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Introduction

other materials pertaining to Don Bosco’s early apostolate has called

our attention to certain aspects of his work at its origins which may not

have been clearly depicted in the biographical tradition. I am referring in

particular to such publications as Father Pietro Braido’s, Don Bosco per i

giovani,! Father Francesco Motto’s first volume of Don Bosco’s letters critically

ediled,2 the City of Turin’s three-volume Torino e Don Bosco, edited by

Giuseppe Bracco,? and other valuable studies dealing with the world of the young
in the 1840s and Don Bosco’s response.

Obviously, when speaking of the origin of Don Bosco’s work, we cannot

overlook his own Memoirs of the Oratory * But in view of the special Tendenz

T he publication, in recent years, of heretofore unpublished writings and

1 Pietro Braido, Don Bosco per i giovani: I' “Oratorio” una “Congregazione degli
Oratori” . Documenti. (Piccola Biblioteca dell’Istituto Storico Salesiano, 9) Roma:
LAS, 1988. The critically edited archival documents, to be described below, are: the
“Introduction” and “Historical Outline” (Cenno storico) which served as a foreword to
Don Bosco’s Draft Regulations for the Oratory (Piano di regolamento), dated 1854;
the “Historical Outlines” of 1862. [Braido, DB per i giovani; Historical
Outline of 1854 and Historical Outlines of 1862] There follows an
extended study, with a critical edition of the text, of the later “Historical Outline” of
1873-74. Other texts are given in an introductory study and in an Appendix.

2 Giovanni Bosco, Epistolario, Introduzione, testi critici e note a cura di
Francesco Motto, Vol. I (1835-1863). Rome: LAS, 1991. [Motto, Ep I]

3 Archivio Storico della Citta di Torino, Torino e Don Bosco, a cura di Giuseppe
Bracco [with many contributors], I: Saggi; II: Immagini; III: Documenti. Torino,
1989. [Bracco, Torine e DB 1, II]

4 Giovanni Bosco, Memorie dell’' Oratorio di San Francesco di Sales dal 1815 al
1855. Introduzione, note e testo critico a cura di Antonio da Silva Ferreira (Istituto
Storico Salesiano - Roma, Fonti - Serie prima, 4). Rome: LAS, 1991. [MO-Fe] This
replaces the earlier S. Giovanni Bosco, Memorie dell'Oratorio di S. Francesco di
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of this work written by Don Bosco in the 1870s, testimonies from him closer to
the events may throw appreciable light on the actual circumstances of the origin
of the oratory

The present study aims, not at any new interpretation, but simply at
describing some aspects of the actual circumstances of the origins on the basis of
fresh documentation now available. In particular, restricting the field of inquiry, I
will focus on the young people who were protagonists in Don Bosco’s work at
its origin. After a brief description of the social world of certain categories of
young people at the time, the very situation which elicited Don Bosco’s
response, I will present material dealing with the beginnings and early
development of Don Bosco’s two earliest and foremost institutions, the Oratory
and the Home attached to the Oratory.® To this effect I will present extensive
excerpts of the relevant documents in what I believe to be an accurate, as well as
readable, translation. I will also provide the text of some documents in
appropriate appendices. My concern is to let the documents speak for
themselves, my comments being directed more toward underscoring certain
points made in them rather than reaching a critical decision on any of those
points.

With this understanding, T will proceed as follows: in Part I, T will deal
briefly with the social situation of young people at risk in the Turin of the
1840s; in Part II, T will present and comment on the new material on the
beginning of the Oratory and of the Home attached to the Oratory, and on the
young people connected with those origins; in Part III, I will submit further
statements by Don Bosco tending to show his abiding commitment to young
people at risk in spite of changing historical circumstances, with some
comments by way of conclusion.

Sales dal 1815 al 1855, [ed. E. Cerial. Turin: SEI, [1946]. [MO-Ce] English
translation based on MO-Ce: Memoirs of the Oratory of Saint Francis de Sales from
1815 to 1855: The Autobiography of Saint John Bosco, tr. by Daniel Lyons, with
notes and commentary by Eugenio Ceria, SDB, Lawrence Castelvecchi, SDB, and
Mlchae] Mendl, SDB. New Rochelle, N.Y.: Don Bosco Publications, 1989. [MO-En]

5 Pietro Braido, “<Memorie> del futuro,” Ricerche Storiche Salesiane 11 (1992)
pp. 97-127 — A description of the Tendenz character of Don Bosco’s Memoirs of the
Orarory and of the author’s points of view. [Braido, “Memorie del futuro”]

6 “The Home attached to the Oratory” (Casa Annessa all’'Oratorio) is what Don
Bosco called the shelter-boarding facility, or “hospice,” conceived as an extension of
the work of the oratory proper.
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Part I: Turin in the 1840s and the “Poor and
Abandoned” Young People at Risk

1. Demographic Shift, Population Increase and Urban
Expansion

In the first half of the cighteenth century, the period of the Restoration, the
population of Turin experienced a quick and remarkable increase. In 1814 Turin,
including surrounding villages, registered 84,230 inhabitants; in 1830, 122,424;
in 1848, 136,849. This remarkable demographic development may be understood
as part of the general increase in population following the Napoleonic wars, not
only in Piedmont, but all over Italy and throughout Europe. But the immediate
cause is to be sought in the great migration movement of impoverished peasants
from countryside to city. What were the causes of this migration? One
sometimes hears such migratory movement ascribed to the industrial revolution,
albeit in its early phase—people flocking to the city looking for jobs in
fledgling manufacturing industries and hopefully a better way of life. This may
have been the case earlier in cities like Manchester and London, Lyons and Paris;
it was not really the case at this time in the Piedmontese capital. At most one
might speak of a pre-industrial or proto-industrial awakening. By far the vast
majority of manufacturing undertakings were family based, housed in sheds and
spare locales within the city, outfitted in a primitive fashion.”

It was certainly a period of transition from the stable demographic model of
older times to one of shift and development; but the real cause is to be sought in
the worsening condition of the peasant population. In the country, family
ownership of land was decreasing at an alarming rate, with the formation of large
estates on the increase, and a comesponding increase in the number of
impoverished day laborers. Their desperate struggle for survival is described in
the darkest tones in the literature. In 1848 the Farmers Gazette noted:

7 Umberto Levra, 11 bisogno, il castigo, la pieta. Torino 1814-1848,” in
Bracco, Torino e DB 1, pp. 20-24.

In the forties in Piedmont (and as late as the seventies throughout Italy) the
credit system which is the basis of capitalism was still in a primitive state. Hence the
possibilities for investments remained very limited. Italian economy remained for a
long time agricultural. Much of the available capital came from marketing agricultural
products. The largest percentage of savings continued to be reinvested in land; real
estate continued to be the collateral for all credit operations to the few individual
investors. Some capital began to be invested in manufacturing, in mining, and in the
construction of the first railway trunks during the second half of the eighteenth
century [Compact Storia d'ltalia (ed. by V. Ceppellini et al.. Novara: DeAgostini,
1991), p. 77].
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Going through the country, in areas removed from population centers, one
is struck by the looks of farm laborers. Everyone in those areas, men,
women and children, are skinny, yellow with scurvy, tired-looking,
exhausted from hunger as well as overwork.®

An ominous trend in downward social mobility was everywhere in evidence in
the countryside. These were the people who flocked to the city in a desperate
move for survival and who were largely responsible for urban growth. Those
who remained in the city, and they were in the majority, ended up in the slums
already in existence, or in the tenements they helped to build and then turn into
slums.

The result was that the condition of laborers and people out of work in the
city was no better than in the country, sometimes worse. The consequences are
summarized by Levra, with abundant reference to contemporary official sources
and literature: (1) inadequate nutrition and hunger, stunted growth, and
deformities; (2) huge increase in the number of indigents, homeless and beggars;
(3) proportionate increase in the number of the chronically weakened and ill in
need of care; (4) high risk of sickness and high mortality among babies and
children; (5) lower life expectancy (35 years in the city of Turin, a little higher
than the mean for the whole kingdom); (6) lack of hygiene and bad sanitary
conditions, especially in the slums of the northemn districts; (7) frequent
epidemics, especially of typhus, cholera, and smallpox; (8) high incidence of
diseases such as tuberculosis, bronchial and lung diseases, dysentery, and a
variety of unnamed fevers and infections; (9) increase in prostitution and venereal
diseases; (10) illiteracy; (11) abandonment of religious practice; (12) drunkenness
and other domestic vices; (13) rise in criminal activity, especially theft; (14) rise
in suicides; (15) rise in illegitimate births; (16) exposure of infants and
infanticide.?

Levra, quoting profusely from documents in the Historical Archive of the
City of Turin, from official reports, and from the literature, completes this
frightening scenario with a gruesome recital of episodes, involving both adults
and children, and of the part played in them by agencies, departments of
government, authorities of the highest rank, and the police. He deals especially
with the widespread practice of beggary in every part of the city, and the invasion
of more beggars during the winter season—adults, both men and women,
mothers and their children, whole families, and children on their own. He
describes the various kinds of delinquency and criminal activity which inevitably
arise out of desperate social conditions, and the official action to curb them. He
surveys the situation arising from the inability on the part of public hospitals,

8 Levra, ibid., pp. 26-29, citing official documents. (Quote on p. 29.)
9 Levra, Ibid., pp. 30-43, citing official documents and literature.
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shelters for the poor and the sick, public, state and Church agencies and private
charity to cope with the need—and more.!? In conclusion he gives a detailed
account of police intervention to protect the public, noting that criminal activity
in the city was largely of the type connected with demographic increase, urban
expansion, and widespread unemployment and poverty, rather than of the violent
kind against persons, or of the older type connected with banditry still surviving
in isolated areas of the country. At the same time he describes the rise of public
concern resulting in a vast increase in public and private charity and in an effort
on the part of King Charles Albert’s government to institute reforms and to
provide jobs.!1

The above remarks suffice to focus our attention on a social upheaval the
cause of which must largely be sought in a migratory movement of poor people
to the city. Most of these immigrants remained in the city, for they had nothing
better to go back to. They settled wherever they could, but especially in the
existing poorer districts along the rivers Dora and Po to the north and northeast.
This is the area which saw the most significant and quickest urban expansion. It
was also the area where some small industries were meanwhile being located,
because of available water power. Urban development in these areas was in the
form of tenement houses built to lodge immigrant families and individuals.
Soon these northern districts turned into overcrowded slums.

This is where the first oratories, Father Giovanni Cocchi’s and Don
Bosco’s, were established.

2. The Northern Districts

The Moschino district lay along the Po river at the eastern end of the present
Corso San Maurizio, in the territory of the parish of the Annunciation, where
Father Cocchi was an assistant. It was there that he first established his oratory
of the Guardian Angel in 1840. It was in every respect the worst district in the
city, and it was completely razed as part of the urban renewal of mid-1860s. As
one author describes it,

The Moschino was a cluster of hovels whose cracked walls, blackened by
time, threatened to come tumbling down at any moment. It was the redoubt
of bad people, hostile to any form of order, greedy of other people’s
possessions, ever ready to shed blood, driven by some fierce instinct to evil-
doing. In it crime, poverty, prostitution shared the neighborhood as
confederates. In this deadly sewer of vice, scandalous immorality was
common, and horrible crimes and cruel murders were regular occurrences.

10 Levra, Ibid., pp. 43-61.
1 Levra, Ibid., pp. 76-97.
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Here was born, developed and grew to power the gang that struck everyone
with terror.[...] No one dared set foot in the Moschino after dark. Not even
the police dared breach the barriers and engage that horde of criminals. At
night, no one had access who was not recognized by the gang. It was as
though a draw-bridge had been raised.[...]'2

A physician reports that “the horror and revulsion one experiences in walking
down those filthy alleys, putrid sewers unfit for humans, point up the injustice
which favors some with every good thing, while it denies to so many the very
space, air and sunshine needed for survival.”!3 A sanitation official inspecting
the houses in this area at the approach of the cholera reports that he found “all
dwellings overcrowded with migrants, hostile and fierce-looking people mostly
engaged in the smuggling of alcohol and tobacco.” He goes on to describe the
horror and stench of houses and courts filled with sewage and human excrement,
and deplores the lack of clean water. The cholera epidemic of 1835 started in the
Moschino.!4

In 1841 Father Cocchi transferred the oratory to better premises in the
adjoining district of Vanchiglia, a little further north toward the confluence of the
Dora river with the Po. Similar conditions prevailed there. In fact, Vanchiglia
experienced a simultaneous outbreak of the cholera. It was an area dotted with
stagnant ponds and crossed by little canals and ditches carrying dirty water for
irrigation. Sanitation was non-existent. The public sewer which drained from the
center of the city in two covered channels toward the Dora and the Po, at this
point was allowed to run in the open. This sewage, by ancient feudal or
seigniorial right accruing to the canons of the cathedral, was used to irrigate
fields they owned by the rivers. Moreover, one of the two slaughterhouses of the
city was located in this district, and was one of the chief sources of
contamination and infection. The chief sanitation officer pointed out that the
very royal palace a good distance to the south was exposed to “the evil stench

12 G.A. Giustina, I misteri di Torino, quoted by Levra, in Bracco, Torino e DB 1,
pp. 65f. Cf. also Giorgio Chiosso, “L’Oratorio di Don Bosco e il rinnovamento
educativo nel Piemonte carloalbertino,” in Don Bosco nella Chiesa a servizio
dell'umanita. Studi e testimonianze (Ed. by P. Braido. Roma: LAS, 1987 [pp. 83-
116]), p. 95. [Braido, DB nella Chiesa]

Lemoyne uses this text, with considerable editing, to describe the district of
Vanchiglia [EBM 111, p. 394].

13 G. Valerio, Igiene pubblica, quoted by Levra, in Bracco, Torino e DB 1., p. 66.

14 Levra, “Il bisogno,” in Bracco, Torino e DB 1, pp. 66f., quoting official
document in Turin’s Historical Archive.
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and contamination stemming from the hapless district of Vanchiglia, so that all
windows on the north side were kept tightly shut day and night.”3

Inevitably, the second of the two slaughterhouses was located at the entrance
to the Borgo Dora district (in the marketplace of Porta Palazzo). This, the most
populous of the northern districts lying between Vanchiglia to the east and
Valdocco to the west, was at this time experiencing the proto-industrial
development which would gradually spill over into adjacent districts. Some
manufacturing undertakings, resembling factories, were being established here,
all using water power derived from the Dora River: gun and gun powder works, a
sugar refinery, a factory for the production of printing machinery, a textile mill,
tanning and leather works, a wood processing factory. These businesses were
generally fairly small, but some employed as many as one hundred workers.
Numerous tenement houses up to several stories high had been built, and stood
surrounded by lower older buildings.

Overcrowded living conditions, with their evil effect on families and
individuals, especially young people, prevailed. This was true of all the poorer
districts. There the number of families living in a tenement building, and the
number of individuals per flat or room, was nearly double that of elsewhere in
the city. In the late twenties, so Levra writes,

Poor people’s ghettos, which had been forming through a process of
spontancous agglomeration of migrants gravitating toward the city, were
systematically expanded. The first of these expansions took place in the
Borgo Dora. Its buildings generally speaking were poor in quality and of
modest proportions. At the same time the Piazza Emanuele Filiberto [Porta
Palazzo] was redesigned, and the first covered market places, low and
unsanitary, were constructed in it. [...] Manufacturing businesses were
gradually transferred into the area, most of them noisy, noxious, and
dangerous. The gun powder works exploded in 1852, leaving many dead or
wounded. A network of canals from the river provided water power, but also
made the area damp and malodorous. In 1850, out of some 22,000
inhabitants in the area, 14,000 lived by the day’s labor, and of these some
12,000 existed below the poverty level.16

The area of Valdocco, immediately west of Borgo Dora, with the Martinetto
district further to the west, was also beginning to be developed in the 1830s and
1840s. Up to then it had remained practically vacant. The old city walls and

15 G. Valerio, Igiene pubblica, quoted by Levra, in Bracco, Torino e DB 1, pp.
67f.

16 Levra, “Il bisogno,” in Bracco, Torino e DB 1, pp. 64f.; and cf. pp. 68f. for
details.
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other ancient structures had been demolished and the rubble dumped in this low-
lying, partly marshy area sloping toward the River Dora. To encourage
settlement and the city’s expansion to the north, King Charles Felix (1821-
1831) had approved the gratuitous disposal of these public lands to private
individuals. Later, in the 1860s, Valdocco would rival the Borgo Dora as a slum.
But in the 1840s the settling of Valdocco was still in progress. Looking from
the high ground to the north toward the River Dora, one could see a scattering of
houses and small factories along the canals. The only “high rise” buildings were
the Marchioness of Barolo’s Rifugio and Fr. Joseph Cottolengo’s Little House
of Divine Providence.

Don Bosco’s Oratory would settle in this area, a short distance to the west
from these.

These districts fanned out from a hub which was the great square and market
place popularly called Porta Palazzo (the royal palace rising not too far to the
south, within the city). The whole area was home to a great number of young
people and children, who in the literature are described as “poor and abandoned.”

3. The “Poor and Abandoned”: Young People and Children
at Risk

(1) Kinds of Young People at Risk

Who are these “poor and abandoned” young people, to whom Father Cocchi,
Don Bosco and others addressed themselves? It was no longer a question of poor
but normal peasant lads (as at Becchi) or of young students (as at Chieri). This
was a new experience. To describe this type of youngster Don Bosco writes:

The oratory was mostly attended by stone-cutters, bricklayers, plasterers,
cobblestone setters, squarers and others arrived from distant places™ [...]
“from the Savoy, Switzerland, the Aosta Valley, Biella, Novara, and
Lombardy.!”

Lemoyne adds:

The area adjacent to Porta Palazzo swarmed with hawkers, match vendors,
bootblacks, chimney sweeps, stable boys, lads passing out fliers, messenger
boys, all of them poor children eking out of such odd jobs a meager
livelihood from day to day.[...] Most of them belonged to one of the Borgo

17 MO-En, pp. 197 and 233.
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Vanchiglia gangs, that is, to one of those groups of hooligans gathered for
self-defense under the leadership of older and more daring fellows.!8

This is confirmed by an early, probably the earliest, non-Salesian testimony on
the nature of Father Cocchi’s and Don Bosco’s oratories:

In these two houses, Turin's true wretches [cenciosi] and true scamps
[biricchini] come together on feast days in great numbers. It is amazing to
see how much they love it, how happy they are, and how well they behave
while there. We see match vendors, lottery ticket vendors, etc., etc.,
apprentices, work hands, house boys, youngsters from all kinds of
workshops and trades, all happy together. And what precisely do all these
young people do in these new houses of shelter? In the first place, they are
given some religious instruction by those zealous priests [... then they pray,
they have classes, they play, and occasionally they get a snack in the
afternoon].1?

We are dealing therefore either with local young people living in the slums of
the northern districts of Turin trying to eke out a living, or with immigrant and
seasonal lads secking employment in the city, especially in the building trade.
Many of these lads are apparently either unemployed or have no steady
employment, but work at odd jobs; others are employed in various trades as
apprentices, but are poorly paid. All of them are at risk. Don Bosco stresses that
in fact many of them have been in prison or are in danger of going to prison. He
is not speaking of hardened criminals. He is speaking of young people who
being unemployed and left to roam the streets, often organized in gangs, have
gotten into trouble or are in danger of getting into trouble with the police. These
lads, up to 25 years of age,2? but mostly between the ages of 12 and 20,
although presenting different personal problems and reflecting differing family
circumstances, all belonged to the category referred to in the literature as “the
poor and abandoned.” On any given day as many as a thousand of them swarmed
the market place area of Porta Palazzo, either waiting to be hired or just
“hanging around.”2!

To these older youngsters must be added the large number of younger
children, many of them working in manufacturing shops, a long-standing

18 EBM TII, p. 33.

19 “Scuole e sollazzi domenicali pei poveri,” [Instruction and Entertainment of
the Poor on Sundays], Letture di Famiglia 25 (June 20, 1846) 196, quoted by Giorgio
Chiosso, “L’oratorio di DB,” in Braido, DB nella Chiesa, cit, p. 91.

20 MO-En, pp. 233f.

21 For details, cf. Pietro Stella, Don Bosco nella storia economica e sociale
(1815-1870) (Roma: LAS, 1980), pp. 159-164. [Stella, DBEcSoc]
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practice, but in an intensified form typical of early industrial development.
Factory owners, to cut wages and therefore production costs, began to employ in
great numbers, as well as women, children as young as eight years of age. They
were exploited and vastly underpaid. In 1844, children ten years old or younger
working in factories throughout Piedmont numbered 7,184. A large percentage
of these worked in Turin factories, and their working day averaged as much as 16
hours. (In 1886 the working hours for a child were reduced by law to 12-14.) Ina
speech delivered in Parliament in 1850 Count Camillo Cavour deplored the
general lack of concern about this situation: “Perhaps we have tried conveniently
to ignore the fact that in our factories the working day of women and children is
as much as twice as long as in England.”22

According to contemporary testimony, besides being exploited, these
children were gravely at risk and exposed to all sorts of physical and moral
dangers:

These poor creatures grow up in idiocy, poverty and pain, in complete
ignorance of any religious and moral truth, defenseless against the many
dangers to their moral life that face them in the work place. This is
especially the case where many children of both sexes are grouped together,
as is often the practice in factories. Drunkenness, moreover, that most
damaging vice common among factory workers, is not uncommon even
among children [...] The result is immorality, the terrible effects of which
are evidenced by the greater incidence of crimes and misdemeanors
committed by these children, as compared to their counterparts in rural
areas—according to law enforcement statistics.23

This same author gives data collected from a number of factories showing that
only 1 in 5 working young persons was attending, or had ever attended, school
for any length of time. About 40% of young people below 20 were totally
illiterate. Further, a great number of children contracted diseases in the work
place. This author lists diseases such as tuberculosis, poisonings and various
viral infections. The death rate from these diseases hovered around 12%. Those
children who survived were often left physically debilitated for life. Children
were frequently beaten for the slightest infractions.24

22 Teresio Bosco, Don Bosco. Storia di un prete (Leumann-Torino: Editrice Elle
Di Ci, 1987) plates 10 and 11, following p. 112.

23 Carlo Tlarione Petitti di Roreto, Sul lavoro dei fanciulli nelle manifatture [On
Child Labor in Factories], quoted by Chiosso, “L’Oratorio di DB,” in Braido, DB nella
chiesa, pp. 96f.

24 Petitti, Ibid., p. 97.
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This situation of moral and physical risk explains Don Bosco’s practice of
visiting his lads at the work place and of demanding written contracts from the
employers. It also explains his decision to establish his own in-house
workshops.

(2) Children of the Poor

That those young people were poor is beyond all doubt. Even those that had a
permanent job (including those employed in the building trade, the highest paid,
but for a shorter season) lived under severe hardship.

Around 1840 a laborer or trade apprentice’s daily wage in Turin ranged
between 25 and 60 cents (of a lira), or between 80 cents and 1 lira in the building
trade. In view of the expenditure of energy involved in a 10-hour working day
(minimum, but as long as 18), the basic daily food need of a worker without a
family averaged 65 cents, a sum higher that the wage obtainable, and this for
food alone. Children would be even worse off, whether they were employed, or
were unemployed and roamed the streets.

This being the case, the daily fare of the poor had to be reduced to or below
subsistence-level. Meat would be a luxury available only a couple of times a
year. Items such as eggs, sugar and cheese, which were a common component of
a peasant’s daily fare, would seldom be available. The cheaper and less
nourishing foods, such as bread, polenta, potatoes, dried legumes (such as
beans), some vegetables and fruits in season, would be the staples of the poor in
the city.

Rents were high even in the tenements of the northern districts. A two or
three-room flat in these districts would normally absorb over one-third of a
family’s total earnings. The rent for a single room would cut deeply also into a
single laborer’s earnings, even when the same room was shared, as was the
practice with seasonal workers.

The inadequacy and minimal buying power of a laborer’s wages was
painfully evident when it came to clothing and shoes, and even more so when it
came to such “non-essentials” as recreation, schooling, transportation. The cost
of a pair of common shoes surpassed the average weekly wage of a laborer or of
an apprentice. A cup of coffee or chocolate in any city pub cost as much as half
the average daily wage. The cheapest newspaper cost 10 centimes (ca. 1/6 of the
daily wage) a copy.?

Thus an absorbing preoccupation and relentless striving for the satisfaction
of basic material needs were constants in a laborer’s daily existence. And this left
little time, possibility or will to pursue other important interests such as
education, religious practice, recreation, and the very care of the family. Such

25 Chiosso, “L’'Oratorio di DB,” in Braido, DB nella Chiesa, pp. 92-94.
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being the situation, it is understandable that men (and young men as well)
should seek the only cheap entertainment available to them: the tavern. Many
such cheap establishments had sprung up in the northern districts. Here working
people spent their available evening hours drinking cheap wine and gambling.
Drunkenness, obscenity and violence were the inevitable results. 26

(3) “Abandoned,” Homeless, Neglected or Left to
Themselves

The two categories of young people mentioned above were the most liable to
being neglected or left to themselves. These were the children of laborers living
in the northern districts of the city which we have described, and the immigrant
or seasonal working lads. As well as from poverty, the first suffered from
neglect, material, moral and religious, because of the very socio-economic nature
of life in a slum. The latter, who flocked to the city permanently or seasonally,
in search of employment, especially in the building trade, were even worse off.
Away from their family and without base or support in the city, those fairly
simple lads suddenly found themselves in grave danger from bad companions,
readily available means of corruption, and frequent temptations to delinquency.

(4) Juvenile Delinquency?’

In Turin, before and for some time after the 1840s, true violent crime was and
remained an exceptional occurrence. What kept the police on their toes was the
smaller criminal activity of a great number of disinherited people. They were the
miserable poor who existed at the margin of the law. They were indeed regarded
as “dangerous people,” but they were dangerous only to public order, not to
social order.

This was especially true where juvenile delinquency was concerned. Many
young people and younger children were forced to live by their wits, and
practiced all kinds of dodges and expedients which were often outside the law.

On one end of the scale, there were those who sold matches and other small
articles, and those who begged in a manner that could only be qualified as
“aggressive.” They were a constant on the streets and squares of Turin. They

26 Quoting a contemporary author, Levra gives a horrifying description of one of
these drinking places [“Il bisogno,” in Bracco, Torino e DB 1, pp. 72f.]
The comments that follow are largely based on the first part of Claudio Felloni
and Roberto Audisio, “I giovani discoli,” in Bracco, Torino e DB 1, pp. 99-110 [110-
119]. The first part, entitled “Juvenile Delinquents (Giovani discoli) on the City’s
Streets and Squares,” is by Claudio Felloni. It will be cited as Felloni, “Giovani
discoli.”
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certainly were a nuisance to the “honest citizenry,” and they often drew the
attention of the police.

At the opposite pole, there are the young men, few in number, who in order
to make ends meet, engaged in more seriously reprehensible behavior, such as
burglary or prostitution.

The vast majority of juvenile delinquents were petty thieves who stole
goods from the stands in the open market places, or pickpockets who lifted the
wallet of unsuspecting passers-by. Numerous instances are cited by Felloni from
the “arrests section” of the Vicar’s Office in Turin’s Historical Archive. A couple
of instances will suffice. A police report reads:

Following complaints for petty thefts committed in this city, the police
department has been watching the movements of a group of juveniles who
are repeat offenders recently out of the Towers prison. They are habitually
on the street, out of their homes and of their parents’ supervision, and spend
their time in idleness and gambling. They live by stealing, whenever they
get a chance, from stands selling knick-knacks or food. They have been
known also to pick the pockets of careless or unsuspecting people.8

The reports show that many of these young people had run away from home;
some were orphans or illegitimate who had been in a state home for a time, had
had occasional jobs, and were living from hand to mouth. Many of them had
been in prison several times, usually for petty thefts. One of these youngsters,
Pietro P. by name, told his story to the magistrate on being arrested:

Both my parents died when I was pretty young. I had no place to stay,
nothing to live on, nobody to help me or guide me. For a time I worked as
a shoeshine boy. Then pretty soon I got into trouble and was arrested. Since
then I did time in several prisons, the Senate and the Correctional prisons
[in Turin], and those in Chivasso. I have never learned or worked at a proper
trade, and there is nothing I can call my own in this world.2?

One is struck by the number of boys who ran away from home. Many reasons
for this are given in the literature: bad companions, inclination to a life of
dissipation (!), youthful fickleness, the lure of being on one’s own, difficulties at
home, abuse by parents, dire poverty of the family, etc. In some cases, it was
the father himself who sent the child away. This was the case of Antonio S.,
arrested for burglary, according to the magistrate’s report:

28 Felloni, “Giovani discoli,” in Bracco, Torino e DB 1, p- 102.
29 Felloni, Ibid., p. 104.
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He left home about a month ago because of the dire poverty of the family.
Since he was not yet able to earn his own livelihood, he was persuaded by
his father to try to make a living elsewhere. And this is what he did.30

One is also struck by the negligence of the people responsible for the
youngsters. The authorities’ complaint that all too often parents, teachers,
employers did not report runaways was wholly justified. These youngsters thus
joined other street children and vagrants, and leamed evil ways from this
association.3!

A special chapter in the story of juvenile delinquency is dedicated to the
gangs. For at this time (1830s and 1840s) besides the delinquency of single
young people at risk or marginalized, originating in poverty, family problems,
and uprootedness, we witness a more serious form of it. It is manifested in the
practice of violence and intimidation by organized groups. In the forties, at the
time when Don Bosco was beginning his ministry, “societies of reckless
‘hoodlums™ and “cliques of hooligans” were reported as perpetrating acts of
violence with increasing frequency. These gangs, as we would call them, usually
composed of young adults (but also mere youths) under the leadership of a
seasoned leader, were given a name in the later popular literature of the fifties and
sixties, “cocche.”? They were active at various times in the northern districts we
have described. The Gang of the Crab (Cocca del Gambero) was active in the
Borgo Dora in the late thirties; the “Po Gang” (Cocca del Po), was based at the
edge of the Vanchiglia district near the river, and five of its members were
arrested for murder and convicted in 1840; the Ballone Gang (Cocca del Ballone),
(name given to the area near Porta Palazzo and Borgo Dora) was charged with the
murder of one of their members in 1841. The most notorious, with good reason,
was the Moschino Gang (Cocca del Moschino). It was active in mid-forties, and
was feared for its “scandalous, arrogant and violent activities.”

After spending the evening drinking in cheap taverns those ruffians emerge
in force to harass or rough up any hapless person whom they come upon
in the dark. Then, instead of going home, they knock at the door of some
prostitute, and even of women who are not prostitutes, batter the door
down if they are not promptly let in, and vent their lust on their

30 Felloni, Ibid., p. 104.

31 Felloni, Ibid., p. 106, citing police reports of 1845.

32 “Cocca™ is the name given in Italian (Piedmontese) to a kind of flat, hard
hearth cake or skillet bread.
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unfortunate victims. Then, after eating everything in the house, smashing
furniture, and battering the woman besides, they make their exit.33

In 1846 the St. Barbara Gang (Cocca di Santa Barbara) acquired notoriety in the
area near and to the east of Porta Palazzo. They were “an association of ruffians
who time and again perpetrated acts of violence, especially after dark, against
honest citizens who promenaded along the boulevard.”34

The records show that these gangs, composed of young adults from 16 to 34
years of age, were not in the nature of professional criminal confederacies; they
were fairly spontaneous groupings of frustrated young adults, lacking guidance
and motivation. They were responsible for mischief of every kind, but not
generally of serious crimes such as assaults with deadly weapons and murder. But
the very fact that the “gang” phenomenon occurred and persisted was
symptomatic of a profound malaise which infected society, especially the young,

Public order was only one of the vicar’s many responsibilities. In 1841 he
could dispose of only four commissioners or constables and a small force of
some 40 policemen. The force was increased under Vicar Michele Benso di
Cavour in the forties, but it was never quite equal to the task. There just weren’t
enough policemen on the street. With the help of military personnel, they had
fair success in breaking up roving groups of young people at night and in
bringing some of the mischief-makers to justice.3

(5) Prisons and Penal Policy

Given the situation it was inevitable that many of these “poor and abandoned”
youngsters should get into trouble and should land in gaol.

There were four prison facilities in Turin in the 1840s, the time when Don
Bosco began his work on behalf of “poor and abandoned” young people. P.
Baricco writes in 1869, “The prison facilities in Turin are four in number, not
including the central facility nearing completion which is not yet in use.”36 But
he also discusses other facilities.

Of the four prisons in question, sometimes going by different names and all
within the city, two were for men and two for women.

33 Felloni, “Giovani discoli, in Bracco, Torino e DB I, p. 109, citing document
in Turin’s Histotical Archive.

34 Felloni, Ibid., p. 110.

35 Levra, “Il bisogno,” in Bracco, Torino e DB 1, p. 79; Felloni, “I giovani
discoli,” Ibid., p. 109.

36 Pietro Baricco, Torino descritta. (Torino: Tipografia G.B. Paravia, 1869, 2
vol. Photomechanically reprinted by Edizioni L’Artistica Savigliano, 1988), p. 285.
[Baricco, Torino descritta]
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(i] Criminal Prison Facility for Men (Carceri criminali), in Via San
Domenico, 13.— Located in the basement section of the so-called “Palace of the
Senate,” later the seat of the Court of Appeal, this facility was popularly referred
to as Prisons of the Senate, or of the Magistrate of the Court of Appeal. “This
facility is cramped and overcrowded, airless, and noisome. Young people live
together with adults, and those merely accused are committed together with those
convicted of crimes.”

(ii] Correctional Prison Facility for Men (Carceri correzionali), in Via degli
Stampatori, 3.— It was popularly called “Correctionnel,” from the name given
to the street during Napoleon’s occupation (Rue correctionnelle). This facility
was for lesser crimes. “It was not a great deal better [...]. Here also accused and
convicted, young people and adults, are all thrown together.”

[iii] General Prison Facility for Women (Carceri delle Forzate), in Via San
Domenico, 32.— It was also small and ill-kept. In the sixties it was given over
for use as a detention facility for young men waiting to be evaluated and
assigned.

[iv] Towers Prison Facility for Women (Carceri delle Torri), at Porta
Palatina— Commonly called “the Towers,” it housed women guilty of serious
crimes or with a past criminal record. “The women are kept in overcrowded and
uncomfortable wards, the place being insufficient and in disrepair.” Earlier, in the
1830s, it had been a place of commitment for juvenile offenders.

The Central Prison (Carcere centrale), in the Corso S. Avventore, outside of
the city, was built at great expense and in accordance with more enlightened
standards between 1862 and 1869. Gradually the other smaller facilities were
phased out.

Baricco also mentions and describes the House of Detention for Women
(Casa di pena, also called, Ergastolo), in Via Nizza, well out of the city. The
place had been acquired by the government from the Vincentians for use as a
correctional facility for juveniles. In 1838 it was converted into a prison-hospital
for women. One section of it, in fact, was used for the isolation and treatment of
several hundred women with venereal diseases.3”

The expensive and “modern” correctional facility for juveniles, located at the
place of a large country house called “Generala,” on the Stupinigi road well out
of the city, was dedicated in 1845. Such a facility for juveniles alone had been
long in the planning and was part of elaborate social reforms sponsored in the
reign of Charles Albert (1831-1849). For in spite of ambiguities in both
personal philosophy and practical policy, Charles Albert had understood the

37 Data derived from Baricco, Torino descritta, p. 286. Cf. also MO-Fe, p. 119,
notes to lines 746, 748, 750-752, and Natale Cerrato, /I Linguaggio della prima
storia salesiana. Parole e luoghi delle Memorie Biografiche di Don Bosco (Istituto
Storico Salesiano - Studi, 7. Roma: LAS, 1991), pp. 226f.
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importance and the necessity of dealing with juvenile problems in a way that
took into consideration the physical, psychological and social situation of a
young person. His reforms were also made possible by the emergence of a new
“ruling class,” drawn from a small sector of the middle class and of the
aristocracy, non-representative of larger society certainly, yet possessed of great
technical ability and driven by authentic moral awareness and concern.38

Article 28 of the penal code of 1839 promulgated by King Charles Albert
clearly laid down that delinquents of minor age be committed to separate prisons.
Other articles provided that a juvenile delinquent, aged 14 or under, acting
without malice was not liable to prosecution and incarceration; and that only
such minors who were found guilty of crime with malice aforethought were
liable.?® But Petitti di Roreto, commenting in 1867 on Charles Albert’s
principle that “young people convicted of crime must absolutely be kept separate
from adult convicts,” laments the delays in implementing this basic program of
the reform. Prisons were and continued to be for some time the school of moral
corruption for young people committed in them with adults.4?

This was certainly the situation when Don Bosco began to visit the prison
in 184 1. He visited the first two of the facilities mentioned above, for those were
men’s prisons, where also young offenders were incarcerated.

We briefly commented on the criminal activities of adults, and we discussed
the offenses in which juveniles were usually involved. To summarize—statistics
for 1831-1846 show that theft was by far the most common crime, amounting
to 30% of all offenses investigated and brought to justice by the police. The next
most common crimes were of violence against persons (10%), and over half of
these (5+%) were in the nature of threats and battery resulting from squabbles.
Other (non-criminal) offenses such as loitering, vagrancy, beggary accounted for
over 50% of the cases referred to the “Generala.”*! For the first two years of
operation of this institution (1845-1847) of 295 commitments only 26.1% were
by the court for criminal offenses, and of these, 76% were for crimes against
property, not persons. The rest were chiefly “precautionary” commitments by the
police or (to a lesser extent) by parents.*2

As a whole, for what concemns juvenile delinquency, statistics show that in
the 1840s Turin was a city of the “poor and abandoned” rather than of criminals.

38 Levra, “Il bisogno,” in Bracco, Torino e DB 1, p. 88.

39 RobertoAudisio, La “Generala” di Torino. Esposte, discoli, minori corrigendi
(1785-1850) (Santena: Fondazione Camillo Cavour, 1987), p. 29. [Audisio, La
“Generala”)

40 Audisio, Ibid., pp. 30f., quoting Petitti and other authors.

41 Stella, DBEcSoc, p. 168.

42 Audisio, La “Generala,” pp. 193f.
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(6) Addressing the Problem

It is within the situation described above that the emergence of a new generation
of young people of the working class that were “poor and abandoned” is to be
understood.

We have indicated that a significant effort to reform old structures was being
made in the forties by the state. The “Generala” was a case in point.

What about the Church? The traditional parish structures were unable to deal
with the problem and respond meaningfully, for they were being called upon to
respond to situations for which they had not been intended. The activity of the
priests of the Convitto, who after all were not the ones who should have taken
the initiative, only served to point up the inadequacy of the structures. Hence
Don Bosco’s response to those who complained that he took youngsters away
from the parishes made perfect sense. He writes in his Memoirs:

Most of the boys I collect know nothing of parish or parish priest.[...] Most
of these boys [either] are neglected by their parents [and are adrift] in this
city or have come into the city [as migrants] looking for employment and
have failed to find any.[...] The fact that they find themselves away from
home, that they speak a different language, that they have no permanent
lodgings, that they are not familiar with the places makes it difficult, if not
impossible, for them to attend a parish church. Moreover, many of them are
already grown up, at 18, 20, or even 25 years of age, but are ignorant of
anything that has to do with religion. Who could persuade them to sit with
8 or 10-year old children who are more knowledgeable than they?43

That same situation before which traditional Church structures seemed powerless
began to be addressed by a new generation of priests, Father Cocchi, Don Bosco,
and others, who were aware of the problem and were willing to respond to it—
beyond, and sometimes in opposition to, the inadequate traditional parish
structure and the inadequate pastoral practice of the older clergy.*4

In his “Introduction” to the Draft Regulation for the Oratory of 1854, Don
Bosco writes:

The young constitute the most fragile yet most valuable component of
human society, for we base our hopes for the future on them. They are not
of themselves depraved. Were it not for parental neglect, idleness, mixing
in bad company, something they experience especially on Sundays and

43 MO-En, pp. 233f; of. EBM 11, p. 194.
44 Cf. Pietro Stella, Don Bosco. Life and Work (2nd ed., tr. by John Drury. New
Rochelle, N.Y.: Don Bosco Publications, 1985), pp. 101f. [Stella, DB I]
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holy days, it would be so easy to inculcate in their young hearts moral and
religious principles—of order, good behavior, respect, religious practice.
For if they are found to have been ruined at that young age, it will have
been due more to thoughtlessness than to ingrained malice. These young
people have real need of some kind person who will care for them, work
with them, guide them in virtue, keep them away from evil. [...] Oratories
should be reckoned among the most effective means for instilling the
religious spirit into the uncultivated hearts of neglected young people.*

This same concern is expressed in the Preamble of the first draft of the early
Salesian Constitutions (1858). Don Bosco wrote :

At the present time, however, this need [of helping young people at risk] is
felt with far greater urgency. Parental neglect, the abusive power of the
press, and the proselytizing efforts of heretics demand that we unite in
fighting for the Lord’s cause, under the banner of the faith. Our efforts must
aim at safeguarding the faith and the moral life of that category of young
people whose eternal salvation is more at risk precisely because of their
poverty. This is the specific purpose of the Congregation of St. Francis &
Sales, first established in Turin in 1841.46

Part Il: Don Bosco and Young People at Risk: The
Beginnings of the Oratory and of the Home
Attached to the Oratory

I. The Beginnings of the Oratory

The foregoing remarks have focused on the kind and on the situation of young
people who were at risk at the time when Don Bosco first enrolled in the
pastoral institute known as the Convitto in 1841, The first exercises in practical
ministry in which he engaged under the guidance of Father Joseph Cafasso led to
a discovery which was to change his life forever. From the start he felt drawn to
these young people out of a natural and Christian instinct. It was not long before
he became fully committed to them, and this commitment became his
“vocation.”
How does Don Bosco describe the beginnings of the work of the Oratory?

43 Appendix I; and cf. notes 125 and 126 and related text, below.

6 Francesco Motto, Giovanni Bosco, Costituzioni della Societa di S. Francesco
di Sales [1858]-1875. Testi critici (Roma: LAS, 1982), p. 60. [Motto, Cost.
Testi critici]
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1. The Beginnings of the Oratory in Don Bosco’s
Memoirs

Don Bosco’s Memoirs of the Oratory of St. Francis de Sales need no
introduction. By this quasi-autobiographical narrative, laboriously styled from
the standpoint of his mature reflection in the mid-seventies, Don Bosco wished
to hand down to posterity a definitive and privileged interpretation of the
meaning of his work. Hence his description of the beginning of the work and of
the type of young people involved is of the utmost importance.

(1) The Beginnings of the Oratory and ‘“‘the Young
People Released From Prison or Liable to Being Sent
There” in Don Bosco’s Memoirs

No sooner enrolled at the Convitto, Don Bosco began o visit the prisons, where
for the first time, and with a shock, he came face to face with the pitiable state
in which the many young people detained there found themselves. He writes in
his Memoirs:

I saw large numbers of young lads, 12 to 18 years of age, fine youngsters,
healthy, strong and alert of mind. But how sad to see them idle there,
infested with lice, lacking food for body and soul. I was horrified. [...] What
shocked me most was to see that many of them were released full of good
resolutions to go straight, and yet in a short time they landed back in
prison, within a few days of their release.’

He wonders if anything could be done for them. After talking the matter over
with Father Cafasso, he begins to form a plan. He continues:

Hardly had I registered at the Convitto of St. Francis, when I met at once a
crowd of boys who followed me in the streets and the squares and even into
the sacristy of the church attached to the institute. But I could not take direct
care of them since I had no premises. A humorous incident opened the way
to put into action my project [to care] for the boys who roamed the streets
of the city, especially those released from prison.48

After relating the “humorous incident,” namely, the Garelli episode to be
discussed below, he continues:

47 MO-En, p. 182.
48 MO-En, p. 187.
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During the winter, I concentrated my efforts in helping a small number of
young adults who needed special catechetical instruction, above all those
just out of prison. It was then that I realized at first hand that if young lads,
once released from detention, could find someone to befriend them, [...] they
began to mend their ways. They became good Christians and honest
citizens. This was the beginning of our Oratory.®®

My aim was to bring together only those children who were in greatest
danger, those released from prison by preference. Nevertheless, as a
foundation on which to build discipline and morality, I invited some other
boys of good character who had already received religious instruction, 30

On Saturdays, my pockets stuffed sometimes with tobacco, sometimes
with fruit, sometimes with rolls, I used to go to the prisons. My object was
always to give special attention to the youngsters who had the misfortune of
being put behind bars, help them, make friends with them, and thus
encourage them to come to the Oratory when they had the good fortune of
leaving that place of punishment.5!

[Comment]

These words seem to indicate that young people met in prison were Don Bosco’s
first concern and that, once released from prison, they became the first to form
the oratory. He writes: “This was the beginning of our Oratory.” But in the same
breath Don Bosco connects the beginnings to the “humorous incident” involving
Bartholomew Garelli, who may have been a young person at risk, but obviously
was neither a juvenile delinquent nor one released from prison.

(2) Bartholomew Garelli and the Beginnings of the
Oratory

In his Memoirs Don Bosco relates how on December 8, 1841, the feast of the
Immaculate Conception, in the sacristy of the church of St. Francis of Assisi, he
met one Bartholomew Garelli. The circumstances of the meeting are well
known, as well as the dialogue which ensued:

“My good friend, what’s your name?”
“My name’s Bartholomew Garelli.”
“Where are you from?”

49 MO-En, p. 190. Italics mine.
50 MO-En, p. 196.
31 MO-En, p. 198.
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“Asti.”

“Is your father alive?”

“No, my father’s dead.”

“And your mother?”

“My mother’s dead too.”

“How old are you?”

“I’m sixteen.”

“Can you read and write?”

“I don’t know anything.”

“Have you made your first communion?”
“Not yet.”

“Have you ever been to confession?”
“Yes, when I was small.”

“Are you going to catechism classes now?”
“I don’t dare.”

[s:i]

Later Don Bosco gave the lad a catechism lesson, and he ends the story with the
words, “To this first pupil some others were added.”52

[Comment]

It should be noted that the sentence, “This was the beginning of our Oratory,” is
attached not to the Garelli story directly but to Don Bosco’s experience with
youths released from prison, in the paragraph which follows. Garelli was
obviously not one of these.

Hence the question is asked whether the orphan Garelli receiving his
catechism lesson on the feast of the Immaculate Conception in 1841 might
represent the symbolical rather than historical beginnings—whether, that is, this
wandering orphan might just be the symbol of all young people at risk in need
of help and fatherly care.

Don Bosco wrote this account some time in 1874, But the story, without
the name and without note of the year, appears already in the Ruffino chronicle
of 1860. This is what Ruffino wrote after hearing the story presumably from
Don Bosco:

Beginnings of the Oratory. In the year.....Don Bosco was at the Convitto
of St. Francis. On the feast day of the Immaculate Conception, as he was
vesting for holy Mass, he noticed a young man of 15 or 16 years of age
standing nearby in the sacristy, waiting to hear Mass. The sacristan asked

52 MO-En, p. 188. Ttalics mine.
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him if he would serve Mass. When the young man replied that he didn’t
know how, the sacristan grabbed the [snuffer] pole and gave him a couple of
whacks across the head, scolding [and demanding to know] what he was
doing there. Don Bosco heard [the scuffle] and asked the sacristan, “Why are
you treating him like that?” “Do you know him?” the sacristan replied.
“Yes,” said Don Bosco, “I know him; he is a friend of mine.” He knew him
only from having seen him a few moments before. The sacristan then said
to the boy: “Come, Don Bosco wishes to speak to you.” The young man
came over. Don Bosco asked him if he had already been to Mass. “No,” he
replied. “Go, hear Mass with devotion,” Don Bosco told him; “then come
back, because I have something important to tell you.” When the Mass was
over, the young man met Don Bosco in the sacristy. “What’s your name,”
Don Bosco asked him? “N.N..” was the reply. “Can you read?” “No.” “Can
you write?” “No.” “Can you sing?” “No.” “Can you whistle?” The boy
broke into a smile. “Now, tell me, have you been admitted to
Communion?” “No.” “All right then, later today, at such and such an hour,
come back here, and I will teach you.” That evening the lad was back for his
lesson. But first Don Bosco asked the youth to join him in a prayer to Mary
Immaculate, that she might help the youngster to learn the basic truths of
faith, and that she might inspire many other young people in need to come
to him for instruction in these same truths. And so it began. In a short time
Don Bosco found himself hemmed in at the Convitto. On the feast of the
Immaculate Conception he moved to the Rifugio.>?

[Comment]

The two accounts (Memoirs and Ruffino) agree that “the Oratory began™ with a
catechism lesson to one young man on the feast of the Immaculate Conception.

But the scene and the dialogue of the 1860 account is less dramatic. For
instance, there is no mention of the boy’s being an orphan. On the other hand, it
carries some details which do not appear in the Memoirs, “Can you sing? Can
you whistle?” and the prayer to Mary Immaculate. These details from Ruffino’s
chronicle became part of the traditional recital of the event.

53 ASC 110: Cronachette, Ruffino, Notebook 1, pp. 28-30 (1860); FDBM 1,206
C9-11.

The last two sentences mean that the number grew to the point that the chapel of
St. Bonaventure at St. Francis of Assisi proved too small. Eventually, in October
1844, Don Bosco left the Convitto for Barolo’s Rifugio, and the youngsters met
there. Then, on December 8, 1844, the Oratory (of St. Francis de Sales) began to meet
at Barolo’s Little Hospital.














































































































































































