The
Biographical Memoirs
of
Saint John Bosco

by
GIOVANNI BATTISTA LEMOYNE, S.D.B.

AN AMERICAN EDITION
TRANSLATED
FROM THE ORIGINAL ITALIAN

Dieco BorcaTerLro, S.D.B.
Editor-in-chief

Volume IV
18501853

SALESIANA PUBLISHERS, INC.
NEW ROCHELLE, NEW YORK

1967

| SR



ImpriMI PoTesT: Very Rev. John J. Malloy, S.D.B.
Provincial

NmHIL OBSTAT: Daniel V. Flynn, J.C.D.
Censor Librorum

IMPRIMATUR: Terence J. Cooke, D.D.
Auxiliary Bishop of New York

New York, N.Y., December 29, 1967

The nihil obstat and imprimatur are official
declarations that a book or pamphlet is free
of doctrinal or moral error. No implication is
contained therein that those who have granted
the nihil obstat and imprimatur agree with the
contents, opinions or statements expressed.

Copyright © 1968 by the Salesian Society, Inc.
Library of Congress Catalog Card No. 65-3104rev

All Rights Reserved
Manufactured in the United States of America

FIRST EDITION



Debicated

WITH PROFOUND GRATITUDE
T0
THE LATE, LAMENTED, AND HIGHLY ESTEEMED

VERY REVEREND FELIX J. PENNA, S.D.B.
(1504-1962)

TO WHOSE
WISDOM, FORESIGHT, AND NOBLE SALESIAN HEART

THE ENGLISH TRANSLATION
OF

THE BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS
OF

SAINT JOHN BOSCO
IS
A LASTING MONUMENT






TO
FATHER FRANCIS BINELLI, S.D.B.
(1863-1931)

* %ok
Appointed Master Of Novices By Saint John Bosco,
He Trained Generations Of Young Salesians
In Europe And In The United States.
Himself A Perfect Model Of The Salesian Spirit,
He Accordingly Formed His Charges

With Rare Discernment, Simplicity And Kindness.






Editor’s Preface to the First Nine Volumes

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 de-
served 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, ab-

1 Don 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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X EDITOR’S PREFACE

sorbed 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.

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 pub-
lished only in the original Italian, are now available, unabridged,
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 Lemoyvne’s primary sources were the Memorie del-
U'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 Cingue lustri di Storia
dell’Oratorio di 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, conscientious and well-
informed, not only used reliable sources, but was himself an eye
witness. He recorded what he personally saw and heard from Don

2 All the documents in the archives at the Salesian Motherhouse in Turin,

Italy are now being microfiimed and stored in the Don Bosco College Library in
Newton, New Jersey.
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Bosco. This enabled him to write a true history even though not
according to modern critical methods.® He concerned himself prin-
cipally 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 and the training he
received from Mamma Margaret, his mother.* 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 oc-
casionally, 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.

We have departed from the original in only one minor point:
the lengthy titles or series of subtitles in each chapter. Father
Lemoyne’s method of chronological sequence in his narration
necessarily made the contents of each chapter fragmentary. As it
was not possible, under these circumstances, to give them a mean-
ingful title and the volumes were not indexed, Father Lemoyne
prefaced each chapter with many subtitles. In some volumes such
subtitles fill a whole page. Since we have indexed each volume and
subtitles become unnecessary, we selected in each chapter the
most outstanding episode and gave it a title.’

May the reading of these Memoirs portraying the life of a man
whom Pope Pius XI called “a giant of sanctity” inspire his spiritual

3 True history in the sense that what he narrates is substantially true, though
his method of presentation, his chronology, and his treatment of sources stand
improvement. The episodes and incidents he reports did not necessarily take place
in the manner described.

4 Cf. Francis Desramaut, S.D.B., Les Memorie I de Giovanni Bartista Lemoyne,
Etude d'un ouvrage fondamental sur la jeunesse de saint Jean Bosco, Lyon, 1962,
pp. 4111,

8 One more thing: although this is not a critical edition, quite often we have
researched and added first names, dates, scriptural sources, and numerous foot-
notes,
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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. DiEGO BORGATELLO, S.D.B,

Editor-in-chief

New Rochelie, N.Y.
June 5, 1965
124th Anniversary of Don Bosco’s Ordination
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SALESIAN TERMINOLOGY
(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.

CoapJuToRr; 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 1! Giovane Provveduto.

CooPERATOR: one who contributes in any manner to the development of
Salesian work.

ExEerciSE FOR 4 HAPPY DEATH: a2 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 Com-
munion as if for the last time.

FesTive ORATORY: A Salesian work which offers boys and young men or-
ganized recreational, educational, and religious activities mostly on Sun-
days 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, conse-
quently, the salvation of their souls; recreation, entertainment, singing and school-
ing, which followed in due time, were only the means.” (The Biographical
Memoirs of St. John Bosco, Vol. 11, p. 71. See also Vo, 111, pp. 67f)

Goop 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

OrATORY, THE: abbreviated form of “The Oratory of St. Francis de Sales.”
(See below)

ORATORY 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

ITI, 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 SyYSTEM: 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.

VaLpocco: 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. 1I, pp.
233ff, 268)
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CHAPTER 1

Loyalty to God and Church

][N the middle of the 19th century, the leaders of [Pied-
montese] secret societies were planning to establish a godless State
which, instead of ruling according to God’s laws, would abide by
the changeable will of a people they would skillfully manipulate.
Their plah was to overthrow what until then they had hypocritically
held up to public admiration; * however, they intended to do this
gradually, unobtrusively, and only after the people had been psy-
chologically prepared for the transition by moral decay and intel-
lectual poisoning inflicted through the agencies of the press, enter-
tainment, education, and politics. To this end, under the guise of
fostering national independence, they advocated freedom of thought,
of conscience, of religion, and of the press. Their brand of freedom
had already been described by St. Peter when he wrote, “Live as
free men, yet not using your freedom as a cover for malice.” [1 Pet.
2, 16] The freedom they advocated was nothing less than a declara-
tion of war against anything and everything that clashed with man’s
pride, ignoring the fact that there is a God to whom one owes
absolute obedience. Under this guise, godless legislators have pro-
claimed in the past and continue to proclaim, “We are the law, and
there is no one above us—neither God nor Church.” They regarded
the Catholic Church as a purely private society, utterly without rele-
vance and without legal right, divorced from society, separated from
the State, and, worse still, an enemy to be incessantly fought. “I am
a king,” Jesus Christ proclaimed [John 18, 37], but they retorted,
“We do not wish this man to be king over us.” [Luke 19, 14]

But “woe to those who enact unjust statutes,” Isaia threatened.

1The monarchy. See Vol. II1, pp. 1ff. [Editor]
1



2 THE BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS OF SAINT JOHN BOSCO

{10, 1] “Governments,” commented Bonald,? “strengthen them-
selves when they make concessions to religion and undermine them-
selves when they refuse to do so.” Where respect toward the Pope
wanes, respect toward the sovereign disappears. After evil councilors
had influenced Louis XIV against the Church, [Jean Baptiste] Col-
bert, his famous minister, thus addressed him in his will, “No son
who rebels against his father goes unpunished. The actions you take
against the Supreme Pontiff will redound against Your Majesty.”

Unfortunately, monarchs despised the Church and were them-
selves enslaved by the revolution which subjected them to parlia-
ments and parliaments to the masses. The revolution’s ultimate cry
is still heard, “Away with God, with kings, with rulers! Away with
private property! We want socialism and communism!” The efforts
and prayers of the Church and the almighty hand of God will foil
these movements, but not before the apostate nations have paid
dearly for their rebellion.

In every country, city, or even small town, there were saintly
people in every walk of life who were like the salt of the earth and
the light of the world. There were religious, priests, and bishops
who, while invoking Divine Mercy on mankind, relieved the poor
with heroic acts of charity and gave to God and to the Church the
obedience that misguided men were refusing. Don Bosco was one
of these. The commandments of God, the precepts of the Church,
and the duties of his state in life were his code of action. He took
great care to abide by this code faithfully, and he was so thoroughly
dedicated to its adherence that he seemed unable to deviate from it
in any degree throughout his whole life. No one ever noticed in him
any fault or negligence in the fulfillment of his duties as a Christian,
as a priest, or as the superior of a congregation whose rules he him-
self, their author, obeyed to perfection.

However, Don Bosco grieved at the general disregard of the
Divine Law and at the blasphemies uttered against God, Jesus
Christ, and the Blessed Virgin. He felt profoundly saddened by the
snares laid for the innocence of so many boys; his heart bled at the
outrages committed against the Pope and at the disregard of the
Church’s rights. His obedience to the precepts of the Church in-

2 Louis Gabriel Ambroise de Bonald (1754-1840), French philosopher and
writer, [Editor]



Loyalty to God and Church 3

cluded the most minute regulations, the sacred ceremonies, the
rubrics, and the various replies of the Sacred Roman Congregations,
and he exacted the same observance from his subjects. Even in those
things in which there was more than one possible interpretation and
practice, he always followed the opinion most in keeping with the
Church’s spirit.

Father Ascanio Savio?® affirmed, “From what I know, he was
absolutely irreproachable. I never had the least doubt about his hav-
ing preserved his baptismal innocence.”

Father [Felix] Reviglio * corroborates this testimony, “He had
such a profound horror of sin that in the eleven years I lived with
him I never saw him deliberately commit a venial sin.”

Father Michael Rua ® did not hesitate to say, “I lived at Don
Bosco’s side for thirty-seven years. The more I think of the tenor
of his life, of the example he gave us, of the teachings he left us,
the greater grows my esteem and veneration for him and my con-
viction of his holiness. I may safely say that his entire life was dedi-
cated to God. I was more impressed by watching Don Bosco in all
his actions, even the minutest, than by reading and meditating on
a spiritual book.”

This same conviction was expressed by the several hundreds of
people who lived with our beloved Don Bosco from 1846 to 1888.

8 Don Bosco’s first seminarian. [Editor]

4 One of Don Bosco’s first pupils and later a pastor in Turin. [Editor)

5 Don Bosco’s vicar and successor. He first met Don Bosco in 1845. See Vol. 11,
b. 248. {Editor}



CHAPTER 2

A Father's Care

E shall now proceed with our story. Don Bosco directly
looked after the religious and moral welfare of the seven hundred
and more boys attending the Festive Oratory of St. Francis de Sales;
in addition, he supervised the management of the St. Aloysius Ora-
tory and that of the Guardian Angel (the latter two oratories fre-
quented by a total of about one thousand boys). But while doing
this, he did not lose sight of the poor boys in the hospice that was
gradually talking shape at Valdocco.! Indeed, he looked on them
as the apple of his eye. The most solicitous and affectionate father
could not have exerted himself more conscientiously on their behalf.
During this year [1850] there were about forty of them. Pastors,
parents, and other people sent a steady flow of recommendations
for some boy or other. In the face of such need Don Bosco was
deeply moved, and, fearing that a refusal on his part might jeopar-
dize a boy’s future, he often would take him in. If the boy himself
pleaded to be admitted, Don Bosco simply did not have the heart
to refuse.

In 1884 the school superintendent of La Spezia, Mr. Alvaro
Bonino, told us the following moving incident which he himself
witnessed in 1850. He was at that time an elementary public school
teacher and a catechist at the QOratory of St. Francis de Sales.

In Turin the father of a family from Savoy had become a Protes-
tant, exchanging his faith for money. This pitiable man wanted his
wife and son to do likewise, but his hopes were in vain, for the good
woman remained steadfast in her Faith and kept their young son
equally firm. The distressed mother wept and prayed. One night the

1 A section of Turin where Don Bosco began his work and established the
motherhouse of his religious congregation. {Editor]

4
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boy dreamed that he was being forcibly dragged to the Protestant
church, While he struggled, a priest appeared, set him free, and led
him away. The next morning he told the dream to his mother who
had been seeking for a way to shelter him in some institution in
order to protect him from his father’s evil design. During that week
someone suggested that she visit Don Bosco at Valdocco and in-
quire about placing her son there. She took the boy there on Sunday
morning, and since it was time for Mass, they went into the chapel.
At that moment Don Bosco entered the sanctuary to celebrate Mass.
Mr. Alvaro Bonino happened to be kneeling beside the young boy.
The moment the young lad saw Don Bosco, he cried out, almost
beside himself, “C’est Iui maman! C’est lui méme! C’est lui méme!”
[“Mom, it’s him, it’s him. It’s really him!”] Don Bosco was the priest
he had seen in his dream. The young boy was very excited and the
mother was in tears. Mr. Bonino, who had at first admonished the
youngster to keep quiet, realized that he could not hush him and
led the mother and her son into the sacristy. There they told him
about the dream and how the boy had recognized Don Bosco as the
priest who had freed him. When Mass was over, Don Bosco re-
turned to the sacristy. Before he could finish taking off his sacred
vestments, the boy ran to him and, hugging his knees, cried, “Please,
Father, save me!” Don Bosco accepted him into his hospice and the
little Savoyard remained at the Oratory for several years.

How many other boys, through a chance meeting with Don Bosco,
were given shelter by him and saved from moral danger! One day
in a café in Turin he was served by a handsome young waiter. While
the youth poured the coffee, Don Bosco struck up a conversation
with him, kindly inquiring about his life. With each question he
probed more deeply to his innermost heart. Won over by Don
Bosco’s fatherly manner, the youth kept no secrets from him and
disclosed the sorry state of his soul. Their conversation was inter-
rupted whenever the youth had to wait on other customers; how-
ever, he always managed to return to Don Bosco, who spoke in a
low tone so that their téte-a-téte could not be overheard,

Don Bosco ended by saying, “Ask your employer for permission
to come to the Oratory, and then we’ll come to some decision.”

“He’ll never give me permission.”

“But you can’t stay here.”
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“I know; I understand that, but what can I do?”

“Run away.”

“But where?”

“To your parents.”

“They’re dead. I'm all alone.”

“Then come with me.”

“Where?”

“To Valdocco.”

He gave him the address.

“And then what?”

“Don’t worry. Get your things and come to me as quickly as
possible. Don’t let anyone know about it. Just come and you’ll have
food, shelter, and an education. That will help you toward a happy
future, I'll be your father.”

Don Bosco then left the café. The following day the youth ran
to the Oratory with his few belongings under his arm. His conduct
was excellent and for several years he was a model to the other
pupils.

The responsibility for feeding, housing, and clothing the boys fell
entirely upon Don Bosco. It was out of the question to expect a
monthly contribution from the boys themselves or even from those
who had recommended them. The majority of the boys earned noth-
ing or very little, and their sponsors generally were poor. On the
other hand, Don Bosco himself had no steady income and lacked
other financial resources. His debts continued to increase alarm-
ingly, and he was also burdened by the cost of running the festive
oratories. Quite often, unable to pay the amount due on time, Don
Bosco was faced with the hard choice of either letting his boys suffer
privations or of sending them back to those who had entrusted them
to his care.

His charitable heart could not be reconciled to either alternative.
Therefore, putting all his trust in God and in Our Lady’s promises
and sure of his mission, he would go out during the week to solicit
donations for his boys with the greatest humility and amiability. To
anyone who met him on the street and inquired where he was going,
he would reply, “I'm foraging for my fledglings,” and continue on
his way.
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This was a heroic sacrifice, the full import of which only God
knew. Bishop [John] Cagliero had this to say:

By his own admission Don Bosco had a fiery and haughty tempera-
ment intolerant of rebuff. He suffered intensely whenever he had to call
on someone for charity. Yet, by incessantly battling this natural tendency
of his, he learned to approach graciously not only those whom he knew
to be favorably disposed toward him, but also those who were more or
less disinclined or adverse to him. If he did not succeed at first, he would
return again and again with such amiability that he finally would win
the person over. I can attest to this not only because I accompanied him
many times in later years on such visits, but also because he took me
into his confidence in order to instruct me.

For his boys he spared neither efforts nor humiliations. Sometimes his
quest brought him only kind words, often nothing but rebuffs, insults,
and harsh refusals; however, he gladly accepted everything without tak-
ing offense. His ardent charity never waned. Ever more numerous were
his appeals to wealthy persons.

Once he received an insulting note. He dictated the answer to one of
his aides. “Tell him,” he said, “that if he cannot or will not help my
orphans that’s his privilege. But he should not abuse me for taking care
of them. Such conduct is displeasing to God. Nevertheless, send him my
respects, and assure him that I bear him no ill will.” Upon receipt of
this letter the gentleman took a more favorable view of the matter and
from then on became a friend and admirer of Don Bosco.

Never importunate or indiscreet, Don Bosco limited himself to
explaining his boys’ needs without asking for any particular amount
of money. He left it to his listeners to draw their own logical and
charitable conclusions. He was often asked to name a specific sum,
but he would simply restate his need without directly replying to the
question. Thus he often received larger donations than he could
have hoped for even from the most generous.

In an extraordinary case he would call upon some wealthy per-
son, but not as a petitioner; kindly, but as one having the authority
to do so, he would tell the person to donate a considerable sum of
money, and he was obeyed. His ability to impress people as God’s
spokesman was one of Don Bosco’s wonderful gifts. We will bring
this out in due course.
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Don Bosco never kept a penny for himself. Often he had to de-
prive himself of the bare necessities of life for the sake of his young
boarders. A conscientious administrator, he gladly used all dona-
tions for their benefit and welfare. If it was necessary to make an
expenditure, he knew how and when to make it. This was the con-
sensus of all who knew him. Joseph Brosio ? narrates, “One day,
in later years, I found myself for business reasons with a group of
bankers, journalists, and important businessmen, among whom I
thought I recognized two reporters of La Gazzetta del Popolo, Mr.
Govean and Mr. Bottero. Although they were anticlericals and there-
fore logical enemies of Don Bosco and his institutions, I heard them
admit that if Don Bosco were the Minister of Finance, Piedmont
would have no debts. Such esteem shows how greatly people trusted
Don Bosco when giving him their donations.”

Nevertheless, many times it seemed as though such help would
not be forthcoming. In 1850, in the aftermath of war and other
disastrous events, the little hospice at Valdocco was often in sorry
straits. On those occasions when there was neither food nor money
in the house for the next day’s needs, Don Bosco never doubted
Divine Providence; always cheerful and serene, he would tell the
boys, “Eat and don’t worry. God will provide for tomorrow.” Divine
Providence never abandoned him. Though the number of boys at
the hospice increased daily and general conditions became critical,
he was never obliged to send a boy away for lack of means. This
was a well-deserved reward for a life spent entirely in performing
heroic acts of charity toward his fellowman.

His most zealous solicitude, however, was directed toward the
boys’ spiritual welfare. Evil influences were becoming daily more
powerful and baneful. Freedom of the press resulted in large num-
bers of harmful books and newspapers that had great influence on
the working class. Anyone and everyone, the educated and the un-
educated, felt qualified to discuss religion and morals and make
pronouncements as if they were all Sorbonne theologians. Faith and
morals were in great peril.

2 A young man who began helping Don Bosco in 1841 and became one of his
most valuable assistants until Don Bosco’s death. See Vol. III, pp. 76f, 90, 309ff,
336, 348f, 395, 421, 423f, [Editor]
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Don Bosco had to send his boys into town to learn some craft
or trade. To shield them from spiritual harm he made careful in-
quiries beforehand about the integrity of the people to whom he was
to entrust his boys; when necessary, he looked for more reliable em-
ployers. In addition, he often checked with the employers about the
boys’ deportment. Thus he showed both his interest in their dili-
gence at work, and his concern lest the faith and morals of his young
protégés be endangered. He spent as much time as he could with
them. He tactfully kept himself informed of their day’s events and,
like an expert and loving physician, promptly counteracted the
poisonous notions they had absorbed.

From the very beginning of his hospice he had started the custom
of giving the boys a little talk after night prayers. At the very start
he did it rarely, mostly on the vigil of feast days or some special
occasion; in 1850 he did it very frequently, almost nightly. In his
short talk, lasting only two or three minutes, he would stress some
doctrinal point or moral truth embodied in a story to which the boys
would listen attentively. Above all, he endeavored to guard them
against the unwholesome ideas of the times and against Protestant
errors which were fast spreading in Turin. Sometimes, the better to
hold their attention and the deeper to impress some good maxim on
their minds, he would tell them about some edifying incident which
had occurred that day, or which he had culled from history or the
life of a saint. At other times, as he had done and continued to do
with the festive oratory boys, he would present them with a problem
to solve or a question to answer, as, for example, the meaning of
such words as “God,” “Jesus Christ,” “Catholic Church,” “council,”
or why the Lord punished unrepentant sinners with eternal damna-
tion, and so on. He generally gave them several days to prepare
their written and signed answers. There would be some small prize
for the best response. Thus Don Bosco made them think and could
develop important truths which they never forgot. His brief talk
was always preceded by a “Lost and Found” announcement, for
the boys would bring him whatever personal objects they had found
on the premises.

In addition to the various practices of piety and solemn liturgical
services that fostered frequent confession and Communion, Don

o
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Bosco introduced the annual celebration of the Forty Hours’ devo-
tion. It was held in the little chapel [formerly the Pinardi shed},®
beautifully decorated for the occasion. Services were held for three
days with high Mass, sermon, Vespers, and Tantum Ergo in po-
lyphony, just as in the local parishes. This afforded the choirboys an
opportunity to sing. Don Bosco had formed them into three groups,
and had assigned to each group one of the more experienced singers
as a leader. James Bellia * was one of these leaders.
Charles Tomatis ® wrote:

Don Bosco played on a miserable piano so that we could learn the
tunes, and sometimes he would also teach some volunteer 1o play the
violin to accompany a solo singer. One day in 1850, inspired by a musi-
cal motif he had heard soldiers in the neighborhood practicing on their
trumpets, he wrote a single-voice Tantum Ergo, I still have it, and I sang
it many times when he took the choir boys to sacred services in Turin,
most of the time at the Crocetta parish church, or elsewhere. Felix
Reviglio 8 also helped Don Bosco with the choir from 1850 to 1856.

Shortly afterward Don Bosco provided his choristers with a small
wooden pipe organ, a real antique. It was worn-out and screechy, but it
had the virtue of being able to withstand the pounding of a beginner.
Everyone recalls how one of its valves was cracked and emitted shrill
sounds that plunged us into fits of laughter. It was placed in the room
next to Don Bosco’s, and some of those who practiced on it later be-
came well-known organists.

Since music and dramatics go hand in hand, Don Bosco continued to
entertain the boys with delightful stage plays. However, he excluded those
that required costumes, since he could not afford to rent them.

This gave rise fo some amusing and memorable incidents. One play,
Three Wise Men, required some costumes. The actors secretly got to-
gether and figured out a way to obtain them. They went to the Rifugio 7
and to a parish church and asked for the loan of some copes, alleging

3 See Vol. IT, pp. 334f. [Editor]

4 An Oratory boy and later a diocesan priest. [Editor]

5 Don Bosco first met him in 1847 in an artist’s studio. From then on he
attended the festive oratory in Valdocco every Sunday. See Vol. III, pp. 118f.
[Editor]

6 As a boy of sixteen he first met Don Bosco at the Oratory in 1847. Later he
became a priest and pastor in Turin. See Vol. III, pp. 239. [Editor)

7 An institution for wayward girls where Don Bosco had been a chaplain. See
vol. I, pp. 184ff. {Editor]
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that the Oratory needed them for solemn Vespers. They requested four,
one of them for King Herod. Since they used Don Bosco’s name, they
had no trouble obtaining them. Concealing them carefully until the per-
formance, they donned them just before walking on stage, thus making
a triumphal entry. There was, however, an anticlimax. Uproarious laugh-
ter greeted their ridiculous appearance and Don Bosco immediately made
them take the copes off.

Most of my companions were of a happy, carefree nature, though they
studied and worked hard. There were regular evening classes during
which Don Bosco taught us arithmetic and penmanship. His presence
alone filled us with an indescribable joy.

What we all admired in him, in these and in many other circumstances,
was the blend of firmness and gentleness of manner, of patience and of
inexhaustible forbearance with which he overcame or forestalled diffi-
culties, and his ability to pursue all things to a successful conclusion.
Above all, his humility appealed to us.

One evening, while he was teaching us the metric system, he made a
mistake while making some calculations on the blackboard, and thus he
could not solve the problem correctly. Though the large class was paying
attention, they did not see the difficulty. Detecting the error, I arose and,
as best I could, corrected it. Other teachers might not have welcomed
such a public correction, but Don Bosco not only graciously accepted it,
but thereafter held me in such high regard that I was overwhelmed.

Finally, his vigilance over us was unceasing, for he would not suffer
the devil to rob him of our souls.

Thus wrote Charles Tomatis. During 1849 and 1850 Don Bosco
was assisted by Father [John] Grassino * who was in charge of dis-
cipline and administration. He used to move to the Oratory when-
ever Don Bosco was away preaching in various parts of Piedmont.

8 A diocesan priest, [Editor]



CHAPTER 3

A Fact-Finding Committee

THERE was much talk in Turin about Don Bosco’s ora-
tories. His untiring efforts made people forget their earlier misgiv-
ings; they now appreciated his work and frequently voiced their
favorable opinions. They realized that Don Bosco’s festive oratory
prevented juvenile delinquency by turning underprivileged youths
into good Catholics and upright citizens. The facts spoke for them-
selves and could not be denied. Public opinion, private reports, and
a deliberation in the Senate finally led the government to take an
interest in Don Bosco’s oratory.

At this time a relative of the Gastaldi family,' a kindhearted
gentleman named Volpotto who held a high governmental post,
advised Don Basco to place his festive oratory informally under gov-
ernment auspices. When Don Bosco declined, Mr. Volpotto of his
own accord had the Senate pass a resolution requesting the govern-
ment to grant a subsidy to the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales. Before
passing the resolution, the Senate appointed a three-man fact-find-
ing committee. The committee members were Count Frederick
Sclopis,> Marquis Ignatius Pallavicini, and Count Louis Collegno.

10ne of its members, Canon Lawrence Gastaldi, became bishop of Saluzzo
in 1867 and archbishop of Turin in 1871. Serious controversies developed between
him and Don Bosco soon after the former's appointment to the archdiocese of
Turin. [Editor]

2 Count Frederick Sclopis, one of the most illustrious Piedmontese patricians
and a high-minded magistrate, was the Crown's trusted counselor and president
of the Senate. A man of international repute and a devout Catholic, he became
mediator between England and the United States in the intricate question concern-
ing the ship Alabama. He earned worldwide applause and congratulations for the
just settlement of this issue. It is gratifying to note that this distinguished diplomat
attributed the outstanding results of his mediation to Divine Wisdom. On Septem-
ber 17, 1872, he wrote in his Memoirs, “1 am returning from Geneva after having
experienced your blessing, O Lord. ... Profound and deep gratitude binds me to

12
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On the afternoon of a holy day in January, 1850, the three sena-
tors went to Valdocco to visit the Oratory. It was about two o’clock.
The more than five hundred boys engaged in various games pro-
vided a most pleasant spectacle. Watching them running around,
jumping, and walking on stilts under the supervision of various
priests and laymen, the senators were greatly impressed. After a
few moments Count Sclopis exclaimed, “Isn’t this something!”

“Indeed!” answered Marquis Pallavicini.

“Turin would be truly fortunate if many more such institutions
would be established,” added Count Louis Collegno.

Count Sclopis mused, “That would take so many youngsters off
our streets and squares on Sundays and holy days: youngsters who
are growing up ignorant and lawless.”

Don Bosco, surrounded by a group of boys, noticed these visitors
and approached them. After the usual amenities, a conversation
ensued which we have been able to reconstruct from what the visi-
tors and especially Don Bosco related to us.

Count Sclopis: We have been watching with astonishment so many
boys enjoying themselves. It’s quite a sight! We have heard that a priest
named Don Bosco is the prime mover behind all this. Would you intro-
duce us to him?

Don Bosco: Gentlemen, I'm Don Bosco. Would you be so good as to

come with me?
(He then led them to his small room.)
Count Sclopis: 1 am delighted to meet you in person. Your fame has

long preceded you.
Don Bosco: Perhaps that’s due more to the boys’ chatter than to my

merits,

you, my God.” See: Carattere e Religiosita del Conte Frederico Sclopis, a golden
booklet written by another Turin patrician, Baron Anthony Manno, Turin, 1880.

Editor's Note: During the American Civil War, a Confederate raiding-ship,
“The Alabama,” was built by a private company in England. It destroyed many
millions of dollars worth of Union shipping in the pericd 1862-1864. After the
war, the Union government demanded reparation from the British government
for allowing this Confederate raider, which had caused such havoc, to be built
within, and sail from, its dominion. After much discussion, the dispute was turned
over to arbitration. The members of the commission inciuded one American, one
Briton, one Italian (Count Sclopis), one Swiss, and one Brazilian, After many
months of discussion, on September 14, 1872, the United States (Union) govern-
ment was awarded $15,000,000 by the committee of arbitration, and this amount
was paid by Great Britain.
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Marquis Pallavicini: Your boys are the best judges in this matter and
have been quite truthful. Didn’t David say, “Upon the lips of infants and
babies, you have composed a hymn of praise™? [Ps. 8, 2]

Count Sclopis: The Senate is cognizant of your work and we have
been commissioned to acquaint ourselves with what you are doing and
make a report. I am Count Sclopis, this is Marquis Pallavicini, and this
is Count Louis Collegno.

Don Bosco: To date, my little oratory has received many welcome
visits, but this one will certainly be remembered as one of the most cher-
ished. Gentlemen, ask me any questions you like. I shall be happy to
answer them as best I can.

Count Sclopis: What is the purpose of this oratory?

Don Bosco: Its purpose is to gather on Sundays and holy days the
greatest possible number of boys who, either because of parental neglect
or because they are strangers in the city, would roam the streets instead
of attending church services and catechism classes. Here, instead, at-
tracted by the many games available, as well as by small gifts and a
warm reception, they have an opportunity to enjoy themselves under
supervision. In the morning they hear Mass, receive the sacraments, and
listen to a sermon especially suited to them; in the afternoon, after sev-
eral hours of play, they receive catechism instruction and attend Vespers
and Benediction. Briefly, the purpose of this oratory is to gather boys and
turn them into upright citizens and good Catholics.

Marquis Pallavicini: A fine program indeed. There should be more
such oratories in town.

Don Bosco: With Gad’s help, in 1847 a similar one 8 was started near
Valentino Park, not far from the Royal Palace at Porta Nuova, and a
third one * was opened a short time ago in Borgo Vanchiglia.

Count Collegno: Excellent!

Count Sclopis: How many boys come here?

Don Bosco: Usually five hundred; often we have even more. About
the same number attend each of the other two oratories.

Count Collegno: So that's about fifteen hundred boys who are provi-
dentially brought up in the right manner. Our city is indeed fortunate.
This is a great help for our government.

Marguis Pallavicini: When did you begin this work?

Don Bosco: 1t all started in 1841 when I began to care for several poor
young boys who needed personal attention. I soon realized that many

3 The St. Aloysius Oratory. See Vol. III, pp. 197ff. [Editor)
4+ The Guardian Angel Oratory, See Vol. III, pp. 392ff, [Editor]

e
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boys who were a little unruly but not really bad could easily become
serious problems if left to themselves.

Count Sclopis: Yours is truly a philanthropic work and one of great
social importance. Our government should encourage and support such
undertakings. I am sure you will be pleased to know that the government
and the Royal Family appreciate your work and will support it.

Count Collegno: How do you go about keeping order and discipline
among so many boys?

Don Bosco: Reason and charity. One must be kind, patient, and for-
bearing. Here kindness prevails over punishment; in fact, kindness reigns
supreme.

Marquis Pallavicini: This method should be adopted in other institutes,
especially in our reformatories. Then we wouldn’t need so many wardens
and guards. Not only that, but these inmates would be rehabilitated in-
stead of being released after many years far worse in character than when
they entered.

Count Sclopis: Are all these boys from town?

Don Bosco: No, sir. Some come from Biella, Vercelli, Novara, and
other provinces; others are from Milan, Como, and even from Switzer-
land. They come to Turin to look for jobs. Being far away from their
families, they are exposed to many dangers and could easily turn bad.

Count Sclopis: And soon give serious trouble to the police and even
to the government.

(At that moment a twelve-year-old boy came knocking at the door
with a message for Don Bosco, who told him to stay. The boy’s confi-
dence and candor delighted Count Sclopis.)

“What is your name?” he asked the boy.

“Joseph Vanzino.”

“Where are you from?”

“Varese.”

“What's your job?”

“I'm a stonecutter.”

“Are your parents living?”

“My father is dead.”

“And your mother?”

The boy lowered his eyes, hung his head, biushed and did not answer.

“Tell me,” Count Sclopis pressed him. “What about her? Is she dead
too?”

In a muffled voice the boy replied, “My mother is in jail.” And he
broke into tears. The senators and Don Bosco were moved. After a mo-
ment’s silence Count Sclopis continued:
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“Poor lad, I am deeply concerned about you. When night comes where
do you go?”

“Up till now my employer let me sleep in his house,” the boy replied,
wiping his eyes, “but today Don Bosco promised to take me in with the
other boys who live here.”

“What?” asked Count Sclopis turning to Don Bosco. “You also shel-
ter boys?”

Don Bosco: Yes. Circumstances made it necessary. Right now about
forty boys live here; most of them are either orphans or forsaken by their
parents. They board here and go to work in town.

Marquis Pallavicini: This is truly a work inspired by charity.

Count Collegno: But where do you obtain the means to feed and shel-
ter so many boys?

Don Bosco: 1t’s quite a problem, and at times I am in financial diffi-
culty. Most of the boys do not earn any money, and as for the few who
do, they earn so little that it could never suffice to provide for their
needs. However, to tell the truth, Divine Providence has never failed me
yet. In fact, I am so confident that God will continue to aid me that 1
am planning to expand in order to accommodate a larger number of boys.

Count Sclopis: Will you show us around?

Don Bosco: Most willingly. Our dwelling is so poor, however, that it
is hardly worth seeing.

So saying, Don Bosco took them on a tour. They first visited the
dormitory located on the first floor. The entrance was so low that
Count Sclopis accidentally hit the lintel with his hat; it fell off and
hit the nose of Marquis Pallavicini who was following close behind
and who managed to catch it.

“This never happened to me in the royal palace,” remarked the
count. To which the marquis added, “Nor did I ever have a hat land
on my nose before!”

From the dormitory the three senators passed on to the kitchen,
where Margaret was putting away pots and dishes. “This is my
mother,” Don Bosco said. “She is also the mother of my orphans.”

(Another conversation then ensued.)

Count Sclopis: It seems you are also the cook. Isn’t that so, mother?
Mamma Margaret: To gain heaven we do a little bit of everything.
Count Sclopis: What do you feed the boys?

Mamma Margaret: Bread and soup, soup and bread.
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Count Sclopis: How many courses do you serve Don Bosco?

Mamma Margaret: Only one!

Count Sclopis: That’s rather little. Is it a good one at least?

Mamma Margaret: You be the judge. It’s the same dish twice a day,
Sunday through Thursday.

(The senators chuckled at these words.)

Count Sclopis: Why not from Sunday to Sunday?

Mamma Margaret: Because Fridays and Saturdays are meatless days,
and so I prepare a dish without meat.

Count Sclopis: 1 understand. I see that you are a very thrifty cook.
I fear your menus will not be a great success nowadays.

Marquis Pallavicini: Is anyone helping you?

Mamma Margaret: T have a very good helper, but today he is very
busy and I have to manage all by myself.

Marquis Pallavicini: Who is your kitchen boy?

Mamma Margaret: “Here he is,” she said Jaughingly as she pointed

to Don Bosco.
Count Sclopis: Congratulations, Don Bosco. I knew you to be an ex-
cellent educator and also a gifted writer, but I didn’t know that you also

had experience in cooking.
Don Bosco: You should see me in action, especially when I make

polenta.’

They all laughed and said good-bye to the good woman.

The time for recreation was now over. Don Bosco gave the signal
and the visitors were in for another surprise. All games promptly
stopped, and hundreds of boys fell into an orderly line and went
into the chapel.

The senators then visited the catechism classes and attended
Vespers, the sermon and Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament, to
the great edification of the boys. Afterward, they exchanged a few
words with the youngsters in the playground.

“What’s your job?” Count Sclopis asked one of the boys.

“PI'm a shoemaker,” the boy replied.
“What’s the difference between a shoemaker and a cobbler?” con-

tinued the count.
“Well,” the boy answered, “a cobbler mends shoes while a shoemaker

makes them.”

5 A tasty cornmeal dish quite common in northern Italy. {Editor)
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“Excellent!™ said the count. “You have given me a very good answer.”

Don Bosco: He attends our evening classes very faithfully.

Marquis Pallavicini: Do you have evening classes too?

Don Bosco: Yes, marquis. We have had them since 1844 for those
boys who because of their jobs or age cannot attend regular day classes.
During the next hour classes will begin in those rooms over there.

Marquis Pallavicini: What subjects are taught?

Don Bosco: Reading, writing, bible history, Italian history, geography,
arithmetic, and the metric system. There are also classes in drawing,
French, and music, both vocal and instrumental.

Marquis Pallavicini: And who helps you?

Don Bosco: Some priests and laymen. I call them “cooperators.” These
generous men help me not only in teaching, but also in other ways, such
as finding jobs for the boys with reputable people, and providing shoes
and clothing,

Marquis Pallavicini: Good! These men are truly civic-minded and
well-deserving of our country’s gratitude.

Count Sclopis: Don Bosco, 1 don’t indulge in flattery, but in all hon-
esty I must say, also on behalf of my colleagues, that we are highly
pleased with what we have secn, and that as Catholics, citizens, and sen-
ators of the realm we heartily endorse your work and hope that it will
prosper and expand.

Before leaving, Count Sclopis gave Don Bosco a donation for the
boys most in need. From that time on the three senators became
Don Bosco’s benefactors. v

The praise bestowed on the oratories greatly pleased Don Bosco.
Another source of comfort to him was the interest shown by these
and other high government officials.

A few days after the committee’s visit, Don Bosco received the
following reply to a petition he had made.

Royal Secretariat for Internal Affairs, Department 5, No. 563
Turin, February 12, 1850

Reverend and dear Father:

I cannot take your petition into consideration until this department’s
budget has been definitely approved by the Parliament, notwithstanding
the fact that I would very much like to assist in promoting a work which
is such a credit to you. Truly inspired by sentiments of Christian charity,
you have undertaken to reduce as much as possible the number of under-
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privileged youths who, orphaned and without a guiding hand in their
early years, could become by their lawlessness a serious problem to
society and a threat to themselves. I am very pleased, however, to express
my sincerest admiration for your untiring zeal on behalf of these youths.
I hope that my appreciation will at least gratify you and encourage you
to continue this arduous humanitarian undertaking.

I shall give your petition every consideration as soon as our budget
is approved. I am honored to remain,

Your most devoted servant,

For the Minister of the Interior
S. Martino, Executive Secretary

Don Bosco was more interested in the government’s official ap-
proval than in a subsidy. With the help of Divine Providence this
would in due time ease the unjust animosity and suspicion that polit-
ical reactionaries had against the clergy and would protect him
against the new wave of anticlerical moves that were in the offing.

The secret societies and the government were both pressing for
the abolition of the ecclesiastical court. But the government, wish-
ing to keep a semblance of respect for the authority of the Church,
decided to resume negotiations for a new concordat. Negotiations
had broken down in 1848, partly because of the bad faith of the
Piedmontese delegation and partly because of Pope Pius IX’s de-
parture from Rome. For this purpose, and also to seek the resigna-
tions of Archbishop [Louis] Fransoni [of Turin] and Bishop [Philip]
Artico [of Asti], Count Joseph Siccardi was sent to Gaeta in Novem-
ber of 1849.

Pius IX was ready to make some concessions, but not all those
demanded, and he was totally opposed to the unjustified request
regarding the two bishops. Vexed by this turn of events, Count Sic-
cardi broke off negotiations and returned to Turin. In order that
Victor Emmanuel II would not receive a distorted report, the Pope
instructed Bishop Andrew Charvaz [of Pinerolo] to assure the king
of his goodwill and explain the grave obligations that the Pope’s
apostolic ministry placed on him. The king then wrote the Pope a
letter stating that he would uphold the rights of the Church and
protect the two bishops.

For some time anticlerical newspapers and publications had been
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mounting a campaign against the ecclesiastical court, demanding its
abolition. As a follow-up, on Febrnary 25, 1850, Count [Joseph]
Siccardi, Minister of Justice, introduced a bill for its total abolition.

The ecclesiastical court was the most ancient tribunal in Pied-
mont, or for that matter in any other Catholic State; it was based
on law and justice, on Holy Scripture, and on the decrees of popes
and councils. It had precedents in civil society: magistrates were
judged by magistrates, senators and ministers of state by their peers,
soldiers by the military, importers and exporters by courts of com-
merce, and members of the House of Representatives could not be
imprisoned while the House was in session without the House’s au-
thorization. Obviously, the aim of all these moves was to subject the
clergy to the civil authority.

Meanwhile, at the beginning of this year [1850], Archbishop
Fransoni had decided not to postpone his return to his diocese any
longer. The situation was growing more uncertain and difficult. The
clergy, accustomed to a long period of peace and harmony between
Church and State and to the laity’s docile submission to the Church’s
authority, was unprepared for the approaching storm and would not
have been able to steer a safe course in the turbulent waters ahead.

On January 22 [1850], the archbishop had issued a pastoral letter
informing the faithful of the Lenten indult, reiterating his ban on
licentious and heretical newspapers, and announcing the restoration
of papal government in the Papal States. Leaving Chambéry on
February 25, he arrived at Pianezza the following day. From there
he apprised King Victor Emmanuel IT of his arrival by letter, adding
that he was obeying a call of duty that he could not ignore without
grave guilt.

The king sent prominent people, including some ecclesiastics, to
persuade him to return abroad, but he frankly told them he in-
tended to stay.

Don Bosco, alone and on foot, hastened to Pianezza, about six
miles away. When Don Bosco was ushered in, the archbishop re-
marked affectionately, “Woe to the solitary man!” [Eccles. 4, 10]
Without acknowledging the prelate’s reference to his having come
unaccompanied, Don Bosco said to him, “To His angels He has
given command about you, that they guard you in all your ways.”
[Ps. 90, 11]
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Don Bosco visited the archbishop frequently; he had many things
to report, and the archbishop had confidential errands to entrust to
him. Without doubt great affection linked Don Bosco to his first
benefactor! Despite the grave problems which beset him, Arch-
bishop Fransoni always enjoyed talking with Don Bosco about the
festive oratories. This was a work in which he had taken a personal
interest and to which he had given his support from the very start.®
He was greatly concerned with its future. In fact, before going into
exile 7 he had frequently urged Don Bosco to work toward insuring
the future of his oratories. He had expressed to Don Bosco his
earnest desire that a society be established and developed to look
after the education of poor boys and to preserve the spirit and those
traditions that are formed only through experience. He often asked,
“How will you make sure that your work will continue? You are
mortal like all other men; if you don’t take the necessary steps, the
oratories will die with you. Figure out a way to make them survive.
Look for someone to take your place.” Finally, he said that it was
necessary for Don Bosco to found a religious congregation.

8 See Vol. II, pp. 61, 194, 236, 281, 316, 325, 344; Vol. IIl, pp. 134f, 154.9.
[Editor]
7 See Vol. 111, p. 224, {Editor]



CHAPTER 4

Distinguished Catechists

]DENTEN catechism classes began at the three oratories
of Valdocco, Porta Nuova, and Borgo Vanchiglia on February 18
[1850]. It was the Tuesday after the first Sunday in Lent. Earlier
in the month the boys had made the usual Exercise for a Happy
Death * amid hopes and fears prompted by the unrest of the times,
The only change introduced in the boys’ practices of piety was that
the Sunday rosary was no longer recited in the evening but rather
before or after Mass.

In Piedmont at this time there was great interest in Don Bosco’s
oratories. Of course, opinions varied. There was no lack of critics
who, unable to do any good themselves, scoffed at Don Bosco and
his youngsters. “They’re just riffraff,” they told him. “You won’t be
able to do anything with them.” Later they had to reverse their
opinion when they saw how he had turned them into skilled workers,
honest shopkeepers, teachers, lawyers, brave soldiers, and saintly
priests. As regards workers, we must add that Don Bosco, in a brief
history of the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales published in 1862,
wrote that every year he was able to find jobs for several hundred
boys.

Many people came to Valdocco on Sundays to see how he con-
ducted catechism classes. It was an extremely rewarding experience.
Classes were held in the chapel, in the sacristy and adjoining rooms,
on the playground, in the little vegetable garden fronting the house,
and even in an open field nearby where the church of Mary Help of
Christians now stands. In a little clearing flanked by potatoes and

1 A practice of piety that promotes spiritual recollection and fervor by medita-
tion on one’s death, It stresses the reception of the sacraments of Penance and
Holy Eucharist as if for the last time. [Editor]
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beans Don Bosco taught catechism to the more difficult boys. After
welcoming them as his very dear friends, he would begin his instruc-
tion.

One Sunday several Englishmen came to the Oratory to ascer-
tain personally the truth of what they had heard about the priest
of Valdocco. They were led by Bishop Cucchi who had told them,
“Now you'll see what Don Bosco is like!” Since this was to be a sur-
prise visit, the prelate said nothing to the many boys they passed,
but looked for Don Bosco all over the grounds. The search was un-
successful until, finally, as they came out the gate, he spotted a
group of boys sitting in the shade of a tree on a patch of grass and
exclaimed, “He must be over there!” Don Bosco indeed was there.
Seated on the grass, he was teaching about twenty of the older boys
who, despite their cocky appearance, were listening with rapt atten-
tion. After watching the unusual sight in amazement for several
minutes, the Englishmen exclaimed, “If all priests acted like that
and taught catechism even in the fields, the whole world would be
converted in no time at all!”

Of course, this success had not come about by itself; it had cost
Don Bosco much hard work. Since crowds of boys also flocked to
catechism classes at the St. Aloysius and Guardian Angel oratories,
Don Bosco had to send most of his young clerics and the more
experienced catechists there. But he did not fail to supervise them,
and often he would drop in on them unexpectedly. He would walk
out of the Oratory with his biretta on lest his absence be noticed,
but a short distance away someone would be waiting to hand him
his hat.

As a result of his solicitude for these two other oratories, Don
Bosco was often short of personnel in Valdocco. He had entrusted
all the discipline to Father [John] Grassino [a diocesan priest], but
this did not remedy the shortage of catechists. To ease the situation,
he made use of anyone who happened to be around, provided that
the individual was qualified for this work. Thus, for example, he
enlisted Father [Francis] Marengo [another diocesan priest], who
ended up by teaching catechism there for about eight years until
other duties finally forced him to give it up. However, he still con-
tinued to help with the hearing of confessions.

One day Marquis Gustavo Cavour arrived with a friend after the
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catechism classes had already begun. Knowing Don Bosco’s ways,
he immediately set out for the field where Don Bosco was sitting
surrounded by boys. He went up to him, introduced his companion,
and asked Don Bosco to take him for a tour of the Oratory, since
his friend was eager to know everything about it. “I'd be happy to
oblige, marquis, but right now I'm tied up with these boys. If you
would kindly take over this class for a little while, I'll be very glad
to show your friend around.” The marquis agreed, sat down among
those young apprentices, and took over where Don Bosco had
left off.

On another Sunday afternoon Don Bosco was visited by two dis-
tinguished priests from out-of-town, Passing through Turin, they
had decided to call upon Don Bosco. It was about two o’clock when
they arrived at the Oratory. The boys were moving to their locations
for catechism class, while Don Bosco, short of teachers, was think-
ing of how he could switch the classes around. The two priests
showed up at that very moment. “My companion and I would like
to visit your Oratory and observe your method of teaching,” one
of them said.

“I’ll be delighted to show you everything after the church serv-
ices. As you can see, right now I'm terribly busy with these hundreds
of boys. Your arrival at this very moment is providential. Would
you be so good as to help me with the catechism classes? Afterward,
we’ll be able to talk at our own leisure.” Then he turned to the one
who seemed to be the more important of the two and said, “Would
you please take care of the older boys? They are in the chapel, back
of the main altar.”

“Gladly!” replied the priest.

“And you,” Don Bosco said addressing the other, “would you
mind teaching another group in the sanctuary? The boys in that
group are the most restless.”

The second priest also generously consented. Don Bosco gave
them a copy of the diocesan catechism and, without asking their
names, led them to their respective locations. Thus he was free for
general supervision. Young Michael Rua, who had attended the
festive oratory regularly since 1849, was present at this scene. He
had a good view of the two priests from where he sat among the
other boys and he was greatly impressed.
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Don Bosco somehow sensed that his two visitors were not just
ordinary priests, and he also noticed that they were expert catechists.
He could hear the one who was teaching back of the main altar.
The priest was speaking about the virtue of faith and was bringing
in examples and comparisons. “Faith,” he was saying, “concerns
things which we do not see. Since they are not visible, we make an
act of faith and believe in their existence. We would not need to do
so if they were visible. Thus while we are on earth we believe in
eternal life, but when we shall have the good fortune to be in heaven,
we shall no longer need to make this act of faith; we shall be actually
enjoying eternal life.”

After listening for some time to the priest’s accurate presentation
of doctrinal truths in a manner adapted to the understanding of his
youthful audience, Don Bosco asked him to give them a brief ser-
mon after the singing of Vespers. The priest tried to decline since
he was a stranger, adducing that it might be more fitting to have a
preacher with whom the boys were familiar, but Don Bosco in-
sisted. He also asked the other priest to give Benediction of the
Blessed Sacrament. Both accepted without further ado. During the
sermon the other visiting priest helped to supervise the boys. As
soon as the services were over, Don Bosco eagerly looked for them
to make their acquaintance. “This is Father Rosmini, founder of
the Institute of Charity,” one of them said, gesturing to the other.

“Oh, the great philosopher!” exclaimed Don Bosco, highly sur-
prised.

“Oh, indeed?” Father Rosmini remarked with a smile,

“Quite so,” continued Don Bosco. “Your many books warrant
my calling you a great philosopher.”

“Yes, I've written a few,” Father Rosmini said humbly in a
matter-of-fact fashion.

“I'm not surprised now that you taught catechism so well,” Don
Bosco added. Then turning to the other priest, he said, “And might
I ask your name, Father?”

“I'm Father Joseph De Gaudenzi.”

“The canon archpriest of Vercelli?”

“Yes.”

“I'm delighted to finally meet you in person, since I already know



26 THE BIOGGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS OF SAINT JOHN BOSCO

you so well by our correspondence. I have heard about your charity
and pastoral zeal.”

Both then had a long conversation with Don Bosco, and from
that time on they became great admirers, friends, and benefactors
of the Oratory.

After they left, the boys in the canon’s class asked Don Bosco
about him, and he told them, “He comes from Vercelli and is one
of the outstanding priests of that archdiocese. He is the timber of
which bishops are made.” Indeed, Canon De Gaudenzi was later
appointed bishop of Vigevano and proved to be a great credit to
the episcopate.

Father [Antonio] Rosmini came to visit Don Bosco on other occa-
sions, together with Marquis Gustavo Cavour.

Professor Charles Tomatis of Fossano described these visits as
follows:

Father Rosmini often dropped in on our evening classes, graciously
taught us catechism, and occasionally took part in the church services of
the Oratory, to our great delight. He considered them no less important
in spreading the Faith than those held in the forests of primitive coun-
tries or in the churches of mission lands such as China and India. Once
he chanced upon Don Bosco teaching a large number of boys under a
mulberry tree. It was a charming scene and Father Rosmini remarked,
“The loving serenity of that good priest is a reflection of his yearning for
the eternal repose of heaven, where he will go with the thousands of
souls he has saved. They will throng around him in the glory of the
blessed, just as they now surround him affectionately on earth.” Once
Father Rosmini also put in an appearance at the Oratory on a weekday
just as the young apprentices were returning from their jobs. Don Bosco
summoned them around the priest, who asked them a few questions and
spoke a word of encouragement to all, including myself. Afterward he
visited our little home and was moved by its extreme poverty.

On another occasion, Father Rosmini and Marquis [Gustavo]
Cavour, whose guest the former always was whenever he came to
Turin, attended a playlet written by Don Bosco and staged by the
Oratory boys. John Turchi # played the leading part.

2 A pupil and later a teacher at the Oratory where he said his first Mass on May
26, 1861, [Editor)
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During his visits to Valdocco, Father Rosmini used to have long,
friendly talks with Don Bosco in his room. On one of his first visits
he asked Don Bosco’s advice about putting money belonging to his
institute into a savings bank. But he added that he would prefer to
lend it to some private individuals provided that he could be sure
of their integrity.

At that time Don Bosco was planning to put up another build-
ing at the Oratory. Therefore, he replied, “I can help you in that.
I know a person in need of a loan. He is quite trustworthy. I'll write
you about it soon, and I hope you will agree with me.”

A few days later he wrote the following letter to Father Rosmini

at Stresa.
Turin, March 11, 1850

Very Rev. Father Antonio Rosmini
Superior of the Institute of Charity
Stresa

Very Reverend and dear Father:

Your interest and active participation in all that concerns public wel-
fare, especially the spiritual welfare of souls, encourages me to reveal a
plan which I have already discussed with Father {Joseph] Fradelizio *
and about which I have recently informed Father Pauli.

I plan to expand the facilities of the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales,
an institution for the civic, moral, and religious education of underprivi-
leged youths, by adding another building. Other similar oratories, of
which I am the head, have already been opened in Turin. The harvest is
not without thorns but is nevertheless plentiful and promising. Priests
are needed, priests full of love for their fellowmen.

Would it be possible for your Institute of Charity to establish itself
quietly here in Turin? One way to do so would be by contributing to the
construction of the new building I am planning, with the proviso that
some members of your institute could live here and gradually participate
in the many works of charity as the need arises. Please give this matter
some thought. Should you decide to try something along these lines, you
c¢an count on my cooperation in any undertaking for the welfare of souls
and the greater glory of God. Father Pauli is fully acquainted with my

8 A Rosminian. See Vol. 111, pp. 371. [Editor)}
4 Another Rosminian, [Editor]
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plans and so he will be in a better position to explain matters than I could
in a letter.

Please forgive me if I have taken too great a liberty in making this
suggestion. I assure you of my highest esteem and am honored to remain,

Your most humble servant,
Fr. John Bosco

Father Rosmini had the following reply sent to Don Bosco:

Stresa, April 4, 1850
Very Reverend and dear Don Bosco:

The charitable undertaking you mentioned in your kind letter of
March 11 sounds very interesting to my revered superior, Father An-
tonio Rosmini. He would like to participate in it effectively, but, before
committing himself, he needs more detailed information on the matter.
Neither your fetter nor the report made to him by Father Pauli upon his
return from Turin sufficiently illustrates your plans. My superior there-
fore suggests a meeting at which it will be easier to clarify the matter and
reach some agreement. We would be very pleased if you could honor us
a second time ® by visiting us at your convenience in Stresa.® You would
then have every opportunity of discussing the matter at length with my
superior. If you can do so, please let us know when we might expect you.

Father Rosmini and all the members of our community who know you
send their most cordial regards. With the deepest respect, I remain,

Your devoted servant,
Father Charles Gilardi

Don Bosco lost no time in supplying the desired information.

Turin, April 15, 1850
Very Reverend and dear Father Charles:

I was very glad to learn that the plan I mentioned to Father Rosmini
met with his approval in principle. I too believe that we should have a
meeting, but presently I cannot say when I will be able to come to Stresa,
much as I am looking forward to it.

For the moment, therefore, I shall outline a few specific points which

5 Don Bosco had paid them a visit in the fall of 1847, See Vol. III, pp. 173f.
[Editor] .
¢ Headguarters of the Rosminians. [Editor]
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I shall be glad to clarify further if need be. My plan has two objectives:
the first is to obtain material and spiritual support for the oratories
which by design of Divine Providence have been opened in three dif-
ferent parts of the city; the second is to ascertain whether the Lord has
chosen this as the time to establish your congregation in Turin, as a rem-
edy against the many grievous wounds already inflicted or about to be
inflicted on the Church. As you see, we must combine the simplicity of
the dove with the prudence of the serpent. Everything must be done
quietly lest the enemy rush in to sow the seeds of discord.

Since undertakings of this sort require compliance with legal formali-
ties lest any of the parties concerned suffer damages, I submit the follow-
ing agreement to your reverend superior. I believe that these provisions
will satisfy legal requirements without attracting too much public attention.

1. My plan is to erect a three-story building with a church annex.
The land covers an area of approximately 34,200 square feet and will
be encircled by a wall. It is located at Porta Susina 7 in the Valdocco
district.

2. The Rev. John Bosco will reserve six or more rooms for the use of
students of the Institute of Charity or for others as determined by the
superior of the institute. This arrangement will offer an opportunity for
works of charity in the oratories, hospitals, prisons, schools, etc.

3. The Rev. John Bosco is prepared to lend his assistance in what-
ever may redound to the prestige and benefit of the institute.

4. The Institute of Charity would contribute to the construction the
sum of, say, twelve thousand lire, payable in three installments: at the
start of the construction, at the mid-point, and upon its completion.

5. This sum would be guaranteed by a mortgage on the land and
building.

6. In the event of the Rev. John Bosco’s death, the Institute of
Charity would acquire title to a portion of the building on terms to be
established, or be entitled to a refund of the money, but only in the event
that no other testamentary arrangements have been made in favor of the
said institute.

These are my suggestions. I would like to point out, though, that the
government and the municipal authorities, both of whom take great in-
terest in public education, are favorably disposed toward the oratories,
and have several times expressed the wish that day classes be established
in all three of them. A shortage of teachers has prevented me from car-

rying this out.

7 Also called Porta Paesana. Since 1860 its name has been Porta Savoia. [Editor]
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In conclusion, I am interested in furthering the expansion of the Insti-
tute of Charity by aiding its establishment in Turin. If this is in accord-
ance with God’s will, we could attempt it.

Please give my regards to the revered Father Rosmini. I shall pray
that God will preserve you both in the interest of the Church, so sorely
tried in our day. I remain,

Your most humble servant,
Fr. John Bosco



CHAPTER 5

A Senate Debate on the Oratory

HARDLY a month had passed since the visit of the
three senators to the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales when, at the
beginning of March, it became known that the Oratory had been
discussed at a Senate session, On March 1 [1850], under the chair-
manship of Marquis [Caesar] Alfieri, the Senate examined two peti-
tions, quite similar in nature, which had been on the agenda since
January 11 of the same year. Petition No. 47 read as follows,
“Joseph Charles Bruno, physician, proposes the adoption of legisla-
tion to provide shelter and education for unemployed, vagrant boys.”
Petition No. 48 was couched in these terms, “The Rev. John Bosco
states that, through his personal initiative, three oratories have been
opened on the outskirts of Turin for the intellectual and moral edu-
cation of vagrant boys, and requests the Senate to provide funds
for the operation of said institutes.”

Marquis Ignatius Pallavicini, reporter of these petitions, spoke
for the committee which had been appointed for that purpose, de-
livering the following address in the March 1, 1850, session as
recorded in the Ati Ufficiali [similar to our Congressional Record].

Senator Pallavicini: Joseph Charles Bruno, house doctor and surgeon
of the state reformatory for juveniles, in his petition No. 47 expresses a
justified concern over the alarming number of orphaned or abandoned
boys roaming the city streets. Many are runaway boys. Jobless, they go
around selling matches or candles or other odds and ends. Since they are
homeless, they sleep in doorways and hallways. Briefly, they grow up
lazy, idle, and prone to delinquency. Even though very young, they are
fast becoming skillful pickpockets and are well on the road to far greater
crimes. To remedy this lamentable situation, Dr. Bruno suggests that
these urchins be removed from their dangerous surroundings and housed

3
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in some institution where they can learn some trade and receive some
moral education. The institution he has in mind is the agricultural school
called “La Generala” which was recently remodeled according to mod-
ern penal principles and has been properly equipped with everything
necessary to give its inmates a moral, intellectual, and vocational educa-
tion. In support of his suggestion, he cites what is now being done along
such lines at Lausanne, Belgium, and in France. He finally asks for the
realization of this project. Our committee cannot but applaud the hu-
manitarian intentions of Dr. Joseph Charles Bruno and is convinced (in-
deed I believe the entire Senate shares this conviction) that it would be
highly advisable not to postpone further whatever steps are required to
curb and prevent this disorder. Let us fill our educational institutes and
we shall empty our prisons. Our committee therefore proposes that this
petition be forwarded with our recommendation to the Minister of the
Interior in order that he may expeditiously and effectively remove the
causes of juvenile delinquency.

(At this point Senator Giulio requested permission to speak.)

President: Senator Giulio has the floor.

Senator Giulio: We certainly sympathize with the humane sentiments
expressed by the petitioner and shared by the committee whose report
we have just heard. I am sure that we are all eager to take steps to put
an end to the evils rightly deplored by both the petitioner and the com-
mittee. Yet one may well believe, indeed one may be convinced, that
the means suggested in the petition (which would bear the Senate’s stamp
of approval if the Senate forwarded it to the Minister of the Interior),
far from eradicating the evils deplored, would merely aggravate them.

Before recommending the petition to the Minister of the Interior for
action, as proposed, the Senate should first consider whether the govern-
ment can possibly take upon itself the education of so many boys; and
even if it can, whether such a step would be advisable. By so doing, the
government would unavoidably encourage parental irresponsibility and
give rise to greater evils than those it tries to remedy.

1 will not further elaborate on these points as 1 am sure that what I
have already said will suffice to alert the Senate regarding an all-too-
facile humanitarianism which might easily produce results worse than
those it intends to cure.

(Here Senator Giulio made a motion (o reject the Bruno petition with-
out further consideration.)

President: Senator Giulio has made the motion to reject this petition.
If someone will second it, we shall put it to a vote.

(Senator Giulio’s motion was seconded and Professor Bruno's petition
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was rejected by a standing vote. The unsuccessful outcome of this first
petition did not augur well for Don Bosco, but things turned out quite
differently despite Senator Giulio’s opposition, as the record shows.)

Senator Pallavicini: Petition No. 48 is similar in content and purpose
to the one I have already had the honor of submitting to you. The means
it proposes, though, are somewhat different.

The petitioner is a distinguished and zealous priest of this city, the
Reverend John Bosco. He too is solicitous for the welfare of abandoned
boys and society in general. With the approval of both ecclesiastical and
civil authorities, he has for some years dedicated his efforts to gathering
boys between the ages of twelve and twenty on Sundays and holy days.
For example, more than five hundred boys attend his oratory in Valdocco.
Their numbers increased to such an extent that three years ago he had
to open another oratory at Porta Nuova, and recently a third one in
Borgo Vanchiglia. At all these places, whether in the playground or in
the classroom, the boys learn moral principles and respect for authority
and law in accordance with our Faith. Moreover, they are also taught
reading and writing, arithmetic, and the metric system.! I may also add
that he has even opened a hospice sheltering between twenty and thirty
of the most needy.

This holy undertaking is supported by donations from zealous and
charitable priests and laymen, for the city of Turin is second to none in
generosity toward charitable institutions.

Expenses, however, have increased yearly. The petitioner is burdened
not only with the rental of the buildings, amounting ta 2,400 lire, but he
must also provide for the upkeep of the hospice and adjacent chapel as
well as meet the daily expenses necessitated by the extreme poverty of
some of the boys. He finds himself compelled to discontinue this work
since all too frequently he is obliged to appeal to those who have already
come to his assistance on other occasions. Therefore he would like the
Senate to take a benevolent interest in his institute and support it by
adopting relevant resolutions.

The members of my committee did not rely exclusively on the peti-
tioner’s report. Even though they already knew of this well-deserving
institute, they sought more information. They were able to verify on the
spot that in addition to practicing their religious duties on Sundays and

1 As of January 1, 1850, the metric system had become the exclusive legal sys-
tem in Piedmont. In preparation for this development, Don Bosco in 1846 wrote
and published a pertinent booklet. See Vol. II, pp. 374-9. He also began teaching
the metric system in his evening classes. In 1849, to familiarize his pupils with it,
he also wrote and staged a three-act comedy. See Vol. 111, pp. 420ff. [Editor]
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holy days, the boys learned drawing, bible history, Italian history, civics,
and physical education.

The founder of these oratories also planned to foster a healthy spirit
of competition by having the boys prepare exhibits on art and industry
and present musical and literary entertainments with prizes awarded to
the best performers. All this could not be carried out for lack of means.

From what I have already said, it is obvious that this institution is
eminently religious, social, and useful. I need not say more. Our city
would suffer very much if such an institute, rather than prospering and
developing as planned by these sincere friends of the people, were to
languish or close down altogether for lack of a helping hand to enable it
to maintain at least the good already accomplished. Our committee would
be at fault and negligent in its duty toward the Senate, which honored it
by entrusting this important task to it, as well as to society, if it did not
propose most unreservedly that this petition be recommended to the
Ministry of the Interior, so that due assistance may be accorded to so
beneficial and deserving an enterprise.

Senator Giulio: To my deep regret I must for the second time perform
an unpleasant duty and dissuade you from pursuing a path to which we
are all sentimentally drawn—the path of legal charity—which 1 hope the
Senate will not wish to pursue in connection with a petition.

I move once more that this petition be rejected and that my motion be
seconded and voted upon.

Count Sclopis: The considerations advanced for the second time by my
honorable colleague, Senator Giulio, surely touch upon one of the major
issues debated throughout Europe today. This is neither the place nor
the time for such a debate. Were we to reject this petition, our decision
would, at the very least, discourage institutes of this sort which (depend-
ing on private charity) strive to fill a tragic gap in contemporary society.

Moreover, it seems to me that it is not proper to raise the question of
legal charity here, insofar as only subsidiary assistance is being requested.
When great questions about public charity arose in other countries, I
believe that even those who very rightly opposed it as a matter of prin-
ciple, nevertheless admitted that in such instances where private assist-
ance was inadequate or impossible, the government, without undertaking
to establish institutions of its own, could very well, indeed even ought to
give temporary supplementary aid.

I consider it an urgent necessity that something be done on behalf of
these boys who, when they will have to leave these oratories (founded
by our fellow citizens), will be almost totally on their own at a difficult
and dangerous age. I am convinced that it is very important that the gov-
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ernment meet its pressing charitable needs, without however committing
itself permanently to any such institutions.

In this present instance, therefore, I invite the government to take the
necessary steps to cope with this grave need. Speaking also on behalf of
my committee (whose members, I am sure, share my opinion), I wish
to declare that it has not been our intention to debate the pros and cons
of public charity. We merely wish to request a subsidy such as those
which the government grants to so many other institutions of public
charity. I shall therefore insist that this petition be forwarded to the Min-
istry of the Interior.

This I say with the utmost conviction, because (as I already had the
honor to state in this assembly on another occasion) the municipal coun-
cil, after making a survey of conditions among workers, was obliged to
admit great deficiencies in this field. Without compromising the govern-
ment into adopting a rigid policy, it is possible to cooperate in keeping
such institutions alive; through other means they may then perhaps be-
come more permanently established. The government must come to their
assistance; it will thus remedy a sad situation and lay the foundation for
a better future.

Senator Giulio: 1 shall reply briefly to Senator Sclopis’ remarks. Gov-
ernments are bound to dispense justice, not alms, to citizens. Public funds
belong to the citizens and therefore may not be disposed of except for
reasons of justice. Such considerations, which I consider incontestable,
are sufficient to demonstrate how governments are under no obligation
to come to the assistance of charitable institutions with public funds, no
matter how deserving they are for humanitarian or moral reasons. Gov-
ernments have nothing to give except justice for all.

Count Sclopis: The government indeed must be just before all else;
but the government must also be farsighted. The government should not
commit itself to run charitable institutions, although it should help in
emergencies. In such cases a hard and fast line of conduct is not the best.
Such rigidity, especially in our present circumstances, might lead people
to despair concerning the future welfare of many institutions which not
only the voice of charity recommends to us but also that of political fore-
sight as well.

Senator Sauli: 1 might add that such institutions do not merely dis-
pense alms, but provide moral and religious training, which, I believe,
is of great concern to the government.

Senator Pallavicini: May I point out that not long ago the Senate
agreed that compulsory education should be provided to vagrant boys
and demonstrated this conviction in a vote to that effect on a bill sub-
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mitted to the Chamber of Deputies. Now what is the petition about which
we have just heard a report? Its purpose is to give an education practi-
cally identical to the one that I have already mentioned. If the govern-
ment [a short time ago] was willing to institute such a program of educa-
tion, it can now very well contribute to a necessary outlay without getting
involved in a debate on the pros and cons of public charity.

Count Sclopis: The government recently did so in a similar case and
earned the gratitude of the entire populace.

President: Two motions have been made: one by the committee which
recommends the petition to the government for a subsidy; the other by
Senator Giulio, who moves that the Senate take a vote on his motion.
This Iatter motion has precedence.

(Senator Giulio’s motion was rejected.)

President. I now make a motion that we vote on the recommendation
of the committee.

(This motion was adopted, and Don Bosco’s petition was referred by
the Senate to the Minister of the Interior with recommendations for a
subsidy for the upkeep of his institute.)

The approval of this petition by the Senate was of great impor-
tance. Thereafter both the hospice and the festive oratory at Val-
docco were extended official consideration by the government. Now
and then the government manifested its approval by praising the
work, granting subsidies, or recommending poor boys to Don Bosco’s
care as to a sure haven where they could become upright citizens,
to their personal advantage as well as that of their families and the
nation.

Even the local antireligious newspapers, echoing the Senate’s
sentiments, wrote articles in praise of Don Bosco. In fact for a while
no one dared to speak disparagingly about him.

While on the one hand Don Bosco had good reason to rejoice
over the outcome of this debate in the Senate, on the other hand
he was saddened by news concerning his archbishop. King Victor
Emmanuel had personally written to the latter telling him that he
should not have returned to his diocese without having been sum-
moned, and that since it was known that the archbishop was not in
favor of constitutional government, he was expected to declare in
a pastoral letter his intention of not opposing it in any way. Under
these circumstances, in a letter dated March 4, the archbishop an-
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nounced his imminent return to Turin. Expressing his thanks to the
clergy and the faithful for their expressions of affection, he praised
their constancy in their Catholic Faith and also had some laudatory
words for the House of Savoy. He also declared that all citizens
should obey the Constitution granted by King Charles Albert. Its
first article solemnly declared: “The Roman Catholic and Apostolic
Church is the sole Church of the State.”



CHAPTER 6

Harassment of the Church

THE month of March [1850], a month which should
have been spent in devout preparation for Easter,! was darkened
by some highly disturbing incidents. March 4 was the [second] an-
niversary of the proclamation of the Constitution. To solemnize
this event a solemn high Mass and Te Deum were scheduled in the
church of La Gran Madre di Dio [the Great Mother of God] ? in
the presence of the military and civil authorities. In the huge and
magnificent Piazza Vittorio Emanuele, battalions of the National
Guard were lined up as a guard of honor. All the boys’ schools of
the city had reserved places, but the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales
did not make an appearance. Don Bosco was determined to keep
his boys away from any ceremony that had political overtones, for
he realized the potential disastrous consequences involved. The
course of action chosen by Don Bosco was not easy (as Canon
[John Baptist] Anfossi relates), especially between 1850 and 1855,
but Don Bosco always held fast to his policy and managed to steer
a safe course.

On this particular day, the anticlerical fury of the mobs roaming
the streets and squares reached fever pitch. Priests were insulted and
jeers were shouted under the windows of the papal nuncio, Arch-
bishop [Anthony B.] Antonucci. Landlords and tenants were forced
to display flags; a “spontaneous” general illumination was achieved
by hurling stones at any darkened windows.

Meanwhile, in Parliament, debate over proposed legislation to

1 Easter fell on March 31 that year. [Editor]

2 This church was built in the style of the Roman Pantheon between 1818 and
1831 to commemorate the return of King Victor Emmanuel I from his exile.
[Editor]
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abolish the ecclesiastical court was drawing to a close. The best
Catholic spokesmen of the Chamber of Deputies had fought against
this bill, but the vast majority of the deputies were men without any
faith or religion. When the Catholic position was stated, they re-
sponded with outbursts of laughter, boos, and hisses, applauding
instead the vicious diatribes of Angelo Brofferio ® and those of his
ilk. On March 9 the bill passed with one hundred and thirty votes
in favor and twenty-six against. The eloquent protests of James
Cardinal Antonelli, of the nuncio, and of the bishops were of no
avail. Catholic newspapers did not fare any better when they pro-
tested against the violation of the public rights of the Church
and demanded observance of the first article of the Constitution.
L’Armonia was confiscated and declared guilty of breaking the law,
Lenten preachers were threatened and physically attacked, and the
preacher at St. Dalmazzo * was forced to leave the city. The clergy
was forbidden to present petitions against the passing of this law,
while those in favor of it were openly encouraged. La Gazzetta del
Popolo, the unofficial mouthpiece of Parliament, unchallenged and
in fact imitated by other liberal newspapers, had conducted a savage
campaign of abuse against the senators and deputies who had fought
for the rights of the Church.

This was the atmosphere in Turin when Archbishop [Louis]
Fransoni arrived on March 15 to take up residence again. He paid
a courtesy visit to Victor Emmanuel II, who received him coldly
and somewhat resentfully.

March 28 was Holy Thursday. On that morning Don Bosco said
to Father [John] Giacomelli, “Let’s go to the cathedral and see
what’s happening over there.” They went and were present at the
blessing of the holy oils. The manager of La Campana, a Catholic
newspaper, with a group of husky young men from the Valdocco
Oratory, stood in the square near the archbishop’s coach ready for
action should anyone dare to insult the prelate. Nothing happened,
but on his way home the archbishop was greeted with catcalls and
hisses. He was similarly insulted on Good Friday. But on Holy
Saturday there were no insults as he made his way to and from the

3 A Piedmontese politician and an opponent of Camillo Benso Cavour. [Editor]
4 A parish church in Turin. [Editor)
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royal chapel, where he distributed Easter Communion to the king
and his family.

While this was going on in the heart of the city, in the three ora-
tories on the outskirts (Porta Nuova, Borgo Vanchiglia, and Val-
docco) about two thousand youngsters, well-versed in their cate-
chism and carefully prepared by a triduum of sermons and a good
confession, were receiving their Easter Communion. For many it
was also their First Holy Communion.

Don Bosco had ordered six thousand cards from the Paravia
Press printed as follows:

THREE THINGS TO REMEMBER IN ORDER TO PRESERVE
THE FRUITS OF YOUR EASTER COMMUNION

Dear boys, if you want long-lasting results from your Easter Holy
Communion, practice these three suggestions. They will fill your heart
with joy and your soul with true happiness.

1. Always keep holy the day of the Lord by attending Mass and lis-
tening to the Word of God in sermons and catechetical instructions.

2. Avoid bad companions as you would the plague. Keep away from
boys who blaspheme or take the holy name of God in vain, and who
indulge in unseemly acts or conversation. Avoid also those who speak
disparagingly of our holy Faith, or who criticize its ministers and above
all the Pope, the Vicar of Jesus Christ. Just as only a degenerate son
would criticize his father’s conduct, so only a degenerate Catholic would
criticize the Pope, who is the father of all Christians throughout the
world.

3. Go to confession often. Never let a month go by without making
your confession and also receiving Communion, in accordance with your
confessor’s advice.

After Communion remain in church as long as you can to thank Our
Lord and ask of Him the grace of not dying in mortal sin.

There is only one God; if He is against me, who will save me?

I have only one soul; if I lose it, what will become of me?

One single mortal sin makes me deserve hell; what would become of
me if I should die in such a state?

To my words, dear sons, pay heed.
False is the world;
God is your one true friend in need!
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But the boys were not the only ones to benefit from Don Bosco’s
priestly charity; many of their fathers also came to the Oratory to
settle longstanding accounts with God. As Lent progressed, they
noticed how catechism instructions had made their children more
respectful and obedient. On questioning them they had come to
know what Don Bosco was teaching them: obedience and love to-
ward their parents, and the boys’ duty to pray for them in gratitude
for all they had done and were doing on their behalf. This discovery
kindled feelings of goodwill and respect for the priest in the parents’
hearts. On the evenings their sons went to confession, they saw them
return so radiant with joy that their prejudices against confession
vanished, and they began to realize that there was joy in a tranquil
conscience. When their sons, following Don Bosco’s promptings,
asked their forgiveness for all the grief they might have caused them
in the past, and promised to obey them in all things in the future,
these parents were gripped by deep remorse, remembering how they
themselves had often failed to give good example to their children.
At Don Bosco’s invitation many fathers accompanied their sons to
the Oratory on the day of their First Holy Communion. Observing
their devout behavior in church and their angelic faces after receiv-
ing Holy Communion, they were deeply moved. They envied the
happiness of their sons, and their eyes filled with tears remembering
the time when they too were innocent. That day they kept away
from the tavern; they stayed at home to experience once again the
joys of family life and to share the spiritual happiness of one they
loved. Then they would begin to feel aversion for the kind of life
that had brought unhappiness to their home. A salutary sorrow
forced them to think, a struggle between good and evil arose in their
hearts, and finally the grace of God triumphed in answer to their
sons’ prayers. Then they went to the Oratory chapel to wait for
Don Bosco; others made their way to the sacristy after he had said
Mass or knocked on the door of his room late in the evening for
greater privacy. Don Bosco understood their need at a glance and
received them cheerfully, encouraging them to confide all their
troubles. He assured them that they were talking to a friend who
would not be shocked by anything since he had already heard every-
thing. He urged them to overcome their understandable reticence
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and simply kneel down and make their confession. Afterward, full
of joy, they returned home. From then on happiness reigned in their
families; with their wives and children they would pray, attend
church services, and go to confession and Communion. Often these
fathers would also spend an evening in pleasant relaxation at the
Oratory. The oratories had indeed bestowed great benefits on the
people of Turin.

While Don Bosco’s efforts were rewarded with abundant fruit,
Easter Sunday brought new tribulations to the archbishop. As he
emerged from the main portals of the cathedral and walked between
two lines of carabinieri to his carriage where a whole cavalry squad-
ron and a battalion of the National Guard were in attendance, he
was greeted by a storm of catcalls, boos, and threats that drowned
out the acclamations, applause, and other tokens of respect from
the faithful,

Among his courageous supporters, according to Father Felix
Reviglio, was a group of the older and more dependable boys from
the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales. Several hours previously Don
Bosco had sent them to applaud the archbishop since that was all
they could do at that time.

Don Bosco had been apprised that the mob would attempt some
outrage. It was all too true. The rioters surged toward the arch-
bishop’s carriage, pounded on the windows with their clenched fists,
and tried to cut the reins of the horses, while the guards looked on
passively. Fortunately, the archbishop was saved by his coachman’s
presence of mind. He simply lashed at the would-be assailants with
his whip and boldly urged his horses forward.

Again pressure was exerted to force Archbishop Fransoni into
further exile. The Senate was debating the question of ecclesiastical
immunity. When a vote was taken on April 8, fifty-one were in
favor of rescinding it, with only twenty-nine opposed. That same
evening and for several succeeding evenings, a mob of political ex-
tremists, subsidized by the government, and groups of young hooli-
gans paid and rehearsed by agitators roamed wildly through the
streets hurling imprecations at the clergy and shouting “Long live
Siccardi!” ® They had made a similar demonstration against the

5 As Minister of Justice, Siccardi had sponsored the bill abolishing all ecclesias-
tical privileges and the ecclesiastical court. [Editor)
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bishop of Chambéry on his way to the Senate. The most violent
demonstration was held outside the episcopal palace. Here the mob
shouted, “Down with the archbishop! Down with the episcopal
court! Down with the nuncio!” Hurling stones through the windows,
they then attempted to force their way through the main entrance.
Infantry and cavalry troops finally quelled the savage rioting.

On April 9 the king ratified the law which, among other odious
articles, subjected bishops and priests to the civil courts. In protest
the apostolic nuncio asked for an exit visa, took leave of the king,
and left for Rome on April 12.

The real aim of the anticlericals was to destroy episcopal au-
thority and foment rebellion among the clergy. They hoped that
priests and rural pastors would throw off Church discipline and start
forming a civil clergy salaried by and subject to the State. Instead
the Church was to shine in new splendor; new examples of sacrifice,
generosity, and steadfastness flourished among priests and laymen.

But there was some joyful news to temper the grief of Catholics:
Pius IX had returned to Rome.? After the French recaptured the
city from the revolutionaries and order was restored out of the chaos
fomented by the rebels, the exiled Pope at last decided to return to
his beloved people who were anxiously awaiting him. From Gaeta
he first went to Portici and then to Naples, whence he set out for
Rome on April 4. The triumphant journey lasted eight days. He
set foot in the capital of Christendom on April 12 amid immense
heartfelt rejoicing and enthusiastic acclaim such as no sovereign or
pontiff had ever experienced before. Not only Rome but the whole
world rejoiced. At the Oratory the boys shed tears of joy when Don
Bosco announced this wonderful news to them.

Upon receiving from Rome a detailed account of Pius IX’s tri-
umphal journey, Don Bosco immediately arranged for its pub-
lication. L’Armonia meanwhile was printing the article that had
appeared in L’Osservatore Romano. Moreover, at Archbishop
Fransoni’s order, thanksgiving services were held in all the churches
of the archdiocese and also at the Oratory with sincere joy and deep
gratitude.

Not all the favors granted by Divine Providence to save the Pope

¢ Pjus IX had fled from Rome on the night of November 23, 1848, See Vol. III,
pp. 324ff. [Editor]
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for the Church were known at that time. During Pius IX’s stay in
Gaeta, a group of Mazzini-inspired anarchists and revolutionaries
in Geneva had plotted the Pope’s assassination by hired killers dis-
guised as priests. The Paris police disclosed this plot to the Pied-
montese government. An official attached to the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, a certain John Baptist Gal, received the dispatches and
passed the information in strictest confidence to Father Joseph
Cafasso.” Perhaps Don Bosco was also privy to this secret, for in
1890 Gal himself told us of the great trust he had had in Don Bosco
ever since 1841.

Father Cafasso had immediately dispatched the information to
Gaeta and the plot was thwarted.® Nothing ever came to light about
this case until 1898 when John Baptist Gal died, but it is an au-
thentic fact documented in the correspondence and diplomatic notes
of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs.

For all these reasons Don Bosco wanted to give a solemn demon-
stration of his love for the Pope. A magnificent ode had been pub-
lished in Rome hailing his return. Don Bosco liked it so much that,
after explaining its meaning to his boys, he had them declaim it on
several occasions.®

7 At this time Father Cafasso was rector of the Convitto Ecclesiastico in Turin,
For further information see indexes of Vols. II and III. [Editor]

8 See Corriere Nazionale, issues of May 18 and 19, 1898.
% Omitted in this edition. [Editor]



CHAPTER 7

The Imprisonment of Archbishop Fransoni

][)EW sorrows were in store for the archbishop of Turin.

On April 15 this intrepid successor of St. Maximus,! prudently and
courageously carrying out his apostolic ministry, wrote a secret
pastoral letter to the pastors of his diocese. Without mentioning
those who had voted for the Siccardi bill, he asked that the con-
tents of the letter be brought to the attention of all the priests of
their parishes. The letter set forth rules regarding how priests should
act under the new law (which could not release them from their
obligations) and how they could go about their duties with a clear
conscience. At the same time, he ordered them not to appear before
any civil court, should they be summoned, without his permission.
The police, suspecting that he would make just such a move, had
instructed the mayors of the towns to be on the lookout. They soon
learned about Archbishop Fransoni’s letter. On April 21, the police
raided the Botta printshop [in Turin), seized all available copies,
and then confiscated all the copies still in the post offices. They even
conducted a meticulous search of the archbishop’s residence. Shortly
afterward Archbishop Fransoni was summoned into court. He re-
fused to appear, stating that he would do so only with the Pope’s
permission. The judge did not find this acceptable and sentenced
him in absentia to a fine of five hundred lire and thirty days in jail.
On the feast day of the Holy Shroud, May 4 {1850}, at 1 p.M., the
archbishop was taken to the Citadel ? to serve his prison term. This

1 Maximus was the first known bishop of Turin, then a suffragan see of Milan.
He attended a synod in Milan in 451 and a council at Rome in 465, Many of
his sermons, homilies, and treatises survive. Turin honors him as its patron saint.
His feast is celebrated on June 25. {Editor]

2The Citadel, built by Duke Emmanuel Philibert between 1565 and 1568
according to the plans of the renowned military engineer Francesco Paciotto of
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caused deep sorrow among the faithful. Many wept bitterly, and
among these were Don Bosco’s boys, who looked lovingly upon the
archbishop as their benefactor and father. Major [Cajetan] Viallardi
could not restrain his tears when he received the prelate as a pris-
oner of the Citadel, and the commandant, General Imperor, gave
up his own quarters to him. That same evening, by courtesy of the
commandant, Archbishop Fransoni was allowed to receive a delega-
tion of the cathedral chapter expressing its solidarity with him. In
the ensuing days many members of the Turin nobility and clergy
were also allowed to visit him.

Not only was Don Bosco among the first visitors, but he also
arranged for several of his boys to call on the imprisoned arch-
bishop. Among these were Felix Reviglio and a companion. When
they returned to the Oratory, they described how, after being led
through two or three courtyards enclosed by high walls which were
policed by sentries and carabinieri, they were finally ushered into
the archbishop’s presence. He graciously accepted their greetings
in Don Bosco’s name, and then presented each of the boys with a
rosary.

A few days later, five more young men from the Oratory visited
him, but [Bartholomew] Bellisio ® and three others were detained in
the last courtyard, and only one, {Victor] Ritner, a goldsmith, was
allowed to see the archbishop. When he came out, deeply moved,
he distributed blue-beaded rosaries to his companions as gifts from
the archbishop. [Bartholomew] Bellisio, who had come to the Ora-
tory that same year, guarded this as a most precious possession. He
was still using it in 1902.

Meanwhile the vicar general had prescribed public prayers in all
the churches of the archdiocese, and demonstrations of affection
and esteem for the archbishop continued.

On May 27, 1850, L’Armonia began a drive to donate a crozier
to Archbishop Fransoni. Eminent members of the clergy and laity

Urbino, became the first true fortress of Europe. It successfully withstood the
sieges of 1640 and 1706 by the French. It was also used as a maximum security
prison. At present it houses the national museum of artillery. [Editor]

3 A young artist very much attached to the Oratory, which ke began frequent-
ing from its very beginning. In 1855 he painted a portrait of Mamma Margaret
and made a gift of it to Don Bosco on his name day. He also photographed Don
Bosco in the act of hearing confessions. [Editor]
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enthusiastically welcomed this initiative to the great annoyance of
the anticlericals. When L’Armonia from time to time published the
names of donors, the liberal papers reprinted them in handbills and
had street urchins give them out shouting, “Extra! Extra! Read the
list of the idiots!” La Gazzetta del Popolo also launched a vulgar
attack on the promoters of the drive, among whom was Canon
[Lawrence] Gastaldi, but it backfired. More than eight thousand lire
poured in within a very short time. Not only was the crozier pur-
chased, but it was a very artistic one. Don Bosco’s name appeared
in the first list of subscribers on June 10 with a donation of five lire.

On Sunday, June 2, after serving his thirty days, Archbishop
Fransoni was released in the early morning hours. He remarked,
“Next time it will be the fortress of Fenestrelle!” After remaining
a few days in Turin, he retired to Pianezza to recover from the
upsetting events of the last month.

Don Bosco visited him there to ascertain what he thought of his
method of running the Oratory, and in particular if it could serve
as a basis for drafting the rules of a religious congregation. He also
hoped to receive encouragement and support. Archbishop Fransoni
approved Don Bosco’s ideas, but then added: “I would like to give
you my support, but as you see, I myself am uncertain about the
future. Do whatever you can; persevere bravely in what you have
begun. I give you all faculties, my blessing, and whatever else I have.
There is only one thing I can’t do, however, and that is free you
from the trials which may come your way.”

During the archbishop’s imprisonment two events had taken
place that had greatly comforted Don Bosco and were to be of
incalculable advantage to souls.

At the beginning of the year, several of the more zealous priests
who attended the weekly spiritual conferences at the Cottolengo
Hospital had formed a society, naming it after St. Vincent de Paul.
Its members were men of great learning and piety: Canon Vogliotti,
Father [John] Borel, Father Louis Anglesio, rector of the Cotto-
lengo Hospital, Father Joseph Cafasso, Father [John] Vola, Father
Maria Anthony Durando, superior of the Vincentians, Canon Eu-
gene Galletti, Father Francis Barone, professor of church history,
Canon [John Baptist] Bottino, Father [Vincent] Ponzati, Father
Destefanis, Father [John] Cocchis and our own Don Bosco. Father
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Robert Murialdo served as secretary; the meetings were held in the
archdiocesan seminary. These zealous priests discussed ways and
means to more effectively perform their duties and sought to pro-
mote vigorous religious activity among the laity. They devoted spe-
cial attention to the teaching of catechism in the parish churches
(a practice which at that time was somewhat neglected), especially
in the outskirts of Turin at Borgo San Salvario and Borgo San
Donato. They also provided priests for missions and sent catechists
to the oratories, which they recognized as the great need of the
times. They planted the first sceds of various associations that later
were to mature, combat blasphemy and the desecration of Sundays,
and promote good literature to counter the Waldensian propaganda.
They also started catechism classes in the city prisons and at La
Generala, a boys’ reformatory.

Don Bosco attended these meetings as regularly as he could. As
our narrative unfolds we shall see how he was among the most
zealous promoters of all the good works that were proposed and
set in motion.

At the same time Catholic laymen were organizing into societies
which were to support and complement clerical action. One of these
was the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, founded in Turin on May
13, 1850, and modeled on those already organized by [Antoine
Frédéric] Ozanam in France in 1833, Count Rocco Bianchi, presi-
dent of the first Vincentian society established in Genoa in 1846,
came to Turin on this occasion. He had been very active in promot-
ing the Turin branch. He must also be given credit for the establish-
ment of other St. Vincent de Paul societies in many parts of Italy
at Don Bosco’s advice and urging.

The inauguration ceremony took place in the sacristy of Holy
Martyrs Church, where the seven founding members assembled.
They were Father [John] Baptist Bruno, pastor of Holy Martyrs
Church, Father Andrew Barrera of the Confraternity of Christian
Doctrine, Marquis Dominic del Carretto of Balestrino, Francis
Louis Rossi, a lawyer, Chevalier Louis Ripa of Meana, a retired
colonel, Guido Goano, an engineer, and Count Rocco Bianchi. Don
Bosco, who had been invited, was seated in the place of honor. The
meeting opened with a prayer and was placed under the patronage
of the Blessed Virgin and the holy martyrs Solutor, Adventor and
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Octavius.* [Francis] Rossi was elected chairman. Archbishop Louis
Fransoni, Silvio Pellico ® and Don Bosco were the first honorary
members. Don Bosco attended the first meetings and always re-
mained an honorary member, friend, and supporter of this society.
It developed slowly but steadily. Its members visited the wretched,
often appalling, hovels of the poor like angels bearing material help
and peace. They also looked after the spiritual welfare of the poor,
giving them religious instruction and helping correct bad marriages.
The members launched their program of charitable works after their
third meeting on May 26, 1850, with a capital of only twenty-four
lire and fifteen centesimi. Their first benefactresses were the devout
and charitable queens Maria Teresa and Maria Adelaide, and
Marchioness Barolo.®

On September 1, 1850, the Society of St. Vincent de Paul of
Holy Martyrs Church was affiliated with the Society’s General Coun-
cil in Paris. By 1853, there were sixty-three active members and
thirty-one honorary members in Turin; consequently, it became
necessary to split the group and form four different chapters. Count
Charles Cays,” a very active member, was elected the first chairman
of the local chapter on September 15. In 1856, since there were
already eleven such chapters in Turin and nineteen outside the city,
the General Council in Paris instituted a Superior Council for the

4 Soldiers of the Theban legion. Under Emperor Maximian they suffered
martyrdom in Turin. [Editor]

5 Silvio Pellico (1789-1854): Born in Piedmont; spent most of his young man-
hood in Milan where, in 1820, he joined the carbonari, a secret society formed
in the early 19th century to promote the independence of Italy. Arrested by the
Austrians who then ruled Lombardy, he was sentenced to twenty years of hard
labor in the Spielberg at Briinn. In 1830 he was pardoned and spent the rest of
his life in Turin. Up to his imprisonment Peilico had been a lukewarm Christian,
but in the distress of prison life he resolved to love God and his fellowmen. In
1832 he wrote the story of his experiences, entitling it Le Mie Prigioni. It was an
account of his sufferings in prison, and it became the most famous book in the
literature of the Risorgimento. The Christian gentleness of this book at first dis-
appointed some Italian patriots, but it proved to be more damaging to Austria
than the loss of a battle. He died in 1854, [Editor]

6 Marchioness Juliette Colbert Barolo (1785-1864): Born in Vendée, France,
she had married Marquis Tancredi Falletti of Barolo, Italy. She used her wealth
to build and maintain several charitable institutions in Turin. See Vol. 11, pp. 182ff
and passim. [Editor]

? Count Cays made his religious profession in the Salesian Congregation on
December 8, 1877, and was ordained a priest on September 20, 1878, He died at
the Oratory on October 4, 1882, [Editor]
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whole of Piedmont. Count Cays became its first president and re-
mained in office until 1868.

Don Bosco had played a very active part in the foundation of
the first Society of St. Vincent de Paul in Turin; he had also helped
to establish others, and he supported them in many ways, especially
when they encountered strong opposition. He was on very friendly
terms with the members of this charitable association, and he placed
under their guidance youths who had just been released from prison
and whom he had set on the right path. Some members of the
Society of St. Vincent de Paul also joined a legally constituted
society for the supervision and education of youths released from
reformatories.

Don Bosco always recommended that the members of the St. Vin-
cent de Paul Society deal in a fatherly manner with the children of
destitute families. The members, in turn, actively supported the
foundation of other oratories and promoted catechism courses and
the general education of the young to the great advantage of both
Church and country. In their fifty years of social and religious work,
about one hundred thousand boys benefited from their paternal
guidance and protection.

Don Bosco continued to attend the annual general assembly of
the society for many years. It was always held with great solemnity
in December, either in Holy Martyrs Church or in the so-called
“Church of the Merchants.” ® On those occasions he always spoke
to the assembly. Thoroughly acquainted with the spirit of St. Vin-
cent de Paul, he cited examples and teachings of the saint. At times
he spoke about the obligation to give alms, the proper manner of
doing so, and the reward promised by Our Lord. On other occa-
sions he would dwell on the inefficacy of faith if not joined to good
works, stressing that we should do good while we can. Some of his
exhortations dealt with the necessity of becoming genuine Christians
so that one’s words and actions would always be in accordance
with the teachings of the Gospel. He also spoke on the importance
of being affable and kind when giving spiritual advice. Other ex-
hortations concerned the poor they visited and the assistance ren-

8 Located in the same block of Holy Martyrs Church its official name was
“Oratory of the Merchants’ Guild.” Its spiritual activities included the perform-
ance of works of charity and attendance at church services. {Editor]
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dered to them. He recommended that the members instill in the
minds of the poor the thought that Divine Providence, when invoked,
will respond at times in a miraculous way; he suggested that they
remind the poor of the infallible promise of the Lord, that he who
suffers patiently with Jesus Christ shall also share His glory with
Him forever. His words had a marvelous effect on his listeners,
whether laymen or ecclesiastics; all looked upon him as a true man
of God, and many of them vied with one another to assist him in
his undertakings.

But a day came when his voice was no longer heard in these
assemblies. During the last few years of his life Don Bosco retired
from this work and was seen there no more. He had accomplished
his mission. The various chapters of the Society of St. Vincent de
Paul were doing very well and he was not needed anymore. In 1900,
for example, there were seventeen chapters in Turin and thirty-one
in the rest of Piedmont. In haif a century of activity they had visited
more than forty thousand families and distributed a million and a
half lire in alms. One day Father [John Baptist] Francesia ® asked
Don Bosco why he no longer attended the general assembly, where
he had so many friends. He replied, “I am no longer needed there.
If T were to go, it would only be to show my face.” He definitely
shunned applause.

His friends and benefactors, however, never forgot him. On May
6, 1900, four hundred members of the Society of St. Vincent de
Paul, mostly city workers and farmers, gathered at Don Bosco’s
tomb in the Salesian school at Valsalice !* to commemorate the
golden jubilee of their society in Turin and in Piedmont. Augustine
Cardinal Richelmy celebrated Mass and distributed Holy Com-
munion. After the assembly the members sat down to a festive
banquet at which toasts were raised to the memory of Don Bosco.
He must have rejoiced in heaven at being honored by an organiza-
tion that was a triumph of Christian charity.

% An outstanding Salesian of the early years. He died a nonagenarian in 1930,
[Editor]
10 Just across the Po river on a picturesque hill overlooking Turin. [Editor]



CHAPTER 8§

Don Bosco's Mutual Aid Society

THE feasts of St. Aloysius and St. John the Baptist were
kept at the Oratory with great solemnity. On the latter occasion *
the playground echoed with songs to Don Bosco which we were
privileged to hear even many years later. Amateurish as the verses
were, we loved them as though they were composed by gifted poets.
Lest they sink into oblivion, we reproduce them here to recall the
quality and warmth of the feelings our former companions had for
their beloved teacher.?

Don Bosco responded to his boys’ gratitude with a fresh proof
of his own love. To gauge its importance properly, we must go back
several years.

In 1847, Turin still had some remnants of the ancient universities
or guilds of arts, trades, and commerce, each with its confraternities
and a priest moderator. The confraternities spiritually assisted their
members by helping them fulfill their religious duties. In temporal
matters they provided adequate apprentice-training, ran employ-
ment offices and savings banks, provided help for the sick, aged,
widows, and orphans, loaned money to young married men, warned
the public against swindling artisans and merchants, and supplied
necessary funds for the sacred services in their magnificent chapels.

But the gales of liberalism had penetrated most of these associa-
tions early in their history, destroying their religious character and
cutting them off from the jurisdiction of the Church. In many in-
stances, members of the same confraternity were apparently split
into two categories: the liberal-minded handled the funds and ad-

1 Don Bosco's name day was kept on the feast of St. John the Baptist. See Vol.

I1, p. 381. [Editor]
2 In this edition we have placed these verses in Appendix 1. [Editor]
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ministered the welfare programs, while only the spiritual-minded still
wore the confraternity garb and attended the religious ceremonies.

While these confraternities were deteriorating, other associations
were springing up. Inspired by masonic principles and under cover
of philanthropy, they actually sought to pervert their members’
minds in both political and religious matters.

Ridiculous tales were told against the Catholic Church. Scur-
rilous stories about bishops, priests, and monks were made up and
spread far and wide; indeed, no effort was spared to make priests
and religious as unpopular as possible. The smears were so success-
ful and they misled and duped so many people that very shortly no
ecclesiastic was any longer safe in the streets of Turin.

One of these associations called itself the “Workers® Society.”
Several members, on registering, realized that they had stepped into
a trap and managed to free themselves in time, but many were
ensnared and soon lost their Faith. Regrettably, social-minded
Catholics had not yet directed their efforts to win over the workers
by protecting their interests, for up to now the guilds had looked
after them.

After organizing a new confraternity within the St. Aloysius
Sodaility, Don Bosco realized that this would not suffice to keep his
young apprentices together. Some material attraction was needed.
Lest his young workers join some liberal, irreligious society, he
resolved to found one that would promote both their material and
spiritual welfare. To this end, he decided to make it mandatory for
prospective applicants to be members of the St. Aloysius Sodality,
which encouraged the reception of the sacraments every two weeks.
He began to discuss his idea with the older boys, explaining the
purpose, advantages, and conditions of the society he planned to
form. With their unanimous approval he proposed that they choose
a committee to launch this project. They agreed.

The society, formally known as the “Mutual Aid Society,” was
officially established at a ceremony held in the Oratory chapel on
July 1, 1850. From the start, it was a success, the first seed of count-
less other societies or unions of Catholic workers that later appeared
in Italy. We think it worthwhile to reproduce here its regulations
both by way of acknowledgment and to offer a model to anyone
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wishing to do something similar, with, of course, the modifications
and additions required by the times.®
Organized along these lines, the society splendidly served its
purpose, but it aroused the anger of those who were striving to
poison the minds of the workers and use them for their own ends.
One such instance is described by Joseph Brosio to Father John
Bonetti: *

Opposite the main entrance of our little church in Valdocco, separated
from our playground by a wall, stood a tavern known as “La Giardi-
niera,” It was a hangout for thieves and vagabonds. Here wastrels, drunk-
ards, gamblers, wandering musicians, bear tamers and rogues of all kinds
rubbed shoulders with members of the liberal workers’ associations which
had just been founded and whose headquarters were in a basement in
Vicolo Santa Maria. The secret leaders of these associations were a few
Waldensians and certain individuals of highly reprehensible conduct. Al-
though in previous years the drinking bouts at La Giardiniera had given
us plenty of trouble, they had never been deliberately engaged in for that
purpose. This year, instead, the wild uproar breaking out during church
services made it clear that they were meant to annoy Don Bosco. Agi-
tators paid the rabble to make the Oratory aware of their hostility,

Don Bosco realized that he had to drive that devil’s outpost from Val-
docco, a task that would be as difficult as it would be expensive and risky.
It would have been foolhardy to antagonize a rabble ready for violence
if he tried to evict them from the house they considered their own domain.
More than once Don Bosco was given violent evidence of this fact. On
one occasion he was called to the sacristy where several men were wait-
ing for him. He went at once, thinking they had come for confession, but
as soon as he entered, the door was slammed shut. Several of the older
boys, among them [Joseph] Buzzetti and {Hyacinth] Arnaud, became
suspicious and went into the sanctuary, where they could listen and peek
into the sacristy through a keyhole. The men were talking loudly and
heatedly; it sounded as though they had come to pick a quarrel with Don
Bosco. However, his answers apparently threw them off balance and
made them resort to abusive language. Don Bosco tried to calm them,
but that caused them to become even more excited. Suddenly they

8 In this edition we have placed these regulations in Appendix 2. [Editor]

4 Having come to the Oratory as & student in 1855, he became a valuable assist-
ant to Don Bosco and a member of the Superior Council of the Salesian Society.

He wrote a history of the first twenty-five years of the Oratory, which has been
a primary source for these Biographical Memoirs of St. John Bosco. [Editor]
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whipped out knives. At that point, the eavesdroppers raised a rumpus and
broke down the door, putting the ruffians to flight.

In the meantime, for unknown reasons some of the older boys who
were members of our Mutual Aid Society had stopped frequenting the
Oratory. Then one day, two well-dressed men stopped me on the street.
They spoke French, which I knew quite well. After a cordial conversa-
tion, they offered me a large sum of money, about six hundred lire and
a high paying job, if I would quit the Oratory and take my friends along
with me, for they had been told that I had a great influence over them.
1 became very indignant at their offer and curtly replied, “Don Bosco is
like a father to me, and I wouldn’t quit or betray him for all the gold in
the world!” These men, who, as I later discovered, were secret ringleaders
of the werkers’ society, did not take offense. They asked me to think it
over; several other times they renewed their offer which I always turned
down. I understood then how bribe money had lured several of my
wretched companions away from the Oratory.

I reported this to Don Bosco and we both decided that it would be
the wiser course to keep it a secret, so as not to arouse the greed of some
who might not be strong enough to resist. At the same time we prayed,
doubled our vigilance, and increased the attractions of the Oratory.

Despite these obstacles, Don Bosco’s Mutual Aid Society con-
tinued to grow for years. Some of Turin’s best artists, practicing
Catholics, were admitted by special dispensation so that their ex-
ample might inspire the younger members. John Villa,® invited by
his friend [John] Gravano, joined in 1856, In 1857, the Mutual Aid
Society, while retaining its headquarters at the Oratory, was affili-
ated with the Society of St. Vincent de Paul for several years.

Two other very serious reasons induced Don Bosco to promote
this type of society for the workers. First of all, he was one of the
few who had understood immediately—and he said so a thousand
times-—that the revolutionary movement was not just a passing
storm. Not all its promises to the people were unjust; many of them
filled real needs. The workers demanded equality of rights without
class distinction, more justice, and improvement of living conditions.

Secondly, Don Bosco saw how wealth was becoming the monop-
oly of ruthless capitalists. Employers imposed unjust labor contracts

5 A pupil of Don Bosco who began frequenting the Oratory in 1855, {Editor]
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on individual, defenseless workers, and crudely violated provisions
for the Sunday rest. These abuses were bound to produce disastrous
results; workers lived in misery, lost their faith, and fell prey to
subversive principles.

Hence Don Bosco deemed it necessary for the clergy to draw
closer to the working class to guide it. He could not give his own
Mutual Aid Society the expansion demanded by the needs of the
times, although he planned to build many hospices for young
workers. He could see that in the long run it would become impos-
sible for him to manage a mutual aid society, keep track of its
deposits, administer its funds, and distribute sick-benefit payments.
He kept up this project and even made some headway, but even-
tually he had to call a halt, particularly since he not only lacked the
support of those who might have helped, but even became a target
for their criticism. Nevertheless, Don Bosco must be given credit
for having blazed a new trail and set a pattern for similar associa-
tions of Catholic workers which aimed at bettering their working
conditions, granting their just demands, and shielding them from
the tyranny of revolutionaries. The first Union of Catholic Workers
in Italy was founded in Turin in 1871, thanks to the efforts of a
handful of idealistic young workers. Unfortunately, however, the
secret socicties had already made headway among workers and
established mutual aid societies which they exploited for their own
ends. Still, better late than never! These Christian associations multi-
plied throughout Piedmont and other parts of Italy. They had priest
moderators and furthered the Catholic cause to Don Bosco’s great
satisfaction. Many of them chose him to be their honorary president.
The spirit of the Lord was making itself felt throughout the world
by setting up new institutions to meet new needs. In Germany
Father [Adolph] Kolping founded the Catholic Young Workmen’s
Society, which now has houses and thousands of members in many
cities. France also provided a noble example. Rich industrialists
were generous in accepting the new concepts of dealing with their
employees to assure them a just wage for their work and free them
from worry for their present and future welfare. Qutstanding among
them was Léon Harmel, known as the “workers’ father,” who was
an intimate friend of Don Bosco and shared his feelings on the social
problems of the day.



CHAPTER 9

A Gift from the Pope

BESPECT and love for the priesthood characterized the
conduct at the Oratory, in contrast to the ever increasing hostility
to the Church clearly evident elsewhere. Pope Benedict XIV had
granted several church lands to Piedmont as perpetual vicariates for
a simple fee of two thousand scudi ! to be paid to Rome each June
28th. This pact had been formally approved on January 5, 1740,
and had been observed since that time without incident. In 1850,
however, the Piedmontese government refused to honor this commit-
ment, claiming that the State had exclusive legal rights over those
lands.

Despite the injustice of the claim, Pius IX did not lessen his love
for the faithful of Piedmont. That same year he gave Don Bosco’s
boys another reason for rejoicing. It will be recalled that they had
sent him a small offering of thirty-three lire when he was in exile
and that he had set it aside for a particular purpose.? During his
stay in Gaeta, Pius IX had mentioned this offering several times,
and he would show it proudly to visitors who came to pay their
respects. One day he sent for James Cardinal Antonelli, and, add-
ing to the sum, he instructed him to purchase a good supply of
rosaries. Sixty dozen were immediately acquired and brought to
him. He blessed them and then personally handed the two large
packages to Cardinal Antonelli with the words, “Please have them
sent to Don Bosco’s boys as a token of my fatherly love.” The
cardinal forwarded the parcels to the apostolic nuncio in Turin with
this letter:

1The scudo was a silver coin used in Italy until the 19th century, approxi-
mately equivalent to a United States dolar. [Editor]
2 See Vol. 111, pp. 3581, 367. [Editor]
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Portici, April 2, 1850
Your Excellency:

As a follow-up of my letter to you of May 14 of last year, I am send-
ing you, through the papal consul general in Genoa, two parcels of rosa-
ries blessed by His Holiness for Don Bosco’s young apprentices.

I would have attended to this wish of the Holy Father sooner, but
other pressing matters prevented me from doing so.

Please see that the gift is duly appreciated inasmuch as it comes from
the Holy Father himself. Please accept my highest regards.

Yours devotedly,

James Cardinal Antonelli

Considering the Pope’s eminent position of reverence and the
countless weighty problems he had to cope with in those days, one
can appreciate the significance of this gesture toward lowly young-
sters. Their hearts swelled with joy when Don Bosco announced
that the kindly Pope, before leaving exile, not only had remembered
their little gift but was sending each a present in turn. They could
hardly wait for its arrival.

After much thought, on returning from his spiritual retreat at
St. Ignatius’ Shrine (where the pastor of St. Dalmatius’ Church in
Turin had preached the instructions and the vicar general of Fos-
sano the meditations), Don Bosco decided that the presentation of
the rosaries to the boys should be made in as solemn a manner as
possible so that their minds would be indelibly impressed. The event
was recorded in a booklet later published by Don Bosco.?

On the evening of Sunday, July 21, all the boys of the three ora-
tories gathered at their headquarters in Valdocco. The chapel,
adorned as on feast days, was quickly filled to capacity and many
boys had to be content with following the ceremonies from outside.
Joseph Brosio, the bersagliere,* and his lieutenants kept order. Father
[Andrew] Barrera, of the Confraternity of Christian Doctrine, de-
livered a sermon befitting the occasion. His lucid, dignified style and

8 Breve ragguaglio della festa fattasi nel distribuire il regalo di Pio IX ai giovani
degli Oratorii di Torino [Brief Account of the Solemn Distribution of the Gift
Sent by Pope Pius IX to the Boys of the Oratories of Turin], Torino, 1850,
‘Tipografia Eredi Botta.

4 As a soldier he had served in this special corps of the Piedmontese army.
[Editor]
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the warmth with which he spoke of Pius IX held the boys’ attention
and stirred them to the depths of their being. Among other things,
he said: “Do you know, dear boys, why Pius IX sent you this gift?
I will tell you. Pius IX is deeply interested in young people. Before
becoming Pope, he was busily engaged in teaching, educating, and
encouraging young people to lead virtuous, upright lives. He has
given each of you a rosary because, even before becoming a priest,
he was already deeply devoted to the Blessed Virgin. Several times
I myself have seen his extraordinary devotion to the great Mother
of God both in public and private.”

After the sermon and Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament, the
boys filed singly to the altar and received a rosary from Canon
Joseph Ortalda, assisted by Father Simonino and Father Barrera.
The rosaries had red beads strung on steel wire. Even some priests
and other staff members of the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales lined
up with the boys; Michael Rua ® and Ascanio Savio ® were among
the latter. It was edifying to see the respect with which they all
approached the altar and prided themselves on possessing a gift
from the Vicar of Jesus Christ. Since there were more boys than
rosaries, several hundred more were bought and distributed with
those donated by the Pope so that no one would be disappointed.

After services, all gathered in front of the chapel, and one of the
boys gave the following address on behalf of all his companions.

Reverend Fathers and Distinguished Guests:

Were a prince, a king, or an emperor to show a sign of benevolence
by presenting a gift to one of his subjects, the subject would consider him-
self very fortunate indeed.

What can we say when the successor of the Prince of the Apostles,
the head of the Catholic Church, the Vicar of Jesus Christ, notwith-
standing his many responsibilities in governing the entire Catholic world,
turns his thoughts to us poor young apprentices? His graciousness is so
boundless that it overwhelms us. We can speak only in words of grati-
tude.

If in our nothingness we could convey our sentiments to so kind a
father, we would gather enough courage to give vent to the feelings of

5 Don Bosco’s future vicar and successor, [Editor]
8 Don Bosco’s first seminarian. [Editor]
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our heart and say to him: “Holy Father, we realize the importance and
value of your gift, as well as the obligation of gratitude it imposes on us.”
But how could we ever meet this obligation? With money? Certainly not,
nor would you desire it. Perhaps with an eloquent speech? It would be
beyond our capacity. But we know, Holy Father, what you really want
from us. Your fatherly love made you remember us. As affectionate
sons, we shall reciprocate with all our love for you and for God, whose
representative you are here on earth. Never shall our lips utter a word
displeasing to you, nor shall our hearts ever harbor a thought unworthy
of the goodness of such a loving father.

Your desire that we should keep to the path of virtue inspired you to
remember us. Firmly attached to that divine Faith of which you are the
supreme leader, we assure you that we shall ever uphold it, ready to
forfeit everything, even our lives, rather than cut ourselves off from it
for a single instant.

In your great wisdom you will also understand what we are unable to
express, but now we wish to declare unanimously that we recognize you
as the successor of the Prince of the Apostles, the head of the one true
Church, from which those who break away shall be eternally lost. We
beg Your Holiness to grant us a further favor by imparting your apos-
tolic benediction upon us, your humble sons.

Mindful of this red-letter day, we shall ever treasure this beloved gift
of yours. With our dying breath we shall find joy in saying: “The Vicar
of Jesus Christ, the great Piux IX, in a gesture of boundless kindness
gave me this 1osary. I shall kiss its crucifix devotedly for the last time,
and then I shall expire in peace.

Reverend Fathers and distinguished guests, we shall be always grate-
ful to you before God and men, if you will see to it that these sentiments
of ours are communicated to the Holy Father. Qur most cordial and
undying thanks to you.

Then several boys presented a bouquet of flowers, and others
sang a hymn written especially for the occasion.” Prolonged cries
of “Long live Pius IX! Long live the Vicar of Jesus Christ!” greeted
the song’s end. The applause ceased only when a blast from the
bersagliere’s bugle signaled a military drill. To add variety to the
festive occasion, a mock battle was staged that simulated an attack
upon a fortress surrounded by small mounds representing ramparts
and defenses. The guests were delighted with the display of energy,

7 Omitted in this edition. [Editor]
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resourcefulness, and prompt obedience to the commanders’ orders
shown by both defenders and besiegers. A four-star general who
was present exclaimed, “Don Bosco’s boys would make able de-
fenders of their fatherland!”

This celebration did not go unnoticed in Turin. People spoke of
it everywhere, highly praising the kindness of Pius IX. It also in-
creased public esteem for the oratories which the Pope had singled
out for his benevolence. The newspapers also commented on the
occasion. On July 26, 1850, L’Armonia published a fine article
which merits inclusion for the sake of history.

A new act of generosity has confirmed to the world the well-known
and widely acclaimed goodness of heart which characterizes the Vicar
of Jesus Christ. We refer to the gift he sent the youngsters cared for by
Don Bosco’s three oratories in our city. We trust that our readers will
enjoy an account of this event.

Everyone is already aware of a few zealous priests in our midst who
are emulating the example of St. Vincent de Paul and St. Jerome Emi-
liani.® Their efforts keep off the streets boys who, left to their own de-
vices, would otherwise sperid their Sundays in idleness or perhaps in evil
pursuits. These priests gather them together in a safe place to teach them
catechism, instruct them in the essential duties of a citizen, and give them
the benefits of wholesome recreation. This charitable undertaking, which
began on a truly modest basis, has been blessed by God and has flour-
ished. It is not yet ten years old, and already over a thousand boys have
benefited from it. Since one place was no longer large enough to accom-
modate all, two more have been opened in suitable locations of this city.
Unanimously the Senate sent to Parliament a petition requesting official
support for an institute that serves Church and country so well. The city
authorities have established a special committee to study the good being
done and give it assistance.

Lastly, Pius IX, our Supreme Pontiff, who from his exalted office
notices the smaller works of Christian charity no less than the greater
ones, was pleased to bestow his blessing upon this institute and to pro-
mote its progress in the following manner.

When he was in exile at Gaeta the faithful followed the example of
the early Christians toward the Prince of the Apostles. They vied with
one another not only in offering prayers to God to alleviate the Pope’s

[ 8 The founder of the Clerks Regular of Somaschi and patron saint of orphans.
Editor]
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sufferings, mitigate the anguish of his exile, and swiftly restore him to
his see, but also in contributing funds, according to their means, in order
to provide him with whatever was necessary to lessen his hardships. The
boys of the three Turin oratories were second to none in this respect.
They presented their offering to Don Bosco (the zealous priest in charge
of these oratories) and asked him to forward it to the Pope through His
Excellency, the papal nuncio.

In their modest but generous offering, Pius IX saw the widow’s mite
of the Gospel and declared that such a gift was too precious to be used
in the same manner as the others; he marked the package and put it
aside as a precious memento. When he came across it in less sorrowful
times, he ordered the purchase of a sufficient quantity of rosaries. After
blessing them personally, he sent them to Don Bosco to be given to the
boys of his three oratories.

The presentation took place last Sunday, July 21, at the main oratory
situated in the Valdocco district.

When all the boys were together in the chapel, Father [Andrew] Bar-
rera spoke to them about the precious gift they were about to receive
in his customarily fluent and lucid manner which moves the heart and
enlightens the mind. He began by recalling the biblical story of young
Daniel and his companions who, despite all subtle temptations besetting
them in the court of Babylon, remained steadfast in the faith and law
of their fathers and received from God an earthly reward as a token of
their eternal one. *You have done the same,” Father Barrera told them,
“by your steadfast fidelity to Our Lord and His Vicar through thick and
thin, rejecting the words of both the tempters and the traitors who sought
to undermine your loyalty to God and Church. You have therefore mer-
ited this precious reward sent to you by our Redeemer through the hands
of His Vicar.” Elaborating on the significance of this gift, Father Barrera
briefly touched on the ancient Roman usage of crowning with oak leaves
those who had distinguished themselves by some heroic action in behalf
of their fellow citizens, and he explained that, by this gift of a rosary,
Pius IX intended to crown the fortitude they had displayed. He exhorted
them to treasure the gift and to draw inspiration from it in the face of
every struggle for God’s cause. The tiny cross attached to it was to remind
them that only by suffering with Christ would they find the road to the
glory that He has promised.

A brief article such as this cannot do justice to the numerous topics
he expounded on, and especially his favorite theme of devotion to the
Blessed Virgin. In exhorting them to ever greater love for Her, he re-
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minded them of the example given by their beloved Pope who from his
earliest years had nourished a most tender devotion to the Mother of
God.

It was a moving sight to watch so many youngsters listen with rapt
attention to this eloquent speaker. He stirred their pure hearts, especially
when, pointing out to them how they should repay this special trait of
benevolence of the Holy Father, he said, “Love is repaid by love. Think
of the love Pius IX has shown you. He has singled you out among so
many of his children scattered throughout the world. In the midst of so
many pressing duties which constantly burden him, he has thought of
you through this gracious gesture. Love him, therefore; love him with
all your hearts! If you are with him, you are with Christ Himself. There-
fore, vow fidelity and love to him, unto death!”

Although the boys listened to these words in impressive silence, their
facial expressions and their eyes glistening with tears spoke eloquently
and attested to their great love for the Pope. At the end of the sermon
grateful prayers were offered aloud by all to the Blessed Sacrament for
the Holy Father, as well as for the king and the royal family and their
subjects. After Benediction, the boys walked to the altar to receive their
rosaries. It was a stirring sight to see them kiss their gift repeatedly and
press it to their hearts as they walked away.

When they came out of church, the Oratory guard of honor, which
had maintained order during the ceremony, performed some military
drills. There followed a hymn of thanksgiving to the Pope sung by the
boys and then the air was filled with joyous shouts acclaiming the revered
Vicar of Jesus Christ.

Thus closed a joyous family celebration inspired by the gracious ges-
ture of the Father of all the faithful. The many guests who were present
at the ceremony, both priests and laity, rejoiced at seeing the profound
faith of those youngsters—a faith that augured well for the Church. We who
were present seemed to see fulfilled the words of the Psalmist, “Out of
the mouths of babes and sucklings you have fashioned praise because of
your foes, to silence the hostile and the vengeful.” [Ps. 8, 2]

Thus read the article in L’Armonia. Shortly afterward Don Bosco,
through [James] Cardinal Antonelli, sent the boys’ thanks and his
own to the Holy Father with an account of the solemn distribution
of the rosaries. The cardinal obliged and was in turn asked by the
Pope to convey to Don Bosco his deep satisfaction. This he did in
the following letter:
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Rome, September 13, 1850
Very Rev. Father:

I told the Holy Father about your letter of August 28 last, in which
you expressed your gratitude and that of your pupils for the Holy Father’s
gift of rosaries that he himself blessed. His Holiness was very gratified
and expresses the wish that the young people under your care advance
in the path of virtue.

He graciously has granted the petition you presented to him and action
is now being taken.?

I received copies of the booklet commemorating the Holy Father’s gift
and I thank you, Let us hope that the Lord, in response to the prayers
offered up continually in the oratories under your direction, will deign to
grant happier days to the Church,

1 assure you of my profound esteem and remain,

Affectionately yours,
James Cardinal Antonelli

These words clearly reveal the Pope’s warm love for Don Bosco
and his boys.

And so, even at that time the Church expressed her appreciation
for an undertaking that promised to be eminently beneficial to both
Church and civil society.

8 This petition is particularly important because Don Bosco for the first time
mentions the Salesian Congregation. See Appendix 3. [Editor]



CHAPTER 10

Anticlerical Demonstrations

ONE day the superior of the Servites and Father Charles
Baima [one of his confreres] paid a visit to Archbishop Fransoni.
“The hydra has been unleashed. Terrible events are in the offing,”
the prelate warned them. “Both the plan and the means are ready.”
Then, alluding to the expulsion of the Jesuits,! he continued: “Jesus
(the Jesuits) was driven out first; soon it will be the turn of Mary
(the Servites), then of all the other saints (religious orders). As for
myself, I shall have to go into exile. You will see!”

His gloomy forebodings were indeed realized, adding to the sor-
row that Don Bosco and his boys already felt because of earlier
events.

Peter De Rossi of Santarosa, Minister of Agriculture and Com-
merce, had been among those who had voted for the passage of the
Siccardi Law and had thus incurred excommunication. He was a
member of St. Charles’ parish entrusted to the Servites. Father
Buonfiglio Pittavino was the pastor, and he also held the office of
local superior and provincial. He combined deep goodness with un-
swerving fidelity to his sacred duties. De Rossi fell seriously ill at
the end of July and asked for the sacraments. He made his confes-
sion, but before giving him Holy Viaticum the pastor asked him to
abjure the harm he had done to the Church. De Rossi at first refused,
only yielding at the end when it was too late. He died on August 5
[1850] without Viaticum,

Relatives, friends, cabinet ministers, senators and representatives
(among them Count Camillo Cavour), journalists, and even news-
boys raised a howl of criticism against the alleged intolerance of

1 See Vol, III, pp. 208f. [Editor]
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the pastor and the archbishop, accusing them of having done vio-
lence to the conscience of the deceased. A mob of idlers and hired
agitators (nearly all of them exiles from other Italian states) wildly
demonstrated in the city squares and then marched on the Servite
monastery, shouting threats to the pastor and coming very close to
lynching him. Even at the funeral procession they kept up a steady
chorus of threats, drowning the strains of the Miserere with their
shouts and catcalls.

Two days later, on August 7, the government seized the mon-
astery., Father Pittavino and all his religions were bundled into
coaches and taken away under carabinieri escort, some to Ales-
sandria,? others to Saluzzo.?

After the Servites it was Archbishop Fransoni’s turn. On the day
of De Rossi’s death, Count Ponza of San Martino, together with
Alfonso La Marmora, Minister of War, called on the archbishop at
Pianezza * and in the name of the government demanded his resig-
nation. The archbishop flatly refused, saying, “I would consider
myself a coward if I were to relinquish my diocese in such a crisis.”
On the following day, August 7, the carabinieri again showed up
and took himr as a prisoner to the Fenestrelle fortress,® high in the
Alpine region, where the winters are long and severe, accompanied
by icy winds, snow, and fog. He was received courteously by the
commandant, Alphonse de Sonnaz, who was nevertheless under
orders to keep him confined to a few rooms under close surveillance.
Suffice it to say that the archbishop was not even allowed to make
his confession to the Capuchin chaplain. Shortly thereafter, Father
William Audisio, renowned for his educational work among the
clergy, was removed as president of the Superga Academy,® in re-
prisal for his articles in L’Armonia. Purposely no successor was
named, and the event marked the end of this famous academy. At
the same time, as the result of the Siccardi Law, Archbishop [Alex-

2 A town some fifty-seven miles from Turin. Its population at that time was
about forty thousand. [Editor]

3 About fourteen miles from Turin, with a population of fifteen thousand.
[Editor}

4 About eight miles from Turin. [Editor]

6 It dates back to the 17th century and is located at an altitude of about 3,500
feet, [Editor]

6 Founded in 1833 at King Charles Albert’s request for advanced theological
studies. See Vol. I, p. 212. [Editor]
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ander Dominic Varesini] of Sassari was sentenced to a month’s
imprisonment, which, on account of his poor health, he served in
his own residence, and Archbishop [Emmanuel Marongiu-Nurra]
of Cagliari was stripped of his revenue, driven from the realm, and
forcibly conducted to Civitavecchia.

In Turin some of the people were beside themselves with fear
while others reveled in the insults and slanders of the newspapers.
An abusive ditty mocking Archbishop Fransoni was sung in the
streets by a blind guitarist to the delight of the anticlericals.

On August 12, 1850, the chief of police with twelve carabinieri
searched the premises of the Oblates of Mary in Turin in the vain
hope of finding documents that would compromise the archbishop.
It was assumed that the Oblates had aided and abetted him in his
alleged activity against the State. The usual mob gathered upon
hearing rumors of a conspiracy, and it eventually became so un-
manageable that the police and carabinieri had to be increased.
Later the bersaglieri and even National Guard contingents had to
be summoned, but the crowds were not dispersed. By evening the
tumult had assumed such proportions that the demonstrators had
to be restrained by brute force. Finally the chief of police stood in
front of the monastery gate and read a declaration stating that,
despite a most meticulous search, nothing had been found that in
any way incriminated the Oblates. Thereupon the mob dispersed,
but the anticlerical newspapers still reported that there had indeed
been a conspiracy but that the Oblates had managed to destroy all
proofs.

It was on this occasion that, according to Father Reviglio, Don
Bosco wrote a booklet—in reality, a few articles—in defense of
religious congregations. Thanks to the influence he enjoyed among
certain highly-placed government officials, he was able to prevent
the expulsion of the Oblates, warding off, temporarily at least, such
undeserved treatment. It is well known that he had a great affection
for that congregation; several of his boys, inspired by his frequent
praise of its religious, later joined that order.

While taking up the defense of the Oblates, Don Bosco also had
to fend off serious personal attacks. Since he was known as a staunch
supporter of Church rights, the anticlericals, before launching new
attacks on the Church or the Pope, took action to undermine his in-



68 THE BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS OF SAINT JOHN BOSCO

fluence. They painted him to the populace as an enemy of the new
institutions, as a priest influenced by Jesuit thought, as a fanatical
teacher of bigots, and as a foe of freedom. For good measure they
also charged that he was an accomplice in the archbishop’s reac-
tionary activities. In an attempt to remove him from the scene, the
anticlericals planned a hostile demonstration against the Oratory on
August 14 in order to wreck it and drive Don Bosco out of the city.
The plan had been kept secret, but on the scheduled day, Mr. Vol-
potto, the same individual who had been instrumental in the Senate’s
passage of a resolution in favor of Don Bosco,” came to the Oratory
to warn him of the impending danger and advise him to flee. Don
Bosco instead called his mother and told her not to forget to prepare
him his supper. “Why tell me that?” Margaret exclaimed. “What
makes you think I won’t?”

“Because,” replied Don Bosco, “I want you to know that no
matter what happens, I'll be here.”

According to Mr. Volpotto’s warning, a mob was to march on
the Oratory around four o’clock, but no one appeared either that
day or the day after. What had happened? After a noisy demonstra-
tion against the Oblates of Mary, the rabble was about to march on
the Oratory when one of them, who knew Don Bosco and had been
befriended by him, stood on a wayside stone and shouted at the top
of his voice, “Listen to me, friends! Some of you want to go down
to Valdocco and heckle Don Bosco. Take my advice. Don’t go! It’s
a weekday, and you won'’t find anybody there but Don Bosco and
his old mother and a few poor boys he cares for. Rather than heckle
him, we should shout ‘Long live Don Bosco!’ because he cares for
and helps the sons of the people.”

Another member of the mob rallied to Don Bosco’s support,
shouting, “Don Bosco is not a friend of Austria! He does a great
deal of good. He’s a man of the people! Let’s leave him in peace.
No need to shout for or against him. Let’s go somewhere else!”
These words had the effect of calming the mob. They changed their
plans and decided to demonstrate against the Dominicans and the
Barnabites.

Meanwhile an unexpected embarrassment was in store for Don

7 See p. 12, [Editor]
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Bosco. The government, which had seized even the furniture of the
Servite monastery, sent some of it to the Oratory. Some suggested
that he refuse it. Instead, Don Bosco accepted it, without any thanks,
and at once sent word to Father Pittavino, the superior of the Ser-
vites, to claim his property. However, he asked permission to keep
one table which he needed for the boys. and it was gladly given.
Thus the Servites regained their property and Don Bosco, without
doing anything unjust, avoided offending the government with pos-
sible serious consequences to himself. This episode was told to
Canon [John Baptist] Anfossi by Father Francis Faccio, a Servite
who had formerly been pastor at St. Charles’ Church in Turin.

Amid the welter of these events—which redounded to the glory
of the clergy, inasmuch as Jesus has taught us that those who suffer
for the sake of justice are blessed—the prestige of the priesthood
was sorely damaged by the condemnation of a certain Father An-
thony Grignaschi. Born in Corconio, on San Giulio Island near Orta
in the diocese of Novara, he had been ordained, and in 1843 he had
been appointed pastor of Cimamulera.® With fraud and deceit he
had blasphemously spread the notion that he was God manifesting
himself in a new incarnation of Jesus Christ returned to earth to
found a new Church that was to supplant Catholicism. His teach-
ings were utterly heretical. He also performed strange, wondrous
feats which could be attributed only to diabolical intervention,
although his disciples hailed them as miracles. He claimed that a
woman named “Lana,” whom he convinced to play the part, was
the Virgin Mary, This shameless creature willingly acted out this
vulgar comedy wearing garments and affecting poses judged proper
to the Blessed Virgin. The apostate priest would set her on a bench
in the middie of the church, with lighted candles at her feet, as
though she were a statue. Simple-minded women who had em-
braced this new sect knelt before her and prayed to her.

The chancery sent a priest to investigate the matter. Upon enter-
ing the church and seeing the blasphemous veneration accorded to
this hussy, he had to hold himself in check so as not to cause a
scene in church, He went immediately into the sacristy and asked
the sexton, “Is there any special feast today?”

8 A village near Lake Maggiore in the province of Novara. At that time it had
about 460 inhabitants, [Editor]
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“No.’!

“What kind of Madonna have you got in church?”

“Oh,” exclaimed the sexton, shrugging his shoulders, “do you
mean the red Madonna?”

“What? A red Madonna?”

“Yes, Father Grignaschi’s Madonna.”

When the Bishop of Novara was informed of these sacrilegious
events, he immediately dismissed Father Grignaschi from the parish
and suspended him from his priestly functions. The renegade there-
upon went to Turin. While there he called on Don Bosco and ex-
pounded his doctrines. Horrified, Don Bosco tried to persuade him
to abandon the evil path on which he had embarked, but all his
offers of help were in vain. Father Grignaschi roamed about several
towns in the province of Casale and finally, with his red Madonna
as housekeeper, settled in a hamlet near Viarigi,® a small town in
the Asti district. This became his main theater of action for his
shabby tricks and wiles. His amazing new feats fooled even the
pastors and priests of the neighboring villages, perverting the Faith
of a large number of people. He shamefully abused the sacraments,
assertedly gained entrance into houses through locked doors, di-
vined hidden thoughts, pretended he had received instructions from
heaven, and in general committed abominable acts. The people
seemed mesmerized. Young and old would set out and walk as
much as twenty and more miles over poor roads, under self-imposed
fastings, just to see him and hear him speak. He received his dis-
ciples sitting down. They knelt in his presence, and he would
“absolve” them with the following words, “I, the Lord Jesus Christ,
absolve you from your sins in the name of the Father, and of the
Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” He spread his heretical doctrines
through persons whom he had deceived and trained to feign virtue
and sanctity so that people might regard him as a truly extraordi-
nary man, a neéw savior.

There was indeed a strangely fascinating, mesmerizing power in
his look. People talked about it at great length, A certain B...
made light of what he heard about this “spellbinding look” and
decided to call on Father Grignaschi to see for himself. The moment

9 About fifty miles from Turin with a population close to two thousand people.
{Editor]
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he entered the house, he was gripped by a mysterious sensation of
horror, and once in the presence of the man, he no sooner met his
gaze than he instantly felt that he was in his power. When the
charlatan said, “I was waiting for you; I knew you would come,”
the once skeptical visitor fell to his knees. From that moment on
he was entirely devoted to him. Father Grignaschi convinced B. ..
that he was actually St. Paul, and that another friend of his was
St. Peter. So B...let his beard grow and, together with his com-
panion, readily obeyed Grignaschi’s orders: long prayers and pen-
ances, visits to taverns, kneeling down among the tables and im-
ploring people not to offend God by blasphemy, drunkenness or
gambling—things which they would certainly have refused to do
if they had not come under his spell. Father Grignaschi exercised
the same power on all the people of the area almost without excep-
tion. Later on, B ... was unable to explain how all this had come
about. He was a well-to-do man, mature, charitable, and sufficiently
educated. He owed his return to sanity and the true faith to Don
Bosco’s sermons.

Meanwhile the members of this sect went so far in their moral
turpitude that it came to the attention of the district attorney. Gri-
gnaschi and thirteen of his principal disciples, including the red
Madonna, were jailed and later tried before the Court of Appeals
in Casale.’* The newspapers of that year are full of details of the
scandal and of the trial.

On July 15, 1850, despite the efforts of Angelo Brofferio, his
defense lawyer, Grignaschi was sentenced to hard labor; his fol-
lowers received lighter sentences. Grignaschi’s arrest had thrown
the people of Viarigi into an uproar. To maintain order among these
fanatical disciples of his the government had to set up a garrison.
When this proved insufficient, the bishops of Casale and Asti under-
took a mission of pacification. Bishop [Philip] Artico of Asti stayed
at Viarigi for fifty days; with his sermons, generous assistance to
the poor, and visits to the sick, he put an end to conflict and scandals,

16 On March 21, 1850 he was found guilty of contempt of religion and of
fraud in claiming supernatural powers, thus inducing gullible people to donate
to him and to his sect large sums of money. CE. Requisitoria dell'Ufficio Fiscale
Generale di Casale: Sentenza e atto d’Accusa nella Causa del Regio Fisco di
Viarigi contro il Sac. Grignaschi Francesco Antonio e Suoi Complici. Torino,
Tipografia Fory e Dalmazzo, 1850. [Editor]
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received many back into the Church, and obtained the withdrawal
of the troops. Peace was thus restored, even if quite a few continued
to persist in their error.

Father Grignaschi meanwhile had been taken to the castle of
Ivrea ! to serve a seven-year term. As if possessed by a devil, he
perversely insisted that his was a divine mission. The solitude of
the cell must have been a crushing weight to bear. But Don Bosco
did not forget him in his hour of sorrow. Ascanio Savio relates that
Don Bosco, who used to travel to Ivrea two or three times a year,
hastened to visit him. He was able to speak to the poor man on sev-
eral occasions and so won his confidence that he finally succeeded
in making him realize the evil he had done to himself and to others
by his scandalous teachings and actions. He also persuaded him to
promise to mend his ways; as a first step he urged him to accept
his punishment with Christian resignation in expiation of his sins.*®
Realizing that Father Grignaschi welcomed his visits, Don Bosco
returned on other occasions and aiso gave him some money. These
visits took place whenever he was in Ivrea preaching missions to
the people or retreats to the seminarians or conducting business with
the bishop concerning the Letture Cattoliche {Catholic Readings] **
or Church matters.

11 Ivrea, a Roman town, is located 34 miles northeast of Turin. One of its land-
marks is the Castello delle Quattro Torri (Castle of the Four Towers) built be-
tween 1393 and 1395. At present only three towers remain; in 1876, lightning hit
the northwest tower housing the ammunitions magazine and utterly destroyed it.
At the beginning of the 17th century it was converted into a prison and remains
so to this day; however, there is 2 movement afoot to convert it into a regional
museum. [Editor]

12 On April 2, 1857, Father Anthony Grignaschi solemnly abjured his errors in
the presence of Bishop James Philip Gentile of Novara, especially delegated by
the Holy See, and some other witnesses, The ceremony took place in the castle of
Ivrea where he was detained. The documents of his abjuration, properly signed
and notarized, were published by L’Armonia of Turin on July 3, 1857. [Editor]

12 A monthly publication started by Don Bosco in 1853. Since 1955 its title
has been Meridiano 12. [Editor]



CHAPTER 11

Don Bosco and Count Camillo Cavour

DURING these years [1850-1860] Count Camillo Ca-
vour ! showed great favor to Don Bosco’s oratories. Amazingly
enough Don Bosco had managed to obtain even the support of
eminent persons hostile to the Church, but he had to be constantly
on his guard. With their enticing manners, their generous promises
to help his charitable works, their offers of honorific titles and deco-
rations, and their favorable response to his many petitions, they
seemed to pose a threat to his love and loyalty to the Holy See and
his faith. The boys of the Oratory were preferred to others who
belonged to long-established institutes of charity, and they were
chosen to draw the numbers in the State lottery. On alternating
weeks for many years two of the smaller boys, wearing special
insignia, performed this official task and in this way carned a fee
which was given to the Oratory. Unaffected by this favoritism, Don
Bosco continued to uphold the cause of God with heroic fortitude
and with no regard to or fear of what people might say.

Nevertheless, as we have often pointed out, in all these situations
he admirably abided by the norms of Holy Scripture: “When in-
vited by a man of influence, keep your distance; then he will urge
you all the more. Be not bold with him lest you be rebuffed, but
keep not too far away lest you be forgotten. Engage not freely in
discussion with him; trust not his many words; for by prolonged
talk he will test you and though smiling he will probe you. Merci-
lessly he will make of you a laughingstock, and will not refrain from

1Born in Turin on August 10, 1810, Count Camillo Cavour eventually suc-
ceeded in bringing about the unification of Italy under the House of Savoy. He
was also one of the most clever and successful statesmen of 19th-century Europe.
[Editor]
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injury or chains. Be on your guard and take care never to accom-
pany men of violence.” [Sir. 13, 9-13]

Count Camillo Cavour, a keen judge of men and motives and a
master at turning this knowledge to his own advantage, was a fre-
quent visitor at Valdocco, and occasionally he would invite Don
Bosco to his residence for lunch or dinner. Charles Tomatis is our
authority for this. The count liked to hear Don Bosco talk about
festive oratories and he would question him about his projects and
hopes for the future, assuring him of all possible help. Don Bosco
treated him with the respect due his position, alternating between
frankness and circumspection in his answers, but never losing that
great charm which people found irresistible. The count’s kindly in-
terest never dimmed, even when he succeeded De Rossi as Minister
of Commerce and later became premier and the real power in the
whole government. “Count Camillo Cavour,” Don Bosco told us
later, “was one of the anticlerical leaders of Piedmont and greatly
harmed the Church, yet he regarded me as a friend. He often advised
me to give legal status to the oratories. One day, urging me to follow
his advice, he even promised me a million lire to further my work.
Not knowing what to make of such an offer or what to say in reply,
I remained silent, smiling to myself. The count continued, “Well,
what do you say to that?” I replied politely that I was sorry that I
could not accept such a generous gift. “Why?” asked the count with
amazement. “Why refuse such a handsome sum when you need
everything and every supporter you can get?”

“Because,” I replied serenely, “what is given to me [by the gov-
ernment] today might be taken away tomorrow. You yourself may
be the one to take back what you so generously offer me now.”
Without a sign of resentment, the count changed the subject.

Don Bosco seemed to realize the future of this man who was to
promote the suppression of religious orders and the forcible seizure
of Church property. Thus, Don Bosco’s frankness in so expressing
himself is especially worthy of admiration. He realized clearly that
there might possibly be an ulterior motive in the offer of subsidies
by Cavour and the government that was perhaps part of a plan.

Don Bosco continued:
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I was not toc keen about sitting at the count’s table, despite his cor-
dial invitations; but since I occasionally had important business to discuss
with him, I had to see him either at home or at the ministry. Often, when
he was a cabinet minister, he straightforwardly told me he would refuse
me an audience unless it be at dinner or lunch, and that if I needed a
favor from him, I was to remember that there was always a place at his
table for me. “These are the moments,” he would say, “when we can talk
at leisure. At the office there is too much pressure. We hardly have time
to exchange a few words hastily, almost rudely, and then we must part.”
In this he acted like his brother, Marquis Gustavo. He, too, would listen
to me only at table. I had no alternative but to accept this courteous—
yet for me, burdensome——condition. Once when 1 called at Count Camil-
lo’s office on an urgent matter, he refused to receive me but had me
ushered into a private waiting room, telling me that he wanted me for
dinner and that if I accepted he would listen to me. He always granted
whatever I had come to ask for.

We have often wondered what pressing matters Don Bosco had
to discuss with Count Camillo. It is probable that he pleaded for
the Oblates of Mary, and we know for certain that through the count
Don Bosco obtained free use of government premises for his first
lottery as well as exemption from postal fees. We do not know of
anything else. Seemingly no subsidies were involved, for no mention
of any has been found in Don Bosco’s papers, nor did he ever speak
of them. Neither could he have been seeking protection from abuse,
for at that time the authorities were definitely in favor of the ora-
tories. Inasmuch as Don Bosco did not elaborate on the favors
granted, we may infer that the requests and concessions were
shrouded in secrecy, particularly since there is clear evidence that
he settled matters of great moment in this way with other influential
persons. A question arises in our mind: Was Don Bosco possibly
trying to soften somewhat the rigors of his archbishop’s confine-
ment? From time to time, he went to Fenestrelle to preach and visit
the pastor, Father John Baptist Guigas, a friend of his. According
to the testimony of boys from the Oratory, Don Bosco also went to
Fenestrelle in 1850. Our notes, dating back thirty-five years, have
no mention of the day or month. After researching Don Bosco’s trips
of that year and checking on the places from which he posted his



76 THE BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS OF SAINT JOHN BOSCO

mail, we can confidently state that this trip could have taken place
only between the end of August and the beginning of September.

Many years later, when asked why he had gone to Fenestrelle
that year, Don Bosco replied promptly, “I was planning to write a
history of Italy and I wanted to see the mountains where the battle
of Assietta was fought.” ? Even then we thought this a rather lame
explanation. A trip made solely for this reason was hardly in keep-
ing with Don Bosco’s habits, especially at a time when he was beset
on all sides by so many duties. Furthermore his Storia d'ltalia was
not published until 1856. We made no further investigations at that
time, however, for we had no reason to suspect a more important
purpose. But now, recalling the archbishop’s imprisonment in the
grim fortress and Don Bosco’s contacts with the family of Alphonse
de Sonnaz, the commandant, we suggest that there may have been
some connection between this trip and Don Bosco’s words, “He
[Cavour] always granted whatever I had come to ask for.” Would
not Don Bosco try to visit his shepherd in prison or at least send
him some desired information either by word of mouth or in writ-
ing through some trustworthy person? This may be sheer specula-
tion on our part, but Don Bosco once told us, “No one will ever
know a great many of the things I have done!”

Archbishop Fransoni had been stripped of his revenues and ban-
ished from the realm by order of Marquis Massimo d’Azeglio,?
without even the semblance of a trial. On September 28 [1850],
he was removed from the fortress and escorted through the Alps to
the frontier. The archbishop chose the city of Lyons as his place of
exile. In Lyons civil and military authorities, priests and laymen
vied with each other to honor him. It was there also that an artistic
crozier, the gift of his Piedmontese faithful,* was presented to him.
Archbishop Fransoni continued to govern his diocese from Lyons as
well as he could until his death. His enemies invented all kinds of
slander to defame him, even accusing him of plotting against the
State, but their efforts bore no fruit. The Pope, the bishops of Pied-

2 A mountain and Alpine pass in the Cotian Alps. Here Charles Emmanue! III
scored an important victory in the War of Austrian Succession. [Editor]

3 Massimo d'Azeglio (1798-1866), politician, writer, and painter was premier
from 1849 to 1852 under Victor Emmanuel II. He was succeeded by Camillo
Cavour. [Editor]

+ See p. 46f. [Editor]
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mont, Savoy, Liguria, and other regions, and Catholics throughout
the world praised his conduct and offered him testimonials of their
highest admiration, often accompanied by rich gifts. Since then he
has been vindicated by history, whose pages will always be a glori-
ous tribute to his memory and a mark of infamy to his persecutors.

Though far away, Archbishop Fransoni never ceased to protect
and help the Oratory. Likewise he kept pointing out to Don Bosco
the need to provide for its future. When Father [John] Borel and
Father Robert Murialdo visited him in Lyons, he asked them to
repeat his advice to Don Bosco. In turn, Don Bosco always referred
to him for counsel. Canon [John Baptist] Anfossi also assured us
that he knew without question that Don Bosco visited the arch-
bishop in Lyons not long after he took up residence there, thus dis-
playing his courage to those who had ordered the archbishop’s
banishment.

Don Bosco’s friendly relations with [Camillo] Cavour came to an
end in 1855, when many religious institutions were suppressed. Per-
sonally, however, the count never showed Don Bosco any hostility.

Don Bosco was blessed when Divine Providence opportunely
placed at his side two genuine admirers of the Oratory, both excel-
lent Catholics. The first of these was the aforementioned lawyer
John Baptist Gal® who at Gioberti’s ® downfall became Count
Camillo’s personal secretary and until 1861 was in a position to
know all the secret intrigues of politics. Later, he was transferred
to the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, where he served for ten years,
resigning from public life in 1870. He used to visit his friend, Don
Bosco, several times a year, traveling either from Torgnon, his
native town in the valley of Aosta, or from San Remo where he
spent his winters. The second friend of the Oratory was Chevalier
Cugia Delitala, who succeeded Gal as personal secretary to Cavour
and remained in that position until the latter’s death. We still have
the affectionate and beautiful poems which Delitala used to send
Don Bosco on his name day. Don Bosco had friends everywhere.

5 A learned and devout Catholic. He struck up a warm and lasting friendship
with Don Bosco in 1841. See Vol. III, p. 300. [Editor]

6 Father Vincenzo Gioberti (1801-52), philosopher and politician, played an
important part in shaping Italian national consciousness during the Risorgimento.
He was premier of the Piedmontese government from December 1848 to Feb-
ruary 1849. [Editor]



CHAPTER 12

Two Memorable Events

][N September [1850] Don Bosco arranged for many of
the boys to make a seven-day retreat at the minor seminary in
Giaveno,’ which was normally empty during the summer vacation.
The Oratory boarders and a sizable contingent of boys from the
three festive oratories who had been able to obtain permission from
their families or their employers made the journey on foot. Led by
Father Rebert Murialdo, they thoroughly enjoyed themselves as
they hiked to their destination, singing hymns to the Blessed Virgin
and other religious songs. Don Bosco traveled ahead by coach to
make preparations for their lunch at Avigliana; # accompanying him
were a few boys whose physical condition prevented their attempt-
ing the journey on foot. At Avigliana the hikers halted for lunch
on the shores of the beautiful lake. Here they met and struck up a
warm friendship with a zealous, devout priest, Father Victor Alaso-
natti, a close friend of Don Bosco and an enthusiastic admirer of
the Oratory.

Don Bosco had providentially obtained a generous subsidy from
the Society of St. Paul to cover the expenses of the retreat, The
preachers were Canon [Innocent] Arduino, the scholarly and zeal-
ous archpriest of the collegiate church of Giaveno, Father [Stephen]
Giorda [pastor at Poirino], and Don Bosco himself. Father Robert
Murialdo, director of the Guardian Angel Oratory, helped with con-

1 Twenty miles from Turin. The seminary, built shortly after the Council of
Trent, belonged to the archdiocese of Turin. [Editor]

2 Fifteen miles from Turin, the town has two lakes dominated by the ruins of
the old Arduino-Savoy castle. The larger lake mirrors the shrine of Our Lady
of the Lakes where a fine triptych by Defendente Ferrari and two paintings (the
Crucifixion and St. Francis of Assisi) of the Caravaggio school are preserved.
[Editor]
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fessions. To make the retreat helpful to as many souls as possible,
the inhabitants of the town were also invited to participate, and
many took advantage of the opportunity.

Many years later, Father Michael Rua still spoke feelingly of the
fatherly care Don Bosco showed to him and all the boys on that
occasion, patiently bearing with the youthful thoughtlessness of
many but insisting upon and obtaining silence and attention at the
appointed times.

Don Bosco wrote to Father [John] Borel ? about this retreat in
the following letter:

Giaveno, September 12, 1850
Dear Father:

I am sure you will be glad to know that the spiritual retreat has gotten
off to an excellent start. The overall number is one hundred and thirty;
but we are only one hundred and five at table, because the others are day
retreatants from town and go home for their meals. The pastor preaches
the meditations and Father Giorda handles the instructions. Both have
fully met my expectations and those of the boys. .

From four to five the schedule calls for recreation, but today no one
cared to take it. On leaving the chapel all chose to.go to the study room.

I would like to give the boys a souvenir of this retreat, and I leave it
to you to supply me with what you think is best—medals, crucifixes, etc.
I forgot to tell you that in my room at the Oratory, under the dresser,
there is a supply of rosaries I bought some time ago. Why don’t we give
them to the boys? Let’s do this, then. Please go to my room and take
one hundred thirty rosaries. With them you will find copies of The Com-
panion of Youth with gold-leaf edges. Take twelve, pack them with the
rosaries, and have them sent to me by the Giaveno coach which leaves
Turin daily at four p.M. from the Albergo della Fucina. Please tell my
mother I am feeling much better. Father Murialdo is somewhat hoarse;
Savio * has a fever and so has the doorkeeper 5 of our Guardian Angel

3 A most zealous priest and the first one to help Don Bosco in the early trying
years of the Oratory. Don Bosco had met him during his seminary days when
Fr. Borel preached a retreat in 1839 in the Chieri seminary. See Vol. I, pp. 341f
and the index of Vol. IL. [Editor]

4 There were two Savios: Ascanio, the first Oratory boy to don the cassock,
later became a diocesan priest; his brother, Angelo, one year his junior, who also
made this retreat, remained with Don Bosco. He was ordained a priest and filled
very important positions in the Salesian Society. [Editor]

5 A boy acting as doorkeeper. [Editor]



80 THE BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS OF SAINT JOHN BOSCO

Oratory. Everyone else is fine. Please pray that everything goes well.
Regards to Father Pacchiotti,® Father Bosio,” and all our other priests at
the Oratory.

I must closec now, Please share the contents of this letter with Father
Cafasso. May the Lord accompany you. Dominus det. . . .5

Your friend,

. Fr. John Bosco

P.S. I forgot a small bundle and a paper-wrapped package in the
kitchen. Please send them up with the rest.

This letter mentioned a recreation period. At such periods, as
well as after dinner and supper, Don Bosco enjoyed talking with
the boys who flocked around him. Joseph Brosio tells us about the
practice.

Don Bosco always had some amusing little story to tell, some new
joke for them to laugh at. He did not take snuff and he forbade his boys ?
to use it, but one day, at the beginning of the retreat, he took a well-
filled snuffbox from his pocket. Immediately all the boys pestered him for
a pinch. Don Bosco answered, “Gladly, if you really need it. I shall give
some to all those who have a snuffbox.” At once some of the grownups,
including John Gilardi [18 years old] and Joseph Randu [45 years old),
held them out. They took snuff for health or out of habit. Don Bosco
filled their snuffboxes and kept them supplied for the rest of the retreat.
His thoughtfulness in even minor matters such as this won him every-
body’s heart.

During these recreation periods, however, Don Bosco was mostly
interested in finding out what the boys had learned from the ser-
mons. On one occasion, as he was surrounded by many boys, some
of whom were from the local parish, he asked about the topic of
his morning instruction. (It had been scandal.) The first boy he

8 Fr. Sebastian Pacchiotti was chaplain at the Rifugio, See Vol. II, p. 242.
[Editor]

7 A fellow seminarian of Don Bosco. See Vol. I, pp. 316, 384, [Editor]

8 Dominus det nobis suam pacem [May God grant us His peace]. Don Bosco
deliberately left out the last three words. The politigal turmoil of those days
counseled prudence. [Editor]

® The age of the youngest was sixteen. See Appendix 3. [Editor]
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singled out did not know; the second seemed embarrassed, so Don
Bosco questioned a few more. The youngsters scratched their heads
but could give no satisfactory reply. “Oh, my!” exclaimed Don
Bosco. “Was I talking Chinese or were you all asleep?” Then one
of the smaller boys piped up, “I remember, I remember!”

“What do you remember?”

“I remember the monkeys.”

Don Bosco had told thtm a tale. A peddler was going from village
to village trying to sell his wares which he carried in a small display
case strapped to his shoulders, However, night overtook him before
he reached a certain town. It was summer; the pale moon shone
in the sky and the peddler, weary after his long trek, decided to
spend the night under a large tree. He opened his case and, taking
out a white cap, of which he had quite a good supply, he put it on
his head as protection against the evening chill and fell asleep. There
were a number of monkeys up in that tree. The sight of a man sleep-
ing with a white cap aroused their instincts. One of them slipped
down very quietly, poked around in the box which had been left
open, pulled out a cap, put it on its head, and climbed the tree
again. The other monkeys did likewise and their mischievousness
ended only when they had emptied the box. The merchant slept
peacefully throughout the night, and so did the monkeys. With white
caps on their heads they were quite a sight! At dawn the merchant
arose and prepared to resume his journey. Imagine his amazement
and grief at seeing that all his caps had been stolen! “T've been
robbed,” he cried. “I'm ruined.” But on second thought, realizing
that only the caps were missing, he came to the conclusion that it
could not have been a robbery. “I don’t understand it,” he told him-
self. Just then he chanced to glance upward. “Ah,” he cried, “look
at the rascals!” He tried to frighten them into returning his wares
by flinging stones at them, but the monkeys merely leaped lightly
from branch to branch, holding on to their caps. After many use-
less efforts, the poor peddler clutched his hair in utter despair and
angrily flung the cap he was wearing to the ground. The monkeys
instantly did likewise and down rained the white caps to the delight
of the harassed peddier.

Don Bosco had drawn the moral that boys behave much in the
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same way as monkeys. If they see others doing good, they also do it;
if they see someone do evil, they imitate it even more quickly, He
had concluded by stressing the utter need of setting an edifying ex-
ample for boys and of keeping them far away from any scandal.

Upon realizing that the boys barely remembered certain points
he had made in his sermons, Don Bosco took great pains thereafter
to intersperse his sermons with concrete examples and parables to
capture their imagination and by this means to enlighten their minds
and stir their hearts. He found this approach very effective.

His preaching was animated with ardent concern for the salva-
tion of souls. One day he was so moved by his own words that he
broke into sobs and had to step down from the pulpit. Humbly and
with some embarrassment, he remarked to Ascanio Savio: “I
couldn’t control myself.” But the effect on his young listeners was
beyond words.

In the closing sermon, Don Bosco gave the following souvenir:
“Make the Exercise for a Happy Death every month; make it well;
make it unfailingly well!” The following day, to reward their coop-
eration and give them a little relaxation, Don Bosco took the re-
treatants on a hike to St. Michael’s Abbey and Shrine.'® The climb
up the steep mountain road did not seem so arduous, for it was
enlivened by the blaring melodies of the Giaveno town band.

Don Bosco rode on a small donkey and the boys clustered around
it, patting it lovingly. At intervals they would break out into a
familiar song: “Long live Don Bosco, etc. . ..”

Don Bosco introduced a variation in the first verse by singing
“Long live Robert,” thus turning the song to the praise of his fellow
traveler, Father Murialdo. Brief halts were called now and then.
The musicians would then blow their trumpets; their notes, bound-
ing from peak to peak, reverberated majestically in the valley below.
Startled birds flitted excitedly from tree to tree, peasants came out
of their cottages to listen, and the tiny donkey, pricking up its ears,
_added his off-key braying to the music. It was an unforgettable hike.

10 A massive construction on Mt, Pirchiriano, 2,710 feet above Avigliana. Built
in 998 it is one of the most important monuments of European Romanesque archi-
tecture and an extremely bold engineering feat. It was dedicated to St. Michael
the Archangel. As a seminarian, Don Bosco had hiked to this shrine in October
1840. See Vol. I, p. 368, [Editor]
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When they reached the abbey, the Rosminian Fathers !! gave them
a hearty welcome. Don Bosco was a close friend of theirs and would
act as their host whenever they went to Turin since they had no
house of their own in the town. The boys visited the church and
the ancient abbey while Don Bosco enriched their minds with the
history of the shrine. This was his invariable custom whenever he
would escort his boys to an historic site. After briefing them on its
history he would recall some memorable event. On this occasion
he told them:

This shrine, named after St. Michael, is one of the most famous Ben-
edictine abbeys in Piedmont. It began as a simple hermitage around the
year 990, when a saintly hermit named John of Ravenna !? built it in
honor of St. Michacl. A few years later a certain Hugo of Montboissier,
a gentleman of Alvernia, converted it into a magnificent Gothic church
and built a large monastery adjacent to it. Hugo, who built the monas-
tery at his own expense in penance for his sins and who made a pilgrim-
age to Rome to obtain absolution, entrusted the supervision of the work
to Atvert, the abbot of Lusathe in France. When the work was completed,
Atvert called in the Benedictine monks and they elected him as their first
abbot. Reports of their holiness quickly spread and in a short time the
monastery had three hundred monks. Popes and bishops, kings and dukes
vied with each other in bestowing privileges and endowments on it. Later,
however, the monks lost their primitive fervor and discipline. In 1383
the abbey was placed under the patronage of the counts of Savoy and
thus it remained until the French invasion at the beginning of this cen-
tury when the famous abbey was suppressed along with all the others.
Our good sovereigns Charles Felix and Charles Albert restored it from
decay to its present splendor and called in the Rosminian Fathers who
gave you such a cordial reception today. Between this mountain where
we now stand, called Pirchiriano, and the one in front of us, known as
Mount Caprasio, lies a valley slightly over a thousand feet wide. It forms
the lock or gorge of Susa, so called because it bars the way to invaders
across the Alps. This pass is famous in history because Charlemagne, in
order to come to the aid of the Pope ! in Rome, after negotiating the

11 They had established a community here in 1836 at the invitation of King
Charles Albert and with the approval of Pope Gregory XVI. See Vol. I, p. 368.
[Editor]

12 Giovanni Vincenzo, archbishop of Ravenna. He was a member of the noble
Morosini family of Venice. [Editor]

18 Pope Adrian ]. [Editor)
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gorge, attacked Desiderius, the Longobard king, from the rear and de-
feated him [in 773], thereby ending the reign of the Longobards in Italy.

Although the boys certainly enjoyed learning things which they
had never heard before, another kind of interest began to occupy
their minds toward midday. The morning hike and the bracing
mountain air had stimulated their appetite and they were ravenously
hungry. Thus during the inspection tour of the monastery they could
not help casting furtive, impatient glances in the direction of the
refectory; they could hardly wait for the moment to eat. When at
long last they were summoned, they ate with enormous gusto.

Since they had no other way of repaying the hospitality of their
hosts, the boys regaled them with music and song. The good Ros-
minian Fathers were as delighted as their guests; mingling with
them, they then took them on little side tours to point out other
objects of interest. After a couple of hours they all gathered in
church and sang the Litany of the Blessed Virgin and received
Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament. Afterward the band played
a last piece; it was almost five o’clock when they bid the Rosminian
Fathers a cordial farewell and gratefully started the trek down the
mountain with provisions of bread and fruit for the return journey.
A brief halt was called at San Ambrogio, at the fork of the road.
The band played a lilting tune, there was an exchange of good-byes,
and then they parted as genuine friends, one contingent heading for
Giaveno, the larger one for Turin by way of Rivoli. During the
march they sang, prayed and listened to a string of amusing stories
spun by Don Bosco and Father Murialdo. Recalling the spiritual re-
treat just ended, Father Murialdo urged them to recite a Hail Mary
every day for the intention that none of the retreatants would ever
go astray and merit eternal damnation. “What a great joy it will be,”
he told them, “when one day we shall be able to go together on
delightful excursions over the eternal, beautiful hills of heaven!”

They reached Rivoli late in the evening. Most of the boys were
so exhausted that they could hardly take another step. There were
still seven miles to go, but Don Bosco didn’t have the heart to make
them walk any further. He took them to an inn and chartered as
many coaches as he could find. However, there were not enough
coaches to accommodate all of them and about twenty boys had to



Two Memorable Events 85

continue on foot. Don Bosco cheered them up and then gave a sum
of money to Brosio, “the bersagliere,” to treat the boys to a hearty
supper before starting on the last lap to Turin,

This incident recalled our dear Lord, who, seeing that the crowds
who had followed him into the desert were fatigued to the point of
exhaustion, cried out as a good father, “I have compassion on the
crowd,” and provided for them lest they faint on the way.

Rested and nourished, the rear guard then set out. Night had
fallen, and to dispel the fears of the more timid youngsters and make
the walk seem shorter, “the bersagliere” picked up two stones from
the road and told the others to do the same, Then he made them
strike them together rhythmically. And so they had.music of a new
sort and sparks to light their way to the Oratory, which they reached
at about eleven o'clock.

On September 21, 1850, Don Bosco compiled a list of the one
hundred boys who had made the spiritual retreat, and sent it on
legal stationery to the directors of the Society of St. Paul who had
offered to defray the retreat expenses. An additional list of nine
names completed the roster. From records in our archives we now
know the names and the age of most of the boys who went to
Giaveno for their retreat.'*

We have given a detailed account of this spiritual retreat and trip
because the boys long remembered the experience as one of the
happiest events of their youth; it also provides an admirable illus-
tration of how anxious Don Bosco was for his boys to learn that
cheerfulness and serving God go hand in hand.

This excursion also gave some boys a clearer insight into Don
Bosco’s singular virtues. He used to suggest special prayers, or even
vows on occasion, to those who came to him to obtain cures or
other favors from God. Young Felix Reviglio had been suffering for
several months from malaria. It had so undermined his health that
the doctors had declared him to be consumptive. Don Bosco brought
him to Giaveno along with the others. Reviglio himself told us that,
after his confession, Don Bosco suggested that he make a vow to
go to confession every week during the succeeding six months. At
the same time he suggested additional acts of devotion, This advice

14 In this edition we have placed this list in Appendix 4. [Editor]
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proved more helpful than all the medicines he had been taking, and
in a short time the boy recovered completely.

Another young man, whose name we shall not disclose (he was
one of the oldest at the Oratory—about twenty-seven), also made
this spiritual retreat. One morning he walked into the sacristy just
as Don Bosco was about to go to the altar for Mass. Joseph Brosio,
holding the missal, was ready to serve, when this fellow rudely
snatched it from him and rushed out. Don Bosco, ever prompt to
forgive, saw Brosio flush with anger and he motioned him with a
look to restrain himself. After Mass, he took Brosio aside and said:
“It was good of you to yield. You'll soon see what kind of fellow
he is!” Unfortunately, Don Bosco had guessed correctly. Shortly
thereafter this young man stopped going to the Oratory; he joined
the Waldensians and became one of the biggest troublemakers at
the La Giardiniera wineshop. He often prowled about the Oratory
to frighten the boys away from Don Bosco. But Don Bosco had
already informed Brosio of the young ruffian’s conduct and asked
him to be on the lookout. One day he showed up at the playground
gate, armed with a long stiletto which he was prepared to use on
anyone trying to bar his way. A young boy ran to call Brosio,
while the rest, greatly terrified, raced to safety. Brosio walked up
to him and asked him to leave, at first gently, and then in sterner
language. Words were of no avail, for the man was drunk and obvi-
ously spoiling for a fight; therefore, Brosio wisely withdrew and
watched him from a safe distance. It was not long thereafter that
the ruffian fell into the hands of the law. Don Bosco, called to testify
against him, requested that the charges be dropped. He merely asked
the court that police protection be provided for himself and the boys
of the Oratory. The culprit was subsequently banished from Turin.
Father Michael Rua learned of this incident from the person who
had accompanied Don Bosco to court.



CHAPTER 13

Apostolic Frankness

OME months had passed since Don Bosco proposed a
joint building project at the Oratory to Father Rosmini. To get
things started, on June 20 [1850], Don Bosco had the notary Tur-
vano draw up a deed for the purchase of a triangular-shaped lot,
measuring about 28,800 square feet, which was then used as a
vegetable garden. It belonged to the Turin seminary, to which Don
Bosco paid 7,500 lire. After subsequent business transactions, this
lot now ! contains the church of Mary Help of Christians, a print
shop, and an adjacent playground.

Meanwhile Father Charles Gilardi wrote to Don Bosco from
Stresa to inform him that Father Rosmini was willing to grant him
a loan. Don Bosco’s reply follows:

Turin, July 13, 1850
Dear Father:

1 was very pleased to receive your kind letter informing me of Father
Rosmini’s decision. I was all the more gratified since his offer exceeded
my expectations.

Indeed I accept the loan of twenty thousand lire for the building con-
struction we have already discussed. We shall take out a mortgage and
postpone all details of time, place, and persons to a more convenient
date. Since at present I am heavily burdened by rents, I ask you to waive
the interest for three years, by which time I will be moving into the new
building and be at least partly free from some rents. I ask this only as a
favor, not as a condition for the contract, since I gladly accept your offer
and press for no further advantages.

1 That is, in 1904, when this volume was first published in Italian. [Editor]
87



88 THE BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS OF SAINT JOHN BOSCO

I realize that both parties must meet to arrive at a more definite under-
standing; therefore, as soon as the plans for the new building are com-
pleted, I will personally bring them to Father Rosmini and request his
valued opinion.

Please express my deepest gratitude to your revered superior. Hoping
that the Lord, who permitted negotiations to begin, will allow them to
be brought to a successful conclusion for His greater glory and for the
spiritual advantage of ourselves and of others, I have the honor to remain,

Your most humble friend and servant,
Fr. John Bosco, Leader of the Little Rascals

In his capacity as procurator of the Rosminians, Father Gilardi
sent Don Bosco the following note:

Stresa, July 26, 1850

[No salutation]

Please forgive the delay in replying to your kind letter of July 13. I
must inform you that my superior, Father Antonio Rosmini, cannot pos-
sibly waive the interest for the first three years. He could, however, agree
to a deferment of payment and accept promissory notes.

He was very glad to hear thar you have decided to visit us soon and
hopes that it will be in the very near future, since the loan is practically
waiting for you.

Fr. Charles Gilardi

Don Bosco replied:
Turin, August 27, 1850

Dear Father Charles:

I fear that my delay in visiting Stresa may cause some uncertainty re-
garding our agreement. Therefore, I think it advisable to inform you that
my only reason for delaying is that I am still waiting for the completed
plans of the building. Mr. [Frederick] Bocca has assured me that he will
have them ready this week. I hope, therefore, to see you in Stresa next
week. If, however, that should prove impossible, I will not be able to
come until September 16 because on the ninth I am scheduled to start
preaching a spiritual retreat. _

I repeat, this is the only reason that I have not yet come to Stresa, as
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T had pianned. Please extend my apologies to Father Rosmini and assure
him that I have not changed my mind.
With the deepest respect, I remain,
Your most obedient servant,

Fr. John Bosco

On September 16, 1850, Don Bosco did go to Stresa. It was a
business trip, to be sure, but he also wanted to take a closer look
at the Rosminian rules'and at the observance of religious discipline
in the principal house of the congregation which was also the
novitiate.

Arriving at Santhia shortly before midnight, he heard the con-
fession of the coachman; then, after passing through Vercelli and
Novara, he got off at Arona [on Lake Maggiore]. Don Bosco had
planned to go to Stresa ? by boat, but at the stagecoach station he
met Marquis Arconati, a friend and benefactor of the Oratory, who
offered to take him there in his own coach so that the trip would be
less fatiguing for him. The marquis also suggested a visit to Ales-
sandro Manzoni who was vacationing at nearby Lesa. Don Bosco
gladly accepted the invitation. The horses were harnessed, and after
a short ride they reached their destination. Manzoni received them
very warmly and invited them to Junch with him and some of his
relatives who were staying there. He also showed Don Bosco his
manuscripts which were liberally covered with corrections on every
page. This was Don Bosco’s only meeting with Manzoni, but the
few hours he spent with him were enough te convince him that a
simple style in writing was the result of persevering effort.

In the marquis’ company, Don Bosco reached Stresa and was
warmly welcomed by Father Rosmini and his religious who cher-
ished the hope that some day Don Bosco would join them. He stayed
five or six days and had long meetings with Father Rosmini. Among
other things, they discussed the threat to church property. Clearly
the old structure of religious orders could no longer protect collec-
tive property from being confiscated by a government. Some way
of insuring the existence of a congregation had to be found so that
its members would retain their inviolable citizenship rights after

2 International tourist center on Lake Maggiore. [Editor]
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their profession of religious vows. Don Bosco had already solved
the problem in his mind, but Father Rosmini was among the first
to introduce this concept into the rules of an institute. He showed
them to Don Bosco and described their history, the reasons under-
lying them, and how approval had been obtained from Rome. In
his congregation each member retained ownership of his possessions
vis-a-vis the civil authority, but could in no way sell, transfer, or
dispose of them without the superior’s consent. Thus the essentials
of the vow of poverty were respected and the dangers of collective
property avoided. At first this solution had seemed so novel that the
Sacred Congregation charged with examining the constitutions had
raised serious objections. However, when it was pointed out that
the essence of the vow depended on interior disposition and that
religious poverty consisted in detachment from wealth, a readiness
to strip oneself of it and the desire to effectively practice poverty,
the approval was granted. Father Rosmini concinded by saying,
“Our congregation will never be suppressed, because there is noth-
ing to be gained!”

A noteworthy event occurred at Stresa. A wealthy, cultured lady,
Anne Marie Bolongaro, had given Father Rosmini a beautiful villa
on the shore of Lake Maggiore. Since there was a steady flow of
scholars calling upon him either to make his personal acquaintance
or for reasons of studies, Father Rosmini had this group moved to
the villa so as not to disrupt the novitiate routine. Here, too, he had
facilities for guests.

One day Father Rosmini invited Don Bosco (who was staying
with the other Rosminians) to dinner at the villa with his other
guests. Don Bosco found himself among eminent scholars and phi-
losophers from near and far. At table there were some thirty guests,
including Niccolo Tommaseo,® the poet and novelist Tommaso
Grossi, Ruggiero Bonghi,* and Carlo Luigi Farini,* as well as sev-

8 Niccold Tommaseo (1802-74) authored several dictionaries, in addition to

other writings on moral and political philosophy, literary criticism, poetry, biog-
raphy, and history, [Editor]

4 Ruggiero Bonghi (1826-95), a writer, political philosopher, and journalist.
He founded La Stampa, the main Turin newspaper. From 1874 to 1876 he was
Minister of Education. [Editor]}

5 Carlo Luigi Farini (1812-66), a statesman and historian. In 1850 he wrote
his chief historical work, Lo Stato Romano dal 1815 al 1850. From October 1851
until May 1852 he was Minister of Education in the d’Azeglio cabinet. He became



Apostolic Frankness 91

eral others who were to play leading roles in the Italian revolutions.
Farini had published his Storia dello Stato Romano [History of the
Roman State] and scemed moderate in his judgments. Don Bosco
had read the book, but he did not know the author personally and
had no idea that he was present at the gathering.

At table, politics and religion were discussed, but the guests’
opinions were somewhat questionable. Nearly all leaned toward
liberalism in the true current sense of the word, criticizing the deci-
sions of the Holy See while praising the government of those Italian
states which had illegally. curtailed the rights of the Church, Father
Rosmini did not object to some of the political opinions expressed,
but Don Bosco, who was deeply attached to the Holy See and par-
ticularly to the Pope, was deeply annoyed. However, he made no
comment, since he was a guest among allegedly learned people. At
one point the conversation turned to the new relations between
Church and State in Piedmont. Rosmini’s pamphlet, La Costitu-
zione Secondo la Giustizia Sociale [The Constitution in the Light
of Social Justice], which had been published in 1848 and put on the
Index of Forbidden Books, was defended. The opinion was also ex-
pressed that the appointment of bishops should be left to committees
composed of the clergy and laity. The discussion became so heated
that soon all the guests were taking part. Don Bosco just sat there
and looked disinterested. At one point, Father Rosmini, motioning
to his guests to lower their voices and then to drop the subject alto-
gether, said in a whisper to Bonghi, “Don Bosco is here!” But
Bonghi, with youthful insolence, thinking that Don Bosco could not
hear him, replied, “The fool doesn’t understand a thing!” Don Bosco
pretended not to hear the insult, but Father Rosmini, who disliked
such talk and who appreciated Don Bosco’s worth, felt hurt. Toward
the end of the dinner the talk switched to Farini’s Storia dello Stato
Romano which had just then been published. Father Rosmini, notic-
ing that Don Bosco had been silent throughout the meal, now called
on him to express his opinion. Don Bosco gladly seized the oppor-
tunity. Without anger but very frankly, amid the general curiosity,
he remarked that Farini's history did not deserve much praise be-

Minister of the Interior in 1860 and premier in 1862, but resigned this post the
following year. [Editor]
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cause it contained historical inaccuracies and occasionally smeared
the temporal power of the popes. His remarks showed that he was
well acquainted with Farini’s book. All the guests began to laugh
at the unexpected criticism and nodded in approval, egging him on.
Still unsuspecting, Don Bosco continued his analysis. He was not
one to pussyfoot when the honor of the Church and the Pope was
at stake. Farini, showing no emotion, kept silent while the rest of
the guests were highly amused. We can imagine Don Bosco’s sur-
prise when finally someone asked, “Do you know Dr, Farini?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Here he is,” he said and introduced him. Completely undis-
mayed, Don Bosco greeted Farini courteously and asked him to
excuse his frankness. Stating that he had no intention of offending
him, he continued his critique and courteously pointed out several
serious mistakes Farini had made in the chapter on Romagna.®
Everyone expected Farini to be resentful and to speak up in angry
rebuttal; instead, he seemed to welcome this sound criticism and
thanked Don Bosco, saying, “It’s obvious that you know the subject
very well and that you are an expert on history; I like your frank-
ness. No one has ever yet pointed out these things to me.”

Father Rosmini himself was amazed at Don Bosco’s boldness
and, when they were alone, he exclaimed, “I would not have dared
to say such things to Farini.” Another of the guests, Niccoldo Tom-
maseo, also expressed his admiration for Don Bosco. But, anxious
to spend Sunday with his Oratory boys, Don Bosco returned to
Turin by stagecoach at the end of the week.

Toward the end of September he set out for Castelnuovo. We
must not forget that he had worked hard that year with his round-
the-clock Latin lessons to [Joseph] Buzzetti, [Charles] Gastini,
[James] Bellia, and [Felix] Reviglio. Now he took them along to
Becchi 7 for the feast of the Holy Rosary which he intended to cele-
brate with special solemnity in thanksgiving for the spiritual favors
he had requested and obtained from the Pope.® He also wanted them

6 A papal province in central Italy. In 1831 it rebelled against the Pope and with
"other territories formed the so-called United Italian Provinces. [Editor]

7 Don Bosco’s birthplace, not far from Castelnuovo d’Asti. {Editor]

8 A lengthy footnote reporting Don Bosco's petition to the Holy Father for
some indulgences has been omitted in this edition. {Editor]



Apostolic Frankness 93

to enjoy a deserved vacation after the intense effort they had put
into their studies. Several other pupils were also taken along.

On his way to and from Becchi, Don Bosco would frequently stop
and chat with the people he met. After inquiring about the crops,
he would always manage to inject some spiritual advice into his
conversation with such remarks as, “How beautiful heaven must be!
But it’s not made for simpletons! Take heart!” Or, “How wonder-
fu] it will be to see God face to face!” He often asked, “Do you send
your children to catechism class and to the sacraments? Put your
trust in the Blessed Virgin. Shun sin if you want God to bless your
crops!” His conversation was like a sermon, no matter what subject
was being discussed. At Buttigliera everyone still recalls what Don
Bosco said on some occasion or other.

From Becchi he never failed to write to Father John Borel, who
took over the Oratory in his friend’s absence.

‘Castelnuovo d’Asti, September 30, 1850

Dear Father:

Since Comba ? is coming to Turin on several errands, I am sure you
will be glad to receive some news from us. )

In the five days I have been here I believe my health has improved
considerably, though not perhaps in the same measure as in former years.
Senescimus annis 19 [We grow old as the years slip by]. Savio is definitely
over his fever; Reviglio also seems improved; all the others are well, ex-
cept for the disturbance of an ever ravenous appetite. But we have good
polenta here.

I am busily correcting a condensation of a history of the House of
Savoy which the Marietti Press plans to reprint.

We did not have much chance to talk before I left, but please be a good
paterfamilias to yours ! and mine. If you need money, see Father Cafasso
and he will give you what you need.

1 think a trip to Castelnuovo would benefit you. It would also do me
good to see you again. If you agree, also invite Father Vola, Father Car-
pano, Father Murialdo (who told me he would be glad to come from
Moncalieri), and Father Ponte. As soon as you know the day and can

? An cighteen-year-old student. [Editor]

10 From Ovid: Tempora labuntur, tacitisque senescimus annis (Time slips away
and we grow old as the years silently slip by). Fasti 6:771. {Editor]

11 Father Borel was chaplain at the Rifugio. [Editor]
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arrange early train arrival, write to me, and I will send someone to meet

you and perhaps give you a lift to spare you a long walk. “Behold, how

good it is and how pleasant where brethren dwell as one!” [Ps. 132, 1]

Write to me about yourself, the Oratory, and the Rifugio. The Lord

be with you. Please remember me to our friends at the Oratory. As ever,
Your friend,

Fr. John Bosco

P.S. The authorization to give Benediction with the Blessed Sacra-
ment reached me in ample time. Thank you.

While writing, I received your letter which tells me many things I was
anxious to know about. Please keep an eye on one of our boarders, Joseph
Rossi, the apprentice shoemaker, and on {John] Costantino. I have seen
them roaming the streets of Turin instead of going to work.

- Don Bosco had instructed Father Borel to see Father Cafasso

in regard to money matters, but his needs must have been many
since Don Bosco instructed his broker to sell some lots he owned
at Valdocco. In fact, on October 6, 1850, a deed of sale was drawn
up by the notary Turvano, assigning 288 square feet of land to
Michael Nicco for 250 lire, 2,925 square feet to Marianne Franco,
the widow of a2 man named Audagnotto, for 2,250.62 lire, and about
45 square feet to James Ferrero and Juvenal Mo for 16 lire,

At Castelnuovo Don Boscc first met a local boy named John
Cagliero. The lad, who was then around twelve, was introduced to
him by his pastor, Father Anthony Cinzano, as a prospective can-
didate for the Oratory and the priesthood. Cagliero, now a bishop,2
has told us of that first meeting with Don Bosco. “The first impres-
sion Don Bosco made on me was that of an outstanding priest, a
fact indicated by the kindly way he received me as well as by the
honor and respect shown him by my pastor, my teachers, and the
other priests. This impression was never erased or dimmed. Rather,
it has grown stronger throughout the years I have lived at his side.
After questioning me, Don Bosco agreed I could enter the Qratory
during the coming year.”

After accepting Cagliero, Don Bosco remained a while longer

12 Jn 1904 he became an archbishop, and in 1915 was named a cardinal. He
was the first Salesian in the hierarchy. He died on February 28, 1926. [Editor]
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at Becchi, taking advantage of the time to close his deal with Father
Rosmini in the following letter:

Castelnuovo d’Asti, October 25, 1850

Very Reverend Father:

Reasons of health prompted me to prolong my stay in the countryside
for a few weeks. Now, however, I feel fine and hope to return to Turin
tomorrow. In the meantime you may go ahead as regards the loan we
discussed. I think that the guarantee can be either in the form of a mort-
gage on the building or by immediate testamentary instructions. I leave
the final decision to you.

I must thank you again most cordially for the warm welcome and
courtesy extended to me during my pleasant stay at Stresa. May the Lord
keep you in good health and make your institute prosper. I am highly
honored to remain,

" Your most humble servant,
Fr. John Bosco

There was a reply on the following day:

Stresa, October 26, 1850

Rev. and Dear Father John:

I am replying to your welcome letter of October 25 at the request of
my superior, Father Rosmini, who sends you his warmest regards.

He is ready to give necessary instructions on the loan that has been
agreed upon, but he would like you to commission a good architect to
draw the plans of the building you intend to erect and to send a copy to
him for his approval.

To simplify matters, twenty thousand lire will be paid to you in a
lump sum when you sign the guarantee and the receipt. Part of the loan,
if not needed, could be deposited in a savings bank at a rate of interest
possibly higher than what you will pay us. Finally, Father Rosmini would
prefer a guarantee by a mortgage on the land and building to be con-
structed, rather than by testament, to avoid paying the 10% inberitance
tax for extrapeous legacies, etc. .

Fr. Charles Gilardi



CHAPTER 14

Gain and Loss

DON BOSCO’S four Latin students * now seemed ready
for the examination they had to pass for permission to don the
clerical habit. Besides, Don Bosco badly needed their help in the
oratories. He therefore wrote to his archbishop from Castelnuovo
for the requisite authorization. Archbishop Fransoni’s reply follows:

Lyons, October 23, 1850
Dear Don Bosco:

I regret I cannot grant your request to admit Felix Reviglio, James
Bellia, Joseph Buzzetti, and Charles Gastini to an off-schedule examina-
tion for permission to don the clerical habit. My predecessor established
the custom of a single e¢xamination per year for all applicants; an ex-
ception would undermine this policy. On very rare occasions I have per-
mitted a candidate to don the habit first and then take his examination
at the scheduled time. I can do this also for your students, and I sup-
pose you will find this satisfactory since in this way you will achieve your
main purpose. Keep this letter as proof of authorization. In the mean-
time, please see to it that the candidates diligently continue their studies
so that there may be no doubt as to the outcome of the examination.

Pray for me. With all my heart I am

Your devoted servant,
¢ Louis, Archbishop of Turin

Thankful for the archbishop’s gracious gesture, Don Bosco, on
l}is return to Turin, resumed his teaching until the end of the year.

1]In late summer 1849 Don Bosco began teaching Latin to four of his young
boarders to prepare them to don the cassock, help him with the other boys, and
possibly become priests. See Vol. YII, pp. 385ff, 402f. [Editor]
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During the last fourteen months he had daily been giving his stu-
dents five or six consecutive hours of class before noon. He thought
it was now time to assign at least a private examination, He gave
this task to Father Chiaves, doctor of theology, and to Father Mat-
thew Picco, professor of rhetoric. After the examination both ex-
pressed amazement at Don Bosco’s ability to train students so thor-
oughly in so short a time, and they declared that all four could
unquestionably take their places with other philosophy students.

Don Bosco’s satisfaction with the results was preceded by an
appreciable gain and by a considerable loss. Young Michael Rua,
as we know, had attended the spiritual retreat at Giaveno after grad-
uating from the Christian Brothers’ grammar school. During the
year, Brother Michael, his teacher, impressed by Rua’s intelligence,
piety, amiability, prudence, and love of work, had suggested that
he join the order. Rua, who thought highly of his teacher, welcomed
the invitation and replied, “If you teach here next term, I'll follow
your advice.”

Rua lived in Valdocco, near the Oratory. His father, a vegetable
farmer, was a devout Christian of the old school, and his mother
was as zealous as Mamma Margaret in bringing her children up
properly. Since the Oratory was so near, Michael Rua went there
even on weekdays. When school closed, Don Bosco, aware of the
boy’s potentialities, asked him if he would like to become a priest.

“Oh, yes! Very much!” answered Michael. “Fine!” Don Bosco
commented. “Then get ready for Latin!”

At this point Rua told him about Brother Michael’s proposal and
his own reply. On hearing this, Don Bosco said nothing further, but
his suggestion had obviously made a deep impression on the boy.
Meanwhile Divine Providence was directing events. Brother Michael
was transferred to a distant school; Rua, thus released from his
prior commitment, asked and obtained his parent’s consent to fol-
low Don Bosco’s advice. In giving this joyful news to his spiritual
father, Michael showed him all the monthly honor certificates for
conduct and diligence he had earned in 1848-49 and 1845-50. Don
Bosco was so pleased with them that he kept them himself until his
death. They are now in our archives.

During the three-month summer vacation, Don Bosco had Father
[Peter] Merla teach elementary Latin to Michael Rua and two other
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boys, [John] Ferrero and [Dominic] Marchisio. After the feast of
All Saints, unable to handle the class himself, he sent them to a
private junior high school conducted by Professor Joseph Bon-
zanino who graciously admitted them. The professor had his class-
room in a building belonging to the Pellico family, near San Fran-
cesco d’Assisi Square, in the very rooms where Silvio Pellico had
written his book Le Mie Prigioni. In the evening Don Bosco
coached his boys in grammar, taught them the metric system, and
had them also do arithmetic problems. While Michael Rua stayed
on for another year as a day student, another classmate, Angelo
Savio, joined him as a boarder. Michael was a diligent student and
made rapid progress, so that at the end of the scholastic year,
1850-51, he passed the examination of the first three years of high
school with honor, much to his teachers’ amazement.

Even at that time Don Bosco used to send Michael with Angelo
Savio and others to his other two oratories at Borgo Vanchiglia
and Porta Nuova to teach catechism, a practice that lasted for sev-
eral years.

Don Bosco often called on Professor Bonzanino to check on the
progress of his pupils. One day when Ascanio Savio and Michael
Rua were en route to the St. Aloysius Oratory, Ascanio confided
to his companion, “Don Bosco told me that Professor Bonzanino
spoke of you in glowing terms. He also told me that he has great
plans for you and that some day you’ll be a great help to him.”
Michael Rua never forgot those words. In him Don Bosco had
acquired a prize pupil.

At about the same time, however, Don Bosco was losing a dear
friend. Canon Lawrence Gastaldi of the St. Lawrence Fathers in
Turin, a great mission preacher, decided to resign his canonry and
devote himself to a more austere life of study and prayer. A great
admirer and disciple of Rosmini whose theories he defended in his
writings, he was strongly drawn to the Institute of Charity. Renounc-
ing comforts and honors, he therefore entered the novitiate at
Stresa. Here, however, he gradually changed his philosophical views.
At the termination of his novitiate his superiors relieved him of
teaching philosophy and, at his request, sent him as a missionary to
England. Here he was given permission to write for Italian news-
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papers, provided that he steered clear of philosophical matters. In
fact, the articles he sent to L’Armonia from England dealt exclu-
sively with historical events. Zealous and intellectually gifted,
Gastaldi soon became fluent in English and preached Catholicism
to Anglicans for many years.

Yet he never forgot Don Bosco. Before leaving for Stresa and
later for England, he told his mother, “I'm leaving you to follow
my vocation, but you must not grieve. Resign yourself to God’s
will. Consider Don Bosco and his poor boys as sons in my place.
Lavish on them the care you would give me, and you will greatly
please me and find rich merit in the eyes of the Lord.” The mother
followed her son’s advice to the letter. Despite her advanced age,
she hardly let a day pass without going to the Oratory with her
daughter and grandchild. She washed and mended the boys’ linen
and provided new clothes whenever necessary. To her last days she
remained an outstanding benefactress of Don Bosco.

While Canon Gastaldi was eager for missionary life in England,
Don Bosco with equal zeal was striving to preserve the faith in Italy.
He wrote and published a new booklet, entitled Maniera facile per
imparare la Storia Sacra, ad uso del popolo cristiano [A Popular
Approach to Bible History]. Episodes of the Old and New Testa-
ments were condensed in thirty chapters in dialogue form with ques-
tions and answers that were brief, clear, and to the point, making
it easier for the reader to remember them. Don Bosco’s Foreword
follows:

This bible history is for the use of the faithful, especially for those who,
because of their work hours or limited education, cannot read more ex-
tensive or scholarly works. '

Its aim is to show that many truths professed by Catholics and denied
by those outside the Church are contained in the Bible. This booklet is
a condensed version of the bible history which I compiled some time ago
and which is now used in many publi¢ schools. In its preparation I tried
my best to follow the outlines of bible history contained in approved
catechisms of different dioceses. I am convinced that our Faith will ben-
efit from its use. I hope that all who read this book will endeavor to
encourage its use in schools and families. May God bless all who labor
for the welfare of souls, make them strong, courageous, and steadfast in
the pursuit of truth, and grant them abundant favors for time and eternity.
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In an attempt to convert Jews to the Faith, Don Bosco expounded
the prophecy of the destruction of Jerusalem and its fulfillment. To
refute Protestant teachings, he discussed the Bible and Tradition as
well as the government and marks of the true Church and of dissi-
dent sects. He assigned various dialogues to his boys for recitation
at musico-literary entertainments. Here are a few samples of state-
ments contained in the dialogues:

Jesus Christ Himself appointed St. Peter as head of the Church and
His Vicar.

The Apostles and their successors recognized St. Peter as their head.

The popes are the successors of St. Peter and inherit his full authority.

Only the Catholic Church can give us an authentic explanation of the
Bible and of Tradition, for Jesus Christ gave to her, and to no other
Church, the infallible authority for the preservation of the Faith.

The popes have always condemned errors against the Faith, and true
Christians have always respected their pronouncenients as utterances of
Jesus Christ Himself.

Jesus Christ promised to assist His Church to the end of time.

The booklet also included a map of the Holy Land. Reprinted
in 1855, it ran through seven more editions. We have lost count of

the number of copies.



CHAPTER 15

Mamma Margaret

HONOR your father and your mother,” the Lord has
said. [Ex. 20, 12] Don Bosco’s love for his parents provided a
wonderful example to the Oratory boys. He had hardly known his
father,” yet he spoke of him often and lovingly and daily prayed for
the repose of his soul. Ever solicitous for his mother, he showed her
the greatest respect and gladdened her old age with filial piety. With-
out putting his love for her before his love for God, he helped her
in every way possible, obeyed her, accepted her advice, and never
took an important step without first talking it over with her. It
pleased Don Bosco immensely to see how zealously she cooperated
with him in the boys® welfare, acting as a mother to all of them.
He always spoke of her with reverence, expressing gratitude for
her untiring self-sacrifice and solicitude in raising him. He espe-
cially praised her for having taught him to love and serve God from
his youngest years and for having imbued him with a deep horror
of sin. Even in his last years, Don Bosco recalled his mother with
fond tenderness, filial respect, and deep feeling. Humble as he was,
he delighted in his lowly birth and he always spoke of Mamma
Margaret as being a simple peasant woman. Nevertheless, he always
showed her great respect in the presence of others, regardless of
their social rank or distinction.
He wanted his boys to do likewise. If at times, through thought-
lessness or caprice, they were not sufficiently respectful, he would
speak on obedience at the “Good Night,” * saying, “I am director

1John Bosco was not quite two when his father died. See Vol. I, pp. 27f.

[Editor]
2 A short talk, immediately after night prayers, giving advice, exhortations, or
occasional suggestions. It is a custom in Salesian houses throughout the world.

For its origin, see Vol. II, pp. 88, 142. [Editor)
101
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of this house, yet I obey and respect my mother. I expect you to do
likewise!” At the same time, he reminded them how hard she worked
on their behalf, enumerating all the things she did for them. He
would remind them of their own mothers at home and repeat the
words of Tobias, “Thou shalt honor thy mother all the days of her
life. For thou must be mindful what and how great perils she
suffered for thee in her womb.” (Tob. 4, 3-4)

While Don Bosco never missed a chance to honor her, Mamma
Margaret on her part always rose to the occasion with delightful
affability. Her name day fell in November and the boys kept it affec-
tionately.® The evening before, Don Bosco himself would lead the
boys to the Kitchen so that they might present her with a bouquet
of flowers. She would receive her well-wishers with a hearty smile,
listening silently and calmly to the prose and poetry they recited in
her honor. Afterward, she would thank all of them in a few words,
“Well! Well! I thank you even if what I do is hardly worth mention-
ing. Don Bosco is the one who does everything. But I am grateful
for your good wishes and the nice things you have said, and if Don’
Bosco has no objection, tomorrow I'll have something extra for you
at dinner.” With loud hurrahs that made the Oratory shake to the
rafters the boys would then withdraw.

Mamma Margaret’s words clearly showed how much she wanted
to uphold her son before his boys as the one and only authority.
Such humility endeared her to everyone. She was revered by all who
knew her, even by those who met her only briefly at the Oratory.
From the time she arrived at Valdocco, her neighbors, once they got
to know her, never called her by any name save that of “Mamma.”
She treated everyone with gentleness and charity. It made no differ-
ence if the caller was a duke, a marquis, a wealthy banker, a cobbler,
or a chimney sweep.

Whenever ladies and gentlemen of the Turin aristocracy or
bishops (all benefactors of the house) came to see Don Bosco, they
never failed to pay their respects to Mamma Margaret. Her genuine
virtue, her simple ways, and her forthright common sense delighted

3In Italy, as in many other countries, the name day is observed with greater
festivity than the birthday, It is a reminder that at Baptism, a spiritual birthday,
a child is placed under the protection of a saint whose virtues he should imitate.

[Editor]
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them. The Oratory had no waiting room in those days, and if Don
Bosco was out or otherwise occupied, the callers, not wishing to
barge in or wait outside in the open air, would knock at Margaret’s
door, asking, “Mamma, may we come in?” The good woman, seated
amid a few chairs piled high with clothes to be mended, would an-
swer affably, “Come right in, gentlemen, and may God bless you.”
She would then clear a place for them and ask them to be seated.
Even when her visitors were the most learned, educated, and prom-
inent people of Turin, she never felt abashed or ill at ease in their
company. Sometimes, with touching simplicity, she would say, “If
you'll allow me, I'll finish my three Hail Marys. Then I will be all
yours.” :

“Do, please do,” the distinguished visitors would say smilingly,
for they had come in just to savor her simplicity. When she was
through with her prayers, Margaret would entertain her visitors.
If the conversation lagged, she would again begin softly to recite
other prayers.

The visitors often spent half an hour, sometimes whole hours,
chatting with her and asking questions. They enjoyed hearing her
opinions and the timely proverbs ever present on her lips. In their
closeness to her they even occasionally consulted her on moral, his-
torical, or political questions. Margaret never lost her composure
or betrayed the least confusion, impatience, bashfulness, or embar-
rassment. Nor were her answers ever fatuous, presumptuous, or
superficial, Her native common sense and her knowledge of the
catechism often came to her aid. If they ever asked her something
beyond her understanding, she would reply with some quip or
proverb about her own ignorance, or tell about something she had
cither seen or heard, or that had happened to her. This pleased her
visitors immensely since they had deliberately steered the conversa-
tion to such topics to see how cleverly this simple peasant woman,
with no formal education, would manage to extricate herself. And
Margaret would laugh heartily along with them. We must also re-
mark that this good woman could remain even-tempered under all
circumstances, even when laughed at, provoked by disrespectful
words, or thwarted in her plans.

She was deeply and unswervingly grateful to the benefactors of
her son and the Oratory. She wanted to repay their charity, but felt
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unable to do so adequately. Her words of regret for her inability
to match their acts of kindness were heartfelt. With her gentle man-
ners she tried to do all she could to please them. If she thought her
visitors might like some refreshment, she promptly offered them a
cup of coffee. If her guests declined or demurred, she would insist
so engagingly and persuasively that they would finally accept. She
would then be satisfied and happily begin to prepare it.

If priests chanced to drop in around noon, she could think of
nothing nicer than to invite them to lunch, repeating, with her usual
cordiality, “I would have prepared something better if I had known
you were coming, but please stay anyway. My son will be delighted.”
To please her and to have a chance to talk at leisure with Don Bosco,
the priests would occasionally accept. If they were from town, how-
ever, they would often go home for another meal, and if from out-
of-town, they might look for a restaurant, for in those days the Ora-
tory fare was even more austere than that of monks.

However, Mamma Margaret would prepare some pleasant sur-
prise for those whom she regarded as—and who indeed were—the
emissaries of Divine Providence. Whenever she received the first-
fruits of the season from Becchi, or whenever her son Joseph brought
her a rabbit or some venison, she delighted in making a gift of it
to the families of benefactors. Above all, she kept the promise which
she often made to them: “T’ll pray to God that he will repay you on
our behalf and grant you all the blessings you deserve.”

These contacts with upper-class persons in no way altered her
outlook and habits. Taking her cue from the lifelong privations
suffered by Our Lord, she would often say, “I was born poor and
I want to live and die poor.”

Now and then she would repay a visit and call at the homes of
benefactors, where she was always warmly received. Even on these
occasions she always dressed in peasant’s garb, since she never con-
sented to buy or use expensive materials. “These people know I'm
poor,” Mamma Margaret would say, “so they'll forgive the coarse-
ness of my clothes.” Needless to say, though poor and coarse, her
clothes were spotlessly clean.

As time went by, however, her dress, though spotless, would
become faded and be little more than a quiltwork of patches. One
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day Don Bosco suggested, “Mamma, why don’t you buy yourself
another dress? You've been wearing that one for years!”

“Well now! What’s wrong with it?”

“What’s wrong with it? It’s not even halfway decent anymore.
It’s terribly shabby. Count [Louis} Giriodi and Marchioness [Mary]
Fassati often call on you and it’s not right to receive them in that
dress. Street sweepers wear better clothes!”

“How do you expect me to buy a new dress without money?”

“True, we have no money, but, rather than see you going about
in rags, we’ll do without wine or a main dish so that you can buy
yourself one.’

“If you think so, we’ll do just that.”

“How much would a dress cost?”

“Twenty lire!”

“Here!”

Margaret took the moncy and went about her chores. A week
passed, two weeks, a whole month went by, and Margaret was still
wearing the same dress. At last Don Bosco asked, “Mamma, what
about the new dress?”

“Oh yes! You're right! But how can I buy one if I haven’t got
a penny?”

“What about the twenty lire?”

“Oh, I've spent that already. I needed salt, sugar, onions, and
other things. Then I saw a boy who didn’t have shoes, so I just had
to buy him a pair. There was still some change left over, so I bought
a pair of trousers for so-and-so, and a tie for someone else.”

“Well, you did right, I suppose, but I can’t bear to see you dressed
like that. Tt reflects on me!”

“Pm sorry to hear that, but what can I do?”

“T’ll give you another twenty lire, but this time I must insist that
you spend it on yourself.”

“I promise, if it will make you happy.”

“Here’s the money. But remember, for once I want to see you
in a suitable dress.”

“Don’t worry, son!”

But it was the same thing again; the money went to buy things
for the boys. One day a benefactress gave her a very wide and beau-
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tiful silk mantilla. After examining it carefully, Margaret remarked
to Father Giacomelli’s * sister: “What shall I do with this rich cloth?
A poor peasant woman like me would look silly dressed in sitk! I
don’t want to make a fool of myself!” So, reaching for her scissors,
she cut it into several pieces and made waistcoats for some of the
young boarders.

When Don Bosco began boarding seminarians and priests in the
house, he improved the meals for their sake. Margaret could have
partaken of that food, but instead she chose to continue as before
and have some cold polenta, a pepper or onion, or a few radishes
seasoned with salt. She was perfectly satisfied with this Spartan fare.
“The poor don’t always have food to eat,” she would often say, “but
I have, so I can consider myself quite rich.”

Sometimes a distinguished visitor, perhaps a bishop or a pastor,
would open a rich snuffbox and offer her a pinch of snuff, but she
always refused, with thanks.

“Don’t you think it might do you good, after you sit here hour
after hour working so hard?” the visitor insisted.

“I can’t afford snuff. I have to buy socks for the boys,” she would
reply.

“Well then, T'll give you the whole thing,” the guest would say,
offering her his snuffbox.

“You're very kind, but as you know, habits are expensive, and
we're poor.”

However, despite the great poverty of her home she was scrupu-
lously just in giving everyone his due and was always sensitively
alert to everyone’s needs. One day she went shopping for sewing
articles with the young Giacomelli girl at a store opposite the Corpus
Domini Church. On her way back with her purchases, she counted
her change and found an error of three or four lire in her favor.
She was very upset, and when she reached the Oratory she told the
girl, “Please go back to the store at once and see if the clerk made
a mistake, but be sure to talk privately to him and don’t let his boss
hear you.”

The girl did exactly as she was told, and upon finding that indeed
there had been an error, she returned the money. The clerk was

4 Fr, John Giacomelli had been a fellow seminarian of Don Bosco. [Editor]
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amazed and asked for the person who had been so thoughtful as
to send her back.

“Don Bosco’s mother,” the girl replied.

“Well thank her very much for me. I'd have been in trouble if
you had spoken to the boss. He would have fired me at once and
I'd be without a job. Please thank this good lady and tell her that
if she will do her shopping here I'll give her the best of service.”

All the above we learned from Father Ascanio Savio, Charles
Tomatis, Joseph Buzzetti,® and, above all, from Don Bosco himself.

5 A Salesian coadjutor brother of the early years. See Vol. II, pp. 72, 236, 240,
396, 411. [Editor]




CHAPTER 16

Priestly Zeal

DON BOSCO emulated Mamma Margaret’s sterling
virtues and practiced them to a heroic degree. For this reason people
in trouble felt drawn to Don Bosco with a boundless trust. He was
so well-known in Turin for his solicitude toward the sick and dying
that not only boys attending the oratories, but other people as well,
when they were seriously ill, would often send for him to hear their
confession. Their families looked forward to his coming because
they knew he would comfort their loved ones and, if necessary,
gently and reassuringly persuade them to receive Holy Viaticum.
With his living Faith he also saw to it that they received the Anoint-
ing of the Sick and the papal blessing, thus preparing them for a
truly Christian death. Father [Michael] Rua stated that his faith and
solicitude were often rewarded by the recovery of the sick person
to whom he had just given the Last Sacraments.

He also had a wonderful way of dispelling the anxieties of some
devout souls who, on the threshold of death, felt great trepidation
about the pains of purgatory. He spoke so convincingly of the value
of merits gained by indulgences, by resignation in their suffering,
by the generous offering of their life to God, and by perfect contri-
tion that he filled them with confidence in God’s mercy. In addition
he would assure them that many Masses would be said for them
and that he himself would pray and have others pray for them. If at
times this did not suffice to comfort and reassure them, Don Bosco
in his great charity would assure them that he would take it upon
himself to expiate at least partially whatever was due to Divine
Justice. Once in fact he was afflicted with an agonizing toothache
which gave him no peace day or night for a whole week. When
Father Rua asked him how it had come about, Don Bosco confided

108



Priestly Zeal 109

that in order to console a dying man he had promised to take upon
himself the sufferings he would have to undergo in purgatory.

Such goodness and tact in performing his sacred ministry drew
people to call on him when their ailing relatives or friends obsti-
nately refused to make, or kept putting off, their reconciliation with
God. They sent for him in preference to any other priest because
they were convinced that he would be able to change the attitude of
the sick person and help him to a peaceful death. To a remarkable
degree Don Bosco possessed what St. Paul called “gifts of healing.”
[1 Cor. 12, 28]

A Turin lawyer who was a parishioner of St. Augustine’s fell sick
one day; shortly thereafter, particularly because of his advanced
age, his condition became critical. The man had lived practically
like an atheist, abhorring anything connected with religion. As soon
as the pastor was apprized of his condition, he called upon him and
did everything possible to arouse some Christian sentiment in him
and induce him to make his confession. All his efforts were in vain;
in fact, he was curtly turned away. Other zealous priests visited him
and tried their best, but again without success, and those who per-
sisted were rudely dismissed. The sick man kept repeating that he
would have nothing to do with priests or confession, and he finally
warned his family not to allow any other priest to come near him
for any reason whatsoever.

There was no hope for his conversion; yet, undaunted priestly
charity tried again. Father Robert Murialdo, one of those who had
approached the sick man, came to the Oratory one morning to ask
Don Bosco to attempt to save that soul. Don Bosco willingly prom-
ised to do so. After trying in vain to invent some pretext for calling
on the man, he started out for the man’s house, still not knowing
how he would go about it. On his way he stepped inside the church
of Our Lady of Consolation to invoke the Blessed Virgin’s help.
Then he went directly to the lawyer’s home. He walked into the
building and climbed the stairs to the man’s apartment without the
remotest idea of how to introduce himself and wondering about the
reception awaiting him. Unexpectedly a boy who frequented the
Oratory emerged from a corridor. As soon as he saw Don Bosco,
he shouted, “Father! Father! How are you?”
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“Quite well, thank you,” answered Don Bosco. “Do you live
here?”

“Yes, I do. Come and meet my mother. Mamma, Mamma, Don
Bosco is here!”

Don Bosco followed the boy and was introduced to his mother,
who had opened the door to invite him in.

They sat down and chatted for a while, and then suddenly the
boy said, “Don Bosco, do you know there’s a very sick man in this
building?”

“Oh, yes? How is he?” asked Don Bosco, feigning ignorance.

“Pretty bad! You'd better see him.”

“Fd like to, but would he want to see me? It would be good to
find out first. I don’t want to call on him at the wrong time. Why
don’t you go and ask him? Just tell him this: ‘Don Bosco came to
see my mother. We told him you were sick. If it’s all right with you,
he would like to pay you a visit.””

“T'll go at once,” said the boy.

He ran to the man’s apartment and through the various rooms
until he reached the lawyer’s bedside. Totally unconcerned about the
members of the household, he said to him, “Mister, Don Bosco paid
a visit to my family, and we told him about you. Before leaving
he would like to say hello to you. Could he drop in? He can give
you his blessing and cure you. I know of lots of people who were
sick and who got well again after Don Bosco blessed them.”

“Who is this Don Bosco?” the old lawyer asked.

“He’s the priest who runs the Oratory in Valdocco,” replied the
boy. “He even takes a lot of poor boys into his house and gives them
food and shelter. He also finds jobs for them.”

“Oh yes, I know who Don Bosco is,” the sick man said. Then,
after a moment’s deliberation, he continued, “All right, tell him to
come.”

The boy ran back immediately to tell Don Bosco, who without
further ado went to the lawyer’s bedside. As soon as the man saw
him, he greeted him graciously: “I'm glad to see you, Don Bosco.
It was kind of you to take this trouble.”

“Oh, it was no trouble at all,” replied Don Bosco. Then laugh-
ingly he added: “Tell me. Do I look like an honest fellow?”
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“Oh, I guess I can take a chance on that,” the lawyer answered
smilingly.

“Well then, here is an honest question: What is a strong and
brave man like you doing in bed?”

“Oh, I'm not as I used to be. .. but please sit down.”

“Never mind, I'll only be here for a few moments.”

“No, no, please sit down or I'll feel uncomfortable.”

Don Bosco obliged and began chatting with him about politics,
law, medicine, war, and philosophy, steering completely clear of
confession. He never objected to the lawyer’s point of view and so
impressed him with his wide knowledge that at the end the lawyer
remarked in amazement, “You’re like a walking encyclopedia!”

Almost an hour had gone by. Don Bosco rose as if to say good-
bye but the man objected, “Youre not leaving yet? Please stay
longer if you can.”

“I have to go home now to take care of a couple of things,” Don
Bosco replied. “I'm sorry I can’t stay any longer.”

“Oh, please stay a bit longer.”

“No, I really must go. But if it’s all right with you, I'd like to
drop in again.”

“Do, please do!”

The old lawyer grasped Don Bosco’s hand and held it fast. Don
Bosco exhorted him to keep his spirits up, bade him good-bye, and
once more made a move to leave. But the man, without saying a
word, did not let go of his hand and kept looking at him. There-
upon Don Bosco smilingly said, “I know what you want.”

“You do? Tell me!”

“You want me to give you my blessing.”

Amazed, the old lawyer exclaimed: “That’s true! But how could
you have guessed? I haven’t been able to stand the sight of a priest
for the past thirty-five years; and now, when for the first time such
a thought comes into my head, you guess it immediately! By all
means, give me your blessing.”

“Gladly; and what shall we ask of God?”

“That I recover.”

“I regret to tell you this, but what if it should have been decided
up there that you have reached the end of the line?”
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“What makes you think so? The doctors tell me that I'm getting
better, that I'm to take heart because I'll soon be well again!”

“Well, I also tell you to take heart,” Don Bosco rejoined with
great gentleness, “but your fate has already been decided. You will
not recover. There is nothing I can do to reverse that, but I can give
you my blessing. I will ask the Lord to allow you time to settle
matters with your conscience and to put your soul in the state of
grace so that you may die a holy death!”

These words did not make a great impression on the sick man;
he scemed almost indifferent. Nevertheless, he received the blessing,
and before Don Bosco left, he said with feeling, “Don’t forget to
come and see me again!”

A servant came to the Oratory about four or five hours later and
told Don Bosco that the lawyer wanted very much to see him, It
was now nearly dark, but Don Bosco went anyway. The lawyer
beamed when he saw him and said, “I couldn’t wait to see you again!
This morning you cheered me up, and that did me a lot of good.”

“This morning was nothing; we’ll have even more fun now. But
first Jet me ask you: Is it true that you serve only the best coffee?
I'd like to verify that rumor!”

“By all means,” the gratified lawyer replied.

Immediately he sent for coffee. Although coffee was more of a
penance than a treat for Don Bosco, he drank it. Then, turning to
the other members of the household, he said, “Would you please
excuse us now? We have something to discuss.”

When he was alone with the patient, Don Bosco sat close to him
and gave him the blessing preparatory to confession.

“The Lord be in your heart and on your lips that you may prop-
erly confess all your sins.” But the old lawyer did not understand,
nor did he make the Sign of the Cross. Instead, he asked, “What are
you doing?”

“Nothing; just make the Sign of the Cross.”

“Why?”

“Don’t ask why; just do as I tell you.”

“Are you trying to get me to make my confession?”

“Forget about confession now. Just make the Sign of the Cross.
Don’t tell me that you, a lawyer, don’t even know how!”
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“Of course I know!”

“Let’s see then. Seeing is believing!”

“All right, Look!” And he crossed himself.

Don Bosco then made use of his special gift of insight into the
spiritual condition of penitents.

“Tell me,” he went on, “how long is it since you last went to
confession?”

“So you do want me to make my confession!”

“Let’s not talk about that now; leave everything to me. You know
what I promised you, and 1 mean to keep my word. Just listen. It’s
s0 many years (and he gave the number) since your last confession,
isn’t it?”

“Yes, but I want you to know I have no intention of making my
confession!” '

“Who ever mentioned that?” Don Bosco replied. Meanwhile he
was continuing with the patient’s life story. “During those years
things were going this way and that, weren’t they? And you were
in such and such a condition.” Everything he said was amazingly
exact. .

“Precisely. It looks like you know my whole life story!”

“And afterward, when this and that happened, you did such and
such a thing, right?”

“That’s true; and I regret it. I wish I hadn’t done that.”

Thus Don Bosco recited all the man’s sins. As Don Bosco was
laying before him one sin after another, the old lawyer became more
and more moved and remorseful, and he exclaimed, “I regret that.
I'm truly ashamed. I really did a great deal of wrong!” At each ex-
pression of repentance, Don Bosco pressed his hand and said, “Take
heart!” These words, however, seemed to intensify the patient’s
remorse, and each time Don Bosco repeated them, the lawyer’s feel-
ings were stirred even further and tears would form in his eyes. By
the end of his confession, overcome by sincere remorse, he was cry-
ing like a child. After Don Bosco gave him absolution, he exclaimed,
“Don Bosco, you have saved me! I had absolutely no intention of
making a confession, no matter what! There was no idiocy 1 would
have stopped at rather than yield on this point, but you knew just
how to handle me. You won! My thanks to you. Now I would go

T U
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to confession a thousand times. My heart is torn by sorrow; yet 1
experience a happiness I never tasted before or would have believed
possible. Please bring me Holy Viaticum,”

Just then two or three friends of his who certainly would have
tried to undo Don Bosco’s work knocked at his door. When Don
Bosco heard of their arrival, he asked the sick man, “Should visitors
come, may we say that you are not to be disturbed and ask them to
return tomorrow?”

“Yes, that’s a good idea,” answered the old lawyer.

This was done, and the visitors departed quietly, saying they
would be back the next day. Then Don Bosco left him while he
filled the members of his family with joy by teiling them how Don
Bosco had brought him back to God.

Next morning he received Holy Viaticum and the Anointing of
the Sick. When his old irreligious friends were ushered in and in-
formed of this, they made fun of him for having yielded to the pres-
sures of a priest. But the sick man, to whom Don Bosco had sug-
gested what to say in just such a case, firmly replied, “Things look
quite different when one is dying, and soon it will be your turn too.
Death is not the end of everything; there is a hell beyond death, and
I am not such a fool as to jump into it. You can say what you
please; he laughs best who laughs last. You claim not to believe in
it; all right, but there are many people who do. You are not logical
at all! Even if hell were doubtful, wouldn’t it be smarter to play safe?
Why laugh at me? You should be laughed at!”

His friends did not know what to reply to this. After exchanging
a few more words, they left. The patient lasted another week, dur-
ing which he received a comforting visit every day from Don Bosco.
He thanked Don Bosco with his dying breath.

On another occasion, a distinguished lady called on Don Bosco
at Valdocco, entreating him to see a man who was critically ill. He
was a prominent politician of high rank in a secret society. He had
steadfastly refused to be visited by a priest, making threats if any
of them would dare to approach his bedside. It was only with the
greatest difficulty that he had been persuaded to admit Don Bosco,
who, full of trust in God and the protection of the Virgin Mary,
went to see him. The moment he was inside the room and had closed
the door, the man summoned all his remaining strength and said
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rudely: “It’s only to please someone I love and respect that I con-
sented to let you in, Are you here as a friend or as a priest? I have
no use for any make-believe or tomfoolery. Woe betide you if you
so much as mention the word ‘confession.” ” So saying, he seized
two pistols which were lying on either side of his pillow, and he
aimed them at Don Bosco, saying, “Remember, the moment you
talk about confession, the first shot will be for you; the second one
will be for me, since I have only a few days left to live anyhow.”

Unperturbed and smiling, Don Bosco told him to relax, since he
had no intention of mentioning confession without his express per-
mission. Instead, he asked him about his illness, the doctors’ reports,
and the treatments prescribed.

Don Bosco’s ways were so charming, interesting, and comforting
that he never wearied his listeners; indeed, he could soften even the
most obdurate individuals and evoke a sympathetic and trustful
response. With educated people he followed a special tack which
often was very successful. He would bring the subject around to
some interesting contemporary event, and then compare it with some
episode in the past centering on the life of some unbeliever well-
known for his evil deeds or writings. His presentation of this infor-
mation was so made as to elicit questions. In describing how the
person under discussion had died outwardly unrepentant, he would
conclude: “Some say that he was damned; but I don’t agree with
that, and I don’t think it’s justified, because I know that God’s mercy
is infinite, and that He does not reveal His secrets to men.”

Don Bosco had taken this approach with this particular man. Sur-
prised and visibly moved, the man exclaimed: “Do you reaily think
there is hope even for him?”

“And why not?” Briefly and persuasively Don Bosco proved to
him how God readily forgives even the most heinous sins if one is
truly repentant and that the gravest sin of all is to lack confidence
in His mercy. '

For a time the man seemed absorbed in thought; then he held
out his hand, saying, “If that’s how it is, please hear my confession!”

Don Bosco prepared him and heard his confession. As soon as
the patient received absolution, he told Don Bosco with tears of joy
that he had never before experienced or believed such happiness
was possible. He willingly complied with all that the Church pre-
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scribed in cases of membership in secret societies. He was then
informed that two grim-looking men had come to see him and stood
waiting in the living room like two prison guards. They were fellow
members of his lodge. The sick man had them brought to his bed-
side, and as soon as they appeared, he shouted at them, “I want you
to leave my house at once.”

“You know what the agreement is,” they replied. The man then
pulled one of the pistols out of the bedside table, waved it at the men,
and said, “I had prepared this for a priest, but now it’s for you if you
don’t get out of here right away.”

“In that case, we’ll go,” the intruders answered, casting a threat-
ening look at Don Bosco as they hastily made for the door.

Next day Holy Viaticum was brought to the patient. He called in
his family, and after publicly asking their pardon for the scandal
he had given them, he received Our Lord. Afterward he regained
considerable strength and lived for another two or three months.
He spent this time in prayer, often asking pardon of those who
came to visit him, and receiving Communion several times, to the
great edification of his immediate family and circle of friends.

This conversion, however, put Don Bosco in a serious predica-
ment. Shortly before his death the man had handed over to him the
certificates and insignia of his rank in the lodge and membership
lists which he had until then safely deposited elsewhere. Don Bosco
read the names and was aghast; many of them passed for good
Catholics but later on would play decisive roles in the Italian rev-
olutionary uprisings. Among them were priests from other dioceses
who had taken up residence in Turin. Don Bosco immediately sent
for Joseph Buzzetti, whom he greatly trusted, for he had given proof
he could guard a secret. (Up to 1849 Buzzetti had been working as
a bricklayer’s apprentice but he was now finishing his studies and
spent his free time helping Mamma Margaret with the housework
and taking care of the infirmary. He was also Don Bosco’s treasurer,
so to speak. Once Don Bosco, forgetting that he had already given
him a scudo for some purchase, handed him another, but Buzzetti
asked him, “Why two?” His honesty and dependability were prover-
bial.) Don Bosco instructed him to make two copies of those docu-
ments, burn one of them, and hide the other with the originals in
some place known only to him; Don Bosco himself was not to be
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told of the hiding place. He wanted to play for time while asking
advice from his ecclesiastical superiors. He had thought it best that
a copy, rather than the original, be delivered to the chancery, to
prevent possible reprisals and vexations against the chancery in
those difficult days.

Meanwhile some agents, sent by their leaders, had gone to the
house of the deceased as soon as he had died to appropriate the
compromising documents. After searching in vain for them every-
where, they guessed who might have them. They called on Don
Bosco that same day, and at first courteously, but then in sterner
tones, demanded that he hand over the papers. Don Bosco tried to
parry their demands, looking for pretexts to put them off. Finally

- he admitted that he had seen the papers but had no idea where they

might be. Fortunately some visitors arrived just at that moment and
he begged to be excused. Muttering threats against him, they left.

He hastened to the chancery for instructions. Just as he had fore-
seen, the two men returned a few hours later, this time openly
threatening him. Pon Bosco retorted by challenging their right to
papers given him by a friend whose trust he did not feel authorized
to violate. He added that those papers were rather unimportant any-
way since they contained only names.

Believing that Don Bosco had not grasped the nature of the
documents, the two men breathed casier. They courteously pointed
out that if those names were ever made public the disclosure could
bring dishonor and harm to the individuals concerned and to their
families.

Don Bosco allowed himself to be persuaded and returned the
original documents. At the same time, taking them up on their own
words, he pointed out to them the evil path upon which they had
ventured and the dangers to their own spiritual welfare and that of
society itself.

They let him talk, stammered some lame excuses, and left. They
returned to the Oratory a third time. After some introductory re-
marks they asked him point-blank if he had any copies of the docu-
ments. They also let him understand that they had ways and means
of avenging themselves.

Don Bosco replied frankly that he had no copies. It was true;
the only extant copy had been delivered to the chancery. The agents
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were not satisfied. Since they insisted, Don Bosco admitted that one
copy had been made but had been deliberately burned and that
therefore they had no reason whatsoever for concern. There had
been no fear in his replies.

The two agents were already on their way out when suddenly
they came back into his office and asked him to swear secrecy. Don
Bosco showed himself offended that they would believe him capable
of doing harm to anyone and absolutely refused. He did, however,
promise that no one would ever hear from him anything which
might compromise them. The matter should seemingly have ended
there.

Instead, something happened later which we cannot positively
consider an aftermath of this conversation. One night that same
year, while Don Bosco was walking across a dark stretch of Piazza
Castello, two unidentified men followed him closely and then lunged
at him with drawn daggers. Fortunately, at that very moment a cer-
tain Mr. Rolando happened to be passing by with a friend. To him
we owe this account which he gave to Father Michael Rua. Sus-
picious about those two men, Mr. Rolando and his friend watched
them. Seeing them attack Don Bosco, they ran to his aid and, bran-
dishing their stout walking sticks, put the assailants to flight.



CHAPTER 17

A Jubilee Mission

m1m each passing day Don Bosco’s life became richer
with new undertakings and merits. Toward the end of 1850 he was
preparing to journey to Milan to preach the jubilee proclaimed by
Pius IX in reparation for the great spiritual harm wrought by parti-
san hatreds, wars, and rebellions. The invitation had been extended
by Father Seraphim Allievi, director of the St. Aloysius Oratory
located in Via Santa Cristina. This very successful oratory had been
founded for the purpose of imparting a Christian education to the
poorest and most neglected boys of the city and keeping them off
the streets. Don Bosco was eagerly awaited by Father Blaise Verri
who resided with Father Seraphim. Father Verri was an unassum-
ing priest, pious and zealous in preaching and hearing confessions.
He had many priestly and religious vocations to his credit and was
a great friend of Don Bosco whose virtues he knew from personal
experience.!

The invitation had been extended with the full approval of Arch-
bishop [Bartholomew Charles] Romilli. Moreover, the pastor of
St. Simplician,? the parish church of the St. Aloysius Oratory, had
not only approved the idea but had in his turn extended a personal
invitation to Don Bosco in the hope of availing himself of his
priestly ministry for his own parishioners.

Don Bosco gladly agreed to make the trip and took the necessary
steps: permission from his ecclesiastical superior, from the civil au-

1In 1849 Father Verri had been a frequent guest of Don Bosco in Valdocco.
See Vol. III, pp. 3991. [Editor]

2 St. Simplician, as bishop of Milan, was instrumental in the conversion of St.
Aupustine. [Editor]
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thorities, and from the Austrian embassy. His passport contains the
following data: age, 35; height, 5'4”; hair, dark brown; forchead,
medium; eyebrows, dark brown; eyes, brown; face, oval; com-
plexion, olive; profession, elementary school teacher. Before leav-
ing for Milan, however, Don Bosco wanted to give his support to
certain measures that sought to counter false religious teachings.

What God wanted of him had always been clear in his mind ever
since he had started his oratories. Even at that time he had given
much thought to the help that Catholic laymen could give to bishops
and priests, provided that they were trained to participate in the
defense of a Christian society. Many were not to grasp the signifi-
cance of this concept until later. He also realized the importance of
an association which would unite his benefactors in the pursuit of
his aims. He was then toying with the idea of starting, on a small
scale and cautiously, an association whose members later were to
be known as “Salesian Cooperators.” The following document de-
scribes what Don Bosco had in mind.

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE
Turin, November 17, 1850, 8 p.M.

The abuses of a free press in matters religious and the sacrilegious war
being waged by many apostate Christians against the Church and her
ministers have prompted the undersigned laymen to issue this solemn
declaration. Fearful that the true Faith may be supplanted in Piedmont
by Protestantism, we have, with the approval of five learned priests who
are among the more eminent and zealous members of the clergy in this
capital, adopted the following resolutions:

1. To form a provisional pious union under the patronage of St.
Francis de Sales. This saint has been chosen because of the similarity be-
tween present conditions in our country and those in Savoy during his
times. By his enlightened zeal, prudent preaching, and boundless charity,
St. Francis de Sales freed Savoy from the errors of Protestantism.

2. This provisional pious society shall be the nucleus of a larger as-
sociation, which, through the contributions of all members and through
all other available lawful means, shall sponsor such educational, moral,
and material undertakings as may be considered most opportune and
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effective in checking the spread of irreligion, and, if possible, in eradicat-
ing irreligion wherever it may have already taken root.

3. This provisional union, society, or association, whatever it may
ultimately be called, shall be run by laymen to forestall certain preju-
diced persons from calling it, in their modish jargon, “a priestly front.”
Nevertheless, this society will welcome those zealous priests who wish
to favor it with their advice and assistance in keeping with its spirit and
purpose.

4. Since this society is a moral body, those present have agreed to
accept its various responsibilities as follows:

1st Promoter: Joseph Maria Bognier

2nd Promoter: Dominic Roggieri

3rd Promoter: Dominic Donna

4th Promoter: Peter Battistolo

5th Promoter: Leander Bognier

6th Promoter; John Baptist Gilardi

7th Promoter: Amadeus Bosso

Mr. Joseph Bognier shall also act as secretary, and Mr. Domlmc
Roggieri as treasurer of the society.

A first contribution of five lire made by those. present was handed over
to the treasurer with the stipulation that it be spent only in conformity
with the society’s rules.

5. All the promoters, with the addition of Mr. Joseph Borel who came
in after the opening of the meeting, pledge themselves to work assidu-
ously to enlist as many new members as possible, while taking all due
precautions to exclude non-practicing Catholics, those of dubious ortho-
doxy, or the overzealous.

6. Another meeting shali be held next Sunday at a time and place
to be determined and announced by the first promoter. At this meeting
new members will be admitted.

7. During the week Mr. Bognier will submit a copy of this document
to prominent laymen and clergymen considered inclined toward our aims
and will invite them to join. Should they demur, he shall not insist.

Signed by:
Joseph Bognier John Baptist Gilardi
Dominic Roggieri Leander Bognier
Dominic Donna Joseph Borel

Peter Battistolo
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There followed the signatures of the other members, a list of
voluntary contributions, and this instruction:

INSTRUCTION

Our society should be first presented as something necessary, and then
as something feasible, according to the reaction of the listener. Should
he demur, the matter should be dropped, no matter how good the per-
son in question may be. The answers received and the remarks of pro-
spective members are to be reported for the information of the society.

If some applicant should wish to remain anonymous, he shall be listed
only under his initial or with the word “benefactor,”

Perhaps three categories of membership could be set up: members,
friends, and benefactors. Members should be told about their monthly
dues of twenty soldi besides the initial offering; all others are free to make
a small voluntary contribution each week.

This matter settled, Don Bosco left Turin on November 28 at
two in the afternoon. Traveling nonstop by way of Novara and
Magenta, he arrived in Milan on the next day at about eleven after
a very uncomfortable journey.

Trouble was still brewing. In the aftermath of the “Cinque
Giornate,” ® Milan still seemed to be hovering over a small volcano.
The liberals and the revolutionaries were still concentrating all their
efforts on Lombardy, waiting for an opportunity to drive the Aus-
trians out again. The latter were equally watchful; knowing almost
all the plans and attempts of the revolutionaries, they had redoubled
* their vigilance, From time to time mass arrests and the infliction of
harsh penalties for treason sowed terror among the citizenry. The
Austrian police kept a wary eye even on the clergy, fearing that
allusions to the recently-quelled insurrection might be made from
the pulpit. Meanwhile, afraid of government reprisals, pastors hesi-
tated to begin missions in preparation for the jubilee, lest the large
gatherings in the churches might occasion political outbursts or
provoke suspicion and repressive measures. Indeed, preachers
mounted pulpits with great trepidation, since any misinterpreted
utterance could easily plunge them into deep trouble.

3'The “Five Days” of March 18-22, 1848, when the Milanese rose in revolt

against the Austrians and drove them out. The effort, however, was premature;
the Austrians returned a few months later. [Editor]
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In Milan Don Bosco was the guest of Father Seraphim Allievi
and Father Blaise Verri. As soon as he arrived, he sent word to the
pastor of St. Simplician that he was ready to start the mission in
the parish church. But the pastor, perhaps at the request of timid
advisers, had changed his mind. He told Don Bosco that it was one
thing to preach privately, so to speak, at the St. Aloysius Oratory,
and quite another to preach to a large congregation in a public
church. He therefore would not permit the mission to begin until
the archbishop had been consulted. “Oh, I'll see to that immedi-
ately!” replied Don Bosco. At once he went to the archbishop’s
residence.

The prelate, who was well-liked at the Viennese court, did not
refuse permission, but he did try to dissuade Don Bosco from his
plans. However, seeing Don Bosco’s fearlessness, he added: “I am
not forbidding you to preach, Father, but remember, you will be
entirely on your own. If you get into trouble, I deny all responsi-
bility. You know we are living in dangerous times.”

“Don’t worry,” Don Bosco replied. “I shall preach as they used
to five hundred years ago.” )

“Do as you think best,” concluded the archbishop. “If you feel
that bold, go ahead and preach. I am neither ordering you nor
advising you to do so, but I willingly grant you permission. Remem-
ber, though, that no matter how prudent you may be, you can never
be prudent enough.”

So Don Bosco began to preach at St. Simplician. At his first
sermon an inquisitive and anxious crowd filled the church. The rev-
olutionary fever was at such a high pitch that it seemed impossible
that the subject could be ignored even in a sermon. But what the
crowd expected and what they heard were totally different things.
Don Bosco preached exactly as any preacher would have done cen-
turies earlier: his sermon was a frank and solicitous exhortation to
sinners to repent. What he had to say about self-reform he said
clearly, without regard for anyone’s sensibilities. He totally ignored
the ferment that filled the hearts of his listeners and that kept the
government jittery. He avoided comparisons with past happenings,
no matter how ancient, that could even remotely hint at contem-
porary events. In a word, Don Bosco conducted himself as if polit-
ical troubles did not exist or had never existed. The authorities
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found no reason for even the slightest objection because all his ser-
mons were about death, judgment, hell, heaven, and the manner of
making one’s confession and receiving Holy Communion.

The Milanese were suprised. Don Bosco’s style resembled that of
St. Alphonsus Liguori. We still have Don Bosco’s sermon outlines
written in his own hand; they help us understand how his words
were always so effective. He spoke slowly, letting his words sink
into the hearts of his audience. As a sample, we present the introduc-
tion of his sermon on the Last Judgment.

How long, O sinners, will you abuse God’s goodness? How long will
you continue to offend Him? The companions you have scandalized al-
ready cry out for vengeance. The cry is taken up by the churches in
which you committed so many acts of irreverence; by the sacraments
that you have profaned by so many sacrileges; by the sun, the moon,
and the stars, all witnesses of your revolt against their Creator; by the
very earth which you have made the theater of your iniquities. The very
angels clamor to avenge your insults against their God. How long will
you abuse the patience of your most merciful Lord? Are you perhaps
unwilling to change your way of life? Do you not tremble before the
sword of heavenly justice, already drawn and ready to strike you down?
Well then, go on blaspheming His holy name, go on speaking ill of our
holy Faith and its ministers, go on speaking evil of your neighbor, in-
dulging in obscene conversation, profaning holy days, crucifying our
loving Jesus anew on the hard wood of the cross. Go on, because your
time is running out. Eternity is drawing near; it is imminent; thunderbolts
already flash in the sky, ready to strike you; the tribunal where the Divine
Judge shall sit is being prepared. Do not deceive yourselves; do not hope
for unmerited salvation; the arm of the Lord is already stretched out, and
you have no way to escape it. I await you before the judgment seat where
we must all appear to render a very strict account of our life, of all that
we have done, whether good or bad. ...”

Don Bosco’s politics were those of eternity. It was amusing to
watch certain moustached men lurking in various parts of the
church, on the lookout for some utterance against the government.
“Even among them there were some who from time to time could
not refrain from wiping away a tear, terrified at the thought of
Divine Justice and hell.
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While still busy preaching two sermons a day at St. Simplician,
Don Bosco on December 2, the Monday of the first week in Advent,
began preaching a three-day retreat to the several hundred boys
that Father Seraphim had gathered at the St. Aloysius Oratory.

It was only natural that Don Bosco, who had so won the hearts
of his own boys in Valdocco, should become equally beloved by the
youngsters of Milan. We ourselves heard Father Seraphim testify
to this years later.

We still have Don Bosco’s own notes of these sermons to the boys.
His opening talk was a parable. A mother sends her two sons on a
journey and gives each of them a companion. She gives them in-
structions on how to safely reach a distant city and bring to their
waiting father a treasure that she entrusts to them. After various
adventures the two boys meet an evil person who tries to induce
them to make light of their mother’s instructions. One boy adheres
to her advice and succeeds; the other disregards it. Don Bosco then
drew a paraliel. We are the two sons; the mother is the Church;
our companions, our Guardian Angels; the journey, our life here
on earth; the distant city, heaven; the father awaiting us, God; the
evil person, the devil; the great treasure, our seul. From this funda-
mental theme he developed his discussion about the end of man,
the salvation of one’s soul, scandal, death and the uncertainty of
its hour, confession, and paradise.

At the closing of the retreat he gave them substantially the same
parting advice he had given the boys at Giaveno: * make the Exer-
cise for a Happy Death every month.

Meanwhile, several pastors, encouraged by the fact that his ser-
mons at St, Simplician had not only caused no trouble but even
had done great spiritual good, now invited him to preach in their
churches. Don Bosco willingly obliged and preached at Santa Maria
Nuova, at St. Charles, at St. Aloysius, and at St. Eustorgius. Some
days he preached in only one church, at other times even in five
different churches on the same day. Father Louis Rocca ? heard this
from his relatives and passed the information on to us.

While he was preaching a triduum in St. Rocco’s church, the

4 See p. 82, [Editor]
B A distinguished Salesian. [Editor]
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Barnabites (some of whom he had known at Moncalieri ®) invited
him to preach a spiritual retreat at Monza. Monza was linked to
Milan by the only railway line in Lombardy. Don Bosco would
leave Milan at 10:30 in the morning, preach at Monza, and by
1 p.M. he was back in Milan.

A vast number of people came to make their confession to him.
One day, as he was on his way to his crowded confessional, a young
man caught hold of his cassock and, pulling him into a pew in the
middle of the church (which was rather dark at the hour because
the drapes were drawn over the windows), said, “Please hear my
confession here!” Don Bosco obliged. At the end of his confession
the young man rose from his knees and said, “You sound exactly
like a priest I used to go to when I was in Turin years ago.”

“What if I were that same priest?” Don Bosco asked.

“You are Don Bosco!” exclaimed the young man, staring at him.

“Indeed I am!” he answered. The young man was so moved at
this unexpected meeting that he broke into tears.

Don Bosco’s mission, far from arousing the animosity of anyone,
won him the goodwill of many Austrian soldiers and officers. He
made good use of what little German he had learned in 18467 to
suggest some spiritual thought to them. By now other priests, en-
couraged by his example, had resumed preaching, for which the
archbishop later expressed his gratitude to Don Bosco.

After eighteen days in Milan, Don Bosco returned to Turin by
way of Magenta and Novara. As usual, while en route he heard the
confession of the coachman, and, during a stopover, that of a stable-
boy. As was also his custom, he delighted the innkeepers with his
impromptu sermons and invitations to think seriously about the
state of their souls. Michael Rua and Angelo Savio were waiting for
him at the Barriera di Milano depot.

After his return to Turin, his first thought was to thank the
Blessed Virgin for all the graces She had bestowed on the Oratory.
This was a traditional practice, a family custom, so to speak, dating
back to 1842.

6 A small town in the hills overiooking Turin. It is now within the metropolitan
area. [Editor]

7 At that time there were several Germans serving in the Piedmontese army, and
their families resided in Turin. Don Bosco began studying German to provide for
their spiritual needs. See Vol. II, pp. 216f. [Editor]
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Ever since then it was his custom to give a talk to his spiritual sons
on the feast of the Immaculate Conception. Originally the taltk was
given to the boys, then to the catechists, later on to his young clerics,
and finally to the Salesians, as his congregation developed and each
group gradually acquired more importance. If at times he was pre-
vented from doing so on that feast day, unfailingly he would get
around to it before the year was over.

However, during this year [1850], something spectacular had
happered in Italy that served to fan even more in his boys the flames
of love for their heavenly Mother. There was in the church of St.
Clare in Rimini a picture of the Virgin under the title of “Queen
Mother of Mercy.” Three pious women had been kneeling before
it in prayer at dusk on May 11, when to their great wonder they
saw the image move its eyes, at times raising them toward heaven;
a slight change of color was also noticeable on the face of the Vir-
gin. The news spread like wildfire, and crowds soon flocked to the
altar. This striking phenomenon continued for nearly eight months
before thousands and thousands of witnesses. The whole city began
to lead a truly Christian life and to receive the sacraments fre-
quently. Countless favors were obtained. The findings of a rigorous
diocesan investigation were approved by the Sacred Congregation
of Rites, which also authorized a special Mass and Office. The Pope
donated a golden crown, and in November of that same year the
church, beautifully restored in the form of a Latin cross, was sol-
emnly rededicated. This new glory of the Blessed Mother and the
sweet joys of the Christmas festivities brought the year to a close.



CHAPTER 18

Love of Penance

DON BOSCO’S virtues were as impressive as his under-
takings. He patterned his life on that of our Divine Savior, crucify-
ing his passions and natural inclinations. This was also the program
of self-denial he held up to his pupils, constantly pointing out to
them that he who wishes to rejoice with Jesus Christ in heaven must
first learn to suffer with Him on earth. He frequently counseled his
boys to practice temperance in eating, drinking, and sleeping lest
they become favorite targets of the devil. He always saw to it that
the food was adequate and wholesome, especially for growing boys,
but he banned all that was merely superfluous. He would not toler-
ate complaints about the cook or about the food which he himself
ate; yet, if anyone required special food for his health, Don Bosco
gladly provided it. He exhorted all to avoid gluttony or eating hastily,
reminding them of the maxim, Prima digestio fit in ore [Digestion
starts in your mouth]. Wine * was served to the clerics  in great
moderation, for he believed water to be a far better and healthier
drink. He often stressed temperance in drinking, frequently quot-
ing the scriptural warning, “In wine is debauchery.” [Cf. Ephes. 5,
18] He was constantly on the lookout for those who savored the
taste of wine or drank heady wine undiluted on those rare times
it was served (usually on a solemn feast day or when there were
distinguished guests). These were the things he stressed. He also
strongly exhorted his boys never to nap in bed in the afternoon;®

1 The common beverage at meals in Italy and other countries. [Editor]

2 Thus were called those who had donned the clerical habit and were studying
for the priesthood. [Editor]

8 A scriptural quotation from the Vulgate ab incursu et demonio meridiano
(Ps. 90, 6) has been omitted because it is no longer apropos in the new Con-
fraternity version. [Editor]
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he allowed them a brief rest during the summer mouths in the study
hail or classroom by letting them lean their arms and head on the
desks for some thirty or forty-five minutes.

Don Bosco used to say, “A boy who is moderate in eating, drink-
ing, and sleeping will be upright, diligent, generous, and thoroughly
good, but one who overeats or oversleeps will gradually acquire
every vice. He will become careless, lazy, and restless; everything
will go ill with him, Gluttony has been the ruin of many a boy.
Youth and wine are highly flammable. Wine and chastity can never
go together.”

His words were all the more persuasive because he practiced what
he preached. However, he was so careful to conceal his heroic spirit
of penance that it was not readily noticeable even to the very many
outsiders who had known him for years but were not close to him.
This, of course, is another tribute to his virtue,

Even those who were constantly at his side realized his heroic
selflessness only after long, careful observation, for he was always
jovial and cheerful. From the start of his work with youth to the
end of his life his co-workers were in a position to notice his every
action. Day and night, inside and outside the Oratory, they were
ever present and, at times, importune. They numbered into the
thousands. From many of them we learned what we are about to
narrate. Qur main contributors are the following: Joseph Buzzetti
from 1841, Ascanio Savio from 1848, Michael Rua from 1852,
John Cagliero, Francis Cerruti, John Bonetti, and Joachim Berto,
who was his personal private secretary and personal confidant from
1864 to 1888.

From the very beginning of the Oratory there were critics of Don
Bosco who were quick to interpret certain actions of his in an un-
favorable light; countless times, however, after an objective analysis,
they had to admit their error. We are indebted to Joseph Brosio for
the following incident which occurred in 1850.

Among the older day boys at the Oratory there were many overly fond
of criticism. They found fault with the most trivial things and gossiped
about them not only among themselves but also with outsiders. Because
of a certain ailment of his, Don Bosco, contrary to practice, ate soup at
supper on fast days. Now one Holy Thursday, after performing the cere-
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mony of the Washing of the Feet, Don Bosco invited the thirteen boys
representing the Apostles to supper. That year I represented St. Paul.
We boys were served a large meatless dish. As usual, Mamma Margaret
brought Don Bosco his bowl of meatless soup. Immediately one of the
boys nudged his companion and said within my hearing, “Look! Don
Bosco is eating soup tonight and it’s a fast day!” 1 wanted Don Bosco to
give this zealot a good lesson, so I said aloud to Mamma Margaret,
“Mamma! You've made a mistake. It’s a fast day and you’ve given Don
Bosco soup. Don’t you know it’s not allowed?” Everybody at the table
smiled. Don Bosco’s mother and her sister ¢ tried to explain that the
soup was seasoned only with salt and was hardly appetizing. Don Bosco
said nothing. Since I wanted him to speak up, I pretended I was not con-
vinced and kept it up, Don Bosco must have guessed what I had in mind.
He pointed out that there could be reasons for being dispensed from the
law. For example, he had a weak stomach and, moreover, had heard
confessions for many hours. He spoke so pathetically about the whole
thing that the boy who had blundered into this criticism could not hold
back his tears. After that I never heard anyone criticize what was done
at the Oratory.

We shall now cite episodes and testimonies on Don Bosco’s
spirit of mortification. They span a number of years.

Qur first witness is Ascanio Savio, the first student to don the
clerical habit at the Oratory. He states:

I never saw Don Bosco perform any unusual act of penance. But, in
my opinion, in his ordinary day-to-day life as a priest he appeared to be
extraordinary. 1 cannot say whether he wore a hair shirt, scourged him-
self, or practiced prolonged fasts and other self-denials, but he surely
mortified himself so diligently and constantly in every detail of life, yet
with such ease and delight, as to match the most austere monk or most
rigid penitent. His ailments, his round-the-clock labors, his worries, set-
backs, and persecutions were crosses borne patiently every day, indeed
every hour. I am firmly convinced that he spent whole nights in praying,
writing books, studying, attending to his correspondence, and planning
his works in prayerful consultation with God.

4 In 1824 when John Bosco was only nine, his aunt Marianne Occhiena, house-
keeper of Father Joseph Lacqua, chaplain at Capriglio, prevailed upon the chaplain
to give free lessons to her young nephew. (See Vol. I, p. 75.) When Father Lacqua
died at a ripe old age, she went to Valdocco to help care for Don Bosco’s young-
sters. She remained there until her death in 1857. [Editor)
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Father Michael Rua declared:

Don Bosco once confided to me that up to the age of fifty he had never
slept more than five hours a night, and that once a week he would spend
the entire night at his desk. Until 1866, I always saw a light in his room
well after midnight. From 1866 to 1871 he began permitting himself six
hours of sleep, but continued a night’s vigil each week. In summer he
usually rose at three in the morning and retired at 11:30 at night. His
secretary, Father [Joachim] Berto, whose room adjoined Don Bosco’s,
can attest to this. After his illness at Varazze in 1872, he reluctantly faced
up to the fact that henceforth he had to sleep seven hours nightly and
give up his weekly vigil. But this did not prevent him from going back
to his old schedule occasionally.

John Bisio ® has told us the following: “From 1864 to 1871 it
was my chore to tidy his room and I often found his bed untouched.
When I chided him for not having gone: to bed, his excuse was that
he was behind in his work.”

Even in the harshest winters he always rose with the others, at
5 or 5:30 at the first sound of the house bell. His bed was quite
plain and, almost to the end of his life, stood in the same room
where he received visitors. In the weakness of his last years he re-
fused assistance even though he found it hard to dress himself. As
the boys filed into church he was already in his confessional. He
heard confessions every day, before and during the community Mass,
as long as his strength permitted. It was only in the last years of his
life that he prolonged his nightly rest to please his spiritual sons.

If dawn found him still at his desk he would interrupt his work
to go for his boys’ confessions and then return to his desk after Mass.
Unless other more urgent duties intervened, he promptly got down
to the routine work awaiting him with the utmost concentration,
sacrificing everything for his boys. “During the winter months,”
Bisio recalled, “he used to start work without first warming himself.
It was beyond me how he managed to hold a pen in his hand and
write in an ice-cold room. But I never heard him complain either
of the cold or of the heat, nor for that matter of anything else.”

For many years his breakfast consisted of a small cup of coffee
to which he would add a few drops of milk when he did not feel

5 A pupil and later a lifetime Salesian cooperator. [Editor]
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well. The coffee was not genuine either; it was mixed with chicory
and the brew was hardly a treat. On rare occasions he dunked a
piece of dry bread, but so little as certainly not to be a breach of
even a fast day. Later, he gave this up too. He scrupulously observed
the abstinence prescribed by the Church and fasted every Saturday.
Later, in writing a rule for his Salesians, he transferred the fast to
Fridays.

At noon he would usually be still giving audiences (his greatest
penance, as we shall see) and would consequently arrive very late
in the dining room. On his way he was often buttonholed by people
who wanted to speak to him; at times some would indiscreetly detain
him at length. Don Bosco would listen with admirable patience and
calm and then do his best to satisfy them. If his secretary somewhat
nervously tried to remonstrate with more importunate visitors, Don
Bosco would ask him not to mind but to let everyone see him. He
would grieve if they had to leave unsatisfied.

When he finally got to the dining room, if his usual table com-
panions had already left, he would eat surrounded by the boys, who
would crowd and press about him, deafening him with their chatter,
raising dust, and jarring nerves. But he did not mind. In fact he
loved it, so much did he have the welfare of his boys at heart.

Bishop John Cagliero, one of the group, has given us this descrip-
tion.

Den Bosco’s meals were always very frugal, if not downright meager. As
a boy I was present at his meals in 1852 and 1853. He ate the same soup
and bread served to us; the main dish which Mamma Margaret prepared
for him generally consisted of vegetables, sometimes mixed with tiny
pieces of meat or an egg; sometimes it was only pumpkin with a little
seasoning. The same dish, warmed up, would be served again at supper
and often for several days in a row; if it happened to be an apple tart,
it might Jast even as far into the week as Thursday.

Such is the witness of Bishop Cagliero. Don Bosco never fussed
over the meals his mother served him. He had made his own the
maxim of St. Francis de Sales, “Request nothing, refuse nothing,”
as well as St. Paul’s advice, “Eat whatever is set before you.” [1 Cor.
10, 27]

Later on, however, for the sake of those living with him, he added
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fruit or cheese to the fare. In 1855, when several priests took up
residence at the Oratory, an additional dish was served at dinner,
usually some cooked vegetables or salad. If polenta with gravy or
some other condiment was served in place of soup, it was also the
main dish. Moreover, Don Bosco would ask the cook to avoid serv-
ing spicy foods, seemingly out of consideration for morality.

Don Bosco generally preferred potatoes, turnips, and vegetables,
provided they were well-cooked, because they were easier for him
to digest, even if tasteless. One of his favorite maxims was, “Man
should eat to live, not live to eat.” Now and then his young clerics
tried to have something more suitable for his health served to him,
but he would always have the prefect ® tell the cook not to do so.
He seemed to be totally indifferent to the quality or seasoning of
foods; the tastier dishes were the ones he least partook of. He was
never heard to complain of food. Occasionally someone would pour
himself some soup from the same tureen out of which Don Bosco
had served himself, only to push it aside in disgust after the first
mouthful while Don Bosco ate without a sign of repugnance. Some-
times he was served eggs or other food which was beginning to go
bad, but he ate it without seeming to notice. It was his policy never
to say, “I like this,” or “I don’t like that.” But when the soup hap-
pened to be tastier than usual, because of the broth or seasoning,
he was often seen to pour water into it with the excuse that it was
too hot. Even mere bread gave him a chance to practice self-denial
and likewise promote thrift. He formed a kind of club, called “The
Bread Left-Overs Club,” whose members would use up left-overs
before helping themselves to fresh bread. Don Bosco led them by
his example.

He ate so frugally that we were amazed how he could stand his
arduous tasks. He hardly ate enough to keep himself alive. One day
[years later], when we asked him why he had kept such a meager
diet, he humbly replied, “With all my work, especially mental work,
I would never have lasted this long had I done otherwise.” He fol-
lowed this regimen until the end of his life. Often he deprived him-
self of even this little. Joseph Buzzetti, who took note of even his
most insignificant actions, told us that sometimes, when a guest

6 The superior entrusted with the administration of temporal affairs. [Editor)
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showed up unexpectedly and all portions had already been served,
Don Bosco would deftly and unassumingly give his dish to the guest
as if he had previously decided to pass it up.

In drink, too, Don Bosco was a model of temperance. What little
wine he took for reasons of health, as St. Paul says, was so diluted
with water that it could hardly be called wine any longer. Up to
1858 and even later, his wine cellar was partly stocked with samples
and left-overs from the market which City Hall sent almost weekly
to the Oratory; red and white, sweet and dry, were mixed together;
sometimes even good wine was mixed with sour. Don Bosco drank
the mixture. And yet he came from a region renowned for its excel-
lent wines. Often he forgot to drink, taken up by quite different
thoughts, and his table companions would have to pour wine into
his glass. If the wine was good, he then would instantly reach for
water to dilute it and “make it even better,” as he would say. With
a smile he would add, “I've renounced the world and the devil, but
not the pumps.” " He drank only one glass at each meal.

Bishop John Bertagna who knew him intimately had this to say:
“Don Bosco was a rare model of temperance; he never indulged his
taste. Indeed I would think that he could have had more regard for
himself and others in this respect.”

Don Bosco longed for the ideal he had conceived. Around 1860
he had to improve the fare for the sake of those living with him.
Then he ate what was set before him without any fuss, but he was
often heard to exclaim: “I had hoped that everyone in my house
would be satisfied with just bread and soup and maybe a dish of
vegetables. I see that I was unrealistic. My ideal was to found a con-
gregation which, at my death, would be a model of frugality. Now
I am convinced that it was simply not feasible. Countless reasons
gradually forced me to adopt the fare of other religious orders: soup,
two courses, and dessert. Even the Holy See would have withheld
approval if I had imposed too austere a fare. Yet even now I still
think that one could live as I did in the early days of the Oratory.”

Incredible as it may seem, during the first decade of the Oratory,
according to Father John Turchi, there were people in Turin who
said that Don Bosco only talked of being poor and in truth kept a

7 The pun Don Bosco intended is perfect in the original Italian since the word
pompe means both “pomps” and “pumps.” [Editor]
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rather lavish table. Some even went so far as to say-——not without
some malice—that “Don Bosco keeps his boys on a lean diet but
takes good care of himself.” A few decided to find out for them-
selves. Father Stellardi was a guest one day at the home of Count
Agliano. At dinner the conversation eventually turned to the sub-
ject of Don Bosco. The priest remarked that Don Bosco’s meals
befitted people who had lots of money. Some guests agreed, but
others did not; while some maintained that Don Bosco’s fare was
frugal, others countered that it was lavish. To end the discussion,
Father Stellardi offered to call on Don Bosco unannounced at meal-
time. With-some pretext or other he one day appeared at the Ora-
tory shortly before noon. After a brief talk with Don Bosco, he
asked if he might stay for lunch since he could not get back to
Superga on time. “You're welcome!” replied Don Bosco, “but first
let me tell my mother you are doing us this honor, because at the
moment we are in no way prepared to do you justice, nor can we
match your table.”

“Please, don’t. I'll be quite happy with what’s on the table.”

Don Bosco tried to insist, but Father Stellardi prevailed, and
both went to the dining room. Don Bosco turned to his mother with
the words, “Look, Father Stellardi is our guest today.”

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner? I could have prepared some-
thing better,” Margaret complained.

“This is the way he wants it,” replied Don Bosco, smiling.

“Right!” said Father Stellardi. “What’s good enough for Don
Bosco is good enough for me.”

“Very well then,” Mamma Margaret replied, and she started to
serve them. The soup was a mixture of rice, chestnuts, and corn
flour. Don Bosco ate with relish, but the guest, after sampling one
spoonful, unobtrusively pushed it aside, saying, “I think I’ll just have
the main dish.”

It was codfish seasoned with cheap olive oil. Don Bosco went on
eating, but as soon as Father Stellardi got a whiff of the oil, he made
a wry face and left his food untouched. The young clerics at the
same table could hardly keep from giggling, and later told us about
it. The second course was a dish of boiled cardoons seasoned with
salt; for dessert there was a slice of fresh cheese. The guest could
not bring himself to eat a thing. As soon as he left the Oratory he
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went straight to Count Agliano, saying, “For heaven’s sake, give me
something to eat. I'm starved!” Then he told them of his disastrous
experience, to everyone’s amusement. Count Agliano, who knew
Don Bosco, had been laughing all the while, for he had foreseen
the disillusionment of this priest who was something of a gourmet.
Thus Father Stellardi became convinced (and spread the news far
and wide) that Don Bosco’s table was far from lavish.

One day another prominent priest, Father Caesar Ronzini, a
canon of the cathedral, came to the Oratory. He too suspected there
might be some truth in what people said of Don Bosco’s table,
although he did not think it likely. Don Bosco invited him to stay
for Junch. The canon demurred at first, but finally accepted. It was
the usual modest, frugal fare: boiled beef and cabbage. Don Bosco,
however, had served some hors d’oeuvres in honor of his guest. The
canon appreciated the gesture, and upon taking his leave said, “I
had heard that you kept a good table, but now I know that things
are quite different.” Then, with tears in his eyes, he added, “Don
Bosco, I'm glad, very glad!”

Years later, Don Bosco permitted a little more meat to be served
at supper also for the sake of some who were rather sickly. More-
over, those who gave all their energy to study and to the hardships
of the priestly ministry, as well as those who came from well-to-do
families to join Dcn Bosco, needed more meat. Experience dictated
the change. Don Bosco was aware that several priests and laymen
who had come to live with him at the Oratory, after trying it out
for several months, had finally given up because they could not
adapt to such an austere life and had applied to another religious
order. However, the same soup and bread served to the boys con-
tinued to be served also to Don Bosco and the other superiors.

Nevertheless, on occasion we heard him deplore the need of serv-
ing meat at two meals, because, as he said, it could foment con-
cupiscence. At the same time he unwittingly revealed his spirit of
penance by saying that he had always refrained from eating meat
because he feared the rebellion of concupiscence. Then, with an ex-
pression of wonderment on his face, he added, “Perhaps others are
not as sensitive as I and don’t have to take the same precautions!”

In reality Don Bosco generally abstained from meat. He even
seemed to have a distaste for it and tried to avoid it by alleging that
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he could not chew properly. But he shied from drawing attention
to himself and occasionally accepted meat if it was offered to him.
On being asked his preference, his stock reply was: “The smallest
piece!” But even then he always left some on his plate. He never
seasoned, even with salt, the little meat he did eat. It was only in
the last years of his life that, under his doctor’s insistent orders, he
ate meat more often than he had previously done.

After lunch he would sometimes doze off for a few minutes at
table, worn out from insomnia or nights spent in writing or wrestling
with diabolic vexations, as he once confided to Bishop Cagliero and
to his intimates. But even during such a brief nap he sat upright in his
armless chair, his head bowed on his chest. Those present would
then tiptoe out of the dining room so as not to awaken him. But not
even once did he go to his room to lie down at this hour, not even
in his last years. The afternoon was the most burdensome part of
his day, for he usnally went to town to visit his benefactors, attend
to business, and seek support for his many undertakings. Drowsy
for lack of sleep, he would ask some boy who knew Turin well to
accompany him. He would tell him, “Take me to this or that street,
but look out for me because 1 may easily doze off and stumble.”
Then leaning on the boy’s arm, he would walk half asleep, as though
the motion of walking and the semblance of sleep could banish the
fatigue of a sleepless night,

Once, after a few sleepless nights, he went out alone and was sur-
prised to find himself in the tiny Consolata Square, hardly knowing
where he was and where he wanted to go. A shoemaker, who had
his shop nearby, came up to him and solicitously asked him if any-
thing was wrong,.

“No,” Don Bosco replied, “but I am very sleepy.”

“Then come to my house; you can nap there and later go about
your business.” Don Bosco accepted the offer, entered the shoe-
maker’s tiny shop, sat at a little table, and slept from half past two
to five. Upon awakening he chided the shoemaker for not waking
him up. “Dear Father,” the good man replied, “you looked so worn-
out and you were sleeping so soundly up against that wall that I
felt pity for you, thinking of all the hard work you must have been
doing.”

Sometimes he would suddenly feel faint with fatigue. He would
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then go into a store and ask the owner for permission to rest there
awhile. If the shopkeeper knew Don Bosco, he would unhesitatingly
offer him a chair. If he was a stranger, Don Bosco would frankly
tell him he was not there to buy anything and would ask, “Would
you kindly let me rest awhile on a chair?” Invariably he was invited
to make himself comfortable and he would doze instantly. Mean-
while, customers came and went, rather surprised at seeing a priest
sleeping on the premises. After a few minutes he would feel re-
freshed and take his leave after thanking the storekeeper. Invariably
he was also asked, “Excuse me, but what is your name, Father?”

“I am Don Bosco!”

“Why didn’t you tell me? May I offer you a cup of coffee or 2
drink?” Such incidents became a favorite topic of conversation
among Turin’s shopkeepers.

Outside of meals, Don Bosco never took any nourishment, except
during the last years of his life when, on his doctor’s orders, he
drank a little vermouth before meals to aid his digestion. The ver-
mouth was a gift of Father Carpano’s family. He would never pur-
chase it or ask for it when they forgot to give it to him. At this time
he took a cup of camomile tea when it was offered to him during
his long hours in the confessional. During the day, though worn-out
by long audiences and very thirsty because of an oral inflammation,
he never asked even for water; if at times his secretary Father
[Joachim] Berto brought him water out of pity and begged him to
drink at least to please him, Don Bosco would take only a sip or
two with the excuse that more would make him perspire. John Bisio
told us that he never saw him take refreshment. Once on a torridly
hot day, when John brought him a glass of iced lemonade, Don
Bosco refused it graciously, saying, “No, drink it yourself!” He never
kept wine, liqueurs, or cordials in his room. Donations he would
send to the pantry or to the infirmary, or else he would set them
aside as gifts for his benefactors. Now and then he exhorted his
young pupils, clerics, and priests not to keep such beverages inas-
much as they were potentially harmful. He never tired of repeating
such exhortations, and he would punish transgressors. When his
hosts pressed him to take a glass of wine, he declined it under the
pretext that it gave him a headache or with some such excuse. He
wanted all afternoon snacks of wine, fruits, or other foods abolished
at the Oratory on the grounds that venter pinguis non gignit mentem
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tenuem © [a full stomach does not produce a keen mind]. He himself
never took a snack either at the Oratory or elsewhere when invited,
whether he was alone or with his boys. If he was alone, which was
seldom the case, he limited himself to useful conversation with his
hosts; if he was with his boys, he was quite happy to see them
treated to refreshments at the host’s pleasure. However, he himself
tasted nothing, alleging that he had to look after them. At most,
yielding to persistent requests, he would take a few drops of wine,
diluted with water, so as not to appear unappreciative. “In all the
years I lived with him,” Father [Michael] Rua recalls, “I remember
having seen him only once eating between meals; it was a bunch of
grapes at vintage time. He did so mainly to please his boys, whom
he had taken on an outing to the countryside for the express purpose
of enjoying the vintage.”

He never talked about food or drink; by word and example he
discouraged his boys from indulging in such talk. He relished
equally his frugal meals at the Oratory and the banquets which he
at times was obliged to attend. It was obvious that he considered
eating a mere necessity. Not even a semblance of self-indulgence
could be seen in him. While eating he also avoided immoderate
haste. His table companions of many years can testify that during
meals he seemed lost in thought, hardly aware of what food was
being served. Sometimes, even if asked a moment after leaving the
table, he did not know whether he had eaten the main dish and
could not tell what it had been.

Don Bosco controlled his sense of taste to such a point that he
had almost deadened it. One evening, at the close of a spiritual re-
treat in a village parish, he finished hearing confessions somewhat
later than usual. The pastor and the rest of the household had
already retired. Feeling hungry, Don Bosco went into the kitchen.
By the light of a little lamp he searched to see if they had left him
a bow! of soup, and he spotted a small pot on the stove over the hot
cinders. He took it, found a spoon, and ate what he thought was
some kind of gruel of fine wheat flour. Next morning the house-
keeper was quite peeved at not finding the starch which she had
prepared for ironing. Suspicious, the pastor asked Don Bosco about
it and was flabbergasted to discover what had happened. He often

{EB Pos]sibly a variation of Erasmus' Venter obesus non gignit mentem subtilem.
ditor
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mentioned this incident later to his friends, citing it as an example
of Don Bosco’s remarkable spirit of mortification.

Far from ever indulging his taste, Don Bosco, like the saints,
seemed to feel a certain repugnance to have to sit down to a meal.
Often he acted as though humiliated. “How demeaning is our need
for food,” he would say. Frequently he repeated, “There are two
things I would like to do without: sleeping and eating.”

Often he had to be reminded of his mealtime; several times he
did not know whether he had lunched or not. This occurred partic-
ularly if he went to town in the morning; then he would return at
about two in the afternoon and go straight to his desk. Margaret,
believing he had already lunched, would clear the table and let the
fire go out. Toward four o’clock, he would feel rather weak and
dizzy; his blurred vision would cause him to wonder what had hap-
pened. He would pace his room and try to shake off his giddiness,
but feeling still dizzier, he would call his mother.

“Do you need something?” Margaret would ask from the door-
way.

“I feel weak; my head’s spinning.”

“Where did you lunch today?”

“What a question! Right here! Don’t you remember?”

“You certainly did not eat here! I'm sure of that!”

“Then where did I have lunch?”

“You didn’t, obviously! Since you weren’t home at noon I kept
the soup hot for you until two o’clock. Then I thought you’d lunched
elsewhere.”

“No wonder I feel so weak!” Don Bosco would reply. Laughing,
Mamma Margaret would then light the fire and get him something.

Father Reviglio, while a pastor in Turin, visited the Oratory one
day just as Don Bosco was dining alone at about five in the after-
noon, after many hours at his desk. He was eating some poorly pre-
pared beans out of a tin bowl. At this sight the priest felt a pang
at his heart.

At supper he ate even less than at noon, practicing what he rec-
ommended to his boys—namely, keeping a light stomach in the
evening.® Often, especially on Saturdays, on the eve of important

? It several European countries the main meal is at noon. The evening meal is
taken around eight o’clock. [Editor)
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feast days, and on the occasion of the monthly Exercise for a Happy
Death, he was necessarily late for supper. As long as his mother was
alive, his food was kept warm, and on some rare occasion the fare
would be slightly better than usual. “Once,” Father Ascanio Savio
remembers, “Margaret, noticing her son’s utter exhaustion, beat the
yoke of an egg into the soup she had made for him. But when he
saw that I was also very tired, he insisted on sharing it with me.”
After his mother died, the cook who took over was not that solici-
tous. Once he saved Don Bosco some soup cooked four hours pre-
viously. Don Bosco ate it uncomplainingly even though it had
turned into an oversalted paste. The main dish, consisting of fried
vegetables or boiled chards, was not only unappetizing but inedible.
It had been overcooked and a crust had formed on the bottom of
the pan. We still recall that, showing himself quite satisfied, he
began breaking the crust, scraping and eating it. Meanwhile he
continued to converse about interesting matters with some of his
young clerics or priests who had stayed up to keep him company,
without hinting in the least to the arduous work he had been doing,
although it was quite visible in his exhausted appearance. They
would have liked to see him take something more appetizing, but
Don Bosco refused preferential treatment. At his order the cook had
already gone to bed and the fire in the kitchen had died out.

If a priest or cleric offered to get him something better suited to
his weak stomach he invariably answered, “The soup which the boys
ate and this dish will be enough for me,” or “If this dish was good
enough for the others, it’s good enough for me.” He adamantly re-
fused anything else, despite his long hours in the confessional and
the fact that next day a late Mass and sermon would keep him from
eating anything until eleven or noon.

The last to retire to his room at night, he would first walk through
the dormitories, giving some instructions for the smooth running of
the house, or a talk to his young clerics. When he was finally alone,
he absorbed himself in thoughts of God that left him lost in amaze-
ment. He himseif told us:

During the years 1850-52, on Saturdays, after my usnal work and hear-
ing confessions, I would tell amusing stories to the boys who had served
as waiters at supper, or to the young clerics after night prayers. Then,
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at about eleven, I would go up to my room. Walking along the balcony
I would stop and gaze at the boundless expanse of the firmament. I
would seek out the Great Bear as a point of reference and then gaze at
the moon, the planets, and the stars. While admiring their beauty and
immensity, their number, and the unbelievable distance of each from the
earth, I would become lost in thought. I would start thinking of the
nebulas and beyond, reflecting that even the last particle of a nebula, as
well as each of its millions of stars, could afford a view in all directions
as magnificent as the one we can have here on earth on a clear evening.
I would feel giddy. The universe seemed such an immense, divine achieve-
ment overwhelming me and I had to withdraw quickly to my room. ...

(The boys had been listening with bated breath, wondering what Don
Bosco would say next. After a brief pause, he continued, “and dive into
bed.” The boys laughed at this anticlimax while Don Bosco concluded:)

Only in the darkness of the tiny recess under the blankets did I seem
not so puny and contemptible.

Don Bosco was so impressed by the wonders and expanses of the
heavens that he loved to talk of them with his friends. He enjoyed
dwelling on the fantastic distance of the stars nearest to or farthest
from the earth, yet still visible, and on their immense size. He took
pleasure in calculating the tens of millions of years we would need
to reach certain stars even traveling at the speed of light. “The
human mind is lost and cannot grasp even faintly the immensity of
the universe. How overwhelming the omnipotence of God!”

It was with such sublime thoughts that he would retire to his
room. However, he would still delay his night’s rest until overcome
by exhaustion. Often he would fall on the bed fully dressed and not
awaken until morning. Often, too, he was tormented by insomnia
and spent his few sleeping hours in praying or in mulling over proj-
ects and devising ways and means to carry them out.

In his room he conducted himself just as in public. Several times
his secretary, who slept in an adjacent room, hearing cries and fear-
ing that Don Bosco might be ill, dashed into his room. He always
found him asleep, lying flat on the bed, his head slightly raised and
his hands clasped on his breast, looking so composed as to resemble
a saint’s body kept in a crystal case for the veneration of the faithful.
We ourselves, along with many others, can testify to this.



CHAPTER 19

Love of Penance (Continued)

DON BOSCO’S bearing always reflected great modesty
and mortification. In kneeling, his body did not sag; when seated,
he never crossed his legs or settled comfortably against the back of
his chair or sofa; if he was not writing, his hands were clasped
against his chest, fingers interlaced. Except when seriously ill, he
would not seek a more comfortable position. When he sat down his
demeanor was so dignified as to evoke respect. Countless times, day
or night, people broke in on him unexpectedly; he was even spied
upon through a crack in the door when he was working alone or
meditating; at all times one had to admire his unsurpassed modesty.

The same held true when he was standing or walking. He never
leaned on anyone’s arm, even when he was very old, unless his weak-
ness put him in danger of falling. In that case he would hold on to
someone for support, but only for a few seconds. Only once, after
refusing assistance from his companion who had noticed him pain-
fully dragging his feet, did he change his mind and lean on the
proffered arm so as not to fall. But as long as he was able, he clasped
his hands behind his back and maintained his balance by himself.

His behavior was inspired by the virtue of temperance, as is
proven by his frequent exhortations to his boys never to neglect the
chance of practicing little mortifications such as modest posture in
praying, sitting, studying or walking, as well as by his firm lifelong
resolve never to indulge his senses.

When hearing boys’ confessions, he sat on a plain, uncomfortable
chair without resting his back or arms, shielding his and the peni-
tent’s face with a white handkerchief. In winter he spent long hours
in this position in an ice-cold spot behind the main altar or in the
sacristy, while in the summer he was nearly suffocated by the crush
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of so many boys crowding around him. Since he heard the confes-
sions of a vast number of day boys, in addition to the young boarders
of the Oratory, it is no wonder that he had also to put up with lice.
But he endured all patiently.

When his priestly ministry brought him to seaside towns, the
mosquitoes stung his face and hands. Those making their confession
would shoo them with their handkerchiefs, but Don Bosco gave the
pests free rein. Later, at supper time, looking at his hands covered
with bites, he would jokingly remark to the superiors of the house,
“How the mosquitoes love me!” One morning he came out of his
room with his face so swollen and bleeding that everybody felt sorry
for him, but he was as cheerful as always.

He endured discomforts of weather without complaint and ex-
horted his sons to accept them from the hand of God as an occasion
for merit. He suffered intensely from cold feet, yet never used a
warming pad as a footstool.

Everyone noted his self-control in speech. He always spoke in a
moderate, calm tone of voice, with slow, gentle gravity, avoiding
superfluous words. He abhorred worldly conversation, aggressive
manners, and resentful or heated expressions. He spoke little, but
each word was meaningful and fruitful, instructive and edifying. If
at times he spoke in a lighter vein to hearten others, he did so spar-
ingly and always seasoned his conversation with some spiritual
thought. He was cautious in his speech, being careful never to use
caustic or ironic expressions or jokes unbecoming a priest. He could
not stand breaches of charity, and one of his most insistent admoni-
tions was to avoid rude words or manners. He did not countenance
backbiting; deftly and unobtrusively he would steer the conversation
to other matters. When necessary he would talk at great length;
otherwise he would refrain, especially since he needed every pre-
cious minute to keep up with his many occupations.

Don Bosco was extremely forbearing toward those who opposed
him or treated him unjustly out of ill will or misunderstanding. In
these instances, the harsher and more insolent his opponent, the
gentler and meeker Don Bosco became. Bishop Cagliero recalls the
following incident. “On one occasion a man began arguing with
him angrily and rudely on the stairs. Don Bosco’s affable replies and
courteous manner completely won him over. He calmed down and
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apologized for his conduct in the presence of us boys.” If occasion-
ally his opponent was not amenable to reason, Don Bosco kept
silent.

He displayed a similar forbearance on receiving insulting letters.
Usually he did not answer them; occasionally he replied in polite
terms. How often he repaid insults with kindness!

To those who could not calmly answer a letter, his advice was,
“Don’t write anything offensive; scripta manent.” He frequently ex-
horted his co-workers, “I beg you most earnestly to avoid harsh, cut-
ting remarks; treat each other as good brothers.”

On one occasion a priest who was about to publish a book on
education came to him for advice. “One thing I would stress,” Don
Bosco told him; “do not offend charity.” His writings, which were
always smooth and lucid with no trace of bitterness, bear witness to
his self-control. -

Don Bosco restrained his natural curiosity to see and know things
which did not directly concern him. Although he had an exquisite
appreciation of art, he never yielded to the temptation to visit monu-
ments, palaces, art galleries, and museums. Wherever he might be,
he generally kept his eyes lowered so that he did not notice people
except when they greeted him. It was a sacrifice for him to deny him-
self the reading of books which aroused his interest in science, litera-
ture, and history. Yet, in order to have more time for the works of
charity entrusted to him by Divine Providence, he nearly always
abstained from such reading unless it was necessary. He rarely read
or had others read the newspapers to him; this he did only when they
contained news of some glorious or sorrowful Church event, or of
some matter that directly concerned his institutes. Now and then,
however, especially in times of great political ferment, he would ask
some of his co-workers to brief him on the principal news of the day.
This he did in order to be able to give advice and to carry on a
meaningful conversation with people with whom his work brought
him into contact. It was obvious, however, that he had no itch for
news, He would not allow into the house any newspaper which was
not sincerely Catholic, and he constantly urged his pupils to curb
idle curiosity and avoid books or newspapers of no particular advan-
tage to them.
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Due to poor blood circulation caused by his arduous, unremitting
fabor, Don Bosco had weak eyes and suffered from migraine head-
aches. He could have alleviated this condition with snuff, but this
he never did until his doctor advised it. He had a tiny snuffbox made
of pressboard given to him by some friends, but he either forgot to
take a pinch of tobacco or did so very seldom. More often than not,
he would merely sniff at the tobacco. In company or when travel-
ing, he would offer a pinch to those around him, if he thought it
opportune, hoping to start a conversation that might give him an
opening for a good word, especially if they seemed to need it. Thus,
at times his snuffbox became bait to fish souls. On very rare occa-
sions he would offer a pinch to some of his boys, saying, “Take
some; it will drive all bad thoughts from your mind.” Actually Don
Bosco made so little use of snuff that Father [Mark] Pechenino, his
-provider, refilled the box only once a year. If someone offered him
a pinch of snuff, Don Bosco would jokingly dip his little finger into
the box and then sniff his thumb. He advised his boys never to take
snuff except under doctor’s orders. He absolutely forbade smoking.
In fact, he made abstention from smoking a condition for admission
to the Oratory and to the religious congregation he founded.

Don Bosco also refrained from smelling flowers. If a boy offered
him some, he would accept them and show his appreciation. Then,
smilingly, he would lift them to his nose, but instead of inhaling their
fragrance he would breathe upon the flowers, exclaiming, “Oh, what
a lovely scent!” He did‘the same if the donor was a benefactor; then,
without delay, he would have the flowers placed on Our Lady’s altar.

Don Bosco loved cleanliness, but he never used scented soap; he
also exhorted his clerics, priests, and co-workers not to use scented
lotions. To him they were worthless articles of vanity.

He did not go bathing, even at the height of the summer, except
a few times under doctor’s orders. He denied himself the simple
pleasure of a stroll, even though a daily walk had been recom-
mended to him for his health. Faithful to the resolutions made at
his ordination,! he left the house only to visit the sick or to seek
assistance for his boys. Sometimes he went out to find some secret
nook where he could work undisturbed on his correspondence and

1 See Vol. 1, p. 385. [Rditor]
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on the books he was writing—something which was hardly possible
at the Oratory because of the great numbers of people who wanted
to see him. Whenever he went out, he took one of his co-workers or
boys along, engaging him in useful and instructive conversation as
they walked.

Even when traveling, his mind did not rest. He would proofread
galleys, read letters, jot down memos for replies, and pray or
meditate.

“One day,” Father [Michael] Rua recalls, “I had to accompany
him by train from Trofarello to Villastellone.? As we neared the
station, we heard the train whistle signifying its departure. Undis-
turbed, Don Bosco took a big notebook from his pocket and started
walking to Villastellorie; pencil in hand, he did not raise his eyes
from the pages until we got there. Then he said to me, ‘This was
really a blessing in disguise. Had we gone by train, I might not have
been able to proofread this booklet. Now it’s done and today I can
send it to the printer.” This was his customary practice when travel-
ing. When his failing eyesight made it impossible, more often than
not he would begin an edifying conversation.”

One would think that picnicking with the boys or hiking with
them through the Castelnuovo hills during the early years of the
Oratory must have been a source of great pleasure. It certainly was
for the boys, but not for him. He had to think of everything and
everyone; all the preoccupations, burdens, and responsibilities were
his. But such outings became true apostolic missions both for the
boys and the people of the villages they visited.

He denied himself all kinds of amusement, and never attended
mere public festivities, stage plays, military parades, illuminations,
or solemn receptions for royalty, even though he was very often
invited, indeed begged, to be present. Intent on mortifying his sight,
he never watched fireworks staged for the boys’ entertainment. If he
was outdoors he would not look at them; if indoors, he stayed there.
If the boys called out to him to join them and enjoy the spectacle,
he would excuse himself, saying that the glare from the sputtering
fireworks was bad for his eyes. We recall an evening when we staged
a general illumination of the Oratory. Don Bosco remained stand-

2 Two small towns near Turin about four miles apart. {Editor]



148 THE BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS OF SAINT JOHN BOSCO

ing for more than an hour near the window so that he would be
seen by the boys, but always facing away from the more attractive
part of the illumination. Sometimes he would attend stage plays
given by the boys, but only to encourage and please them, to induce
them to study, and to prove to them that piety and fun can go hand
in hand. He also attended to entertain and honor his guests, but
never for his own enjoyment. He was generous with praise and
applause, but we noticed that his gaze never focused on the stage
or the actors. Whenever his presence was not required, he preferred
to stay in the privacy of his little room.

Don Bosco fully controlled his passions and emotions, his likes
and dislikes, his feelings of anger and aversion. He subordinated
them to right reason and to the precepts of the Faith, and directed
them to the greater glory of God. This heroic mode of life had be-
come so spontaneous and natural to him that it would have been
difficult for him to act otherwise. His intimates, therefore, could not
help but feel the highest admiration for him.

In regard to his occupations, he was never seen to waste even a
single moment. In reply to those who asked him how he stood up
under such a workload, he would say, “Thanks to God, hard work
is for me more of a delight and relaxation than a burden.” We re-
member that in 1885 he remained in his room for several weeks to
answer a stack of important letters. He was asked, “How can you
stand it? Don’t you feel bored and in need of fresh air?”

“Not at all!” he replied; “this is what I like best!”

This too was his stock answer whenever people sympathized with
his endless hours in the confessional or his arduous work of preach-
ing, organizing lotteries, writing books, and many other activities.

“He found the best joy in suffering,” Father [John] Bonetti wrote.
“It showed in his face. He never shirked a task, no matter how un-
inviting or fatiguing it might be. Evidently it would have been more
painful for him to refuse.”

Bishop Cagliero wrote:

All my confreres and I can truthfully state from conviction that Don
Bosco led such a life of penance and self-denial that it is matched only
by those who have attained the highest perfection and sanctity. He kept
his mortifications carefully hidden from others and concealed his fasts
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and penances so as to make his virtues appear as those of an ordinary
pious priest. He did not want to frighten us with his penances; he pre-
ferred to instill in us courage and hope to be able to imitate him. Know-
ing his frail health and concealed indispositions, we were greatly im-
pressed by his detachment from all earthly things, his bitter poverty,
especially during the first twenty-five years of the Oratory, his frugal fare,
his renunciation of all amusements, recreation, entertainment, and any
form of relaxation; above all we were impressed by his constant mental
and physical work. All this self-denial came to him so easily and spon-
taneously that'we are convinced Don Bosco possessed the virtue of tem-
perance to a heroic degree. .

We concur with Bishop Cagliero’s appraisal and have reason to
believe that Don Bosco also practiced -extraordinary penances. This
came to our attention one day.when he told us that in order to
obtain a very special, badly needed favor from the Lord he had had
to resort to proportionate measures. What these measures were he
refused to divulge despite our questioning.

We cannot refrain from mentioning that although he kept the
most rigid control over his every movement, he would at times lift
his shoulders as though something around his waist was causing him
pain or discomfort. Since he had a very sensitive skin, we are in-
clined to think that he probably wore a small hair shirt which he
could have fashioned quite easily so that it would be hardly notice-
able. This was our conjecture at that time and we had no reason
to change it in the following thirty years. Once Charles Gastini,®
while making his bed, found, between the sheet and the mattress,
some pieces of iron that Don Bosco had forgotten to remove in his
hurry to get to church. Gastini did not give the matter much thought
at the time. He put those scraps of metal on the bedside table and
let it go at that. The following day and all the rest of the time that
he made Don Bosco’s bed, he never saw them again, nor did Don
Bosco ever say a word about them. Only many years later did
Gastini, upon reflection, surmise their purpose. “On another occa-
sion,” relates Bishop Cagliero, “some pebbles and scraps of wood
were found in his bed.” Thus Don Bosco found another way to tor-

3 One of the pioneers of the Oratory. He entered it at the age of eleven in 1848
at Don Bosco’s invitation. See Vol. III, pp. 243ff. [Editor]
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ment his already exhausted body at night and to make even his brief
rest painful.

So as not to give himself away, Don Bosco took the precaution of
very often making his own bed and cleaning his own room. When
Joseph Brosio surprised him at this chore one day, Don Bosco used
the occasion to draw a useful moral. However, Brosio noticed that
Don Bosco locked his room only when he was cleaning it.

It seems, nevertheless, that Don Bosco reserved his greater aus-
terities for his occasional visits to distinguished benefactors. The
vastness of a mansion and the distance between his room and the
family’s quarters gave him greater privacy. Ever tranquil and jovial,
he would occasionally accept an invitation to stay at the mansion
of a noble matron. Late one night, probably in 1879, a member of
the family, passing through the hall which led to Don Bosco’s room,
heard a dull, rhythmical noise as if strokes were being administered.
He suspected what it might be, but made no mention of it to anyone.
He determined to watch and noticed that this happened every time
Don Bosco stayed at the house. He was convinced that Don Bosco,
imitating St. Vincent de Paul, used a scourge to obtain graces from
God. Many years later, when he confided his suspicions to several
other people who had been hosts to Don Bosco, he learned that they
too had made the same observation and were likewise convinced
that Don Bosco practiced self-flagellation. Their discretion and
courtesy prevented any mention of this to Don Bosco. He himself
jealously guarded these penances, for he was humble; moreover,
he did not wish his example to be followed by the members of his
future congregation.

He never recommended such practices to his penitents; to them
he represented goodness and compassion. The above-mentioned per-
son, who used to go to confession to Don Bosco, once asked his per-
mission to practice some corporal penance such as found in the lives
of certain saints. Since he was of a very frail constitution, Don Bosco
refused his request, and when the penitent insisted on some way to
emulate the sufferings of Our Lord, he replied, “Oh, that is easy!
Just patiently endure cold, heat, sickness, troubles, people, happen-
ings, and so forth. There are always plenty of ways to practice
mortification!”

He also forbade his boys to practice undue austerities, remarking
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that the devil himself often suggested such extraordinary penances
to achieve his own purpose. If any boy asked permission to fast for
a length of time, to sleep on the bare ground, or to practice other
physical mortifications, Don Bosco used to commute such a request
into mortification of the eyes, of the tongue, and of the will, or into
the performance of works of mercy. At most, he would allow his
boys to forego the mid-afternoon snack or a part of breakfast. He
used to tell them over and over again, “My dear children, I don't
ask you to fast or scourge yourselves. I exhort you to work, work,
work!”

When we realize that his health was chronically poor and that
he endured with saintly fortitude various physical ailments which
constantly tormented him throughout his life, Don Bosco’s incessant,
enterprising, methodical pracfice of penance appears not only heroic
but superhuman. Ever since the time that he began working for boys,
he sometimes spat blood,* and this continued at intervals. For this
reason his doctors had insisted on a daily walk as an absolute need.
In 1843 he began to suffer from an inflammation of the eyes caused
by long vigils and round-the-clock reading, writing, and proofread-
ing. This ailment grew progressively worse until his right eye became
practically useless.

In 1846 his legs were affected by a slight swelling which increased
considerably in 1853, causing him intense pain that spread as far as
his feet. This ailment so worsened as the years went by that toward
the end of his life he could scarcely walk and had to wear elastic
stockings. Eventually he was no longer able to take off his shoes and
stockings, and someone had to do it for him. Those who performed
this service for him with filial piety were amazed to see how his flesh
swelled over the edge of the shoe and wondered how he could stand
up for so many hours at a time. Don Bosco used to call this painful
trouble “my daily cross.”

At the same time he was frequently afflicted by extremely violent
headaches, so much so that he felt his very skull was being stretched,
as he once described it to Father Rua, Father [Joachim] Berto
noticed that his head actually seemed enlarged. He also suffered
atrocious toothaches, lasting sometimes for weeks, and persistent

1 See Vol. I, p. 360. [Editor]
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insomnia. Finally, palpitation of the heart hampered his breathing;
one of his ribs even seems to have receded under the constant pound-
ing of the heart.

During the last fifteen years of his life new ailments were added
to the old. Now and then he had attacks of miliary fever and fre-
quent skin rashes. A fleshy growth about the size of a nut had
formed on his sacrum, causing him great pain whenever he sat down
or rested in bed. He never spoke of this affliction to anyone, nor
did he attempt to have this growth removed surgically because of
his Christian sense of modesty. His intimates noticed his discomfort
in sitting down. When they inquired about it, he limited hmself to
saying, “I prefer standing up or walking. I get tired sitting down.”
Nevertheless he continued to use a simple, wooden chair. Then, in
the last five years of his life his enfeebled spine forced him to bend

_ under the weight of his many afflictions.

' Despite all these ailments—enough to force a man to openly
avow his infirmity and refrain from all work—Don Bosco never
slowed down in undertaking and completing his astounding activ-
ities. Indeed, his courage constantly matched his problems and ail-
ments. His slogan was, “Don Bosco does what he can!” And he was
able to do so much that his zealous undertakings spread throughout
the world.

He endured all, without ever complaining of his tribulations or
displaying the slightest sign of impatience. On the contrary, his con-
stant cheerfulness gave the impression that he was in good health.
Habitually jovial and smiling, he instilled into those who came to
him courage, cheerfulness, and comfort with his delightful, edify-
ing conversations.

Although Don Bosco considered life to be a gift from God and
desired only to work for His greater glory, he joyfully looked for-
ward to death, which would open the gates of heaven to him. For
this reason he never prayed for his own recovery but left it to others
to perform this charitable act. The doctors who regularly gave their
services to the Oratory, especially Dr. Gribaudo, a schoolmate of
his, on discovering that he was very run-down and on the verge of
collapse, urged him to take better care of himself. Rarely did he
heed their advice or obey their instructions. He used to object, “I'm
all right. I don’t need all this fuss!” He liked to discuss medicine
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with them, so that later they remarked that every time they came to
see Don Bosco they had to submit to an examination.

When stricken by some common illness he did not send for a
doctor unless forced to do so. He would then follow his orders but
seemed wholly indifferent to the outcome. Yet, even in such cases,
against the advice of his doctors he would bravely answer the call
of charity if some task at hand demanded extra effort or a journey.
He would have gladly given his life if the welfare of the Church and
the souls of the faithful so required.

In this chapter we have recorded the testimony of several of our
confreres, anticipating by some years their appearance on the scene
of our narrative. We thought this necessary to acquaint our readers
with Don Bosco’s spirit of penance. This should be kept in mind at
all times as we unfold-his life.



CHAPTER 20

Defending the Faith

E[NG Charles Albert, as we have previously mentioned,!
had granted religious freedom to the Protestants, apparently with
the sole intention of permitting them to practice their faith openly
without prejudice to the Catholic Church, but such was not their
interpretation. As soon as the decree was promulgated, together
with that of the freedom of the press, they opened an active cam-
paign of proselytizing and promoting religious strife by spreading
their errors, especially through polemical books and newspapers
such as La Buona Novella, La Luce Evangelica, and Il Rogantino
Piemontese. These were followed by a flood of booklets promulgat-
ing the Protestant interpretation of the Bible. These found their way
into family circles and passed from hand to hand, perverting minds,
corrupting hearts, and undermining beliefs with their poisonous
errors. Concurrently, unscrupulous Waldensians approached the
poor and those in debt with offers of financial aid if they would join
their sect. Unfortunately, some could not resist this temptation.

The newspaper L'Opinione supported this heretical propaganda;
its anticlerical staff included Bianchi-Giovini, author of the lurid
and slanderous Storia dei Papi [History of the Popes] and other in-
famous works.

We must bear in mind that while the Waldensians were well pre-
pared for this aggressive campaign, the Catholics, unfortunately,
were not. Consequently, they could not block it or weaken its disas-
trous effects. Until then Catholics had placed their trust in protec-
tive civil laws, particularly the first article of the Constitution, which
declared: “The Roman Catholic and Apostolic Faith is the sole
religion of the State.” Now, like soldiers, they were rudely awakened

1 See Vol. 111, pp. 190f. [Editor]
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by trumpet blasts calling them to action. Stumbling into the field of
battle, they found themselves woefully unprepared to face a well-
armed foe. They needed good newspapers with wide circulation,
but had hardly any; they needed low-priced popular booklets, but
had only scholarly works. Not only the young but all the faithful
were the target of the enemies of the Church; consequently, they
were in great danger.

Don Bosco faced this situation with ardent zeal and charity.
Anxious t6 protect his beloved boys from the rampant errors abroad,
he came to their rescue and in the process saved thousands, indeed
millions of people from spiritual danger. He drew up and published
outlines of Catholic doctrine; he printed leaflets of religious and
moral maxims adapted to the times and spread them abundantly
among young people and adults, especially on retreats, missions,
novenas, triduums, and solemn feast days. Furthermore, in 1851
he prepared a second edition of The Companion of Youth.? Its
frontispiece carried a picture of St. Aloysius with the legend: “Come,
O children, offer your innocence to the Divine Heart and I shall pro-
tect you,” Don Bosco appended six chapters in the form of dialogue,
entitled The Catholic Religion: Some Basic Points. In it he ex-
pounded the thesis that there is but one true Faith, that the Walden-
sian and other Protestant teachings were not of Divine origin, and
that their churches could not claim to be the true Church of Jesus
Christ. Further, he pointed out that the Protestants were cut off
from the source of true life, Qur Divine Savior, and that they them-
selves admitted that Catholics could be saved and did belong to
the true Church. He also outlined what Jews, Mohammedans, and
Protestants should do to save their souls. In subsequent editions of
The Companion of Youth, he expanded these sound arguments into
ten chapters, with an added explanation of the dogma of papal
infallibility. He made these chapters a permanent part of the book
for the faithful to have at hand at all times. Later, he firmly rejected
a proposal to publish them in a separate booklet, convinced that
nobody would read them if they were not part of the book. “They
must be a vade mecum,” he declared.

Even in its shorter form as published in 1851, this little treatise

2 A prayerbook for boys compiled and published by Don Bosco in 1847. See
Vol IIJ, pp. 7-18. [Editor]
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must have directed a strong counterblow to Protestant proselytizers.
It reached thousands of young people, their main targets, and en-
joyed the same success as Don Bosco’s Bible History ® and Church
History.* At its conclusion Don Bosco had written:

All past persecutors of the Church are now no more, but the Church
still lives on. The same fate awaits modern persecutors; they too will
pass on, but the Church of Jesus Christ will always remain, for God has
pledged His word to protect her and be with her forever until the end
of time.

While preparing this second edition, Don Bosco had a very grati-
fying experience. One evening, on his way home from the printer’s,
he passed through Porta Palazzo. In the porticoes on the left he
stopped to browse at a bookstall. The bookseller was prompted to
remark that those books were not exactly what Don Bosco might
be looking for since they were Protestant publications. “I can see
they are not for me,” Don Bosco replied, “but on your deathbed
will you be happy to have sold them?” He bid the bookseller “good
night” and went on his way. Curious as to the identity of the priest
the bookseller inquired of the bystanders and was told that it was
Don Bosco. On the following day he called on him. As a result of
their conversation, he handed over all his Protestant books to Don
Bosco and reformed his life.

Don Bosco was certain that the Waldensians were making head-
way in various villages. His information came from all kinds of
people who, inexplicably but providentially, felt attracted to him.
Some candidly told him of the activities in Waldensian circles as
well as their plans and mounting success. There were those who
counseled Don Bosco not to give too much importance to these re-
ports, but he kept on the alert, gathered information, and passed it
on to the chancery. One of the officials displayed annoyance at the
importance that Don Bosco seemed to give such statements, but he
continued to do his duty, even at the cost of embarrassment.

Among other towns, the Waldensians had unobtrusively pene-
trated into Cirié * and were proselytizing. On hearing of this, Don

3 See Vol. 11, pp. 307-12. [Editor]
4 See Vol. 11, pp. 257-61; Vol. III, pp. 215-222. {Editor]
5 The town was some fourteen miles from Turin; at this time its population was

about 3,600 people. [Editor]
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Bosco again informed the chancery. “Do you mean to say that you
know more than we do?” replied the aforementioned official. “There
are two pastors in Ciri€ and they are not blind. Do you really believe
we don’t know what goes on? Does light come only from Valdocco?”
Don Bosco said nothing. Shortly thereafter things took such a bad
turn in Cirié that a mission was immediately called to counteract
Waldensian influence and refute its errors. Several other parishes
were also duly warned, thanks primarily to Don Bosco’s vigilance.

In the midst of these new concerns, Don Bosco learned that the
Waldensians intended to build a temple in Turin. His source of
information was a man named Wolff, a repentant fallen-away
Catholic who, through a pecularity of the human heart, felt he had
to reveal all the plans of his coreligionists to Don Bosco. The
Waldensians had requested municipal permission for a building site
near the city park. Since the sect numbered hardly more than two
hundred in Turin, the authorities denied the request even though
it was supported by the Attorney General at the Court of Appeals.
The Waldensians did not give up. On the strength of the royal
decrees of December 17, 1850 and January 17, 1851 which recog-
nized their right to build a church of their own, they purchased a
piece of land along Viale del Re, not far from the St. Aloysius Ora-
tory. The building department approved their plans for a church
and adjacent buildings, but the municipal authorities, anxious to
uphold their responsibility to the Catholics, stalled for time. How-
ever, when the Minister of the Interior, a man named Galvagno,
made it clear that royal decrees were not to be ignored, opposition
to sparing the city such an affront ceased. As the news spread, the
Turinese and all the Catholics in Piedmont were grieved and prayed
to God to spare their capital from such a scandal. The bishops,
acting collectively and officially in the name of the Church, the
Constitution, and the honor of the House of Savoy, sent a joint
letter of protest to the king, citing the penal and civil codes of the
realm. But their protests fell on deaf ears. Construction of the Wal-
densian church began immediately. Aid and comfort had been given
to those waging a bitterly fierce war against the Catholic Church.

As soon as Don Bosco learned of these developments, not con-
tent with what he had already done to offset the danger, he wrote
and published a pamphlet entitled Warnings to Catholics. We record
here its Foreword.



158 THE BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS OF SAINT JOHN BOSCO

Catholics, open your eyes! Countless snares are being laid to lure you
from the one, true, holy religion which can be found only in the Church
founded by Jesus Christ.

Our lawful shepherds, the bishops, appointed by God to protect us
from error and to teach us truth, have already repeatedly alerted us to
this danger.

The infallible voice of the Vicar of Jesus Christ has also warned us.
There are evil people who would like to tear your Faith from your hearts.
Such people deceive themselves and others; do not believe them!

United in heart and soul, rally around your shepherds who have always
taught you the truth.

Jesus said to St. Peter: “Thou art Peter and upon this rock I will build
My Church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against her, for I shall
be with her shepherds forever and ever.” [Cf. Matt. 16, 18]

To Peter and to his successors, and to no one else did He say this.
Whoever tells you anything contrary to this is deceiving you. Do not
believe him!

Be firmly convinced of these great truths: where St. Peter’s successor
is, there is the true Church. The only true Faith is the Catholic Faith.
One cannot be a Catholic unless he is united to the Pope.

Our pastors, especially our bishops, unite us to the Pope, and he unites
us with God.

Read the following warnings carefully. If you will carefully imprint
them into your heart, they will protect you from error.

What is briefly expounded here will soon be explained at greater length
in a book.

May Our Merciful Lord imbue all Catholics with such courage and
steadfastness that they will be faithful to the religion in which they were
fortunate to be born and raised: a steadfastness and courage that will
make us ready for any sacrifice, even death itself, sooner than betray in
word or deed our Faith, the sole true Faith. Without it there is no sal-
vation.

This proclamation, addressed no longer only to young people but
to the Piedmontese in general and to the Turinese in particular, was
followed by the little treatise, The Catholic Religion: Some Basic
Points, which had been published shortly before in the second edi-
tion of The Companion of Youth. It was a stopgap measure until
the publication of the new book Don Bosco was preparing on the
same subject. The new book, to be entitled The Well-Instructed
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Catholic, was to alert Catholics to the danger of heretical deviations,
teach them the more essential doctrines, expose the errors of the
Waldensians, check their evil influence, and thus solidly confirm
Catholics in their faith.

Warnings to Catholics enjoyed a huge success. Two hundred
thousand copies were circulated far and wide in just two years. It
delighted the faithful, but drove the Waldensians to fury. As the
Philistines of old, they had complacently thought that the road lay
clear before them to devastate the fields of the Lord, but a new
Samson had arisen in defense of the people of God to unmask their
intrigues, break their ranks, and rout their armies.

This book and many others that followed from Don Bosco’s pen
showed everyone that the press yielded the most powerful weapon
for defeating the enemies of the Church. This was the path to be
pursued in defense of beleaguered Christian society.

In those years every aspect of Catholicism seemed dormant. It
was Don Bosco’s clarion call that awakened the faithful of Turin
to action. Indefatigable in circulating his latest publication, he sent
one hundred and fifty copies to Father [Felix] Scesa, novice master
at Stresa, with a letter dated March 3, 1851. He also wrote about it
to his [former seminary] professor, Father [John Baptist] Appendini
at Villastellone.

Dearest Father:

1 am sending you one hundred copies of Warnings to Catholics. Let
me warn you that if you try to distribute them, you will arouse the anger
of the Gazzetta del Popolo,® and maybe of others. This booklet, tiny as
it is, is a nuisance to them. They would just love to get their hands on
as many copies as they can and burn them.

Nevertheless, if you will help circulate good books (an excellent work
of mercy) I guarantee you will be protected from their lightning bolts.

Your account stands as follows:

Books already shipped: Lire 1.95
100 copies of Warnings to Catholics: 5.00

Total: Lire 6.95

6 An anticlerical newspaper founded in 1848, [Editor]
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I hope to come and see you and will collect then. Love me in the
Lord and let me know if I can help you in anything. I shall be delighted
if I can be of any service. With filial affection I remain,

Your most grateful pupil,

Fr. John Bosco
Leader of the Little Rascals

Unfortunately, the Waldensians had friends among the legislators
who never passed up an opportunity to propose bills and launch
new accusations against the Church. In March Parliament witnessed
a heated debate on the teaching of theology at the university. The
course was charged with antiquated and demoralizing errors. Loud
requests were made for improvement, especially by promoting bibli-
cal studies as the Protestants were doing. It was proposed that the
government appoint professors in the schools operated by the bish-
ops, that the theology department at the university be freed from
episcopal jurisdiction, and that oratories and confraternities in the
universities and other educational institutions be abolished, leaving
students completely free to be atheists or believers. Count Camillo
Cavour, who had not yet declared himself an anticlerical, spoke
somewhat in favor of episcopal control. Thus, at this time the only
effect of these furious outbursts was a letter from the Minister of
Public Educatioa to the bishops in which he attempted to impose
certain conditions on the teaching of theology. The bishops pro-
tested vigorously.

The anticlericals were peeved because all the professors in the
department of theology at the University of Turin, except the pro-
fessor of canon law, [Johann Nepomukj Nuytz, were orthodox.
Nuytz, an obscure lay theologian whose knowledge of history Ieft
much to be desired, had adopted the ideas of Febronius and van
Espen and was a Jansenist. He had been on the faculty for several
years and had purposely been given that post to pervert his young
ecclesiastical students. He championed very grave errors on the
rights of the Church and the State, the sacrament of marriage, and
canonical penalties. Some of his treatises had been condemned by
a papal brief [on August 22, 1851] but the press and the govern-
ment supported him. The bishops of the realm appealed to the king
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to end such a scandal, and their protest was partially successful.
Lectures on canon law were suspended and shortly thereafter Nuytz
was replaced by Filiberto Pateri, who was no less a royalist and
opponent of the prerogatives of the Church, although somewhat less
outspoken. Nuytz died in 1876, refusing to recant, without receiv-
ing the Last Sacraments.

Meanwhile, in that year [1851] the Minister of Public Education
tried to attract clerical students to the university by urging the
chancery to inform them that in the matter of benefices the govern-
ment would continue to give preference to those priests who had
obtained university diplomas. The bishops, however, refused to
allow seminarians to take courses in canon law at the university.

This was not all. Error was to be given not only freedom but
other benefits too. On March 16, 1851, a royal decree reduced the
equestrian order.of SS. Maurice and Lazarus, founded by papal
authority and endowed with church property and revenue, to lay
status and abolished the religious profession demanded of its mem-
bers and beneficiaries. As a result, honors and revenues could now
also be conferred upon Jews and non-Catholics. We have dwelt in
detail on these matters so that the reader may better appreciate the
struggle in which Don Bosco was engaged.

Meantime, one of Don Bosco’s most ardent wishes was being ful-
filled. On February 2, Feast of the Purification of the Blessed Virgin
(which was celebrated that year at the Oratory jointly with the ex-
ternal solemnity of St. Francis de Sales), Joseph Buzzetti, Felix
Reviglio, James Bellia, and Charles Gastini donned the clerical
habit,” The ceremony was performed by Father Joseph Ortalda, a
canon of the cathedral, who on this joyful occasion chose for his
Gospel text: “Behold, this child is destined for the fall and for
the rise of many.” [Luke 2, 34] He told the new clerics what their
mission would be if they remained faithful to the grace they had
received.

Overjoyed, Don Bosco was not content with the church ceremony
alone but also gave a special dinner to which he invited Canon
Ortalda, Father Nicco, Canon [Louis] Nasi, and Canon [August]

7 See Chapter 14. [Editor]
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Berta. It was a dinner never to be forgotten. The cooks proved their
skill, for Don Bosco was never niggardly with his friends. None of
the guests, however, were able to eat a meat course or sip the after-
dinner coffec because of a strange mishap in the kitchen. While
Mamma Margaret was busy setting the table, her sister Marianne
(who after the death of Father Joseph Lacqua had come to the
Oratory) had inadvertently cooked the meat in the same pot
Mamma Margaret had used to prepare the coffee. How this mishap
was not discovered in time we cannot explain. As late as 1901
Canon Berta still recalled the inexplicable weird taste of the meat
and the coffee that none of the guests were able to swallow although
they politely refrained from any outward display of disgust. We then
explained the mystery to him to his great amusement. He, in turn,
told us admiringly how Don Bosco had eaten his small portion of
coffee-flavored meat and sipped the greasy coffee as if nothing were
wrong with either.

The very next day after donning the cassock, the four new clerics
started their philosophy courses under Father [Lawrence] Farina
and Father [Joseph] Mottura, with Canon Berta as their mentor.
After a few months Don Bosco had each of them petition the king
for a subsidy, and it was granted.®

Thus Don Bosco could at last entertain the hope that the new
clerics would remain with him, but in spite of all his efforts it did
not turn out that way. As we shall see later, two of them discon-
tinued their studies, and the other two, for reasons beyond their
control, had to leave the Oratory to join the diocesan clergy. They
were exemplary priests. [Felix] Reviglio, however, immediately be-
came Don Bosco’s assistant at the Oratory for both day boys and
boarders until 1857. The other three alsc were of great assistance
to him in teaching catechism to day boys and boarders, in super-
vising them in church and in the playground, and in teaching vocal
music.

Mamma Margaret was thrilled to see so many vocations flourish
about Don Bosco. Although retiring, she was endowed with deep
common sense and she knew what was proper and what was not.

8 In this edition we have transferred to Appendix § one of the four replies re-
ceived. [Editor]
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From the moment Don Bosco had his first clerics and priests sit at
table with him, she refrained from joining them. Don Bosco wished
her to be present on certain occasions, but she always had some ex-
cuse. For example, when he sometimes invited some of the better
boys to his table, he insisted that she also join them on the pretext
that her presence in their midst would prevent loud talk, sloppiness,
or other bad table manners. He was particularly insistent on those
occasions when there were strangers as guests. Mamma Margaret
obliged, even if unwillingly, for awhile, but then was seen no more.
“It is no place for me,” she told Don Bosco. “It just doesn’t seem
right for a woman to be there.”

Mamma Margaret had a serene disposition, to be sure, but we
must not imagine that her life at Valdocco was all roses. She loved
order and thrift and would not: countenance waste of things that
had cost work and money. Yet who could prevent very lively young-
sters from thoughtlessly and frequently causing considerable dam-
age that was bound to distress her?

After one of many such instances, one day in 1851 Mamma Mar-
garet went to Don Bosco and said, “Listen, Don Bosco. You can
see it’s impossible for me to keep things in order in the house. Your
boys are up to some new mischief every day. They throw all my
clean linen on the ground when it’s supposed to be drying in the
sun. They trample my vegetables in the garden. They take no care
of their clothes and tear them into tatters beyond mending. They
keep losing handkerchiefs, ties, and socks. They misplace shirts and
underwear and can never find them. They take pots and pans from
the kitchen to play with, and I lose half a day getting them back.
To put it bluntly, they are driving me crazy. I was much happier
when I sat weaving in the stable without all this bother and anxiety.
I want to go back to Becchi and live out my last few days in peace.”

Don Bosco gazed at her for a moment. Deeply moved, he silently
pointed to the crucifix hanging on the wall. Margaret looked and
her eyes filled with tears. “You’re right!” she exclaimed. “Quite
right!” Without further ado she went back to her chores.

From that moment, she never uttered another word of complaint.
Indeed, after that nothing seemed to upset her. One day a boy was
having a lot of fun frightening the chickens and chasing them
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through the open meadows. Marianne, Margaret’s sister, yelling at
him for all she was worth to leave them alone, was desperately try-
ing to drive them back to the chicken coop. Margaret came out to
see what the shouting was all about and calmly told her sister, “Oh,
don’t get so excited. What can you expect? Don’t you see they just
can’t stay still?”

Of course, some of the Oratory boys were thoughtless. However,
all were very deeply attached to Don Bosco and retained their affec-
tion for him even after they returned to their families and pursued
their careers and callings. Among the many proofs of this affection
which we could adduce, we have chosen two letters from one of his
pupils, Anthony Comba,

The first, addressed to Don Bosco, is postmarked Rumilly, Savoy,
February 16, 1851.

I can’t tell you how happy I am to receive one of your longed-for let-
ters. How often I recall our dear, happy Oratory! How many times do
I return in thought in one guise or another. Don’t think that I could ever
be so ungrateful as to forget the Oratory so soon. I shall always remem-
ber it. Really, the happy days I spent there are indelibly impressed upon
my memory.

T am very glad to hear of my companions’ success in donning the cler-
ical habit, With God’s help I hope to do the same in the near future. My
school subjects take much work, but that suits me fine. I've managed to
rank second in the class. We have a very fine superior who lived in Rome
a long time; he speaks beautiful Italian and teaches it to us on Fridays.
Sometimes I call on him and converse in this language.? We're very good
friends and I've chosen him as my confessor. The other teachers are very
good too. We boarders are fifty-seven. On Tuesdays, Thursdays, and
Sundays after lunch we all go out for a walk. I have no more to tell
you, except to ask that you remember me most cordially to your mother,
to your brother Joseph, to Father Grassino, to Savio, Bellia, Buzzetti,
Gastini, Reviglio, Angeleri, Piumatis, Aellisio, Tomatis, Canale, Arnaud,
etc., etc. And don’t forget Father Viola, Father Borel, and Father Car-
pano, etc., etc. I'd be very happy to get a letter from my friend Bellia;
please tell him to give me news of Turin and to send me a copy of the

9 At this time in Piedmont the local dialect rather than Italian was commounly
used in conversation. {Editor]
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song E consumato il calice with the first bar of the music. I think Buz-
zetti has a printed copy. When you write [save your money], don’t put
stamps on the envelope.

This warm affection was not short-lived. Much later he wrote

again,
Montauroux, September 11, 1882

My dear friend and schoolmate Father Rua,

Let me first sincerely thank you and Father Lago *° for your affec-
tionate letter of August 15 last. It pleased us no end. Many, many thanks.
My whole family has recited the prayers you prescribed. Thanks to
Our Eucharistic Lord, to the Blessed Virgin, Help of Christians, and to
the powerful prayers of our ever beloved Father,, Don Bosco, and to
those offered by all of you, dearest friends and brothers, we were de-
lighted to see my dear wife able to attend Mass on the beautiful feast
day of Our Lady’s Nativity. Once, when I was in Savoy, Don Bosco wrote
to me, “Live in the holy fear of God, love me always in the Lord, and
know that if I can ever be of help to you in anything, you will always
find a most affectionate friend in me. Father John Bosco.” I have always
loved our good Don Bosco, I have never forgotten the QOratory or my
dear companions there, and I still fondly recall the little songs of those
happy days long ago.!!
Good-bye Father Rua, good-bye my dear companions and friends.
Good-bye.
Ever affectionately yours,

Anthony Comba

We shall now resume the thread of our narrative. In February
Don Bosco obtained another spiritual favor from the Holy Father.
Well aware of the value of indulgences, he fully realized that a
plenary indulgence meant the total remission of temporal penalty.
“Treasure indulgences,” he often told his boys. It was in this spirit
that he petitioned the Pope as follows:

10 Angelo Lago, a druggist with his own store in a town in Piedmont, having
been influenced by Don Bosco, became a Salesian, studied for the priesthood, and
was ardained at the age of forty-three. He died a saintly death on March 14, 1914.
[Editor]

11 Two songs that were part of the letter have been omitted in this edition.

[Editor]
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Most Holy Father:

The Reverend Johu Bosco and his fellow priests who labor in the
oratories for young workers in the city of Turin humbly request a plenary
indulgence on the last Sunday of each month for all the boys attending
the aforesaid oratories provided they have received the sacraments of
Penance and Holy Eucharist.

For which grace, etc. . ..

[The request was granted.] 12

12 In this edition we have omitted the papal rescript. [Editor]



CHAPTER 21

Purchase of the Pinardi Property

THE Oratory up to this time was still on leased premises.
Renting the entire Pinardi house * had been a very wise move on
Don Bosco’s part from a moral standpoint, even though it was ex-
pensive, but it did not guarantee the Oratory’s future. The former
tenants were still resentful and loudly protested their eviction, shout-
ing to whoever would listen: “For years people used to come to
this place for a little fun in their leisure hours. Isn’t it a shame that
it should have fallen into the hands of an intolerant priest?”

Meanwhile an individual who was eager to return to this old
haunt and restore it as a den of iniquity and a money-making enter-
prise offered Mr. [Francis] Pinardi almost double the rent Don Bosco
was paying. But Mr. Pinardi, an honest man, had no intention of
breaking his word. Besides, happy at seeing his house serve a phil-
anthropic purpose, he had often offered Don Bosco the option to
buy it. However, either because he overestimated its value or because
he needed the money, he was asking the exorbitant sum of eighty
thousand lire. Whenever he mentioned this figure, Don Bosco would
invariably reply that it was far beyond his means.

“Make me an offer then, and we’ll see!” Pinardi would insist.

“How could 1, after such an exorbitant request?”

“Can we make it sixty thousand?”

“Forgive me, but I can’t make an offer.”

“Well, I'll practically give it away—fifty thousand!”

“Let’s have no hard feelings, but please forget it,” replied Don
Bosco.

At this time a young engineer, [Anthony] Spezia, was living near

1 See Vol. III, pp. 364f. [Editor]
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the Oratory. Don Bosco ran into him one morning and, struck by
his clean-cut look, stopped to exchange a few words with him and
find out what his job was. “I've just received my diploma as an
architect,” replied the young man, “and now I'm looking for work.”

Don Bosco invited him to take a look at the Pinardi house and to
quote a fair price for the building, its adjacent shed, and the sur-
rounding lot. The young architect begged to be excused, pleading
inexperience, but in the end he gave in. His quotation, rather high,
ran between twenty-five and thirty thousand lire. When they parted,
Don Bosco said: “T'll be needing you again; wait and see.” Mr.
Spezia recalled these words when [years later] Don Bosco commis-
sioned him to draw up plans for the church of Mary Help of
Christians.

It did not look as though the Pinardi house could be purchased
at that time. There was not even the shadow of a possibility that
Don Bosco could put together such a huge sum; furthermore, neither
he nor his mother had any resources left after having disposed of
all of their property on behalf of the boys. Indeed, in those days
they sometimes could not even afford to buy bread.

But at the beginning of 1851 God showed that He was the master
of all hearts and that He had destined that site for our Oratory. It
was a Sunday afternoon. The boys were in the chapel listening to
Father Borel’s sermon while Don Bosco stood at the playground
gates to hurry the late comers. Suddenly a violent quarrel broke out
in the nearby tavern. In the scuffie an army officer received a blow
on the head and fell to the floor bleeding profusely. At that very
moment Mr. Pinardi showed up, fuming with indignation. He had
often been summoned by the police to give evidence on similar bloody
brawls, and he just could not stand the nuisance and the risk of in-
curring the vengeance of the persons involved any longer. Looking
very worried, he went up to Don Bosco and declared: “I'm just fed
up! I've decided to put an end to all this. I've had enough of brawls
and more brawls.”

“I would like to buy this house,” Don Bosco said, “but you don’t
want to sell. As long as you keep it, the troubles will be yours.”

“I don’t want to sell?” exclaimed Mr. Pinardi. Then, in a tone
that was half-serious, half-joking, he continued, “I have some news
for you. You are going to buy my house!”
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“Easy,” Don Bosco replied. “T'll buy it, if the price is right!”

“Of course.”

“Well, let’s hear it.”

“Eighty thousand.”

“I can’t make any counteroffers.”

“Just try.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because what you ask is exorbitant, and I don’t want to offend
you.” i
“Make me an offer anyway.”

“Would you really let me have it for what it’s worth?”

“I give you my word.”

“Let’s first shake hands and then I’ll make my offer.”

“How much then?”

“A few months ago,” Don Bosco added “I had it appraised by
someone who is both your friend and mine. He told me that, as it
stands, the property is not worth more than twenty-six or twenty-
eight thousand lire. I'll make it thirty for a quick deal.”

“Would you also throw in a five-hundred lire brooch for my
wife?”

“Yes, I'll make her that present.”

“Will you pay cash?”

“I will pay cash.”

“When shall we draw up the deed?”

“Whenever you like.”

“Within two weeks, in one cash payment.”

“As you say.”

“And a fine of one hundred thousand lire for the one who goes
back on his word.”

“Amen,” Don Bosco said. “And to top it off, if it’s all right with
you, I'll even give a dinner and you can invite your friends.”

“Even nine or ten?”

“Even nine or ten.” Thus in a matter of minutes the deal was
closed.

Don Bosco was very anxious to buy the house before Mr. Pinardi
might change his mind and sell to a higher bidder. But where was
he to find thirty thousand lire, and in so short a time?
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He immediately dispatched a letter to Father Rosmini at Stresa.

Turin, January 7, 1851
Very Reverend Father,

I duly wish to inform you that while the plan for the new building we
talked about was being drawn up, something better showed up.

For personal reasons, the proprietor of the house in which I am now
living has decided to sell. As a result of our discussions we could close
the deal on this property with 28,500 lire. The house has twenty rooms;
the plot of land, entirely enclosed by a wall, measures 27,162 square feet.

May I point out that selling at our leisure what we have already bought
for the new building will bring in no less than thirty thousand lire. Thus
we would merely be exchanging one site for another of equal value and
layout. The two sites are adjacent and both are about the same distance
from downtown.

If you could now loan the sum we have already discussed, you would
be doing something very advantageous to the Oratory. This property
could be paid for in full, and your money would be invested in a mort-
gage-free building and plot. We could remodel! the building and in doing
so turn part of it into the hospice we talked about.

Father Puecher, Father Scesa, and Father Pauli2? are already fully
acquainted with the place, which is actually the site of the Oratory of St.
Francis de Sales for both day boys and boarders. A word from you and
I shall close this deal.

Hoping that you wil: go along with me in this enterprise, which I am
sure will be for the greater glory of God, I wish you every blessing from
God. I am honored to be,

Your most obedient servant,

Fr. John Bosco

Father [Charles] Gilardi promptly replied on behalf of Father
Rosmini.

Stresa, January 10, 1851
Very Reverend and dear Don Bosco,

In reply to your letter of January 7, my very reverend superior, Father
Antonio Rosmini, sends you his warmest regards and instructs me to
inform you that if the site and building you now occupy in Valdocco is
on sale and truly free of mortgage or any other lien, he would most gladly

2 Rosminian priests. [Editor]
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loan you twenty thousand lire at the terms already stipulated. You may
therefore count on this sum which will be paid to you partly in cash and
partly in government bonds. Give the word, and we shall draw up a
contract.

I am glad of this opportunity to wish you and your charitable enter-
prises every blessing from the Lord for the New Year just begun and for
many others. Please remember me to your good mother and believe me
to be always,

Your devoted servant,

Fr. Charles Gilardi

Twenty thousand lire, however, was not thirty thousand. Don
Bosco still had to find the balance. God, who never abandons His
servants in need, completed the work He had started. One Sunday
evening Father Joseph Cafasso came to the Oratory. It was rather
unusual for him to come on Sundays since he was always busy in
St. Francis of Assisi Church. He went up to Don Bosco and told
him, “I have some news for you which will surely not displease you.
A good lady, Countess Casazza-Riccardi, has asked me to bring you
ten thousand lire to be spent as you see fit for the glory of God.”

“Thanks be to God,” answered Don Bosco. “This is precisely the
sum I needed.” Then he told him how he had just closed the deal
to purchase the Pinardi house and was now wracking his brains to
find the remainder of the stipulated sum. The two priests could not
but see in this the hand of God. Mr. Pinardi in turn was utterly
amazed when, on January 14, barely one week after the oral agree-
ment, Don Bosco went up to him and said, “The money is ready;
draw up the contract.” They agreed on an informal down payment
of two thousand lire the following day while the contract was being
drawn. They also had the dinner as Don Bosco had promised.

Meanwhile Don Bosco lost no time in getting the contract ready.
He also hastened to inform Father Gilardi.

Turin, January 15, 1851
Dear Reverend Father:

After receiving your welcome letter on behalf of your superior, Rev-
erend Father Rosmini, I fully investigated the matter of Mr. Pinardi’s
house and found that it is truly free of all mortgages and other liens. I
have therefore drawn up the contract of purchase.
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In drawing up this instrument there will be no other mortgage placed
on the estate save the twenty thousand lire loaned by my benefactor,
Father Rosmini. All that remains is for him to delegate someone to verify
that the estate is truly free of all liens and sign the agreement.

Please convey my sincerest thanks to your reverend superior for all
that he is doing for us. I hope that this act of charity for the greater glory
of God may draw abundant blessings for him and his institute.

Almost daily I spend a little time with our dear Costantino and Nico-
lino.? Love me in the Lord, and believe me to be with all my heart in
Jesus Christ,

Your grateful servant,

Fr. John Bosco
P.S. Excuse the hurry. My little rascals are making considerable noise.

Father Charles Gilardi, procurator general of the Rosminian
Fathers, finally came to Turin with the twenty thousand lire. “God
Himself sent this money,” exclaimed Don Bosco. And he said this
with such feeling that Father Gilardi was moved.

The notary’s deed reads as follows:

On February 19, 1851, through the notary Turvano, Francis Pinardi
sells the land and buildings adjoining the property of the Filippi brothers
to the north and east, the Via Giardiniera on the south, and the property
of Mrs. Mary Bellezza cn the west to the Reverend Fathers John Bosco,
John Borel, Robert Murialdo, and Joseph Cafasso, for the sum of 28,500
lire: * twenty thousand to be paid by the Reverend Charles Gilardi, repre-
senting Father Anthony Rosmini, and the balance by private deed.

Another thirty-five hundred lire were still needed for incidentals.
Commendatore Joseph Cotta, in whose bank the deed was drawn
up, donated the sum. This gentleman was a principal benefactor and
supporter of the Oratory throughout his life.

As we can see, on this occasion Don Bosco received another
proof that Divine Providence favored his work. This imbued him
with a renewed trust and an even firmer conviction that God would
not abandon him in the future. We believe that this trust and con-
viction, never failing in the course of nearly fifty years, account in

3 Two Rosminian clerics who were studying in Turin. [Editor]

1 We cannot explain this variance. Don Bosco’s previous offer stood at 30,000 lire.
See p. 169. [Editor]
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the main for Don Bosco’s untiring activity. He may have seemed
somewhat overventuresome at times, but in the light of his success-
ful enterprises we must rightfully view him as the man of Providence.

He performed this role with the generous cooperation of many
good Christians. Among these was Father Rosmini, who provided
the greater part of the means necessary for giving the Oratory of
St. Francis de Sales a home of its own. Upon granting the loan at
four percent interest, he had stipulated that the interest was to be
paid upon request, but he never pressed for payment of interest or
amortization. Nevertheless, Don Bosco faithfully met his obligations,
settling accounts every year with Father Gilardi, the Rosminian
procurator. Father Rosmini remained Don Bosco’s friend through-
out his life, and so did the priests of his’ institute. Don Bosco, also
out of gratitude, reciprocated their affection, as we have been able
to see from his letters. We shall quote one of them here because it
sheds light on sermons that Don Bosco delivered during this period.
The letter is addressed to another Rosminian who had been trans-
ferred to St. Michael's Abbey and Shrine.

January 18, 1851
Dear Father Fradelizio,

I admit my negligence; what with many occupations and trips here and
there, and the additional fact that I am a rascal, I have not replied to
your very kind letters. Hence I plead guilty without further excuses and
beg your gracious pardon.

I am sending you the books you requested plus a few other small items
which I think will please the boys who have found a father in you. I also
enclose a statement of expenses on several errands for you in Turin.

I was very sorry to have missed you when you came to Turin; but now
that you are much closer than when you were at Stresa, I hope to see
you here at the headquarters of my little rascals soon. I consider your
transfer a providential act. I am sure it will benefit the population of the
area. Your generous heart can and desires to do good, and the people
will respond.

Give my regards to Father Caesar and to the others I know there. Love
me in the Lord. If there is anything I can do for you, I promise not to be
as neglectful as I have been until now.

Your most affectionate friend,
Fr. John Bosco



CHAPTER 22

The Man of Divine Providence

THE purchase and sale of Father Moretta’s house ' and
the acquisition of the Pinardi property and the field which we shall
refer to as the field of Mary, Help of Christians, were for Don Bosco
initial steps in facing a new challenge to which the Lord had sum-
moned him,

Contrary to what some shortsighted people believed, Don Bosco
was not working for self-aggrandizement. In a materialistic and
money-oriented century in which economics, machines, and power-
ful trusts were all that counted, and amid speculators and bankers,
self-centered people uninterested in or scornful of Divine Provi-
dence and preoccupied only with accumulating wealth, their symbol
of power, God raised an extraordinary man—a man without means,
a nobody in the eyes of the world, a financial nonentity unschooled
in business methods., And yet this man would make his undertakings
grow to vast proportions; he would handle huge sums provided by
charity and spend them for the glory of God and the salvation of
souls.

Detached as he was from earthly possessions, Don Bosco valued
money only as a means to an end. Here we should pause and reflect
on Don Bosco's life as a whole. He was fully aware of the dignity of
his office as steward of Divine Providence, and like a faithful servant
he began to put to work the talents which his Master had allotted
to him. He took as his rule the maxim of St. Ignatius Loyola: “Work
as though the outcome of any undertaking depended entirely upon
your efforts, and at the same time distrust yourself as though every-
thing depended entirely on the Lord.” This is the reason why in

1 See Vol. 111, pp. 324, 327f. [Editor]
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countless different ways he appealed to the Christian charity of the
faithful, unmindful of difficuities and sufferings until he had reached
his goal. He never failed because God rewarded his virtue. When
he was without funds, the bank to which he had recourse was that
of Divine Providence. To make himself eligible for its assistance,
he lived in true evangelical poverty and demanded the same of his
pupils. But before launching any project, he always meditated on it
at great length, asked prayers of his boys and other devout souls,
and to his very last day constantly sought advice from prudent
priests, from his immediate ecclesiastical superiors, and from the
Pope himself in order to make sure that he was truly carrying out
the will of God. All of this has been attested to by Father Rua and
others who lived with Don Bosco.

His voluntary poverty, his spirit-of prayer, and his sincere humil-
ity qualified him for his mission. To this must be added his unswerv-
ing confidence in God, as can be gathered from Bishop Cagliero and
Father Rua in the following statement:

Don Bosco used to say, as we often heard him, “God is my Master.
He it is who inspires and sustains my undertakings; I am but His instru-
ment. God is bound to avoid cutting a sorry figure. Besides, the Blessed
Virgin is my protectress and my treasurer.”

When means were lacking or other difficuities arose, Don Bosco
looked even more cheerful than usual and told more jokes. If he
appeared to be in a lighter mood it meant that he really had trou-
bles. Realizing this to be so, we would do a little probing and learn
of new and serious difficulties that had arisen. Undaunted, he found
courage in St. Paul’s words, “I can do all things in Him who strength-
ens me.” [Phil. 4, 13] He was convinced that after putting him to
the test, God would help him as He had done before.

No one ever detected the least sign of vexation or boredom in
him. His round-the-clock worries, day after day, seemed not to
bother him at all; it was as if they were somebody else’s problems.
He never gave himself airs; his demeanor was always humble as if
he were a nobody who had never done anything worth mentioning.

Yet it was not easy to handle all the money which Divine Provi-
dence sent to him, because he necessarily had to depend also on the
help of others. He cautiously prepared his plans, carefully selected
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his assistants, meticulously looked for ways to keep operating costs
as low as possible, and minutely examined contracts (without giving
the appearance of distrust). Once he had chosen an assistant of
proven honesty, he trusted him implicitly, following the example of
the high priest Joiada in the days of King Joas during the restoration
of the Temple: “And they reckoned not with the men that received
the money to distribute it to the workmen; but they bestowed it
faithfully.” {4 Kings 12, 15]

Openhearted and incapable of guile, Don Bosco believed others
to be as honest as himself. Unfamiliar with devious business prac-
tices, he was often deceived by false estimates and had to spend
much more than originally planned. Occasionally, especially in the
beginning, his suppliers defrauded him in various ways; now and
then, in straitened circumstances, he was obliged to do business with
unscrupulous people and undersell or overpay. There were frauds
and thefts because Don Bosco could not keep an eye on everything.
This should not cause surprise. Did not Jesus entrust to Judas the
purse containing alms?

As his schools multiplied, Don Bosco sought assistants among
the members of his own congregation and at last found men of
proven honesty. Some of them, however, lacked the necessary busi-
ness experience; thus the schools they directed were often without
financial means and Don Bosco could not always support them.
More than once the debts of the Oratory rose perilously, and there
was no money. Still, even when bankruptcy seemed inevitable, Don
Bosco always managed to meet his obligations; his creditors never
lost a penny. He continued to open new schools and provide shelter
and training and all the necessities for an increasing number of boys.
In France, Austria, and England, Don Bosco’s name was sufficient
guarantee for the suppliers of his houses. Mere verbal agreement
or his signature sufficed to qualify him for loans. In [South] America
some banks first granted substantial loans to the local Salesian houses
and then mailed the blank promissory notes to Don Bosco for his
signature!

This continuous, evident miracle went on for almost half a cen-
tury. It is obvious that in a materialistic age God had chosen Don
Bosco as tangible proof of what Divine Providence could do for a
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man who, not relying on human resources, put unlimited trust in
God.

As our narrative proceeds we must also bear in mind this aspect
of Don Bosco’s mission. As early as 1851, for example, in talks
with Father Cafasso, Father Borel, and Father Giacomelli, Don
Bosco repeatedly mentioned his intention to commence work within
a short time on a new, vast Oratory. One day early that year, as his
boys crowded around him, he talked to them about the large build-
ing that would soon rise in Valdocco, vividly describing the porticoes
enclosing the spacious playground, the solemn liturgical services in
a large church echoing to. the strains of majestic music, and the
people flocking to it. It was as if all these things were actually taking
place before their eyes.

In March [1851] Don Bosco decided to start the construction of
a new chapel that would be more decorous and more adequate to
the increasing number of boys. As has already been narrated,® the
old chapel had been enlarged by the addition of several smalil rooms,
but it was still too small and inconvenient, Being two steps below
the ground level, it was often flooded and damp in winter or when-
ever it rained. In summer, the low roof and poor ventilation made
the heat unbearable. Hardly a Sunday passed that some boy did
not faint. Thus it was not only desirable but imperative that a new
church be built in the interests of piety, the minimum of comfort,
and health.

But what means could Don Bosco count on, just after having
paid a large sum for the Pinardi building? We shall report here what
Joseph Brosio wrote to Father John Bonetti.

I came to see Don Bosco one¢ weekday and found him in the play-
ground reading a letter and looking very pensive. I asked him what was
the matter. He showed me the letter. It was from a supplier who was
threatening to sue him unless he immediately paid about two thousand
lire on an overdue account. I hung my head, thinking how terrible it
would be if Don Bosco had to appear in court and be condemned for in-
solvency. I heaved a sigh. But he remarked quite serenely, “Come, come,
Brosio. Don’t take it so hard. Do you really think Divine Providence is

2 See Vol. U1, pp. 416f. {Editor]
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going to abandon me? Let us pray together, and you'll see what the
Blessed Virgin can do for the Oratory!” I followed him into the chapel.
As we came out, a gentleman came up to Don Bosco and handed him the
money he so urgently needed. This money, however, was only a stop-
gap, for there were many other bills still unpaid, and daily expenses had
to be met.

If the chapel was far too small for so many boys, the living quarters
of the boarders posed the same problem. What could Don Bosco do?
Where could he find the money for so many needs? When I expressed
these worries to him, Don Bosco answered smilingly, I intend to hold
a lottery in the near future, but I don’t know where or with what. Do
you have any suggestions?”

“Well,” I replied, “you know many rich people. Ask them to donate
prizes. I'll do the same with several shopkeepers I know. We’ll have a
fine lottery; you’ll see!” We agreed to do just that. However, he did not
disclose to me how he would go about soliciting gifts. The drive for the
church eventually took care of the living quarters and the boys’ support
also. Thus the drive actually fulfilled a triple goal. He made this a prac-
tice in the future: he specified a main goal, but he planned it in such a
way as to secure also the means for two other equally important objec-
tives. He always succeeded.

At about this time Don Bosco remarked one evening to his
mother, “I think we should build a beautiful church in honor of
St. Francis de Sales.”

“Where will you get the money?” Margaret asked. “We have
already spent all we had on food and clothing for these poor boys.
Before taking on the building of a church, think it over carefully
and ask God to enlighten you,”

“That’s precisely what we're going to do. Now, if you had any
money, would you give it to me?”

“Of course I would!”

“Well then,” Don Bosco concluded, “God, who is much more
generous and goodhearted than you are, has money ail over the
world. And I hope He will give me some when and where it will be
needed for His greater glory.”

Full of confidence in God, Don Bosco one day sent for the archi-
tect, a man named [Frederick] Blanchier. He took him to the site
he had chosen for the church and asked him to draw a plan. At
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about the same time he also asked a contractor, Mr. Frederick
Bocca, if he would undertake the construction.

“Gladly,” Mr. Bocca answered.

“But I must warn you,” added Don Bosco, “that perhaps at times
money may be slow in coming.”

“In that case we'll slow down the job.”

“Not at all. I want the job to proceed quickly. The church should
be ready within a year.”

“Well then, we'll speed it up,” the contractor rejoined obligingly.

“Good! Then get started,” Don Bosco concluded. “Some money
is ready; Divine Providence will send the rest.”

While he was making these arrangements, Lent was approach-
ing. On the last two days of the carnival season,® the day boys and
the boarders of the Oratory made the Exercise for a Happy Death.
“I remember,” Canon [John Baptist] Anfossi wrote, “how Don Bosco
every year at the close of the carnival season would exhort us to
receive Holy Communion and make a Holy Hour before the Blessed
Sacrament to atone for the sins committed during that season. He
was moved to tears and so moved us too whenever he spoke of the
outrages committed against Our Lord, especially at carnival time.
He exhorted us further to carry out our practices of piety most
devoutly and gain a plenary indulgence, saying, ‘Let us make this
carnival a joyous one also for the poor souls in Purgatory by hasten-
ing their entrance into paradise.’ He also urged us not to forget our
benefactors, Consequently we boys felt no desire to go to town to
have fun, even though there were plenty of amusements and the
streets were full of people in fancy costumes. It never occurred to
us to ask permission to go out. But Don Bosco always saw to it that
we had plenty of fun with games and a stage play.”

By March 11 all the Lenten catechism classes were ready. Father
Peter Ponte, director of the St. Aloysius Oratory, was assisted by
a young priest, Father Felix Rossi, Father Leonard Murialdo helped
every Sunday, teaching catechism at the Guardian Angel Oratory
in Borgo Vanchiglia; his cousin, Father Robert Murialdo, later on
became its director. To assist these and other zealous priests, Don
Bosco sent not only his clerics but also his own boys from Valdocco.

3 The carnival season began on the feast of the Epiphany and reached its peak
on the last three days before Ash Wednesday. {Editor]
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He chose the more reliable and intelligent among them for this task,
which they fulfilled every Sunday throughout the year. In 1851 he
also sent several of them to teach catechism in the parish church of
SS. Simon and Jude, out of deference to the pastor within whose
jurisdiction the Valdocco Oratory was located. Except for a few
brief interruptions, Don Bosco provided this service for many years.

Don Bosco himself stayed at Valdocco but closely supervised the
catechetical instruction in all the oratories. Nicholas Cristino gives
the following account:

I was one of the first to attend the St. Aloysius Oratory, which I fre-
quented for several years. Don Bosco used to come many times, either
during Lent or in the course of the year, and was sometimes accompanied
by prominent people of Turin who helped him. He was always received
with great enthusiasm. He would preside at the catechism classes and
at the church services, preaching and arousing the zeal of his co-workers.
I often admired Don Bosco’s sway over all the boys. Occasionally some
hot-tempered boys would start a fight. Don Bosco would come up to
them and calmly say, “Cut it out. Cut it out.” At the same time he would
gently take hold of them by the ears, and immediately peace would be
restored.

Now and then he would reward the more diligent boys by taking them
out for dinner either to Father Vola’s villa in Santa Margherita or to the
good pastor at Sassi [in the outskirts of Turin across the Po River]. Min-
gling with the boys, he studied their inclinations, spirit of piety, and con-
duct, searching for some sign of a priestly vocation. He thought that I,
among others, might turn out well in this vocation, and he had Father
Peter Ponte teach me Latin. I did not succeed because my elder brother
did not have the patience to wait and see if, as I progressed in my studies,
my vocation would become clearer. I had to discontinue my classes and
learn a trade. But of the many others whom Don Bosco helped, some
became priests and others followed other honorable professions. Every-
one loved him; many were grateful to him and often visited him in Val-
docco. As for me, ever since he died I visit his tomb in Valsalice every
week.

Don Bosco showed the same solicitude for the Guardian Angel
Oratory in Borgo Vanchiglia.

Since Easter was approaching (in 1851 it fell on April 20),
priests were busy hearing confessions. As in previous years, the
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Capuchin Fathers of the Monte dei Cappuccini and the Oblates of
Our Lady of Consolation were tireless in hearing the boys’ confes-
sions at—respectively—the St. Aloysius and the St. Francis de Sales
oratories. The boys who were to make their First Holy Communion
had also learned a special hymn which Don Bosco had taught them
and which he incorporated that same year into The Companion of
Youth.

All diocesan and religious priests were doing their best in the city
and in the provinces, ministering to the spiritual needs of the popula-
tion. At the same time they were forming upright and loyal citizens
and bestowing many other moral and material benefits on the people.
The anticlericals, however, .were not interested in what was really
good for the people;.on the contrary, they were opposed to the
people’s good, and their greatest wish was to rob religion of all
influence over their lives.

Toward the end of March in Parliament {which now seemed a
stronghold of Protestantism), amid a torrent of anticlerical insults
and abuse, a bill was introduced for reforming the monastic orders.
It would have declared solemn vows before the age of twenty-one
illicit and invalid. It also would have made it mandatory for novices
(men or women) to live away from the monastery or convent for
at least six consecutive months during the two years preceding their
religious profession. Superiors who accepted a religious profession
in violation of -this law would be liable to banishment, while the
would-be religious would lose his or her civil rights. As matters
turned out, the bill did not come to the floor for a vote.

Plans for suppressing ecclesiastical benefices and religious orders
had not yet been fully worked out, but in a preliminary move heavy
taxes were levied on them. Although churches were exempted, the
properties of pastors and beneficiaries were hard hit by the new
legislation. On April 15 [1851], King Victor Emmanuel II abro-
gated tithes in Sardinia, and on May 23 he sanctioned the law of
mortmain, declaring it applicable to all provinces, municipalities,
and charitable institutes. But while the latter were taxed only one
half of one percent, religious institutions had to pay four percent.

Toward the end of May [1851], Don Bosco began work on the
new church. After demolishing part of the inner wall separating the
two playgrounds, workers began excavating for the foundations,
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which were laid at the beginning of the summer. Occasionally the
workmen would use blasphemous language. Don Bosco called them
together one day and begged them to refrain from such utterances.
As a reward he promised to treat them to a drink or two at the end
of the week. The workers agreed and loyally kept their word. For
more than a year thereafter Mamma Margaret brought them a small
cask of wine every week. This system worked wonders! It promoted
respect for God, it made friends for Don Bosco, and it quenched
the thirst of hardworking men.



CHAPTER 23

Raising Funds for a Church

][N preparation for his new church Don Bosco started a
fund-raising program. One of his first appeals was addressed to
Father Rosmini. .

’ Turin, May 28, 1851
Reverend and dear Father:

Your brief stay in Turin afforded me no opportunity to show you the
plans of our new church and the proposed alterations to our residence.
I therefore thought it advisable to get together some ten people experi-
enced in such matters and discuss with them the best way to carry out
these two projects.

We carefully studied the plans and their execution. For reasons of
hygiene and economy we decided to start with the church. Since we de-
pend entirely on the contributions of the faithful in order to meet our
expenses, I take the liberty of asking your generous assistance. The archi-
tect {Frederick Blanchier] has estimated the cost at thirty thousand lire.
We already have half that sum in donated material, money, and labor,
but we still need fifteen thousand lire. Please bear in mind that even the
smallest amount will be gratefully accepted. I would be most happy to
list you among the contributors to the construction of this church dedi-
cated to St. Francis de Sales, the first church ever built in Piedmont for
poor and abandoned boys.

As regards the alterations in the residence, we decided to add one story
and thus double the present accommodations. The funds for this project
will come from the sale of a parcel of land ! (some is already sold), the
prospects for which are promising.

I am sure you will continue to lend us a generous hand. I wish to thank
you with all my heart for everything you have done for us, and I pray
the Lord to grant you success in your endeavors for His greater glory.

1 See p. 170. [Editor]
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Please remember me in your fervent prayers. With deep gratitude and
veneration, I remain,
Your most grateful servant,

Fr. John Bosco

Father Gilardi replied promptly:

Stresa, June 1, 1851
Reverend and dear Don Bosco:

Our revered superior, Father Rosmini, was delighted to receive your
letter of May 28 and to see that God is blessing your untiring efforts by
sending you the necessary means for building a church and enlarging
the building for the scope your inspired charity has destined. He too
would gladly contribute a large donation if his present circumstances and
the heavy expenses incurred during the last few years (still weighing
upon him) did not make it impossible. Nevertheless, if it is agreeable
to you, he will gladly donate a number of his books to you. The proceeds
from their sale would help to defray the building costs. Please let me
know. If this meets with your approval, I shall send them. . ..

Fr. [Charles] Gilardi

Gratefully, Don Bosco replied as follows:

Turin, June 4, 1851
Reverend and dear Father:

Through you I thank your revered superior, Father Rosmini, for his
contribution to our new church whose construction has just started.

Beggars are not choosers, and therefore any donation is gratefully re-
ceived. I trust the books may be easily converted into cash. Please let
me know how you plan to send them so that I may be ready to receive
them. It would also be very helpful if you would let me know their list
price.

I was very sorry to hear the news of Father Charles Rusca; I trust
that his sickness will not be “unto death.” [John 11, 4] At any rate I
have already prayed and shall continue to pray that God’s most holy
will be done.

Thanking you with all my heart, I remain,

Your most cbedient servant,
Fr. John Bosco
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Meanwhile, as was his practice whenever he was about to start
anything of great importance, Don Bosco decided to pay a visit to
the shrine of Our Lady of Oropa to invoke with all his heart Her
motherly assistance. For this information we are indebted to James
Bellia who gave us the following account.

At my request he came to Pettinengo to close the May devotions. It
was the first time that such a solemn ceremony had been held in our
village. In his sermon Don Bosco, taking his cue from a bouquet of lilies,
- roses, violets, and other flowers, invited his hearers to practice the vir-
tues these flowers symbolized as a means of pleasing Our Blessed Mother.
He stayed with us for a week, edifying us and hearing several confessions
in our own house.

He then went to Biella. On requesting permission to say Mass in St.
Philip’s Church, he realized he had forgotten his celebret. When asked
whether he knew ‘anyone there who could vouch for him, he gave the
name of Father Goggia whom he knew only by reputation. At that very
moment Father Goggia was entering the sacristy. As soon as the two
priests saw each other they embraced (a thing which Don Bosco did
only on very rare occasions) and called each other by name, although
they had never before met. I was amazed, since no one had even uttered
Don Bosco’s name. With the others present I was privileged to witness
the meeting of two holy men.

From Biella Don Bosco went to Oropa where he celebrated Mass.
The rector invited him to return and stay for a period of three months
as a guest. He suggested that this would give Don Bosco time to write
books; his only obligation would be to say Mass for the pilgrims. The
prospect of a few weeks of peace and prayer before the Sacred Image,
time permitting, appealed to Don Bosco, and he gladly and gratefully
accepted. However, by the time he finally returned to Oropa, there had
been a change in the administration and he could not stay [as originally
agreed).

Thus is the witness of James Bellia. Upon his return from Oropa
Don Bosco quickly went ahead with the plans for the future church
and submitted them to the municipal authorities for approval. Then
he began to solicit a great number of potential contributors, point-
ing out to them how a church was badly needed in the Valdocco
district. He also enclosed a blank on which they could list their
donation.?

2 A footnote describing this blank has been omitted in this edition. jEditor)
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He continued this letter-writing campaign for several months.
Among the replies were those from the bishops of Piedmont, whom
he had earnestly asked to promote subscriptions in their own dio-
ceses. All were very sympathetic to his plans but regretted their
inability to contribute financially since they too were meeting sim-
ilar difficulties: churches under construction or repair, decline in
contributions, charitable institutions to support in poor dioceses,
etc. . . . Nevertheless, while assuring him that in due course they
would meet his expectations, some did send a token offering for the
time being and others volunteered to fulfill Mass obligations for him
and donate the stipend.

Particularly noteworthy is the deference that marked their replies.
Bishop [Louis Fantini] of Fossano wrote: “Continue your work with
all possible speed, for Divine Providence will not abandon you. May
our friendship be ever enduring.” Bishop [Constantius Fea] of Alba
wrote: “God will not fail you in the noble task you have undertaken.
I shall invoke His blessing on you.” Bishop [John Anthony Odone]
of Susa replied: “Father Gey has forwarded me your esteemed letter
in which you acquaint me with your plans for a church. You will
thus add to your many undertakings (inspired by the Lord) on
behalf of poor and abandoned youth.” Bishop [John Anthony
Gianotti] of Saluzzo commented: “I cannot do as much as I would
like to. At any rate, here is a proof of my esteem for your holy and
zealous undertaking.” Bishop [Pio Vincent Forzani] of Vigevano
wrote: “Ever engaged as you are in good works, you will store up
yet a new reward and blessing in heaven with the church you have
planned to build for the faithful residing in the area between Borgo
Dora and Martinetto.”

The following letter from Bishop John Thomas [Ghilardi] of
Mondovi seems to embody the sentiments expressed by the other
bishops.

Mondovi, August 12, 1867
Very Reverend Father:

Whenever I hear of you or your zealous undertakings on behalf of
young people, I always thank the Lord for having inspired you with such
zeal for the welfare of souls in these troubled, perverse times. You can
well imagine how gladly I would help you ensure the success of your
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new undertaking, Unfortunately, I myself have assumed so many obli-
gations and incurred so many expenses that for the moment I can con-
tribute nothing but my moral support. Just to mention one item, I have
four churches under construction, two of them parish churches. I defi-
nitely have to contribute all I can to these projects because they were
begun at my behest and with the promise of my assistance. I will not
speak of the endless number of poor people for whom I must occasion-
ally provide food, lodging, and clothing. Lack of money is a general prob-
lem, but in my case it is felt even more because I am frequently unable
to meet even the most pressing needs. For these reasons I cannot do any-
thing at the moment for your new church. But I shall bear your need in
mind and I hope to satisfy it, if not now, at the first propitious moment.
Further, I shall recommend your cause to devout, charitable persons from
whom I can expect a contribution. What I can do now and gladly do is
extend my most cordial congratulations for the great good you are doing
and ask the good Lord to bless you even more and make your holy enter-
prises prosper. Please remember me in your prayers. With the greatest
esteem and regard, [ remain
Yours devotedly,

¢ John Thomas, Bishop

Meanwhile, on June 24, while the boys of Valdocco were cele-
brating Don Bosco’s name day, the municipal building commission
approved the plans for the new church of St. Francis de Sales. On
June 30, Deputy Mayor Bursarelli officially notified Don Bosco of
the approval.

The [external] feast of St. Aloysius always followed that of St.
John the Baptist. In preparation for the feast the excavations of the
new church had been covered by wooden planks and a large stand
had been set up for guests in front of the old chapel. The stand and
the playground were adorned with carpets and draperies, while two
rows of banner-topped flagstaffs, draped in gaily-colored cloth, ex-
tended from the door of the chapel to the front gate, marking out
the path of the procession.

The bishop of Fossano had been invited to perform this solemn
ceremony, but other engagements forced him to decline. He sent
his apologies to Don Bosco; ¢ Bishop [Lawrence William Renaldi]

3 A footnote giving the bishop’s reply has been omitted in this edition. [Editor]



188 THE BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS OF SAINT JOHN BOSCO

of Pinerolo took his place. L’Armonia, in its issue of July 4, 1851,
gave the following account of the celebrations:

The feast of St. Aloysius Gonzaga was celebrated most devoutly and
solemnly in the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales in Turin on Sunday, June
29. Throughout the morning very many went to confession and Com-
munion; then, after a moving exhortation, Bishop Renaldi of Pinerolo
administered the sacrament of Confirmation to about four hundred boys
and adults. At this solemn gathering of staunch Christian youths, there
naturally was no lack of youthful voices for responses, recitations, and
songs; the setting was modest, to be sure, but the performance was su-
perb. A floating balloon, rockets, and fireworks brought the festivities to
a close. Happiness, joy, and serenity shone on the faces of all the young-
sters who were most reluctant to see the day come to a close. It was a
family celebration for more than fifteen hundred boys who hung upon
every word of their loving father while cheering him frequently and rev-
erently with one heart and soul. All that was lacking at this magnificent
and solemn feast was a large church; two-thirds of the boys had to follow
the church services from outside because the present chapel was just too
small. However, it seems that Divine Providence is doing something about
a better and larger church.

We recall that the cleric [Felix] Reviglio, at Don Bosco’s sugges-
tion, had set up on the balcony three barrels of water, each of a
different color, with a small tube leading to an underground con-
nection to portable fountains. Toward evening three jets of colored
water suddenly shot up into the air to the great amazement and
delight of the boys. It didn’t take much to make them happy.

Shortly after this celebration Don Bosco went to St. Ignatius’
Shrine above Lanzo* for a spiritual retreat. Father [Lawrence]
Gastaldi gave the instructions and Father Molina the meditations.
Joseph Brosio’s account follows:

It is hard to adequately describe Don Bosco’s solicitude for us. He
was always afraid that his sons might be lacking something or other, or
that they might not be satisfied with what he was doing for them.® I knew
Don Bosco for about forty-six years and he was never niggardly with his
boys in any way. His only desire was to see them happy; he always sought

4 8See Vol. 11, p. 96 and passim. [Editor]
& A footnote reporting a letter by Don Bosco revealing his fatherly solicitude
for every boy has been transferred to Appendix 6. [Editor]
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new ways to satisfy their longings or wishes, whenever it was feasible
and proper. I could fell many stories in this connection.

He also constantly exhorted us day boys to make a spiritual retreat
every year if possible or at least to spend one day in putting our souls
in a state of grace such as we would like to be in at the moment of our
death.

Since I very much wanted to go to St. Ignatius’ Shrine for a spiritual
retreat, Don Bosco took me along and made me his companion at meals,
recreation, and walks, We were together nearly all the time. At table he
was always worried that I might not have enough food or drink and he
always saw to it that I had a substantial helping. Sometimes in the eve-
ning he would say, “Today you also ate too little. You're young; eat
more or you will .feel the effects later on.”

After the retreat, we went down to Lanzo to visit the little town and
the surrounding area. As we were standing on a lovely hili overlooking
the valley below, Don Bosco became absorbed in thought for a while. I
was watching him and was rather surprised at this sudden change. After
a long silence he seized my hand and exclaimed: “How wonderful it
would be to have another oratory here! What a fine location for a board-
ing school!” Fourteen years later, Don Bosco’s boarding school did in-
deed stand on that site.

When we reached Turin he said, “Listen, dear Brosio, if you study,
you could get a diploma and become a teacher. . . . Remember that you
are like a son to me and that as long as Don Bosco has a crust of bread,
he will always share it with you.” He often repeated those words to me.

I could see that he was determined to open both day and resident
schools. One day, therefore, I said to him, “Very well, Don Bosco, Il
study to be a teacher.” I did study but soon I wearied of the effort and
went back to my business, without, however, diminishing even slightly
my close friendship with him.

I was also anxious to visit the shrine of Qur Lady of Oropa. Unable
to accompany me, Don Bosco gave me a note for the rector, who wel-
comed me in the same way as he would a distinguished visitor. I was
assigned a room in the priests’ quarters with a domestic to wait on me.
There were very many indeed, besides me, who on various occasions ex-
perienced Don Bosco’s fatherly solicitude.



CHAPTER 24

Cornerstone Blessing

THROUGHOUT June and July Don Bosco had tirelessly
continued to seek funds for the construction of his church. Some
were of the opinion that he was beginning to overdo it and becom-
ing importune. However, it should be remembered that he was not
asking for himself; he was always in need and in debt, and further-
more it took a heroic spirit of self-denial to accomplish everything
he did.

He was so badly in need of money that on June 18 [1850] he
had to sell a lot to Mr. John Baptist Coriasso for 2,500 lire. Located
near the Moretta house,’ the lot measured about 4,000 square feet
and bordered on the field he had seen in his dreams.? On that site,
now the main entrance to the Oratory, Mr. Coriasso built a small
house and carpentry shop. After concluding this sale, Don Bosco
sent his friends informal appeals with return subscription blanks.
The following appeal, which was sent to St. Michael’s Abbey, is
presented here as a sample:

July 4, 1851
Dear Father Fradelizio:

Much as I would love to fly to the top of Mount Pirchiriano, I cannot
for lack of time. My main headache right now is the church I am build-
ing. Of course, you should feel bound (but not under penalty of mortal
sin) to have a hand in it. How? Neither with bricks, which are too heavy,
nor with money, since the mint is located here in Turin, but with some
lumber for the roof of my church. Please try to enlist also the pastor of
St. Ambrose Church.? I ask all of you to join forces and help me to cover
this building.

18ee Vol. 11, p. 270; Vol 11, pp. 323, 327, [Editor]
2 See Vol. I, pp. 232f, 268, 318. [Editor]
3 It was located at the foot of the mountain, [Editor]
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This letter is not particularly well written, but please consider it as
you would one written by one of my little rascals. You may even give
me a good dressing-down, just as long as you send some lumber.

Please convey my warmest regards to Father Puecher, Father Gagliardi,
Father Costantino, and Father Flecchia.* Wishing you every good thing
from the Lord, and begging you to remember me in your prayers, I
remain,

Your most grateful servant and friend,

Fr. John Bosco

P.S. Cleric Nicolini’s examination went very well. He has another
exam on Monday.

Don Bosco did not overlook some very wealthy people who were
not in the habit of contributing to charity. Some did not even bother
to reply; but Don Bosco did not give up and he would write again,
even if with little hope of success. He put his trust in God, remark-
ing, “Let’s do everything we can and the Lord in His goodness will
do the rest.” After a lapse of time, he would try again in some other
way.

Shortly after the middle of June he sent a petition to King Victor
Emmanuel II. After gratefully acknowledging his goodwill toward
the Oratory boys, he gave him an account of the new church under
construction and invited him to lay the cornerstone. If this were not
possible, he begged him to follow in his father’s footsteps by con-
tinuing his royal benevolence toward the Oratory. Shortly there-
after Don Bosco received the following letter from the King’s
secretary:

Turin, July 5, 1851

Very Reverend Father:

Your appeal to His Majesty was duly forwarded to His Excellency
Duke Pasqua, administrator of the royal palace. He has informed us, in
a note dated June 25 last, that your request was presented to the king
for his consideration and that His Majesty was very pleased to know that
you and your fellow workers have gathered boys in the Valdocco Ora-
tory to give them a sound religious and moral education,

Because of his many engagements His Majesty will be unable to be

4 Rosminian priests. [Editor)
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present at the laying of the cornerstone of the new church. He wishes,
however, to further this pious undertaking. As a proof of his favorable
interest he wishes to make it known that at a later date he will give his
contribution.

While I am pleased to inform you of His Majesty’s kindly sentiments
toward your praiseworthy institute and its lofty purpose, I also wish to
add my own personal tribute of praise for your zeal in promoting and
directing this wonderful undertaking. With the most profound esteem,
I remain,

Your devoted servant,

For the Minister
Deandreis, First Secretary

Meanwhile, work was progressing steadily and the foundations
had reached street level. Don Bosco and his fellow priests signed
a petition to the archbishop for permission to bless the cornerstone.
On July 18, Canon Celestine Fissore, on behalf of the exiled Arch-
bishop Fransoni, authorized Don Bosco or any other priest dele-
gated by him to bless it according to the Roman Ritual. The date
was set for July 20. The more than six hundred Oratory boys, like
so many trumpets, heralded the event to such an extent that on the
evening of that day a vast crowd, such as had never before been
seen there, gathered at the site.

Archbishop Fransoni, who was deeply fond of Don Bosco and
his oratories, would certainly have performed the ceremony himself,
but this dauntless prelate was in exile at Lyons. Canon [Anthony]
Moreno, royal almoner, represented the archbishop and blessed the
cornerstone; Commendatore Joseph Cotta, a friend of the poor and
an outstanding benefactor of Don Bosco, set it in place. A copy of
the minutes of the proceedings was placed inside the cornerstone
with various coins, medals, and other mementos. Then Mayor
J. Bellone poured the first mortar over it.

The dedication address was delivered by the renowned Father
[Andrew] Barrera of the Confraternity of Christian Doctrine.
Deeply stirred at the sight of the vast crowd and the large number
of priests and members of the Turin aristocracy crowding around
him, he stepped up to a mound of earth and delivered a magnificent
address.
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Ladies and gentlemen, the cornerstone which has just been blessed
and laid in the foundations of this church has a twofold significance. It
is like the grain of a mustard seed destined to grow into a mystical tree in
which many boys, like the birds of the air, will find refuge; it symbolizes
also that these oratories, founded on the Christian Faith and charity, will
be unshakable rocks against which the enemies of the Church and the
spirits of darkness will hurl themselves in vain,

The eloquent priest then went on to elaborate on these ideas with
such eloquence that all listened with rapt attention. But the real
highlights of his speech were a simile and a prayer. He compared
‘the times to a hurricane threatening cities and villages with ruin and

devastation.

As the danger gets closer, all living beings are swept away by fear and
trembling and anxious insecurity. People bolt themselves into their homes;
wild animals flee to their lairs. Birds fly to their nests; they are fortunate
if they rest on hardy, sturdy trees. The times we live in are perilous, es-
pecially for inexperienced youth. Before us stands a tree whose roots will
sink deep into the ground and whose trunk will not bend before the raging
winds. Under this tree, within the walls of this sacred building, thousands
of boys will find shelter and protection against the evil sown today by
godless men and venal scribblers; they will find refuge and protection
from poisonous, immoral theories and from the fiery onslaught of ardent,
youthful passions which are further aroused by the bad example and scan-
dalous conduct rampant in every class of society. I can already see flocks
of boys rising in flight everywhere like frightened doves, hastening here
to find not only shelter and protection but food for their temporal and
eternal life. My listeners, with your material and moral support may this
tree quickly grow to gigantic heights and spread its branches over the
entire city. May it gather under its shade the many poor boys who, to the
disgrace of our Faith, roam our streets on Sundays, falling into trouble,
dishonoring their families, and undermining the very foundations of civil
society. Today, ladies and gentlemen, no other task is more beneficial to
Church and country; the future of families and nations lies in their young
people; with them they will stand or fall.

In conclusion the orator addressed a prayer to Our Lord that
moved many of his listeners to tears.

O God, Our Savior and Our Lord, You are symbolized in this corner-
stone. Take this undertaking under Your omnipotent arm. Bless it, if
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cursed; defend it, if attacked; love it as the pupil of Your eye, if hated.
It fully deserves Your benevolence, for its purpose is to gather, instruct,
and educate children, who were the joy of Your heart during Your mor-
tal life. They are and always will be the object of Your most loving atten-
tions as the little lambs of Your flock, the choicest flowers in the parden
of Your Church. May this undertaking forever prosper under Your pro-
tection. May its seed, carried by the winds of Your grace, scatter far and
wide. May the very foundations of the world collapse before it fades
away from the face of the earth!

The prayer made a powerful impact on the crowd. Today [forty-
four years later] its thoughts sound prophetic, for their fulfillment is
still marvelously going on.

After Father Moreno signed the document of the cornerstone
blessing, there followed a musico-literary program which was truly
delightful. James Bellia read a speech, several pupils recited brief
poems, and six of the smaller day boys put on a skit, written by Don
Bosco, to accompany the presentation of a bouquet of flowers to
the mayor.?

Everyone was charmed by the self-assurance and candor of these
underprivileged children of the working class. The program ended
with military drills by a group of gymnasts who, under the command
of Joseph Brosio, “the bersagliere,” ® had maintained order during
the ceremony.

At nightfall all the visitors and day boys left. Don Bosco re-
mained alone with his boarders. In their eyes the building of the
church was the greatest project that Don Bosco would ever carry
out in his lifetime. When Felix Reviglio expressed his wonder at the
new church, Don Bosco replied matter-of-factly, “Oh, this is noth-
ing. There will be other buildings here and yonder and over there.”
Then he went on to describe what now is a reality. The boys listened
intently and eagerly anticipated the day when his predictions would
come true, although at that time the probability of their fulfillment
was pretty slim,

The church under construction was a source of great enthusiasm

5 Omitted in this edition. [Editor]

¢ An infantryman belonging to a special swift corps in the Sardinian and Pied-
montese army. [Editor]
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for the day boys too. Quite often they brought their Jewish friends
along. Don Bosco had always shown great kindness toward Jews
during his high school days at Chieri 7 and, as we know, he had
been mainly responsible for the conversions of [his two friends]
Abraham * and Jonah.® He cordially welcomed the newcomers. One
day he entrusted one of these boys to Ascanio Savio for instruction,
and the boy was later baptized. Many others would also have be-
come Christians if it had not been for parental opposition. Since
their emancipation they attended public schools and unavoidably
were exposed to religious instruction, which in turn must have
aroused their interest in Christianity. Their parents, however, con-
stantly warned them to shun Christians as enemies whom they were
in duty bound to hate; if a Jewish boy showed any inclination to-
ward Catholicism, his family would instantly remove him from the
school,

Toward the end of his life Don Bosco gave us more information
on this matter.'® He told us:

I knew many of these boys who were very eager to embrace our Faith.
When their families realized that their children were serious, they began
telling them they were ungrateful, that they were apostates, a disgrace to
their families. They even threatened to disinherit them and drive them
from home if they did not change their mind. I know of some who were
imprisoned in their rooms for a long time to prevent them from becoming
Christians. Such things should not surprise us. Modern Judaism is no
longer the holy law it once was, proclaimed by the prophets and con-
firmed by miracles. It has the Bible, but it has greater respect for the
Talmud which inspires hatred of Christians and blasphemes God by in-
directly denying His existence.

During my life I have often talked with adult Jews and discussed reli-
gion with them. Their ideas of the Messiah were pathetic. They treated
this all-important truth with such cynicism that I became indignant. I
remember asking one person whether he believed in the Messiah, and he
replied, “Money is my Messiah.” Another, in reply to the same question,

7 See Vol. I, p. 231, [Editor]

8 See Vol. 111, pp. 180ff. [Editor]

? See Vol. 1, pp. 240f. {Editor]

18 The reader should not forget that the sentiments expressed here reflect the
spirit of those days. [Editor}
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said, “A good dinner is the real Messiah to me.” What can one say to such
people? Most of them are ignorant of their religion, have no interest at
all in the Messiah, and shun instruction.

I remember that the rabbis always avoided this topic. Some of them
knew about Jesus Christ, but they adhered to Judaism out of material
considerations. Recently a Jew received instruction in our Faith and ap-
peared very eager for Baptism, but only on condition that several of his
debts be paid. Another assured me that he would have become a Catholic
if it would not have meant being disinherited. A third man, a very learned
rabbi, was ready to be converted if I would guarantee him a livelihood.
Nevertheless, I also found good people among them, honest in their busi-
ness dealings and generous to charity, as well as a few who truly lived in
conformity with God’s precepts and appeared to be waiting for the Mes-
siah in good faith.

Don Bosco had several Jewish friends, two of whom will figure in
our narrative later on. For the moment, the following story will
suffice. One day, when we were in town with him, a very distin-
guished-looking gentleman came up to him respectfully and spoke
in a way that made us assume he was a Catholic. When the stranger
left, Don Bosco said: “Do you see that gentleman? He always talks
to me at length whenever we meet. Guess what! He is a rabbi! He
knows the truth but he will not become a Catholic because he is
afraid of the poverty he may have to face if he were to lose the
substantial living he receives from the synagogue. I have begged him
over and over again to put his faith in Divine Providence, but he
lacks the courage to do so.”

Don Bosco was full of compassion for Jews. He prayed for them
and asked others to do likewise because they were once God’s chosen
people and were destined to come into the true Church before the
end of time. Throughout his life he labored for their eternal salva-
tion. He treated them all with great charity and even sheltered them
when necessary. As we have seen, both young and old enjoyed his
solicitude and we shall say more about this fact later on.

Some Jewish boys were accepted at the Oratory and received
instruction and Baptism. For example, on July 17, 1851, Bishop
Louis Calabiana of Casale recommended a young Jewish boy to
Don Bosco’s care. Deangelis by name, but better known as “John
of the Pharisees,” he had been sent to Turin in the hope that he
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could be accepted and instructed at the hospice for catechumens.
This arrangement also aimed at protecting him from the persecution
of his fellow Jews of Casale who were doing everything possible to
hinder his conversion. Contemplating the possibility that the hospice
might not be able to accept the boy, the bishop begged Don Bosco
to take him into the Oratory under his fatherly protection, for a
short time at least, and he promised to pay for the boy’s upkeep.

Don Bosco, as usual, gladly accepted him and was happy to intro-
duce him to Jonah of Chieri who had remained his good friend and
who often came to visit him at the Oratory.



CHAPTER 25

Fostering Vocations

HT the beginning of October, Don Bosco went with sev-
eral of his pupils to Becchi for the feast of Our Lady of the Rosary.
John Cagliero, a young boy and the acknowledged leader in all
games, was anxiously awaiting Don Bosco’s arrival. Once when a
bishop had come to Castelnuovo to administer Confirmation, the
boy, impressed by the prelate’s robes, made himself a paper miter
and cope, fashioned a crozier out of a reed, and then allowed him-
self to be lifted from the rungs of a ladder onto his companions’
shoulders. As they carried him around, he imparted his blessing with
serious mien to the applauding throng of his friends.

Father [Anthony] Cinzano, the pastor, was fond of this good-
natured but very lively boy, and he allowed him to come and go
freely at the rectory. He also entrusted small chores to him, espe-
cially after Don Bosco had promised to take him to live and study
at the Oratory. It was in the rectory that John Cagliero’s love and
enthusiasm for Don Bosco were born. He himself gave us this
account:

I was always hearing praises being showered on Don Bosco. My fellow
villagers, and especially my mother, relatives, and friends, kept telling
me that they had sensed something extraordinary in Don Bosco, even as
a young boy, that set him above his companions; they regarded his mod-
est, gentle behavior as a reflection of his rare virtues. I had met several
of his schoolmates both from the high school and from the seminary in
Chieri, among them Mr. [Secundus] Matta of Morialdo, Father [Charles]
Allora, and Mr. Musso, a lawyer. They also spoke of Don Bosco with
such veneration and admiration for his goodness and virtue that it was
obvious they regarded him as a model of Christian perfection. Father
Allora later told me and others that when Don Bosco was at Chieri his
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schoolmates considered him to be a saint. Whenever Father Cinzano
talked to me about him he used to say, “I always felt that there was some-
thing special in Don Bosco; his piety, his cheerfuiness, his reserve, his
obedience, and his humility were outstanding. In short, he was extraordi-
mary in everything.” When speaking of Don Bosco’s perseverance in his
undertakings, Father Cinzano would remark in a light vein, “Don Bosco,
like all saints, was always individualistic and headstrong.”

As soon as Cagliero heard that Don Bosco had arrived at Becchi,
he hurried there * to greet him. Don Bosco’s grave, composed, and
modest mien were to the boy clear proofs of the many virtues attrib-
uted to him. Before he left, Cagliero had asked a friend of his, six-
teen-year-old John Turchi, to accompany him on the trip to meet
Don Bosco. John Turchi, now a literature professor, gave us this

report:

Cagliero told me so many good things about Don Bosco that I decided
to accompany him to Becchi. 1 was very impressed at the sight of this
priest who seemed so conscious of the sacredness of his ministry and yet
was so affable—-a real novelty for me. Right from the start I was im-
pressed, and that impression was unforgettable. I was charmed by the
affectionate way he spoke to me and to all the other boys. After ques-
tioning me about my studies and the career I planned to follow, he con-
cluded his conversation with me by saying, “I know your father, and we
are good friends. Please teli him to visit me tomorrow!” My father did
50, and that was how it was arranged that I was to go to the Oratory in
mid-October.

While there I learned from my schoolmates that Don Bosco had done
things that were quite extraordinary. (I must add that this reputation of
his grew ever more widespread.) I watched him conduct evening classes
and met some of the other teachers, such as Father Chiaves and Mr.
Geninatti.

By now the walls of the new church of St. Francis de Sales were at
window level, and with my companions I helped form a human chain to
pass the bricks all the way up. On Sundays and holy days many boys
from town came to the church services. After church we had a lot of fun
playing and performing military drills, using old rifles without barrels—
a gift of the arsenal.

But what impressed me most about the Oratory was the fervent piety

1 Becchi was about three miles from Castelnuovo. [Editor]



200 THE BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS OF SAINT JOHN BOSCO

that reigned there. This quite surprised me. I must admit that it was not
until then that I began to understand the real meaning of going to con-
fession. We frequented the sacraments not only on Sundays but aiso on
weekdays. Don Bosco urged us to choose some day during the week for
Communion in such a way that there would be some of us receiving Com-
munion every day. Most of us made our confessions to him, although on
Sundays other priests were also available. Many boys had such a delicate
conscience that every day, while Don Bosco vested for Mass, there was
always someone who would confide to him some doubt and seek his
assurance before receiving Communion. Then and afterward there were
always a substantial number of boys whose piety was so genuine and
inspiring that they set the tone for the rest of the boys and spurred them
to greater fervor.

Don Bosco showed great interest in our catechism classes. His talks
about church history were informal, clear, and interesting. Before con-
cluding, he would pause to ask some of his listeners to comment on what
he had said or to draw some practical conclusion, In his little talk after
night prayers his recommendations were so appropriate that on my way
to the dormitory I would be tingling with joy. He formed our characters
and inspired us to do good; we followed his instructions joyfully. Every-
thing he did was accomplished with gentleness; his orders sounded more
like requests, and we would have made any sacrifice to please him.
Throughout the ten years I spent at the Oratory before my ordination,
things continuously got better and better. I have seen many boarding
schools, but I have never found one where such piety reigned as at the
Oratory. Don Bosco’s benevolence toward me never ceased.

Thus reads the witness of Father John Turchi. On November
1, 1851, Don Bosco accepted another boy whose father had died
only a few days before. His name was John Cagliero; he was to leave
an undying memory in the annals of the Oratory.

That year on All Saints’ Day Don Bosco was expected in Castel-
nuovo to give the sermon commemorating the faithful departed. A
few hours before the services, Cagliero was already in the sacristy,
anxious to earn the right to escort the preacher to the pulpit. He
donned his cassock and surplice and then waited patiently while
his friends went out to meet Don Bosco. When Don Bosco arrived,
he did lead him to the pulpit.

On that occasion Don Bosco delivered a truly unforgettable ser-
mon. He told the congregation that on his way to the church he had
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passed by the cemetery and had heard mournful voices calling him
by name. He approached, and from among the monuments he saw
souls rising from their graves, lamenting that they had been for-
gotten by their loved ones. A husband, a wife, a son, a friend were
giving him messages for their dear ones in the village, begging them
to try to deliver them from their awful torments. Don Bosco de-
scribed the pitiful scene, the sorrowful lamentations, and the recol-
lections of the past with such vividness, candor, and sincerity that
the congregation wept. That day they were very generous and con-
tributed 150 lire—a relatively large sum—for requiem Masses. To
those who marveled at the fact that his sermons loosened the purse
strings of his listeners, Don Bosco would reply: “In order to induce
people to be generous in almsgiving, one must make them under-
stand that this is in their own best interests, spiritual and material.
They must be made to realize that having protectors in heaven is
also good business for their farming. These protectors help ward
off punishments, misfortunes, storms, sicknesses, plant diseases,
droughts, etc. . . . This is the secret for inducing people to give gen-
erously; other approaches will yield little or nothing.”

After he was back in the sacristy, Don Bosco turned to his altar
boy and with a kind smile said to him, “I think you want to tell me
something very important, don’t you?”

“Yes,” replied the boy, blushing fiercely. “I want to tell you some-
thing that I've been thinking about for a long time. I want to come
to Turin with you to study to become a priest.”

“Very well, you shall come along with me,” Don Bosco said.
“The pastor has already spoken to me about you. Tell your mother
to come to the rectory with you this evening and we'll settle the
matter.”

As the church bells slowly and mournfully invited the faithful
to pray sorrowfully for the dead, John Cagliero and his mother
knocked at the rectory.

“My good Teresa,” Don Bosco greeted her jokingly, “you’ve
come just in time. I was expecting you. Let’s talk business. Is it
true that you want to sell me your son?”

“Sell him? Good heavens, no!” she exclaimed. “But I'm willing
to give him to you, if it’s all right with you.”

“That’s even better!” replied Don Bosco. “Bundle up his things
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then. Tomorrow I'll take him with me, and I will be a father to
him.”

The next morning at dawn John Cagliero was already in the
sacristy ready to serve Don Bosco’s Mass.

It was obvious from the very beginning that he was a boy full
of life. Don Bosco’s trip from Castelnuovo to Turin [about 15 miles]
was usually made on foot. When it was time to go, Don Bosco
turned to him and said, “Well, shall we go?”

“Yes, let’s go.”

“What about your mother?”

- “She’s glad that I am with you.”

So they set out. At times Cagliero walked at Don Bosco’s side;
at other times he ran ahead or lingered behind to pluck fruit from
the hedges; then he would race to overtake him or jump over ditches
and run through the fields. From time to time Don Bosco would
question him, and the boy’s replies revealed an admirable candor.
They covered the present, past, and future. He talked about the
things he had done at home and confided his most intimate secrets.
He was so candid that Don Bosco declared he had come to know
him so thoroughly within the space of a few hours that if it had
been a sacramental confession he would only have had to give him
absolution.

John Cagliero reminisced about that trip as follows:

Don Bosco talked to me about nothing else but God and the Blessed
Virgin. He asked me if I frequented the sacraments and if 1 was devoted
to the Blessed Virgin; he also inquired about other spiritual matters.
Every now and then, laughing, he would urge me to be a good boy.

Finally we reached Turin. I shall always fondly remember the moment
1 arrived at the Oratory on the evening of November 2 [1851]. Don
Bosco introduced me to his mother, saying, “Mamma, here is a small boy .
from Castelnuovo. He wants to become really good and go to school.”

Mamma Margaret replied, “You’re always bringing in boys when you
know very well that we have no more room.”

“Oh, you’ll find a little corner for him,” replied Don Bosco, smiling.

“In your own room, perhaps,” she replied.

“That won’t be necessary,” continued Don Bosco. “He’s so small he
can sleep in the grissini 2 basket. We could hoist it to a beam just like a

2 Slender breadsticks about three feet long. [Editor]
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birdcage.” Laughing at the remark, Mamma Margaret left the room to
find a place for me. That night another boy and I slept at the foot of Don
Bosco’s bed.

The next morning I saw how poor this dwelling was. Don Bosco’s room
was quite small with a low ceiling, and our dormitories on the main floor
were narrow and paved with cobblestones. Straw mattresses, sheets, and
blankets were the only furnishings. The kitchen was miserably equipped.
For china and silverware we had only a few tin bowls and spoons. Forks,
knives, and napkins made their appearance only many years later when
some benefactor provided them for us. Our dining room was a shed; Don
Bosco’s was in a little room near the well. It also doubled as a classroom
and recreation hall. "All this helped to keep us in the poor and humble
station into which we had been born.

Don Bosco’s example was an education in itself. He actuaily enjoyed
waiting on us, tidying up our dormitory, mending and cleaning our
clothes, and performing other services for our benefit. He shared our life
and made us feel that this was not just a boarding school but truly a
family cared for by a tender, loving father whose only concern was our
spiritual and material well-being.

He loved to be just one of us. Because of this, occasionally some of us
would forget the respect due to him. At such times it would be one of
the older boys rather than Don Bosco who would reprimand us, saying:
“Behave yourselves! Don’t you see you're showing disrespect to Don
Bosco? Don’t take advantage of his goodness! We should be good to him
too!”

Outsiders, drawn by Don Bosco’s fame, often came to visit him. Imag-
ine their surprise when they found him sitting on a wooden horse or on
the ground, half-hidden by a crowd of boys. There he was, regaling them
with amusing, instructive anecdotes or playing “hot hands” * or a game
of dexterity that consisted in alternately striking first the palms of his
own hands and then those of the other player, left palm against right,
right against left, with increasing speed.

For him the salvation of souls was the only thing that really mattered.
If he noticed that some boy had slipped spiritually, he would take pains
to approach him and whisper a good word; then he would assign someone
to keep an eye on him so as to lead him back to the path of virtue and
strengthen him spiritually. He was convinced that God would help him
educate numberless boys in Christian principles.

3 A game in which one player with his back turned and one hand behind his

back, palm open and outward, would be struck on the hand by another player.
If he guessed who it was that hit him, the latter would take his place. [Editor]
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1 recall how, when I was still a newcomer at the Oratory, he would
often tell us with an air of saintly simplicity that he had asked the Lord
to reserve ten thousand places in heaven for his boys. He assured us that
his request had been granted on condition that we did not offend God,
“My children,” he would say, “jump, run, play, and make all the noise
you want, but avoid sin like the plague and you will surely gain heaven.”

As the number of boys kept increasing, we used to ask him if ten thou-
sand places would be enough. He then told us that he had raised his
request on behalf of the many other boys who would be coming later
and who would gain their eternal salvation with God’s help and the pro-
tection of the Blessed Virgin.

His words were all the more effective inasmuch as his prophetic spirit
manifested itself in countless circumstances. At the Oratory we were all
convinced that Don Bosco had knowledge of occult things.

Those were the words of Bishop Cagliero. Let us now resume our
narrative. After All Souls’ Day Cagliero began to study Latin under
Professor Bonzanino, together with [John} Turchi, Angelo Savio,
and others. At the same time Michael Rua, at Don Bosco’s request,
was accepted by Father Matthew Picco, a professor of rhetoric and
the humanities, at his private school in a flat near the parish church
of St. Augustine. Young Rua, who still did not board at the Oratory,
became an outstanding student.

Don Bosco himself continued to tutor his pupils in their classical
studies. He was truly gifted in suggesting ways and means for getting
the most out of their study of Latin. “Do you really want to learn
Latin?” Don Bosco would ask them, and Michael Rua in particular.
“Do this: translate a paragraph from a classic author into Italian.
Then, without looking at the original text, put your translation back
into Latin, and then compare. Do this every day for a month. You'll
be surprised how you’ll begin to depend less and less on your
dictionary.”

While loaking after the academic education of his students, Don
Bosco was not neglecting that of his young apprentices who were
learning their trade in various Turin workshops. He not only con-
tinued to visit them at work to see if there was any moral danger or
to check on their progress, but he also took the trouble to enter into
formal contracts with their employers and see to it that they were
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kept. We think it worthwhile to reproduce one of these contracts;
not only will it give us an idea of the conditions that prevailed in
those times, but it will also allow us to dispense with future ex-
planations.

WORK CONTRACT
Turin, November 1851

This private agreement, drawn up at the Oratory of St. Francis de
Sales between Mr. Charles Aimino and Joseph Bordone, a pupil at the
aforementioned Oratory for whom Mr. Victor Ritner stands guarantee,
may be canceled at the request of one of the contracting parties. It has
been agreed as follows:

1. Mr. Charles Aimino shall accept as apprentice glassblower Joseph
Bordone of Biella, to whom he will teach his trade during the following
three years, ending December 1, 1854. In addition, Mr. Aimino obligates
himself to give to the said Bordone all the requisite instruction and in-
formation regarding this craft during his apprenticeship, together with
suitable advice concerning his proper conduct, and, if necessary, to cor-
rect him verbally and by no other means. He also obligates himself to
employ his apprentice only in tasks connected with his craft, and he shall
avoid taxing the boy beyond his physical capabilities.

2. In order that the apprentice may attend church services, catechism
classes, and other activities of the aforementioned Oratory, the employer
shall not require the apprentice to report to work on Sundays or holy
days. If illness (or some other legitimate reason) should force the ap-
prentice to absent himself from work for more than fifteen days per year,
the employer shall be entitled to the same number of extra workdays at
the end of the term of apprenticeship.

3. The employer obligates himself to pay the apprentice, during the
aforementioned period, one lire a day during the first year, one and a half
lire during the second year, and two lire a day during the third year.
Wages are to be paid weekly. (The apprentice is entitled to the custom-
ary two-week vacation every year.)

4. The employer agrees to give a written, truthful report on the con-
duct of his apprentice at the end of each month on an appropriate form
that will be supplied to him.

3. Joseph Bordone obligates himself to serve his employer throughout
the period of his apprenticeship assiduously and attentively; he promises
to be promptly obedient, respectful, and docile toward him and to behave
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in a manner befitting a good apprentice. Mr. Victor Ritner, goldsmith,
here present, vouches for him and obligates himself to redress any dam-
age caused through the apprentice’s fault.

6. In the event that the apprentice should be expelled from the Ora-
tory through his fault (thus ending all relationship with the director of
the aforementioned Oratory), all relations between the director of the
Oratory and the employer shall also cease forthwith; if, however, the
reason for the apprentice’s expulsion from the Oratory is of no particular
concern to the employer, this contract shall still be binding on both em-
ployer and employee under the sole guarantee given above.

7. The director of the Oratory promises his assistance in regard to
the good conduct of the apprentice. He will also promptly consider any
complaint by the employer against the apprentice lodging at the Oratory
under his care.

Both the employer and the above-mentioned apprentice promise to
carry out their respective obligations under penalty of indemnity.

Charles Aimino

Joseph Bordone

Father John Baptist Vola

Victor Ritner, Guarantor

Father John Bosco,
Director of the Oratory

The first work contracts were drawn up on plain paper, but the
following year this was done as required by law, as may be seen
from the agreement drawn up between Mr. Joseph Bertolino, master
carpenter, residing in Turin, and the apprentice Joseph Odasso of
Mondovi, under the auspices of the Rev. John Bosco and the guar-
antee of the boy’s father, Vincent Odasso, born in Garessio but
residing in Turin. Two originals were requested for this agreement,
in which the employer specifically pledged himself “to give the
apprentice opportune and salutary advice concerning his moral and
civil conduct as a good father would give to his son; to correct him
kindly when necessary but only by word and never by any physical
ill-treatment.”

It was clearly stipulated that in case of damage by the apprentice
the guarantor was under obligation only if it was culpable damage,
“that is to say, caused by malicious intent and not purely by acci-
dent or as the result of lack of skill in his craft.” It was also stipu-
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lated that Don Bosco’s responsibility for the boy’s conduct would
cease from the moment the boy no longer resided at the Oratory.
The agreement, dated February 8, 1852, had the following signa-
tures: Joseph Bertolino, Joseph Odasso, Vincent Odasso, and Rev.
John Bosco.

Each of these agreements differed in some respects; duration of
the contract and wages varied according to the age and ability of
the boy and the complexity of the trade he was to learn. But in
reading them we may pauge the difficulties and problems which
frequently cropped up to add to Don Bosco’s burdens; these were
undoubtedly a nuisance and source of worry to him, but never to
such an extent as to ruffle his composure. Often the employers were
too exacting and the boys rather careless, but his love for his fellow-
men found a solution for everything. Whether they were drafted or
simply accepted by him, these agreements clearly reveal his solici-
tude for all those entrusted to his care.



CHAPTER 26

Special Charisms

HLTHOUGH the St. Aloysius Sodality flourished in the
oratories at Porta Nuova and Borgo Vanchiglia, it achieved its best
results at Valdocco where everything centered on Don Bosco. (As
a point of interest, the indulgences granted to those attending the
three oratories were also to apply to all future oratories.) Don Bosco
loved the St. Aloysius Sodality; it was the apple of his eye, and every
year he would give a dinner to all the day boys who were members.
Occasionally he held sodality meetings in the chapel and had a
secretary record the minutes. The outstanding day boys and all the
boarders were members, the latter by the express wish of Don Bosco.
They were very eager to sign up and have the privilege of wearing
the medal of St. Aloysius.

Distinguished Turinese noblemen became honorary members of
the sodality and proudly took part in the festivities, honoring the
saint by joining the procession and wearing their membership medal
on their lapels. The sodality officers, with the assistance of the
“prior,” ! had to plan the celebration of the feasts of St. Francis de
Sales and of St. Aloysius. At the preparatory novenas the boys sang
the hymn Iste confessor or Infensus hostis; then there followed a
prayer or a short reading from the life of the saint being honored
or from some doctrinal book. On the Sunday before the feast, at
morning and afternoon church services, the boys were exhorted to
approach the sacraments and frequently reminded of the plenary
indulgence they could gain on those days. All these practices were
later incorporated into the regulations of the festive oratories. The

1 A lay officer elected for one year. He was responsible for the external solem-
nity of feasts and the maintenance of discipline. See Vol. III, p. 459. [Editor]
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Mutual Aid Society, an extension of the St. Aloysius Sodality,? also
flourished, and its officers and prominent members were Don Bosco’s
dinner guests annually.

Don Bosco often gathered the most loyal and zealous sodality
members in his room to brief them on the festive oratory and the
hospice. He also showed them how they could assist him through
their brotherly supervision of the boys. In accordance with his aims
he held up the example of St. Aloysius and urged them to imitate
him with the following exhortations:

Remember that St. Aloysius spent several hours a day before the

Blessed Sacrament.

He loved most those who were unkind to him.

As a layman, he volunteered to teach catechism to the uneducated, to
help them reform their lives, and to act as a peacemaker among them.

While teaching the poor of Rome, he used to bring them to a priest so
that they could make their confession and regain God’s grace.

If we cannot teach catechism to poor boys, let us guide them to others
who can. In this way many souls can be saved from the path of perdition
and led to salvation. In return, St. Aloysius will obtain many graces from
God for us.

Needless to say, Don Bosco’s words were particularly effective
because of his personal holiness and the general belief that he pos-
sessed special powers. St. Paul tells us, “He who cleaves to the Lord
is one spirit with Him.” (1 Cor. 6, 17) Therefore, we have no rea-
son to doubt that such a person could be privy to some of God’s
secrets and occasionally tap His omnipotence. As regards Don
Bosco, it is an incontestable fact that God rewarded him for his
virtue with charisms which not only helped him immensely in seek-
ing God’s glory and the salvation of souls but also proved to all his
heavenly mission. He was truly endowed with the gift of prophecy;
he could read hearts and discern hidden and secret things. He also
possessed the gifts of tears, of healing, and of miracles.

Father Ascanio Savio, who lived at the Oratory from 1848 to
1852, and his schoolmate, [Stephen) Vacchetta, assured us that
even in those early days Don Bosco had disclosed that God would

2 See p. 53. [Editor]
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bless his plans and works and that they would see the Oratory
develop and flourish in a wondrous manner.

Father John Turchi, who came to the Oratory in 1851, also
asserted that Don Bosco had even then envisioned a large building
with vast workshops and a printing plant of his own. This would
enable him to promote God’s glory by spreading religious and moral
books to strengthen the faith of the young and to counteract both
the error of Protestantism and licentious literature.

John Villa began attending the Oratory as a day boy in 1855.
Many of his companions who had been frequenting the festive ora-
tory for years confirmed to him the veracity of those predictions
which they themselves had heard. Others added: “To encourage the
members of the St. Aloysius Sodality Don Bosco would often tell
them of a dream in which he had seen the remarkable development
and expansion of the oratories, an implicit allusion to the religious
congregation he would found. Thus he made them understand how
important and widespread the St. Aloysius Sodality would become
in future years. In his humility he spoke of dreams, but deep in
their hearts all the boys sensed that he was making a prophecy. This
belief was further strengthened by his predictions of events which
they themselves saw fulfilled. Father Michael Rua gave us this

report:

I attended the Oratory from 1847 to 1852. From the earliest days I
remember that whenever a member of the St. Aloysius Sodality died, his
death had been predicted by Don Bosco. He never disclosed the boy’s
name, of course, but he would say, “Within fifteen days or a month, a
sodality member will be called to eternity. It may be I or it could be any
one of you. Let us get ready!” A salutary fear kept the boys alert to see
if this prediction would come true. At the time of such predictions some
of the boys he meant were in excellent health, whereas others were per-
haps sick, but the striking thing was that they did die within the time
predicted. 1 personally heard several such announcements, and at other
times was told of them by my companions, but they never failed to come
true. He foretold the death of my own brother and of others as well.

Louis Rua, Michael’s older brother, an exemplary young man,
was an Oratory boy. He died on March 29, 1851, at the age of 19.
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We are indebted to Joseph Buzzetti for the description of the fol-
lowing event that took place in 1850:

One evening, Don Bosco called some members of the St. Aloysius
Sodality for a special meeting. At its close, as they were about to go
home, Don Bosco said to them, “Count those present. One of you will
be missing at our next mecting.”

They all understood that “will be missing” meant that one of them
would die. Some who were closer to him—among them Michael Rua’s
brother—privately asked Don Bosco who it was going to be. At first Don
Bosco gave an evasive answer, but on being pressed, he said, “His name
begins with B.”

At this frank reply the boys looked at each other in puzzlement. Of
those who had attended the meeting only two had names beginning with
B, and, strangely enough, both boys had the same surname, “Burzio,”
although they were not related. The boys who had pressed Don Bosco
for the name agreed to keep his revelation secret and waited to see what
would happen. ) '

Both Burzios enjoyed excellent health. The younger one was another
St. Aloysius and Don Bosco esteemed him highly. One Sunday, at Don
Bosco’s Mass for the boys, young Burzio was absorbed in prayer; sud-
denly, with a painful cry, he collapsed. All thought it was just a fainting
spell. However, Don Bosco was anxious to know why he had cried out,
and the boy told him, “At the Elevation I saw the Host dripping blood.
At the same time I heard an awesome voice saying: ‘This is a symbol of
what sacrileges will do to Our Lord in Piedmont.’ > Burzio died before
the next sodality meeting,

According to Joseph Buzzetti, similar events had also occurred
during Don Bosco’s chaplaincy at the Rifugio. Father Michael Rua

tells us:

Don Bosco did not only-predict deaths; he also foretold many recov-
eries, even in the most hopeless cases. I recall that [Louis] Viale, a cleric
schoolmate of mine, fell gravely ill in 1853 and the doctors had given up
any hope of saving him. Don Bosco visited him in the hospital and told
him to pray to a saint, perhaps St. Aloysius. He assured Viale that when
he would see him again in three days he would be sitting up in bed eating
and would soon after Jeave the hospital. Don Bosco’s prediction came true
in every detail.
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All the boys we have spoken of here belonged to the St. Aloysius
Sodality. Both they and many others recalled that even at that time
Don Bosco possessed the gift of reading hearts, They told of revela-
tions made in and out of the confessional and of confidences the
boys later made to each other. Don Bosco had fathomed their most
intimate thoughts, as well as things they had either forgotten or
failed to say in previous confessions. “The intention in the human
heart is like water far below the surface,” we read in the Book of
Proverbs, “but the man of intelligence draws it forth.” (Prov. 20, 5)

The boys were convinced that Don Bosco could see through them.
Some whose conscience was troubled shunned him in the hope this
ruse would hide their sinful life and spiritual misery. One of these
boys, who became a distinguished professor, attested to this, as
follows:

Many, including myself, whose conscience was not at peace with God
‘bad this strange experience: they seemed to be irresistibly kept away from
Don Bosco as he mingled with the boys, but at the same time they felt
the need to go to confession to him as soon as possible. When they did,
they were greatly surprised to hear Don Bosco tell them exactly what sias
they had committed even many years before. Neverthelss, it was a great
relief for them to make their confessions to him, because with his help
they were able to make a clean breast of all their sins and ease their
troubled minds. Others went to him with mixed feelings of trepidation and
joy, only to be assured that they were in the state of grace or that the
confession they were about to make would with Don Bosco’s help be
pleasing to God.

Regarding Don Bosco’s gift of prophecy and his ability to read
hearts, a learned person of distinction has suggested that there was
nothing wondrous about it since Don Bosco was quite intelligent
and thoroughly acquainted with whatever went on in the Oratory.
He also was familiar with the traits and habits of those around him,
and therefore he could quite possibly foresee developments of which
others had no presentiment. His extraordinary insight would thus

enable him to grasp what less experienced minds could not perceive.

We concede that Don Bosco had an extraordinary power of discern-
ment, as well as a prodigious ability for remembering names, fea-
tures, events, and words. We also concede that it is quite probable
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that he sometimes utilized such knowledge for the spiritual benefit
of others. However, the many extraordinary happenings reported
by both day boys and boarders and those events that we ourselves
witnessed force us to conclude that surely there was a good deal of
the supernatural involved in all this. Since Don Bosco’s natural
talents were entirely and heroically used for the glory of God, it
would be logical for God to reward him with charisms to make his
work even more fruitful. The Gospel seems to bear this out. The
good servant said to his master, “Lord, thy gold piece has earned
ten gold pieces,” and the master replied, “Well done, good servant;
becausé thou hast been faithful in a very little, thou shalt have au-
thority over ten towns. (Luke 19, 16)
Ascanio Savio has left us the following deposition:

It was the common belief at the Oratory that Don Bosco knew the sins
of the boys because he could read them on their foreheads. As a test, a
boy would ask him, “Don Bosco, guess my sins.” In reply, he would some-
times whisper confidentially into the ear of the questioner. It was obvious
that his answer was accurate because the boy would become strangely
silent.

One evening, a boy from Vercelli, named Giulio, joined such a group.
“Guess my sins, too,” he asked persistently. Don Bosco bent over and
whispered something into his ear, as he had done to the others. Immedi-
ately the boy began to cry, exclaiming, “You're the priest who preached
the mission in my church. . . .” That very day the boy had arrived from
a fairly distant town and Don Bosco had never met him before or heard
confessions in his parish church. I am therefore convinced that Don
Bosco read into his innermost being with supernatural intuition. It was
so widely believed that he could read a boy’s sins on his forehead that
several discreetly tried to cover their forecheads when they were in his
presence. '

My brother, Father Angelo, told me that one morning at the Oratory,
immediately after rising, Don Bosco wrote several notes to various boys,
my brother among them. I asked him, “Did he reveal your faults?” His
answer was affirmative and implied that they had been well-guarded faults
knowable only by supernatural enlightenment.

There was no deceit in Don Bosco or fear of what people might
say. His utterances were motivated by a sacred duty that became
all the more impelling as the more merciful were God’s designs. The
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boys were convinced of this. They saw how everything he did and
said was inspired by a calm, prudent, and serene zeal.

His gift of tears was another manifest proof of his closeness to
God and of his tender love for Him. Sometimes Don Bosco would
weep while celebrating Mass, distributing Communion, or blessing
the congregation before dismissal. When he gave the “Good Night”
to his boys, a conference to his co-workers, or brief and effective
admonitions at the close of a spiritual retreat, he often became so
deeply moved that he could not go on, thus also arousing his lis-
teners to tears. The same happened when he spoke of sin, scandal,
immodesty, lack of response to Qur Lord’s love, or the danger that
one of his own might lose his soul. But Father John Bonetti tells us
that some boys occasionally saw his face light up in the midst of
his tears. Bishop Cagliero testified as follows: “When Don Bosco
preached on the love of God, the damnation of the soul, the passion
of Our Lord, the Holy Eucharist, a happy death, or the hope of
paradise, my companions and 1 several times saw him shed tears
of love, sorrow, and joy. He seemed completely absorbed when
speaking of the Blessed Virgin, Her goodness, and Her immaculate
purity.” .

This occurred frequently when he preached in public churches.
Father [Felix] Reviglio saw him weep at the shrine of Our Lady of
Consolation in Turin when preaching on the Last Judgment and
describing the separation of the just from the sinners. Father Francis
Dalmazzo often saw him weep, especially when speaking of eternal
life. Hardened sinners among his listeners would be so moved that
they would seek him out after the sermon to make their confession
to him.

We ourselves and thousands of others from the Oratory, as well
as many who knew him in earlier days, witnessed this divine gift
given to Don Bosco.

We have already mentioned his gifts of healing and of miracles,
but what we have said is minor compared to what we still have to
relate. The contents of this chapter are little more than a sketch of
an inexhaustible subject.



CHAPTER 27

Crisis at the Oratories

VéLUME XXI of the Geographical, Historical, Statis-
tical, and Commercial Dictionary by Goffredo Casalis, published in
1851, has an article entitled “Charitable Institutions,” which is
lavish in its praise of the three oratories founded by Don Bosco in
Turin. The article conciudes as follows:

Boys attending these oratories are exposed to an environment that re-
fines them and educates their minds and hearts. Within a short time they
acquire good manners, develop a liking for work, and become good
Christians and upright citizens. Such impressive results should certainty
induce the government to give every consideration to an undertaking
which is of great benefit to the poorer class. Many zealous priests have
dedicated themselves to this social work of rescuing from idleness many
boys who would undoubtedly come to a sorry end without their solicitous
care. Here we must also mention the praiseworthy Father [Hyacinth]
Carpano, who plans to open a center for workmen recently released from
hospitals and unable to return immediately to work either because of un-
employment conditions or their need for time to convalesce. This project
will become a reality as soon as Father Carpano manages to find the sup-
port he confidently expects to receive.

Some may object that we have devoted too much space to these insti-
tutions. This is quite opposed to the thinking of those who realize that
public recognition is the sole reward these worthy people receive for their
constant, tireless labors. These priests dedicate their entire lives to the
welfare of the young, and it would be most unjust to deny them the praise
they so eminently deserve.

Let us now resume our narrative. Father Carpano, then, had just
withdrawn, regretfully, from the oratories to which he had been of
such great help and which he had seen come into being and thrive.
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The St. Aloysius Oratory in 1851 was still under the direction of
Father Peter Ponte,! assisted by Father Charles Morozzo, Father
Ignatius Delmonte, Attorney [Cajetan} Bellingeri, Father [Felix]
Rossi, and Father Berardi. Father Ponte was an excellent priest,
but, too easily influenced by others, he was soon won over by some
catechists who were dissatisfied with Don Bosco’s administration
of the Guardian Angel Oratory at Borgo Vanchiglia * and the St.
Aloysius Oratory at Porta Nuova. They attributed his zeal to ambi-
tion and a desire to dominate. This opinion was not shared by all.
Father Leonard Murialdo, for example, declared: “I never thought
that such was his intention. [ could not help but admire the success-
ful development of the oratories and their good work.”

This successful growth was due to unity of direction which Don
Bosco wanted preserved at all costs. Unfortunately, self-love makes
people partial to themselves and envious of another’s success, espe-
cially if that person is their equal. The fact that others admire his
performance humiliates them. [Niccolo] Tommaseo has aptly termed
envy disguised under the guise of zeal as “admiration repressed by
hatred and sadness.”

For this reason Don Bosco’s orders, though couched in respect-
ful terms, were often not respectfully received. Steady, vicious criti-
cism, although limited to small circles, spread from one oratory to
another. Passion blinded the malcontents and fostered thoughts of
rebellion. Not caring for further aggravation, Don Bosco suffered in
silence, but even his silence was criticized. Nevertheless he was pre-
pared to take action should the rebellion rise openly to the surface.

Joseph Brosio described the situation in this way to Father [John)
Bonetti:

One Sunday afternoon, after church services, I did not see Don Bosco
in the playground. Concerned about his unusual absence, I went through
the house looking for him and at last I found him in a room. He looked
very sad, almost on the verge of tears, Seeing him so depressed, I insisted
that he tell me the reason. He had always trusted me, so he finally re-
lented and told me that a boy (he revealed his name) had hurt him very
deeply by his outrageous behavior. “I am not disturbed by what he said

1 See Vol. 111, p. 394, [Editor]
2 See Vol. I1I, pp, 392-98. [Editor]
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to me personally,” he added. “What distresses me is the thought that this
boy has taken a very bad turn.”

I also felt hurt and immediately prepared to go after that insolent
youth to demand an explanation and make him swallow his insults. But
Don Bosco, noticing my anger, stopped me and said with a smile: “You
want to punish him, and he certainly deserves it, but let’s take our re-
venge together. Won’t that be better?”

“Yes, we'll do it that way,” T answered. At that moment I was too
angry to realize that Don Bosco intended to “avenge” the wrong by for-
giving the offender. In fact, he invited me to pray with him for the boy.
I am sure he must have prayed for me too, because I instantly felt a
change sweep over me. My anger against the boy dissolved so completely
that if he had entered the room at that precise moment, I would have
welcomed him as a close friend.

After our prayer was completed, I told Don Bosco of the radical
change in my feelings. He replied: “Christian revenge consists in for-
giving those who offend us and praying for them. Your prayer for that
boy has pleased God. That’s why you feel so full of joy. Always conduct
yourself in this way, and your life will be a very happy one.”

Thus did Don Bosco react when things did not go according to
his wishes. This incident clearly indicates that even at Valdocco
there were some who sided with the dissidents. As the danger of a
split continued to increase, Father Robert Murialdo, Father Tasca,
Father [Francis] Barcne, Father [Joseph] Berizzi, Father [John]
Cocchis, and Canon Saccarelli, founder of the Holy Family Institute,
attempted to resolve the difficulty by calling a meeting. Father Ponte
was invited to attend and state his grievances, but he declined. At
this meeting Don Bosco declared himself ready to make concessions
but not to abdicate that authority which was his by right.

A temporary agreement was reached when it was learned that
Marchioness Barolo was looking for a personal chaplain. Don Bosco
suggested to Father Cafasso that the post be offered to Father Ponte,
who was anxious for such an assignment. The marchioness accepted
Father Cafasso’s advice, and so Don Bosco appointed Father {Felix]
Rossi to the St. Aloysius Oratory. Toward mid-October, Marchio-
ness Barolo left for Rome with Silvio Pellico and Father Ponte. The
latter, in a letter to Father John Borel, presented his case and com-
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plained of the allegedly intolerable burdens that he had had to
endure.

Father Bore] answered Father Ponte promptly and tactfully, care-
ful not to offend his sensibilities. The reply throws some light on
the controversy.

Turin, October 23, 1851
Reverend and dear Father Ponte:

Since the welfare of the oratories is very close to our heart, we are
convinced that harmony between all members, regardless of their rank,
is the best policy. Only thus will God be with us! Therefore, with God’s
help, we are determined to promote this concord by closer cooperation
among ourselves and by the removal of any obstacle that may arise.

Concord is impaired when the other oratories are not allowed to use
certain things provided for one oratory. Likewise, it is disturbed when,
in the same oratory, a member reserves some things for his exclusive
use so that no one may use them even when he is absent.

We have therefore agreed that any donation to one oratory must be
regarded as given to all the oratories, and the directors are bound in
conscience to inform the benefactors of this policy of ours.

We have reached this conclusion as a result of your letter and a sub-
sequent episode of a similar nature. Since it may happen that, due to
our limited supply of sacred vestments, one of the oratories may need
to borrow them on special occasions, it is only right that the other ora-
tories come to its assistance just as we already do with personnel and
other things. In case one of us sees fit to lend an oratory something he
has or to borrow something from others, besides being grateful, he must
promptly return the borrowed goods. This has always been our practice.
Such was the case, for example, with the crib kindly loaned to the St.
Aloysius Oratory.

We must not think that Divine Providence will fail us because we have
adopted this procedure. Indeed, we have reason to hope that it will result
in even greater blessings. By mutual aid we widen the field of our charity,
open new avenues for doing good to the young, share more intimately
in the communion of saints, and strip ourselves of selfishness and pride.
Our charity will then be more genuine inasmuch as it will be untainted by
personal interests. No one has anything to lose, because each oratory,
by sharing its material goods with the others, will in turn be entitled to
the same benefits. Let us be ever grateful to Our Lord for the blessing
of concord. In this spirit let us work on behalf of youth in every part of
the city.
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I am delighted to inform you that the oratories are well cared for and
that our boys, docile and devout, keep coming in droves. Father {[Robert]
Murialdo has generously taken over our dear Father Grassino’s post at
Borgo Vanchiglia. Our zealous Father Rossi takes excellent care of the
St. Aloysius Oratory and, up to All Saints’ Day, will preach the afternoon
instruction while I shall continue to give the morning sermon. Don Bosco
provides the preachers at the St. Francis de Sales Oratory, and when
necessary he substitutes for them.

The new church is now ready for the roof, and before winter sets in
it will be covered.

I have learned that you and the marchioness 3 have safely arrived in
Florence, but I am sorry to hear that Mr. Pellico * found the journey
uncomfortable. Yesterday the Sisters of St. Mary Magdalen again
prayed for the safe return of their foundress and benefactress. I pray
daily to the Lord that he grant her prosperity, health, and happiness, I
have nothing to report regarding the convent or the Rifugio. Everything
seems to be going well. This should reassure the marchioness and con-
tribute to her peace of mind. » '

All the priests, including myself, are well. I am now at home and I
intend to stay here as long as possible to assist these religious communi-
ties and to defer to the wishes of the marchioness who is so interested in
them.

I would like to ask you a further favor. Please give me your comments
on what I have told you about the oratories and our policy in running
them. Let me also know what you want done with your belongings which
you left behind.

Please accept my sincere best wishes. I remain,

Your devoted and faithful friend,
Fr. John Borel, Director of the Rifugio

Father Borel received the following reply:
Rome, November 4, 1851

Reverend and dear Father:

I was very pleased to receive your kind, heartwarming letter. I was
longing to hear news of the oratories and was beginning to be worried
about them. Now, thank God, I feel tranquil.

Let me now comment on your letter. I too am worried and desire con-

3 Marchioness Barolo. [Editor}
4 See p. 49. [Editor]
B See Vol. I, p. 185. {Editor)
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cord among the directors of the oratories. I wholeheartedly wish all dif-
ferences of opinion to be resolved so that, united in mind and will, we
may with greater reason expect more abundant help from the Lord and
a greater reward for our labors. I believe that this deplorable discord
resulted from the fact that we have no one in particular to turn to and
from a serious lack of communication among ourselves. This opinion is
also shared by others. If you can do something about this, I am sure all
unrest will vanish.

I cannot renege on the decision I previously revealed to you. I made
this decision only after careful soul-searching and I cannot change it for
any reason. If the things which I left at the St. Aloysius Oratory are in
the way, I'll remove them as soon as I return to Turin or, if necessary,
before. From now on (should God will that I continue working in behalf
of the oratories) I shall willingly abide by the decision you mentioned—
-namely, that donations made to the director of one oratory shall be con-
sidered as made to all. Whenever possible, I shall so inform our bene-
factors.

I am very pleased to learn that the St. Aloysius Oratory is thriving,
thanks to your personal efforts and those of our good Father Rossi. For
my part, although physically absent, I am constantly with you in spirit
and I never cease recommending this work to God. Soon, I hope, 1 will
have an audience with the Holy Father, 1 shall beg his blessing for the
directors and boys of our oratories.

So far our journey has gone well. The marchioness is in good health
and she was very happy to receive such good news about her institutes.
Mr. Pellico feels much better now. Pray for me and have the boys pray
too. Give my regards to all the priests in the oratories. Hoping to receive
more good news of the oratories, I remain,

Your devoted friend,
Father Peter Ponte

Don Bosco had meanwhile been heartened by an encyclical of
Pius IX, dated November 21, promulgating a Holy Year. It was a
foretaste of greater joy he was to savor on December 8, the first
decennial of his oratory work.

The day before, a Sunday, he reminded the boys of this event
in a moving talk, He would have liked to solemnize the anniversary
with special pomp, but since the new church had not been com-
pleted, he contented himself with urging the boys to join him in a
prayer of thanksgiving to the Immaculate Virgin for Her motherly
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protection and with briefly sketching the graces She had bestowed
on them during that decade. He exhorted them to express their filial
gratitude to Her by receiving the sacraments on that day. The re-
sponse was gratifying.

The first decade had seen the birth and infancy of the oratories;
the second, which was to witness their growth into adolescence,
was beginning under the auspices of the Heavenly Queen.

This first decade closed with an episode which had prophetic
overtones. It is contained in a glowing tribute to Don Bosco written
by Professor [Joseph] Raineri in 1898:

One Sunday afternoon in 1851 the Oratory held a lottery drawing.
There were many winners and everyone was happy. At the end, Don
Bosco flung caramels in all directions from the balcony to satisfy many
a sweet tooth. Naturally, this bountifulness resulted in more and louder
shouts and cheers. When Don Bosco finally came down into the play-
ground he was hoisted on their shoulders and carried in triumph with
wild enthusiasm. One of the boys who was soon to don the clerical habit
said to him, “Don Bosco, how wonderful it would be if you could see
the whole world studded with oratories!” On hearing that remark, Don
Bosco (I seem to see him even now) turned his gaze toward the horizon
majestically and lovingly, and he answered, “Who knows? The day may
come when Oratory boys will really be scattered all over the earth!” He
was so right!



CHAPTER 28

Plans for a Lottery

EOR several months Don Bosco had untiringly devoted
most of his time and effort to the construction of his new church.
By August the structure was already several feet above ground-level,
but money had almost run out. The thirty-five thousand lire Don
Bosco had managed to raise from a few benefactors had melted
away like snow under the sun, and he was now forced to renew his
appeal. Bishop Peter Losana of Biella was among the first to re-
spond. Realizing the benefits afforded by the new church to the
apprentice bricklayers of his own diocese who had found work in
Turin and were frequenting Don Bosco’s oratories, he sent the fol-
lowing circular to his pastors:

Biella, September 13, 1851
Reverend and dear Father:

Several years ago Don Bosco, a pious, zealous priest of Turin, was
motivated by true evangelical charity to gather on Sundays boys whom
he found roaming the densely populated neighborhoods between Borgo
Dora and Borgo Martinetto. In a suitable place he provided them with
recreation, religious instruction, and Christian education. His efforts
were so fruitful that the chapel is now no longer adequate to handle the
crowds; at this time it can accommodate but a third of the more than
six hundred boys in attendance. Therefore, Don Bosco has zealously un-
dertaken the arduous task of building a more adequate church. This is
the reason for his appeal to the charity of the faithful. He particularly
deserves our help since over a third of the more than six hundred boys
attending the Oratory are from Biella. Several of them also receive free
board, lodging, and clothing, and are taught a trade. We owe Don Bosco
our help not only in charity but also in the name of justice. I therefore
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urge you to apprise your good parishioners of this worthy cause, par-
ticularly those of greater wealth, and to set aside a Sunday for a special
collection for this purpose. Please send the proceeds to the chancery with
appropriate identification.

The children of darkness are working to complete the construction of
a temple for the preaching of heresy and the ruin of souls; ! will the for-
tunate children of light fail to build a church where truth may be taught
for their own and their brethren’s salvation?

Therefore, 1 hope that I can soon make a substantial contribution to
the work of this worthy man of God and thus publicly show the en-
lightened and fervent gratitude of our diocese for a project that is so
holy, so beneficial, and so necessary for us in these trying times. With
deepest esteem and warmest affection, I remain,

Your most devoted servant,
¢ John Peter, Bishop

This appeal brought in one thousand lire. Tt was not much, but
it was followed by a donation from King Victor Emmanue] II who
kept the promise he had made on July 5.2

Economato Generale Regio Apostolico

Turin, October 2, 1851
Reverend Father:

The Royal Secretariat of State for Ecclesiastical Affairs of Grace and
Justice informed this office on September 30 that His Majesty has gra-
ciously granted you the sum of ten thousand lire to be paid in install-
ments from this office—three thousand lire immediately, the balance in
successive years as such funds become available. This subsidy is being
granted specifically for the construction of a church attached to the
charitable institute you have founded for poor boys in Valdocco for their
religious education and for the support of the most needy ones.

You may claim this subsidy personally or through a properly identified
representative.

Canon Anthony Moreno, Royal Almoner

A few days later Victor Emmanuel II also sent a most welcome
contribution of his own.

1 A reference to the Protestant church then under construction in Turin. [Edifor]
2 See p. 192. [Editor}
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Sovraintendenza Generale della Lista Civile

Turin, October 10, 1851
Dear Reverend Father:

I am pleased to inform you that on October 5 I had the honor of pre-
senting your letter to His Majesty. He graciously wishes to contribute
one thousand lite toward the building of a church adjacent to your in-
stitute,

1 hasten to inform you of this new token of the king’s generosity.
Please let me know when you wish this subsidy to be made available to
you and indicate to whom disbursement should be made. With great
esteem, I remain,

Your devoted servant,
Marquis Pampara

Still short of funds, Don Bosco did his best to trim expenses.
On October 22, he wrote to the municipal authorities seeking exemp-
tion from the payment of shipping and handling fees of the building
permit. The very next day the mayor replied as follows:

Turin, October 23, 1851
Reverend and dear Father:

Since regulations do not permit exemption from the established fees
for the mailing of the building permit which you should have picked up
before beginning the construction of the church, I have arranged for it
to be shipped to you. There will be no charge to you in consideration of
the nature of your work; the fee will be paid from charity funds.

Enclosed please find the permit; it must be retained by the person
supervising the construction. A fine will be imposed if said document
is not available for inspection at the request of authorized municipal
agents.

Wishing you speedy success in your undertaking, I remain with rever-
ence and esteem,

G. Bellone, Mayor

When funds continued to lag, Don Bosco sold 2,142 square feet
of land formerly belonging to the seminary to Mr. John Emmanuel
on November 20, 1851, for the sum of 1,573 lire, but this was only
a drop in the bucket. He had to find some other way to raise money.
It was then that he decided to carry out a plan he had toyed with
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in his mind for a long time—namely, a big lottery with prizes pro-
vided through the generosity of the faithful. It was a difficult task,
but he had already indirectly paved the way for its success. For a
long time he had untiringly sought help from the civil authorities,
asking with humility but also with the confidence of one working
effectively for the public good. He knocked at every door, entered
every office, spoke with the head of every department, and sent
appeals to city and regional authoritics and even to members of the
Royal House. Practically every branch of the government received
his numerous petitions. Often he wrote as many as ten a week, and
generally he received what he requested. Many donations were only
for ten, fifteen, or twenty lire, but he was always courteously re-
ceived when he went to collect them.

Success did not come easily; work, vexatiori, and humiliation
were the price he had to pay. He needed contacts, friends, and influ-
ential people to recommend him. He had to write many letters and
make many calls. Each time a new cabinet minister, mayor, prefect,
or departmental head was appointed, Don Bosco had to find some
excuse for calling on him and winning his favor. This involved seek-
ing further assistance from friends and benefactors, more letters,
and more calls. He was not primarily concerned with subsidies,
whether large or small; the important thing was that each subsidy
represented official approval of his undertaking. Don Bosco antic-
ipated possible hostility in the future, and he wanted to be able to
retort, “You have been helping me so far. Are you now going to
let me down in this undertaking which you once considered in
keeping with the law and deserving of your protection?”

His efforts in regard to the lottery were successful. His first move
was to recruit helpers. Forty-six men—craftsmen, noblemen, and
priests—and eighty-six women of the middle class and nobility
agreed to be sponsors. The most prominent of these were Canon
[Louis] Anglesio, director of the Cottolengo Hospital, and Marchio-
ness Mary Fassati, née De Maistre, lady-in-wating to Queen Maria
Adelaide.

The executive committee was composed of the following men:

Count Caesar Arnaud of San Salvatore
Father Peter T. Baricco, deputy mayor
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Cajetan Bellingeri, attorney

Frederick Blanchier, civil engineer

Frederick Bocca, contractor

Father John Borel, rector of the Rifugio

Father John Bosco, director of the Oratory

Amadeus Bossi, merchant

Chevalier Gabriel Cappello (known also as Moncalvo)

Joseph Cotta, senator

Hyacinth Cottin, alderman

Lawrence d’Agliano of Caravonica

Joseph Dupre, alderman

Joseph Gagliardi, novelty dealer

Father Robert Murialdo, court chaplain

Canon Joseph Ortalda, director of the Society for the Propagation of the
Faith

Victor Ritner, goldsmith

Louis Rocca, attorney, alderman

Peter Ropolo, locksmith, alderman

Michael Scanagatti

After complying with all legal requirements to establish such a
committee, Don Bosco addressed a petition to the government for
official approval.

Turin, December 1851
Dear Sir:

To ensure the success of the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales (described
in greater detail in the attached memorandum), we, the undersigned,
realizing the inadequacy of the present chapel for the constantly increas-
ing number of boys attending the Oratory, have decided to build a larger
church. Thanks to generous donations from a few private sources, con-
struction has been courageously begun and brought to the point where
now only the roof remains to be built. Inasmuch as a considerable sum
of money is still needed to complete the church, we, the undersigned,
have decided to appeal to the public at large to donate prizes for a
lottery.

In conformity with the law of February 24, 1820, which was amended
by the royal decree of January 10, 1833, and by the instructions of the
Finance Office of August 24, 1834, we, the undersigned, request official
approval for a planned lottery.
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In accordance with the above-cited instructions, we, the undersigned,
are enclosing a circular that briefly describes the history and purpose of
this institute and the procedure to be followed in the obtaining and
awarding of prizes.

All proceeds will be used exclusively to complete the new church;
they shall be deposited with Senator Joseph Cotta, a member of the
executive committee, who will also act as treasurer.

We, the undersigned, will gladly provide further information as re-
quired; we also pledge to conform with the aforementioned regulations
of the Finance Office.

Certain that you will grant approval and that it will benefit this insti-
tute which, though modest, greatly benefits boys of the working class,
we proffer our sincerest thanks in advance.

(Signatures followed)

The procedure for securing and awarding prizes was as follows:

1. All artifacts and handicrafts, such as embroidery, knitted wear,
pictures, books, draperies, linens, etc., will be gratefully received.

2. A receipt will be issued with a description of each object and the
donor’s name unless anonymity is desired.

3. The number of tickets issued will be set by the value of the prizes
in accordance with the law.

4. The tickets, signed by two committee members, will be sold for
fifty centesimi and be detached from a counterfoil book.

5. The prizes will be on public display for a month, starting in March.
Official notice of the exact date and place will be inserted in the Gaz-
zetta Ufficiale together with the date for the public drawing.

6. The numbers will be drawn one at a time. Should two be acci-
dentally drawn together, they will be put back into the urn.

7. As many tickets will be drawn as there are prizes on display. The
first number drawn will win the first prize and so on until all the prizes
have been awarded.

8. The winning numbers will be published in the Gazzetta Ufficiale;
prizes may be claimed three days later.

9. Unclaimed prizes will be held for three months, after which date
they will be considered as donated to the Oratory.

The city Finance Office granted a license on December 9, 1851.
We include herein the official notification:
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The City of Turin
December 17, 1851
To the Rev. John Bosco
Director of the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales

We are forwarding a copy of the Finance Office’s decree authorizing
a lottery on behalf of the Oratory of St, Francis de Sales.

Since the decree stipulates that the steering committee of the lottery
must in all matters act in agreement with the mayor of Turin who is re-
sponsible for the enforcement of lottery regulations, you are asked to
kindly forward to his office copies of all papers sent to the Finance Office
so that the required supervision may be set up and everything may pro-
ceed in proper order.

I take this opportunity of assuring you of my esteem.

Peter T. Baricco, Deputy Mayor

On December 20, 1851, Don Bosco sent out the lottery appeal
as approved by the Finance Office. It read as follows:

Dear Sir:

Ten years ago a modest charitable institute known as the Oratory of
St. Francis de Sales was opened in this city in the section called Val-
docco. Its sole purpose is the intellectual and moral welfare of boys who,
because of parental neglect, bad companions, and poverty, are likely to
get into trouble. Several people who are interested in the sound educa-
tion of the young have been deeply distressed at the increasing number
of boys who idly roam the streets with bad companions and earn their
living by begging or petty larceny, thus burdening society and fomenting
lawlessness. It also grieves them to see many of these boys wasting their
meager wages on Sundays by gambling and drinking. In their desire to
end this evil and its potential dire consequences, these civic-minded citi-
zens have opened a center where such boys can easily fulfill their reli-
gious duties on Sundays and also receive catechetical instruction, coun-
sel, and guidance to help them acquire an honest, Christian way of life.
This center, named the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales, was opened
through the contributions of generous citizens who are always ready to
lend a hand when it is a question of aiding the needy. They provided
everything needed for worship, character formation, and relaxation—in
brief, everything to make attendance at the Oratory pleasant and bene-
ficial.

Boys responded enthusiastically to the invitation to come to the Ora-
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tory on Sundays and holy days, even though the invitation was without
fanfare. Soon the premises had to be enlarged; little by little improve-
ments were made as suggested by an ingenious and prudent charity.
Evening classes in reading, writing, arithmetic, and Italian grammar were
held, at first only on Sundays, and later also on weekdays during the
winter. Particular stress was laid on teaching the metric system. All this
has been of great benefit to the boys employed in various arts and crafts.

For the past ten years, zealous priests and laymen have worked hard
and unceasingly to imbue these boys with love for their parents, brotherly
goodwill, respect for authority, gratitude toward their benefactors, and
appreciation of work, Above all else, these priests and laymen have
striven to instruct the boys in'their Faith, to rescue them from evil ways,
to inspire them with a holy fear of God, and to accustom them in their
youth to the practice of religion. While there are those who laudably
labor to promote the arts, advance technology, and educate the sons of
the weli-to-do in secondary schools and colleges, the modest Oratory of
St. Francis de Sales seeks to impart a religious and civic education to
those who are less favored by fortune, but who have the will and talent
to be of use to themselves, their families, and their country.,

Due to the steady increase in the number of boys, the room used as
a chapel is now too small. Lest inadequate facilities hinder the success
of this providential work, the sponsors of this appeal, trusting in the
generosity of their fellow citizens, have decided to build a larger church
and thus ensure the continuation of this institute.

Immediately and unhesitatingly they laid the foundations of this new
church. Donations, gifts, and encouragement poured in from all sides,
and in a few months construction reached the roof level.

Unfortunately, however, funds have run out; the inexhaustible charity
of the general public must now be depended upon to complete this con-
struction. For this reason, we, the undersigned sponsors, request your
support and cooperation. The method we suggest has already been suc-
cessfully tried by other charitable institutions and should be equally suc-
cessful for the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales. Our intention is to hold
a lottery which we, the undersigned, are now organizing in order to raise
sufficient funds to complete the new church. We trust that in view of the
lofty purpose of our appeal you will give us your support.

Any object you would be willing to donate will be gratefully accepted.
Where charity is concerned, every little bit helps; even the most humble
offerings, when put together, may suffice to accomplish the task.

We rely on your generosity, convinced that the idea of contributing to
the sound education of poor and neglected youngsters will certainly induce
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you to lend a helping hand. May the fact that people from all walks of
life have supported this undertaking and contributed to its development
commend this pious institute to you. We also wish to say that the Sen-
ate, after appointing a committee to gather detailed information about
the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales, favorably discussed its findings and
then warmly recommended a government subsidy. Finally, we wish to
recall the subsidy granted unanimously by our municipal authorities for
two consecutive years, the singular generosity of their Royal Majesties,
and the special benevolence with which revered prelates and distin-
guished laymen have recommended the institute to public charity.

In conclusion, anticipating your generous response, we wish to express
our heartfelt gratitude for your gift, and we ask God to grant you His
blessings.

Yours gratefully,

The Sponsors
Their names and this postscript followed:

For your greater convenience, prizes may be delivered to: Joseph
Gagliardi, hardware store, opposite the basilica; Charles Chiotti, china
and earthenware shop in Via Dora Grossa, opposite Holy Martyrs
Church; Pianca & Serra Shop at 6 Casa Pompa, in the parish of Qur
Lady of the Angels; Marietti Press, on the university porticoes.

Don Bosco sent out thousands of copies of this appeal. He also
sanctified the Christmas holidays by inviting people to practice
charity.



CHAPTER 29

" Family Spirit

EY the beginning of 1851 the boys no longer had to eat
their meals in scattered locations throughout the house and court-
yard; ! they now could sit at tables under a shed. Moreover, since
they were all growing lads, they were given an extra bun for break-
fast. In 1852 Don Bosco discontinued the practice of giving each
boy a twenty-five centesimi allowance ? for bread inasmuch as some
of them were foolishly spending it on candy and then finding them-
selves hungry. He also introduced some improvements. The small
earthen bowls were replaced by larger tin bowls, bread was pro-
vided from the pantry, and on Thursdays ® and Sundays a second
course was served at the main meal. Soon thereafter either the second
course or fruit became a part of the daily meals, A glass of wine was
also served.

Don Bosco did his best to provide his charges with adequate
nourishment; the food was plain but wholesome and abundant.
Bread and soup were always on hand whenever they wished some.
Furthermore, bread was also distributed in midafternoon as a snack
to discourage them from helping themselves from the refectory.

Don Bosco always ordered the finest bread. When his distin-
guished benefactor, Chevalier Joseph Cotta, suggested that he serve
breadsticks, he agreed to try them for a week. However, the boys
did not like them too much, particularly since the breadsticks were
all crust and thus did not satisfy their hunger. Therefore, Don
Bosco discontinued them.

On feast days and special occasions some special treat was added

1 See Vol. ITI, pp. 248f. [Editor]
2 Ibid., p. 249. [Editor]
3 A regular school holiday. [Editor]

231
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at breakfast, as well as small hors d’oeuvres and a glass of a better
wine at dinner. Don Bosco also gave the poorer boys whatever
clothing they needed. Indeed most of the boys were better off at
the Oratory than they would have been in their own homes, and
it cost them nothing.

Don Bosco generally gave preference to the needier and more
abandoned orphans, since they were in greater moral danger. His
heart went out to them. Tearfully he would often exclaim: “I will
make any sacrifice for these poor lads. I would gladly give my life
to save them.” He also exhorted his co-workers to be equally con-
siderate toward them.

However, he did require a small fee from those boys whose par-
ents were still alive, as well as from those who had inherited some
means or who were looked after by benefactors. He believed that
boys in such circumstances were not entitled to public charity. How-
ever, the fees paid by these boys were purely nominal and in no
way covered the costs of their upkeep. Divine Providence made up
the difference, and those boys unquestionably received more than
their money’s worth. Don Bosco often deplored the policy of cer-
tain institutions, where destitute boys were treated in a manner far
above their social condition and later on had trouble adapting them-
selves to something less than they had become accustomed to.

At the Oratory there were also boys from rather well-to-do fam-
ilies. Their parents had begged Don Bosco to accept them at the
Oratory and were paying a higher fee for better meals. Don Bosco
had them eat with his young clerics so that they might receive good
example. But this arrangement lasted only until he opened other
boarding schools for such boys in 1860 and 1863,

However, the most important fact is that among the various
groups living at the Oratory—students and artisans,* those who
paid and those who did not, young clerics and boys—there reigned
the warmest friendship and good feeling. As a true paterfamilias,
Don Bosco was the bond uniting all their hearts. Solicitous, fair
and cordial with those engaged in even the most menial tasks,
appreciative and generous with praise, solicitous toward the sick
and the needy, he was a born peacemaker in youngsters’ petty quar-

4+ This was the name given to the boys learning a trade, to distinguish them
from those taking academic courses; the latter were known as “students.” [Editor]
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rels. In such cases he used to say, “The wiser man must share his
wisdom.” He felt uneasy when the boys left the Oratory even if only
for a short time, and he did his utmost to keep them with him dur-
ing the summer vacation—even gratis—because he was concerned
about their spiritual welfare, fearing that their wings might turn
into horns.

Notwithstanding the general well-being and happiness of the
boys, thanks to Don Bosco’s care, some griping was unavoidable.
The soup, prepared in large quantity, did not always suit everyone’s
taste, and there were other deficiencies beyond Don Bosco’s control.
Nevertheless, even those who paid fees had an incredibly deep and
abiding affection for the Oratory. Former pupils do not hesitate to
admit this feeling. One of them, Canon [Hyacinth] Ballesio told us:
“The food was nothing to rave about. When we think of how we
ate and slept, we just wonder how we pulled through without harm
and complaint. We were happy because we felt we were loved. We
lived in a wonderful atmosphere and we were totally absorbed in it;
nothing else mattered.”

In this same year [1852] Don Bosco mtroduced the first formal
regulations. Since at this time there were neither classrooms nor
workshops at the Oratory, the boys were grouped by dormitories,
each of which had a cleric or a boy as assistant.® The house rules
were posted on a chart. They read as follows:

1. Every boy must obey the assistant or his substitute, who are
responsible for order and discipline in the dormitory.

2. Outsiders, even relatives, are not admitted to the dormitories with-
out express permission. Likewise, boys belonging to one dormitory may
not enter another without special permission.

3. Every boy should strive to give his companions good example,
especially by frequenting the sacraments at least twice a month.

4. Every boy must attend to his own personal neatness and that of his
dormitory.

5. After night prayers, all must immediately retire to their dormitory
and not linger in the courtyard; they must observe absolute silence so
as not to disturb the night rest.

5 This term will occur very frequently. It denotes a Salesian (usually a young

brother) whose duty it is to supervise the boys in practically every activity.
[Editor}
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6. In the morning everyone is to dress in strict silence with the great-
est modesty.

7. The buying or selling of anything is strictly forbidden; money must
not be kept in one’s possession. It must be deposited with the prefect,
who will credit it to the depositor and draw from it when necessary.

8. It is strictly forbidden to scribble on walls, drive nails into them,
or cause any other damage.

9. All should practice fraternal charity by patiently enduring one
another’s faults and avoiding grave offense.

10. Unseemly conduct or conversation is strictly forbidden.

11. May those observing these rules be blessed by God. Everyone
should bear in mind that one who begins to live as a good Christian in
his youth will continue to do so until his death. God will surely grant
him a long life.

P.S. These rules are to be read to all the boys in the dormitory on the
first Sunday of the month.

Father John Bosco

The original draft of the rules, in which the boys were referred
to as “sons,” was later modified and finally reworded as above.

In those memorable days the boys enjoyed maximum freedom,
as though they were in their own homes. But little by little, as the
need arose, Don Bosco gradually introduced some timely regula-
tions. The boys recognized the need for such restrictions and readily
complied with them, but they would not hesitate to express their
displeasure about the conduct of their companions which had made
them necessary. This is the origin of the disciplinary norms em-
bodied in the regulations for Salesian houses.

Each dormitory had its own patron saint whose name was written
over the entrance. Every year the boys of that particular dormitory
would celebrate the feast of their patron by receiving the sacra-
ments, adorning (with due permission) the picture of the saint with
drapes and candles and honoring him with songs and prayers. For
this act of devotion, to which the superiors were invited, they would
choose an hour of the morning or evening which would least disturb
the general routine of the house. A “prior,” chosen from among
them, would preside, and a cleric or one of the boys would deliver
a sermonette in honor of the saint. Sometimes they would also kiss
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the saint’s relic. This too, among other things, contributed to the
increase of devotion.

The dormitory was regarded as somewhat sacred. Don Bosco
had prescribed that at its entrance (and later also in every study
hall) there should be a small holy water font. There was also a
crucifix, as well as a small altar with a statue of the Madonna. Daily
during the month of May, before retiring, the boys recited short
prayers before the image of the Blessed Virgin which was adorned
with drapes and many lights. These decorations were curtailed in
later years since too many nails were being driven into the walls
to hang the drapes. Sometimes on the feast day of a patron saint
the boys held a small entertainment in his honor in the dormitory
and invited Don Bosco to be present. We discovered (and still
possess) sonnets which were composed and recited in successive
years by the students of the St. Augustine dormitory in honor of the
great bishop of Hippo. The sonnets were dedicated to Don Bosco,
to Father Victor Alasonatti, and to one of their “priors,” John
Berruto. .

As for maintaining order, Don Bosco realized the need of a per-
manent representative of his authority. Thus in 1852, when he had
to absent himself for a few days, he invited Father [John] Grassino
to stay at the Oratory as he had done in previous years.®

While Don Bosco’s disciplinary norms reflected his zeal and
prudence, his solicitude for his boys was manifest in the letters he
wrote to people who had recommended them.

Father Francis Puecher, a Rosminian, wrote to him one day
from Stresa. After expressing the wish that God would bestow his
blessings on the lottery and conveying Father Lawrence Gastaldi’s
greetings, he recommended a boy on behalf of Father Antonio
Rosmini who also offered to pay the boy’s monthly fee. Don Bosco
replied on February 16, 1852:

On receiving your welcome letter, I sent for the boy C.... I was
moved at the mere sight of him. He really looks starved physically and
spiritually, but he seems to be a very fine youngster. I told him to return
next week. I plan to keep him here for a few days on a trial basis but I

6 See p. 11. [Editor]
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did not tell him so. I also think he should keep going to school for a
while to discover his calling. . . . In any event, I intend to keep him here,
because he truly is in need.

Shortly thereafter he wrote to Father Charles Gilardi:

Young C. ... has been exemplary in conduct and piety; he shows a
bent for the priesthood and is one of the top students in third year Latin.
He seems to show great promise for the future, but he is barely fourteen.
We shall have to see how he gets along in his studies.

Another letter was addressed to Count Xavier Collegno:

Turin, February 21, 1852
Dear Sir:

I fully realize the grave need of the boy you have recommended to us,
and I assure you that I shall do everything in my power to help.

Unfortunately, I am running into serious difficulties caused by a lack
of funds and inadequate space, but give me five or six more days and I'll
find a solution, either by taking him in myself or by finding a place for
him with some reliable person.

My heartfelt thanks for your kind remembrance of me. I ask your
prayers and am honored to remain with the deepest respect,

Your servant,
Fr. John Bosco

Meanwhile the Latin classes were progressing well. Young
Cagliero showed fine aptitude and a very cheerful disposition. He
was always outstanding in competitive games, a champion and
leader in calisthenics and full of initiative.

At first, it seemed impossible to curb his fiery temperament. On
his way to school, especially, he could not bring himself to walk
along with the others. He was the despair of the cleric Rua, who
was in charge of the group. As soon as they were past the Oratory
gates, Cagliero would run to Milano Square to see the charlatans
doing tricks. Yet, when his classmates got to Professor Bonzanino’s
doorstep, Cagliero, drenched in perspiration, would already be
there waiting for them.

Rua invariably asked him, “Why can’t you walk with us?”
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“Because I like it better my way. What’s wrong with going one
way instead of another?”

“How about obedience?”

“Obedience? I'm never late. I am even here ahead of you. I do
my homework and I always know my lessons, so why all the fuss?”

He would not change because he derived so much pleasure from
watching the charlatans. Soon someone suggested to Don Bosco
that perhaps such an undisciplined boy had better be sent back
home, but Don Bosco, who appreciated Cagliero’s genuine qualities,
would not hear of it. The following year, however, Don Bosco
spoke to Cagliero about the virtue of obedience. Thereafter the
boy became more amenable to rules and soon was an example to all.

Don Bosco discovered that Cagliero, among many other talents,
had great aptitude for music. He himself taught him the first rudi-
ments and then entrusted him to the cleric Bellia for further in-
struction. His aim was to get Cagliero to compose simple melodies
for Mass. He made the young boy apply himself seriously to this
task through a well-tried method which soon was to bear good fruit.

One day a minor crisis arose at the .Qratory. The organist was
no longer available. There was no one to take his place on the fol-
lowing Sunday, and the church services would obviously not be
nearly as inspiring without music or singing. Cagliero sensed the
predicament and he was determined that the Oratory would not
suffer just because of the absence of one person. He practiced for
endless hours, showing an industry surprising in one of his tender
years. On the following Sunday he was at the harmonium accom-
panying the familiar melodies with an unerring hand.

After this success, his passion for music developed to the point
that he spent all his free time at a rickety old piano, pounding away
with such vigor that on one occasion poor Mamma Margaret, who
was not particularly appreciative of his doubtful harmony, nearly
lost her patience and, without really meaning it, picked up a broom
to threaten the young musician whom she loved as a son.

Indeed Mamma Margaret was a mother to all, gentle, loving,
and ever patient. Everything she did manifested her love for Don
Bosco’s poor boys. It often happened that during the winter months
many of them had to work overtime. When she did not see them
at supper and learned the reason, she would exclaim: “Poor boys!



238 THE BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS OF SAINT JOHN BOSCO

I must remember to keep the soup hot for them!” She would then
wait up for them until eleven or even later, by which time she
would often be trembling from the cold. When they wearily came
in, she always managed to add a little something to their supper.

Sometimes a small boy would wander into the kitchen on a Sun-
day afternoon after services. “What do you want, little one?” she
would ask,

“A piece of bread, Mamma.”

“Didn’t you eat your afternoon snack?”

“Yes, but I'm still hungry!”

“Poor lad! Here, take this. But don't tell anyone, or all the others
will come, and then they'll have bread scattered all over.”

“Don’t worry, Mamma, I won't tell a soul.”

He would then run into the playground with the bread in his
hand. His friends would immediately gather around him.

“Who gave it to you?”

“Mamma Margaret,” he would reply with a full mouth.

Then all would dash straight for the kitchen, and she could not
refuse them.

When the same boy would again ask for bread on the following
Sunday, Mamma Margaret would chide him: “Last Sunday you
didn’t keep your word and you got me into a fine fix. So I'm not
giving you any today.”

“I couldn’t tell them a lie, could I? They asked me, and I had
to tell them!”

“Well, that’s true too.” And he would get his bread.

Obviously, good boys had winning ways with her. When students
began to board at the Oratory, they would each get a bun for 2
snack on returning from classes. Invariably one of them would
take it to Mamma Margaret. “Mamma, is this all?”

“Isn’t it enough?”

“I can’t swallow it,” he would reply, munching away.

“Why not?”

“It’s so dry! It would taste better with a piece of cheese or a slice
of salami.”

“You little glutton! Thank God for such good bread!”

“Oh, Mamma,” the smart youngster would moan pitifully,
“please!”
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She could never resist such a plea.

These two little episodes might seem relatively unimportant, but
they have been included because a spark of love has more personal
meaning for us than a blaze of glory, riches, and wonders; moreover,
these episodes concern two of our companions who later filled posi-
tions of great dignity and authority.

From the above, we can also infer what Mamma Margaret did
for those who were lonely or sick. Unsparingly she tried to bring
back a smile to the lips of the former, and she rivaled the most
loving mother in her spirit of sacrifice and assiduous attention for
the latter. She herself suffered if any of them had a headache or
toothache. At the first symptom of pain, the boys would come run-
ning to her, and she would care for them night and day. If she
heard the slightest whimper or cry, she could not rest until they
poured out their sorrow or pain to her. If any boy fell sick, she was
always at his side, nursing him, keeping him company by working
at his bedside, and watching over him when the others went to
sleep.

The following episode is typical of her solicitude. A boy fell sick
with an infectious disease and had to be isolated. Margaret at once
took her place at his side and proved to be a perfect nurse. When
he had to be taken to the hospital, she silently followed the stretcher
down the stairs to the threshold, and when the attendants left the
house she burst into tears.

She was indeed the Oratory’s guardian angel.



CHAPTER 30

Proselytizing by the Waldensians

THROUGH books, periodicals, and lectures the Walden-
sians were expanding their proselytizing attempts. As an enticement
they offered a bonus of eighty lire to anyone joining their sect.
Among the boys who had frequented Don Bosco’s oratories were
several who had caused him great sorrow by opposing him on differ-
ent issues. Attracted by this offer, they joined the Waldensians.
Naturally they became estranged from their former companions,
and sensing that they would now be looked upon as renegades, they
began showing resentment against them.

One evening around 9 o’clock, [Charles] Tomatis was returning
to the Oratory. As he passed by the Church of Our Lady of Con-
solation he noticed two men ‘ollowing him. He quickened his pace
and so did they. Frightened into a run, he managed to reach the
Oratory gate and slam it shut just in time. He immediately reported
the incident to Don Bosco, who took the necessary precautions to
protect his boys.

Joseph Brosio comments:

These defections and betrayals sorely grieved Don Bosco. Once, in
a Sunday sermon, he spoke about the Waldensians and sadly complained
that some boys had allowed themselves to be led astray. He also un-
masked the cunning wiles used to lure them to perdition. As was his
custom on occasion, he interrupted his sermon and began to question
some of the boys, that all might better understand what he had been say-
ing. This also afforded him the opportunity to present even more clearly
the proofs of certain dogmas denied by the Waldensians, especially that
of the virginity of Mary. He became so impassioned as he developed his
theme that his face became resplendent. 1 witnessed this myself,
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We also witnessed a similar phenomenon on another occasion,
but we shall speak of that later.

Meanwhile Don Bosco had solicitously begun to work for the
conversion of the Waldensians. He persevered in this task for many
years and was rewarded by a substantial number of conversions
from among apostates and those who had been born in heresy.

He often received visits from those who had been deceived into
renouncing their Faith. He always welcomed them most kindly.
After lucidly explaining the Catholic position, he would point out
how they had been duped. As a result, they would realize the mis-
take they had made. But at the same time he would encourage
them never to despair of God’s mercy. He also helped them finan-
cially as much as he could, since some of them were in dire need.
He housed some young men in the Oratory to shield them from
etror and to instruct them more effectively. Among them were some
needy Waldensian boys whom he converted. He led entire families
back into the fold and also found employment for some of them.
Father Rua is our source of information in this regard.

Some of the Waldensian neophytes came to the Oratory more
for the sake of argument than from a desire to be converted, and
Don Bosco went along with this. Canon {John Baptist] Anfossi
recalls: “I myself was often present at such disputes and greatly
admired the subtle arguments Don Bosco employed. Obviously he
must have prepared himself for this task, but he must also have
had some supernatural assistance. This was particularly evidenced
by the great charity with which he invariably treated these mis-
guided people who were not always courteous to him. Don Bosco
regarded kindness as the most indispensable virtue in dealing with
heretics.” And indeed this is true, because when heretics sense that
the opponent’s aim is to prove them wrong, they immediately pre-
pare themselves not to discover the truth but to fight it. Heated
polemics shut people’s hearts, whereas affability opens them. St.
Francis de Sales, who was extremely gifted in disputation, won
over more heretics by his gentleness of manner than by his knowl-
edge. Weighty arguments without kindness have never converted
anybody. As a matter of fact, several of these misguided people
were won over by Don Bosco and restored to the Church.

The Waldensian pastors soon learned about Don Bosco’s zealous
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efforts to bring back to the Catholic Church those who had left it.
Some of them sought him out, hoping to confute him and capitalize
on that fact. But they never succeeded, not only because of the
soundness of his arguments but because of his ability to prevent
their jumping from one argument to another—an art at which they
were past masters either because of their ignorance or because by
such tactics no conclusion can ever be reached. Sometimes Don
Bosco, instead of bringing out direct proofs, would ask them ques-
tions, especially when the debate was about church history, the
councils, and the Fathers of the Church. Their answers revealed an
appalling ignorance. Don Bosco also knew how to trip even a
learned opponent into statements whose implications led to un-
foreseeable, unavoidable, and very embarrassing conclusions. Theirs
was an unenviable experience.

During this year [1852] he was also busy spreading far and wide
a new edition of his pamphlet Warnings to Catholics. Thousands
of copies disseminated in Piedmont and particularly in Turin were
very effective. But while Don Bosco was engaged in fighting heresy
outside Valdocco, the enemy actually reared its ugly head within
the Oratory itself.

Father Vitale Ferrero, a Franciscan at St, Thomas Monastery
in Turin, whose younger brothers frequented the Oratory, became
very friendly with Don Bosco. The friar had so dissembled his true
nature that Don Bosco trusted him and invited him to dinner on
several occasions. As a result, that particular year, 1852, he asked
him to preach on the feast of St. Francis de Sales, the patron saint
of the Oratory. The friar spoke to the boys in the Piedmontese
dialect which he knew quite well. He described scenes from the
saint’s life and vividly portrayed how St. Francis, even though phys-
ically exhausted, climbed to hilltop villages in order to save souls.
He also added that the saint mended his own clothes, whereas t