Contents cont’d.

Chapter

34

35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

Paris Falls, Rome Falls and a Tremor shakes
Valdocco

Collaborators and Co-operators

Hard Head Meets Its Match

Dreams of Far Off Lands

Patagonia, Land of Promise

Saints Must Suffer

The Great Journeys

The Boy the Bronze Giants Were Anxious About
The Closing Years, the Long Memories

At Dawn into the Light

Epilogue

Summary

Page

115
119
122
125
128
133
136
140
143
146
149
151

Foreword

IN 1979, THE Salesians in Italy published ‘a new biography’ of Saint John
Bosco by Father Teresio Bosco, SDB, possibly the best of the many such
books published on the Saintin the hundred years since his death in January
1888.

The official MEMORIE BIOGRAFICHE of his life consist of twenty large
volumes, of which the twentieth contains only the index to the others in 600
pages! No wonder Father Teresio laments having to squeeze his entire work
into some 450 pages!

The present modest little work squeezes the life of this remarkable Saint
into little more than a third of Father Teresio’s and is meant as an intro-
duction to ‘Don Bosco’ for those who may not have met him before. But in
the hundred years since his death there have obviously been new insights,
new angles on his life and times, new stories from those who lived and
worked with him; for instance, a mature woman, born blind and cured as a
child by Our Lady at the intercession of Don Bosco, comes back to tell us,
thirty years after his death, that her sight is still perfect. I am quite confident
that even those who already love Don Bosco will find much that is new in
this little book.

On the occasion of the centenary of the Saint’s death, I decided to
produce a short work based very loosely on Father Teresio’s book. It is by
no means a straight resumé: some chapters come directly from the
MEMORIE, others embody articles I had written for the SALESIAN BULLETIN
over many years. But nevertheless, I freely acknowledge my debt to Father
Teresio perhaps especially with regard to the complicated politics of 19th
century Italy. Of Father Teresio’s considerable detail, given for Italians, I
have used only the minimal background essential to the framework of Don
Bosco’s life; but thanks largely to Don Teresio, one can vouch for its
accuracy. Should there be faults, they must be entirely mine.

After all this, the least I can do is to dedicate this little book to Father
Teresio Bosco and with him to a dear friend and colleague of his and mine,
Father Martin McPake, until his recent death the Regional Superior of
world-wide English speaking Salesians, two great sons of Don Bosco who
so truly reflect his spirit, his charisms, his love for mankind and especially
for the youth of that mankind in all its needs and problems.

W. R. Ainsworth, SDB

Dbt b earnon ot o
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12 St. john Bosco

Johnny told the proud tale to his mother but she was not too happy
about it. “That man could have beaten you and hurt you. I'd sooner have let
the turkey go.” But Johnny felt better now about losing the first one. He was
David against the giant Goliath his mother had told him about and he had
won and he wasn’t going to be afraid ever as long as he was in the right. As
long as he felt he was in the right, he would face any odds. All his life, he
would. And did.

Chapter Two
TRAGEDY, FAMILY AND NATIONAL

THE ODDS AGAINST John (Giovanni) Bosco started from his infancy. His
father, Francesco, widowed with one son, Anthony, married Margaret
Occhiena to whom were born two sons, Joseph (Giuseppe) in 1813, John
on August 16th, 1815. He was a small farmer, who, when possible, would
help a neighbour, to earn a few extra lire for the family budget. Tragically he
caught a chill when he was only thirty-three and died of pneumonia. His
mother was already living with them so Margaret had to cope alone with
five mouths to feed. She was twenty-nine but had no thought of remarriage.
She could be said to be illiterate but had the wisdom of grace and
experience; she was strong, energetic and eminently practical, the acknow-
ledged mistress at the Becchi, the Bosco farm area.

John was two when his father died but remembered clearly the hard
winter that followed, in 1817. No doubt his mother had later filled in the
details. The autumn crops had everywhere failed, famine threatened, and
even the stocks built up by thrifty small farmers finally disappeared.
Margaret, in a crisis, gave what money she had to a neighbourto buy food at
any price; he came back empty-handed and wide-eyed with fear for his own
family. Margaret showed her mettle. “We have not eaten this day and eat
we must. Come and help me kill the last calf.” It represented their last
available capital. No matter; they killed it and she gave a substantial portion
to the neighbour for his own family. The family ate that night. With the
utmost care they survived, even scouring the fields and woods for edible
wild plants. The depredations of marauding armies had sharpened the
knowledge of these things among the peasantry over generations.

National Tragedy

John was born in the year of Napoleon’s final defeat: 1815, but his
tyrannical shadow had darkened the sunny Italian skies for along decade of
years, at least for the womenfolk. For the men, perhaps, it was different. The
French military genius had swept all Italy into his net and such was the glory
of his triumphant ‘revolutionary’ army that tens of thousands of Italians

13
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16 Saint fohn Bosco

‘Look,’ she said. I looked and saw all the boys had turned into animals,
goats, dogs, cats, sheep, bears and others.

‘Here is your field of work. Make yourself humble, strong, and robust.
And what in a moment you will see happen to these animals, you will do for
my children’ and then I saw all the animals become lambs, playing and
frollicking around the Lady and the Man. But it was all too much for me and
I began to cry. The Lady put her hand kindly on miy head and said, ‘At the
right time, you will understand’. Then there was a noise and I woke up. In
the morning I told my brothers and they burst out laughing. ‘Perhaps you’ll
become a shepherd,” said Joseph. ‘More likely a robber chief!’ thought
Anthony. Mamma said quietly, ‘Perhaps it means you might be a priest one
day.” But Grandmother said, ‘You shouldn’t take any notice of dreams at
all’. That settled it and I agreed with her but I couldn’t get that dream out of
my mind.”

Margaret, like another mother, kept these things in her heart and there
is no doubt that in that heart a seed was sown.

In 1822, the Piedmont government announced a programme of free,
compulsory elementary education for all. It took time to implement and in
country areas was no more than basic. Shortly after the dream, the nine year
old John was able to go to the village school in the November of 1824. The
course was to give the three R’s, adding a fourth one, religion. It lasted for
the farmers’ boys through what they called the ‘dead season,’ when nothing
much could be done in the fields. On March 31st it ended and John came
away. But he had leamned to read and from then on books became a passion
for him, especially during the dark nights.

Margaret had never been to school at all but she had a retentive
memory and used the long winter nights to give to the three boys the
catechism as she had learnt it by heart at Sunday school. She taught them
their prayers, the three times a day Angelus, the rosary, she explaind the
great feasts of the Church and the seasons, the Ten Commandments and
those of the Church, as far as they were able to understand. The Sunday
Masses and sermons added to their knowledge and she would qurestion
them on what they had heard and understood. There was grace before and
after every meal and family prayers at night. The boys made their first con-
fessions long before they were admitted to Holy Communion; on Saturdays
she would go with them, make her own confession and after they had made
theirs, help them with their thanksgiving. The usual age for first Com-
munion was twelve but when Margaret took John to the curate when he was
eleven, the priest was satisfied that he knew his catechism and accordingly
admitted him to receive the sacrament.

Chapter Four
THE WORST WINTER

THEJOY OF John’s first Holy Communion flowed over into an awareness of
the abiding presence of God and the budding of an apostolate. John had
unusual physical strength and an equally unusual memory; he was also
sharp-eyed, patient and tenacious. Work there was aplenty for an eleven
year old but there were the Sundays and the holy days of obligation free
except for Mass and the feeding of animals. John built up on his gifts of
leadership by embarking on a scheme of entertainment, for young and old.
Entertainments were few indeed in the rural areas and were usually
confined to individual conjurors and jugglers who would attract curious
crowds in village squares. John watched them with intense concentration
and then went home to experiment. In later years he marvelled himself at
his success. “By the time I was eleven I could perform any trick of conjuring
or juggling that I had ever seen; at the cost of many a fall and many a bruise,
I could even walk the tightrope on my mother’s clothesline.”

The locals flocked to the Becchi for the free Sunday evening show. Free
in money but there was an obligation. Halfway through the performance

John would stop the show. “Now, we’ll have a break; we’ll say a décade of

the rosary or the litany of Our Lady” if it was one of her feasts. Sometimes
with complete assurance, John would go through the morning’s sermon,
“in case some of you weren’t there or went to sleep”. Not all welcomed this
interlude and would move off. “All right, you can go; but don’t you come
back for the second half!”

Margaret would watch him now and then in wonder. One day she
turned to a neighbour, “What do you think of my boy? What do you think
he will become?” “I don’t know but he’ll certainly be up to some devilment
somewhere!” It was said with a smile but nevertheless there was a shade of
fear as these highly superstitious country folk watched the conjuring tricks
they could not understand. Occasionally, John could see his brother
Anthony standing at the back and heard his remark. “Oh, yes, quite the little
entertainer, enjoying himself while the rest of us break our bones with
EOH. .uu
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Chapter Six
IN THE CANONRY

INTHAT YEAR of 1829, a venerable old priest, Don Giovanni Calosso, took
over the nearby parish of Murialdo, having in view of his failing health
relinquished a much larger parish some distance away. In the November of
John’s return from the Moglias, there was a mission in another local parish
which John attended. On the way back, walking alone, he overtook the old
priest making his slow way home.

“Ah, young man, where have you been?”

“I've been to the mission, Father.”

“So have I, my son; but surely you wouldn’t have understood much of
that sermon with all its Latin quotations?”

“Oh,” replied John, “I think I managed fairly well to understand it all.”

“All? Look, I'll give you four soldi if you can tell me four words of it!”

“Certainly, Father,” and John proceeded to go through the entire
sermon as they walked along, to the stupefaction of Don Calosso. He
wanted to know John’s name, heard of his hopes for the priesthood, his
frustrations and problems. Before they parted, he asked John to tell his
mother that he would like to see her. She went up the next day.

“Look, Signora, your son has a prodigious memory and simply must be
Wm_vmm with his studies. If you’ll let him come to me, I'll do all I can to help

im.”

It was arranged that John would go over to him for Latin lessons every
day, returning home to sleep. In times of urgent work on the farm, he would
take his share but otherwise his time was spent in the company of Don
Calosso in the canonry. It was a wonderful year of progress in every way.
They would go through the scriptures and John was encouraged to make a
simple meditation each day. In the September of 1830, he moved over
entirely to the canonry, repaying the old priest with whatever services he
could perform.

“Iloved him as a father,” wrote John later, “I opened my heart to him
and let him guide me in all I did. He returned my affection and gave me as
much time as he could spare in correcting my work and instructing me in
the spiritual life.” It was a time of the greatest consolation to both John and
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Margaret, for more than once Don Calosso declared that as long as he lived
he would see John right through his studies for the priesthood, and if he
died, well, he had thought of that, too. It all seemed too good to last.

Just a year after that fortuitous meeting, in November, John happened
to be at home when an urgent message sent him flying back to Murialdo. He
found Don Calosso collapsed in a chair, unable to speak, suffering from a
severe stroke. He managed to indicate to John where the key of his bureau
was and by signs to show that whatever was in it, was for him, for his studies.
Shortly afterwards, to John’s inconsolable grief, he died. The bureau
contained some 6,000 lire, not a fortune but quite ample to finance all
John’s studies right up to the priesthood.

However, when the family arrived for the funeral and enquired about
what Don Calosso had left, John simply handed them the key of the bureau.
They were well aware of the old priest’s intentions and invited John to take
whatever he needed of the money. But he felt he could not and returned to
the Becchi. With Don Calosso’s death had died all his hopes, and now, at
fifteen, he had no teacher, no money and no plans for the future.

Musical Tailor

John, however, had still to learn that God has plans. To clear the way,
Margaret decided that the little family patrimony be divided according to
the law, Anthony taking his share on the occasion of his marriage and be
thus independent of the family. Margaret and Joseph ran their part of the
farm and took on other work, while she decided that John should attend the
local school at Castelnuovo d’Asti, a small town some five kilometres away,
where a Latin class had been added to the school course. Uncle Michael
fixed up a ‘semipension’ with a Signor Roberto; John could sleep there and
would receive ‘soup’ for lunch and supper, while Margaret would provide
bread and pay the modest pension, usually in kind, from the produce of the
farm.

The school soon turned out to be a waste of time as well as an embarrass-
ment for John. At fifteen he had to sit with boys of ten or eleven who laughed
at him as ‘the big country yokel with clothes stolen from a scarecrow!” A
weak teacher, trying to curry favour with the class he could not control,
joined in the derision, refused to correct John’s work as beneath his dignity
and made it impossible for him to make any progress. Poor John. After the
bliss of the canonry and Don Calosso, it was a ‘via crucis,” indeed. Given a
chance he could have exercised all his old mastery with these boys but no
chance was ever given. Margaret decided that he should leave and prepare
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26 Saint_John Bosco

his ‘trades’ some knowledge of simple building and getting to know the
woodworking tools, all grist to the mill he had not yet dreamed of.

Meanwhile he had to learn to meetlife in some of its less pleasing forms.
The religious atmosphere at the school was extremely strict by modern
standards but some students reacted against it. They took advantage of
John’s easy approach to try to involve him in some of their questionable
activities, in which robbing his mother or his landlady was about the
mildest.

“You have to learn to live, man, and you can’t live without money. If
they won’t give you any, you must get some . . .”

He was old enough to look after himself but realised that many of the
younger boys, some fresh from the country, would easily give way to
pressure of this sort. He got together a few of the better disposed boys and
started what he called the ‘Societa dell’Allegria’. ‘Allegria’ means joy,
happiness, cheerfulness. He proposed three simple-rules:

1. No act or word that could make any decent Catholic ashamed.

2. To carry out one’s duties, scholastic and religous.

3. To be cheerful . . . ‘allegro’. (Musically minded folk will recognise

the word.)

John was soon in his element gathering around him an enthusiastic
group whom on occasion he would entertain in the old Becchi fashion,
especially in wet weather, with his tricks, gymnastics, juggling and
conjuring. As always, the show ended with a prayer. “We used to end up in
the church of St. Anne, where the Jesuit Fathers gave us some great talks,
telling us things I still remember.”

He became famous at school and indeed in the town, when one Sunday
he took on a professional entertainer who was drawing large crowds on the
Sunday morning at Mass time and challenging all and sundry to beat him.
John'’s friends urged him to take the man on, and put up the first wager of
twenty lire for the first encounter. It was a race, in which the professional
soon got ahead but tired over the longer distance. The wager was double or
quits each time. The man put up his forty lire for the next try, a jumping
contest and lost again; also for the third. Finally, there was a juggling act.
The man put up a brilliant performance and seemed certain to win at least
this one when his rather long nose got in the way of a difficult manoeuvre
and the trick collapsed. John and the group felt rather sorry for him and
gave him back their now considerable winnings on condition that he stood
them a good lunch and agreed not to perform again on the town square
during the time of the principal Mass. The conditions were gratefully
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accepted, the lunch was a good one, and ‘allegria’ all round was the order of
the day . . . . Asit was, in general, throughout John’s green years at Chieri.




