerful,
studious and exemplary from his first day at the Oratory to his
death. Don Bosco spoke as follows:

We have finally managed to get together. I was as anxious to see you
and talk to you as you were to speak to me. Now I have come for a brief
talk mainly to get a look at you and you at me even though the lighting is
not too bright. It has been quite some time since we’ve talked together and
lots of things have happened in the meantime. Some of you do not even
know me. Some new boys have been saying, “We haven’t even seen Don
Bosco yet.” Well, now that you have seen me, are you happy?

I have been to Rome, and while there I have been pretty busy with
matters beneficial to the Oratory. I realize that you are very good and have
prayed a good deal for me. Just between us, I want to tell you that
everything I have put my hand to has been successful. From Rome I went
to Ariccia, where we have a school, and there everything went well. From
Ariccia I went on to Albano, where we have another school, and there too
everything was settled nicely. Then I went to Magliano, where we have a
third school, and there we drew up plans for a promising future. Then I
returned to Rome, where we accepted and opened a fourth house.
Furthermore we came to a final agreement about the Conceptionists.

The Holy Father is all for us. He gave us special blessings and made us
a handsome present, not counting all the other favors he has in mind for us.

Going on to other matters, I must tell you that we lost a brother of ours,
Mazzoglio, who breathed his last yesterday morning at four and was
buried this morning. He was a good lad and was prepared to die. His
companions say that he received Holy Communion last Sunday. On
Monday evening he took to his bed, from which he was not to rise again.
Since his condition became very rapidly critical, Father Cappelletti, who
was urgently summoned, rushed to his bedside, but Mazzoglio was
already unconscious and died a little later.

Now think: if Mazzoglio had delayed his general confession until, let’s

151bid., pp. 439, 441. |Editor|



The Annual Conferences of St. Francis de Sales 67

say, Easter, what would have been his fate? Certainly we would have
serious misgivings. Fortunately, as we hope, he was ready. This tragedy
should be a lesson to us because when we least expect it, death may
overtake us. Were the same thing to happen to us, would we be ready?
Some of you are now whispering, “It may well happen that another one of
us will soon die. After all, it’s almost taken for granted here that we boys
die in pairs, and that if one of us dies during Lent, another will not be
around at Easter.” Well, be that as it may, an empty saying or whatever,
let us all keep well prepared. Let’s not wait to make a general confession
and set our lives straight until we are on the threshold of death, for we will
then be caught unprepared and it will go badly with us. Let us make our
confession in good time. Then let death come to me or to you, for we shall
be ready for it. To one whose conscience is at peace death is a comfort, a
joy, a passage to perfect happiness. But for one who is in sin, it is the most
frightening thing, a source of torment and despair.

Of all the people who have ever lived on the face of this earth not one
has yet escaped death. Although it is most certain to come, the hour, place
and manner are most uncertain. Some die in childhood, others as adults,
still others in old age. Who knows when or where we shall die? Will it be at
the Oratory, on an outing, in bed after an illness, or suddenly of a stroke?
No one knows. In the face of such certainty and such uncertainties, we had
best be ready. I'll set the example, and you should do likewise. ‘“Make hay
while the sun shines,” says the proverb. The Lord reminds us that death
comes like a thief, when we least expect it. Pray to the Lord that I may
always be ready, lest death may take me unawares, and I shall pray for
you at Mass and ask that none of you will die unprepared. As in past
years, we shall hold our Exercise for a Happy Death the day after
tomorrow, and then, through the courtesy of the prior® of the St. Aloysius
Sodality, you will be treated to something to boost your strength. Start
preparing for this spiritual exercise tomorrow evening. If anyone needs to
go to confession, let him do so tomorrow morning. This shall be our real
carnival celebration: a clear conscience and inner peace so that, should the
Lord come to take us to Himself, He may find us ready.

Don Bosco addressed the novices on Sunday, February 18, in a
surprise first visit to their dining room which had been inaugurated
two months before. He dined with them. They greeted him with a
few complimentary poems and crowned the dinner with a band

6Qriginally the “prior” was a duly elected sodality officer (see Vol. III, p. 459). Later, the
“prior” was usually a prominent benefactor invited to be honorary chairman of a particular
festivity, He generally responded by treating the boys. [Editor]
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concert in the portico. ‘““Our dear Don Bosco was radiant with joy,”
wrote Father Barberis in his chronicle. The sight of such a fine
group of clerical novices—sixty-five in all—and the lofty hopes
they augured prompted Don Bosco to exclaim repeatedly, “I am
glad. I am really glad. I must come again. I will ask visiting priests
to dine here with you from time to time.” After dinner, he
addressed them as follows:

You have greeted me with speeches and poetry. Now let me talk to you
in prose, so that also the non-poets among you can fully enjoy this day.
My only purpose in coming was to see your new dining room and enjoy
watching you do justice to this place.

I must offer my congratulations to all of you for doing your duty in this
dining room. I’m not implying that you don’t do it elsewhere. I am totally
pleased with you in everything and everywhere—even though a few don’t
get 100% in conduct! Well, 90% is a good enough mark.

First of all, I want to urge all of you to take good care of your health. I
have heard that many would like to fast especially in these days of Lent,
and that some want to shorten their recreation in order to study for the
upcoming examinations'” or to do some penance or for other reasons.
Hence, before you come to me for permissions which I very rarely grant,
let me tell you that, as much as possible, your penance should consist in
keeping the daily schedule. This is what I want to impress upon you: keep
your timetable, especially during this Lenten season. Substitute acts of
penance with acts of obedience. Rise promptly in the morning, retire when
you should at night, be punctual in class and chapel and in doing each
appointed task. Make your tongue observe Lent by not allowing it
inopportune talk of any kind. Those few of you who have enjoyed a
protracted carnival and have earned less than 100% in conduct are now to
observe Lent by their excellent behavior.

By doing otherwise you would be out of step with the rest. What I see as
necessary is that you grow and become strong young men by keeping
healthy and that you later be able to do a lot of work. Hence I was glad to
see your expertise in bolting down your dinner without being squeamish.
I'll be back to dine with you again because you treated me well. I too like
to do justice to my dinner.

The Jesuits, I am told, before admitting a candidate, put him to his first
test by inviting him to their community dinner. If he eats everything

'7He alluded to the term examinations, usually held during the last two weeks in Lent.
| Author|
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without being fussy, clearing his plate with a zesty appetite, he has a pretty
good chance of getting in because those watching him will think that he is
healthy and strong and will be able to work. Contrariwise, the candidate
who pushes his plate aside or eats only half of it or is fussy about his food
or gripes about it has hardly a ghost of a chance of getting in. The Jesuits
want only people who can be a help, not a burden to their community. Had
a novice master of theirs seen you this morning, I’'m sure that he would
have given you top grades. It’s a sign that you are healthy.

I must have you grow healthy and strong so that you can replace the
men we send to the houses and help me in the work that keeps forever
growing. I am glad to see that you are so many because we are being called
from everywhere and the harvest keeps getting bigger all around us. Just
these last few days I have received very important proposals to open new
houses in France, England and Austria. They will have to wait, but you
have to grow quickly.

Everywhere people think highly of us, as if we were saints and could
work miracles. Well, I believe that you are all good fellows and can work
wonders with a dinner, but as to anything else—no offense meant to
anyone—I don’t think that you have yet gotten to that point. Still, we must
try to help each other and live up to that reputation.

There is buoyant enthusiasm for Salesians everywhere. Wherever a
Salesian goes, the eyes of all are on him to see the “model” sent by Don
Bosco. Everywhere I've gone—Albano, Magliano, and elsewhere—I
found everyone tingling with curiosity to see a Salesian, and no sooner did
one come to them than they immediately exclaimed, “He is a saint.” Even
those who were dismissed from the Oratory for serious breaches of
conduct found employment in no time. As soon as they arrived in some
village or town and the people found out where they came from, they were
immediately hired as monitors or teachers, even if they were of mediocre
intelligence. All they had to say was, “I come from the Oratory,” and
nobody would even ask them for a letter of recommendation. Well, let
them achieve all kinds of success and do better than ever before. I have
only told you this to show you the lofty esteem in which we are held. But
tell me now: What would happen if we were to fail to live up to this lofty
reputation with which people regard us? Let us not let them down. Let us
carry out our duties, whatever they be: scholastic, religious or moral. The
Lord will take care of everything else.

Father Cagliero writes to us from America that the members of our last
missionary expedition have arrived safe and sound and are hard at work.
He begs that those who are preparing to join them will honor the name
“Salesian.” In America things will proceed smoothly and of their own
power as long as the reputation set by the first arrivals is not tarnished.
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Therefore, let us try to live up to their image of us even though we may not
all be saints.

Your exams will show us if you have been studying. However, not
everyone who has studied diligently will necessarily get the highest marks
because he may not be very gifted or may have a poor background.
Anyway, when one has deserved 100% in conduct, he will also manage to
get passing grades with God’s help and his own efforts. All in all, I hope
that your exams will be successful.

One more point. I ask you to make efforts to shun and forestall
grumbling. In a word, show that you are content with things as they are.
You will be a lot happier, because if you have legitimate complaints, but
do not spread them around, you will enjoy inner peace and the discontent
will gradually and harmlessly fade away. On the other hand, if you voice
ill feeling, others will chime in, and even things which they never noticed
before will become annoying. I don’t mean foul talk, things about which
St. Paul says: “‘Let them not even be mentioned among you.” [Eph. 5:3]
I’m not even remotely hinting at that. It’s entirely out. I am talking about
criticizing a superior’s arrangements and orders or the routine running of
the house. Just yesterday a confrere wrote to me, “When something has
been decided by my superiors, I immediately like it. I need no other
reasons.” I would like all of you to say the same.

Grumbling generates worries about human respect and fear of what
others may think or say. Often many of you would do great things, but the
thought that others may criticize or misinterpret them is enough to make
them give up their plans and so the good is never done. This is a most
grievous evil which stems from grumbling.

It is only too true that such grumbling does take place. It is a fault which
has wrought serious harm within religious congregations. Just recently I
got a letter about the same thing. Why is there so much arguing when it’s a
matter of obeying? Has the superior given an order? Then let it be
followed. But why did he give it? Why? Why must one find a reason? Let
each of us do his own duty, and the superior will do his. When one begins
to criticize a superior, condemning what he has done or the way he did it,
soon enough others will chime in like a chorus and come forth with the
most ridiculous statements, especially if one of them is a smooth talker.
Discontent then spreads to others, and the whole community begins to
suffer. Strive then to do your best to prevent criticism of superiors and
abstain from it yourselves because it does grave harm. Should this
grumbling entail something offensive to God, then raise your voice against
the enemy of souls and cry wolf. All means must be used to silence the
offender. Only this kind of criticism is good. Whenever you can impede an
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offense against God by speaking out, do so, please do so, and God will
reward you.

I have nothing else to say but to urge you to take heart and fulfill your
duties with a manly spirit. God will bless your every effort. Undauntedly
take care of your health, keep up your studies, and prevent criticism of
superiors. Then we shall want for nothing, and we shall be in a position to
defy all demons and their followers. We shall fear them no longer, and
with surety we shall benefit ourselves and others.

When we stop to think that besides all these novices there were
also at the Oratory many professed clerics, we are not surprised to
learn that some people might feel a certain apprehension at the
sight of so many blackrobes in one single place. Would not visitors
pick up an unfavorable impression? Would not the evil-minded
have a pretext to spread venemous lies? Precisely not to attract too
much notice, applicants donned the clerical habit a few at a time
without fanfare. But year by year the need for a separate novitiate
made itself felt more intensely. “I should always be in the very
midst of the novices,” Don Bosco stated in this regard, “‘in order to
form their spirit and confer time and again with their novice master,
but here at the Oratory there are really too many people.” In the
face of necessity, Don Bosco was not one to point it out and then
just talk about it. His mind immediately raced ahead to find means
to meet the need. And so, in the school year 1879-1880, a spacious
and pleasant novitiate was established in the neighboring town of
San Benigno Canavese.

From previous talks of his and other sources we know that Don
Bosco, both publicly and privately, in groups and with individuals,
would gladly talk about the progress being made by his
Congregation and the destiny which awaited it. His aim in doing so
was to fire the souls of his sons to grand endeavors, instilling in
them the inner conviction that the Salesians were being called to
great things and that each and every one of them had to ready
himself to do his share generously.



CHAPTER 4

Journey to France

DON Bosco’s good friend, Father John Giacomelli,
remarking how the Salesian Congregation kept growing, once asked
him whether it would also expand to France. “The French can take
care of themselves,” Don Bosco answered evasively. On several
other occasions he repeated a comment to the same Father
Giacomelli which seems to clarify what he meant: ‘“Events shape
men; men do not shape events.” For this reason Don Bosco went
whatever way the finger of God pointed, wherever His hand led
him. God-planned events and inner enlightenment showed him the
way, and divine assistance helped him to follow it. So it was with
the foreign missions, with the Sons of Mary Program, with the
Association of Salesian Cooperators, and now with [the Salesian
work in] France. The little we have already seen of the boys’ home
in Nice'! will stand out more distinctly as these Memoirs move on
to other Salesian foundations in France.

The dedication of the new quarters of St. Pierre’s Hospice in
Nice and the need to discuss opening a Salesian house in Marseille
on location were the main reasons that occasioned Don Bosco’s
trip to France toward the end of February 1877. There were
secondary reasons, too, like the stopovers he intended to make at
Toulouse, Bordeaux and other towns, and it is likewise a fact that
on February 19 he mentioned having received twenty-four requests
from various parts of France. However, the only documentation we
have concerns a quick trip to Cannes.

This journey to France prevented his being at the Oratory for an
important and somewhat critical situation. In those very days both

1See Vol. XII, pp. 49f, 89f, 93f. [Editor]
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the prefect and the school supervisor of the province of Turin were
Jointly paying official visits to all the city’s schools including the
Oratory. Since no one could better deal with such a contingency
than Don Bosco himself, he gave detailed instructions to those in
charge before leaving. The chronicle? records them:

I have already invited them to come to the Oratory. They replied that
they would first inspect the public schools and that perhaps the Oratory
would be the first private school to be visited. Welcome them most
cordially. Have the brass band meet them at the entrance, and escort them
to a suitable area for a reception of songs, speeches and poetry recitation.
Stress the fact that we have more trade students than academic students.
Give them a tour of the bakery, dining rooms, workshops and the better
dormitories. See that all presses are running when they visit the printshop.
The study hall does not make a very good impression when empty,
although it may seem too crowded when the boys are there. Whoever
escorts them should point out that in this charitable institution many things
are needed which we cannot provide because of lack of funds. Finally, give
them a good send-off with the band and present them with a copy of my
History of Italy as a sample of our printing and book-binding and as a
token of our esteem.

Don Bosco could set his mind at ease that his instructions would
be followed because he knew that, thanks to Father Rua, they
would be carried out to the letter.

He left on February 21. The first stage of his itinerary called for
brief stopovers at Sampierdarena, Varazze, Vallecrosia and
Ventimiglia. He was probably at Vallecrosia on February 22,3 but
we then lose track of him until February 28, when he set out from
Nice for Marseille* with Father Ronchail. Our narrative has been
pieced together from documents in our archives and in the files of
St. Joseph’s parish in Marseille, all of them sparing in their account
of the initial negotiations to establish a Salesian foundation in the
capital of Provence.®

2Chronicle of Father Barberis, February 19, 1877. | Author]

3We gather this bit of information from a short note of Don Bosco to the director, Father
|Nicholas] Cibrario. |Author]

4A shoit note to Father Barberis on February 28 says: ‘I am now leaving for Marseille
and will write to Father Rua from there.” |Author)

5We are grateful to our confrere, Father Frederick Riviére, who supplied us with
photocopies of documents recently found by chance at Marseille. [Author]
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Attorney Ernest Michel® was the first to make Don Bosco known
in Marseille. In 1876 he conducted a conference on Don Bosco’s
work? for poor, homeless youth. One of his most attentive listeners,
Father Clement Guiol, the pastor of St. Joseph’s Church, felt that
he had to contact Don Bosco and enlist his aid on behalf of the
swarms of Italian boys in the streets of Marseille, totally deprived
of anything like a Christian education. Not being a personal
acquaintance of the attorney, he turned to a go-between—Canon
Timon-David, founder and superior of a youth work known as
Oeuvre de la Jeunesse Ouvriere du Sacré Coeur [Sacred Heart
Center for Working Youth|. The canon was a close friend of the
kindly and charitable attorney. The two priests were in immediate
accord. At the request of Father Guiol, the canon wrote to the
attorney on May 21, asking him to commend the youth of Marseille
to Don Bosco’s care. Believing that Don Bosco would soon be
coming to Nice, the attorney thought it best to wait and discuss the
matter with him personally. As a matter of fact, Don Bosco was
visiting the Salesian houses in Liguria in June and everything
seemed to indicate that he would cross into France, but this became
impossible. When informed of it, Father Ronchail hastened to
deliver the canon’s letter personally to Don Bosco in Liguria and
returned to Attorney Michel with Don Bosco’s answer to the
canon’s letter.

The gist of it was that he was favorable to the idea, with three
conditions: 1. that the bishop’s approval be first obtained; 2. that
the canon himself be in favor of it and offer moral support; 3. that a
site and building be provided to gather boys on Sundays and to
shelter the homeless. Don Bosco also informed the canon that in
the fall he would find it easier to visit Marseille and discuss the
matter with him.8

Attorney Michel quickly forwarded the letter to Canon Timon-
David, enclosing his own French translation, and the canon in turn
informed Father Guiol in these edifying words: “I most ardently
hope that negotiations with Don Bosco will prove successful, even
if we should lose by it. All that matters is that . .. Christ is being

6See Vol. XI, p. 395. [Editor]

7Bulletin Salésien, 1896, p. 6. [Author]|
8This paragraph is a condensation. [Editor]
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proclaimed. That is what brings me joy.”” [Phil. 1:18] This “we” is
in reference to himself and his own religious. There was in
Marseille the Institute of Divine Providence or Institute for
Homeless Children, staffed by the Brothers of the Christian
Schools. At the time there was talk of replacing them with the
Brothers of the Sacred Heart of Puy, founded by Canon Timon-
David. The canon was willing to step aside and yield his place to
the Salesians should Don Bosco accept the proposal.

Somehow Don Bosco was unable to get to France in the fall of
1876 [as he had hoped], but he managed to do so in February
1877, traveling as far as Marseille. Since he needed a temporary
residence in Marseille for his missionaries awaiting their ships, he
was quite willing to accept a home for destitute boys. However,
Bishop Place was not inclined to admit a new congregation into
Marseille, where so many religious orders were already looking
after the spiritual and material needs of the people. Fortunately,
once Don Bosco was able to talk with him, he easily gained the
good prelate’s benevolent support. In fact, when he presented his
modest request, the bishop replied that a mere foothold was much
too little, for Marseille needed something like Don Bosco’s Oratory
in Turin. Furthermore, he recommended Father Guiol as the best
qualified diocesan priest to help him in such a venture, not only
because of his virtue and powerful influence among people, but also
because he was pastor of Marseille’s wealthiest parish. He
concluded by giving Don Bosco a letter of introduction to Father
Guiol. This intervention of Divine Providence was all the more
remarkable since relations between the bishop and the pastor were
widely known to be rather strained because they disagreed on
certain administrative policies. This must also be taken into
consideration in understanding a certain remark made by Don
Bosco one day when some people were reportedly discussing in his
presence the first miracle he had worked in Marseille sometime in
January 1870. Giving due credit to the pastor of St. Joseph’s
Church, he corrected them, saying, ‘“Not at all! Don Bosco’s first
miracle in Marseille was that Bishop Place chose Father Guiol to
help him in his venture.”

Since Don Bosco’s knowledge of French was inadequate for the
matter at hand and Father Guiol did not understand a single word
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of Italian, an interpreter had to be called in, but this did not prevent
both hearts from being in perfect accord with each other. We do
not know the exact terms of their agreement, but we can be quite
sure that Don Bosco’s preliminary talks with Father Guiol and his
first contacts in Marseille gave rise to the Salesian foundation
which became a reality the following year.

After Don Bosco left Marseille, Father Guiol and Canon Timon-
David had an exchange of views which led to a formal proposal to
entrust the Institute for Homeless Children to the Salesians.
Official notification of the proposal reached Don Bosco in the first
half of May. He had visited the above-mentioned institute and had
noticed that it did not measure up to his requirements. It accepted
seven-year-olds, keeping them to the age of fourteen, whereas his
schools of arts and trades took them in when they were about
twelve and did not relinquish their care until they completed their
professional courses. Furthermore, he had also realized that he
would not have a free hand because the institution was subject to a
board of trustees. In reporting to the Superior Chapter on May 11,
he expressed himself as follows:

While in Marseille, I inspected an orphanage. The building is
magnificent and the funds are abundant, but the boys are inadequately
assisted. Furthermore, since there are no workshops on the premises, the
youngsters go to the city to work. Any good boy entering the orphanage is
soon spoiled. Its director, whom I thought was well-intentioned, asked my
advice, and I told him that at the outset it would be absolutely necessary to
set up workshops on the premises, the way we have here at the Oratory.
Yesterday I received a letter from him stating that he is willing and eager
to hand over to us the management of this orphanage, an institution of the
Brothers of the Sacred Heart.

The offer was not accepted because of lack of personnel.

In Marseille Don Bosco was a guest of the Brothers of the
Christian Schools. Could he possibly live in the midst of so many
boys and not be concerned for their good? One day, while crossing
the playground, he met a youngster whom he beckoned to draw
nearer. As he always did with boys, he said a few words to him.
Just what he said we do not know, but it made such an impression
on the lad that, on rejoining his companions, he exclaimed, “I've
just seen a saint.” It acted like an electric spark, and in no time all
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the pupils wanted to see him. Although his French was more
ingenious than correct, he nevertheless gradually won their hearts,
arousing a keen desire in them to make their confession to him. One
group was allowed to do so. After the first few confessions, word
got around that he revealed also sins one might prefer to conceal.
The news created a furor throughout the entire boarding school; all
the pupils pleaded to be allowed to make a general confession to
him. Deeply worried, the superiors thought it best to deny the
request. To avoid any unpleasantness, Don Bosco very regretfully
let them have their way.

But could Don Bosco refrain from speaking of vocations in a
Catholic school, assured though he was by the superiors that
finding priestly vocations among their pupils was impossible?
“None of them would want to be priests,” they kept telling him in
all honesty. However, Don Bosco’s kindness and saintliness so
touched the boys that many felt a desire to become priests—
Salesian priests—and wanted to go with him to Turin. In fact, on
returning to Turin, he found a batch of letters from them restating
their eagerness to go to Turin and become Salesians, declaring
themselves ready for any sacrifice so long as he would accept them.
A few, sons of wealthy families, further stated their willingness to
pay any sum. Ingenuously, one even promised to give all that he
owned as soon as he would be of age to dispose of it, and one even
managed to run away from the school and, on arriving at the
Oratory, firmly refused to go back home.

Don Bosco also attentively took stock of the educational system
used there. The staff kept asking him how he could so quickly gain
the good will and love of youngsters wherever he went, so that at a
single glance they were won over and spellbound as if by a
mysterious force. In reply, he would explain the preventive system
and the loving kindness with which boys in Salesian schools were
guided and admonished. He would also point out the results that
derived from the opposite system, according to which superiors
always kept aloof from their pupils, habitually displaying a grave,
even stern countenance in order to bolster their authority.® Don
Bosco had not as yet written his golden treatise on the preventive
system, but he was probably already mulling over its content or had

SChronicle of Father Barberis, April 6, 1877. [Author]
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formed the idea of writing it from the comments he heard, as we
shall soon see.

News of his stay in Marseille spread beyond the city, thanks
also, if not mainly, to the pupils’ talkativeness with their parents.
Thus it happened that a local shipbuilder, wealthy and religious-
minded, hastened to call on Monsignor Payan, pastor of the pro-
cathedral. “We have a saint here in Marseille,” he exclaimed, “and
we haven’t even met him.” Together they paid Don Bosco a visit
and were so charmed that both became his friends and benefactors.
Mr. Bergasse, the shipbuilder, is still gratefully remembered by the
Salesians of St. Leo’s festive oratory. The press also gave Don
Bosco good coverage and thereby caused an onrush of visitors who
begged to meet him,

However, he did not receive all callers because an oral
hemorrhage forced him to prolong his hours of nightly rest. This
may perhaps have also made him change his plans to visit other
towns. Of the many requests for Salesian foundations, nine came
from Marseille itself. Unable to deal with the matter directly
because of his weakened health, he asked the bishop to look into the
matter and offer advice. The prelate gladly consented, promising to
smooth out any possible difficulties. Being very eager to see the
Oratory, he promised to come to Turin to report his findings in
person. The Riviera’s winds and its sudden changes in temperature
always affected Don Bosco’s health.

He remained in Marseille about a week. We infer as much from
an undated letter to Father Rua which gives no indication of his
whereabouts, though, judging from its contents, it must certainly
have been written from Marseille.'® As was his habit, in this letter
to Father Rua he enumerates a dozen instructions, permissions and
requests on a wide range of matters, three concerning his stay in
Marseille. One item is particularly striking for its comment on the

10In describing his return itinerary, he wrote: “Next Monday I shall leave for Ventimiglia,
Alassio, Noli, Varazze, Sampierdarena, Turin, etc. After tomorrow forward all mail to
Alassio until further notice.”” From Nice he certainly went to Ventimiglia, but to which *next
Monday” was he referring? Since he had arrived at Marseille on Wednesday, February 28,
he must have written this letter sometime between Monday, March 5 and March 12, the date
of the dedication of St. Pierre’s Hospice. Although he expected to leave Nice on the evening
of the same day, he most likely left on March 13, as we surmise from another letter to Father
Rua from Nice, dated March 8, 1877. | Author]
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bishop: ‘“He returned yesterday to Marseille and today I will dine
with him at his residence with Father Ronchail. He seems quite
favorable to us. I am checking out the ground and will drive my
spade into the most suitable spot.”” The second item concerns the
school where he was staying: “Yesterday a student assembly was
held to award honor certificates to the best of the six hundred
pupils. I think we could do likewise. There were selections in prose
and poetry, with vocal and instrumental music which delighted the
jam-packed audience in the church basement auditorium.” A third
item refers to a visit to a tuberculosis sanatorium: “Tomorrow
morning we go to Cannes, where I shall stay some six hours visiting
some patients and discussing with a friend of McMahon’s a
memorandum to be submitted to the government.” Marshal
Maurice McMahon was president of the French Republic from
1873 to 1879. The memorandum was most likely aimed at
obtaining government authorization to open an academic secondary
school alongside the trade school. He then continues: ‘““God willing,
I shall be in Nice toward evening.”

Although he was so busy, he did not forget his distant sons,
especially those who were sick. “Boost the morale of Father
Vespignani, Father Tonelli and Giovanetti,”” he wrote, ‘“and
remember me to them. Assure them that I pray for them by name at
Mass, and ask them to pray for me.” The young cleric Giovanetti
died on March 6 [1877]. He was the first of the two deaths
predicted by Dominic Savio.'' Nor did Don Bosco forget the
Oratory students. “Tell our boys that it feels like fifty years since I
last saw them. How I long to see them again and tell them loads of
things. I also ask that they pray for a companion who does not
intend to enjoy his Easter in their company.” This lad was John
Briatore, a first year Latin student from Deversi di Garessio near
Mondovi, who died on March 28. He was the second of the six
mentioned [by Dominic Savio] in Don Bosco’s dream.'? Easter in
1877 fell on April 1.

Don Bosco had a message for the Daughters of Mary, Help of
Christians. “When sisters are to be sent to a new house,”’ he wrote,
“they should not all be taken from the motherhouse. As we do with

11See Vol. XII, p. 439. |Editor]|
2]bid. [Editor]
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the Salesians in Turin, a capable sister should be chosen from one
of the houses to be superioress of the new foundation and she
should be replaced by a new sister. We shall talk about this on my
return.”” He even remembered that at Albano a young cleric needed
a piano: “‘I have written to Prince Chigi about a piano for Trione,
and I hope that he gets his wish.”

In the second phase of negotiations for a Salesian school at
Marseille we shall see that Father Guiol did not remain idle. An
indication of his serious eagerness is the fact that he was most
anxious to see Don Bosco’s works on the spot and in action. On
May 1 he wrote to Don Bosco that he could not fight a desire to
come to Turin and spend a few days at the Oratory. Father Rua
replied on Don Bosco’s behalf [on May 5, 1877] telling him to
come as soon as possible and offering him hospitality at St. Pierre’s
Hospice in Nice and at Sampierdarena while traveling to Turin.!3

His visit was a short one because, with the approach of
Pentecost, his pastoral duties did not permit him to stay until the
feast of Mary, Help of Christians. On returning to his parish, he
wrote to Don Bosco to thank him for his warm hospitality. The
latter was unable to reply immediately because of pressing work
and because, among other duties, he had to escort the archbishop of
Buenos Aires to Rome. From there he replied to Father Guiol:

Rome, June 13, 1877
Dear friend in Jesus Christ:

Having been in Rome for a few days I now reply to the gracious letter
you sent to me at the end of May.

Instead of your thanking me, I should ask your pardon if we failed in the
attention you deserved during your very brief stay with us. We felt
honored by your presence.

You barely caught a glimpse of the preparations [for the feast of Mary,
Help of Christians] and did not see the feast itself. How happy I would
have been to have you with us that day.

I have written to the Italian consul, Commendatore Strambio,** hoping
for his support of our plans that are so entirely humanitarian and religious.

The Holy Father spoke favorably of our project and blessed all who

13This sentence is a condensation. [Editor]
14Commendatore Hannibal Strambio was the Italian consul at Marseille and a schoolmate
of Don Bosco’s. See Vol. 1, pp. 262, 265f, 337. [Editor]
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support it. He asked about the bishop of Marseille whom he greatly
respects. He remarked that Marseille is a wide-open field of missionary
work among immigrant workers and their families. We must labor
strenuously and patiently, for God’s assistance will not fail us in this
undertaking.

The archbishop of Buenos Aires and his pilgrim party were rather late in
reaching Genoa. We hosted them in our house at Sampierdarena, from
where I escorted them to Rome. On their return trip they will pass through
Turin.

Rome is packed with pilgrims. The Holy Father is in excellent health.
This manifestation of love is quite unparalleled.

At your first opportunity, please give Bishop Place my humble regards
and tell him that the Holy Father sends him a special blessing.

Dear Father, may God bless you. Pray for me and for our undertakings.

Yours affectionately in the Lord,
Fr. John Bosco

This letter shows that, notwithstanding everything he had to do,
opening a Salesian house in Marseille was uppermost in his mind.
It would seem that every undertaking of his enjoyed top priority.

Back in Nice, meanwhile, a committee of prominent citizens was
making adequate preparations for the inauguration [of St. Pierre’s
Hospice]. They were Count De Béthune, Count Michaud de
Beauretour, Count De la Ferté-Meun, Attorney Ernest Michel,
Baron Héraud, Charles Gignauz and August Faraut, who had
already done so much to promote this charitable institution. The
former Villa Gautier,'> which had been purchased and remodeled
with charitable donations, could now comfortably accommodate
many more youngsters who needed food, technical training and a
Christian education. In a circular the committee invited the most
infuential citizens to the inaugural ceremony of March 12. Their
firm commitment had to be publicized if fond hopes were to become
an accomplished fact. That very morning something occurred
which we may well take as a sign. A boy turned up at St. Pierre’s
Hospice, begging for help and shelter.

“Who are you?” he was asked.

“I’'m an orphan.”

“Is your father living?”’

15See Vol. XII, pp. 89f, 93. [Editor]|
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“No, he died before I was old enough to know him.”

“And your mother?”

““She is very poor. She has no food. That’s why she sent me out
to shift for myself.”

“What do you do?”

“I play the violin in taverns and cafes. If I could learn music
properly, maybe 1 could someday play in theatres and earn more
money.”

“How old are you?”

“Just past fifteen.”

“Can you read and write?”’

“Very little.”

“Have you already made your First Holy Communion?”

“No.”

A few more questions about religious instruction revealed that he
did not know even the basics and that the danger of his coming to a
sorry end was very real. He was accepted without further ado.

That afternoon both the school chapel and the adjoining rooms
were crowded with people, while outdoors multi-colored flags and
pennants waved along the tree-lined sidewalks flanking the
playground. City authorities had also been invited and they
voiced their delight and hearty approval [of this Salesian
undertaking|. Chevalier Toselli, an alderman, represented the city
mayor who had been unexpectedly called away. Bishop Peter Sola
and his assistants began the religious ceremony at 2:30. The school
choir performed masterfully.

After a vespers service, Don Bosco addressed the congregation.
He opened by describing the hospice’s beginnings, in great part
already known to us. He remarked that half the money to buy the
land and building had been donated by the Holy Father and other
charitable persons, and he expressed the firm hope that the
remaining fifty thousand francs would be gradually paid off. After
describing the hospice’s purpose and what it was doing for youths,
he vividly spoke of the wretched state of countless destitute boys
who needed shelter, instruction in the Catholic faith, and training in
various trades either in town or at the hospice, so that they might be
able in due time to earn an honest living. He continued as follows:

You will ask: Are there many such boys? Presently the boarders number
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just sixty-five, but we have a very substantial number of day pupils.
Moreover there is a waiting list of over two hundred who urgently need
shelter. We shall accept them as soon as room becomes available and a
program is set up for them. Divine Providence will send us what we need.

At this point you may rightly remark that the small premises, the flood
of applications, and the need for repairs and expansion call for a larger
building. This very chapel is inadequate. We need a larger church for the
celebration of Mass, for hearing confessions, for catechizing younger
children, and for regular church services for our boys and the
neighborhood people. This is a crying need if this hospice is to achieve its
goals: the well-being of the people and the salvation of souls. Now how
can all these needs be met? How can we raise the money to feed and clothe
the boarders and to provide teachers, assistants and craftsmasters? How
can we continue the work in progress and still plan for expansion?

True, in order to keep things going we have had to contract several
debts, and the balance due on this hospice still runs more than fifty
thousand francs. Yet, despite all this, we must not be dismayed. Divine
Providence, who watches over everything like a compassionate mother,
providing for birds, fishes, animals and lilies, will also provide for us who,
in the eyes of Our Maker, are far more precious than all of those.
Moreover, God, who inspired you so far to generously encourage,
establish and support this hospice, will continue to assist you with His
grace and send the necessary means. God who willed that hospices be
built in order to shelter over fourteen thousand boys, when not a single
cent was in the offing, will not let us down. All these undertakings aim at
alleviating the sufferings of the most destitute members of society and at
rescuing souls presently in the gravest danger, souls for whom heaven and
earth were created and for whom our adorable Savior gave His last drop of
blood.

No, we need neither doubt nor fear. Let us not question God’s
goodness, your faith, and your warm, well-known generosity. I feel sure
that the love of neighbor which prompted you to make so many sacrifices
in the past will never allow an undertaking so auspiciously begun to
remain unfinished.

This hope, based on the kindness of your hearts, has also another sound
foundation—the great reward you all await, which God promises to those
who do works of mercy. God is infinitely rich, generous beyond all limits.
In His richness He can reward us abundantly for everything we do in His
name. As an infinitely generous Father, He compensates most
handsomely even the littlest thing we do for love of Him. The Gospel tells
us that even a glass of cold water given to the least of His brothers for His
sake will have its reward.
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In the Book of Tobit, God tells us that almsgiving rescues us from death,
wipes out our sins, wins us mercy and leads us to life eternal. Highlighting
other generous rewards is the fact that Our Lord regards as done to
Himself every good deed done for the needy. Were we to see Our Savior
walking our streets, begging, and knocking at our doors, would we not
gladly give Him our very last coin? Well, Our Lord is present in the
lowliest and most destitute beggar. Whatever we do for the needy, He tells
us, we do for Him. And so it is not just poor children who are begging for
our help, but Jesus Himself.

And what of the extraordinary reward which God holds in reserve for
the most critical and trying moment which will decide our eternal fate?
Gentlemen, when we shall face the Supreme Judge to account for our
lives, He will not be concerned about our mansions, savings, glory or
wealth. He will not even mention them. Lovingly, He will merely say,
“Come, blessed of My Father, take possession of the kingdom prepared
for you from the foundation of the world; for, under the guise of a pauper, I
was hungry and you gave Me to eat; I was thirsty, and you gave Me to
drink; naked and you clothed Me; a stranger and you took Me in.” [MLt.
25:34-36]

These and other words will the Divine Judge say, as we read in the
Gospel. Then He will give us His blessing and lead us into His kingdom.
Furthermore, like a good Father, God knows that the spirit is willing but
the flesh is very weak, and He seeks to reward us a hundredfold even in
this life by giving us special help to lead a good life and die a happy death,
a plentiful harvest, family peace and harmony, success in business
endeavors, good health to parents and friends, and the protection and
proper upbringing of our children. Christian charity is rewarded too by the
inner joy that one experiences after a good deed. Is it not deeply
comforting to know that, with a little almsgiving, one contributes to
rescuing [potentially] harmful citizens and turning them into upright
members of society and the Church?

Besides these earthly and heavenly rewards, a further recompense
comes to us from those whom we have helped. Yes, gentlemen, we would
not deprive you of the reward which we can certainly give you: morning
and evening, all our Salesian priests, seminarians and students, especially
those at St. Pierre’s, will offer special prayers for their benefactors to
obtain divine blessings upon you, your families, relatives and friends.
They will pray God to grant your families peace and harmony, continued
good health, happiness, protection from spiritual and temporal harm,
perseverance in virtue, a long life and a holy death.

In conclusion, should we have the good fortune of meeting again in this
mortal life, we shall joyously recall your generosity and doff our hats
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respectfully as a token of our undying gratitude. On His part, our merciful
God will hold a heavenly reward in trust for you.

As Don Bosco finished speaking, some members of the audience
rose to take up a collection, although none had been planned since
the church’s limited space was practically filled by his habitual
benefactors. The result—fifteen hundred francs—was a surprise.
Afterward, the bishop solemnly imparted Benediction of the
Blessed Sacrament. Outdoors on the playground an assembly was
later held to honor Bishop Sola with speeches, poetry and musical
selections. Finally the guests were conducted on a tour of the halls,
classrooms and workshops. In one room, prizes for a small lottery
to benefit the pupils caught the visitors’ eyes, and the tickets were
all scooped up in no time.

Don Bosco’s mention of the young violinist who had been
admitted that very morning aroused the guests’ desire to see him.
While they were gathered in the garden, the boy was introduced to
them and he gave them a sample of his ability. One guest was so
impressed by the ease of his performance and so moved by the
shabbiness of his clothing that he took it upon himself to contact the
Ladies’ Committee which regularly met at Our Lady of Nice
Church and had them provide him with decent clothes. The next
day the youngster went to them and entertained the delighted
charitable women with his violin. He remained at St. Pierre’s for
over a year, applying himself diligently to his studies and religious
practices.

The following day another boy of sixteen called on Don Bosco,
an out-of-town orphan who had not as yet made his first confession
and Communion. Unfortunately, too, he had strayed from the path
of virtue. Don Bosco immediately accepted him.

Another striking event happened on February 14. A boy’s
parents had been driven by poverty to place him against his will in a
Protestant hospice. Horrified by the lies he was told about
Catholics, he ran away, only to be caught and forcibly brought
back. He managed to run away a second time and luckily met the
director of St. Pierre’s Hospice, who, on learning his sad story,
promptly accepted him.

Don Bosco’s speech was so impressive that it was thought best to
publish it and spread the name of St. Pierre’s throughout France.
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Don Bosco agreed. In fact, after rethinking the matter, as is often
the case, he decided to broaden its scope. During his return trip to
Turin, he compiled a fine little booklet, and it was printed at the
Oratory under the title: Inauguration of St. Pierre’s Hospice in
Nice. A brief description of the event was followed by an edited,
version of Don Bosco’s address and a series of articles dealing with
the preventive system. The latter, with slight variations, later
appeared in print as a preface to the Regulations for Salesian
Houses. Speaking of this entire booklet sometime later, Don Bosco
disclosed that it had cost him days of work and that he had gone
through three drafts. ‘I kept feeling that my writings were really not
to my taste,” he stated. “Years ago I used to jot down pages and
pages without ever having to edit them. Now, instead, I write,
correct, rewrite, and revise four or five times and still I am not
satisfied.” However, he did feel that this little booklet could do a lot
of good in France.'®

Indeed, it was destined to do a great deal of good there and
everywhere else, both then and now, thanks to that preface which
seemed to be a mere filler, as though the author himself had no
adequate measure of its potential. Contemporary pedagogy was
long on theory and very short on practice; its meager fruitfulness
was due to the fact that it based its principles exclusively on natural
philosophy. Such rationalistic principles and positivistic spirit both
informed and weakened its thrust. Don Bosco, on the contrary,
unassumingly, and without pretending to have discovered the secret
of pedagogy, drew his inspiration from the Gospel and the Church’s
teachings, blending harmoniously the supernatural means of divine
grace with the norms of natural philosophy. He thus brought forth a
system that has yielded and continues to yield most abundant fruit
in the field of education. He managed to pack in a few pages all that
he had practiced for many years. We need focus on just one item:
the relationship of authority to rewards and punishments. The
famous Raphael Lambruschini, standard-bearer of the day’s
naturalistic school, devoted at least two-thirds of his book
Dell’Educazione to that topic, saying many fine things, but his
assertions were sadly so entangled with theoretical errors that his
effectiveness was minimal when compared with Don Bosco’s

16Chronicle of Father Barberis, April 22, 1877. |Author|
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achievements. Don Bosco, traveling the route of reason and
religion, in a few masterly strokes solved the stubborn problem
once and for all.

The Italian Ministry for Public Education gave fitting and well-
deserved recognition to the pedagogical value of Don Bosco’s
Preventive System in the Education of Youth'” when it adopted it
as a textbook in teachers’ colleges. On this score Senator [Peter]
Fedele, former cabinet minister and professor of history at Rome
University, made the following statement on a memorable
occasion: “Don Bosco’s achievements cannot be explained if we
exclude the supernatural. They are the visible flowering of his inner
virtues. He opposed the materialism that was corrupting our youth,
and he halted the nation in time as it was starting on a downward
plunge to destruction. Certain idealistic philosophers smiled when I
proposed a study of Don Bosco’s pedagogical system. Today, time
has proven me right.”18

It is quite appropriate here to mention an even older tribute to
Don Bosco’s educational system, which became public knowledge
in 1878 when Count Charles Conestabile della Staffa of Perugia
published a booklet'® in which he narrated how he saw Don Bosco
apply his pedagogical system long before he ever thought of putting
it into writing. One day the count called on Don Bosco and found
him at his desk, scanning a list of names. “These are a few of my
rascals whose conduct leaves much to be desired,” he said.
Offhand the count asked what punishment he had in mind for them.
“No punishment,” Don Bosco answered, “‘but here is what I’ll do.
This youngster, for example (and he pointed to a name), is very
mischievous, in spite of being also good-hearted. I’ll approach him
at playtime and I’ll ask him how he is feeling. He will promptly
reply that he feels fine. ‘But are you really pleased with yourself?’ I
shall insist. First, he will show surprise; then he will lower his eyes
and blush. Gently I shall urge, ‘Something is bothering you. If your
body is well, maybe it’s your soul that ails you. Has it been long
since you went to confession?” Within minutes this boy will go to

17See Vol. IV, pp. 380-385. [Editor]

'8Bollettino Salesiano, July 1931, p. 203. [Author]

90pere Religiose e Sociali in Italia [Religious and Social Undertakings in Italy] by
Count Charles Conestabile, Padova Press, 1878, pp. 27-29. [Author]
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confession, and I am pretty certain that I shall hear no more
complaints about him.”

The count listened in silence, enchanted by the warmth of Don
Bosco’s speech, and he later commented in his booklet, “It was
then that I discovered the secret of the success of this humble
priest’s undertakings. On many occasions since then, when deep
sadness has flooded my heart at the sight of the evils plaguing our
day and age, I have recalled that priestly voice and my confidence
has been restored in a society to whom God sends such reformers.”

From the chronicle of the Daughters of Mary, Help of
Christians, we gather that on his way back from France Don Bosco
stopped at Vallecrosia for a thorough visitation of the sisters’
community. He praised their thrift and spirit of poverty, but he
insisted that they take care of themselves and not abuse their
health. Very often the neighbors would offer the sisters gifts in kind,
and someone had just then given them a huge snow-white cabbage.
It looked like a gorgeous oversized flower. They showed it to Don
Bosco who, after looking at it thoughtfully a moment, turned to the
mother superior and smilingly asked, “Would you do me a favor?”’

“Of course.”

“Here is my calling card. Send it with this magnificent cabbage
to Countess Corsi in Turin. She will know that Don Bosco has not
forgotten her.”

The mother superior obliged. At that time Don Bosco was
negotiating for the purchase of a house at Nizza Monferrato to
transfer the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians from Mornese,
and the countess had shown her interest and was helping.

We will end our account of Don Bosco’s return to Turin by
giving details of a few letters which he wrote on the way or
immediately after his arrival at the Oratory. On March 17 he was
at Alassio. This we know from a letter he sent to Father Dominic
Ossella of Casale, to whom we are mainly indebted for building a
girls’ school in that town and entrusting it to the Daughters of
Mary, Help of Christians.

Alassio, March 17, 1877
Dear Father Ossella:

I have read your letter with care. Your wish to look after the dying is an
excellent idea, but the means you plan to use are extremely difficult and
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thorny for you or for any other priest. I will explain this when, God
willing, I come to Borgo San Martino after Easter.

I would rather suggest that you dedicate yourself to another
undertaking, easier and certain to succeed: promoting priestly vocations.
“How am I to do that?”” you may ask. Make efforts to send good boys to
places where they can grow in knowledge and piety and develop a
vocation for the priesthood. Encourage good young adults whom you meet
to continue their studies. If necessary, teach them yourself or direct them
to places where they can be trained for this.

Other matters I shall discuss in person. Meanwhile pray for me. God
bless you.

Yours affectionately,
Fr. John Bosco

From Alassio he was escorted to Noli to see a fine building
which the townsfolk wanted to turn into a resident and day school.
The building belonged to the father of the late Salesian cleric
Anthony Vallega.? Don Bosco accepted the offer on three
conditions: 1.that the municipal school be entrusted to the
Salesians; 2. that the teachers’ salaries should total thirty-five
hundred lire; 3. that the Salesians should not have to put out any
money.

During the first half of April, however, Mr. Vallega called on
Don Bosco with some new, onerous proposals that bogged down all
negotiations.

Father Barberis’ chronicle also records a visit of Don Bosco to
the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians at Alassio. Upon
inquiring if they had a lot of work to do and learning that indeed
they did, he remarked, “When I visit your convents and am told
that there are piles of work, I feel at ease. Where there is work,
there is no devil.” He also visited three nuns who were ill. Then,
turning to the rest of the community which had accompanied him,
he asked: “Which virtue do you want me to speak of?”’ The sisters,
always laden with so much work that they didn’t quite understand
how they could practice the rule which told them “to live always in
the presence of God,” replied in one voice, “Teach us how to live

122

always in God’s presence!

208ee Vol. XIL, p. 311. [Editor]
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“It would indeed be wonderful to have the Daughters of Mary,
Help of Christians always living in God’s presence,” he rejoined.
“It can be done in this way: renew your intention of doing
everything for God’s greater glory every time you go from one task
to another.” After elaborating somewhat on this topic, he
concluded: “So you see, it is not so hard to form the habit of
keeping united with God.”

On March 23 he was at Sampierdarena. Some time before
leaving Alassio, it would appear that he wrote to Father Ronchail,
entrusting some errands to him and offering advice and suggestions.
Of prime importance is the following recommendation: ‘“From all
the above, you will realize that fo be a director means essentially to
portion out what needs be done and then see to it that it is done.”’?!

There is also a letter from Sampierdarena, dated March 24 and
addressed to Father Rua, but it will suffice to report only a few of
its twelve numbered items. The first concerned the health of the
bishop of Alba: “Very sad news about Bishop Galletti; have special
prayers said. I shall write from here again; let us pray and hope in
God’s goodness.” The third item referred to the Church of St.
Secundus, but we shall talk of this at length in due course. The
seventh voiced his chagrin about the masonry work being done at
the Oratory—a closed balcony or terrace, such as we see there
today [1932] outside his room.2? The work had been begun very
quietly during one of his absences so as to afford him less
uncomfortable quarters. He wrote, ““Tell Father Ghivarello that all
I want is the completion of the masonry work. I don’t want to hear
any more masonry racket after my return. How ill-advised was the
whole thing! I was told that everything would be inexpensively done
in a few days, and instead. . . .”” Nor did he omit a word for the sick:
“Remember me to our dear Father Vespignani and Father Tonelli.
Tell them that I am very glad to hear they are improving; I pray that
God will grant them Samson’s strength because there is plenty of
work to be done. The fifth item too was quite important: “I had
better write to the archbishop from here.”

As a silent protest against the insolence of the press, the

21This paragraph is a condensation. We are also omitting a br.ief history about the
canonical erection of an abbey in the principality of Monaco. [Editor]
225e¢ Vol. XII, p. 269. [Editor]
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cathedral canons and the entire clergy of Turin had staged public
demonstrations honoring Archbishop Gastaldi upon his return from
Rome. Informed of this by Father Rua, Don Bosco sought to give a
token of his solidarity with the diocesan clergy by an expression of
his personal esteem for his archbishop. This prompted his writing
not from Sampierdarena, as planned, but from Turin. His letter
reads:

Turin, March 28, 1877
Your Excellency:

I have just returned from a visit to our houses in Liguria and am
delighted to hear that Turin’s clergy publicly manifested its esteem for you
on the occasion of your auspicious return from Rome. Gladly, on behalf of
myself and all the members of the Salesian Congregation, I join in these
sentiments of respect and veneration. When Your Excellency fell sick
some months ago, we prayed for you, and now we shall double our humble
prayers that God in His goodness may grant you unfailing good health, so
that you may continue to labor for the welfare of the Church and of our
Congregation which I respectfully commend to you.

Please accept these heartfelt good wishes, both in disproof of unfounded
newspaper gossip and as an assurance that the Salesians will always be at
your service in whatever way they may be of assistance. In the name of all,
I am highly honored to remain

Your grateful servant,
Fr. John Bosco

A note from Archbishop Gastaldi “cordially thanked the Rev.
Don Bosco for his letter of March 28.”” Soon afterward Don Bosco
once more merited the archbishop’s commendation for something
far more meaningful than a simple gesture of courtesy. Bertulla, a
hamlet suburb of Turin, rose up against the pastor of the abbey
church—the mother church—because he claimed parochial juris-
diction, such as Sunday Mass attendance, baptisms and weddings,
while the other parish was vacant. Its parishioners rebelled.
Archbishop Gastaldi upheld the pastor of the abbey church, but the
indignant congregation threatened to call in a Waldensian minister
and turn Protestant. When Don Bosco learned of this, he inquired
into the matter. More concerned about the salvation of souls than
any conflict with his archbishop, he called on him and showed him
that by virtue of ancient rights the people of Bertulla were correct in
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opposing the demands of the abbey pastor. Persuaded by Don
Bosco’s arguments, the archbishop set things right. Totally
satisfied, the villagers relinquished the idea of forsaking the
Catholic Church and heartily welcomed their newly appointed
pastor. As late as 1902, when the pastor of Bertulla narrated this
incident to Father John Baptist Francesia, the villagers were heard
to say, “If we are still Catholics, we owe it to Don Bosco.”

On March 28, Don Bosco promptly replied to a request as
follows:

Turin, March 28, 1877
Beloved in the Lord:

I have just returned from a long tour of visitation of our houses in
Liguria, and I hasten to reply to your kind letter. I could not ask for a more
precious gift than having someone come to reinforce the Salesian ranks,
for whom the harvest is now more abundant than ever before. By all
means, come together with your friend, the priest. We shall have a father-
son talk and I think we’ll agree on everything. I’ll be here the whole week. I
am looking forward to your visit. May God bless us all. Pray for me.

Cordially yours in Christ,
Fr. John Bosco

From Turin Don Bosco wrote again to Father Ronchail. The
letter reminds us of the people of Nice and their needs, bringing to
light the aura of active charity which Don Bosco brought to all
dealings with his family and outside people.

[No date]
Dear Father Ronchail:

1.1 enclose my account of the inauguration of St. Pierre’s Hospice.
Because of pressing business, I delayed my return to Turin. Besides, I
have not been too well; that is why I am lagging behind in my work. Now
try to contact or, better, ask Attorney Michel and Baron Heéraud to
translate the article and annotate it. Let me know if we should print it here
or in Nice. You need not return the manuscript, as we have a copy here.

2. I am deeply grieved by the sudden death of our well-deserving friend,
Attorney Ferrant. Add to my report whatever you think necessary in this
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regard,?® and let us pray that God will send us others like him.

3. When you have a chance, pay my respects to Countess Celebrini
and Miss Dolores, assuring them that at the start of Mary’s month on
April 23,24 we shall offer special prayers for them morning and evening.

4. You will be receiving the letter for Countess Michel. Give her my
regards.

5. Father Isnard should contact Father Lanza to obtain a statement of
good standing. I will write to the bishop.

6. As for the worker’ club and its promoters, you can always say that
we steer clear of all political affiliation, strictly abiding by Our Lord’s
words, “Give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar, and to God what belongs
to God.” No one has anything to fear from us in word or deed.?®

7. This is the third time I tried to get you a priest, but, one after the
other, all three fell ill. Nevertheless, I’ll get you one somehow and soon.

8. Send me news of the lottery. If you still have many tickets, send me
some; if I cannot turn them into gold coins, I will at least get paper money
for them.

9. I am waiting for a nice long letter from Mr. Audoli. Please tell him
to be cheerful and patient, and urge him to come for the feast of Mary,
Help of Christians.

10. If you have any news of Father Giovan and the director of the
Christian Brothers, let me know.

11. Were you able to talk to Father Tiban about the land for the
church?

12. Within a week I believe that you’ll have a master bookbinder to get
things started.

My warmest regards in the Lord to all the priests, clerics and our boys.
May God bless them all. Pray for me.

Your affectionately in Jesus Christ,
Fr. John Bosco

On his return to the Oratory [on March 28, according to Father
Barberis’ chronicle], Don Bosco’s voice was rather weak and he
had to make an effort to talk because of his bronchial condition, so

23An outline of the deceased benefactor and a letter from Father Ronchail to Don Bosco
describing his end was added as a footnote. [Author]|

24Gince at the Oratory the feast of Mary, Help of Christians, was observed on May 24,
Mary’s month started on April 23. [Editor]

25We are omitting a description of this club and its gratitude for the free use of Salesian
premises. [Editor]|
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that he was not able to address the Oratory community at night
prayers until April 10.

It has been so long since we last saw each other, but as the saying goes,
“The heart is where its treasure lies.”” While I was in Nice and Marseille, I
kept thinking of my beloved sons here at the Oratory. True, there are many
boys there too, but I found my mind playing tricks on me when I spent time
with them. I seemed to be with you, but when I talked to them, they all
answered in French, and that convinced me that I was not at the Oratory.

You won’t believe how highly the people of Nice think of you. If one of
our artisans—even a beginner—were to go there, he would be getting top
wages. They think so highly of you that one of them asked me to send a
few of you there and volunteered to pay your fare and education just so
that you might edify the townspeople and give an example of holiness to
our boys at the hospice in Nice and in other towns. They think that each of
you is another St. Aloysius, but I fear that, were they to come here, your
reputation for holiness might go up in smoke. They asked me: ““Are they
all like St. Aloysius?” “Well,” I replied, “some are and some are not.”
However, being afraid that you might let me down, I tried to save face by
telling them that I really wanted to keep all of you here to be an example to
one another. I also said that you and I cared so much for each other that
we could not bear to be separated, except when it was absolutely
necessary or you had to return home after your graduation. And even then,
I told them, we would be heartbroken. And so I managed to let them keep
their high opinion of you and their admiration for our mutual love.

Now, joking aside, let me tell you something more important. Nice is
bubbling with enthusiasm for our Congregation, and Marseille has offered
us nine houses. In France alone we have a total of thirty requests, and
there are many other offers in other parts of the world. Everywhere the
demand rises for a house like the Oratory. People think that all a boy has
to do is come to one of our houses and he immediately becomes another
St. Aloysius. For the time being we cannot grant their requests, but with
God’s help we’ll manage to do something.

To meet these pressing requests I would have to have all of you here
become Salesian priests so as to be able to send you to open houses. But
we cannot do this all at once. Hopefully, with God’s help, we shall do it in
the future. On your part, prepare yourselves to become good priests who
can be sent wherever they are needed to care for the souls whom Divine
Providence will entrust to us. And if you do not become Salesian priests,
may you become saintly diocesan priests. You will then be able to choose
and train good boys to send to our schools. Under your guidance, they, in
turn, will work for the salvation of souls.
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On this score, I want to tell you that we shall start our spiritual retreat
this Sunday evening. Prepare for it in the next few days by thinking on
what you plan to do for your spiritual and eternal well-being. You will
have time to give serious thought to your vocation. There may also be
some among you who have let the feasts of All Saints, the Immaculate
Conception, Christmas, Lent and Easter go by without reconciling their
conscience. They now have another chance to settle their affairs. Let each
of you seriously examine his conscience and ask himself, “Am I really at
peace?”’ If he can say that if he were to die then and there he would feel at
ease, let him continue that way, but if, upon reflection, he realizes that
something is bothering him, then it is better for him to straighten things out
now, so as to enjoy peace of mind later on.

On my part, I wish to speak privately with each of you either during this
retreat or before or after. I'll do all I can to help you.

I enjoy talking with you, and you seem to feel the same way, especially
when your spiritual well-being is at stake. Let us all endeavor to stand
united in the Lord. He will help us and if we do our share, we shall obtain
what we desire.

I hope that we shall all make a good spiritual retreat, deserve abundant
blessings from God and make progress on our way to holiness. Good
night.

Three days after this address, Don Bosco again wrote to Father
Ronchalil, telling him in this short letter about six youngsters of
Damascus who had been recommended to Attorney Michel and
were to be admitted to St. Pierre’s Hospice in Nice. Their names
were Kabil, Nais, Lofti, Homsi, Naggiar and Klat. They were all
accepted.

[Turin] April 13, 1877
Dear Father Ronchail:

I believe that the boys recommended to Attorney Michel should be
accepted into our hospice. Make sure that you get some publicity for this
in due time and that the attorney sends a good article to Unita Cattolica. 1
think it will be to our advantage.

Both the priest and young cleric whom you need will soon arrive. Bring
this holy card to Marchionese Celebrini and tell her that I expect to be in
Turin during May and June. God bless you all.

Yours affectionately in Jesus Christ,
Fr. John Bosco
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On several occasions some people criticized Don Bosco for
seeking publicity in newspapers and other publications. We hold,
instead, that his virtues shone in this matter too.

He was well aware of what people thought and said, and he
realized that he might be discredited in the eyes of certain
influential people. At times, indeed, disapproval was expressed to
his very face. But he justified his course of action by saying, “Our
times call for action. The world has become materialistic, and so
we have to go out of our way to make known the good that we are
doing. Even if we were to work miracles by praying day and night in
solitude, the world would neither notice it nor believe it. The world
has to see for itself.” In speaking of the advisability of getting the
greatest possible exposure for good undertakings, he used to say,
“This is the only way to make them known and enlist support for
them. Today the world wants to see things being done; it wants to
see priests working, teaching and helping poor, destitute youths in
hospices, schools, workshops and so on. The only way to save
underprivileged youngsters is to instruct them in the faith; it is also
the only way to Christianize society.”’26

An extraordinary incident of mind-reading occurred at the time
of this journey of his in France. It became public in Nice in 1908,
on the occasion of the celebration of the decree conferring the title
of “Venerable” on Don Bosco.2? Father Paul Albera heard it in the
presence of many people from the lady herself to whom it
happened. A Mrs. Beaulieu, who had known the saintly Curé of
Ars, believed that in virtue of this she was qualified to identify any
other saint when she saw one. At Don Bosco’s arrival in Nice, the
lady, upon hearing that a saint whom she had heard about had
come to the city, wished to meet him personally. A friend of hers,
knowing this, took her to the home of friends at dinner time. Don
Bosco was seated at the head of the table, and the lady and her
friend took their places at the opposite end. With his usual serenity,
Don Bosco was just raising his glass for a toast to his host. Mrs.
Beaulieu was shocked. “Is this a saint?”’ she wondered, feeling all

26Bollettino Salesiano, June 1895. [Author]

27 At that time the title of “Venerable” was given to a servant of God when the cause for
beatification had already been introduced officially in Rome. Now [1932] it is conferred after
the decree on the heroicity of his virtues. [Author]
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her hopes drain away. When the dinner was over, she introduced
herself to Don Bosco, lavishing compliments upon him. Don Bosco
smiled and said to her, ‘“Whether you eat or drink, do everything in
the name of God.” The good lady understood and needed no
further evidence to change her mind. She soon became a Salesian
cooperator and had been one for three years when she told this
incident to Father Albera, after having repeatedly told it to others.



CHAPTER 5

Episcopal Jubilee of Pius IX
and Visit of the Archbishop
of Buenos Aires to Don Bosco

THE closer Pius IX came to the end of his life, the
greater grew the love of the faithful for his august person. They gave
solemn witness to this on the occasion of his episcopal jubilee in
1877, when it might be said that the whole Catholic world made a
pilgrimage to the Vatican in the person of its representatives who
defied the scorn of worldwide political anticlericals. In June
particularly, thousands came to pay homage to the venerable
Pontiff. Gifts sent to him from everywhere in the world formed an
impressive display valued at ten million lire, while a special Peter’s
Pence collection netted a further sixteen and a half million lire. No
other Pope had ever received so many testimonials of affection.

This worldwide tribute of devotion toward Jesus Christ’s Vicar
thrilled Don Bosco’s heart, full as it was with reverence for the
Supreme Pontiff’s office and with deep gratitude for Pius IX’s
person. He decided to send the Oratory’s director and the novice
master to Rome to represent the Salesian Congregation officially
and to offer the Pope an album. “What would you say,” he
smilingly asked Father Rua one day in the company of several
other priests, *““if I were to send these two shorties (pointing to
Father Lazzero and Father Barberis) to Rome?”’! Father Rua
nodded and the others applauded.

Work on the volume was immediately started, and the product

1Chronicle of Father Barberis, April 4, 1877. Occasionally Don Bosco would joke with
his Salesians as he had done when they were boys. [Author]
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was a handsome one. Elegantly bound, its cover bore the following
gold engraving:

TRIBUTE
OF FILIAL HOMAGE
FROM THE SALESIANS AND THEIR PUPILS
TO THEIR EMINENT BENEFACTOR
AND GLORIOUS PONTIFF
PIUS IX
IN THE THIRTY-SECOND YEAR OF HIS PONTIFICATE
AT THE AGE OF EIGHTY-SIX
ON THE OCCASION OF HIS EPISCOPAL JUBILEE
JUNE 3, 1877

Inside, on sheets of parchment, came first a statistical summary
of the Salesian Congregation and then a list of the Salesian houses,
headed by the motherhouse with the title: ““The motherhouse in
Turin is known as the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales.” Then
followed the roster of members of the Superior Chapter and of the
Salesians residing at the Oratory. All graphic work had been
expertly done. The contents were unique in that under each house
were listed all its various sections or departments along with the
names of the Salesians assigned to each department and the
number of boys or persons in their charge. ‘I learned to do this at
the Vatican,” Don Bosco explained. “When speaking of Turin I
used to lump together novices, artisans, students and day boys as if
they were all in the same premises until I was told that they should
have been presented in itemized, distinct form.” The Oratory was
consequently described as follows:

Student Section: Chapter members and number of pupils.

Arts and Trades Section: As above.

Novitiate: Personnel and number of novices.

Adult Students’ Section, etc.

Church of Mary, Help of Christians.

Festive Oratory of St. Francis de Sales and adjoining school.
Festive Oratory of St. Aloysius and adjoining school.

Festive Oratory of St. Joseph.

. St. Joseph’s Institute where about a hundred girls are taught skills
by the Sisters of St. Joseph. Chaplain: Father Anthony Sala.

10. St. Peter’s Institute, a home for about one hundred young women
recently released from prison. Chaplain: Father Joseph Bertello.

e el e
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11. Institute of the Good Shepherd, a residence for about five hundred
girls of varying backgrounds. Chaplain: Father Joseph Bologna.

12. Institute of St. Charles and adjoining school for girls. Spiritual
Director: Father Francis Paglia; Chaplain: Father Charles Cipriano.

13. Festive Oratory for girls in Chieri, who are supervised by several
ladies of the Association of Salesian Cooperators. Director: Father
Michael Rua.

After listing the Valsalice college and the Lanzo school, the
same method was used in enumerating the houses by diocese and
those in South America. Lastly, there came “The Institute of
Mary, Help of Christians™ described as follows: “The Institute of
the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians is an adjunct to the
Salesian Congregation, from which it depends. Its purpose is to
work for poor girls as the Salesians work for boys. Its motherhouse
is at Mornese, diocese of Acqui. The Superior Chapter is
composed as follows. ...” After Mornese came the catalogue of
the other convents: Borgo San Martino, Lu, Alassio, Turin,
Bordighera, Biella, and Lanzo in chronological order of foundation,
each house listing the superior’s name, number of sisters, activities,
social condition, and number of girls. Thus, for example, St.
Angela Merici Convent in Turin had these details: “Superior,
Sister Elisa Roncallo; twenty sisters, some teaching poor girls,
some caring for the Oratory boys’ linen, others studying for teacher
certification. They run a festive oratory for a large number of girls.”
The house at Bordighera had a significant entry: “Superior, Sister
Rosalie Pestarino, three sisters who teach catechism to girls on
Sundays and conduct classes three times a day during the week for
girls who need stronger moral support since they live in a Protestant
neighborhood. Beside running regular classes, the sisters tutor a
number of young ladies to keep them from the influence of
Protestant teachers.”

The state of the Salesian Congregation in South America was
recorded by Father Cagliero, who had been asked to do so by Don
Bosco in a letter of March 31, 1877: “If you will send me a report
on the state of our Congregation in South America, I will get it to
the Holy Father for his episcopal jubilee, which has set all of
Europe and America astir.” Father Cagliero sent it with the draft
copy of a special letter to the Pope from the Salesians in America.

Don Bosco felt that this kind of an album could be neither
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mislaid nor shelved, but kept on hand for ready reference by
persons wishing to know the state of the Congregation in 1877.
Father Barberis and Father Lazzero, who were to take it to Rome,
left Turin on May 28.

Pilgrimage arrivals at the Vatican had begun on April 30 in time
for two religious celebrations, Roman and universal in character.
One was scheduled in St. Peter’s on May 21 to commemorate the
fiftieth anniversary of the appointment of the Pope, then Monsignor
John Mastai, as archbishop of Spoleto; a second celebration was
held on June 3 in the Basilica of San Pietro in Vincoli [St. Peter-in-
Chains] where he had been consecrated bishop fifty years before.
On both occasions the Oratory boys received Holy Communion
together and attended solemn services. On May 2, the festive
oratory boys collected seventy lire and thirty-five centesimi for the
Peter’s Pence collection.?2 [In Turin] the following notice was
posted inviting the faithful to special services held on May 25 in the
Church of Mary, Help of Christians: “Let us pray for our Holy
Father Pius IX. On May 25, Holy Mass, prayers and Communion
will be offered at 7 A.M. in the Church of Mary, Help of
Christians. You are invited to attend with other devout faithful and
join us in prayer to obtain God’s blessing of continued good health
for our Holy Father.” Both the invitation and the purpose of the
celebration had been couched in cautious language because Turin
too had its anticlericals who unfortunately kept disrupting public
manifestations held to honor Pius IX.

Large numbers of French pilgrims attended the Roman festivities
of May 21, and three hundred of them stopped at the Oratory on
their way home. It was the eve of the solemn feast of Mary, Help of
Christians. Arriving at eight-thirty in the evening, they were
welcomed by the band and the hymn 7o Rome, Ye Faithful, which
had been written to honor the Vatican Council and set to music by
Father Cagliero. It was sung in a thundering chorus to the strains of
the band by all the pupils. Don Bosco briefly greeted the pilgrims in
French, and a handsomely printed copy of his greeting was given to
all as a souvenir of their visit. There were some brief responses, the
most eloquent of all being that of Father Piccard, the pilgrimage
director. Refreshments were then served on the Oratory premises

2Unita Cattolica, May 13, 1877. [Author]
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by the Catholic Youth Association before the visitors made their
way to the railway station to board their train. The boys had been
taught to say Vive les pélerins francais |Hurrah for the French
pilgrims], and they kept cheering, to the pilgrims’ delight.

On May 31, Don Bosco received a telegram from Gibraltar
informing him that the archbishop of Buenos Aires would be
landing in Genoa on June 1.3 Archbishop Frederick Aneyros was
leading an Argentine delegation to Rome to offer the Holy Father
the tribute of that prosperous republic’s Catholic population. Don
Bosco, who had known of the prelate’s coming, had already taken
care to reserve worthy accommodations for him in Rome. Now the
news of his imminent arrival brought him so much delight that he
kept talking about it to everyone with the keenest pleasure. He left
for Sampierdarena on June 1.

We do not have any details of the prelate’s landing, but we know
that he was hosted by Archbishop Salvator Magnesco of Genoa
and saw Don Bosco on the morning of June 3.4 They met in St.
Cajetan’s Church. Archbishop Aneyros arrived just after Don
Bosco returned to the sacristy after saying Mass. The director,
Father Albera, quickly started toward the sacristy, but the prelate
stopped him, saying: “Do not disturb a saint when he is communing
with God after Holy Mass.” He waited in the church. A moving
scene then took place. The esteem of the distinguished prelate for
Don Bosco and Don Bosco’s gratitude toward him were expressed
in a most affectionate embrace. After a brief and silent tearful
exchange of glances, they again clung to each other. Those who
saw them later repeated that they had never seen Don Bosco so
effusive, accustomed as he always was to controlling his feelings.

Just before leaving for Rome, Don Bosco remembered Count
[Charles] Cays® who had entered the Oratory only a few days

SLetter from Don Bosco to Archbishop Gastaldi, Turin, May 31, 1877. [Author]

“Letter from Father Joseph Rossi to Father Rua, Sampierdarena, June 3, 1877. [ Author]

5Count Charles Cays (1813-1882), a staunch Catholic, was a deputy in the Piedmontese
parliament from 1857 to 1860. After retiring from politics, he busied himself in works of
charity. He became a Salesian in 1877 and was ordained a priest the following year. After
serving as director in one of the French Salesian schools, he was recalled to the Oratory to
manage Letture Cattoliche. He was of invaluable assistance to Don Bosco for many years
and died on October 4, 1882, as he himself had predicted. |Editor|
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before to begin his novitiate, and he wrote him a brief note:

Sampierdarena, June 3, 1877
Dear Count:

I must leave for Rome this afternoon at 12:30. Rossi will give you news
of the Argentine pilgrims: a wonderful sight! Please speak to Barale about
what has to be done for Letture Cattoliche. 1 think it advisable that you be
measured for your cassock, so that on my return we can proceed with the
ceremony which will entrust you entirely to the Lord.

Tell our dear Attorney Fortis® to be fortis in bello [strong in battle] and
that great sacrifices will reap a great reward.

May God bless all of us. Pray for me.

Yours affectionately in Jesus Christ,
Fr. John Bosco

Don Bosco left for Rome shortly after midday. Apparently
Archbishop Aneyros did not travel with him but left later with
Archbishop Magnasco of Genoa, whereas Monsignor [Peter]
Ceccarelli’ and the Argentinians who had lodged at our house in
Sampierdarena seem to have® traveled with Don Bosco.

There were many things that Don Bosco had to attend to in
Rome, the most important being the matter, of the Conceptionists.
He lodged as usual in the home of Mr. Sigismondi. The weather
was stifling, and his little room tucked beneath the roof was like an
oven, forcing him to keep both door and window open. The draft,
which could have proved fatal to him, since he was perspiring (for
he was wearing a heavy winter cassock), fortunately only brought
on a fever with a miliary skin eruption. ““‘Such thing never upset
Don Bosco,” wrote Father Barberis who was there.® In fact, he
went right on with his work, as’though nothing were wrong.1©

8The gentleman had come to the Oratory with the intention of becoming a Salesian, but
some time later he joined the Jesuits. [Author]

7For information about Monsignor Ceccarelli see the Indexes of Volumes X, XI and XII
under “Ceccarelli.” [Editor|

8We gather this from the above-mentioned letter of Rossi. [Author]

°Chronicle of Father Barberis, June 28, 1877. [Author]

10We are omitting a letter of Don Bosco to Father Rua, dated June 8, 1877, with a great
deal of condensed news of a personal and general character. See Epistolario di San
Giovanni Bosco, Vol. IlII, Letter 1,600. [Editor]
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On previous trips to Rome Don Bosco had always had free
access to the Pope, but now, in view of his age and ailments, Pius
IX was granting no private audiences even to the host of bishops
who had swarmed to Rome for his jubilee, simply receiving them in
national groups. Don Bosco encountered also other obstacles, as
we said in our account of the Conceptionists. Father Barberis’
chronicle records without any vestige of doubt that Don Bosco was
received in private audience ‘“about two days before leaving
Rome,” whereas Don Bosco, writing to Cardinal Bilio at a later
date, November 29, briefly tells the whole history of the
Conceptionists’ planned affiliation and states: “When I came to
Rome for the Holy Father’s jubilee, I did my best to obtain only a
moment’s audience with His Holiness. I first applied in writing.
Then, in a general audience, the Holy Father made it clear that he
wanted to see me, but it was not possible....”'! In a letter of
June 13 to Father [Clement] Guiol, Don Bosco did say, however,
that the Holy Father had spoken of the prospects in Marseille and
had praised the local bishop—all of which might lead us to assume
that there had been a private audience, but this conversation could
also have taken place at the general audience. Don Bosco may have
asked, for instance, for a special blessing on that new undertaking,
or the Holy Father may have said those words during the private
audience he had granted to the archbishop of Buenos Aires, whom
Don Bosco had asked to request the blessing on his behalf. What
we know with certitude is that in the rather lengthy passage of his
letter which recounted the Pope’s wishes, Don Bosco did not say a
single word which could even suggest that Pius IX had spoken
personally with him. On the basis of this, we must infer that the last
time Don Bosco saw Pius IX alive was in that general audience,
which had been granted to the Catholic press representatives on
June 10. Don Bosco attended as editor of Letture Cattoliche. Pius
IX could not have been more gracious to him. He stopped in front
of him, listened to what he had to say, and graciously mentioned a

"See p. 43. [Editor]
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petition Don Bosco had submitted through Cardinal Oreglia.?

“You need sacred vestments for your churches and missions,
don’t you?”’ he continued.

“Yes, I do, Your Holiness,”” Don Bosco answered. “Many of our
churches have nothing.”

“Very well. Talk it over with Cardinal Oreglia here. I charge him
to see that you are given all you need from the gifts in the
exhibition.”

Don Bosco followed through with the cardinal, giving him a list
of everything which each of his churches, chapels, and oratories
needed. It took him some time to compile the lengthy list.

Don Bosco attended to two other matters in Rome: finding
separate locations for a Salesian residence and for a boys’ home.
He always felt somewhat ill at ease at the home of the Sigismondis
who had only one spare bedroom. He traveled with a secretary and
with a supply of writing materials. The matter turned out
fortunately. The Noble Oblates at Tor de’ Specchi, who had a long-
standing debt of sorts with the Oratory, were anxious to clear it by
furnishing five rooms in a house which they owned just across the
street for the convenience of Salesian travelers in Rome. After
seeing the premises, Don Bosco was very glad to accept their offer,
the more so since he wanted to silence the rumor that the Salesians
intended to stay with the Conceptionists whenever they passed
through Rome.

Hunting for a place for a boys’ home was more trying. After
checking several premises, Don Bosco entered negotiations for the
purchase of one in a newly developed section of Rome. On
mentioning it to the cardinal secretary of state, he received not only
encouragement but an almost formal promise that the Holy Father
would generously assist him financially. Shortly afterward, the
cardinal vicar told him that the new housing development, teeming
with people, was in great need of a church, for they lacked even a

12Qn May 10, Cardinal [Louis| Oreglia had written to Don Bosco: **Your other petition
has been generally granted, but it will not be taken into consideration until the [jubilee]
exhibition closes, and this has not as yet even opened. For speedier results, I suggest that you
write me a letter which I can show to others and in which, while thanking me for this
information or, rather, while expressing your thanks to the Holy Father for his favorableness,
you would mention your needs and your utter trust in the generosity of His Holiness.”
|Author|
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temporary chapel, whereas the Protestants already had a church in
a choice location. He begged Don Bosco to build a church as well.
Three years before, the cardinal’s predecessor had already
instructed his aides to look for a place, but they had not found a
site, much less the means. Unhesitatingly Don Bosco accepted the
challenge. He called immediately on Count [Philip] Berardi to ask
if he still intended to sell a piece of property which they had spoken
of on a previous occasion. The count replied affirmatively and
added that a third party, a partner, was involved. At once Don
Bosco went to him and persuaded him to set a price. Both owners
agreed on a price tag of two hundred thousand lire. Thus
negotiations were started and satisfactorily concluded in a single
day, except for the time-consuming legal formalities. Don Bosco,
however, had to return to Turin. Delays set in, complications arose,
and, in the end, nothing came of the project.

In the midst of all this bustle, Don Bosco still found time to write
to Father Rua on June 12, 1877 about various matters of business.
He also gave him some news: Bishop [Peter] Lacerda of Rio de
Janeiro, then in Rome, intended to stop at the Oratory in Turin and
take back with him at least five Salesians; Father Cagliero was
going to delay his return to Turin in order to explore the farthest
limits of Patagonia; the cardinal archbishop of Malines had sent in
a request for a Salesian house in his archdiocese, as had also
Cardinal [John]| Simeoni for a house in Canada; Don Bosco had as
yet not had a private audience with the Pope.'3

Another letter from Rome, dated June 20, 1877, mainly re-
minded Father Rua of the forthcoming visit to the Oratory of the
archbishops of Buenos Aires and of Rio de Janeiro.'4

In the meantime, elaborate preparations were afoot at the
Oratory for the arrival of the archbishop of Buenos Aires.
Following instructions which Don Bosco had mailed to him on
June 20, Father Rua asked Archbishop Gastaldi to allow this
prelate and his priests to say Mass in the archdiocese and to permit
the archbishop to pontificate on the feast of Sts. Peter and Paul.
Archbishop Gastaldi promptly obliged. However, when everything
was ready and notices had already appeared in the newspapers, the

13This paragraph is a condensation. We are also omitting a letter of Don Bosco to Father
Francesia and another to Father Rua. [Editor]
14This sentence is a condensation. [Editor]
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chancery on June 24 infomed Father Rua that since Archbishop
Gastaldi would himself celebrate a pontifical Mass and deliver a
homily in his cathedral on the feast of Sts. Peter and Paul, it was
hardly proper for another prelate to pontificate also and preach in
another church. The previous permission, granted through an
oversight, was being revoked, but, as a concession, Benediction of
the Blessed Sacrament was permitted on that feast after 6:00 P.M.
and a pontifical Mass could be celebrated in the Church of Mary,
Help of Christians on the first Sunday in July, provided that, as
ritually prescribed, the visiting archbishop be assisted by only one
deacon and subdeacon rather than two—a privilege exclusively
reserved to ordinaries.

On his name day,'5 June 24, Don Bosco was still traveling with
Archbishop Aneyros, Monsignor Ceccarelli and five priests from
Argentina. They had left Rome on June 22 for Ancona, where they
were splendidly hosted by Cardinal [Anthony] Antonucci. On June
23 they made a pilgrimage to Our Lady’s shrine in Loreto and
returned the same day. Don Bosco wrote to Father Rua from
Ancona:

June 24, 1877
Dear Father Rua:

I am here in Ancona with Cardinal Antonucci, and we are celebrating
St. John’s feast on the shores of the Adriatic, facing Vis Island
[Yugoslavial.

God willing, we shall set out for Milan tomorrow and stay there until
Wednesday afternoon at four when we shall leave for Turin, arriving
around eight. For your information, Argentinians love meat and are
accustomed to a fancy kitchen, although very graciously they never show
dissatisfaction. Assign them the best rooms we have.

Tell our dear boys that I am now going to say Holy Mass and pray for
them at length. [Notwithstanding my absence] they will not lose anything,
spiritually or materially. They will have a special treat at table when I
return. Archbishop Aneyros would like to take back with him half a host of

15At his baptism Don Bosco had been named after the apostle John, but in 1846 the
Oratory boys, believing his name to be John the Baptist—a very popular saint in Turin—
began to celebrate his name day on June 24, the feast day of this saint. [Editor]
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missionaries to make a full-scale mission assault on the Patagonian
Indians. Pray for me.

Yours affectionately in Jesus Christ,
Fr. John Bosco

On Sunday, June 24, Don Bosco said Mass at ten in the Church
of the Gesu, which was in the care of the Missionaries of the Most
Precious Blood. The young lad who served his Mass never forgot
his encounter with Don Bosco as long as he lived. He saw a short,
unassuming priest unknown to him enter the sacristy. But in that
“swarthy countenance” he detected a certain appeal of loving
kindness which immediately aroused him to curiosity and
reverence. He also observed that there was something special about
the priest’s way of celebrating Mass, something which inspired one
to mental prayer. After Mass and a few minutes of private prayer,
the priest put his hand on the boy’s head and gave him a little tip.
He gently asked his name and what he did. Forty-eight years later,
this boy, Eugene Marconi, pupil of the Good Shepherd Institute,
wrote, “How gracious and loving that gentle voice! I was both
surprised and moved.”

When he returned to the institute, he noticed an unusual bustle
among superiors and pupils. He was told that Don Bosco was in
town and, since he would be visiting their school that afternoon,
preparations were afoot to give him a fitting welcome. Toward
three o’clock, while all stood lining the main hall, the very same
“short priest” of the morning walked in, escorted by Monsignor
Birarelli, the school director, and then the boy suddenly realized
that he had served Don Bosco’s Mass. As Don Bosco walked past
the pupils, he stopped here and there to ask questions or say a few
words, while giving to each a copy of [St. Alphonsus’] booklet
Massime Eterne. When he got to Marconi, he stepped back a
moment and, gazing into his eyes as though better to identify him,
exclaimed, “We’ve already met! Good!” Then he addressed the
director, “Monsignor, I commend this boy to you. In due time, he
may be of help to you.” On learning that the lad was the director’s
nephew, he added: “All the better! Your institute is now entering
upon a stormy and perilous sea, and young pilots may be more
helpful than older ones, provided they are willing and skillful.”” The
boy grew up, became a priest and, as Don Bosco had predicted,
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truly became the reliable pilot of that institute. Always at the side
of its various directors, he dauntlessly steered his way through
tossing seas, bringing his ship safely to port.1®

After a stopover at Milan, where Don Bosco’s dear friend,
Attorney [Charles] Comaschi, hosted them, our illustrious
travelers arrived at the Oratory on the evening of June 26. It was a
triumphal entry. Two lines of boys extended from the main
entrance to the porticoes, and Argentinian, papal and Italian flags,
waving from the balconies, decorated the walkway. Posters and
banners covered the walls of the main building, while a graceful
triumphal arch, festooned with colorful lanterns, divided the
students’ and artisans’ playgrounds. The school band stood at
attention before the main gate. A resounding trumpet blast hushed
the crowd, as Archbishop Aneyros stepped into the Oratory,
flanked by Don Bosco at his right and the prelate’s vicar general at
his left, while a retinue of priests followed. The band immediately
struck up the Argentinian anthem and a thousand hurrahs filled the
air with joy. As the group inched its way along, the boys knelt to
receive the archbishop’s blessing and signed themselves. After
gazing upon that jubilant multitude of youngsters, the guests strode
up to the second-floor balcony to be greeted by enthusiastic shrieks
and applause. With a sign Don Bosco hushed the crowd. “This is
the archbishop of Buenos Aires!” he exclaimed, uttering the words
in such a deeply moving tone and gesturing so expressively that the
entire attentive multitude understood him to mean, ‘“Here is our
father, our benefactor, our friend, whom we have longed so very
much to see!” So touched was the prelate by this introduction that
he embraced Don Bosco, and, resting his hands now on his
shoulders, now on his head, he said a few words which were
drowned in a new wave of cheers. The evening ended with stirring
vocal and instrumental music within a fantastic pageantry of
colorful Venetian lanterns.

The next day one memorable incident at dinner proved highly
pleasing and edifying to the guests. As a toast was being offered to

18L’Ordine of Ancona, February 12, 1925. [Author]
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the archbishop and his retinue, a former pupil, Charles Gastini,?
noted for his inventiveness, stalked into the dining room in a
minstrel costume. He greeted the guests and then declaimed in song
a poem of his own composition in honor of Archbishop Aneyros
and Don Bosco with such grace and charm that one of the
Argentine priests, Canon Garcia Zuiiga, playfully called the young
man to his side and offered him a peso. Gastini thanked him and
then, hurrying to Don Bosco, with almost knightly grace handed
him the peso, as though it had been intended for him. At this
chivalrous, honest gesture, the canon called the minstrel back.
“Had I intended to give Don Bosco a present,” he said, “‘I would
have done so myself. That peso was for you. Now take this one and
keep it.” With one leap Gastini was back before Don Bosco and
gave him that peso too. Amid general laughter, however, he heard
the canon’s voice, ‘It was for you!”” Changing tone, Gastini replied,
“We all belong to Don Bosco. Here nothing is ours. Everything is
his!” The audience cheered. Realizing that Gastini would accept
nothing for himself, the canon made no other attempt, but jokingly
remarked, “You won’t get another one.”18

The most solemn festivity was that which we might call “The
Three Name Days.” The celebration of Don Bosco’s name day
[June 24] had been postponed to June 29, and, as usual on this
occasion, the observance began the evening before with speeches
and musical selections. June 28, feast of St. Leo, happened to be the
name day and birthday of Archbishop Aneyros, as well as being the
vigil of St. Peter’s feast and the name day of Monsignor Peter
Ceccarelli. It was a happy combination.

The playground was transformed beyond recognition by
imaginative Salesians and helpful upperclassmen into a vast
outdoor theater, with a lofty canopy overhanging three gilt
armchairs for the archbishop, Monsignor Ceccarelli and Don
Bosco on a carpeted platform. A beautiful array of miniature flags,
trimmings, flowers and colorful lanterns lent an air of magic.
Around the playground, like a halo about the platform, a string of
gas jets encased in varicolored glasses shed a soft light upon the

17Charles Gastini was one of the Oratory pioneers, having entered in 1848 at the age of
eleven at Don Bosco’s invitation. (See Vol. 111, pp. 243ff) He became deeply attached to
him, and with his comical talents he delighted the Oratory boys for many years. [Editor]

18Rev. G. Vespignani, Ur anno alla scuola del Beato Don Bosco, p. 90. [Author]
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gathering dusk. Transparent two-tone placards, backlighted by vigil
lights bearing emblems and inscriptions in honor of Don Bosco and
guests, framed the open windows. The eye-catching item was a
huge sparkling star hung above the canopy. Six feet across, it
sported twenty rays, each inscribed with the name of a Salesian
house and the date of its foundation. The center of the star bore
Don Bosco’s name encircled by a wide banner reading “O.S.F.S.”—
Oratory of St. Francis de Sales. The star’s backlighting produced a
mystifying effect. A large crowd of Salesian cooperators and
friends joined about a thousand resident and day boys in the
playground. A stand in each corner was occupied by the brass band
and the choir.

At about nine in the evening the honored guests strode up to the
platform, and when Don Bosco motioned Archbishop Aneyros to
take the center seat, slightly raised above the others, a courteous
bout ensued, each trying to relinquish the honor to the other. The
audience at first watched in silence, but soon the friendly exchange
elicited thunderous applause. Humility had the upper hand, and the
center chair was left unoccupied for Pius IX, in a symbolic gesture
of devotion to the Holy Father on the very day when the Church
honored the memory of the Prince of the Apostles.

Two anthems written by Father John Baptist Lemoyne were
sung with a due intermission—one by the artisans, to the music of
the imaginative Maestro De Vecchi, the other by the students, to
the music of Brother Dogliani. Several compositions in prose and
poetry were read in Italian, French, Spanish, English, Polish,
Latin, Greek and Piedmontese. The ever present Gastini, the
Oratory’s brilliant entertainer, went through some fanciful skits
which prompted loads of laughter. Naturally, much was said about
foreign missions, especially Patagonia. The praises of Don
Bosco, of Archbishop Aneyros and of Monsignor Ceccarelli ran
the full gamut of language and sentiment. When the recitations and
songs tapered off, Don Bosco, with the archbishop’s leave, brought
the entertainment to a close with the following address:

It is getting late, and we must adjourn till tomorrow evening, when His
Excellency, the archbishop of Buenos Aires, and our kindly guests, whom
I most heartily thank for the honor they have accorded us, will graciously
attend another assembly in their honor. I also say my deep thanks to all
who in music, poetry and prose have expressed or will express their
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gratitude and love. I thought I could get away with my name day
celebration. You know the saying, “Once on shore, we pray no more.”
Well, the feast of St. John the Baptist came and went, but you did not give
up. You set about keeping it with even greater zest, as you did today.

Truthfully, I am delighted. I am grateful also to those who so graciously
spent this happy evening with us, as well as all those who sent gifts or
greetings.

I know, too, that you prayed for me while I was away, and not in vain,
either. I still didn’t know how much your prayers helped because the
matter I asked you to pray for has not yet been settled, but I thank you
with all my heart and urge you to continue praying.

Archbishop Aneyros also has a favor to ask of you: that those who
receive Communion tomorrow will do so for his intentions. It will be a
great day, beginning with High Mass at ten and ending with solemn
Vespers. Monsignor Ceccarelli will give you a fine homily. I can promise
you that you will be very happy with your dinner, and let me add that we
probably have the best chef in town and that the fine bottles coming from
our wine cellar will sharpen your appetite. Come evening, the musicians
will be playing and singing with more pep than ever.

Archbishop Aneyros celebrated the community Mass on June 29
and distributed Communion, but he was only halfway through
when he felt faint and had to be replaced by one of the priests. At
ten, Monsignor Ceccarelli celebrated solemn High Mass, and that
evening, after Vespers, he gave a sermon which displayed his
remarkable oratorical talent. The archbishop of Buenos Aires could
not impart Benediction with the Blessed Sacrament since it was not
yet six o’clock.'® Toward six-thirty, the previous evening’s
performance in Don Bosco’s honor was resumed, attended by a
swelling crowd of outsiders. Directors and staff members
represented all the Salesian schools. After the speeches, poems and
musical selections, Don Bosco stood up, greeted by thunderous
applause, and amid the most religious silence addressed the vast
audience:

Today has been one of the loveliest of my life, one which will be
remembered in the Oratory annals. My heart has been truly touched to see
so many boys around me, so joyously expressing love and gratitude. How

19The chancery office had specifically forbidden it because at that hour services were still
being held at the cathedral. [Editor]
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wonderful love is when it is genuine! It is love which prompts people to
contribute funds to gather and rear so many youngsters for heaven. They
are generous souls who sacrifice a portion of their livelihood and invest it
in this holy undertaking. And there are others who abandon the world to
bind themselves to God in virtue and brotherly love so as to spend their
whole life in caring for heaven’s tender young plants. Yes, genuine
Christian love links us so closely to Our Lord and prompts us to help each
other lovingly. Charity draws many eminent persons from foreign lands to
the Oratory and helps them adapt to its poverty, as they zealously respond
to the call to carry the light of the Gospel to undeveloped countries and
thus raise new sons to Our Heavenly Father’s family. It is charity which
has induced so many brave soldiers of Christ to leave fatherland, parents,
relatives and all things to head for far-off nations, enduring privations and
sacrifices in order to bring the good news to their distant brothers.

It is charity which has brought us here together tonight. My words come
straight from my heart. I wish I could have fittingly welcomed Archbishop
Aneyros, Monsignor Ceccarelli and the fathers in a diamond-studded
mansion, floors strewn with roses and lilies, but, as poor religious utterly
dependent on the help of pious persons, we cannot. In their goodness our
worthy guests put up with discomforts so as to provide means to undertake
other charitable activities. Let us thank them for the privations they
endure in accepting our poor hospitality and for the great honor and
pleasure they have bestowed upon us. We shall recall them with lasting
memory.

When you return home to your country, to your own field of apostolate,
tell your brother priests and Sefior Benitez of our undying gratitude for the
benefits you and they have given us. Be assured that, though there be a
vast ocean between us, you will never leave our minds, hearts and prayers.
Be convinced that you will always find faithful helpers and brothers in the
Salesians. We love you with all our hearts and are eager to collaborate
with you.

It is recorded—and we have heard it from witnesses—that Don
Bosco’s voice took on a unique tone toward the end of his speech.

The archbishop responded. His dignified manner and heartfelt
warmth charmed the audience, even though he spoke in Spanish.
(As a deputy in the Argentinian parliament he had gained a
reputation as an extemporaneous speaker.) When he had finished,
Don Bosco kissed his ring, and the prelate reciprocated by kissing
Don Bosco’s hand. They embraced affectionately amid thunderous
applause. Don Bosco concluded by asking Monsignor Ceccarelli to
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sum up the archbishop’s speech in Italian, which he masterfully
did.

God, in His Providence, crowned the day with a marvelous
surprise. Josephine Longhi, a child who had been both paralyzed
and mute and had wondrously recovered from both handicaps a
month before by saying a Hail Mary with Don Bosco, had come
with her parents to sign a written testimony of the miraculous cure.
Father Rua asked them to go up to the platform and offer their
respects to the archbishop and Don Bosco. Through his interpreter,
Monsignor Ceccarelli, the archbishop asked the girl to tell him
what had happened, and she willingly did so with ready fluency and
liveliness. The prelate blessed her and gave her a medal. Moments
later, as father and mother were signing the account drawn up by
Count Cays, Don Bosco told the child to add her signature. Her
father spoke up for her, saying that she could not write. “What?”
questioned Don Bosco. “Hasn’t this child gone to school and
learned to write her own name?” The truth is that before her
paralysis Josephine did know how to write but had been unable to
do so since. On learning this, Don Bosco continued, “Well, if she
knew how to write before, she still can now. Our Lady does not do
things by halves.” With these words he put the pen into her hand,
and she immediately signed her name.

The boys’ enthusiasm throughout those days defies description.
They were charmed by the lovable, dignified manner of the
American archbishop. Every time he crossed the playground or
appeared at a window, he was greeted with loud applause.
However, one unpleasantness forced him to shorten his stay at the
Oratory. On June 27, he formally called upon Archbishop
Gastaldi, only to find that the latter was out. The following morning
he tried again and was told that the archbishop was at his summer
villa in Pianezza. From there Gastaldi sent word that Archbishop
Aneyros should not trouble himself further, since Gastaldi would
be returning to Turin on June 29, but only to offer a pontifical
Mass, and immediately after that he would return to Pianezza.
Soon afterward he sent a secretary to invite Archbishop Aneyros—
and him alone—to dinner, on some day or other. On arriving at the
Oratory, the secretary went to the nearest boy, told him to give Don
Bosco the message, and immediately left. Dumbfounded, the
youngster went up to Don Bosco’s room, but as he was about to
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enter the antechamber, he noticed a number of gentlemen there, so
he stopped at the threshold. Noting his embarrassment, Baron
Bianco di Barbania questioned him and, hearing the singular
message, offered to deliver it himself. Archbishop Aneyros felt so
hurt that not only did he decline the invitation, but he decided to
leave Turin as soon as he could. Under the pretext of his imminent
departure, he courteously excused himself, actually leaving for
Sampierdarena with his party early on the morning of June 30. He
was most joyously received by Salesians and boys there. He then
went on to Varazze and Savona, where he called on the bishop;
afterward, he waited for Don Bosco’s arrival at our school in
Alassio.

While he still had a chance of dissuading the archbishop from
rushing his departure, Don Bosco wrote at length to Father
Cagliero. We include the letter here as about the most suitable
place for it.

Turin, June 30, 1877
My dear Father Cagliero:

I would have to write a book really to give you all the news, but let me at
least mention some items. I met Archbishop Aneyros and the Argentine
pilgrims at Sampierdarena and escorted them to Rome. As usual, I stayed
with the Sigismondis, after leaving the archbishop at the Latin American
seminary at San’Andrea al Quirinale. He was able to see the Holy Father
with his pilgrim band and also had a private audience, being very thrilled.
Monsignor Ceccarelli, wearing the robes of private chamberlain, cut a
splendid figure both in the company of his archbishop and alone.

The unbearable heat forced us to leave for Ancona on June 22, where
we were lavishly hosted by Cardinal Antonucci. On June 23 we visited the
shrine of Loreto, spending a wonderful day there. On June 24 [the feast of
St. John the Baptist] the cardinal celebrated my name day with a banquet
attended by all the pilgrims and many other people. There were toasts,
tokens of affection and choice wines in abundance.

On June 25 we left for Milan, where we stayed with Chevalier
Comaschi, and the next day we arrived in Turin.

The Oratory was bursting with enthusiasm and joy. Archbishop
Aneyros was highly delighted, but there are no roses without thorns. At
our request, Archbishop Gastaldi had given our guest permission to
preach and offer a pontifical Mass on Friday [the feast of Sts. Peter and
Paul], but then he revoked it. Again, when Archbishop Aneyros tried to
pay him a courtesy call, Gastaldi was already at his villa at Pianezza, from
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where he sent word not to bother with a visit since he would be coming to
Turin on June 29 for a pontifical Mass and would immediately have to
return to Pianezza. He had second thoughts, however, and, realizing that
he had been rude, he sent the archbishop a dinner invitation strictly for
him. The archbishop declined it on the pretext that he was all set to leave.
Now, Monsignor Ceccarelli and I are pressing our illustrious guest and his
company to visit our schools at Lanzo and Borgo San Martino and then
spend some time at the Riviera where the archbishop’s vicar general
[Monsignor Brid] can take the saline baths he needs.

A thousand amusing incidents have occurred; I hope to tell you about
them some other time. Archbishop Aneyros is very pleased with us and
our work and speaks most enthusiastically about our Salesians in
Argentina. He is set to depart on July 14,

Now to business. I wrote that you were to go to Santa Cruz. It is just an
idea of mine, but if after some thought you judge it best to postpone this
trip, be free to act accordingly.

We have the needed personnel. Since the school year is almost over, we
shall postpone the missionaries’ departure?? to November 14, if nothing
gets in the way. If necessary, we can move it and find some way to book
passage.

Read my letter to Marquis Spinola;2? then put it in an envelope and
deliver it to him.

This fall we shall be shouldering the burden of a resident school in
Sicily, and another in one of the Swiss cantons, an orphanage at Trent and
the seminary at Magliano Sabino where we shall have full control from
elementary to theology classes. We shall also open a house in Marseille.
Where is the personnel? We shall prepare it.

What I write to you is also for Father Bodrato?? and the others. We
shall entrust letters and some errands to Archbishop Aneyros. Next week
Archbishop Lacerda of Rio de Janeiro is due to arrive and refuses to leave
unless he can take at least five Salesians back with him.

May God bless us all. Give everyone my best wishes and regards, pray
for me, and believe me to be always in the Lord,

Yours affectionately,
Fr. John Bosco

20The first expedition had left the Oratory on November 11, 1875 (see Vol. XI, pp. 356fF);
the second had left on November 7, 1876 (see Vol. XII, pp. 368ff). [Editor]

21]talian chargé d’affaires in Argentina. [Editor)

22Francis Bodrato (1823-1880) came to Don Bosco as a widower in 1864 and made his
first vows as a Salesian in 1865. Ordained a priest in 1869, he held various offices at
Alassio, Borgo San Martino, and the Oratory. In 1876 he led the second group of Salesian
missionaries to Argentina, and two years later Don Bosco appointed him provincial. He died
at Buenos Aires on August 4, 1880. [Editor]
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Don Bosco would have liked Archbishop Aneyros to stay at the
Oratory for at least another day or two to solemnize the feast of St.
Aloysius which had been postponed to July 1. Printed invitations
clearly stated that the archbishop of Buenos Aires would offer a
pontifical Mass in the Church of Mary, Help of Christians.
Fortunately, Bishop [ Andrew| Formica of Cuneo happened to be at
the Oratory and gladly consented to sing both Mass and Vespers,
head the procession and then give Benediction of the Blessed
Sacrament.

The festivities were to close on July 3 with a drama performance
entitled Patagonia—Its Past and Future by Father Lemoyne. Don
Bosco had not only suggested the plot but had also contributed to
the script, taking it along with him on his trip to France, and being
moved to tears while reading it. From Nice he wrote to Father
Lemoyne on February 28, telling him that he considered the drama
the latter’s masterpiece but urging further improvements by: (1)
simplifying the plot and the sets for easier staging; (2) smoothly
linking the various parts of the plot and putting more life into the
third and fourth parts; (3) merging parts four and five for a strong
finale.

He promised to go over the revision and concluded, “It is
something quite novel and it will be a hit.” Indeed it was. A very
spacious, canopied stage was set up in the artisans’ playground.
Attendance was well over fifteen hundred. The most esteemed
but absent spectator—Archbishop Aneyros—was represented by
Monsignor Ceccarelli, who was staying in Italy until the third
missionary expedition, then being prepared, would depart. The
plot’s novelty and imaginative development, while drawing
enthusiastic applause, also produced wholesome spiritual effects by
stirring up interest and good will in the foreign missions and
kindling or strengthening missionary vocations among boys and
clerics. The play was the main topic of conversation at the Oratory
and elsewhere.

On July 4, Don Bosco went with Monsignor Ceccarelli to our
junior seminary at Borgo San Martino and then joined Archbishop
Aneyros and his company at Alassio. Before leaving for Alassio on
June 6, he wrote to Father Rua: “It looks as though this year will
yield a good crop of Salesian candidates to be screened at the
spiritual retreats at Lanzo.” That same day, on arriving at
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Sampierdarena, he sent Father Berto, his secretary, a list of chores
to be done.?3

He reached Alassio at about eight in the evening, met at the
station by Archbishop Aneyros who openly embraced him and
walked with him arm in arm to the Salesian school. That evening a
literary, musical entertainment was held in honor of the archbishop
and the Argentinian priests. At its close the distinguished prelate
delivered a brief, fervent speech which Monsignor Ceccarelli again
translated into Italian. Don Bosco, totally exhausted, had
withdrawn to his room for some rest.

He seemed still undecided about accompanying the archbishop
to Nice and Marseille, the port of embarkation, but he regretted in
his heart of hearts having to part with him and not seeing him off.24
Consequently, he did not budge from his side until the prelate and
his priests had embarked on the Poitou on July 17, saying his last
goodbyes on deck. The Argentinians were very thrilled. The
thought of going home elated them and made them count the days
before their arrival there. Don Bosco listened in silence, and then
smilingly told them that their calculations were wrong. With his
usual calm he exhorted them not to be so anxious, but to dispose
themselves to patience, since only on such and such a day would
they safely reach Buenos Aires. He gave them the exact date,
which added twelve days to the time normally required for the
crossing between Marseille and Buenos Aires. “Incredible! Our
crossing cannot take that long,” they protested in unison with a
feeling of distress. But Don Bosco was right. The ship headed into a
storm as far as Cape Vert, suffering severe damage and being
forced to dock at St. Vincent’s Island until another ship could take
its passengers aboard and continue to their destination.?® They
arrived at Buenos Aires on Friday, August 24, octave of the feast
of the Assumption, the exact date predicted by Don Bosco. On
September 4, Archbishop Aneyros wrote to him: “I have not had a

23We are omitting this letter. [Editor]|

24]n a short note to Father Rua from Alassio on July 7 Don Bosco wrote: ““I shall probably
go on to Nice and perhaps even to Marseille. It’s a little toilsome, but I do not want to leave
the archbishop until sailing time.” [Editor|

25The August 7 issue of Unita Cattolica, under the heading Night Cables, carried this
message: *“St. Vincent, August 3. The Poitou, owned by a French line, arrived yesterday
with a damaged propeller. The passengers will continue their voyage aboard the English ship
Mondego. All are well.” [Author]|
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free moment and I wish I could write to you at length. . . . The time
I spent with you is unforgettable. I have told everyone about it,25
and I am extremely grateful to you and to your dear Salesians and
beloved pupils.”” Monsignor Espinosa, the future archbishop,
likewise expressed his warm affection to Don Bosco.

During his stay in Marseille Don Bosco became very sick.
Father Guiol nursed him most solicitously, but Don Bosco was
very anxious to return to Turin. He wrote to Father Rua: “I am
thoroughly exhausted. Our guests are going to Lourdes, but I am
staying here. I shall see them off on Sunday when they board ship;
then I will return to Turin, where I hope the mosquitoes will leave
me alone.” But foreseeing that his creditors would not be so
gracious to him, he went on to say, ‘“We really must work hard to
come up with some money. I am being pressured on all sides, but I
can’t find any benefactor.” Six other items in his letter referred to
fund-raising plans; one item suggested ways and means to pacify a
creditor.

On his trip to Turin severe dysentery attacks forced him to make
eighteen stops. He arrived at Sampierdarena on July 22. By far too
weak to write and unwilling to delay his grateful thanks to Father
Guiol for his solicitous care, he dictated a letter for him to Father
Albera. “I reached Sampierdarena feeling a little better,” he
reported. “Once again my most heartfelt thanks for your generous
care. I ask that you pay my respects to the bishop at your
convenience. Remember me also in your prayers.” But before
reaching Sampierdarena, he stopped at Alassio and Varazze, as we
gather from a note?? to Father Rua.

At Alassio Don Bosco had an encounter which splendidly shows
his prudence. At the Genoa lyceum, Father Sciorati and some of
his colleagues had a very poor opinion of our lyceum in Alassio,
and consequently our students were treated with severity and near
hostility whenever they came up for state examinations. Their
director, Father Cerruti, went to Genoa in an effort to dispel these
prejudices. Before taking leave of Father Sciorati, he invited him to
Alassio to examine our students. The latter—a liberal priest whose
conduct was hardly edifying—obliged. Arriving at our school in

26The prelate also recounted his stay with Don Bosco in a pastoral letter. [Author]
27Omitted in this edition. [Editor]
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civilian garb and hearing that Don Bosco was also there, he felt
rather ill at ease and thought that he should offer Father Cerruti
some explanation. “I hope you realize that I came in civilian dress
for greater comfort and to forestall possible insults. . . .”” While he
was speaking, they came across Don Bosco who had many a time
called other priests to task for not wearing the cassock but now said
nothing at all. He was most gracious and treated Father Sciorati
with the utmost respect. The priest, quite impressed and delighted,
never forgot that first encounter, returning in other years always as
afriend and always wearing his cassock. On every occasion Father
Cerruti noticed a change for the better in him, observing also that
he now celebrated Holy Mass regularly and devoutly. He ended his
days in a truly priestly fashion. While a rebuke would only have
angered or embarrassed him Don Bosco’s prudent silence brought
about a most favorable change in him.

Meanwhile at the Oratory Don Bosco now could hardly continue to
hear the boys’ confessions because he found it hard even to lift his
hand to impart absolution. However, his physical exhaustion did
not keep him from spending a good part of the morning in receiving
callers, and from spending long hours at his desk in the afternoons,
still less from keeping his mind occupied. At this time he was
exploring the feasibility of starting a publication which had long
been in his mind, the Salesian Bulletin.



CHAPTER 6

The Three Salesian
South American Communities

THE three Salesian communities canonically established
in Argentina and Uruguay made up the [South] American
province. It was headed by Father John Cagliero,’ Don Bosco’s
worthy representative in that distant region of the world, with
headquarters in Buenos Aires. Don Bosco wrote to him very
frequently, so that the mail boat rarely set sail on the 1st and 14th
of each month without Don Bosco’s letters. He kept Father
Cagliero informed of Salesian activities, sent instructions, and
sought news and suggestions. In a word, Father Cagliero enjoyed
Don Bosco’s fullest trust. On February 13, on returning from
Rome, Don Bosco hastened to inform him of Pius IX’s feelings and
plans for Salesian affairs.

Turin February i3, 1877
Dear Father Cagliero:

I have just received the promissory note [of nine thousand lire] sent by
Father Fagnano? last December 13. Two months in transit is really too

1John Cagliero (1838-1926) entered the Oratory in 1851. (See Vol. IV, pp. 200ff) He was
ordained a priest in 1862 and led the first group of Salesian missionaries to Patagonia and
Tierra del Fuego in 1875. (See Vol. XI, pp. 348f) He became the first Salesian bishop in
1884 and a cardinal in 1915. He died at Rome in 1926. In June 1964 his remains were
brought back to Argentina and solemnly laid to rest in the cathedral of Viedma. For further
details see the Indexes of Volumes IV, V, VI, VII, IX, X, XI and XII. [Editor]

2Joseph Fagnano came to the Oratory at the age of fifteen as a seminarian for the Asti
diocese. (See Vol. VI, p. 434) Shortly afterward he returned home, joined the army, and
served as an orderly in the Asti military hospital. After his discharge, he returned to the
Oratory, took his first vows in 1864, and was ordained in 1868. In 1875 he took part in the
first missionary expedition to Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego. (See Vol. XI, p. 349) Years
later the Holy See appointed him prefect apostolic of that area. He died in Santiago, Chile on
September 18, 1916. [Editor]
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long a time; we might have to push the bankers to speed things up.
However, we won’t refuse the note, nor would we even if it were double
that sum. In this regard, I got a letter from Father Lasagna3 saying that all
their church needs have been met by wealthy parishioners. Therefore
make sure that what was brought there for that purpose is not wasted. You
know what do do: have a coadjutor brother or a trusted person sell it
without involving us in the transaction.

The Holy Father is thrilled over our Congregation. In addition to the
Conceptionists’ house in Rome, he wants us to take over the Hospital of
Our Lady of Consolation, for which he encouraged me with a donation of
twenty thousand francs. We have many proposals from other places. The
Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians have opened a girls’ festive oratory
in Chieri.

After a week of figuring and haggling, Commendatore Gazzolo has
finally lowered his price to sixty thousand lire for the seven hundred
square meters of land he owns adjacent to Our Lady of Mercy Church.*
He made it sound as if he were settling for this price as a favor to us, and as
a bonus he would throw in another parcel of land in San Nicolds worth
three thousand lire. When I mentioned your offer of eighteen thousand
lire, he was dumbfounded, saying, “That is barely what I paid for it!”” As
you see, he may have paid nineteen thousand and is letting us have it for
sixty thousand as a special favor. Some favor! Speak with Dr. [Edward]
Carranza and see what can be done.

In your next letter let me know if we should soon equip another
missionary expedition or, unless it becomes urgent, to wait a while, in
which case we could more easily establish ourselves in Rome.

Try to put all your affairs in order, and when you feel that things can run
smoothly by themselves, set a date for your return, not later than next
August, and let me know.

It would help to tell Archbishop Aneyros that the Holy Father is
anxious to do something for Patagonia and that the cardinal prefect of the
Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith will write to him—possibly
by this very mail packet—about the advisability of setting up an apostolic

SLouis Lasagna (1850-1895), at this time director of the Salesian house in Montevideo
(Uruguay), first met Don Bosco in the summer of 1862 during one of the latter’s outings with
the Oratory boys. In October Louis entered the Oratory. (See Vol. VII, pp. 164, 166, 179f)
He received the clerical habit in 1866, made his first vows in 1868, was ordained a priest in
1873, and joined the second missionary expedition to South America in 1876. As director
and provincial, he achieved marked success in the fields of education, social action,
agriculture, priestly vocations, and church construction or renovation. In 1893 he was
consecrated bishop and entrusted with the evangelization of the Indians of Mato Grosso
(Brazil). He died in a train collision at Juiz de Fora (Brazil) on November 6, 1895. [Editor|

4See Vol. XII, p. 190. [Editor]
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prefecture at Carmen de Patagones. The Holy Father believes that once a
house has been opened, it will be much easier to fan out far and wide. The
Holy Father is particularly moved to such action by the tragic news he
keeps getting from the nations bordering on Indian territory—Argentina,
Chile and others—whose inhabitants are bent on fighting and wiping out
the natives rather than converting them. If formal requests for missionaries
reach you from Brazil or Paraguay, you may accept on two conditions: (1)
that they share the heavy expenses we have already incurred and are still
incurring; (2) that they wait until 1878.

The Holy Father has offered us an apostolic vicariate in India and
another in Australia. For the moment I have agreed to send some
missionaries to Ceylon in 1878. Just now I have been interrupted and
cannot finish this letter or write to Father Fagnano, Father Lasagna and
Father Bodrato. I will do so some other time. Please make up for it
yourself by sharing this news with them. May God bless us! Regards to the
archbishop and to our other friends and benefactors. Amen.

Yours affectionately,
Fr. John Bosco

P.S. You had better send me the names of the Salesian cooperators.

Don Bosco’s next letter dates from mid-May. The thought had
never left him that he had to reach the Patagonian Indians, and the
time then seemed ripe. While pushing its frontiers to the Cordillera
de los Andes, the Argentine government had erected a line of small
forts garrisoned by five thousand men along the Patagonian border
to keep the Indians at bay. With the passing of time, these military
outposts, some ten miles apart, had attracted settlers and their
families and had become wilderness villages and towns. The
government itself had originally begun to build a small town in the
area known as Carhué, and had named it Alsina after the minister
of war who had conceived the idea of this advanced frontier. Now
the authorities were seeking a parish priest, a teacher and two
laymen who could teach some needed trades. This seemed a most
suitable place for the Salesians to establish relations with the
Indians and do some good for them.5 Don Bosco alludes to this
plan in the first part of his letter.

5Letter from Father Fagnano to Don Bosco, San Nicolds, March 2, 1877. [Author]
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Turin, May 12, 1877
My dear Father Cagliero:

I perfectly agree with what you wrote about Patagonia—gradually
reaching the Indians by establishing Salesian houses in towns and villages
which are adjacent to them. The Lord will see to the rest.

Rabagliati will receive a dispensation from canonical age, but he will
not be able to profit by it until June 1. So let him receive the other orders
and prepare himself for priestly ordination on the first Sunday of July.

I know that there has been too much publicity about us, but what can we
do? I have always suppressed whatever seemed to be to our credit and
amended whatever concerned others. However, if you can mail me a
report from our South American missionaries I shall put everything right.

Attorney Ferrero stayed one day with us and brought us many letters,
much too late.

You will be receiving the dimissorial letters; you or Father Bodrato can
issue them, as needed.

I have already made reservations with the French line. Mr. Henry
Bergasse of Marseille, its president, has promised us a substantial
discount; the French government may also grant us a few free berths. I
shall let you know when booking has been finished.

Since the number of houses is on the rise with a corresponding decrease
in personnel, I shall shelve plans for Ceylon, Mangalore, Australia, etc.,
until your return. But I have an eye on some ten likely confreres to be sent
to Dolores, if you tell me they are needed.

My love to all in Our Lord Jesus Christ. In another letter I shall list
several things you will have to see to when you get back. May God bless
you all.

Yours affectionately in Jesus Christ,
Fr. John Bosco

The most recent of the three communities, a boarding school
named after Pius IX at Villa Coldn in Montevideo, was staffed by
three priests, two clerics and four coadjutor brothers. The director,
Father [Louis] Lasagna, wisely kept in close contact with his
counterpart at San Nicolas; both schools had a homogeneous
student body, sons of well-to-do ranchers, who planned to follow
liberal professions and careers. The two directors helped each other
through frequent consultation and agreement in the selection of
textbooks and the use of Salesian methods. The director of Pius IX
School, however, faced a unique problem. Since the school at San
Nicolas was in the country, the boarders rarely got visitors, and so



The Three Salesian South American Communities 125

it was rather easy to keep them at the school during the year. Villa
Colon, instead, was only a short distance from the capital, and
consequently the pupils received frequent visits from their parents,
who kept wishing to have their sons go home several times a month,
even every Sunday. It was a serious inconvenience, but Father
Lasagna solved it by a very simple expedient.

Among the sodalities Don Bosco had established to promote
spiritual self-betterment, foremost was that of the Blessed
Sacrament. Father Lasagna cleverly organized it among the
upperclassmen—usually the school pacesetters—and encouraged
its members to receive the sacraments often. Then, by imbuing
them with love for their school, he won their support in dissuading
parents from their ill-advised demands and thus achieved even
more than he had planned. When parents saw their sons gladly
forego visits home, they became enthused over the school and
heartily praised it to the skies.

Nor did the good director rest on his laurels. He began to urge
sodality members to get involved in spiritual works of mercy, such
as teaching catechism to neighborhood boys. They responded
marvelously. In fact, during the summer vacation and after their
graduation, these young catechists set up genuine festive oratories
in their own homes, zealously giving catechetical instruction every
Sunday. Such high-minded initiative on their part won them the
good will of many rich, noble families, who offered to donate
presents and prizes for the young catechists’ pupils. Moved by their
brothers’ example, the sisters began to do the same for the girls.
These home-based festive oratories eventually became regular
festive oratories attached to the local parishes, and these former
Salesian pupils continued to exercise their zeal under the guidance
and inspiration of Father Lasagna. Thanks to them, he was later
able to organize an association of festive oratories under the
chairmanship of a former pupil Dr. Languas. He gave them a
common set of rules under the title of Oratorios festivos de
Montevideo regenteados por Exalumnos del Colegio Pio [Festive
Oratories of Montevideo Directed by Former Pupils of Pius
School].

Our archives contain a letter to Don Bosco from Mario Migone,
a secondary school student and member of the Blessed Sacrament
Sodality, testifying to the spiritual climate that reigned in the school
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from its very beginning. Though accustomed to a very comfortable
life because his parents were very wealthy, the boy adjusted
admirably to the simple conveniences of boarding school life, as if it
were his ordinary lifestyle, and he thanked God for having led him
there. Moreover, upon graduation, he did not leave his teachers,
but entered the recently opened Salesian novitiate to become a true
son of Don Bosco, a priest always warmly attached to the Salesian
Congregation and full of zeal for the welfare of souls.®
Notwithstanding its size, Pius IX School was still too small for
all who applied that first year, and so Father Lasagna immediately
had to break ground. From the very start of the school year (in
March) it was obvious that the staff was inadequate to the need.
Friends of the school seemed even more concerned than the
Salesians. Not knowing as yet their hard-working style, they could
not believe that a few Salesians could do justice to such a work
load, and they feared for their health and the schools’ excellent
reputation. They begged Father Cagliero for reinforcements, which
were indeed sent, but not until the following year. Meanwhile the
school’s apprehensive friends were able to see for themselves what
tireless zest for work Don Bosco had instilled into his sons.
The Salesian staff at San Nicolas—four priests, three clerics and
six coadjutor brothers—ran its own school as well as the local
public school, besides conducting a festive oratory and providing a
chaplain for the town’s hospital. When completed, the new school

8Mario Migone (1863-1937) was the first South American boy to seek admission to the
Salesian Congregation and the first to be ordained a priest. He enrolled at the Salesian
school in Villa Coldn in 1877, two years after the arrival of the first Salesian missionaries.
His mentors were great Salesians: Father Louis Lasagna, Father James Costamagna, Father
John Cagliero, and Father Joseph Fagnano. As co-founder of the Blessed Sacrament
Sodality he sent the above-mentioned letter to Don Bosco in the name of his fellow students.
Then, during a European trip with his parents, he visited Turin and the Oratory and was Don
Bosco’s dinner guest. Upon his return home, he entered the Salesian novitiate. He was
ordained a priest in 1887 by then Bishop Cagliero, who chose him as his secretary. In 1891
he was assigned to the Falkland Islands, a British Crown colony, three hundred miles east of
the Strait of Magellan, but, unable to stand the very rigid climate, he was recalled and named
director of our school at Viedma and at the same time pro-vicar of Bishop Cagliero.
Subsequently, he returned as director to the Falkland Islands and, after a few years, was
transferred in the same capacity to the recently opened Salesian school in Santiago, Chile.
At the expiration of his six-year term of office, he was assigned to Rawson, Chubut, where he
founded a regional hospital. In 1905 he was again assigned to the Falkland Islands where he
stayed until his death at Port Stanley on November 1, 1937. His many talents, innate
goodness and fervent zeal won him the love of Catholics and Protestants, civil authorities,
workmen and sailors. A city street was named after him. [Editor]
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building towered over the [2,040-mile-long] Parana River,
porticoes and spacious playgrounds framed by rows of slender
pines, and a neatly tended orchard filling in the rest of the land.
Ships heading upstream on the Parana could sight its white
silhouette against the black foliage from afar, the passengers
impressed by its aura of serenity and peace.

The new construction, however, left a trail of debts. ““Things are
going fairly well,” wrote Father Joseph Fagnano, its director,
“save for the fact that I am drowning in debts and hardly know
which way to turn. Mr. Benitez” does what he can and he will help
us pay them. The Lord has given him good health.”’®

Mr. Francis Benitez, a lifelong friend of the Salesians, was
always overflowing with loving veneration for Don Bosco and
rejoiced in his happy achievements as if they were his own. When
he heard that the Salesians were about to open a school at Villa
Colon, venerable octogenarian that he was, he wrote Don Bosco a
congratulatory letter in Latin [on January 17, 1877] to express his
joy at the progress which he could see with his own eyes. He wrote
to him again in Spanish, straight from the heart [on May 1], and
sent it through Monsignor Ceccarelli. In this second letter we
wonder what to admire more: the filial love for Don Bosco and
brotherly affection for the Salesians or the genuine, touching
humility of this Salesian cooperator. “Despite all knightly
decorations and the Pope’s benevolence,® I am of little use,” he
wrote. He then said that he hoped for opportunities to be of greater
help than in the past. Don Bosco could not answer the first letter
until May 14, when he too wrote in Latin. After gratefully
enumerating all that Mr. Benitez had done for the Salesians, he
entrusted to him Father Bodrato’s financial straits in Buenos Aires,
recommending the latter to his generosity. Then, to cheer Father
Bodrato and keep him posted, Don Bosco sent him this letter:

7The first great benefactor of the Salesians in South America. See the Indexes of Volumes
X, XTI and XII under “Benitez.” [Editor]

8Letter from Father Fagnano to Don Bosco, March 2, 1877. [Author]

°The title of “Commendatore” obtained at Don Bosco’s request. See Vol. XII, p. 130.
[Editor]
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[No date]
My dear Father Bodrato:

I give you advance notice that I wrote to Mr. Benitez to recommend
your financial predicament to him. I thanked him for all he has done and is
still doing for us, but I also asked that he direct his charitable attention to
Our Lady of Mercy Church and its priests, whose livelihood depends
exclusively on parishioners’ offerings. This is for your information alone,
should you be questioned on this matter.

You tell me that you have so much to do. I am aware of it and would like
to send you help. It might make you feel better if you knew that here too
we are so swamped with work that we do not know which job to tackle
first. For some months now I have been working at my desk from 2 to 8:30
P.M. Still, do remember that your health is indispensable, and so do not
overexert yourselves. Help will come from this side and from yours.

Tell all our dear confreres, Daniecle, Rabagliati and the others,
especially my dear Father Baccino, that I daily pray for all of you at Holy
Mass.

May the grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ be with us always.

Yours affectionately,
Fr. John Bosco

P.S. We bought a house at Nizza Monferrato where we hope to relocate
our sisters’ community at Mornese.

It is heartwarming to see how the true and tried Mr. Benitez kept
a close eye on our undertakings. With huge delight he reported on a
forthcoming visit by Father Cagliero to the Italian colony at Entre-
Rios. The visit had already been made, but Mr. Benitez had not yet
known of it. Father Cagliero and the cleric Rabagliati'® had visited

10Evasius Rabagliati (1855-1920) became a Salesian in 1875. The following year he
joined the second missionary expedition to Argentina and began his apostolate among the
Italian immigrants of Buenos Aires. Ordained in 1877, he first accompanied Bishop James
Costamagna to Patagonia, and then from 1880 to 1886 he directed the Salesian school of
San Nicolds de los Arroyos. In 1886 he crossed the Andes to his new assignment at
Concepcion, Chile, where he remained until 1890, when Father Rua sent him to Bogot4,
Colombia to open a trade school. After completing this assignment, he interested himself in
the local leper colonies and greatly improved their services. In1896 he became provincial of
the newly established Colombian province and governed it until 1910 when, for reasons of
health, he had to retire. Sent back to Chile for a well-deserved rest, he continued to work
indefatigably in the priestly ministry and in seeking funds for the Colombian lepers. He died
in Santiago, Chile, on May 2 1920. His death was singularly recognized by the Colombian
government which declared a day of national mourning in his honor. [Editor]
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that large Italian colony of Villa Libertad, some three hundred
miles from Buenos Aires, between April 12 and April 26, 1877—
an extremely fatiguing two-week trip, made all the more difficult by
ten days of rain.'' Remarkably, one of the Indian chieftains,
honored by the government with the title of colonel, called and
asked him to baptize four members of his tribe. Father Cagliero
returned the visit, riding a half day on horseback, willingly enduring
the hardship for the sake of strengthening his bonds with the
Indians. The harvest which he reaped, far inferior to the need, made
him cry out, “We need missionaries, missionaries, missionaries!
Without them, souls are lost like abandoned cattle.”

The Salesians in Buenos Aires were working as hard as their
other confreres’ communities. The arts and trades school, opened
in April [1876] as we have already mentioned,'? was officially
dedicated at the end of September [1877]. Located about two
kilometers from Our Lady of Mercy Church, it was still a
temporary setup and as yet had no formal name; it was popularly
known as St. Vincent de Paul Hospice in acknowledgment of the
help given by the St. Vincent de Paul Society. In order to build a
permanent home on a site where the Salesians could all live
together in a religious community, every effort was being made to
purchase land adjacent to the church from Consul Gazzolo, as we
have already said elsewhere.'3 Don Bosco insisted without letup on
this in his letters to Father Cagliero. At the beginning of
September, Archbishop Aneyros had canonically established the
parish of La Boca del Riachuelo [officially named after St. John the
Evangelist]'# and had entrusted it to the Salesian Congregation in
the person of Father Bodrato.15 It was a new area of activity which
called for additional stalwart evangelical laborers. However, the

1A description can be read in the first issue of the Bollettino Salesiano, August 1877,
which published two letters from Father Cagliero. [August]

128¢e Vol. XII, p. 190. [Editor]

137bid., pp. 86, 190. [Editor]

147bid., p. 192. (Editor|

15Francis Bodrato (1823-1880) came to Don Bosco as a widower in 1865 and made his
first vows as a Salesian in 1865. Ordained a priest in 1869, he held various offices at
Alassio, Borgo San Martino, and the Oratory. In 1876 he led the second group of Salesian
missionaries to Argentina, and two years later Don Bosco appointed him provincial. He died
at Buenos Aires on August 4, 1880. [Editor]
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already overworked small band was further reduced on June 13 by
the sudden death of one of its most active members, Father John
Baptist Baccino,'® who had come to Argentina with the first
missionary expedition. Under a humble exterior he concealed the
warm heart of an apostle. He conducted day and evening catechism
classes for boys, heard confessions for several hours daily,
preached in both Italian and Spanish, and visited the sick. His daily
work load would have exhausted many a man, yet he never slowed
down and was sorry only that he could not accomplish all that had
to be done. He pleaded with Turin for reinforcements. They arrived
with the second missionary expedition, but he got no help; instead,
the expanding Salesian work in Buenos Aires loaded more burdens
upon him. Shortly after the missionaries’ arrival, he wrote to Turin:
“The Lord is clearly blessing our labors. Up to now I've had a lot of
work, but now I have loads more. Formerly, the three of us had
enough to do for six; now we are four and there is enough work for
ten.”

The zeal which drove him in the exercise of his priestly ministry
was an overflow of his heart, especially whenever he wrote to Don
Bosco. In a letter of March 19, 1876 he told him: ““I have
numberless crowds of young men, twenty and older, who have to be
prepared for their First Holy Communion and confirmation. Most
of them are Italian. Their parents come to the city from farms
twenty-five miles away to receive the sacraments, attend Mass and
hear the word of God. Then they leave their sons here for
catechetical instruction. See, then, dear Father, I must prepare
them for confession, Holy Communion and all else in hardly more
than a week. Can I dare to give myself rest? With proper care we
could also have priestly vocations; in fact, several young men have
already applied for the Salesian brotherhood.” Then on April 3 he
wrote: “How delightful was the note which you so graciously sent
me! You tell me to take good care of my health. Since I got here, I
have been in top condition, thank God, but unless you send us help
soon, we shall most assuredly break down. . . . Please send us also

16John Baptist Baccino (1843-1877) was accepted by Don Bosco at the Oratory in 1867
at the age of twenty-four. He donned the clerical habit in 1869, was ordained in 1874, and
took part in the first Salesian missionary expedition to Argentina. He zealously exercised his
priestly ministry among the parishioners of Our Lady of Mercy and died prematurely at the
age of thirty-four. He was regarded by all as “the father of the immigrants.” [Editor]
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books. If you only saw how much good The Companion of Youth?
and the Life of Dominic Savio are doing. . . . Do not ask me about
Buenos Aires because I do not know what it looks like. I have
become a total hermit, going out very hurriedly only on sick calls.”
On May 18 he wrote to Father Barberis: “I find it pretty hard to
make time to eat. I do not know where my time flies. All I know is
that I get up early and go to bed very late. Some days I do not even
have the time to stop to see if it is morning, afternoon or evening.
Still, I feel that I am made of steel.”

We shall close with a few lines from his last letter to Don Bosco,
dated April 20, 1877: “We could say that all the Italians—even
those living on the farms one or two hundred miles from here—
come streaming to us like rivers into the sea. God gives us many
reasons to rejoice. When we arrived, we told the people that we had
come to work on their behalf and to do them good. They took it
literally and keep us busy. Thank God for this. [ am very glad I
came here. I am at peace, doing all I can, though I am not up to the
need. We must have more experienced men here than I. My only
wish before leaving this earth is to see my beloved father Don
Bosco once again. Dare I hope as much? Pray that I may at least be
with you for all eternity, when we shall be reunited after death.”

The testimony of others fully corroborates what he confided in
filial trust to his spiritual father. One such testimonial came from
Consul Gazzolo, an eyewitness who later told the superiors in
Turin how the zealous priest had spent the second Sunday of
February 1877, the hottest month and the longest day of the
year down there. An hour before sunrise, Father Baccino was
already in the confessional, ministering to a host of Italians and
Argentinians. He left the confessional to say Mass, after which he
returned and stayed on till noon, after the last person left. In those
days the Salesians had no kitchen in the house, and their meals
were brought in from a nearby inn. Father Baccino had barely
started to eat when he was told that a family had just arrived from a
distance for confession and Communion. No sooner did he hear
that they had been traveling six hours on horseback and four more
by train, and that they were in a hurry to catch a return train, than

7A boys’ prayerbook compiled by Don Bosco and first published in 1847 under the title
of Il Giovane Provveduto. See Vol. III, pp. 6-18. [Editor]
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he immediately got up from his meal to care for them. When he
finally was free to finish his cold meal, it was time for vespers,
followed by an hour-long sermon and Benediction of the Blessed
Sacrament to a very large congregation. After that, an endless line
of people waited to speak to him, seek his blessing and his priestly
ministry, or ask for advice. Being then informed that he was needed
by two persons who were seriously ill, he rushed to them. It was
finally ten that night when he was able to eat some supper and go to
bed. However, that evening’s sermon had borne fruit: at four the
next morning, a throng of parishioners was already lined up outside
his confessional. According to Consul Gazzolo, that was more or
less Father Baccino’s usual Sunday schedule. Nor was his weekday
schedule any lighter. He was the priest whom the sick mostly called
for. When walking along, swarms of children would crowd about
him in the playground and streets. He would stop to talk to them,
catechize them, bless them, and invite them to the festive oratory.
“How good are these priests!” people exclaimed. “God keep them
with us!” Father Joseph Vespignani,’® who followed him just
months after his death, was deeply moved by the love the children
still bore for Father Baccino.

In their letters to Don Bosco church authorities extolled his zeal,
but the best assessment of his work came from his superior, Father
Cagliero. Following are excerpts from his letters to Don Bosco:
“Father Baccino is doing magnificently well. ... He takes excellent
care of the parish. ... For the Italians in Buenos Aires he is in
every respect a ‘good shepherd.’ . .. People are very pleased with
Father Baccino’s sermons because of their simplicity, even though
he may sometimes thunder at them. . . . Father Baccino never says,
‘Enough! . .. On August 19, 1876, I found him feeling well, but
exhausted. . . . It’s hard to see how he can do so much. . . . It would
take four men to do all he does, and everything he puts his hand to
turns out well.”

Where did Don Bosco find such a good and faithful servant of the

18Father Joseph Vespignani (1854-1932) came to the Oratory in 1876, three months after
his priestly ordination, in order to make Don Bosco’s acquaintance. He remained there a
year, became a Salesian, and in 1877 was sent by Don Bosco to Argentina as a novice
master. In 1894 he was appointed director and later provincial. Elected to the Superior
Chapter (now named Superior Council) in 1922, he remained in office unti! his saintly death
on January 15, 1932, In 1948 his remains were brought to Buenos Aires and entombed in
San Carlos Church. As novice master, confessor, writer and founder of nineteen Salesian
houses, he earned the admiration of all. [Editor]
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Divine Master? At twenty-three Baccino had felt a vague drawing
toward a holier life. Then one day he heard that Don Bosco’s
Oratory in Turin took in young men who wanted to study for the
priesthood. An inner voice told him that this was the place for him,
but he feared that having no money might keep him out. It was not
so. He left his farm in his native village of Giusvalla and entered the
Oratory. The problems he faced on resuming his studies after a long
interruption brought him some anxiety, but in that environment in
which Don Bosco molded men to self-betterment, his determination
so strengthened him that within two years he was able to begin his
philosophy courses. Later, during his first three years of theology,
he taught upper elementary classes at Lanzo, distinguishing himself
for clearness of thought and a knack of transmitting knowledge
effectively. At his death, many young Salesians blessed him for
having set them on their way to the priesthood. When about ready
for holy orders, he was transferred to Varazze, where the bishop
was more kindly disposed toward the Salesians. The first talk he
heard about South America kindled his enthusiasm, and he very
excitedly volunteered for the missions. Don Bosco, who knew his
mettle, satisfied this desire of his as soon as he was ordained a
priest. Father Baccino was one of the ten missionaries in the first
expedition. In a group photo he stands between Don Bosco and the
Italian consul Gazzolo. His face bears a forceful yet kind
expression, characteristic of this humble farmhand who became a
most worthy minister of the Gospel.

Regretfuily, his ministry was short, but the memory and example
of his priestly virtues will never die. On Sunday, June 10, 1877, he
directed an impressive Corpus Christi procession which extremely
fatigued him. The following Wednesday, June 13, he came home
around noon from a sick call and felt that he just had to lie down for
a rest. His bedroom was a simple cubicle beneath the church belfry
with little air and light. There he was seized by an attack of colic so
violent that medical assistance could barely soothe his pain and
enable him to receive the Last Sacraments. He expired almost
immediately afterward. Informing Don Bosco of this sorrowful
news, Father Cagliero wrote the best possible epitaph for the
deceased: “He was good-hearted and humble, two traits which
endeared him to all.”

Soon after Father Baccino’s death, Father Cagliero, the soul of
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the mission, was scheduled to leave for Turin. On March 31 Don
Bosco had written to him: “Can you possibly take part in the
general chapter scheduled for the beginning of September? We
have very important matters to discuss and decide upon. Let me
know if you can possibly make it.”” The boundless trust and good
will which Father Cagliero had been able to kindle in less than two
years within his brother Salesians and among people of every
condition was incredible. When Don Bosco had just hinted in a
letter that he might recall Father Cagliero, good Father Baccino
had replied, ““You call us sons and still treat us so unsparingly? If
we were mature missionaries I would have no complaint, but we are
mere children. The Lord sends trials to grownups so that they can
acquire merits, but He feeds His children on milk and candy. Don’t
you know that we are still children and that I am the youngest? If
you take away our leader, what shall we do? ‘Yet, not my will, but
yours be done.” ”

Many letters in our archives tell of the general grief felt by his
friends and acquaintances when the moment of separation came.
The overall sentiment is best expressed by these ringing words of
Bishop Hyacinth Vera [vicar apostolic in Montevideo]: ‘“‘Father
Cagliero has been able to win the hearts of the Americans.” In their
letters to Don Bosco everyone prayed heartily for his safe and
speedy return,'®

Father Cagliero’s return to the Oratory was preceded by the visit
of the very zealous Archbishop Peter Lacerda of Rio de Janeiro,
whom we have already twice mentioned in the previous volume.2°
“It is hard to think of any other prelate who understood Don Bosco
so intimately or who had higher esteem or fonder affection for
him,” wrote Father Albera.2' Father Barberis went to the station to
meet and welcome the archbishop in Don Bosco’s name. At the
Oratory’s main entrance where Don Bosco awaited him, he was
greeted by the brass band. Three wonderful memories remained
after his departure. The first was his seeking advice of several boys,
as described in the preceding volume.22 The second was a poem

9Letter to Don Bosco, Montevideo, August 5, 1877. [Author]

208ee Vol. XII, pp. 243, 392f. [Editor]

21Rev. P. Albera, Monsignor Luigi Lasagna, p. 162, San Benigno Canavese, 1900.
[Author] .

22]pid., p. 243. [Editor}]
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written by Father Lemoyne in his honor. The archbishop wanted
Salesians in his diocese at all costs. Using the prelate’s and Don
Bosco’s first name, Father Lemoyne wove a theme about the
Gospel narration of the miraculous catch of fish, describing how
Peter, unable to haul the net in, signaled to John and his mates in
the other boat to help lest the fish be lost; so was Archbishop Peter
Lacerda seeking help from Father John Bosco’s sons, lest he lose
the overflowing harvest of his apostolic labors. Everything
concurred to keep his hopes up that he would soon have a Salesian
school for poor boys in the Brazilian capital or its environs, a hope
eventually fulfilled in 1882 through Father Lasagna.

The third event was of quite a different nature: a reprimand given
to Father Rua by the Turin chancery immediately after the
archbishop’s departure. It was the firm belief at the Oratory that,
after receiving an oral request, Archbishop Gastaldi had given
Archbishop Lacerda full permission to celebrate pontifically in the
Church of Mary, Help of Christians, all the more so since he had
graciously invited the archbishop to the seminary summer villa,
called the “Eremo” or Hermitage,2® where the seminarians had
held an assembly in his honor. No sooner had the guest departed
than Archbishop Gastaldi had a letter sent to Father Rua voicing
“serious complaints about the fact that Archbishop Lacerda had
been induced to pontificate in the Church of Mary, Help of
Christians by the assurance that permission had been granted.” It
was true “that Archbishop Gastaldi had allowed both that prelate
and the archbishop of Buenos Aires to pontificate on the feast day
of St. Aloysius during their short visits to Turin in late June or early
July, but he had not given any permission for other occasions.”
Archbishop Gastaldi therefore recommended that the “greatest
exactness and adherence to regulations be given in such grave and
delicate matters.”

Archbishop Lacerda treasured in his heart a prediction given to
him by Don Bosco. He had already sustained countless trials and
tribulations in the exercise of his episcopal ministry, and, knowing

23This was the ancient Camaldolite hermitage in the Turin hills. The ancient monastery
had been to a large extent built by its founder, the venerable Father Alexander Ceva. When
religious orders were suppressed in Piedmont, the monastery was confiscated. Eventually
Archbishop Gastaldi bought it back to provide restful surroundings for the seminarians
during their summer vacation. The summer home was inaugurated in 1877. [Author]
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that further crosses lay ahead, had confided all his anxieties to Don
Bosco, who had assured him that glory would not be his during his
lifetime in this world but only after his death. And so it was. All the
state authorities, including the republic’s president who sent a
personal representative, attended his most imposing funeral, while
countless thousands of his pictures were distributed and news-
papers of every political hue sang his praises. Bishop Silva of Goas,
who visited the Oratory in March 1891, gave witness to Don
Bosco’s prediction, which the deceased prelate had confided to
him, and to the posthumous triumph which he himself had seen but
a few months before.

At the beginning of September, Father Cagliero was again
reunited with Don Bosco. Enthusiastically welcomed at his arrival
at the Oratory and everywhere, he gave his good father joy by his
report of the great things his sons were accomplishing in South
America, as well as of the still greater things that their friends there
expected of them. Thrilled by such news, Don Bosco wrote several
letters which shed abundant light on his tireless apostolic activity.
The first six letters, sent to South America in September and
October, were addressed to benefactors and to the vicar apostolic
in Montevideo.?4 In another letter, dated September 30, 1877, Don
Bosco sent a second appeal to the president of the Society for the
Propagation of the Faith for a subsidy to be given to his missions in
South America.2® With this letter, Don Bosco enclosed a detailed
report for the society’s council. The reply was prompt and most
courteous, but negative, the common excuse being that the Salesian
missions of South America had not been canonically established by
the Holy See.

24This sentence is a condensation. |Editor]
25We are omitting this letter which repeats what has already been said in previous pages
about the success and growth of the Salesian work. [Editor]



CHAPTER 7

The New Motherhouse of the
Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians

HEN Don Bosco first turned his attention to the site
where he would later relocate the motherhouse of the Daughters
of Mary, Help of Christians, it was not to house the sisters there.
However let us look at some background history first.

Not far from the residential area of Nizza Monferrato, at the very
edge of its farmlands, stood a church and a monastery dating back
several centuries. Through the years, the church, older than the
monastery and dedicated to Our Lady of Grace, became a highly
revered shrine. As for the monastery, we only know that it first
belonged to the Friars Minor of the Regular Observance, then to
the Reformed Friars Minor and finally in 1817 to the Capuchins.
When religious orders were suppressed in Piedmont in 1855, the
government evicted the friars and confiscated both church and
monastery, selling them to the municipality of Nizza Monferrato
for 24,000 lire—a mere pittance which turned out to be a total loss
because the hoped-for advantages did not materialize. In 1869 the
municipality decided to get rid of them and offered them for sale to
a teachers’ association if it would agree to turn them into a private
secondary school for resident and day students. Negotiations were
concluded favorably but fell through because of bureaucratic
delays.

On March 3, 1870, Mayor Philip Fabiani, meeting with Don
Bosco by chance on a train, suggested that he purchase the
monastery and church for use as a Salesian school. Don Bosco may
have given him some hope, because on April 29 the mayor wrote to
remind him of their conversation, informing him too that, since the
municipality could not finance alterations, the premises would be

137
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sold at a reduced price. He only had to agree that he would open a
secondary resident and day school. We do not know Don Bosco’s
answer, but we are sure that at the time he could not have taken on
this obligation on such short notice. In 1870 he had only twenty-
seven perpetually professed Salesians, counting priests, clerics and
coadjutor brothers, and thirty-three with temporary vows. All were
needed to staff the Oratory and the other two schools at Mirabello
and Cherasco. In October of that same year, besides, he had to
supply personnel for Alassio’s large boarding school.

Anyway, we reasonably feel that it was providential that his
attention was called to the profane use to which both the shrine and
the monastery had been subjected. Worse was yet to come. A wine
concern bought them and converted the shrine to a rambling wine
cellar, replacing the side altars with barrels labeled with monastic
titles. The profanation did not pay off, the company going bankrupt
and putting all its assets on the auction block, including its
vineyards, by the end of 1876.1

Most of the townspeople, devout pilgrims like their ancestors to
Our Lady’s shrine, were concerned about what would happen next.
No buyers showed up. The anticlericalism of the day made it folly
even to hope that those ancient buildings would ever be restored to
their original purpose. However, the general hope was that they
might at least be turned into beneficial use for the people of the
town or into a charitable institution. Then came that fine spring day
of 1877 when Don Bosco unexpectedly arrived from Turin to
inspect those venerable walls. The Count Balbo family, who owned
fields and a summer home in the area, along with other prominent
families, had prevailed upon him to visit the place and see what
could be done to end this gross profanation. For quite some time
Don Bosco, in turn, had been searching for a new home for the
Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians, and had also considered
the historic, abandoned Capuchin monastery. He found a sturdily
constructed building—the only good thing about it. Work and
money, he felt, could fashion it into a school. Its scenic location,
wholesome climate, and easy access to other towns fully met the
needs of a large and varied religious community. But when he stood
at the church’s entrance, he recoiled in disgust, exclaiming,

1This paragraph and the preceding one are condensations. [Editor]
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“Merciful God!” The church had become a squalid den, with
broken-down altars, ripped up floors, grimy walls and musty
ceilings—testimony of the abomination of desolation that had
defiled that sacred edifice. One thing alone of the once hallowed
place had withstood the ravage—the massive walls. Yes, this house
of God and monastery had to be restored immediately. For Don
Bosco decision meant action, and from then on he made it his chief
concern to hasten the completion of his undertaking.

Two most important things had to be done first: making a
contract with the wine concern, and obtaining Rome’s authoriza-
tion. The first was urgent, the second was a formality. The
agreement of intent of sale and purchase was signed April 30
[1877] for the sum of thirty thousand lire; other details were
completed within the next few days.?

How decisively Don Bosco moved in business transactions of
this kind is shown in three letters he wrote to Canon Edward
Martini of Alassio. This priest had gone to South America shortly
after ordination and had been pastor at Azul, near Buenos Aires,
for fifteen years. He returned to Italy with a fair fortune and was
able to provide himself with such comforts as are usually sought by
those serenely approaching old age. At his first meeting, Don
Bosco asked him how he kept himself busy. “I am resting,” he
replied. “Resting?”” Don Bosco echoed. “Priests rest in heaven.”
Such plain words went straight to his heart, so that his love for Don
Bosco grew more and more, while Don Bosco in turn solicitously
prepared him for a saintly end of his life.

The freedom with which Don Bosco sought his help to buy the
ancient church and monastery shows that Father Martini did not
delay to the last hour doing meritorious deeds for heaven. In early
May Don Bosco wrote to him, “We have purchased a building for
our sisters in the lovely town of Nizza for thirty thousand lire. We
have three months to sign the contract. Now it is your turn to rise to
the occasion. . ..”3

[Shortly afterward] Father Martini handed over to Father

2We are omitting a letter of Don Bosco to a Salesian cooperator, Mrs. Frances Pastore,
telling her about this transaction. [Editor]

3This paragraph is a condensation. [Editor]
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Cerruti* twenty-five thousand lire in bonds, which the latter
hastened to deliver to Don Bosco. The canon’s generosity was also
prompted by his learning that the Daughters of Mary, Help of
Christians were active in the South American missions. Wishing
that a religious congregation with missionaries in the land where he
had honestly made a solid fortune would benefit by his wealth, he
appointed Don Bosco as his sole heir at his death in 1884.

Meanwhile, the usual steps were being taken to obtain needed
permissions from the Sacred Congregation of Bishops and
Regulars. On September 14, 1877, after a favorable report from the
bishop of Acqui, with the consent of the Capuchin superiors, the
Congregation issued a rescript instructing the bishop to give Don
Bosco the required permission, provided that he would offer a
written assurance that both monastery and church would be
returned to the Capuchins should their legal rights ever be restored.
In that case Don Bosco was to be indemnified for incurred
expenses. This document was to be kept in the chancery archives at
Acqui. Don Bosco of course had no objections.

In this, too, he gave proof of delicate sensibility. Although he had
firm reason to believe that the Holy See would not hesitate to give
him the required permission, he resisted pressure from interested
parties and firmly stated that he would sign no contract until he had
received the Holy See’s permission.> He made this very clear in a
letter dated August 25, 1877 to the agent of the wine company.

The contract was signed on October 12, 1877 at Savigliano in
the office of notary Saverio Negro. Don Bosco was legally
represented by Father Rua, who made a down payment of fifteen
thousand lire, the balance to be paid during April 1879 at an annual
interest of six percent.

4Francis Cerruti (1844-1917) entered the Oratory in November 1856. After completing
the five-year secondary school course in only three years, he was chosen by Don Bosco for
teacher certification studies. He was also among the first seventeen young men who joined
Don Bosco and his fledgling Salesian Congregation in 1859. (See Vol. VI, pp. 181f) In 1866
he was ordained a priest and received his Ph.D. in literature. At Don Bosco’s request, he
compiled an Italian dictionary and deepened his knowledge of education. He filled
administrative posts as director, provincial and, finally, prefect general of studies. Through
his efforts several Salesian schools received accreditation. He died at the Oratory at the age
of 73. |Editor]

5This sentence is a condensation. We are also omitting a letter of Don Bosco to Countess
Corsi informing her of the course of the negotiations and recommending to her care a
Salesian priest in need of some rest. [Editor]

®Omitted in this edition. [Editor]
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Don Bosco’s disbursement made him the owner of little more
than the bare walls of an ancient church and monastery; vast
outlays had still to be spent to restore the church into a worthy
house of God and to turn the monastery into a school building for
girls and a sisters’ novitiate. Therefore, in March 1878, once the
weather allowed full resumption of work, Don Bosco sent out a
circular far and wide begging for money, construction material and
equipment. Work progressed quickly and steadily, but time was
needed to make necessary alterations, so that by the end of August
much remained to be done in spite of Don Bosco’s efforts to
expedite matters.”

If Don Bosco was so anxious to hasten and prepare and outfit a
new motherhouse for the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians, it
must have been because there was an urgent need to move them out
from Mornese. Indeed, that was the case. At one of the annual
conferences of St. Francis de Sales, the location of Mornese had
been discussed as being too far from the train station and having no
coach service. Furthermore, the winter roads were impassable and
travelers were exposed to serious privations and hardships.
Rosignano’s parish priest had invited Don Bosco to settle the nuns
there, but that village too was off the beaten path, and the site which
was offered required excessive outlays. The problem was still under
discussion in the conference when Don Bosco announced that
Countess Corsi was engaged in buying a house at Nizza
Monferrato for this purpose. He worded his statement thus because
he felt that it was not the time to disclose that he was negotiating
with the wine company through the countess. He quietly continued
to work toward that goal.

Two additional reasons favored relocating the sisters. Their
health was suffering perhaps because the air of Mornese was too
thin for the sisters who worked so hard without sufficient
nourishment. Secondly, the expansion of the boarding school with
an increase of postulants made for tight and uncomfortable
quarters. That the townsfolk would be very sorry to see the sisters
leave was not likely, since the old harsh feelings against Don Bosco
for having opened a school for girls rather than for boys® was just

7This paragraph is a condensation. We are omitting a letter of Don Bosco trying to assuage
the holy impatience of Countess Corsi. [Editor]
8See Vol. X, pp. 260, 264f. [Editor|
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dormant, not really extinct, suddenly flaring up now and then, as
during the carnival of 1877, for instance, when the poor sisters
were tormented the whole night long by coarse remarks being
yelled at them under their windows.

Not an inkling of Don Bosco’s plans got out to anyone in
Mornese for a full year. Only at the beginning of February 1878 did
Don Bosco invite Mother Mazzarello and another sister to check
out their new headquarters at Nizza Monferrato and make
suggestions to Father Sala® and Father Bonetti'® who were to meet
them there. To accompany her, Mother Mazzarello chose Sister
Henrietta Sorbone, who was in charge of the students. It seemed
that she could already foresee the eminent role in the new
motherhouse which Divine Providence was reserving for this young
Daughter of Mary, Help of Christians. Indeed, [in 1881] Don
Bosco assigned her to be Mother Mazzarello’s vicar. She held that
post for more than fifty years until, a living witness to the
Congregation’s traditions, she transferred with the Superior
Chapter from Nizza to Turin.

The account of Mother Henrietta’s vocation is not a negligible
episode in Don Bosco’s biography. Having lost her mother when
quite young, she became a mother to her brothers and sisters, all
younger than herself. Then, one day in May 1873, her fellow
villager Marcellus Rossi,'' the revered Salesian doorkeeper,
chanced to come to the village and told her wonders about Don
Bosco and his saintliness. The devout spinster listened with

8Anthony Sala (1836-1895) entered the Oratory in 1863 at the age of twenty-seven after
giving up the management of his family silk mill. He took his vows as a Salesian on
December 29, 1865 and was ordained a priest in 1869. In 1875 he was appointed councilor
to the Superior Chapter, and in 1880 he became economer general of the Salesian Society, a
post to which he was re-clected in 1886 and 1892. He died in Turin on May 21, 1895.
[Editor]

19John Bonetti (1838-1891) entered the Oratory as a student in 1855. In 1859, along with
other young men, he banded with Don Bosco to form the Salesian Society. At their first
meeting he was elected to its Superior Chapter. (See Vol. VI, pp. 181f) In 1864 he was
ordained a priest. A prolific writer, he authored numerous hagiographical, ascetical,
apologetic and Salesian publications, chief among them The History of the First Twenty-
Five Years of the Oratory—one of the sources of these Biographical Memoirs. In 1866 he
was elected spiritual director of the whole Salesian Congregation. He died in that post at the
age of fifty-three, fulfilling Don Bosco’s prophecy that Father Bonetti would be the first
member of the Superior Chapter to follow him to eternity. [Editor]

1"Marcellus Rossi (1847-1923) entered the Oratory in 1869 at the age of twenty-two. He
was first assigned to the bookstore and, after one year’s probation, was admitted to triennial
vows in January 1871. At the beginning of 1873 he fell critically ill and obtained permission
to make his perpetual profession. To the amazement of all—including his doctor—he felt
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growing admiration and with envy of his good luck, as she said to
herself: How wonderful it must be to meet a saint! Rossi ended by
telling her, “Don Bosco will soon be going to Borgo San Martino.
Come along, and I'll point him out to you.” The invitation
sharpened her desire to see for herself what a saint looked like.

Wresting permission from her father and joining two of Rossi’s
sisters, she set out, fully convinced that she would soon see a saint.
The three girls briskly walked four miles to Borgo San Martino,
reaching the town at about seven in the morning and finding their
way to the parish church where they received Holy Communion.
They then set out for the girls’ school, meeting Rossi, who took
them there. Ushered into the linen room, they waited some time
with a few women who were mending clothes, until band music and
the villagers’ cheers announced Don Bosco’s arrival. The three
girls were taken to a corridor through which Don Bosco had to
pass. From there they could see a nearly delirious crowd swarm
into the courtyard. At long last they saw him enter the building and
slowly make his way toward them, trailed by a throng of friends and
boys. Henrietta kept staring at him from head to toe. Whatever it
was she had imagined in her dreams, here was a priest no different
from any other. As the bystanders greeted him by kissing his right
hand, her feeling of enchantment kept ebbing fast. Then Don Bocso
abruptly stopped in front of her and, pointing a finger, said: “Go to
Mornese.”

“Mornese? What’s Mornese?”’

“It’s a pretty village. You will see. ... Now it’s time for lunch.
We shall talk about it later.”

Henrietta stood there, puzzled. After lunch, Don Bosco sent for
her. “Good girl!"” he exclaimed as soon as she entered the room.
“What’s your name?”

“Henrietta Sorbone. I come from Rosignano Monferrato.”

“How is your health?”

“Good.”

“How old are you?”’

perfectly well the following morning. In urgent need of a conscientious doorkeeper, Don
Bosco entrusted him with that office on a temporary basis since he was uncertain whether
Rossi’s health would hold. As things turned out, Rossi remained on the job forty-eight years
admired and respected by all for his courtesy, amiability and edifying demeanor. He died at
the Oratory on March 27, 1923. [Editor]
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“Eighteen.”

“Do you like to study?”’

“Very much so. My mother wanted me to become a teacher, but
she is dead now and I have to look after my little sisters.”

“How many are there?”

“Four, and I also have two brothers.”

““Have you ever thought of becoming a nun?”

“I couldn’t really say, but I believe that my mother would have
been happy to have all her daughters consecrated to God.”

“Good, good! We shall see.”

“My parish priest told me that if I am good and look after my
little sisters properly, he will provide for me, so I would not like to
make other commitments now.”

“Don’t worry. I will talk to your parish priest.”

“What about my sisters and my father?”

“Divine Providence will provide for them too. At Mornese we
have the convent of the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians.
You could study there.”

“Who are the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians? Are they
nuns?”’

“Yes, they are nuns.”

“But I like the kind of nuns who dress like those we see in holy
pictures.”” She said this because she thought that the women she
had seen in the linen room were nuns.

“Don’t worry,” Don Bosco assured her. “The sisters at Mornese
are dressed as you said. You can study there, become a sister and
do a lot of good.”” He told her other things too which she could not
then grasp but which came true later. Then, taking a blue slip of
paper from his pocket, he jotted something on it and handed it to
her with the words, “Here! For the time being, go back to
Rosignano and give this to your parish priest. But go to Mornese
soon, and as you are about to set foot into that holy house, leave
your own will outside the door.” Tucking the note away, Henrietta
slowly and thoughtfully walked to the door and, on reaching it,
turned around to bid Don Bosco goodbye. He looked at her in a
fatherly way and said with feeling, “Let us leave this treacherous
world!” Uttered in such a vibrant tone, these parting words deeply
impressed her. It seemed that Don Bosco had almost seen a wild
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beast about to tear her asunder. The world must be a despicable
Place, the girl kept thinking as she returned home.

It was no easy task to convince both her parish priest and her
father, but their opposition soon yielded. On June 6, 1873, the first
Friday of the month, Henrietta Sorbone entered the convent at
Mornese. She studied, became a sister, just as Don Bosco had told
her, obtained teaching credentials and became the Mother
General’s vicar. She had just celebrated her fiftieth year in that
office when she gave us this account, adding many other details,
one of which we will not omit. Her father’s unbelievable sacrifice
and Christian spirit in favoring her vocation were most generously
rewarded by God. Both he and his children were provided for
beyond all expectations. We can see how God inspired Don Bosco
and blessed those who cooperated with him in accomplishing His
holy designs.

The Mother General had to visit not only the house which was
about to be opened, but all the houses of the Congregation, even
though she really felt that this was unnecessary, particularly if
those houses had a Salesian director. However, Don Bosco thought
otherwise, and he gave her to understand that it would be much
better if she visited and stayed a few days in the latter houses as
well. She would gradually realize, he added, that religious
communities run well when they are often visited by their superior.
As such, it was only fitting that she see for herself the needs,
satisfaction, zeal in work, fidelity to practices of piety and
timetable, matters of health of the community, and so on. She could
also help directors work out their problems, offer them advice and
express her wishes. Mutual understanding is always a great help,
both physical and spiritual. Hence, the good superior was to make
her tour of visits and extend to all Don Bosco’s heartfelt greetings
and blessings. Mother Mazzarello faithfully followed his instruc-
tions. Then, at the second retreat in Turin, in the summer, she
spoke with him about the more salient observations she had made
at her visits.

Her unwavering docility and deep veneration for Don Bosco
were shown on countless important occasions. For instance, when
even level-headed people remarked that the sisters’ black habit
gave them the look of perpetual mourning and that a little white
could correct that image, the sisters discussed the matter and
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designed a new habit. Mother Mazzarello, however, wanted Don
Bosco’s opinion and, at her instructions, Sister Catherine
Daghero'2 volunteered to act as model and presented herself to
Don Bosco in her new habit. “It’s pretty nice,” Don Bosco
remarked with a smile. “Give it a try. After all, you sisters have to
wear it.”

It was a memorable day at Mornese when word began to spread
of sending the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians to France
and to South America. Prudence, however, counseled a period of
waiting, since the good sisters lacked knowledge and experience,
but Mother Mazzarello exclaimed, “If Don Bosco speaks this way,
it is Our Lady who has told him, and She knows what Daughters to
choose for Her Son’s work.” On another occasion, some sisters
who had taken their teacher certification tests at Cuneo, on their
return to Turin, had high praise for the Dominican nuns who had
shared their warm hospitality with them. “We must learn to do
likewise,” Mother Mazzarello remarked, ‘““but we are not to forget
that they treated us so kindly because we are Don Bosco’s sisters.”

Once, in a report to Don Bosco concerning the house in Biella,
she voiced doubts about its future because the sisters who lived
there were not very happy. “No one stays in Don Bosco’s house by
force,” replied Don Bosco. “If the sisters do not like it there, they
may be sent elsewhere, but we shall not close that house.” Mother
Mazzarello ventured no further comment.

In 1878, on her visit to the house at Alassio, she found the
sisters’ schedule much too burdensome, obliging them to rise very
early and retire very late. Humbly and respectfully she asked the
director, “Does Don Bosco know about this schedule? If he does,
very well. If not, please see that it is modified.”

Such profound reverence for Don Bosco naturally overflowed on
to his sons. When she saw that the recently born Salesian
Bulletin [September 1878] carried the prospectus of the two
girls’ schools which the sisters were opening at Nizza and Chieri,
she exclaimed: “Don Bosco and the Salesians really consider us
part of their family. None of our works would last and succeed,
were it not for Don Bosco and his sons. Heaven help us if we
should be blinded by pride and think we can do without them! We

12She was Mother General from 1881 to 1924. [Editor]
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would become a shoot cut off from the vine, nothing more!” She
voiced the same feeling to Sister Elisa Roncallo, who, in a burst of
joy, was telling her of her festive oratory in Valdocco. “Yes, yes,”
Mother Mazzarello remarked, “this is most wonderful, but let us
bear in mind that, after God, we owe all to Don Bosco and his
wonderful saintly sons whom he has given to us as guides and
guardians. Let us never stop thanking Our Lady for calling us to
become Her daughters and entrusting us to a saint—Don Bosco!”

One day, the sister superior in Turin told her of a conversation
she had had with Father Rua, her community’s director.

“May we continue to eat fruit for breakfast, Father?’ she had
asked. “People give us plenty.”

“What does the rule say?” he replied.

“That we may have coffee and milk or fruit.”

“It says ‘or,” not ‘and.” Right?”

“If we don’t eat the fruit, it goes to waste.”

“Better that than breaking the rules! However, why don’t you
give that surplus to the needy or to the girls as an enticement to be
good?”’

On hearing this, Mother Mazzarello concluded, “Do you see
what saints are like? Heaven help you in Turin if you do not take
advantage of living with saints for our sakes, too, because we are
not blessed to live at Valdocco.”

Mother Mazzarello’s repeated show of such sentiments likewise
animated her daughters, to whose loving devotion for Don Bosco
we owe their anxiety to record all he said on his rare, brief visits to
them. One such visit he paid to the sisters at Valdocco in 1878 on
his return from Rome and France. Since he had never been away so
long and they hoped to see him soon, they tried to show their
happiness as best they could by decorating their little reception
room. Hearing of this, Don Bosco sent them word, “‘I won’t go to a
home decked out with curtains, drapes and sofas!” The sisters
quickly put things back as before. When Don Bosco did call on
them, he made no reference to this, but immediately inquired about
the number of pupils. Being told they were a goodly number, he
remarked, “Wonderful! This is truly our great mission. But
remember that to do good to these girls, you must always be
cheerful; you must love and respect them all, even those who may
not deserve it. And do they keep coming regularly every day after
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lunch and every evening after getting out of work?”” Receiving an
affirmative answer, he told them that this lessened the possibility of
sin and safeguarded the girls from any evil they might learn in the
streets. Furthermore, their minds were filled with wholesome
thoughts for the night and the following day, benefiting not only
them but their own families as well, since young people like to tell
of the day’s happenings at school. On being asked for suggestions
on how to spread knowledge and love of Mary, Help of Christians,
he replied, “Speak about Her at the right time to pupils and
outsiders whom you meet. Mention Her when you write to parents,
relatives and acquaintances. Tell persons who need special graces
about favors obtained through Her intercession and give them
medals and holy pictures. Seek Her help often through the
invocation ‘Mary, Help of Christians, pray for us,” and invite
others to do likewise; sing hymns in Her honor in the playground
and in church, especially during Mary’s month. Suggest that baby
girls be named after Her in baptism. Likewise, strive to keep Her
feasts in the best way possible, not only in church services but also
with group gatherings and processions. Finally donate pictures of
Mary, Help of Christians to families and parishes and dedicate new
convents to Her under that title.”

Through Don Bosco’s prayers the Valdocco sisters had received
a signal favor from Mary, Help of Christians during the
Immaculate Conception novena, and this had both intensified their
love for their heavenly Mother and increased their veneration for
their spiritual father. A novice—Josephine Quarello—was not
residing at Mornese but staying in Valdocco to help Sister
Catherine Daghero with her teaching duties. On returning to
Mornese for a few days’ rest she fell critically ill, so much so that
Dr. Albertotti declared her beyond all help. The good novice
resigned herself to God’s will but asked to be taken to Don Bosco
for his blessing in preparation for a holy death. Regardless of
obstacles, she had her wish. On painfully reaching Don Bosco’s
antechamber, she had no time to voice her wish, but Don Bosco
told her, “So you want to go to heaven! So do I, through God’s
mercy. However, you still have lots of work to do.” As he slowly
stressed these final words, he raised his hand over her in blessing.
This time he is mistaken, the girl said to herself, believing that he
had not been fully informed of her critical condition. However, she
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was mistaken, for immediately she began to feel better. Within
those very nine days she quietly returned to her school work as if
nothing had happened.

We are reminded also of another visit made by Don Bosco that
same year (1878) to the sisters at Lanzo. He went through the
entire house, having a gracious word for everyone he met. He
commended the sister in charge of the dining room. “Good!” he
said. “Strive to give good example to all the sisters about you.” To
the cooks he said: “Martha and Mary! You are like so many Marys.
Do you know how to change earthly dishes into heavenly ones? It’s
quite easy! Just offer your work to God by keeping united with Him
and with the Blessed Virgin, and by striving to do your very best.”
To the superior who felt ill at ease when dealing with lay people
who periodically, especially on feast days, would visit the kitchen,
workroom or the students’ linen room, he made her understand that
she had nothing to worry about and that the occasion gave her a
chance to do them some spiritual good, at least through her edifying
demeanor.

In a previous chapter we referred to two other visits of Don
Bosco to the sisters. When, after similar incidents, Mother
Mazzarello heard her Daughters speak of them, she would very
fittingly conclude, “Our good father always does good no matter
where he goes.”

If the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians took so much to
heart Don Bosco’s casual remarks, we can easily imagine how
much they treasured the little talks which he gave them at different
moments of their spiritual retreats. Two occasions came in 1878—
the first at Mornese in August. Perhaps the general excitement of
moving soon to Nizza prompted him to go, and he notified Father
Lemoyne,'® their director, who had succeeded Father Costa-

13Father John Baptist Lemoyne (1839-1916) was renowed as the first chronicler of St.
John Bosco and of the first decades of the Salesian Congregation.

From their first providential meeting in 1864, Father Lemoyne esteemed Don Bosco as a
man of outstanding character and holiness. He not only strove to understand and acquire his
spirit, but also took upon himself the task of committing to writing anything of significance
that Don Bosco did or said. Information concerning earlier events he painstakingly gathered
from eyewitnesses and other sources.

In 1883 he came to the Oratory as editor of the Salesian Bulletin and secretary of the
Superior Chapter. The five ensuing years he spent in cordial intimacy with Don Bosco and
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magna'4 when the latter left for South America.

Turin, August 6, 1878
Ever dear Father Lemoyne:

I really do want to come to see you. God willing, I shall be at Mornese
on August 16 and remain a week. We shall have time to talk to our heart’s
content and count all the money which you, the sisters and anyone else
can put together.

Cordial regards to Campi, Musso and all our spiritual relatives. May
the grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ be with you always. Amen.

Yours affectionately,
Fr. John Bosco

At the close of the spiritual retreat, he received the vows of
several sisters and in the usual “souvenirs homily” extolled the
virtue of obedience. A simile he used is memorable. “When you rip
the seams of a sack,” he told them, “its contents will spill out. The
same happens to a religious who lacks obedience; all her virtues
will be lost and she will cease to be a religious.” Afterward, when
Mother Mazzarello approached him, he told her, “I would like to
see two posters in this portico—the first one reading: ‘Mortification
Is the ABC of Perfection,” and the second: ‘Every Moment Is a
Treasure.” ” Before he left Mornese the two posters were up.

He also gave retreat souvenirs to the sisters attending the second
spiritual retreat in Turin. Once more he stressed religious
obedience, using a handkerchief as an illustration. ‘“Obedience,” he
said, “should make us willing to be treated like a handkerchief,
which can be washed, wrung and pressed, without offering

heard from Don Bosco himself the story of the arduous road he had had to climb in his youth
to get to the priesthood, and of the wonderful manner in which Divine Providence guided the
Salesian work.

After Don Bosco’s death in 1888, he was formally charged with compiling available
materials for his biography. Forty-five large volumes of galley proofs bear witness to his
dedicated research and provide the material for the nineteen volumes of The Biographical
Memoirs of St. John Bosco, the first nine of which he authored. Noteworthy among his other
works are the Life of Dor Bosco in two volumes and the Life of Mamma Margaret, Don
Bosco’s mother. He died in Turin on September 14, 1916 at the age of 77. [Editor]

14James Costamagna entered the Oratory in 1858 at the age of twelve. He became a
Salesian in 1867 and was ordained in 1868. He led the third expedition of Salesian
missionaries to Argentina in 1877, opened the first Salesian house in Talca, Chile, in 1887,
and was consecrated bishop and appointed first vicar apostolic of Mendez and Gualaguiza,
Ecuador, in 1895. He died at Bernal (Argentina) on September 9, 1921. [Editor]
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objections. Do we want to be a cheerful person? Let us be obedient.
Do we want to assure our perseverance in our vocation? Let us
always be obedient. Do we want to make great strides toward
holiness and eternal happiness? Let us readily obey even in little
things.”

That same year, 1878, Don Bosco gave the sisters a handsome
present on the feast of the Immaculate Conception—a printed copy
of their rule which had been approved by the bishop of Acqui two
years before. A poster with Father Costamagna’s words, ‘“Every
Sister Should Be a Living Copy of the Holy Rule,” was already
hanging in the porticoes when the other two, just mentioned, were
put up. Now, the printed copy of the rule was to help them achieve
that goal. Don Bosco wrote a Foreword containing some fatherly
admonitions as follows:

Turin, Feast of the Immaculate Conception, 1878
To the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians

Thanks to Our Heavenly Father’s goodness, the Institute of the
Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians, to which you have the good
fortune to belong, has of late experienced substantial growth. In the space
of a few years we have been able to found a considerable number of houses
not only in Piedmont and Liguria, but also in France and even in the most
remote regions of South America.

When the whole Congregation could fit in the motherhouse at Mornese,
a few handwritten copies of the rule were enough for all. But now that is
not so, for, thanks to Divine Providence, houses and sisters have
multiplied.

Hence I felt that it would redound to God’s greater glory and to your
spiritual well-being to have them printed. I give them to you with the
formal approval of several bishops who have found them most suited to
help you grow in God’s grace and belong totally to Jesus as you dedicate
your whole life to the Christian education of poor girls. The institute you
belong to has also received the praise and approval of the bishop of Acqui
in whose diocese it was born in 1872, and where it still thrives.

Hold dear these rules. Read them, meditate on them and, most of all,
practice them. Simply memorizing them would be utterly useless. Each of
you is to do her very utmost to keep them most diligently. This must be the
goal of your superior’s vigilant zeal and the steadfast concern of all of you.
It is thus that you will enjoy peace of mind, stay on the path leading to
heaven, and become saints.
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I gladly take this timely occasion to urge you always to pray for the soul
of Father Dominic Pestarino. He was your first director and God’s
instrument in laying your institute’s foundation. His zeal and charity
certainly deserve our gratitude.

Pray too for one another that the Lord may help you persevere in your
vocation and make you worthy of great deeds for His greater glory. Pray
especially for your sisters who have already gone to distant lands of the
world and for those who are about to go, so that they may make Our Lord
known and loved. Pray, above all, for the Catholic Church, for the Pope,
bishops and priests. Pray for the Salesian Society, to which you are
affiliated. And do not forget me as I wish you every blessing.

May the Blessed Virgin protect and defend us in life and death, and may
Her powerful intercession obtain for us from Her Divine Son the
inestimable grace of being united again one day beneath Her mantle in
Heaven.

Fr. John Bosco

Divided into sixteen chapters, these rules basically matched the
rules of the Salesian Society whose Rector Major had jurisdiction
over the Institute of the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians. To
grasp the spirit of the rule we present the salient features which are
not contained in the Salesian constitutions.

Several important virtues are proposed in Chapter 9 for the
novices to study and the sisters to practice.

1. Patient and zealous charity not only toward little children, but also
with young women.

2. Simplicity and modesty, interior and exterior spirit of mortification,
strict observance of poverty.

3. Subjection of mind and will; a willing, unquestioning acceptance of
advice, corrections, and duties.

4. Spirit of prayer in the prompt carrying out of practices of piety and in
keeping united with God, with complete trust in His providence.

Noteworthy is the second rule of Chapter 11 concerning the
sacraments:

[The sisters] shall go to confession every week. In telling their failings,
they should try to omit needless details and briefly, with candor and
humility, state their faults as though they were admitting them to Jesus
Christ. They should have that deep respect and trust for their confessor
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which befits one appointed by God to be their father, master and spiritual
guide. They are not to discuss matters proper to confession, still less their
confessor.

The Foreword to Chapter 11 on the vow of chastity has these
beautiful words:

The virtue of chastity must be most outstanding among the Daughters of
Mary, Help of Christians. First, their mission to instruct and guide souls
on the road to salvation is similar to that of the guardian angel and so calls
for a pure, angelic life. For this reason, virgins are called angels on earth.
Second, total loyalty to one’s vocation demands complete internal and
external detachment from anything which does not lead to God.

The last chapter contains thirty general rules. Some are clearly
distinctive of the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians.

9. Each sister should regard herself as the least of all, trying never to
avoid or decline to do the lowliest house chores which the superior may
assign to her in keeping with her physical strength and as she shall
prudently judge wise in the Lord.

10. The Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians shall always maintain a
cheerful attitude toward their sisters, laughing and joking, but always as
angels would do. In the presence of men, they shall always observe a
serious and dignified manner. When in town, they shall walk with edifying
composure and modesty, refraining from staring, acknowledging greetings
with a nod, and bowing to priests and religious.

11. Both in and out the community they will try to speak humbly,
without being opinionated, especially avoiding harsh, cutting, judgmental
or conceited speech concerning themselves or the good which God has
achieved through them, doing their individual and community tasks solely
for God’s love. They shall not speak of their birth, age or wealth, should
they have been fortunate in that way before joining our Congregation.
They shall not raise their voice in conversation even during recreation
periods. When in the presence of men, they will be serious and grave in
speech. If the person’s social standing should be above their own—such as
clergymen, for example—respect for their position demands such
seriousness and gravity; if they are ordinary layfolk, seemly conduct and
good example require it.

12. Their entire dedication should shine through their way of dealing
with people by control of their eyes and of their whole person, as befits
those who are imitators of Christ crucified and servants of the poor. In
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church they shall show the greatest composure, kneeling upright and
genuflecting fully when passing before the Blessed Sacrament.

21. Every sister must be careful of her own health. When one does not
feel well, she shall herself inform her superior, without concealing or
exaggerating her ailment, so that she may receive the help she needs. In
time of illness she is to be docile to the infirmarian and the doctor so that
they may care for her as they believe best in the Lord. She shall endeavor
to be patient, resigned to God’s will, enduring privations inseparable from
poverty, and always maintaining an unshaken spirit in the hands of that
God who is a loving Father both when He guards our health and when He
afflicts us with illness and pain. To strengthen them spiritually, Holy
Communion will be given to the sisters who are bedridden at least once a
week, according to the circumstances of their illness.

22. The sisters shall always endeavor to keep closely united in the
pleasant bond of charity. It would be a shame if women who choose to
imitate Jesus Christ were to neglect that commandment which He so
insisted upon, even calling it His own precept. Over and above the
practice of mutual forbearance and impartial love, it is a rule that, should a
sister fail in charity to any sister, she shall apologize as soon as she has
regained her calm and realized her fault, certainly before retiring for the
night.

23. For a higher perfection of charity, every sister shall willingly
consider her sisters’ well-being before her own; all shall at all times help
and support each other by showing their love and holy friendship. They
shall never give way to any feelings of jealousy of one another.

24. Let the sisters desire and effectively strive to do all the good they
can to others, seeking to help and serve the Lord Jesus Christ in the person
of His poor, especially by assisting, serving and comforting their sisters
who are ailing or are sorely tired, and by promoting the spiritual good of
the girls where they live.

27. Let them be most fervent in their practices of piety, which will help
them acquire that order of spirit which gently leads us to the full imitation
of Jesus Christ, our divine example, the Bridegroom of the faithful soul.

Mornese will forever shine in the annals of the Congregation
because the first Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians who
crossed into France, and those who voyaged to South America
blazing the path for their sisters to follow, all started there. In
September 1877 they went to Nice, and in October 1878 to Saint-
Cyr. As for South America, Don Bosco wrote to inform the Mother
General that any sister desiring to give herself to the foreign
missions to work with the Salesians and in their spirit for the
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salvation of souls, especially those of girls, should ask in writing
and he would review their applications and make a selection. Many
applied. Six were chosen'® and went to Rome with the third
Salesian missionary expedition [1877] to receive the Pope’s
blessing. They then took the same ship with them and sailed to
Villa Colon to open a house there. A second group of ten sisters,
led by Sister Magdalene Martini, the first sister to be called
“Mother Provincial,” sailed from Genoa on December 30, 1878.
Two of this second group stopped at Villa Colon, while the others
went on to Buenos Aires and opened a house at Almagro.

In September 1878, before the motherhouse was relocated to
Nizza Monferrato, other sisters left Mornese, assigned to the new
house at Chieri. The large building they were going to use had
belonged to the Bertinetti family, who had willed it to Don Bosco.
As a boy he had often gone there and had also taken his
examination. there for permission to don the clerical habit. In that
city the Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians opened a girls’
festive oratory, and this fulfilled a prediction of St. Joseph
Cottolengo, namely, that one day that house would be turned into a

convent.'®
When the time came to leave Mornese, there was no general

exodus. The first group of five arrived at Nizza on September 16,
1878, and were joyously welcomed by the local clergy and by Don
Bosco’s benefactors. While setting up the residence for their sisters,
the Daughters also got busy attracting girls to catechism classes
and games.

After a thorough cleanup, the church was blessed on October 27
[1878]. The ceremony took place without any pomp, for reasons
which Don Bosco gave in a letter to Countess Mary Balbo,
daughter of Countess Corsi, on October 22: “This Sunday,” he
wrote, ‘‘either personally or through Father Cagliero, Father
Lazzero and others, I’ll explain why we do not dare make a fuss
about the celebration. Chiefly, the reason is that we have no
suitable place to receive distinguished guests or ecclesiastics. Then,
too, our funds are low and we cannot afford further expenses. I

15As a tribute to them, we list the names of these pioneer sisters: Sister Angela Vallese of
Lu, Superior, Sister Joan Borgna of Buenos Aires, Sister Angela Cassulo of Castelletto
d’Orba, Sister Angela De Negri of Mornese, Sister Theresa Gedda of Pecco (Turin), and
Sister Tessie Mazzarello Baroni of Mornese. [Author]

16This paragraph is a condensation. [Editor]
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know that our good Mamma has helped us and will continue to do
so, but her loving sons must not abuse her goodness.”?

Four days after the church’s blessing, a group of girls arrived
from Mornese; some were paying resident students at the sisters’
school, others were pupils who needed to attend school on a regular
basis. The rest of the girls remained at Mornese where they were
called “The Little Daughters.” Later, both Daughters of Mary,
Help of Christians and postulants moved to Nizza in small groups.
When only a few were finally left at Mornese, Don Bosco asked
Mother General to leave also and formally establish the
motherhouse at Nizza. “By relocating their motherhouse in
Nizza,” Father Cerruti stated in a speech, “the Daughters of Mary,
Help of Christians grafted fresh branches onto a glorious ancient
institution and restored, on a broader scale and in more timely
form, the traditions of a splendid past which has been temporarily
suspended.”’ 18

17This paragraph is a condensation. [Editor]
8Ricordo delle feste giubilari, Nizza Monferrato, Tipografia Croce, 1904, p. 14.
|Author]



CHAPTER 8

Count Charles Cays

E shall continue to call the subject of this chapter
Count Cays, for so was he always known to Don Bosco and his
contemporaries, as well as to the older Salesians. Adjusting
perfectly to the utterly youthful family environment of the Oratory,
this elderly nobleman became the walking praise of Don Bosco and
of his works.

Charles Cays, count of Giletta and Caselette, was born [in Turin
on November 24, 1813] of a very ancient noble family of Nice. A
graduate of the prestigious Jesuit Carmine Lyceum, he obtained his
law degree at the University of Turin. He married in 1837 and had
a son, but his wife passed away in 1845; from then on he made
himself a father to the poor, taking special delight in teaching
catechism to homeless youngsters at the festive oratories of St.
Francis de Sales, St. Aloysius Gonzaga and the Guardian Angel.
He was one of several city noblemen who were won over to Don
Bosco’s cause and worked under his direction in the physical and
spiritual care of the children of the working class. Like his parents
and grandparents, he enjoyed the favor of the royal family who
spent three months during the cholera epidemic of 1854 in his
castle at Caselette, a noted health spot at the foot of the Alps. From
1857 to 1860 he also served in the sixth legislative session of the
sub-Alpine parliament and there eloquently championed sound
principles and Church rights. As politics became increasingly anti-
Catholic, he retired to private life and devoted his time solely to
charitable and religious works. He visited the sick at home and in
hospitals, assisted derelicts, taught youngsters catechism, es-
tablished and directed chapters of the St. Vincent de Paul Society
in Turin and its suburbs, promoted good publications and was

157
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always foremost when good could be done or evil prevented. All
this he did as a widower within his own family. Not that it spared
him police harassment, for in 1862, like Don Bosco'! and other
prominent citizens, he was subjected to an embarrassing house
search which only proved how dedicated this saintly man was to
works of charity. Still, he felt it his duty to defend family honor by
writing and publishing an account of this indignity. It is a document
that brings to light his noble, sterling character.?

About 1877, a deep-seated desire for religious life asserted itself
anew. We believe that Don Bosco was referring to Count Cays
when he wrote in a memo of April 4, 1877: “I have prayed much
for the gentleman of our acquaintance, and the thought which
persists in my mind is that he would do a lot of good as a priest. You
know him better than I. What do you think?”” The count’s vague
aspirations finally focused on the Salesian Congregation, and so the
following month he opened his heart to Don Bosco, in whom he had
always placed unlimited trust. Their conversation was published in
Count Cays’ obituary® and must be held as substantially authentic,
for there is no doubt that it was known and edited by Don Bosco,
who never sent his Salesians annual biographical material on their
deceased confreres without first reading and when necessary
correcting it. [Substantially, the conversation went along these
lines:]

“This is all very well, Count, but are you aware of what it means to
become a religious? One has to give up wealth, titles, conveniences and all
worldly matters.”

“I have thought about it and its demands for a long time,” the count
answered. ““Besides, I have experienced that riches, honors and worldly
delights cannot satisfy my heart’s yearnings nor will they at the hour of
death.”

“But you are accustomed to many comforts at home, and you won’t
have them in a religious house. You will not want for essential things, but I
must tell you very frankly that you will miss very many things which you
now enjoy in the way of food, clothing, rest, and so on.”

1See Vol. VI, pp. 316-329, 331f. [Editor]

2Una perquisizione, ossia le Franchigie costituzionali sotto il Ministero Ricasoli [A
House Search, or Constitutional Rights under the Ricasoli Ministry of the Interior] by Count
Charles Cays of Giletta and Caselette. Torino, Speirani, 1862. [Author]

3Biografie dei Salesiani defunti nel 1882 [Biographies of Deceased Salesians in 1882],
pp. 11-12, Tipografia Salesiana, Sampierdarena. [Author]
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“True, but I also know that a lot of people have done without so many
creature comforts and pleasures, and still do. With God’s help, I hope to
do the same.”

“But you are master of your own home, while in a religious community
you will have to obey like a simple servant. Have you thought of that?”

“Yes, and I am convinced that when my life’s course is over I shall find
more comfort in having obeyed than in having given orders.”

“Excuse me if I raise another objection, Count. You are no longer a
young man, and I wonder if you could physically hold up under our rules.”

“True,” the count replied with some emotion after a moment’s
reflection. “I am not young. I am deeply grieved to offer God only the
leftovers of my life. Still I am cheered by the realization that I am not yet
decrepit or senile. I am sixty-four but am in excellent health, and so I can
reasonably believe that I shall be able to adapt to community life. At least
I don’t think it unwise to make a try.”

Seeing the count’s firm determination and knowing his virtue,
Don Bosco might have summarily seconded his holy intentions and
promised to accept him as a Salesian, but he did not want to give
even the semblance of rushing matters. Therefore, as the novena to
Mary, Help of Christians was about to start, he suggested that
Count Cays make the novena and spend a few days in reflection
and prayer for God’s enightenment.

Don Bosco was not in principle opposed to admitting adults or
noblemen into the Congregation, but in those early years he was
very much concerned that its membership be homogeneous, and the
thought that eventually they might be admitted made him rather
uneasy. Apropos of this, Father Barberis’ chronicle, under the
dateline of May 17, 1876, has recorded a very important
conversation he had with Don Bosco.

All other congregations—Don Bosco remarked—were bolstered at their
start by highly educated and talented individuals who joined and assisted
their founder, thus becoming co-founders. Not so with us. Qur first
Salesians were all pupils of mine. This has put a weighty, relentless burden
on me for some thirty years, but it is a blessing because, all being formed
by me, they were imbued with my principles and methods. In other
congregations, the founder’s assistants eventually and unavoidably
brought in some differences which ultimately proved fatal to their
congregation. Being adults and set in their ways, they could not normally
be expected to shed the old Adam completely. Thus far no aristocrats or
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men of vast wealth or scholars have entered our Congregation, so that
everything we have learned and accomplished has been of our own doing.
One who has not given serious thought to the nature of a congregation or
religious order cannot appreciate the importance of this viewpoint, but let
one investigate the causes of the growth and decline of religious orders or
the source of the splits which plagued so many of them, and he will find
that it happened because there was no homogeneity from the very start.

It would seem that Divine Providence had prepared an
extraordinary happening as a revelation of God’s will for the very
moment Count Cays was to make a decision. His spiritual retreat
was over, and the novena to honor Mary, Help of Christians was
nearing its end. As agreed, he was to open his heart to Don Bosco
on the eve of the feast. Some doubts still lingered in his mind. That
morning Don Bosco’s waiting room was crowded. Count Cays sat,
waiting his turn, when a woman who lived in the city walked in, half
dragging and half carrying her eleven-year-old daughter, Josephine
Longhi. The child had been terribly frightened by threats made to
her, and she had gone into convulsions, losing her speech and the
use of her right hand which had become paralyzed. Neither
treatment nor prayer had brought about any improvement. The girl
had not uttered a single word for a whole month and was now
beginning to show signs of mental derangement. Hearing of the
wonders wrought by Mary, Help of Christians through Don Bosco,
Josephine’s mother brought her to receive his blessing. After
waiting for nearly an hour, the poor woman wiped the perspiration
from her daughter’s face and, taking her arm, made ready to leave.
Father Berto, Don Bosco’s secretary, asked her what was wrong.
She answered that it was getting late, and considering the line of
people ahead of her, it was too hard for her daughter to wait much
longer. Some people stood up to see the girl and, realizing her
pitiful condition, unanimously agreed to let her go in ahead of them.
The one most anxious to obtain this agreement was Count Cays,
who followed her with his eyes as she entered Don Bosco’s room,
saying to himself, If that girl comes out cured, it will be a proof
that Our Lady wants me to become a Salesian, and I shall put
aside all doubts and fears.

While he was mulling over this decision, the girl’s mother sat her
child down on a sofa in Don Bosco’s office and explained her pitiful
case, concluding that her only hope now rested on God’s mercy and
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the intercession of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Would Don Bosco
give the girl his blessing? He urged the woman to put her trust in the
Madonna. Bidding the young invalid to kneel, he blessed her and
told her to make the Sign of the Cross. She started to do so with her
left hand, but he stopped her.

“Use your right hand!”” he said.

“She cannot,” her mother objected.

“Let her try. Come now, use your right hand!”” The girl quickly
obeyed.

“Good,” Don Bosco said. “You did that well, but you did not
say the words. Do it over and repeat with me: ‘In the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.””

Her tongue was loosened. She who had been speechless for a
month could now talk. Ecstatic with joy, she exclaimed, “Oh,
Mamma, the Madonna has cured me.” With a shriek the mother
burst into tears.

But would the girl now be able to stand and walk too? Pacing up
and down the room with confidence, she dispelled all doubts and,
unable to contain her joy, opened the door. With eloquence beyond
her years, she told the bystanders all that had happened. All were
deeply moved. Mother and daughter then went to the church to
thank Mary, Help of Christians.

Count Cays had no further doubts about his vocation. When his
turn came to see Don Bosco, he told him of the proof he had asked
of God and its fulfillment. “If you will take me, I want to be a
Salesian.”

“You are welcome,” Don Bosco replied.

“When can I come?”

“Whenever you wish.”

“I’d like to come tomorrow, the feast of Mary, Help of Christians
and my fortieth wedding anniversary, but since I must still conclude
some business, I will come on the 26th, if it’s all right with you.”

“I have no objection. The 26th is the feast of St. Philip Neri. [
hope that he who was so devoted to the Madonna will obtain for
you the grace of perseverance.”

Count Cays kept his word. In the interests of truth, we must
admit that he fought a formidable battle during the first twenty-four
hours, particularly through the night. The change in lifestyle
seemed so impossible that he feared he could not long endure it.
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Would he not be wise to pull back with dignity then and there,
rather than be forced to leave later on to the shock of many who
knew him and to the hurt of the Salesian Congregation?
Fortunately he kept no secrets from Don Bosco and the next day
opened his heart to him. Aware of the count’s bitter trial, Don
Bosco, who had previously restrained him, now urged him to stand
firm in his decision. Buoyed up by Don Bosco’s words about initial
difficulties and the valid signs of his vocation, the count replied,
“You are right. I did not see it that way. I let myself be upset
without reason.”

“Let us do this,” Don Bosco advised. ‘“Be more concerned about
God’s unfailing help than your difficulties. Try our life for a couple
of weeks. In the meantime, we will pray. If the Lord does not wish
you to continue in this life, I hope that He will let you know in one
way or another.”

His misgivings allayed, the count was assailed by a doubt: Was
the girl’s cure permanent or momentary? One morning, while
passing through the sacristy into the Church, he saw her. She had
come with her parents to make an offering. She was walking with
full confidence, her cheeks aglow. She was in perfect health. Such
an encounter was surely the deed of Providence.

From then on Count Cay’s determination was never again to be
shaken. His innate dignity, his integrated, strong and well-tested
character, and his enlightened faith, practiced for so many years in
such manly fashion, made him a Salesian of unbreakable mettle.
Without ado he quickly gave up his custom of sleeping late and
followed the community timetable. His bedroom was a plain,
homey attic apartment, with a dormer providing the sunlight and
ventilation, the kind of room which Turin called the shelter of the
poor. Today [1932] these attic rooms are occupied by the Oratory
domestics. Since it had no heating in winter, Count Cays would
wrap himself in a green woolen army blanket taken from his bed to
keep warm through the day. He ate the food served to the
community, forgetting his former home comforts, and was satisfied
with the humble fare so simply prepared. At times his efforts to
swallow the meal being served were noticed by his superiors, and
they sought to have something better prepared for him, but he
rejected all special treatment. In addition, since the novices had a
separate dining room, he left Don Bosco’s company, dear as it was
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to him, after a day or so to join his fellow novices. Friends who
knew of his poor health could not understand his endurance. Baron
Charles Bianco of Barbania used to say that he thought it a miracle.
“His whole life,” Father Vespignani wrote,* “was spent in study,
prayer, and friendly talk with his confreres, with no mention ever of
his noble lineage or worldly wealth.”

He was vested with the clerical garb by Don Bosco at Lanzo on
September 18, 1877, but he had already begun his theology studies
three months before® under Father Vespignani, who, in spite of his
having but recently become a Salesian, was assigned that task by
Father Rua in appreciation of his well-rounded knowledge of
theology. Count Cays himself, of course, was already well read in
religious topics, since he had strongly concentrated on apologetics
so as to discharge with honor his duties as a Catholic
representative in the anticlerical sub-Alpine parliament. He wrote
fluent Latin prose. That same year, in fact, on Don Bosco’s name
day he had presented him with a precious crucifix, an heirloom of
Blessed Cafasso,® and had accompanied the gift with an original
epigram in Latin couplets. So earnestly did he apply himself to the
study of theology that without any hesitation he would recite his
lessons in Latin. His preciseness for explanations kept his teacher
constantly alert and convinced him of his pupil’s vast reading in
Holy Scripture. It was no surprise that Father Rua, after careful
scrutiny, presented him to Don Bosco for holy orders soon after his
perpetual profession and even before the end of 1877.

Don Bosco had decided to let him take his vows on the feast of
the Immaculate Conception by shortening his novitiate to the bare
minimum; this would enable him to receive tonsure and minor
orders by Christmas. Pius IX, aware of Don Bosco’s great
prudence, had generously given him free rein in the interior
governance of the Congregation—a permission which he quietly
availed himself of but never appealed to in self-defense when
controversies occasionally arose. His council members, of course,

4Ibid., p. 87. [Author]

50n September 9 [1877} Don Bosco wrote to Father Margotti [editor and publisher of
Unita Cattolica]: “Yesterday Count Cays donned the clerical habit here inn Lanzo. I hope to
make a model Salesian of him. Every week he studies a new theological treatise in its
entirety.” [ Author)

6Now St. Joseph Cafasso. He was canonized by Pope Pius XII in 1947. For further
information see the Indexes of preceding volumes. [Editor]
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knew of it, and naturally such authorization would end with Pius
IX’s death.

On November 14, forty days in advance, as Archbishop
Gastaldi had ruled, Father Rua wrote to the archbishop and
requested that he graciously ordain Count Cays and two other
candidates on Ember Saturday, December 22, adding the
information that the count would pronounce his vows on December
8. Ignoring Father Rua, the archbishop replied? directly to the
count as follows:

I shall admit you to tonsure and minor orders on the given date,
provided that you deposit the required ecclesiastical patrimony with this
chancery. I cannot consider your vows valid if made before the period
prescribed by the Salesian constitutions expires, unless you have been
granted permission by a papal rescript or at least a letter from the Sacred
Congregation of Bishops and Regulars. This letter must be submitted for
my inspection. Having known you and your qualifications since 1829, I
am not requesting the testimonial letters prescribed by the papal decree of
January 25, 1848. I consider this requirement fulfilled. In all conscience,
however, I cannot act otherwise in respect to holy orders than in the way
stated above.

Once this obstacle had been removed as requested, the
archbishop informed Count Cays on November 23 that he would
ordain him and the other two Salesians. Then, in an abrupt about-
face, he wrote again on the following day to state that he would not
ordain the two clerics. Regardless, both clerics reported at the
chancery on December 6 to inquire if they would be allowed to take
the required examination. The archbishop, who then was convinced
that Don Bosco was behind a certain anonymous letter which we
shall mention later, gave them a negative reply through a chancery
official. When Count Cays reported to the chancery that same day,
he was told that he would be admitted alone. In chagrin and
surprise the count repeatedly declared that he was a Salesian like
the other two and intended to remain so to his death. Feeling that
this was not enough, he took the matter up with Don Bosco and
then wrote the following letter:

7Letter of November 14, 1877. [Author]
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December 7, 1877
Your Excellency:

Three Salesians petitioned Your Excellency for admission to orders:
two for the sub-diaconate, and I for minor orders. However, only I
received a favorable reply. I am most grateful to Your Excellency, but I
also feel that I must fulfill another duty, painful as it is. Certainly it is not
my concern to inquire into your reasons for such contrasting treatment,
but I cannot help thinking of the very striking difference that exists
between me and the other two ordinands. The latter are perpetually
professed members of the Salesian Congregation whereas I am not. If this
was the determining factor in your decision, I feel that I must
conscientiously inform Your Excellency that tomorrow, the feast of the
Immaculate Conception, I too shall be privileged to take my vows as a
Salesian. Consequently, on the day of my ordination [December 22] I
shall not only be a Salesian in heart and soul, but also in fact. Since this
puts me on the same level as the other two ordinands, how can I alone
present myself for ordination if you have cause not to ordain the other two
Salesians at this time?

Although it is my most earnest desire not to delay achieving one of my
most cherished yearnings, I cannot overlook the fact that this yearning was
never distinct from my desire to become a member of the Salesian
Congregation, to which I have consecrated myself,

If even a shadow of doubt exists that this desire of mine will always be
my deepest aspiration in the time to come, I must, despite myself, forego
the honor of presenting myself for the forthcoming ordinations and leave
the fulfillment of this desire of mine in the hands of Our Lord and the Most
Blessed Virgin, Help of Christians.

As a member of this religious Congregation, I can do no less than share
my confreres’ lot, and though this step pains me greatly, I still prefer it to
one which might make me seem ungrateful toward this loving Mother and
disdainful of my confreres.

I trust that Your Excellency will not fault this letter, for it is dictated by
my desire to open my heart completely to you as my ecclesiastical
superior, for whom I have always had and always shall have sincerest,
loving respect and deepest veneration.

Reverently kissing your ring, I am honored to remain,

Yours devotedly,
Charles Cays

Since this incident had aroused much talk in Turin, and since the
count’s carefully-worded letter and high position merited con-
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sideration, Archbishop Gastaldi, lest his decision stir up accusations
of favoritism, immediately sent word that all three candidates
would be admitted to examinations. They did very well, and all
three were ordained by the archbishop.

At six in the evening of the feast of the Immaculate Conception,
Salesians, novices, students and artisans who wished to join the
Salesian Congregation gathered in the Church of St. Francis de
Sales for the triennial profession of three young clerics—Galavotti,
Bielli and Caligaris—and of the coadjutor brother Lisa; especially
they came for the perpetual profession of Count Cays, who had
financially helped Don Bosco to build that church in 1852 and had
been “prior’’® of the feast of St. Aloysius. This occasion offered
Don Bosco the opportunity of speaking on the wondrous ways of
Divine Providence.

I am delighted to be with you and to have the chance of speaking to you
on this feast of Mary Immaculate. We have just witnessed, among other
things done in Her honor, several religious professions, the most pleasing
gifts one can offer to God and His Most Holy Mother. This too fills me
with joy. The renunciation of your wills and your comforts, which a few of
you have made for love of Mary and Her Divine Son, has greatly enriched
this festal celebration. On my own part, even humanly speaking, I can do
no less than congratulate those who have just taken their vows.

One among them, by whom I have been especially moved, is Count
Cays. While this church was being built, he had already become a brother
to us, taking an interest in our work, helping us in our time of need, and
accepting the chairmanships of our festivities. Who would then have
thought that someday Count Cays would take the vows of poverty,
chastity and obedience in this very church, forsaking wealth and all worldly
comforts in order to embrace an austere life of self-denial and to become a
Salesian? Had anyone suggested this, he would have been thought to be
out of his mind. Neither he nor I could have then dreamed such a thing,
and yet what no one would have imagined did come to pass, thanks to
Divine Providence. In this very church, which he helped build and in which
he had consecrated himself to Our Lord by vow, renouncing all worldly
ambition and comfort, he will lead many youngsters to heaven. Divine
Providence wondrously brought this about, and I was glad to cooperate.

80riginally the “prior” was an officer of the St. Aloysius Sodality. (See Vol. III, p. 459)
Later on, this title was bestowed on any benefactor who agreed to be honorary chariman of a
certain celebration. He usually responded by treating the boys. [Editor]
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We must truly admit that the Lord’s ways are unfathomable until He
chooses to show His will. Fortunate indeed are all—young or old, rich or
poor—who are chosen by God to fulfill His adorable will for His greater
glory and their own spiritual growth, Fortunate are those who, as soon as
they see His will, immediately embrace it and strive to follow it. Their
eternal salvation is assured.

Let me now address myself to all of you, my dear sons. It is the first
time, and it may be the last, during this school year for me to have the
chance to talk to you all together. During the profession service, a thought
came to me. The catechism tells us that God created us to know Him, to
love Him and serve Him in this life, and to be happy with Him forever in
heaven. How many lofty thoughts there are in these few words! How much
food for meditation for both learned and ignorant, rich and poor, fortunate
and unfortunate, indeed for everyone! We are all called upon to know, love
and serve God, but many things keep us from loving and serving Him as
we should: riches, passions, the devil. Really, very few in the world lead a
truly Christian and holy life. Yet, God makes it very clear that He wants
all of us to become saints. “It is God’s will that you grow in holiness,”
writes St. Paul [1 Thess. 4, 3]. God gives us all we need to reach this goal.
It is up to us to cooperate.

Is there one powerful, effective means to eliminate obstacles? Instead of
facing a hundred, can we cut them down to ninety, sixty or even ten? Yes,
if we do what Our Lord suggests: “Go, sell your possessions ... and
follow Me” [Mt. 19, 21]. Become a religious! With a single blow, through
the vows of poverty, chastity and obedience, we can strike down our three
enemies.

How sharp is the contrast between the peace of mind enjoyed by those
who consecrate themselves to God and the inner turmoil tormenting those
who live in the world. The latter experience two thoughts struggling for
prominence in their minds, two loves striving to take over their hearts.
They think that they can be saved while enjoying the puny pleasures of this
world, and yet it is obvious that one can neither serve nor follow two
masters. Loving one inescapably means hating the other; serving one
means rejecting the other. The devil seeks to draw us with every possible
enticement. “Let us enjoy things that are real. . . let us crown ourselves
with roses before they wither,” he tells them [Wis. 2, 6. 8]. Our Lord,
instead says: ‘““You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, and
with all your soul, and with all your strength” [Dt. 6, 5]. He seeks us
totally for Himself. But no one can serve God and at the same time give
himself to this world’s delights, that is, serve the devil. How attached men
are to their wealth! Yet it is written: “You cannot serve God and
mammon” [Mt. 6, 24]. Those who live in the world are caught between
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these two powers. We must serve God, but our corrupt nature inclines us
toward vanity and concupiscence, and these we must utterly reject to
avoid eternal damnation. If we yield to the world and to the devil, our
conscience will torment us and rob us of our peace. We have no
alternative but to fight back undauntedly. This is the war which we must
wage in our lifetime on several fronts, beset as we are on all sides by
burning passion, vanity, pride, jealousy, greed and lure of wealth. These
are the thorns of which Our Divine Master spoke [cf. Mt. 13, 22]. To earn
them and hold on to them one must go through turmoil and anxiety.

Other difficulties are caused by being overly attached to parents,
relatives and friends, to our spiritual detriment because we forget God and
do not give Him first place in our lives. These interior conflicts never
cease, day or night. To help us in these continual bitter struggles and to
guard us from the devil’s tricks and vexations, the Lord offers us a weapon
which will strengthen us and weaken our enemy. If you want to ward off
strife, He tells us, give up worldly comforts, sell what you have, follow
Me, and you will be rewarded a hundredfold in this life and enjoy
everlasting happiness in the next. This is what He told a Jewish young
man who asked Him how he could reach perfection. “If you seek
perfection, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor. You will then
have a treasure in heaven. Afterward come back and follow Me” [Mt.
19, 20-21]. In short, one has to give up whatever leads to conflict, break
off all relations with the enemies of his soul, and side with Our Divine
Savior by becoming a religious—the way of life that will assure us of peace
and security. Jesus Christ also told His apostles that if they wished to
abandon their trade and become fishers of men, they should give up their
possessions and follow Him. They had but little, yet Jesus wanted them to
abandon even that little. Anyone who honestly wants to belong to the Lord
must reject earthly things. That is the golden rule given us by Our Divine
Savior to enable us to attain our salvation.

But cannot one be saved while living in the world? Yes, but I must point
out that he will have to overcome many difficulties which would not exist
were he to leave the world and consecrate himself fully to God.

Some may object that even the world has its saints, genuine Christians
who observe God’s laws as excellently as religious. True, but they still
have to face perils and difficulties in order to do a little good. For instance,
most of them find it quite hard to have time for prayer, whereas in a
religious congregation it is very easy to nourish one’s soul spiritually
because such practices are mandatory and time is set aside for their
observance. How many Christians in the world have time for meditation?
Very few. And who can meditate with greater ease than a religious? In our
Congregation fortunately, we have time for daily mental prayer. If we
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want to meditate in a group, we rise at five in the morning and go to
church. That is all! It is hardly possible in the world. And as for private
meditation, one in the world cannot set a definite time because of visits
and dinner invitations which must be repaid in kind, other social and
financial obligations, household cares, chores and so on. As for early
rising, we know that people of the world get up at seven, eight, or even ten.
Not so long ago I called on a fine gentleman shortly after ten and was told
that he was still in bed. “What?”’ I exclaimed. ‘““He isn’t up yet? He must
have gone to bed very late.”

“Yes, indeed. He usually dines at four, relaxes for a while and then goes
to the theatre or, occasionally, to a dance, and does not return till
midnight.”

I thought to myself: If we led such a life, when would we have time for
meditation? We would have to do without it. If we take a close look at
how worldly people spend their day, we will see that daily they face
greater difficulties in doing good. Sometimes they really do mean to go to
Mass or visit the Blessed Sacrament, but they lack either time or
opportunity. So too with other devotional practices. In short, the world is
not the best place to grow in piety. Rather, it makes for extreme difficulty
in keeping God’s commandments and it is a virtual impossibility to
practice the evangelical counsels. It is already a great achievement if one
can keep oneself in God’s grace and not slip into the snares set by the devil
and the flesh.

Hence, a good Christian who really wants to play it safe has only one
course open to him: to flee these perils and join a religious congregation.
There he will live as in a fortress, fully protected from his enemies. But
God does not grant the singular gift of a religious vocation to everyone.
Fortunate are the chosen ones, as we are! That God has gathered us all
here is a clear sign that He wants us to serve Him. I assure you that you
will disarm your spiritual enemy by persevering in your vocation and
observing the rules. Furthermore, you will surely and safely pursue the
road to heaven, and, after being rewarded a hundredfold in this world, as
Our Savior promised, you will gain life eternal.

If people living in the world knew the peace and joy one enjoys in
religious life, they would all give up their pastimes, pleasures and riches
and scale the walls of religious orders so as to find the happiness sought in
vain elsewhere. We who experience this should make the best of our good
fortune. This is the great gift which God gives us when He calls us to
religious life. A treasure is ours for the taking. I say this to assure you of
your call from God. Rise to the occasion by meeting His expectations and
you will unfailingly experience the bliss of religious life.

You might wonder: Can Don Bosco really assure us that we have been
called to this life? 1 do not want to dwell in detail on the signs of a divine
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call. But I believe that I can answer affirmatively. The very fact that we
are all together here is a sign of God’s will. I repeat: observe the rules and
banish doubt.

But do not fool yourselves into thinking that just because you belong to a
religious congregation you can take your ease and be certain of your
salvation notwithstanding your attachment to earthly things, in your heart
at least. If any of you should seek to serve two masters he had better leave
the Congregation, for he will find no peace here. Whoever would take
religious vows and expect nothing but enjoyment would be a fool. Equally
foolish would be the religious to whom St. Bernard’s words could be
applied: “They are content to be poor provided they want for nothing.”” If
such a one is among us, let him discard such a notion because it is an awful
blunder. The religious life is not a bed of roses! Just the opposite—it is
thorns! But who among us would want a crown of roses while Jesus is
crowned with thorns? Occasionally, humility, obedience, mortification
and work have their thorns, but who does not know that the road to heaven
is narrow and thorny? However, I must add that one is not to think that
religious life is all thorns. At first it’s thorns, but, later, it’s roses. True, it
demands constant work, self-sacrifice and self-denial, but these hardships
bring greater blessings and supreme contentment as we realize that we are
serving so generous and so good a master. True, our reward is in heaven,
as St. Paul says, but even here on earth a sacrifice for God is repaid a
hundredfold. We must offer Him everything we do, even the reward of our
labors. Let it all be for His glory! When we are weary, the Lord will
comfort us in rest, and our confreres will hearten us. When the devil
tempts us, we shall not be carried away by his blandishments, but shall
defend ourselves with powerful weapons which the Lord Himself will
provide to us.

As for the hundredfold reward promised by Our Lord to religious in this
life, we shall find it mostly in the peace, trust and solace in our last
moments. God keeps His word; His promise of eternal life surpasses
everything.

All of us, my Salesians, will reach it if we treasure the gift of our
vocation, observe our rules and always keep ourselves under the
protection of the Blessed Virgin Mary, who is so willing to help us.

The religious profession of Count Cays before the completion of
his novitiate period broke out into a sad squabble the following
year. We will touch only on the highlights. Archbishop Gastaldi
reported to the Holy See that Count Cays had been admitted to
perpetual vows before completing his novitiate. Naturally, the new
prefect of the Sacred Congregation of Bishops and Regulars,
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Cardinal Ferrieri, sought an explanation from Don Bosco. He
replied [on June 18, 1878], citing the canonical reasons which he
thought fully justified his action, sustaining them by the authority of
a noted and eminently respected canonist [Marie-Dominique
Bouix].® Don Bosco closed his letter as follows:

Turin, June 18, 1878
Your Eminence:

... This case is exceptional because it concerns a man highly renowned
for piety, talent and knowledge. His life has been long and active in God’s
service. He holds degrees in both civil and canon law and is well read in
dogmatic and moral theology. As a member of the Sardinian Parliament,
he gave eloquent proof of being a scholar and a courageous Christian with
his friend, Count Solaro della Margherita. He was also president of the
Turin chapter of the St. Vincent de Paul Society. Though noble by birth
and wealthy, at the mature age of sixty-five he renounced life’s comforts
and experienced religious life for several months before starting his
novitiate in preparation for his formal admission in the Salesian
motherhouse.

All these credentials preclude any doubt of his excellent qualifications,
his mature judgment, his firm resolve, and the good he is capable of doing
for our Congregation and for the Church. In fact, the reason for the
aforesaid dispensation was not only to reward a man for such a singular
example of virtue and holy resolve, but also to enable him to meet as soon
as possible the many needs which Divine Providence has called upon our
young Congregation to satisfy. As proof of all this, I cite the authority of
Archbishop Gastaldi of Turin who, in a letter addressed to the novice, saw
fit to give him a sign of his esteem by personally dispensing him from
submitting requisite testimonial letters for licit admission to tonsure and
minor orders.

I fully trust that I have justified my course of action. However, I
dutifully declare that I am always ready to observe any law or
prescriptions which the Sacred Congregation of Bishops and Regulars
may enjoin for my guidance and the proper government of the Salesian
Congregation.

Most gratefully yours,
Fr. John Bosco

®Marie-Dominique Bouix (1808-1870), author of many books on canon law, joined the
Society of Jesus in 1825, but for health reasons had to leave it in 1842 and was incardinated
in the archdiocese of Paris. In 1870 the bishop of Montaubon asked him to serve as his
theologian at the Vatican Ecumenical Council. [Editor]|
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These explanations were not received favorably. The cardinal
replied on June 25, 1878, stating that in matters of vows the
Salesian Constitutions had to be observed. His letter was
forwarded officially to Don Bosco on July 7 by Father Constantine
Leonori, who had now been for some time Don Bosco’s advocate
with the Sacred Roman Congregations.’©

However, Don Bosco’s letter of June 18 had not said everything,.
When objections to the validity of the imminent religious profession
of Count Cays were first raised in Turin in November 1877, Don
Bosco had consulted one of the curia cardinals—most probably
Cardinal Berardi, Don Bosco’s confidential counselor in the most
important matters—and asked him to mention this question to the
Holy Father. The Pope had no objection to what Don Bosco had
seen fit to do, but could do nothing more. On several occasions we
have reminded the reader that Pius IX, greatly trusting Don
Bosco’s prudence, had orally granted to him very ample faculties
for the internal running of the Salesian Congregation. Prudently
indeed did Don Bosco avail himself of this sovereign generosity,
and even more prudently did he speak of it. After very humbly
clarifying his reasons for his action, he requested a validation.

July 17, 1878
Your Eminence:

On the 8th of this month, I received your esteemed letter inviting me to
request the validation of Count Cays’ religious profession which he made
before the end of his novitiate year or, as our constitutions put it, before his
second trial period expired.

Not as a rebuttal, but only as a favor, in homage to the Holy See and for
the good name of the Salesian Congregation of which I am the superior, I
simply ask to be allowed to restate the reasons which prompted me to
allow this exemption, as I explained at greater length in my previous letter.

1. Esteemed canonists, such as Bouix and Ferraris, state that the
Tridentine decree concerning a full year of novitiate applies only to
religious orders which have solemn vows, but not to religious

19We do not know exactly the date and the reasons which prompted Don Bosco to
relinquish the services of Attorney Menghini and turn to Attorney Leonori. Doubtless, some
very delicate motives must have induced him to do so. As we have already seen, Menghini
handled also the legal matters of Archbishop Gastaldi; unavoidably, this could have caused a
conflict of interest to both the lawyer and his two clients. There is no further mention of him
in Don Bosco’s correspondence. [Author]
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congregations with simple vows, whose superiors may therefore for grave
reasons dispense novices from part of that trial period.

2. Despite this, anxious to be sure of my course of action, I asked an
eminent cardinal to mention this matter to the Holy Father. The cardinal’s
reply was that I could quite tranquilly grant the exemption, basing myself
on the competence of those authors and the authoritative word of His
Holiness.

Since this was an isolated case restricted to domestic matters of the
Salesian Congregation, I did not apply for a rescript.

Having explained my reasons for my action, I now humbly beg pardon
for my involuntary error and request the necessary validation.

Let me point out that, Count Cays’ prescribed period of novitiate having
expired some months ago, I will have him repeat the formula of religious
profession and observe any additional formality prescribed by Your
Eminence.

I am deeply honored to remain,

Very humbly yours,
Fr. John Bosco

It would certainly have been wise for Don Bosco to protect
himself with a papal rescript to produce when needed, but he had
not considered it necessary, both because Count Cays had
deposited with the Turin chancery the patrimony needed for holy
orders and was actually receiving them as planned, and also
because he hardly thought that the case would wind up in a tribunal
of the Holy See. Hence Pius IX’s death deprived him of a most
valid defense.

On July 29 [1878], Cardinal Ferrieri replied that he need only
ask that Count Cays’ novitiate and profession be validated and that
the letter send a written statement to declare that he too was
petitioning for it.

To tell Count Cays then and there of this legal hassle would only
have upset him and made him think that his superiors had
misconstrued Church law. This would have wrecked the peace of
mind he needed to prepare for his forthcoming priestly ordination.
We would add that one reason for advancing his religious
profession had been the need to free him from the pain of an inner
turmoil, and this in fact had ceased. Weighing these circumstances,
Don Bosco thought it best to let the matter ride and await a
propitious moment, all the more so because Cardinal Ferrieri had



174 THE BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS OF SAINT JOHN BOSCO

set no date for carrying out his instructions. Then came summer
and with it a slowdown in the activities of the Holy See’s
congregations. Count Cays was thus able to say his first Mass
peacefully and even accompany Father Rua to Paris to handle
some important business for the Salesian Congregation, to be
described later. On his return he was in a proper frame of mind to
receive the unexpected news with calm. When told what he was to
do, fully grasping the nature and meaning of the situation, he
petitioned Pope Leo XIII as follows:

Father Charles Cays, a Salesian in Turin, respectfully informs Your
Holiness that he has been notified of the irregularity of his religious
profession because of non-conformity to the prescriptions of the aforesaid
Salesian Congregation’s constitutions. He therefore humbly implores your
kind validation, declaring his steadfast intention to remain in the Salesian
Congregtion and his readiness to renew his perpetual religious profession.

On December 12, Attorney Leonori sent a rescript!! enjoining
Count Cays to spend a full month in the novitiate in the care of the
novice master, and then to renew his perpetual vows in keeping
with the constitutions. With wondrous simplicity the good religious
once more ate his meals with the novices, sharing their life, and
then privately renewed his perpetual profession to Don Bosco. And
thus the misunderstanding came to an end.

As we said before, none of this kept Count Cays from receiving
the sub-diaconate from Bishop Salvai of Alessandria on April 15,
1878, and the diaconate from Archbishop Gastaldi on June 15.
Finally, on September 20, the archbishop ordained him a priest in
the cathedral, in the presence of the nobility, his relatives, friends
and acquaintances and a huge throng. The newly ordained priest
could have solemnly celebrated his first Mass in Turin, but this
would only have unduly interfered with his piety. Hence, without
fanfare of any kind, he went with his son to Sampierdarena and
there celebrated High Mass in the church of St. Vincent’s Hospice.
Aglow with fervor, he made an unforgettable slip. Instead of

In the letter accompanying the rescript, Attorney Leonori wrote: “I shall call on
Cardinal Oreglia tomorrow and shall tell him everything.” This makes us reasonably assume
that Cardinal Oreglia was of the same opinion as Don Bosco. [Author]
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imparting the final blessing in the usual way, he intoned it in a loud
clear voice as a bishop does.

Don Bosco, who was at Sampierdarena to preside at the annual
spiritual retreat, assisted the new priest at the altar. Afterward,
while the latter was saying his thanksgiving prayers, he wrote to
Attorney [Alphonsus] Fortis in Turin, who was then anxious to
follow Count Cays’ example and become a Salesian. Don Bosco
had known him as a youngster, having been a dear friend of his
father. In his letter he addressed him as professor because he had
asked him to teach philosophy to the Oratory clerics.

Sampierdarena, September 22, 1878
My dear Professor Alphonsus,

Count Cays has just celebrated his first Mass, and I write you a few
lines while he is making his thanksgiving.

The spiritual retreat at Lanzo starts on Wednesday. I shall be waiting
for you, even if I have to come and fetch you myself.

I shall kill two birds with one stone if our dear Richard,'? who not only
wants to become good but also hopes to perform miracles—that’s my wish
too—will come with you.

I hope that Papa is in good health. I hesitate to invite him, but should he
come along to Lanzo, we shall all celebrate and he will be in good hands. I
pray daily that God will grant him a long, happy life.

May God bless us all. Give my regards to Mamma and to Richard and
please pray for me.

Yours affectionately in Jesus Christ,
Fr. John Bosco

P.S. I shall be back in Turin tomorrow.

Having become a priest, Father Cays for the rest of his life daily
prayed for three favors of the Blessed Virgin: that he die with Don
Bosco at his side, that he be able to bless the members of his own
family so that they might persevere in the faith of their fathers, and
that he not have to suffer much in his last hours, for he claimed to
have little patience.

Prayerful, humble, obedient, mortified and most charitable, he
edified his brother Salesians for only five more years. On October 4,

12The younger brother of Alphonsus. [Author]
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1882 the Lord summoned him to Himself. He died at the Oratory,
assisted by Father Rua, to whom Don Bosco entrusted him during
the last two days of his life since he himself was expected to be at
San Benigno to close the spiritual retreat. Father Cays generously
offered this sacrifice to God. Father Rua, beloved by Don Bosco,
worthily represented his spiritual father also in assisting the dying.
In fact, the common belief at the Oratory was that Father Rua had
a special charism for this gentle ministry.

To the very end, Father Cays’ actions and words were a sublime
manifestation of faith, hope and charity and a steadfast demonstra-
tion of his sincere love of religious life. In his many talks with
Father Rua, he often grieved that in his last few months he was
unable to observe all the rules, such as rising on time in the
morning. He thanked God for having mercifully spared him grave
physical pain. The last evening of his life he wholeheartedly blessed
his son and daughter-in-law. He died in the early hours of the day
marking the centenary of St. Francis of Assisi, as he himself had
predicted. Witnessing the peaceful death of Father Cays, Father
Rua commented publicly that the joy one experiences in dying
without fear more than makes up for the sacrifice of living without
worldly pleasures.



CHAPTER 9

The First General Chapter

THE first general chapter of the Salesian Congregation
as prescribed by the Holy See was to be held three years after the
definitive approval of the constitutions, and thence subsequent
chapters were to be convoked every third year. This ruling
remained in effect till 1904.

Don Bosco had given a great deal of thought to this first general
chapter, but spoke of it only on April 21, 1877. “Since this is our
first general chapter,” he said to some superiors, “and we must
send its proceedings to Rome, I want it to be as solemn as possible
It will give our Congregation a new look. . . . It will be a giant step!
How good it makes us feel to see that we are forging ahead year
after year.”

He was then drawing up a thorough array of topics which he felt
had to be studied and voted upon by the assembly. “I want this
chapter to make history in our Congregation,” he stated, “‘so that
by my death all our affairs will have been settled and organized.”
Here the chronicler remarks: “It is amazing how Don Bosco, while
seemingly overlooking a lot of details and talking sparingly,
actually keeps an eye on everything, thinks, and, when the decisive
moment comes, has everything ready.”

His main concern at that time was to pull his Congregation firmly
together and leave no major problems to his successor. Looking
upon this general chapter as his last major undertaking, he
somewhat laid aside all unrelated matters to dedicate himself
wholly to it. “Our main pursuit now,” he declared, “‘must be to live
thoroughly by the rule. Up to now we have been content with
having things run smoothly, but we are still quite far from living
truly by the rule. It is easy to say that we live community life, but

177
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we have a long way to go to achieve it. Our rules are concise and it
would often take a lengthy commentary to show how even one word
is to be translated into action. Had I had the experience I now
possess when I first drafted those rules, I would have made them
even more compact, reducing them to as much as one-fifth of their
present length, because Rome endlessly scrutinizes every written
word before giving an approval; little attention is paid to the rest.
The Holy See is interested in the structure of our Congregation;
living our life is our responsibility. This is what our general chapter
has to concentrate on. Presently, many regulations have still been
unobserved and are even unknown. The chapter will have to
explain them in detail and prescribe how they are to be practiced.”

Upon completing his outline, Don Bosco had a sufficient number
of copies printed, and in July he mailed them to each director to
give every confrere a copy. All were asked to study the various
topics and send in their comments which would then be collected,
classified, and presented to the pertinent committees to be set up by
the general chapter. Don Bosco introduced the topics as follows:

Our constitutions, Chapter 6, Article 3, call for a general chapter to be
held every three years. It has authority to discuss and propose whatever
may benefit the individual confrere and the whole Congregation. Three
years ago our Congregation was definitively approved, and so our first
general chapter is ready to be called. Directors and prefects of all our
houses shall participate unless prevented by distance or some other good
reason. Since this is our first general chapter, all confreres must do their
very utmost to draw the maximum possible good from it for our
community. The chapter will be held at Lanzo before or after the spiritual
retreats. It will bring our constitutions down to actual practice. Therefore,
all directors and prefects, acting with their respective house chapters, must
acquaint themselves with the topics to be discussed in order to contribute
additional proposals and comments. Each director shall make the agenda
known to the members of this house chapter, give them the opportunity to
study it, and urge them to do so.

The prefects were invited as consultors to the chapter so as to
make the assembly as solemn as possible. However, since the
prefects would have to substitute for the directors, who would be
absent from their houses, Don Bosco decided to seek their advice in
matters within their competence when they came together for their
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spiritual retreat. Later in our narration, we shall list the members of
the general chapter.

The chapter’s agenda was accompanied by a set of ground rules
which, approved and slightly amended, later served as a norm for
subsequent general chapters. The outline is very important to us
because it was drawn up by Don Bosco himself after several days’
serious study. Hence it is worthwhile to glean those items which
can help us understand our founder’s views on vital problems of
religious life, all the more so because today copies of that outline
are hard to find. We will give headings and more meaningful
passages of all twenty-one paragraphs of this outline.

1. Community Life. Several questions arise from this basic
principle: “Community life is the bond which strengthens religious
institutes, preserving their fervor and fidelity to the rules. Without
community life things go awry.”

2. Health and Health Care. Here again the source of what is
said is found in general norms and principles, now our sole concern.
“We must carefully guard our health and that of our confreres as a
priceless gift of God enabling us to accomplish much good for
ourselves and others. When candidates are accepted into the
Congregation, care must be taken that they are in good health.
References must be well based, and those who vote on the
candidate must be well informed. As a general rule they should not
vote to admit a candidate who cannot conform to community life
and carry out the work proper to our Society. After one’s definitive
admission, all necessary health care should be given him, such as
sufficient sleep, moderate work and regular meals. No work should
be done after supper, but everyone should retire right after night
prayers.! Diligence in one’s duties and fair distribution of work
according to one’s strength, competence, inclinations and talents
are important aids to good health.”

3. Studies. This topic centered on academic and theological
studies of the clerical students and their preparation in homiletics,
with nothing noteworthy to report.

4. Students’ Curriculum. Some preliminary recommendations:
“Great concern that pupils be never idle, but also never overloaded

1Supper was usually at 8 in the evening and, after a short recess, all gathered for night
prayers at 9:00. [Editor|
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with school work. Teachers should reasonably push mediocre
pupils, who shall be given extra help in their respective classes.”
Four additional suggestions “to be borne in mind” for scholastic
success are: “exact observance of the schedule; good discipline;
reasonably long weekly walks, uninterrupted by stops; few
holidays, seasoned with less strenuous studies.”

5. Textbooks. As a general rule “our textbooks are to be
written or edited by our own confreres or by people known for
upright life and sound doctrine.” He was also concerned that books
meant for prizes be carefully selected. It is preferable,” he wrote,
“to award good books which may be less liked by the receiver, than
those in popular demand which contain harmful principles or
teachings.”

6. Salesians’ Moral Living. The basic principle is: “Morality
is the foundation and safeguard of religious institutes. That one’s
moral life be evident here and now is not enough, for it must have
been there before one enters our Congregation.” Here, then, are
Don Bosco’s criteria for admitting aspirants and novices. “Before
accepting an aspirant, information about his previous moral
conduct must be obtained from reliable sources. We may be lenient
in regard to intellectual attainments and fees, but relentless in the
applicant’s moral qualities. Never, but never, is one to be accepted
if expelled on moral grounds from a boarding school, seminary or
other educational institution. Novices whose moral standing has
been questionable during their year of trial must not be admitted to
religious profession. Preferably, let a novice be dismissed at the
first sign that his morals are not up to standard, as is the custom of
other religious congregations.” As for professed confreres, Don
Bosco again stresses observance of the rules, obedience, practices
of piety and not going out without need.

7. Pupils’ Moral Conduct. Of paramount importance is the
example given by the Salesians: “Pupils’ morality will improve in
proportion to its brilliance in the Salesians. Boys take what they are
given and Salesians can never give to others what they do not
themselves possess. All should ponder these words well, and
directors should center their conferences upon them.” Then
“observance of the timetable and punctuality in one’s duty” will be
like “seeds of good morals” among our pupils. Additional sources
of spiritual graces and blessings are the Altar Boys’ Society,
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sodalities, confession and Communion, triduums, novenas, spiritual
retreats and church services. Lastly ‘“‘games,” preferably those
calling for “physical skill,” are also effective means; on the
contrary, games requiring “physical contact, fondling and kissing”
should be banned.

8. Clothing. No special rules, but Don Bosco’s spirit is clearly
stated thus: “Loving thoughtfulness is needed in carrying out these
directives. Superiors should make sure that all are provided with
suitable clothing and with whatever is needed to keep out the cold
and otherwise mitigate its rigor.”

9. Thrift in Supplies. This is prefaced by two opportune
remarks. “In our livelihood we depend on Divine Providence which
has never yet failed us, and, trustfully, never shall. But we must do
our utmost to economize on all unnecessary expenses and use good
judgment in buying and selling.”

10. Thrift in Lighting. Usual recommendations and remarks.

11. Thrift in the Kitchen and in the Use of Wood. One
recommendation stands out: “The prefect should daily check out
the kitchen to provide what is needed and to keep out unauthorized
persons.”

12. Thrift in Traveling. Usual observations [on the topic] and
additional ones concerning the mail.

13. Thrift in Maintenance and Building. Don Bosco remarks:
“Elegance and affectation in buildings, furnishings and provisions
leave a bad impression on those to whom we usually appeal for
charitable donations.”

14. Respect for Superiors. Predominant is this admonition: ““All
in authority must set an example of obedience and respect for their
own superiors if they expect to be treated likewise.”” Amid routine
recommendations there is the repeated exhortation that every
Salesian write twice a year to the rector major “touching on health,
difficulties doing one’s work and anything else concerning one’s
physical and moral well-being.” Such letters and replies “may be
read only by the writer [or addressee] or by those whom they
allow.”

15. Provinces. The general chapter is given three guidelines for
compiling a set of rules for provincials: the directors’ monthly
written report, withdrawal of money from the houses and
budgeting; routine and official provincial visitations. Two concerns
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are identified by Don Bosco as specifically pertaining to the
“authority”” of provincials: “‘promoting the observance of our
rules” and ““forestalling possible abuses.”

16. Hospitality, Dinner Invitations. *“Good manners and
courtesy to all.” Dinner invitations “especially on days of
abstinence” may be offered “respectfully,” but only “to persons of
simple tastes.” Other recommendations are usual.

17. Traditional Devotions. This concerns “practices of piety
not prescribed by our rules.”” A practical norm is offered: “Every
director should keep alive the customs of the motherhouse, bearing
them in mind and carrying them out in his own house.”

18. Personal Habits. Particular existing regulations are pointed
out.

19. Almsgiving. Main point: “Our constitutions do not allow
anyone to retain any amount of money without his superior’s
permission. Hence, since our daily living is dependent upon Divine
Providence, we are in no position to give alms.” The practical norm
is: “Nevertheless, in view of our social standing at the present day,
the director may allow priests to keep some change for alms in
cases of need, to avoid having a bad name and to forestall malicious
gossip.” One final caution follows: “Alms are not to be given in
connection with confession, not even in the sacristy, since
misinterpretation could lead to problems which every religious
must painstakingly avoid.”

20. Novices. The single main directive is that novices who have
not been admitted to religious profession, for serious reasons, at the
end of their probationary year are to be dismissed. Don Bosco cites
two reasons for such severity: “What a novice has not achieved
during his training period, he is not likely to achieve later on, and,
even if he did, his would be a momentary, unreliable effort. ...
Remaining in the Congregation would most likely cause ill-feelings
and discontent.”

21. Vacations. In every case Don Bosco shows himself totally
averse to vacations at home and with relatives, friends, or pupils.
He reiterates his well-known caution: “Experience has taught us
that such trips have always proved harmful. Occasionally one may
think he has benefited materially, but we have no shred of proof
that even one person ever derived spiritual benefit.”

Shortly after sending out the outline, notice was given that the
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general chapter would convene at Lanzo on the afternoon of
September 5. The directors therefore met in Turin on that day and
set out together for Lanzo, where they gathered in the school chapel
at sunset and Don Bosco intoned the Veni, Creator. After the
hymn and the reading of Articles 3, 4, and 5 of Chapter 6 of the
rules, Don Bosco gave them the following brief address:

We now begin our first general chapter, which I declare officially
convened and opened. It is of extreme importance for our Congregation.
In a very particular way we are to examine our rules to see what we can do
to bring about uniform observance in all our existing houses and in those
which Divine Providence will enable us to open in the future. You all have
the printed copy of the outline which contains your own comments and the
suggestions which individual confreres sent in or will send in to be brought
to the chapter’s attention. All that remains is that we convene in God’s
name to deal with such matters as shall be put before us.

Our Divine Savior tells us in the Gospel that where two or three are
gathered in His name He will be there among them. Our sessions have no
other purpose than God’s greater glory and the salvation of souls,
redeemed by the precious blood of Jesus Christ. And so we may trust that
the Lord will be in our midst and will personally lead our discussions to
His greater glory.

At this time we purpose to place this chapter under the special
protection of Mary Most Holy, who, as the help of Christians, cherishes
nothing more than to aid those who endeavor to love and serve Her Divine
Son and who come together for the specific purpose of drawing up
practical ways of directing as many persons as possible to strive for the
same end. Mary illumines the blind; let us plead that She will graciously
enlighten our untutored minds throughout the time of this chapter. St.
Francis de Sales, our patron, will also preside over our meetings and will
hopefully obtain the help we need from God to make our deliberations in
keeping with his spirit.

The one thing we must stress and keep without any reservations is the
strictest secrecy concerning all discussions held at these meetings until we
reach decisions and at the proper time make them known. These decisions
will be printed and sent for approval to the Holy See—our infallible guide
in these matters—after which they will be made public.

I earnestly wish that everything be done unhurriedly and conscientiously.
We are here for this purpose, so let us put aside all alien thoughts and
concentrate seriously on the agenda. If a few days are not enough, we shall
stay on as long as we have to. Our goal is to do a thorough job.

Now let us call upon Mary Most Holy’s protection by singing the Ave
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maris stella, which will be followed by Benediction of the Blessed
Sacrament. Then we shall move to the chapter hall and start our sessions.

Immediately after Benediction, they all gathered in the director’s
office, which served as the chapter hall. We list here the names of
the chapter members and their consultants, with qualifications as
recorded in the minutes. Certain people in Turin at this time
unfortunately kept alive the distasteful notion that the Salesians
were just a crew of ignoramuses, good only at making noise. Don
Bosco therefore took great pains to list the academic degrees of the
chapter members and consultants, among whom were also non-
Salesians. The official directory follows:

1. Rev. John Bosco, founder and rector major of the Salesian
Congregation; author of many books, especially youth-oriented.

2. Rev. Michael Rua, prefect general, professor of rhetoric.

3. Rev. John Cagliero, catechist general, doctor of theology,
renowned conductor and composer, provincial of the Salesian houses of
South America.

4. Rev. Charles Ghivarello, financial administrator of the Congrega-
tion, instructor and inventor of equipment for the teaching of physics and
mechanics.

5. Rev. Celestine Durando, prefect general of studies, professor,
author of several literary works.

6. Rev. Joseph Lazzero, councilor of the superior chapter, director of
the motherhouse of the Salesian Congregation.

7. Rev. Anthony Sala, councilor of the superior chapter and
administrator of the motherhouse.

8. Rev. John Bonetti, director of the Salesian school at Borgo San
Martino, secondary school teacher, author of several literary works.

9. Rev. John Francesia, director of the Salesian school at Varazze,
doctor of literature, commentator of Dante’s Divine Comedy.

10. Rev. Francis Cerruti, director of the Salesian school at Alassio,
doctor of literature, author of several secondary school textbooks.

11. Rev. John Lemoyne, director of the Salesian school at Lanzo,
theology licentiate, author of several books for youth and for adults.

12. Rev. Paul Albera, director of the St. Vincent’s Hospice at
Sampierdarena, secondary school teacher.

13. Rev. Francis Dalmazzo, director of the Valsalice College, doctor of
literature.

14. Rev. Joseph Ronchail, director of St. Pierre’s Hospice in Nice,
secondarv school teacher, French language instructor.
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15. Rev. James Costamagna, director of the Institute of the Daughters
of Mary, Help of Christians at Mornese, conductor and composer.

16. Rev. Nicholas Cibrario, director of the schools of the Daughters of
Mary, Help of Christians at Torrione Vallecrosia (Ventimiglia).

17. Rev. Louis Guanella, director of the Salesian school and festive
oratory at Trinita near Mondovi.

18. Rev. Joseph Scappini, spiritual director of the Conceptionists in
Rome.

19. Rev. Joseph Monateri, director and teacher of the Salesian school
at Albano Laziale.

20. Rev. Joseph Daghero, doctor of literature and professor at the
seminary of Magliano Sabino.

21. Rev. Dominic Belmonte, professor of physics and natural history in
the Salesian lyceum at Alassio.

22. Rev. Julius Barberis, director of the novitiate, doctor of theology,
author of several literary works.

23. Rev. Joachim Berto, secretary to Don Bosco and archivist of the
Salesian Congregation.

The following consultants attended several sessions, particularly those
on finances: Rev. Joseph Leveratto, prefect of the school at Borgo San
Martino; Rev. Anthony Pagani, spiritual director of the seminary at
Magliano Sabino; Brother Joseph Rossi, general buyer of our houses; and
Count Charles Cays of Giletta and Caselette, now a priest, doctor of both
civil and canon law, former president of the Turin superior council of the
St. Vincent de Paul’s Society, former member of the Sub-Alpine
Parliament. Other consultants were also present at different sessions.

Some directors had brought a confrere with them as a personal
consultor. At the session on finances, Brother Joseph Rossi, buyer
for the Oratory, came in from Turin.

There were two kinds of sessions: particular individual
committee meetings and general assemblies for all chapter
members. Don Bosco had managed to get two illustrious Jesuits for
a few general sessions: Father Secondo Franco, an authority in
ascetics, and Father John Baptist Rostagno, former professor of
canon law at the University of Louvain, both of whom always held
him in the highest esteem and veneration. He had conferred several
times with them before the chapter opened so as to plan things in
conformity with Church law and the customs of religious
congregations.

Twenty-six general sessions were held, all chaired by Don
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Bosco. The chapter members formed a semicircle around his table
with no particular seating order. Each meeting opened and closed
with customary ritual prayers.

At the first session, after the rules of a general chapter were read,
the members proceeded to elect Father Rua as a moderator, and
Father Barberis and Father Berto as secretaries. The moderator
was to enforce the chapter’s rules, let individual committees know
in time when they were to present their reports, provide whatever
was needed and, all in all, be the one to turn to in any necessity.
One secretary was to record the minutes of each session, and the
other was to write up the deliberations reached by consensus.

After elections, committees were formed for an in-depth study of
each topic to be brought to the floor at the general sessions and,
whenever possible, to draft the final resolutions. Each committee
was assigned a chairman and chose one member to be its
spokesman and to present committee resolutions to the general
assembly.

Committee reports were to be presented in writing for greater
accuracy, time-saving and easier recording by the secretaries. Five
committees were formed at the first session, with three others
added later to study several matters which had not originally been
considered. Committee members and respective assignments were
as follows:

FIRST COMMITTEE. Admissions and Novitiate; Sacred Studies
and Preaching. Father Francesia, Father Lazzero, Father Costamagna
and Father Barberis. Chairman: Father Francesia.

SECOND COMMITTEE. Schoo! Curriculum, Publications and
Related Matters. Father Durando, Father Cerruti, Father Monateri and
Father Daghero. Chairman: Father Durando.

THIRD COMMITTEE. Community Life. Father Rua, Father
Ghivarello, Father Albera and Father Cibrario. Chairman: Father Rua.

FOURTH COMMITTEE. Morality and Related Topics. Father
Cagliero, Father Lemoyne, Father Ronchail and Father Dalmazzo.
Chairman: Father Cagliero.

FIFTH COMMITTEE. Finances. Father Bonetti, Father Belmonte,
Father Sala, Count Cays and, later, Father Leveratto. Chairman: Father
Bonetti.

SIXTH COMMITTEE. Provinces and Duties of Provincials.
Father Cagliero, Father Rua and Father Albera.
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SEVENTH COMMITTEE. The Daughters of Mary, Help of
Christians. Father Costamagna, Father Bonetti, Father Cerruti and
Father Albera.

EIGHTH COMMITTEE. Selecting Resolutions of Former Years,
Presenting Them to the General Chapter for Approval, Integrating Them
into Proper Topics.

These preparatory steps took up the time allotted for the first
general session. When the day’s agenda had been concluded, Don
Bosco asked Father Franco to address the assembly. He obliged
and dwelt on the topic of forming a Salesian consciousness.? Don
Bosco then closed the session with this brief address:

This is our Congregation’s first general chapter. Apart from the
regulations we have just read, we do not yet have particular norms and
customs to guide us. We shall proceed as best we can as to details, but
slowly and calmly, so that this chapter may become the prototype of future
ones.

True, we have very little time for this chapter, but many items on the
agenda have already stood the test of many years, and, besides, we do not
want to proceed scientifically by pre-determined rules. Rather, we intend
to keep attuned to earthly realities which touch us directly. If we happen to
overlook some matters, let’s not worry, for we will have time enough to
return to them on some other occasion. Let us concern ourselves
exclusively with practical matters, without referring to other books in our
work; let us concentrate on our outline, cutting out some articles,
rephrasing or adding others whenever advisable. Let us study our rules,
our school regulations, the circulars sent to our houses in former years,
and the deliberations taken at the general conferences of directors at
Lanzo and in Turin.

The value of this chapter lies in turning the theory of our rules into
practice. Therefore we are to make every effort to reach our goal of having
the rules uniformly practiced in each of our houses.

I remind you again that the most critical feature of our sessions—I
might say the most necessary—is unconditional secrecy with outsiders
and even with our confreres who are not chapter members, until
deliberations have been sent to Rome for approval. Be cautious too when
speaking together within earshot of others. Nearly every Congregation
mandates this secrecy and sanctions it by oath so that violators incur guilt.

2This detail is not recorded in the minutes, but we learned of it from Father [Joseph]
Vespignani, who, in turn, heard it from Father [Paul] Albera. |Author|
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We have no such rule, but the fact that nearly all congregations have it
should impress us with the vital importance of secrecy.

During these days let us all exercise patience as we study our various
topics, even though things may not always run smoothly. After all, this is
our first general chapter and we have no time-tested norms to go by. Let us
hope that, since we have placed it under the special protection of Mary,
Help of Christians, it may, God willing, prove very beneficial to our
Congregation.

In the general sessions the committee reports presented by each
spokesman were the first items to be discussed. Once resolutions
were agreed upon by vote, they were drafted into articles which,
properly assembled, would later be sent to Rome as the chapter’s
authentic acts. Resolutions were of two kinds: the first, purely
disciplinary, were intended to form the substance of a manual for
the Congregation’s use; the second consisted of directives which
were to be added to the existing, approved rules. The first set
needed only the Holy See’s routine authorization, whereas the
second required formal approval if it was to have binding force.
Most of the articles in the first set were published in 1878, and
since they can easily be found, we think it best not to encumber this
volume by incorporating them. Neither are the attendant discussions,
recorded in the minutes, important enough for us to give them much
space. Rather, we feel it more useful and pleasant to glean Don
Bosco’s vibrant words from these old records which fortunately are
often verbatim transcripts. Passages of special note will be pointed
out.

2nd Session. COADJUTORS AND ARTISANS APPLYING
FOR THE PRIESTHOOD. PREACHING.

Ordinarily, anyone entering the [Salesian] Congregation as a
coadjutor was not to be admitted to the priesthood—a ruling which
other religious congregations followed inflexibly. But [it was agreed
at this session that] the decision to make an exception was reserved
exclusively to the rector major. As for trade school pupils wanting
to switch to academic courses so as to apply to the Salesian
Congregation as clerical students, the decision was left to the
school’s director. ““After all,” Don Bosco commented, ““if a boy is
morally and intellectually qualified, I think we should make it easy
for him to become a priest, especially since there is a scarcity
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nowadays.” He himself had in fact reaped excellent results in such
instances; witness the case of our saintly Father Lago, a former
coadjutor. Trade school pupils switching to academic courses were
becoming more common every year. Mention was made of Fathers
Tamietti, Pavia, Rinaldi, Cassinis, Beauvoir and Davico.

Don Bosco’s comments on preaching: “When possible, sermons
should be written; they are more effective that way for both the
congregation and the preacher, since the task of writing broadens
his knowledge. When a priest is rushed for a sermon, he can draw
from approved authors.”

3rd Session. ORDER AND DISCIPLINE. MEMBERS
OF THE GENERAL CHAPTER.

We mention an incidental question which arose in this session
about the history of the rules, and precisely on who were the
rightful members of a general chapter. The rules of convoking a
general chapter to elect the rector major specified the director and
one perpetually professed member of each house, the latter to be
elected by the other professed members of that house. But no
mention was made about the composition of the chapters held
every third year. To fill this void, when Don Bosco had the rules
printed in Italian, he added a postil to Article 3, Chapter 6, reading:
“The general chapter comprises the members of the superior
chapter and the directors of our houses.” This summary statement
did not invalidate the regulations for the election of the rector
major. The first general chapter approved the postil and broadened
it to include provincials.

Since this third session dealt with school matters, discipline was
also touched upon. Don Bosco’s comments on this topic are very
important:

Two particular situations have hampered the smooth running of our
houses in the past:

1. Due to lack of personnel, the director was so badly overloaded with
work that he could not possibly run the house smoothly. This situation has
been gradually improving, though the operation is still not as smooth as it
should be. Our basic principle must be: let the director be a director, that
is, direct others in the course of their work. He should supervise and plan
without putting his own hand to the work. If he cannot find fully qualified
people for a certain task, let him be satisfied with the less qualified, but he
should not yield to the desire to do things himself in order to see them done
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better. He must see to it that everyone carries out his duties, but must
involve himself in none of them, so as to give himself time to do what I fear
I have never adequately stressed. As far as possible, the director should go
through the whole house every day to see for himself whatever is going on.
He may just walk through some areas, saying nothing, but he should drop
in everywhere: kitchen, dining room, the wine cellar, dormitories and so
on. If he does this, abuses can never take root in the house, and many
vexing problems will be avoided.

2. [Years ago] we did not have hard and fast regulations. First we drew
up a set of regulations for apprentices who went to work in the city.
Gradually, as these regulations were effectively observed, we saw the
grave need to set up our own workshops and so we had to adapt the
regulations to this new situation. No sooner was this done than we felt it
necessary to house students as well; hence, there was a new revision. Then
we had to open separate secondary schools. Soon after, seminaries were
put in our care, and now we are being asked to establish agricultural
schools. These circumstances made it impossible for us to have a set of
detailed, permanent regulations, with the result that several matters, even
important ones, were overlooked. Now that things have settled well, let
everyone strive to do his work and to see to it that others do their share.
Then everything will run smoothly.

Many persons—very prominent people—have long been telling me that
I would achieve far more by not reaching out so much and consolidating
what we already have. I have been more aware than anyone else of the
problems and failings which stem from our grave scarcity of personnel,
caused by our spreading out into so many different fields. On the other
hand, so many souls were on the road to damnation, and no one appeared
to care! Then, also, I foresaw the disorders which would arise among us if
we were not constantly engaged in very absorbing work. So I felt that it
was better for us to continue as we had begun. It was also my intention to
please the Holy Father, with whom I had discussed this problem and who
encouraged me to go ahead, saying these precise words: “When you have
a good priest or cleric, thoroughly dependable and trustworthy, go ahead
and open a new house.” When I pointed out that these circumstances
weakened discipline among the boys and they might become a bit unruly,
he replied, “You may not make novices out of them, but don’t worry; you
will turn out good, God-fearing Christians!”

4th Session. SALESIAN COOPERATORS AND THE
“SALESIAN BULLETIN.”

Much of this meeting dealt with the Association of Salesian
Cooperators (of which we have already spoken at length in Chapter
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IV of Volume XI) and with the Salesian Bulletin, which was to
become their official publication. We shall briefly summarize the
development of this periodical, soon to reach heights of popularity.

For some two years the Oratory Press first issued almost
monthly a newsletter entitled Bibliofilo Cattolico [The Catholic
Booklover] listing Salesian and non-Salesian publications of
particular interest to young people and to the clergy. So far [1932]
we have been unable to find a single copy, but it would seem not to
have been exclusively confined to book lists. In fact, the second
issue, dated August 1875, published the regulations for late
vocations which Don Bosco had just then compiled.® This modest
newsletter lasted till August 1877, when it underwent a radical
transformation. With the double title Bibliofilo Cattolico o
Bollettino Salesiano Mensuale [The Catholic Booklover or
Monthly Salesian Bulletin] its eight two-column pages dealt
mainly with Salesian news and communications, while books were
listed in an appendix. The series numbering not having been
changed, the first issue appeared as Volume 3, No. 5. Also, it was
no longer printed in Turin, but in Sampierdarena. This was an
expedient Don Bosco resorted to because the diocesan chancery of
Genoa did not raise difficulties for the imprimatur which the Turin
chancery did. The double title remained through December, and
the January 1878 issue was headed Bolletino Salesiano [Salesian
Bulletin]. The subscription price of three lire was voluntary. At first
Don Bosco acted personally as the editor because he wanted it to
have the orientation he intended; another reason was that then and
there he had no one else to do it for him. However he planned to
recall to the Oratory for this purpose Father John Bonetti, director
of the Borgo San Martino school.

It is a pleasure to hear our founder’s words on this new venture.
On August 10, 1877, just after the first issue appeared, he told
Father [Julius] Barberis: “The Salesian Bulletin’s aim is as much
as possible to publicize our activities and show them as they really
are. By winning popular good will for our works we shall obtain
people’s help. In skillfully presenting our needs we can also suggest
varied ways of supporting our undertakings. This magazine will be
the mainstay of all our enterprises; if it fails, they fail with it. We

3See Vol. XI, p. 24. [Editor]
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have to work to get as many readers as possible by spreading it far
and wide and free of charge, convinced that our main benefit does
not lie in the three lire subscription. So, let’s not insist on the price.
One benefactor’s alms will often make up for everyone else.”

The Salesian Bulletin was presented to the cooperators in a two-
page Foreword written by Don Bosco. We offer a summary: “The
cooperators’ regulations call for a monthly publication to keep them
informed of projects achieved or in progress and so orient them to
their goals. That promise is now being kept. Therefore, it is now
possible for all to work with one mind and aim all efforts toward a
single goal—God’s glory and the welfare of society. The Bulletin’s
contents will be threefold: 1. Proposals of cooperators or their
directors for the members’ general and particular welfare, with
practical norms for all. 2. Accounts of happenings which have
helped the members and may serve as models; these may include
edifying episodes, letters and news from missionaries, especially
Salesians. 3. Communiqués, announcements, books, and maxims
which should be publicized.”

Don Bosco then went on to describe the Salesian cooperator.
“The Salesian cooperators—he wrote—are people who wish to de-
vote themselves to works of mercy in a specific rather than general
way, in harmony with and in the spirit of the Congregation of St.
Francis de Sales.” This means taking in destitute boys exposed to
immorality, catechizing them, keeping them happily busy on
Sundays and holy days, finding them jobs with honest employers,
guiding, advising and helping them to live as good Christians and
honest citizens. The Bulletin will offer opportune norms.

Don Bosco stressed the association’s practical structure. “We
are not establishing a confraternity, a religious, literary or scientific
association, or even a newspaper,” he repeatedly stated, “but a
simple association of benefactors of humanity, who are willing to
aid their neighbor not with promises but with action and personal
sacrifice.”” He ended his presentation with these categorical
statements: ‘“We are totally detached from politics and will
steadfastly avoid mixing in matters involving civil or Church
authorities. Our unalterable policy is and shall be: ‘Give us the care
of poor destitute youngsters, and we shall do our utmost to provide
for them, because we believe that this is the way of bettering our
society.” ”
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Some people lightly dismissed the Salesian Bulletin as a fund-
raising gimmick and, as usual, Don Bosco let them carp, while he
kept on working, remarking only that in time even his critics would
be copying him in great numbers and putting out their own
bulletins. He was a true prophet. At all events, of Don Bosco’s
publications, the Salesian Bulletin is perhaps the one which has
proven most fruitful both in generating aid for foreign missions and
religious causes and in sparking enthusiastic priestly and missionary
vocations. In this, too, Don Bosco was ahead of his times. With the
rise of new trends the need was being felt to publicize what once
was kept secret, both good and bad. He realized that he could best
exploit this craze for publicity for a good cause. This was a trend,
he sensed, which would turn into a veritable mania, a vehicle for
spreading evil.

The general chapter voted down a proposal to start monthly
meetings for cooperators, even though the regulations hinted at it.
A cogent reason, reflecting Don Bosco’s feelings, was that such a
practice might create a bond somewhat embarrassing. Many people
were eager to become cooperators and do good to others, but were
reluctant to appear in public or found it difficult to attend meetings.
Those, also, who might want to quit would soon make their leaving
obvious by their absence, and, when justifying themselves later,
they would blame it on some action of the Salesians. Since the
Bulletin was now their unifying link the problem could be avoided.
Should someone be considered no longer worthy of belonging to the
association, his or her name could be removed from the mailing list
and the matter ended.

The objection was then raised that a free publication was a costly
burden. The reply was that up to then expenses had been more than
amply covered. Many subscribers made generous donations; others
gave nothing immediately but sent offerings on various occasions
and helped the Oratory in other ways. As for the work, it was true
that the Oratory was the only center for an already sizable number
of associates, and certainly much more work remained to be done,
but, once procedures were laid down, things would ease off and a
capable full-time manager could handle the whole operation. These
rejoinders came from Don Bosco, who then went on:

I could have readily found a way not requiring so much work, but, then,
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this association would not have measured up to its purpose. That easy way
was to decentralize and have many autonomous centers empowered to
accept or reject members. That is how the Franciscan tertiaries are
structured. Every Franciscan house can admit tertiaries. Consequently,
their membership is always high. However, this does not allow for a
central focus and for unified action. My strongest effort on behalf of our
cooperators throughout many years—an effort which I think was
successful—was to find a way in which they could all be united to their
leader so that he could be enabled to keep in close touch with all of them.
Presently, not even we can visualize how vastly this association will
spread and how powerful a moral influence it will exert. When we shall
have thousands of members—and I am convinced that we shall have at
least five thousand in a very short time—we will see spectacular results.
The Holy Father himself, on realizing that all the members would be
linked to their head and he to them, cried in astonishment, “This is
genuine Catholic freemasonry!”

Among other things, we also purpose to spread good teaching and to
succeed.. Let’s suppose that various issues of the Bulletin invite all
associates to engage in certain selected projects, such as teaching
catechism to youngsters (after we have shown them its usefulness and how
to do it), or campaigning for our schools, or maybe suggesting the monthly
Exercise for a Happy Death, stressing its advantage and explaining how it
can be done, or urging people to make a yearly spiritual retreat, or
explaining the advantages of spreading Catholic literature, and so on.
Such friendly exhortations will produce wonderful results. I am convinced
that much good will always be done because our proposals will be gladly
accepted. Furthermore, should our Congregation be hard pressed for
finances some day, I believe that an appeal in the Bulletin would bring
returns exceeding our needs, because there will be many families ready to
make sacrifices for our cause.

It is essential, then, that every director thoroughly grasp the nature of
the Salesian cooperator so that he may present it in its true light. If you
are asked about their scope, answer that they endeavor, through us, to help
young people spiritually and materially, especially the poorest and most
destitute, as much as they can. Tell them that the Holy Father personally
asked to be considered as the first cooperator. Thus, without our having to
exaggerate, many will be impressed and voluntarily will ask to join the
cooperators.

Don Bosco then called on the assembly to search for a practical
way to increase the number of cooperators. Favorable reception
was given to the proposal to single out from the list of subscribers to



The First General Chapter 195

Letture Cattoliche people who were known to be fine Christians
and send them a cooperator’s certificate. When Don Bosco was
asked whether individual religious or educational institutions could
also be enrolled as cooperators, he answered:

Yes, both can. An institution should be enrolled in its own name and the
diploma sent to the superior or superiors, so that the institution may be
affiliated as one body. Inform the superior that each member, as part of
that body, should perform some material or moral work on behalf of our
Congregation.

Because our association has no binding rules, religious orders can
belong to it, and all the more so Franciscan and Dominican tertiaries,
since the means of attaining our goal-—God’s greater glory and the
salvation of souls—differ substantially from theirs. Their life-style is fully
ascetic with emphasis on prayer and the divine office, whereas we are
people of action, movement, and charitable activities in aid of our
neighbor. They being fully immersed in prayer and we in works of mercy,
our two organizations blend very well and complete each other. A person
may belong to both associations and still not be overburdened with either
prayer or good works.

Generally speaking, the Association of Salesian Cooperators easily
wins friends because it steers clear of polit