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DON BOSCO 

FR. JOHN AYERS S.D.B. 

 

Delight reflected on their faces, a crowd of country children gaped up at the young 
acrobat perched high on a tightrope between two pear trees. Now neatly balanced 
in the middle, he jigged a few steps, leapt high in the air and brought off a perfect 
reverse landing. The applause was deafening. 

But every showman has his price. Young John Bosco did not let his captive audience 
depart on that Sunday, or on many others, without repeating the homily he had 
heard at the parish Mass. From some there was a murmur of protest; more so 
when he led them in reciting the Rosary. But "no prayers, no performance", John 
insisted. As a finale, a few magic tricks and juggling act capped off with a popular 
Marian hymn. In that isolated village of Castelnuovo district in Piedmont, Northern 
Italy of 1825, with little entertainment at hand, the children's day had been made 
by a ten-year-old virtuoso. 

As a variation, in the hay barn on wet Sundays John read them stories from the 
Bible or tales from Bertoldo or the French Crusaders. The adults were not 
forgotten; for them in an illiterate age, John conducted night readings by the 
fireside. A gifted story-teller, John's readings were "eagerly looked forward to by 
young and adults alike", his memoirs note simply. 

There was more here than athletic talent or a flair for showmanship; more than 
just a little clown of God. Already John had equated God's Word with joy of heart, 
religion with pleasure. But his mother, Mamma Margaret at times wondered 
about the future. 

"Tell me, Catherine", she one day asked her neighbour, Signora Agagliati, 
"whatever will become of this Giuanin of mine?" 

"Mark my word Margaret", her neighbour was quite emphatic, "some day this 
boy of yours will have the whole world talking about him." 

I WANT MY FATHER 

Joy may have been John's natural inclination, but by contrast his earliest 
memories were of social poverty and domestic tragedy. 

They were unsettled times. For thirty years from 1789, Piedmont was over-run by 
both French and Austrian forces in a never-ending round of revolutionary and 
Napoleonic wars. The calm agricultural pattern in the Boscos' subalpine region was 
shattered. Entire forests were felled to make way for large scale produce needed to 
feed armies on the march; or for endless mulberry plantations to provide 
silkworms for Turin's new silkmills. Two successive droughts in 1817-18 led to empty 
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markets, with food-riots in nearby Chieri; a food-shortage aggravated by hordes of 
army-deserters looting or begging in the hill-country. 

Even the Piedmontese farmers, so patient as a rule, became increasingly irritated 
with politicians of every colour. Mamma Margaret used recall with glee how a 
recruiting officer appealing for men "to fight heroically for glory of king and country" 
had retreated most unheroically before a barrage of rotten garbage and insults. 
Hungry families could not live on patriotic slogans. 

It was no time for a family breadwinner to fall seriously ill, as Fancis Bosco did just 
then. He had passed directly from the midsummer fields to a chilled wine cellar, and 
by night fall was delirious with pneumonia. 

. . .After the death of his first wife, Margaret Cagliero in 1812, Francis had 
married a local girl, Margaret Occhiena. He brought with him an aged mother and 
four year old son, Anthony, a moody boy. Two children were born of the second 
marriage, Joseph and John Bosco, the youngest. John's father could trace his name 
back to the town's earliest Conscription and Salt Registers of 1624; a namesake, 
Francis Bosco, had been hanged by Napoleon's men in the Chieri food riots. By local 
standards in good times, the Boscos were not badly off. Francis owned a small parcel 
of land and livestock, and acted as foreman-sharecropper for the large Biglione 
estate. In this rented Biglione farmhouse his two younger sons were born, the family 
not shifting into the Becchi cottage until 1818. 

. . .Within two days Francis Bosco was dead, only thirty-three. It was a bitter blow 
felt most keenly by toddler John. "My mother tried to drag me away from my 
father's coffin, where I sobbed inconsolably, 'I want my father.' 'Poor John', she 
wept, 'you have no father now'." 

Within months the Biglione family were heartless enough to serve a summons and 
eviction notice on the twenty-nine year old widow for "not keeping up farm-quotas 
agreed upon"; but shamed by neighbours' protests, they withdrew it before a court-
hearing. In the famine year, Margaret had to kill for food the family's rainy-day 
investment, their only calf. 

To add to Margaret's financial woes, there was domestic friction. As the years 
passed, Anthony became increasingly moody and defiant towards his stepmother. 
But he mainly directed his violent outbursts against the intelligent, book-loving 
John, finding fault with every farm-chore the younger boy completed. "Our little 
nobleman and professor", he would explode at the sight of a book, "I can do a hard 
day's work, even if I can't read." John was never short on spirit. "Our farm-mule 
can't read, either; and he's even stronger than you." Margaret would break up the 
ensuing scuffle, with John bearing his scars. 

But when a neighbour fell ill or a hungry soldier knocked at the door Margaret 
quickly forgot her own problems. "Let's go, quickly! There's a work of charity to be 
done." It was a prompt response to urgent need, that John never forgot.  
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NON-VIOLENT SHEPHERD 

The Bosco boys slept in the Becchi loft, on beds made from sacks filled with dried 
corn-leaves. It was there at the age of nine, that John had a strange dream which 
was to shape his life-mission. 

. . .With his usual group of wild young friends, he seemed so appalled at their 
unchristian conduct and language that he charged at them, swinging punches at 
random. The brawl was stopped by an impressive-looking man. 

 "Not by blows, but by gentle loving-kindness you will win them over. Begin now to 
teach them the beauty of goodness and the ugliness of sin." "But how can I do 
that?" 

"I will give you a wise Lady to help teach you the way." "But who are you?"  

"I am the Son of her whom your mother has taught you to greet three times each 
day. Look! Here will be your field of work." 

Now John saw around him fierce animals of every kind, changed in a flash into 
docile lambs at play. 

 "To achieve this, become humble, courageous and strong." For a nine-year-old, it 
was all too much. John broke into tears. It was the Lady of Wisdom who 
consoled him. 

"Some day, little John", she promised, "you will understand everything." 

When he rattled off his dream at breakfast table, John was greeted with a chorus 
of derision. Only Margaret seemed impressed and stood by him. But after that 
dream, John went back to his Sunday catechism-gatherings with fresh hope and 
energy. 

In Mamma Margaret, the Bosco boys were fortunate to have a born catechist. 
Every night they recited together prayers from the local Christian Compendium: 
"I adore you, O my God; I thank You for having created me, called me into your 
church, and preserved me during the day past . . ." But it was a religious sense, 
deeper than recited prayers, that in her faith she passed on to them. As the rhythm 
of spectacular alpine seasons came and went Margaret spun a flowing weave of 
prayerfulness. "See in those carpets of snow, wildflowers, harvest and leaf-fall, an 
image, children, of God's own holiness, beauty, fruitfulness and permanence. He 
sees and loves us all . . .  As a good Father, God will always provide." On Easter 
Sunday, 1826, John wrote at his First  Communion. "From this day, I will do 
better; I will submit my will to other people, a thing 1 find most difficult to do." 

That same spring, he sat thoughtful after returning from an errand to 
Castelnuovo. "On the road home, Mother, I greeted our new curate; but he 
ignored me as if I didn't exist. Why don't the priests around here stop to talk to 
us?" 

Margaret was a country woman, full of good sense. 
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"Priests have a mountain of work to get through, John; too much to be chatting 
with the likes of you." 

"If I ever become a priest", he reflected half to himself, "I'll always find time for 
children; be first to greet them and make them feel welcome." 

HEART SPEAKS TO HEART 

Such an approachable priest did come into John's life at that time. After a Lenten 
mission at Buttigliera, he fell in step with a friendly old Don Calosso. The seventy-
year-old pastor, in semi-retirement at Murialdo, challenged his companion. "Four 
soldi, young man, if you can tell me any part of the mission sermon." Delighted, 
John took up the challenge; to the priest's astonishment, giving a crystal-clear 
summary. John had won far more than four cents.  

"From that moment", he wrote, "I had in Don Calosso the father I had never 
known. To him I could open my heart completely. Under his tuition, I made rapid 
progress not only in Latin and other subjects, but through meditation and 
spiritual reading advanced in piety and formation." Out came his dreams for the 
priesthood. 

Don Calosso assured John, "Don't worry about school fees; I've made provision for 
your present and future studies to the priesthood. Just keep up your cheerful 
apostolate here." But a serious stroke cut short all plans. "Take this key," the dying 
priest told John, "my life-savings are in that drawer; they're all for you." But the day 
after his death, a long-lost cousin appeared to claim the key and precious 
contents. John was back at the beginning: more locked doors and not a single key in 
sight. 

As Anthony, now nearly twenty-one and about to marry claimed his inherited 
share of the Becchi property, Margaret came to what seemed a harsh decision. To 
catch up on the studies he wanted, John was to go out into nearby villages finding 
whatever work and board he could. It was a common practice in Castelnuovo of that 
time, even for a fourteen-year-old. 

For the next six years John led a gypsy existence. His "home" ranged through six 
villages from Moncucco to Chieri town, while he became jack of all trades: cowherd, 
blacksmith, baker, printer, tailor, barman; violinist, part-time student and tutor. At 
weekends, Margaret came to help pay board in produce, a basket of eggs, a bag 
of flour, a jar of olives. 

Among the Moglia family at Moncucco, John made lasting friendships. "I have 
clear memories of finding John in the fields one day", writes Dorothy Moglia, "with 
his eyes so fixed on heaven and so motionless, that I knew he was out of this world, 
in perfect rapture." 

John's fragmented schooling, however, was not so ecstatic. Among pupils half his 
age he was given a hard time by some insensitive schoolmasters. "Becchi!", one 
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clerical teacher amused his class at Chieri, "Becchi, where the oversized pumpkins 
and bumpkins come from!" 

John was green in his innocence. "I was shocked when classmates at Chieri 
suggested I should steal loose change from my employer or landlord, to get extra 
stakes money for card games." But it was a ready-made environment for his youth-
work. "There I founded a 'Society of Joy' among older boys. On Sundays we hiked 
through the hills or held athletic contests; returning for evening instructions at the 
Jesuit church, or to discuss religion at the fireside. This enterprise was blessed 
when Joachim Levi, an eighteen-year-old Jewish lad, was prepared for baptism." 

 Yet behind John's glowing accounts, there was a deeper sadder level. "There 
were nights, I must admit, when I felt so alone and sick at heart that I cried myself 
to sleep." 

In 1835 his gypsy life came to a halt. As a mature twenty-year-old, John Bosco 
entered the diocesan seminary at Chieri: "the town of a hundred towers". 

DARK SEMINARY SIDE 

John's unfailing ability to conjure up happiness in adverse conditions would be 
put to the test at the Chieri seminary. It was a rather forbidding place, both in 
architecture and atmosphere. Cold and heavy-walled, with a chill of Jansenism in 
the air, the seminary was marked by its iron-clad regime and extreme asceticism, 
"Life there was rather monotonous, the same day after day", John writes 
charitably, "loud laughter was forbidden, as unbecoming to clerics; frequent 
Communion also, as unbecoming to the Divine Majesty." Except for corrections, 
the students saw little of their superiors in that formal environment. "If a superior 
did approach a student-group", John notes, "we all scattered like poultry on the 
run. I really longed to meet and talk with a director." John needed an ambient of 
benevolence; so that here his health and character were affected. 

Research on theology texts then in use reveals a lopsided stress on divine 
judgement, with little mention of the glad tidings of Christ as Saviour of all. 
Moral theology was darkened by a pall of original sin; its effects so magnified out 
of proportion, that one of those dreaded occasions of sin lurked behind every 
doorpost in an incorrigibly wicked world. 

Even a strong country lad could crack under such pressure from scruples, 
depression or nervous tension. "Sometimes", recalls fellow-student Giaciomelli, "I 
saw John's face pale and flush in turn as he struggled to keep down his volcanic 
temper." His closest friend was Louis Comollo, a saintly if over-pious young man, 
soon to die of tuberculosis. Comollo revelled in marathon devotions and hair-raising 
penances; and John was imprudent enough to take such extreme practices so 
unsuited to his own jovial nature and apostolic calling. The inevitable tension 
surfaced in an episode that landed him on the mat with the authorities. A group of 
students used to pick on the sickly Comollo, one day stooping to physical violence. 
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Still rugged, John forgot his boyhood dream. In a flash, he stepped in and floored 
the three tormentors. 

After Comollo's death, John himself fell seriously ill for several weeks. Medical 
prescriptions did not help; he just could not sleep. Having heard the news, Mamma 
Margaret walked to Chieri, carrying in her basket the best remedy a peasant 
woman knew: a loaf of home-baked bread and a bottle of old red barbera wine. She 
made her son get through the lot at one session. It worked like magic. "I slept for 
two days and two nights straight", John recalled, "and woke up a new man!" 

At least he kept in touch with reality by his catechetical work that, on his day-off, 
he was permitted to carry on among local young vagabonds. "They made an almighty 
din, waiting for me for hours on end outside the seminary gates", he records. 

It was the guidance of a young Don Cafasso that helped John emerge from his 
dark crisis. He was visiting confessor, with deep discernment of spirits, from 
Turin's Pastoral Institute. He steered John towards the moderating calm and 
Christian humanism of St. Francis de Sales' teaching, with its blend of work and 
temperance. He helped, through the rediscovery of loving-kindness, change 
John's negative seminary experience into a positive one. In his final student years, 
John was back to his old cheerful self. 

Ordained priest on Trinity Sunday 1841, in the Archbishop's private chapel, he 
would now be called by that familiar title "Don Bosco". The motto he chose that day 
throws light on his pastoral work and style: "To seek souls and serve God alone .. . In 
all things I will be guided by the gentle spirit of St. Francis De Sales . . . This day I pray 
for one grace only: Power of the Word." 

 Earlier at the start of his studies, Margaret had warned that if he ever became a 
rich priest she would not set foot in his house. Now she brought out some of her 
homespun theology: "To begin to say Mass, John, is to begin to suffer." 

At the Castelnuovo parish on Corpus Christ feast, most farming families 
remembered well the little cowherd and tightrope walker, now come home for his 
first Solemn Mass. It was a Latin Mass, with its rolling Tridentine opening. "I will go 
unto the altar of God." Back came the enthusiastic response, "To God, who 
gives joy to my youth." 

On the eve of departing from Chieri seminary, Don Bosco had inscribed on the 
flyleaf of his breviary, still kept, a quotation from Dante's Purgatory. "Now I will 
rise from this dark and holy shade, cleansed and eager to leap the stars."  

NO SACRISTY PRIEST 

Before he could leap the stars, however, Don Bosco had first to tramp the sordid 
streets of Turin. It was there at Don Cafasso's Pastoral Institute, together with 
forty-five other newly ordained, that for the next two years he would pray, study 
and practise his pastoral theology. 
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There the benevolent, liberal climate would be a welcome relief after the gloom 
of Chieri. The moral theology of Alphonsus Ligouri, with its balance and 
compassion, would open up new vistas on his priestly ministry. "There we learnt how 
to be priests", was Don Bosco's concise but ultimate tribute to the formation 
team. 

Quite often Cafasso would invite his protege: "Let's go for a tour of pastoral 
experience around the edges of Turin." Turin The Beautiful, the locals called this 
industrial city of 130,000 (1841); but its extremes of "Sei mesi d'inverno, sei mesi 
d'inferno", six months of freeze, six months of hell, were not so appreciated by 
outsiders. Almost a social and moral hell Turin had become in mid-19th century; 
with mushrooming silk, cotton and gunpowder mills, jerry-built accommodation, and 
a slagheap of human poor dumped on the city's outskirts; with no access to secular 
or religious instruction. It was a hotbed, to the regret of the church, of socialism 
and anti-clericalism. 

The two priests would head for the Porta Palazzo area, where hundreds of dirty, 
homeless children as young as ten ran wild, or sold matches, postcards, and 
shoelaces, to earn a day's bread; where sooty chimney-sweeps, younger still, called 
their trades from door to door. The country priest was shattered by their pitiful 
condition and conduct. 

 Older unemployed apprentices, many migrants from Lombardy or Switzerland, 
hung around bridges in menacing packs. These were not the lively if slightly wayward 
boys of Castelnuovo. Some already had a police record for violence. These were the 
fierce wolves of his boyhood dream, even if Don Bosco read more fear than animal 
ferocity in their sullen eyes. 

It seemed that among such poor and abandoned youth at risk, Don Bosco was 
called to work. "Wait for Providence to move", Cafasso advised, "not one step 
ahead, not one step behind. The Lord, if He wants it, will give you an opening." 

Don Bosco did wait patiently, biding his time as chaplain to a girls' refuge run by 
the sincere if high-handed Marchioness Di Barola. 

But the opening came on the Feast of The Immaculate Conception, 1841. Vesting 
for Mass at St. Francis Church in Turin, Don Bosco heard a scuffle in the outer 
sacristy. A sixteen-year-old apprentice-stonemason, come in out of the rain, was 
being evicted at the end of a broom wielded by Anthony Comotti, the officious 
sacristan. 

"Antonio! That's no way to treat my friend", Don Bosco promptly intervened. 

"Your friend, Don Bosco?" 

"Of course, Antonio! Any boy in trouble is my friend."  

He was an orphan from the country, Bartholomew Garelli, down to seek work and 
board. After a friendly dialogue, Don Bosco pondered what could be done. "You've 
had little instruction and no first Communion, you say; no matter.  Come back 
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with your mates next Sunday , if you wish, Bartholomew, and I can guarantee you a 
pleasant day with music, games and a good meal. Then we can prepare you for the 
Sacraments. For now, let's learn again the Sign of the Cross. What do you think?" 
The friendly offer was taken up. They knelt to recite a Hail Mary, for the 
Immaculate's help and blessing on their little enterprise. "All my work would stem 
from that one catechism lesson", Don Bosco would marvel; a sacristy start, but by 
no means a sacristy priest! 

Mary's blessing was not slow in coming, with over a hundred boys gathered in that 
first month. In sacristy, flour-mill, back-lane, cherry orchard or disused cemetery they 
were forced to assemble in turn, hunted on repeatedly by irate neighbours. Local 
citizens, constabulary and council were not so rapt, it seemed, in Don Bosco's 
insistence, "Let the boys make as much noise as they like, so long as they don't 
offend God." The Oratory of St. Francis De Sales, he called it, a little grandly. 

It became, by paradox, a homeless Oratory for homeless boys. For five years, 
from 1841, they became nomadic Israelites looking for a promised land. He found 
support from patient diocesan priests. One of them, Don Borel, cheered the boys in 
his homily: "Cabbages, dear young men, grow large only when transplanted." At 
last in 1846, for a lease of 320 lire, a block of land was theirs. "It's the Pinardi Shed, 
out at Valdocco." It had a bad name, Valdocco; at night especially. One gave a wide 
berth to a grotty old tavern named by its tongue-in-cheek proprietor, "The Dear Little 
Flower-Basket"; for among its clientele there were few blushing violets or lilies of the 
field. An arm's length, at most it was from Pinardi Shed. Unperturbed Don Bosco and 
his boys moved into the dilapidated cart-shelter, walking on air. It was Easter 
Sunday. 

By winter, Don Bosco was down with pleurisy and pneumonia, spitting blood. 
His apprentices prayed as never before; "Lord", Don Borel overheard them, "don't 
let him die." Resigned himself, Don Bosco only murmured a line from his beloved 
Dante: "In His will, is our peace." 

THAT MAD DREAMER 

Pale and thin beyond recognition, Don Bosco came back to a tumultuous 
reception. In the temporary Pinardi chapel with its earth-floor, he made a solemn 
promise: "To your prayers, dear boys, I owe my life. From today, I promise God to 
dedicate my whole life to your welfare, until my last breath. Your happiness is my 
only desire." 

When Turin's Archbishop Franzoni came to confirm them, he knocked his mitre 
on the low-set ceiling. But he caught the prevailing spirit. "For Don Bosco's 
distinguished apprentices, I'll have to remove my hat." The prelate called the 
Oratory "the parish of those boys who have no parish."  

A missionary bishop's memoirs help recapture the lively, madcap Oratorian Spirit: 
"What a hive of noisy activity and joyful friendship! There an apprentice blowing a 



CANISIUS PRESS - DON BOSCO 

 

WWW.STMARYSWESTMELBOURNE.ORG   Page 9 of 16 

bugle to announce lucky lottery winners; here a cleric sparking a game of "Relievo", 
with Don Bosco no less, guarding prisoner's base. In one corner Don Cafasso 
bravely trying to hear confessions, while in another older boys took catechism and 
music classes for smaller ones. Meals were simply bread rolls washed down with 
water from the pump; a slice of water melon being a feast day bonus. A parish Mass 
in the morning, and a late afternoon instruction. Some evenings there was a 
spectacular fireworks display. At day's end, we walked through Turin's streets, 
singing a hymn or folk-song, at times carrying Don Bosco shoulder-high." 

Mad or not, when Don Bosco began describing great future projects in detail, 
fellow-priests shook their heads. "Over there, see! Our giant printing works, next 
to those two-storied dormitories and classrooms. Look, here! This vast Basilica of 
Our Lady." To their unspoken question, he murmured absent-mindedly. "Oh! I had 
a dream last month." 

Soon after a secret meeting, a closed carriage drew up and out stepped two of 
his priest-friends, Don Ponzati and Don Nasi, to invite him for a ride. "How kind you 
are!" Don Bosco smelt a conspiracy, " but after you, dear Fathers." He slammed 
the door, shouting to the coachmen, "Full gallop! They're expected." Somehow they 
did manage, though frantic, to talk their way out of the mental-hospital, remaining 
close if rather more wary friends of Don Bosco. 

With hostel accommodation in mind, in 1848 he brought his mother from Becchi to 
act as housemother for his planned resident-apprentices. 

These plans got off to a rocky start. Tough teenagers whom he brought in from the 
rain one night, let him down. In the morning there was no sign of them, nor of the 
blankets he had lent them; but he kept on till the renovated Pinardi house 
overflowed. Margaret scolded him when he accepted another holy terror, called John 
Cagliero. "What bed, mother? He's a little fellow, up there in the onion-basket 
hanging from the rafters!" Each night, she whispered a few words of homely advice 
to her charges, a practice that gave rise to the Salesian "Good-Night" talk. 

Local people called the apprentices (and students) Don Bosco's sons. "During the 
day I dropped into their workplaces, sitting down to coffee with their boss while we 
drew up a fair work-contract." One, still kept, provides for "on-the-job training, 
safety-conditions and award wages, annual holidays, Sundays left free for Mass and 
catechism, etc.", quite clearly with an eye to honest citizens and good Christians in 
the making. 

In a new democratic age his efforts for working-class youth were not lost on 
political leaders. This appreciation grew after two events in Turin of the time. 

In the cholera epidemic, firstly, of 1856, Don Bosco sent out volunteer senior boys to 
nurse the sick or help where needed. They worked in shifts around the clock, using 
bandages cut up from Oratory bed-linen and altar-cloths. Again with reluctant 
permission, Don Bosco on his own took out 300 inmates of La Generala juvenile 
prison for a day's picnic by the river. A year before soldiers with fixed bayonets had 
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been called in to suppress a riot; yet at evening the young offenders returned 
intact, all in high spirits with Don Bosco.  

Minister Ratazzi was so impressed that he challenged Don Bosco: "Don't let this 
splendid work die with you. Start a new type of religious society, with full religious 
and civic rights before Church and State. Such beneficial work in today's society 
can serve both God and Caesar. I'll be right behind you." It was an unusual 
suggestion, coming from a notorious "mangia-prete" (priest-eater) Minister who had 
instigated the Laws of Religious Suppression. 

But in 1848 the Risorgimento movement for a United Italy, with Piedmont's 
Camilo Cavour as spearhead against Austrian rule, had cut a deep chasm 
between Church and State. With its temporal powers, the Papal States were seen 
as the last obstacle to a single nationhood. Don Bosco's Oratory was decimated 
overnight, when hundreds of senior boys walked out on him to join — "the 
patriotic priests" with their red, white and green cockades and political slogans. "The 
only cause I espouse", he insisted, "is the exercise of charity among poor youth. I 
steer clear of all politics." Even so, during that time of unrest, Don Bosco was spat 
upon, bashed and even shot at. 

At a time when Pope Pius IX was a shunned, broken man, there arrived at Rome a 
small parcel from Turin that read, "From Don Bosco's young apprentices, with loyal 
affection"; it contained 33 lire (40 cents). The Pope, soon to be deprived of his Papal 
States, would never forget in his words "this little oasis of relief. A Milan journal 
ridiculed Don Bosco as "that crazy little pope of Piedmont". But, while as patriotic 
as the next man, Don Bosco stood firm: "I stick to the Pope, as the limpet sticks to 
the rock." 

With much of his work undone, and in that anti-ecclesial decade, Don Bosco 
calmly set about plans for a new religious society. Perhaps, after all, he was mad; 
at one with St. Paul who had let himself become a fool for Christ's sake.  

BLACK CROWS COME GOOD 

In a dream in 1844, Don Bosco was shown "many lambs at play, changed in an 
instant into young shepherds, who now took care of the others." Before Ratazzi's 
advice, some older boys had already "stayed on to help Don Bosco at work"; but 
there had been no mention of religious life. When he did raise the subject in 1859, 
reactions were mixed. "No black crows for me", John Cagliero protested vehemently; 
but he relented, "Monk, or no monk, I'm staying with Don Bosco."  

At the Society's start there was little fanfare; still less theory. Only an echo of 
Mamma Margaret's prompt response to urgent need, "Let's go, quickly! There's 
work of charity to be done." In part their modest charter read: "While engaged in 
practical works of charity among poor youth, for the love of Jesus Christ to whom 
they intend to consecrate their every thought, word and action, the members will try 
to reproduce in their lives the gentle goodness of St. Francis De Sales." Hence the 
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name Salesians. From among those seventeen pioneers, Michael Rua would be 
right-hand man and successor. As a child, he had not been put off by his pastor's 
warning. "That Oratory priest is sick in the head, you know." 

Still under wraps was Don Bosco's genial creation of the Salesian brother or 
coadjutor. He intended "a religious in shirt sleeves in today's society, a true 
evangelical worker equal in community." It ran close to the wind with Canon Law. 
Brother Buzzetti, for example, waited twenty years before taking First Vows. The 
giant red-bearded Buzzetti, the Oratory factotum, was only once close to quitting, 
annoyed by the attitude of new clerics, his own former pupils. "Before you leave, 
Joseph", Don Bosco said quietly, "make sure you have a steady job and suitable board; 
then go to the Office and help yourself generously to all the money you're going 
to need. 

Come back any time to visit your old friend and co-worker." In that pleasant 
family climate, Buzzetti stayed on. 

But to many official eyes, the new Society seemed lightweight. "Don Bosco is 
far better at caring for poor apprentices than he is at forming clerics and 
religious", Archbishop Gastaldi wrote sharply to Rome. In what seemed a whirlwind 
of Oratory activity, some observers failed to discern the intense prayerfulness and 
patient self-sacrifice open to young-consecrated apostles. "Don Bosco Con Dio", 
Don Bosco with God, he would be called, following Jesus who, during his saving-
work, would be at one every moment with his Father in both will and spirit.  

To these critics, "the mysticism of charity at work" (St. Francis de Sales) would 
remain a closed book. It would be lived out rather than spelt out by the rugged 
Salesian pioneers: "so rapt in delight while doing God's will and saving-work among 
poor youth, that no thought of self-interest remained." Their humble base was Don 
Bosco's own: "Let's do a little good, starting almost from nothing." 

Slow to gain approval, likewise, was the Salesian Rule. One article on "Extern 
Salesians" proved a snag: "Any one, while still living at home with his family can 
become a member." Branded "a dangerous novelty", it had to go, even when 
shrewdly tucked away by Don Bosco in an appendix. Cardinal Ferried expressed 
alarm at "this simpleton country priest and his hill-billy society". In 1873 it was Pope 
Pius IX himself who broke the Cardinals' deadlocked voting: "Here's my vote; it's for 
Don Bosco." "As part of the official Church-work", Don Bosco wrote, "we Salesians 
must now become more regular." 

A refreshing window on Don Bosco's early formation-style is found in a later 
conference (1876). "In those pioneer years, many young Salesians slept in, skipped 
classes, or squabbled; they prayed with the boys but seldom made meditation or 
spiritual reading. I saw all those irregularities, but mostly let them go. Had I tried for 
perfection in that independent age, they would have all walked out on me. They 
were wild but hardworking young fellows of good heart and sound virtue. I thought, 
as they mature they will turn into invaluable helpers. Now from their ranks, I see 
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around me our very finest Salesians; men of generous obedience and quite heroic 
self-sacrifice. My original ideas have at last been realized." It is a classic document, in 
every way. 

In such a benign and patient environment, even rustic black-crows could one day 
turn into graced and splendid birds of paradise. 

In 1858 Don Bosco was visiting the technical school at Ripa. As he and the superior 
came down the stairs, a burst of whistling, then strains of song echoed down the 
corridors. The superior was furious. "Silence, young villain", he roared at the culprit. 
"Go and wait in my office." He turned back, "My apologies, Don Bosco." 

On delicate ground now, our visitor quietly suggested that the misdemeanour 
could have sprung more from exuberance that from malice. He asked to see the 
crestfallen offender. "Ah! Our expert music-man", he smiled, "I think I 
understand; in God's spring, young birds must sing", he quoted a local proverb. 
"Later I hope to see some craftwork you've done, but now I'd just like to be your 
friend. But first", he feigned severity, "for your crime say one Hail Mary and take 
this medal of Our Lady." The boy's eyes danced. "I'll wear this medal all my life as a 
memento of you, Don Bosco." There is a lot more here than a reprieve from the axe 
about to fall. 

In this miniature of his so-called Preventive System, we can detect Don Bosco's key 
elements of Reason, Religion and Loving-Kindness. A way of life, or experience, rather 
than a theory, it is at most an open-hearted Pauline theory: "Charity is patient, is 
kind; understands all things . . . endures all things." This theme ran through his 
life. "My system of education?" he replied to the Rector of Montpellier Seminary in 
1886, "I've simply gone ahead as Providence inspired me, and as circumstances 
demanded." 

Don Bosco generally saw Education as a broad Christian humanism, "to form 
honest citizens and good Christians in society and church". By kindly assistance 
and a joyful ambient, he hoped to bring to maturity every hidden talent and grace. 
In doing so, he stressed a vital (not mechanical) sacramental core. What he added 
as his own was an apostolic dynamism, where youth would be inspired to help save 
other youth and society itself. Apostolic groups were essential. 

At Nice in 1860, Count Cays surprised his Vincentian audience: "In the Turin 
Oratory there are already three Conferences of St. Vincent de Paul, where from 
their meagre savings Don Bosco's poor apprentices manage each week to assist 
several needy families." 

Behind such dynamism stood the vibrant Salesian Motto, "Give me souls", 
animating charity into action. Such young men experienced the beatitude of youth, 
their birthright: that goodness is beautiful, religion joyful. "A school for saints", 
Valdocco was called with reason. "Here holiness consists of being joyful", Dominic 
Savio explained, since earlier he had caught Don Bosco's prime lesson, "To become a 
saint, the very first thing is to become an apostle among your companions." 
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No wonder music played such an important role in Salesian Education. "A Salesian 
house without music", Don Bosco repeated, "is a body without a soul." In that free-
flowing, springtime setting there was a spontaneous harmony of well-being and 
optimism. Young birds, indeed, must sing. 

SLOW DOWN, DON BOSCO 

Pope Pius IX once joked with his old friend: "Slow down, Don Bosco! You Salesians 
are going too fast." He did have a full head of steam: "To win over youth for Christ, I 
run ahead to the point of recklessness." Yet, for all his prodigious and versatile 
activity, it was his serene union with God that a visiting priest best remembered. 
"As he showed me his modern printing presses, Don Bosco told me he wished to be in 
the forefront of all progress. But when I saw him carefully attending to a never-
ending round of daily business, it was his deep recollection and holy calm that 
impressed me most." This Don Achilles Ratti was to figure again in church history, 
when he stated: "You ask when did Don Bosco pray? Ask rather, when did Don 
Bosco NOT pray?" 

During his full-flowering years from 1844 to 1888, while expanding existing works of 
Oratories, hostels, diverse schools for every modern need, parishes, etc., Don 
Bosco would branch out into a variety of new apostolic projects, at home and 
abroad. 

With Mary Mazzarello he co-founded the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, 
"Salesian Sisters" to carry on the same mission of joy among girls. In his "Salesian 
Co-operators" he set up Don Bosco's long arm reaching out into lay society. Starting 
in South America under Cardinal John Cagliero (the onion-basket boy!), his "Salesian 
Missionaries" were to take the Gospel to every continent. Through his "Salesian 
Bulletin" and countless publications, he would exploit the power of the word in 
modern society. To gain vocations, helpers, etc., through "Salesian propaganda", he 
visited France, Spain and all Italy, speaking to enthusiastic and record crowds in 
Paris, Barcelona and Rome. 

This new life-style, almost forced on Don Bosco was far different to his regret, from 
the early Oratory days. Crowds of visitors took up every morning for his blessing, 
absolution, advice or alms. "To get rid of these interviews", he fretted, "remind 
them that Don Bosco is off his head." In the afternoon he tackled mountains of 
correspondence. "I've just posted three very important letters", he amused his 
sons, "to the Pope, to the King, and to the hangman." In the evening came a tour of 
the City to solicit much needed funds. "Go to pray before the Blessed Sacrament", 
he told some boys, "I have to find 20,000 lire before nightfall." 

Far too seldom now could he get down to the courtyard among his beloved 
boys. Only at night when he sat down exhausted to a late supper, would they swarm 
in to meet him; "around the table, on the table, under the table", the slightly pained 
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chronicler reports. When they had gone, a lamp burned late, as Don Bosco tried to 
meet a printer's deadline. 

During these years, his charismatic gifts also grew apace. His dreams, cures, 
predictions and other phenomena, all well documented, are best left to some 
future study by experts. Space permits only one "little miracle" here; the children's 
favourite story of Grigio, that huge grey wolfhound.  

During the sectarian turmoil, at night whenever Don Bosco's life was 
threatened, Grigio mysteriously loomed out of the dark to send an assassin sprawling 
or running for dear life.  

With the boys, he was gentleness itself, but never touched food or drink. Only once 
did he turn on Don Bosco, barring his exit with fangs bared. "Listen to that dog, at 
least", scolded Margaret, "stay at home tonight". Minutes later a messenger came 
to warn Don Bosco of a heavy ambush set up near the bridge. The troubles over, the 
dog disappeared — just as mysteriously. "Please don't call Grigio a guardian angel", 
joked Don Bosco, "but then he's no ordinary dog, either." 

It was Don Bosco himself who referred all such extraordinary experiences 
back to Mary. "See what Mary has done for us again! . . . All that I have done, all my 
sons will do after me is her doing." After a series of Marian dreams, in 1864 Don 
Bosco built the magnificent Basilica of Mary, Help of Christians at Valdocco. "This 
title is a compendium of all church history", he wrote, "where we invoke Mary as 
Mother of the Church who saves Pope, Bishop and people in difficult times." 

But in the Salesian Family, such powerful ecclesial-devotion would be broken down 
to a more domestic level, reminiscent of Mamma Margaret, at work helping around 
the house at Becchi or Pinardi. "Mary is right here among you", he told the Salesian 
Sisters, "walking in your midst as affectionate protectress." This Marian charim 
he saw as a community rather than his own personal gift. "If you have devotion to 
Mary, Help of Christians, you will see what miracles are." After all, who was it in 
Luke's Gospel who had promptly responded to urgent need! "And rising with haste, 
Mary immediately set out into the hill country." (Lk. 1:39).  

But for Don Bosco, the greatest miracle of all was to take place at a different level 
and a different time. By 1970, under God's blessing, the combined Family of Salesians 
and Salesian Sisters was to peak at over 40,000 members, at work in 8240 
Foundations; among the three largest congregations in the Church. "The Salesians 
remind me", enthused Bishop Fulton Sheen, "of the multiplication of the loaves 
and fishes". 

TO DANCE IN PARADISE 

The last photographs taken of Don Bosco show him much older than his years. 
"Your body's like that old soutane of yours, worn out from lack of care and over -
use", was the doctor's homely diagnosis; "to restore it, rest it up for a while in the 
wardrobe." He knew, as the Salesians did, that he was wasting his breath. 



CANISIUS PRESS - DON BOSCO 

 

WWW.STMARYSWESTMELBOURNE.ORG   Page 15 of 16 

For at Pope Leo XIII's insistence, in 1887 Don Bosco set out for Rome to complete 
the building of a new Basilica to the Sacred Heart. On the way his train stopped briefly 
at Florence, where a Salesian co-operator Countess Uguccioni, as old and feeble as 
himself, was at the Station to greet him. "Signora", he beamed, "glad to see you; 
would you like to dance with me?" "Oh, Don Bosco", she laughed, "look at the state 
we're both in." "Never mind, Signora, we shall all dance in Paradise." 

From the Holy City, he dispatched to the Oratory his famous Letter from Rome; 
a dream comparing the present educational spirit with that or the early Oratory. It 
was more than an old man's nostalgic trip down memory lane. It was a shrewd and 
accurate analysis of how a cold bureaucratic spirit had come to freeze the once warm 
family-spirit. It rose to its climax: "It is not enough that you love the pupils; they 
must know that they are loved." His sons would read it as their patriarch's last 
testament, pleading that they ratify their old Valdocco covenant of loving-kindness. 

In May at the Basilica's opening, Don Bosco was too moved to complete the Mass. 
"I kept thinking of the Lady's promise in my boyhood dream. Now here in Rome, at 
last I understand . . .  I understand everything." 

Back in Turin once more, as the seriousness of his condition dawned on the boys, 
the Oratory playground fell strangely silent. Custodians had been placed at Don 
Bosco's bedroom door to keep any boys away; but they had no chance when he 
heard that senior students wanted to go to confession to him. It was no surprise 
when his last half-delirious thoughts turned on his sons. "Run quickly and save those 
young men! Mary most holy, help them!" . . . And then . . . "Tell my boys I will wait 
for them in Heaven." 

Don Bosco died at 5.30 a.m. on January 31st, 1888. He was 72 years old; but his 
sons, recalling his youthful heart, knew he would not be too old to dance in 
Paradise. 

"We are Easter People from head to toe, and our song is Alleluia", St. Augustine 
reminded his catechumens. It was appropriate then that Don Bosco should be 
proclaimed a saint on Easter Sunday, 1934; appropriate again that he should be 
canonized by his former Oratory guest, Don Ratti, now Pope Pius XI; or just as 
appropriate that the rapturous music of Perosi and Pagella should highlight the 
occasion. A violent thunderstorm with heavy rain failed to dampen the enthusiasm of 
the 300,000 people who overflowed St. Peter's Basilica and Piazza, with a sustained 
and thunderous roar from the young of "Long Live Don Bosco! Long Live the Pope 
of Don Bosco!" At simultaneous celebrations in London, Father C.C. Martindale S.J. 
was referring in his homily to "this saint who sanctified noise!" In Australia, 70,000 
people crowded into Rupertswood to pay him homage. 

Signora Agagliati had not been far out about "the whole world talking". 

There were many Salesians in Rome that day who had met or lived with Don Bosco. 
Two of these veterans reminisced late into the night, recalling a strange accusation that 
followed Don Bosco all his life: the little clown, the rustic simpleton, the mad dreamer, the 



CANISIUS PRESS - DON BOSCO 

 

WWW.STMARYSWESTMELBOURNE.ORG   Page 16 of 16 

priest sick in the head, the crazy little pope of Piedmont. One of them recalled the 
outrageous quip of missionary Monsignor Cimatti: "To be a successful Salesian among 
the young, it helps to be a little cracked!" Hilarity, the early church-fathers called this 
potent gift of the Spirit. But in all the joy and excitement, they had both overlooked the 
fact that a smiling Providence had kept its best joke till last; that this day of Easter Glory 
in Rome had fallen on the first day of the month. It was April Fool's Day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Don Bosco at the Villa Marti-Colodar whilst on a visit to Barcelona in 1886. 
Leaning over his chair is Don Rua, his first successor as Rector Major of the 
Salesian Congregation. 

 


