A MAN FOR HIS TIMES: FATHER PETER
RICALDONE AS RECTOR MAJOR
(May 17, 1932, to November 25, 1951)

Michael Mendl, SDB

Part I: Career up to 1932

The second quarter of the twentieth century was a crucial period in the history of
humanity. It witnessed the rise and fall of fascist states, the most devastating war
in history, the imposition of atheistic communism on Central Europe and
China, and the birth of the Atomic Age. It was the age of the dictators
(Mussolini, Stalin, Hitler, Franco, Salazar, the Japanese generals); in the U.S.
the New Deal permanently transformed the relationship between citizens and
their central government.

It was a crucial period also for the Catholic Church. The missionary
expansion of the previous century continued but ran headlong into the previously
latent forces of nationalism, The dictators, both fascist and communist, put the
churches (Protestant, Orthodox, and Catholic) on the defensive and gave a new
impetus to ecumenism. Studies in scripture, liturgy, patristics, and fundamental
theology found for the most part a receptive and keen mind in Pope Pius XII
(1939-58), whose encyclicals and teachings nudged the Church toward Vatican II.
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A new approach 1o social justice was born in the Catholic Worker Movement, 1
while Father Charles Coughlin and Monsignor Fulton J. Sheen showed how
priests could use the radio (albeit for differing purposes).

The period was a crucial one for the Salesian Society too. Peter
Ricaldone was the last rector major to have known Don Bosco. He cannot be
said to have known him well, for he was only 17 when Don Bosco died, and he
had not yet decided to become a Salesian. He was also the last rector major (to
date) from Piedmont. During his rectorship the last Salesians who had reached
maturity during Don Bosco’s lifetime passed on, and by the end of it only a
handful of Salesians still lived who had even met the Founder. Even as the
Society was passing through such a critical stage, it was expanding
phenomenally, almost doubling in membership (8,954 to 16,364) and houses
(646 to 1,071) 2—notwithstanding horrible losses during the Spanish Civil War
(1936-39) and World War II (1939-45), and bitter persecutions behind the Iron
and Bamboo Curtains (from 1940 on). Don Bosco had a friend in Pope Pius XI
(1922-39), who canonized him in 1934 and promoted devotion to him, a
devotion that caught on easily, judging from the proliferation of popular
biographies. 3

Peter Ricaldone was a major superior of the Salesian Society for forty
years, half of them as rector major. He authored eleven books (three of them

1 Dorothy Day placed The Catholic Worker (lst issue 1932) under the
patronage of Mary Help of Christians and Don Bosco, among others. See Salesian
Bulletin 28 (1936), 60-61, which reports also that Miss Day was baptized at Our Lady
Help of Christians Church in New York City in 1927. The parish in question is not
the Salesian one on 12th Street in Manhattan but one in the Tottenville section of
Staten Island (The Long Loneliness: The Autobiography of Dorothy Day [NY: Harper,
1952], pp. 143-44, 148). In 1934 The Catholic Worker moved to new quarters at 115
Mott Street in Manhattan (ibid., pp. 188-90), about 3 blocks from the Salesians’
Transfiguration parish (29 Mott Street).

2 Don Bosco in the World, 31d ed. (Turin: LDC, n.d.), p. 89. The current
rector major, Fr. Egidio Vigand, uses these same figures in his letter of May 24, 1993
(Atti del consiglio generale 74 [1993], no. 345, p. 25). It is not easy to get accurate
figures for Salesian membership. The Salesian Bulletin reported in July—August 1932
that there were 9,415 Salesians in “over 672" houses around the world (24:104),
while Ricaldone’s obituary notice in the Bollettino salesiano (Boll. sal.) of January
1952 gave 8,411 as Salesian membership when he was elected and 16,364 “including
novices” at the time of his death (76:24). The Elenco generale della Societa di §S.
Francesco di Sales for 1932 records 9,141 members (including novices and prelates),
while that of 1952 shows 16,753. Luigi Castano counts 644 houses and 8,836
confreres when Fr. Rinaldi died (Don Rinaldi: vivente immagine di Don Bosco [Turin:
LDC, 1980]).

Numerous magazine articles and pamphlets on Don Bosco have appeared
in English. For a list of book-length biographies, of varying quality but all of a
popular nature, see the appendix.
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multi-volumed) in Spanish and Italian on hagiography, asceticism, education,
the Salesian spirit, and what used to be called “the social question,” and at least
ten book-length circular letters (others that he may have written were published
without signature in the Atti del capitolo superiore). He was widely revered for
his virtues and admired for his administrative talents.

Yet almost nothing about Father Ricaldone has been written in
English. I can locate only two articles of any length in the Salesian Bulletin. 4
There is a little bit more in Italian, including a major biographical study. 5 In
the United States, and perhaps elsewhere in the English-speaking world, negative
feelings about his governance remain insofar as he is remembered at all. It is
time to make him known to the younger confreres (“warts and all,” in the words
of Cromwell to a portraitist) and to attempt a historical evaluation.

1. Youth (1870-1890)

Late in the spring of 1870 Don Bosco decided that the Salesian minor seminary
in Mirabello Monferrato should be relocated to Borgo San Martino, four miles to

4 “The Very Rev. Fr. Peter Ricaldone, Superior General” (Eng. ed.) 24
(1932), 98-104; “Renowned Superior General Dies at 81,” (U.S. ed.) Jan. 1952, pp.
1-5. I presume that the Don Bosco Messenger in the U.S. (unavailable to me) ran
something about his election, and the British Salesian Bulletin something about his
death. In the Don Bosco Messenger for May-June 1943 (vol. 31), Fr. Ambrose Rossi
sketched Fr. Ricaldone’s life and accomplishments in “Golden Jubilee of Superior
General,” pp. 10-15. Morand Wirth’s history of the Society refers in quite a few
places to Ricaldone: Don Bosco and the Salesians, trans. David de Burgh, S.D.B.
(New Rochelle: Don Bosco, 1982).

Articles: “Don Pietro Ricaldone: 4° Successore di Don Bosco,” Boll. sal.

56 (1932), 193-202; “Il IV Successore di S. Giovanni Bosco: Note Biografiche,”
Boll. sal. 76 (1952), 18-25, with an additional profile by Fr. Ceria (p. 17) and
characteristic anecdotes (pp. 27-30); Francesco Rastello, “Ricaldone sac. Pietro,
rettor maggiore.” Dizionario biografico dei salesiani, ed. Eugenio Valentini and
Amadeo Rodino (Turin: Salesiana, 1969), pp. 236-37, which includes a partial
bibliography of Ricaldone’s writings, and is cited below as DBS.

Pamphlets: Giuseppe Angrisani, “Nella trigesima di Don Pietro Ricaldone”
(Turin: SEI, 1951); Eugenio Valentini, S.D.B., “Don Pietro Ricaldone: Profilo”
(Rome, 1977), cited below as Valentini, “Profilo.” Angrisani (1894-1978) was a
native of Buttigliera d’Asti, a few miles from Don Bosco's birthplace. He was
ordained in 1918 and served as bishop of Casale Monferrato from 1940 to 1971.

Biography: Francesco Rastello, Don Pietro Ricaldone: IV Successore di Don
Bosco, 2 vols. (Rome: SGS, 1976); vol. 1 deals with his early career (to 1932), vol.
2 with his rectorship. Cited as Rastello.

In addition, there are numerous references to Ricaldone in Eugenio Ceria's
Memorie biografiche di S. Giovanni Bosco, vol. 19 (Turin: SEI, 1939), and his
Annali della Societa di s. Francesco di Sales, 4 vols. (Turin; SEI, 1946-51).




























































