Chapter Eight
THE SEASON OF FRIENDSHIPS

INTHE AUTUMN of 1832 John Bosco began his final two years at Chieri. He
was eighteen, the age of friendship. Apart from his little army of followers,
there was a close circle of intimate friends some of whom remained so until
the end of their lives. One of the early ones was a Jew, Giacomo Levi. In the
Piedmont of the time, Jews were second class citizens, with many disadvan-
tages. They had to live in a ghetto while coping with a Gentile world. As an
Orthodox Jew, Giacomo was forbidden to do any werk on the Sabbath, the
Saturday, not even his homework. John settled that problem by doingit for
him; but there was much else. Naturally, the friends discussed their
respective beliefs. Giacomo became interested in Christianity and
eventually, to John’s delight, and despite threats and warnings from his
family, was baptised; he remained true to his newly adopted faith and his
friendship with John Bosco until his death.

Another close friend was Luigi Comollo, a classmate, gentle, reserved,
the very opposite of John. Once in the delayed absence of the class master, a
free-for-all developed to which Comollo played not the slightest attention,
getting on with his work. This annoyed some of the wilder sort and they
tried to drag him into the fray, finally resorting to blows. John saw red, and
forgetting that dream ‘not by blows but by gentleness,’ waded in to protect
his friend. In fact, lacking any weapon, he picked up one of the attackers and
used him as a battering ram to scatter the others. Comollo’s comment was,
“You frighten me, John. Your great strength was not given you to massacre
your companions. As Christians we have to turn the other cheek.” John,
suitably chastened, went to confession and started again to try to keep that
resolution. It was never easy for him. Of Luigi Comollo, we shall have
much more to say.

But as the school years ended he began to think hard about his future. A
priest, yes, but just how long could he expect his poor mother to find the
means? The seminary fees would be beyond her. He thought hard about
joining an Order. They would advance him to the priesthood without
burdening his mother; in fact, he approached the Franciscans who told him
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they were prepared even to forego the fees they usually asked from students
before profession.

On the other hand, as his parish priest pointed out, as a parish priest he
would be able to support his mother in her old age, which he would not be
able to do in a monastery. Margaret, however, would have none of this
argument. In fact, she told John, that if he ever had the misfortune to
become a wealthy priest she would not darken his doors; she wanted
nothing from his priesthood. Then John had a dream of an old friar who
said to him, “You will not find with us the peace you are looking for”. But
who bothers about dreams? Someone suggested, “Why not talk to Don
Cafasso?” Why not, indeed. Don Giuseppe (Joseph) Cafasso was himself a
native of Castelnuovo d’Asti, a young priest still, but talked about for his
austere life and his extraordinary discernment.

He listened carefully while John told him of the financial problem and
the dilemma. His reply was clear. “Forget about the monastery. Go to the
seminary which is your true vocation. As for the means, do not worry. God
will provide.” John accepted this counsel without hesitation, as he went on
doing for many years, as Don Cafasso became his confessor, his spiritual
director, his mentor and benefactor, one of the major influences of his life
and work.
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Chapter Ten

THEOLOGY: THE RUN UP TO
THE PRIESTHOOD

PHILOSOPHY SCHOOLS ENDED on June 24th, John’s ‘feast day,’ that of St.

John the Baptist. He walked the twelve kilometres to his brother Joseph’s
farm, where he was warmly welcomed by the little family, by Mary the wife
and Filomena, the baby daughter. Margaret lived there too but often went
to help out at other farms.

John tells us in his ‘Memorie’ that once when he was working in his
brother’s vineyard, he started a hare. Without thinking he rushed into the
house, grabbed his brother’s shotgun and set off across fields and vineyards
in chase followed by an enthusiastic group. When after five wild kilometres
he finally caught up with the poor animal and shot it, he suddenly
remembered the second of his fine ‘clothing day’ resolutions: “I shall refrain
in mﬁz‘m from all such things as conjuring, acrobatics and hunting”. Ah,
well . ..

Theology classes began on November 3rd, 1837. Theology is the
‘science that studies God’. Its chief elements are Dogmatic theology, the
study of Christian truth, Moral, the laws governing Christian morality,
Scripture, the word of God, Canon Law, the laws of the Church, Church
History, the story of Christianity and its development to modern times.
There are several subsidiary subjects deemed to develop the priest’s
maturity and understanding of the world he lives in. Anyone who works
through these sometimes difficult courses conscientiously must be con-
sidered as a ‘professional’ in all the modern connotation of the word.

John Bosco was always a ready student inclined to overwork rather than
to slack. Apart from the compulsory subjects he filled his remarkable
memory with all the riches he could gather from an extensive library. He
was reputed to know the entire four Gospels in Greek and Latin by heart, as
likewise he did such classics as Dante’s ‘Divina Commedia’. He was highly
intelligent but not, perhaps, brilliant in the sense of being creative or
intuitive. His memory made him an accurate and orderly recorder of
known facts, as is evident in the popular books he was later to write.
Seminary examiners are apt to demand a great deal of memorial accuracy
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and it is no wonder that year after year John Bosco carried off the major
prizes for study. To these, oddly enough in a seminary, were attached
substantial financial rewards, which helped to cover his fees in the final
years.

The full course of theology at Chieri lasted not four but five years but by
special permission of the Archbishop, John was allowed to cover the fourth
year course during the final holiday period which he did successfully.

But first there occurred a strange, disturbing event. One day Luigi
Comollo remarked to John how little we know for certain as to who was
saved, who went to heaven, or not; even for the apparently pious, there was
always a doubt. He proposed to John that, the one who might die the first,
would find some means of letting the other know whether he was in heaven
or not. Foolishly and dangerously, John agreed and they made a pact.

Shortly afterwards, Luigi collapsed and on April 2nd, 1839, with John
holding his hand in grief, he died. He was twenty-two. On the night of April
3rd/4th, as all the students were asleep in the dormitory, they were
awakened by a terrible noise approaching the room; some described it as
like a ‘huge wagon, drawn by galloping horses’. As it approached the door,
with an ever increasing roar, the students, including John, leapt from their
beds in terror. The door burst open with a blinding flash and there was
heard the voice of Luigi Comollo crying, “Bosco, Bosco, I am saved!” The
noise then died away and the door closed. John was overwhelmed by the
experience and took months to recover. “I fell ill,” he said, “and wasin bed
for months, nearly dying myself.” It was a grim warning to him and to all of
us that we should not attempt to find out what God does notas a rule choose
to reveal to us.

However, he recovered, completed his studies and was admitted to the
subdiaconate and diaconate. Finally, on June 5th, 1841, he was ordained by
Archbishop Fransoni in his private chapel in Turin.

The next day, he said his first Mass in the church of St. Francis of Assisi,
assisted by his friend and benefactor, Don Cafasso. It was the greatest day of
his life, he said, as it is for every priest. He prayed for and remembered all
who had helped him to that day, his wonderful mother, his dear ones, the
family dead, his benefactors with a special memento of his dear Don
Calosso, who had indeed done so much to put him on the way.

The next day was the feast of Corpus Christi and this Mass he said in his
parish church, in the presence of his mother and family, and of all who had
followed his progress through the years, remembering him as the boy who
could do so many tricks, how he would entertain them, the boy whom they
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36 Saint_John Bosco
Mary” and together they went through the little prayer to Our Lady which,
forty-five years later, Don Bosco said was the real start of his work. On the
Sunday Garelli came, with eight other building apprentices like himself, to
meet the “priest who can whistle, too”.

Each Sunday, the numbers grew; soon there was some difficulty in
finding suitable venues for what was the beginning of Don Bosco’s ‘Festive
Oratories’; Festive, because they took place on Sundays and days when
there was no work, holy days of obligation, feast days; and Oratory, because
they were a mixture of pray and play. Don Bosco was free to devote the
entire Sunday to them. They would gather at an appointed spot and he
would lead them off into the country or to some outlying shrine where he
would have arranged to say Mass for them, to give them a short talk, a little
catechism, hear confessions, even; and then have a full afternoon of noise
and bustle and games of all sorts. He would find little prizes, again helped by
Don Cafasso, and even bread and fruit for those without. They would finish
up in the evening with Benediction, given a final thought, told where to
meet the following week and so home, often some of them escorting a weary
priest back to his lodgings.

Meanwhile he was meeting a new world, utterly different than that of his
simple country existence, where poverty existed but not destitution, where
families still lived Christian lives as he and his brothers had lived at the
Becchi.

Rural life could no longer support the teeming thousands who flocked
into the city for work and lodging. The industrial revolution, begun largely
in England, was sweeping through Europe, and Italy was no exception. IlI-
paid, if they had any work at all, ill-lodged, many of the innocents from the
country soon fell into gangs, driven to crime and degradation. As the Lady
had said to him as a small boy, “These are to be your field of work”. He was
appalled when he realised it fully. For all his strength of mind and body,
Don Bosco was deeply sensitive, soon sickened by what he saw.

Made of sterner stuff, surprisingly, was the frail, almost hunchbacked
Don Cafasso who, theologian and ascetic though he was, made it his
business to go into the prisons and work untiringly with the inmates. He
was, of course, met at the start with the usual derision, blasphemies and
obscenities, but he persisted, would never give anyone up, ever trying to
bring alittle Christian love and understanding into a dreadful environment.
Eventually he was accepted, and because he would accompany even the
worst criminals to the scaffold, became known as ‘the apostle of the
gallows’.
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He would urge Don Bosco to accompany him or take his place, which
he would gladly do, but at times it would be more than he could stand.
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40 Saint_John Bosco

Once the carts stopped, the police and soldiers halting them outside a
church. A group of altar boys came out, carrying candles, followed by a
priest in cotta and stole, carrying the Blessed Sacrament, with which he
blessed each cart from the steps; he then returned.

The crowds thickened and grew noisier, some shouting ribald remarks,
others trying to comfort the prisoners. As they turned a corner, Don Bosco
saw the gallows, as did the trembling boy by his side. He felt himself
growing faint. Don Cafasso, close behind, must have noticed his white-
faced distress: he got down and went across to him. “Come, Don Bosco, I'll
go in with the boy and you go with the man; it will be easier for you.”

The third cart became separated from the others as the crowd surged
around the gallows. Nothing the police or the driver could do could clear
the way. The prisoner in the cart, seemingly indifferent to his fate, was
amused at their futile efforts. “Hey, you people! What’s the hurry? I'm the
number one attraction on this show and if you won’t let us through, you
won’t get your money’s worth!” Eventually they moved in as the other carts
pulled away. There was a roll of drums. Don Bosco, feeling faint and
holding on to the side of the cart, looked up and saw his young friend
already hanging. As the man with him got down from the cart and began to
climb the steps of the scaffold, he remembered no more. When he came to,
he was being comforted by Don Cafasso. When he had somewhat
recovered, they followed the three coffins to the church of the Brothers and
assisted at the Requiem Mass offered at once by the prison chaplain. Thus
does the Church show her compassionate concern for all her children even
for those who may be no credit to her.

Don Bosco never again attended a public hanging nor did Don Cafasso
press him to do so although, until public hangings were abolished, the Turin
gallows were only a few hundred yards from the Valdocco house.

Chapter Thirteen

IF I HAD ONLY ONE PIECE OF BREAD,
I'D SHARE IT WITH YOU!

IN RELATING THE execution experience, we have rather jumped a little
from the early days of Don Bosco’s more general work for ‘poor and
abandoned youth’. His contacts with Garelli and his friends grew rapidly as
more and more of them found somewhere good to go to on Sundays and
holidays.

One Sunday he was going through the parish church at the time of High
Mass during which a young priest was giving a long and erudite sermon,
when he noticed a group of boys fast asleep in one of the side altars. He
thought he might wake them up which he did with a gentle shake and a
smile.

“We couldn’t understand that priest’s words, Father,” they explained a
little shamefacedly.

“Come along with me, then, and meet a few more friends,” and so
saying he took them through the sacristy where Garelli and half a dozen
others were already waiting for him. In due time, he said Mass for them and
used it to give them somne simple basic principles, and a story ortwo, to help
them cope with the difficulties of their lives.

Most of these boys were builders’ apprentices, many of them far from
their homes. Some of them kept close to Don Bosco all their lives. Amongst
the sleepy-heads was one Carlo Buzzetti. In the spring of 1842, he brought
his younger brother Giuseppe (Joseph), all of ten years of age (and already a
builders’ apprentice!) to see Don Bosco and join the group. For the rest of
his life Giuseppe stuck to Don Bosco like a limpet. He was never far away
from him at any time, shared all the vicissitudes of the early years, becamea
Brother and was at Don Bosco’s bedside when he died, forty-six years later.
When there might be some doubts as to this or that happening, Brother
Giuseppe’s memory could always be relied upon to provide confirmation.

Italian children in those days were always very pleased to receive
medals and pictures from the priests, but Don Bosco soon realised that his
ever growing troops of weekenders had more material needs. He began to
gather old clothes (a lifelong chore). He made friends with bakers who on
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Chapter Fourteen
THE WANDERING ORATORY

ASLONG AS Don Bosco could stay with his friends at the Convitto, he could
count on it as a centre for his ever growing Oratory. However, his three
years came to an end in 1844, Don Cafasso used his influence to get him a
post as chaplain to one of the orphanages built and supported by a remark-
able lady, the Marchesa de Barolo. Left a widow with an immense fortune,
she devoted herself entirely to the provision of homes for the old, the young
and those in moral danger. She accepted Don Bosco and allowed him to use
the grounds round the latest orphanage while it was being built. But when it
was completed she expected him to devote his full time to the general
welfare of the girls and leave the noisy boys to someone else. Obviously,
quite unthinkable for Don Bosco and they had to part. She, nevertheless,
thought a great deal of him and often sent him help through Don Cafasso.
Later she offered Don Bosco a substantial sum to take a rest, when she felt
his health was suffering. But he declined.

The story for the following year is of every Sunday and Church holiday
Don Bosco taking his growing army to some place he had arranged during
the week, in and around the city or as far into the country as they could
conveniently walk. Turin winters can be harsh and to find a place to pray
and play for two hundred lively youngsters in bad weather taxed even Don
Bosco’s persuasive powers.

The boyhood dream was repeated, perhaps to give him confidence.
There was the Lady, the sheep who became boys and now some of the
sheep became shepherds. She now showed him of a church, more
buildings, and boys in playgrounds.

But the months went by and there was still no sign of any permanent
home. However, he gave the Oratory a name, that of the ‘Oratory of St.
Francis de Sales’, It was important, said Don Cafasso, that the work should
have a patron saint and who better than the gentle St. Frances de Sales, a
Savoy Saint greatly loved in the Savoy kingdom of Piedmont, a saint too,
upon whom Don Bosco tried to model himself. So this naming of the
Oratory became the germ, the seed, of the great Salesian Society.
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It was in 1845 that he was to meet one who had a fundamental influence
on his life and on that of the Society to come. He was one day giving a
handful of medals to a small group of boys on the fringes of which was a frail
eight year old. The medals ran out by the time the boy got to Don Bosco but
the priest smilingly put out his left hand and made as if to cut it in two with
his right hand. “We’ll go halves,” he said. The mystified little lad was
Michael Rua, wearing a large mourning ribbon on his arm, as was the
custom, for the recent death of his father, and who was then at school with
the De La Salle Brothers. Don Bosco did not explain but left the boy
puzzling.

Problems mounted up as the year went on. Irate residents complained
to the municipality of their Sunday slumbers being violated by these rowdy
young ruffians encouraged by that priest, who, said some, ought to be
locked up. Friendly parish priests had to withdraw permissions in the face of
angry complaints from their parishioners. Farmers who had given
permission for some games in unused fields also soon withdrew the
permission, saying these hundreds of flying feet killed all the grass. Some
parish priests also complained to the church authorities that the Oratory
was taking away boys who ought to attend Sunday Mass in their own
parishes. Don Bosco pointed out that most of the boys came from outside
the city and had no parishes. He would, of course, certainly encourage local
boys to go to their own parishes but unless these parishes could provide
what the Oratory provided, it was unlikely that many would go. Nor did
they.

Matters came to a head on Palm Sunday, 1846. For once Don Bosco sat
down during the final games which were being supervised by one or two
friends. When the time was up, he would lead a final prayer and then tell the
boys where to meet on the following Sunday morning. But today there was
nowhere. No-one would have them. This very field was not available for
them, nor could he find anywhere in the city or out. It was the end, the end
of his dreams (“Ah, those dreams!”). Unless some angel came along to show
him what to do, the Oratory was finished. He said afterwards that this was
the lowest day of his life.

Then there appeared, not exactly an archangel, but one Pancrazio
Soave, stammering and spluttering, from which it appeared that a certain
Signor Pinardi had heard the priest was looking for a laboratory (“Not a
laboratory, but an Oratory, a little chapel,” murmured Don Bosco). They
went together to meet the gentleman who was pleased to hear that it was not
alaboratory but a chapel because he could sing in the choir himself. There
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