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Life o f  
ANDREW BELTRAMI



I

Early Years

O MKC.NA is a picturesque little town nestling at ihe foot 
<>f iht- Italian Alps and lying on the .shore ol I,;ik<* Orta. Ii 
owes iis charm not merely to the unrivalled beauty <>1 its sur­

roundings, hut also to historical and religious associations ol 
no common interest. Tradition has it that the whole country 
was evangeli/ed by St. Julius, a famous missionary apostle ol 
the filili century, who after having* wrought many wonders and 
built many a church on the ruins of pagan temples, ended his 
life on the little island that  rises in the lake. A stately basilica 
built on the spot ol the Saint's death  contains to this day his 
relics and is the goal ol many devout pilgrimages from the sur­
round ing  country.

Here on June 21th, 1870, was born Andrew Beltrami, the 
eldest son of a family of ten children. l o  what extent the 
natura l beauties of the place and  its religious associations 
influenced his character will be seen later. Foi the present, it 
may be enough to observe that r igh t to the end of his days lie 
baci an intense love for his native place.

Mis father, Anthony, was an honest, industrious tradesman, 
a good Catholic of the old type and a man highly esteemed by 
every one. But faith and devotion in his family was best 
exemplified in his m o ther  C atherine  from whom all the 
ch ildren  received the ir  m ain formative influence. W e learn
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that  she offered her  children to O u r  Lord  as soon as they were 
born  and  that  it was one oí hcr principles to pray every day 
that God m ight take them back Irom her ra ther  than let them  
grow up  w ithou t also growing in the love of His C o m m and­
ments.

Not born a Saint

A ndrew  was not born a saint, lar from it. His first teachers 
all agree th a t  the child had a quick intelligence but had also 
a very lively disposition, and  was no t at all easy to manage. 
H e w anted  to  know the reason lor everything: b lind  acceptance 
of lact was not enough. H e  often got in to  troub le  with his 
little pranks and escapades. W e have also the testimony of 
his b ro th er  that Andrew had an im petuous n a tu re  — that he 
would no t  brook any opposition. Once one of his school 
teachers scolded him  for some act ol disobedience. “ If you 
play any more of these tricks,” she told him, “O u r  Lord  w o n ’t 
take you to Heaven." Quick came the reply, “T h e n  I'll go to 
O u r  Lady.”

"A nd do you expect O u r  Lady will take the part  of a naughty  
little boy like you?”

“Well, then, I II go to St. Aloysius and  tell him I want to be 
good like him and  he will help me.”

T h is  little incident is not w ithou t its value. It gives us
an insmht in to  the soul of the child. It reveals its nativeö . . .
pride and  independence which in after years with G o d ’s grace 
lie was to tu rn  to good account. F u rtherm ore  it gives us a 
glimpse of his instinctive confidence in O u r  Blessed Lady and  
of the early impression which the angelic figure of St. Aloysius 
had already stamped in his m ind. His words were prophetic. 
A ndrew  Beltrami was to be in many respects the Aloysius of 
the nascent Salesian Congregation.
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The protective influence of his mother

His sister contrasts his natura l vivacity with the earnest­
ness with which he jo ined in the family prayers and prepared 
himself for Confession as soon as he was adm itted  to the Sacra­
ment: evident proof that his m o th e r’s teaching went beneath 
the surface and  that C o d ’s grace was working in his soul. At 
the age of ten he made his first Holy C om m union  and  soon 
after he received the Sacrament of Confirmation.

By that time having completed  his elem entary  schooling 
lie went foj' two years as a day pupil to the high grade school 
in the Conti College 'of Omegna. T h is  was most unfortunate .  

T h e  College was u nder  secular m anagem ent and  its moral tone 
was far from being good. Discipline was lax and  bad example 
was ram pant.  T o  what extent A ndrew  then  in his most im ­
pressionable years of his boyhood Avas affected we shall never 
know, but it seems certain that  his virtue suffered. T h o u g h  
we need not accept the exaggerated pic ture  of these two years 
which lie as a fervent novice gave us later on, the fact m ust be 
adm itted  that  the delicate and  impressionable soul of the boy 
received many a shock from the loose behaviour of irresponsible 
companions. H appily  tlie gentle and  protective influence of 
his m o ther  was at hand  and this proved the salvation of the 
precocious and  high-spirited lad.

W e do not hear that  the priests of the town ever made 
any real contact with the boy. T h ey  were satisfied that he 
should not miss his religious duties and they left it at that. 
Such were the accepted methods of those days. T h e  priests 
lived an austere life, delivered polished sermons, were conscien­
tious in im parting  religious instruction. On the whole they 
kept aloof from their  flock, and showed no th ing  of that kindly 
interest and solicitude that makes the priest stop the boy passing 
by, askfhg some simple question, and  conclude with tha t  word 
which, to use an expression of D on Bosco, “does one good.”
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Frank and Truthful

T h e re  were oilier traits in his charactei which guaranteed 
that the boy would he all r igh t in the end. He was h a n k  and  
trutlilul.  Yes for him  m eant yes, and  no m eant no: he disliked 
any k ind  of insincerity. Again, lie was attracted to the poor 
and  he was visibly happy when he had an ■opportunity oí giving 
them any alms he could  lay aside for that purpose.

A t the end of the scholastic year his report  was most g ra ti­
fying. T he boy_ showed rem arkable  intelligence. W hy no t  
transfer him  to a be tte r  school where he could be given a 
classical education so necessary lor a professional career? For 
A ndrew  was already bu ild in g  castles in the air, evidently 
encouraged by his la ther whose am bition  was to make a  doctor 
of his eldest son. In the ir  search for a secondary school his 
parents did not find it hard to make a choice. Being regular 
readers of the Salesian B ulle tin  they knew of the Salesian 
College at Lanzo near T u r in :  so they decided tha t  Andrew  
should go to Lanzo at the open ing  of the new term in the 
a u tu m n  1883.



A Boy Leader
(

A N D R E W  entered the Salesian school at Lanzo on O ctober 
24th. 1883, On that day lie must have had a dim perception 
that the dawn of a new era was breaking  lor him. '1 his is 

clear from his first impressions which in later life he confided 
to a friend. His m other had accompanied him to Lanzo and 
it was late in the afte rnoon when A ndrew  bade her goodbye 
and- made his way to the school’s playground. Recreation Avas 
in full swing. A young b ro ther  who was cha tting  with some 
boys noticed the newly arrived pupil and invited  him to join 
his group. T h is  p u t  him at ease at once. “T o  see all those 
boys and  priests m ingle freely in conversation,—he wrote after­
wards, — to see them  jo in  happily in all the games was a revela­
tion to m e.” In the evening at the conclusion of the short 
n igh t prayers said by all the boys and priests u n d e r  the open 
portico, fa ther Director mo un te cl a little stool a i d  talked to 
the boys for a few minutes. T h e  simple and  homely words, 
concluded by a hearty 'good n igh t boys’ and  the even heartier  
response ‘good night, fa the r,’ impressed him deeply.

W h a t  a change from the chilly a tm osphere of his former 
school. It  was like leaving a place of shadows for a sunlit  
world. T h e  boy intelligent, keenly sensitive, now on the thres­
hold of adolescence (he was then 13 years old) grasped the 
contrast and  the reaction was immediate. "1 like the school,—he 
wrote a few days later to his parents. — 1 really in tend to show
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my gra ti tude  to you for all you have done for inc." In the same 
letter he characteristically asked for his ru b b e r  ball which he had 
forgotten to take with him.

Began with a bad mark

But if his in ten tion  of settling down to a life of discipline 
and  study was genu ine  enough it does not appear that results 
were at once evident. In fact A ndrew ’s s tu d en t’s life at Lanzo 
began with a bad mark. It. can still he seen on the Lanzo^school 
register. Fortunate ly  the bad m ark led to a providential m eet­
ing. T h e  Prefect of Studies sent for the hoy and alter  po in t ing  
o u t  what m ust have been some common breaches of school dis­
cipline stressed the im portance of taking things seriously. T h e  
words of encouragem ent even m ore than the m ild  rep rim and  
impressed themselves on the boy’s m ind  and Andrew, when 
back in the study-hall, wrote down the advice given him by the 
priest. H e  wrote it down because lie in tended  to carry it out.

A few days afterwards A ndrew  had the good fortune of 
m aking contact with Father Catechist, ano ther  man of 

encouragement. T h e  priest noticing the boy’s good dispositions 
urged him to strengthen his will by a more regular fréquenta tion  
of the Sacraments.

Vis  unita fortior

Some time later Fr. Catechist gave a talk on the Sodali­
ty of the Blessed Sacrament stressing the great privilege 
of serving at the altar. T h is  impressed his m in d  so 
m uch that he asked to join the Sodality. Now one m ust not 
jum p a t  once to the conclusion that  all the boys at Lanzo would 
feel enthusiatic  ab o u t  the idea. It should be rem em bered  w hat 
Italy was in those days. It was still in the throes of a long­
standing anticlericalism that chilled any sort of religious en th u ­
siasm: even youth was affected. T h o u g h  ready to practise their
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ord inary  religious duties most boys w ould fight shy of taking 
part in any external show, of piety. T h e  red cassock and  the 
im m aculate  surplice had little appeal to the average I ta lian  boy. 
Don Bosco had faced this problem  also and  solved it in his usual 
incom parable way. H e insisted that  religious functions should 
be carried o u t  with dignity and  splendour an d  sought every 
opportun ity  of impressing upon the m ind  of his boys the solemn 
beauty of the liturgy. W h en  he had won over a few to his 
cause lie g rouped  them together in a Sodality. Vis un ita  fortior.  
T h e  corporate spirit of the Sodality and  the m u tual  good 
example gave them  a sense of strength and  enabled them to 
tram ple  upon hum an  respect.

T h e  ru le  of these Sodalities were very simple, b u t  the spirit 
was what really m attered. It  was not a  question of a d d i n o ­
lo the ordinary  practices of piety of the school. T h e  Saint asked 
the Sodalists to lead the o ther boys in the exact observance of 
the rules of the house, in keenness in work, and  to show in a 
practical way that  a m ore regular  fréquen ta tion  of the Sacra­
ments far from having a d isp iri ting  effect ra th e r  added zest and 
gaiety to the school’s life. T h e  joyous life of D om inic  Savio 
and  Michael Magone and  o ther Salesian boys was clear proof of 
that. T h e  examples of these lads as described with charm ing  
simplicity and  touching  affection in the Sain t’s little books were 
on and  off p u t  before the Sodalists by th e ir  Superiors and  the 
result was not long in coming. T h e i r  piety an d  industry became 
contagious. T h e y  developed an apostolic spirit, a sense of 
leadership. T h is  was in fact what the Saint, wanted to see in his 
boys.

Dropped a hint and led the way

W e are told that even in his first school year at Lanzo 
A,ndrew had already acquired  a rem arkable  influence over his 
companions. For instance when it was a question of m aking 
a visit to the Blessed Sacrament — a practice much encouraged 
at the School — he always m anaged 10 entice a few of his com­
panions lo accompany him. H e just d ropped  a h in t  and  led
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ilie way. O ne of Ins lellow students remember:* how one~day 
during  recreation — it was the carnival season and  there was 
plenty of fun going on — Andrew m entioned  to him that in the 
nearby parish church there was the exposition of the* Blessed 
Sacrament. W ould  he join him for a visit? "At first 1 de­
m urred .  his companion writes, " for fear of missing some of 
the sports, but finally I agreed. I have never regretted that 
little act of self denial. It d id  me good to kneel near Andrew 
and to see his earnestness at prayer.”

In o th er  ways Andrew gave proof of his good influence 
«.ver lus companions. D u r in g  the Easter retreat the pupils 
’according to custom' had been asked to spend one recreation 
in silence. A giddy boy on the first day openly disregarded the 
adm onition . He started singing in a m oderate tone a lunny 
tune: "Rataplan! ra tap lan !! . . . .  " ’causing not a little com m otion 
in the group  around  him. T h e  assistant was soon on tin- >p:>t. 
for he thought that the d isturbance might be contagious and  
therefoie should not be lei» unpunished. But the culprit had 
already made himself scarce. T h e  situation becoming critical 
\n d re w  who knew the d e l in q u en t  approached him and in a 
whisper advised him to own up. “You have made a fool of your­
self,” he said, "You had better own up. 1 am sure it will be all 
right if you do so at once.” T h e  boy plucked up courage and 

, confessed. T h e  assistant looked at him severely but let him off 
with a slight punishm ent:  and even this through the good offices 
of Andrew was soon revoked. On ano ther  occasion it was t In­
case of a boy who found an uncanny delight in playing tricks 
on the old porter  of the school. T h e  game was very mean and 
Andrew' told him so. T h e  boy saw his foolishness'and apologised.

Refined lad

T h e re  were also some line natura l traits that accounted for 
A ndrew ’s ascendency over his companions. He is described as 
of manly appearance, broad forehead, large pene tra ting  eyes. 
Always neat in his chess, even a bit smart, he had refined and
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engaging wavs which mack* his presence welcome evet\w here, 
l ie  had not a good voice, lnit he was a good actor. Add to all 

that his exceptional intellectual gifts and vou will understand 
why his com panions looked up to him as a leader. Rut he never 
posed as such. One evening it was ru m o u red  in the school that 
some boys of the lowest form as they came back Irom their  walk 
had lost the way in the woods and failed to re tu rn  with the 
group. T h e  Superior began to grow anxious as darkness was 
tailing and he knew that it would be very difficult lor little boys 
to linci their  way back in such m ountainous country  full of 
ravines. Andrew offered at once to go to the rescue. With 
some of the more agile lads and a lew Coadjutors he clim bed up 
the m ountain  scouring it in every direction until voices in the 
distance told where the poor little fellows were. On the follow­
ing day all the boys who had a part in the adven ture  were boast­
ing about their feat: but it was noticed that Andrew kept cjuiet 
about it.

In the arena of studies

It is beyond doub t that Lan/.o was fortunate  in its Superiors. 
All trained by Don Rosco they had learnt from him the art 
ol s timulating their pupils by word and above all by the com pell­
ing power of example. At i .an /o  character training had its due 
and consistent emphasis.

"O n  Sunday evening, — writes a fellow student of A n d re w ,— 
IT. Borio, the Prefect of Studies, would come to the stucly-hall 

d u r in g  the last hour to read the weekly marks, both lor conduct 
and for study. T h a t  was the great event ol the week and  much 
im portance .was attached to this solemn proclamation of the 
‘victors’ in the arena of studies. T h e  boys were classified as 
excellent with the mark ‘o p tim e’, fair with ‘fere -optim e’ ancl 
unsatisfactory with the strange mark ‘bene’. T h e  latter were 
very rare and if no reform was noticeable they were eventually 
asked to leave. The reading of the marks was concluded bv a 
brief talk in tended to rouse the laggard and to stimulate, the 
steady. T h e  priest used often to set before us the example of
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m en who had achieved success not so much by quick in telli­
gence as by grit and perseverance. I still rem em b er  the vivid 
description which he once gave us of the life and  character of 
Benjamin Franklin  whose atta inm ents  were mainly due to the 
strict use he made of his time. On ano ther occasion he urged 
us to im ita te  a distinguished Italian, V ittorio  Alfieri, who also 
achieved a great distinction in the field of letters by sheer will 
power. T h e  secret of his success had been: ‘I willed — I willed 
a t all times — I willed unflinchingly.’ T h ese  brief  exhorta­
tions and  the fact that  they came from a m an who himself set 
the example of what he said made a deep impression upon the 
s tudents rousing a keen sp irit  of em ulation. Noticeable 
to a keen observer was their  effect on Andrew. D u rin g  the 
Faster R etreat he wrote down as h is .ch ie f  resolution ‘Serva 
tem pus  —“I will make good use of my t im e” : a s ingular resolve 
for one of his age, an age at which as a ru le  boys are content 
with generic and mostlv sentimental resolutions. Rem arkable 
indeed was the ingenuity  which he displayed in o rder  to make 
strict use of all the bits of time. H e always had a book in his 
pocket, and  thus d u r in g  free intervals was able to learn by heart  
many pages from the best Italian authors. On one occasion 
the teachers of Italian l i te rature suggested a contest amongst 
his pupils: they were to learn by heart  the best passage of 
M anzoni’s Promessi Sposi. A ndrew  came off first in the con­
test: lie had been able to memorize no less than sixteen pages 
of the famous novel. On the o ther  hand faithful to the p rinci­
ple 'age quod agis’ in his recreation time he threw himself with 
his characteristic energy in to  every game, especially the 
organized games in which the whole school took part. “ W hen 
Andrew  left Lanzo,” wrote one of his old superiors, “we some­
how felt that the moving spirit  of every recreation had gone: 
his depa rtu re  was in this respect a real loss to the School.”

W h a t  a change in one year

A visit to T u r in  at the end of the year, on the occasion of 
the least of Don Bosco, left a lasting impression on his mind.
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H e had been chosen to read an address on behalf of the school 
and  the Saint was so delighted with it tha t  he asked him  to 
read it again: and  then beckoning to him that he had  som ething 
to tell him he whispered in his ear some confidential words. 
For the whole day A ndrew  seemed absorbed in one g rand  idea 
and  no th in g  around  seemed to interest him. A no ther  date 
which he always considered a red  letter day in his life was the 
16th of Ju ly  of that year: when he consecrated himself to O u r  
Lady by being invested with the Brown Scapular. T h is  shows 
that  devotion to O u r  Lady was already an im portan t  feature 
in his devotional life.

In August he went home for his usual sum m er holidays.
‘ I could hardly recognize h im ." rem arked  his m other. “ W hat 
a change in one year. H e  had acquired  good habits. H e  had 
tu rn ed  into a serious-minded and  studious boy. H e had a 
fixed time for walks, religious duties, and  he found leisure for 
much reading. His influence for good on his brothers and  his 
com panions was noticed by all in the town. W h a t many still 
rem em ber was the regularity  with which every Friday invariably 
he went to Confession in the parish church."  B ut the m arked  
change which astonished his m o ther  and all who knew him 
should not lead us to the conclusion that the boy’s high spirits 
had entirely lost their  fire. Far from it. W e are told that  on 
his arrival hom e there was a quarre l between him and  his 
brother: and  it was no light quarre l ,  it ended in a fight. 
A ndrew  was de term ined  to destroy some books of the family 
library, a couple of sentim ental novels of dub ious character; 
Joseph objected on the pica that those books were partly  his 
own property; hence the quarrel.  T h is  incident should no t  
be forgotten. M ore than any o ther it reveals A ndrew ’s self 
assertive tem peram en t and  the efforts that it m ust have cost him 
to b r ing  it into subjection.

The  first spark

W hen after a well enjoyed rest he re tu rn ed  to the College 
in O ctober he was allowed to skip one grade: and all were

/
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.surprised in sec [hai in spile ol ihal lie was soon again at ihe 
top of the class. H e  was to keep the same place next year " h e n  
he would move again from three to form five. U ndoubted ly  
he was not merely a clever student, he was brill iant. Hut 
success and hum an praise did not tu rn  his head. Indeed, his 
heart was gradually becoming fixed on higher ideals. N o r 
should this cause surprise. T h e  atm osphere of Lan/o  was not 
only one of intellectual keenness. Don Hosco- from Turin was 
urging his sons noi to be content with form ing  good Christians 
and good scholars, he asked them to aim higher: “ The C hurch ,— 
he said,— is in need of saints and apostles.” H ence at Lanzo 

every opportun ity  was seized upon and used to that end.

One of su c h . occasions which caused at Lanzo an unusual 
s t irring  of the waters was the visit of Fr. Cagli ero jusi back 
from America and about to be consecrated Vicar Apostolic of 
Patagonia. I he valiant missionary addressed the boys and des­
cribed in vivid colours his apostolic adventures and extolled the 
nobility of the missionary life, a life utterly  dedicated to the 
service of the great King. Fven the indifferent and apathetic 
were roused and much more the ardent and generous na tu re  
of Andrew fe l t ra m i.  It has been well said that " the  yearning 
for some apostolic destination, the missionary impulse, is a well 
known element in the youth of ardent natures .” After that 
day the missions were for long the topic of many a conversation; 
and some one adds that even the geography class threa tened  to 
be converted into missionary propaganda. O ne of A ndrew ’s 
friends remem bers the keen interest with which he began to 
read the missionary letters in the Salesian Bulletin. T h a t  
event was no doubt the first spark which turned  his thoughts 
in the direction of a religious vocation.

Spurring ,  encouraging,  coaching youth

It jvas  d u r in g  the second year of his school life that  his 
piety began to be markedly eucharistie. I le  began to frequen t 
the Sacraments m ore regularly  and d u r in g  the m on th  of May



A IiO\ LEADER

lie went daily to Holy C om m union . Every Friday lie pe r­
formed some special act ol devotion in honour of the Sacred 
H eart .  Saturdays were marked by an «ici ol >c 11 denial in 
h o n o u r  of O u r  Lady : lie usually deprived himself of his dessert 
which lie gave to some one ol his com panions whom he wanted 
to be friend — a practice evidently inspired by the example ol 
Dominic Savio. I he success ol his apostolato amongst his 
companions, he a t t r ib u ted  to O u r  Lady's help. He always 
spoke of it as a favour which he had received from her. Of 
such apostolato we have already m en tioned  several interesting 
facts, b u t  one more*should be added.

T h e re  was in his form a boy whose behaviour was reckless 
and  well nigh incorrigible and the superiors were concerned 
ab o u t  it. As a last resort they placed him near A ndrew in the 
room. Andrew 's tactics was to be unders tand ing  and  patien t — 
and to take none or little notice of his com panion 's  ins of 
thoughtlessness. Eventually  the boy fell under  the spell of 

A ndrew ’s goodness and  steady example and  he m ended  his wavs. 
H e joined the ecclesiatical career and  became a worthy priest — 
a Canon of the Cathedral C hurch  of Biella. T im e  passed 
quickly at Lanzo and  so also this second year soon came to an 
end. T h a t  year, 1885, A ndrew ’s form  carried  away the- largest 
n u m b er  of distinctions and  awards in the whole school. Suc h 
trium phs, it was whispered by many, could not be explained but 
by the lead which A ndrew gave to all his classmates.

D u rin g  the following vacation Andrew  managed to master 
the elements of (»reek gramm ar. 11 is am bit ion  was to skip a 
form yet again and to complete in three years the whole course 
of hum anities . T h e  privilege was granted him and in O ctober 
1885 he joined the up p er  form. D uring  his last year he was 
particularly  for tunate  in benclitt ing  from the tu ition  of 
Fr. Guidazio, the new superior, a classical scholar who had the 
rare  ability of m aking lite ra ture  real and alive. Mis last’s years  
work was crowned with signal success. J he rhetoric form had 
been told that tlu*\ were to sit lot thcii m atriculation at the 
D ’Azeglio High School in I urin. T h ey  were to spare no pains
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in their p reparation  as the ho n o u r  of Lanzo depended  upon them. 
Of this p reparation  A ndrew  was, we are told, the an im ating  
spirit, l ie  went abou t spu rr ing  the laggard, encouraging the 
timid, and  patiently  coaching any one in need of help. Above 
all lie led them all in fervent prayer that God might crown 
their  efforts. Expectations were amply fulfilled ; and  Andrew 

not only came out ahead of his fellow pupils b u t  topped the 
whole list of canditates. W hen the news of A ndrew ’s b ril l ian t 
achievement was m ade known to the boys, they rose to the ir  
feet ancl greeted the announcem en t with an endless acclama­
tion. Lanzo could be prond- of its pupil.



I l l

His Salesian Vocation

W’ H A T  cloth it profit a m an ?’
T h e  words once fallen from o u r  L o rd ’s lips and often re­
echoed through the centuries have stirred  many a Xavier to 

m om entous decisions. T h ey  are the favourite text of many a 
preacher and  must, no doubt,  have reached m ore than once the 
attentive ears of Andrew  Beltrami.

“W h a t  is my life going to be?" This is a question which 
he is sure to have soon p u t  to himself. T h a t  the H o u n d  of 
Heaven was busy in the pu rsu it  of his soul, that mysterious and  
vague aspirations after som ething better  than a medical career 
were already arising in his m ind  became clear before the end 
of his second School year. T h e  visit of Fr. Cagliero had left 
a deep impression on him. A t the end of that year he asked 
as a special privilege to be allowed to make a Retrea t  at San 
Benigno with the Salesians. T h e re  he prayed fervently for 
light, made a general confession to Don Bosco and  resolved to 
give his heart to God completely. But with regard to his fu tu re  
career he had not yet reached a decision. T h e  fact was that  a 
conflict — and  a severe one — was going on in his soul. It seemed 
clear to him that he was called to the priesthood; this had  been 
in his m ind  for some time.

t
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W h e re  will  He  find full peacc and contentment  Ì

Bui was lie to he ;i secular or a religious? Strong attractions 
turned his m ind in the d irection ol the diocesan priesthood. For 
one thing Ins parents, and especially his lather, would not oppose 
his vocation, but took it for gran ted  that he would join the d io ­

cesan clergy. I he parish priest was also pressing in that d irec­
tion and had o fieret I to make the necessary arrangem ents for 
Andrew* adm ittance to the diocesan seminary. All sorts ol 
plans were in the air and a young cousin had already signified 
the  desire to have reserved for her the privilege of em bro idering  
the chasuble lor his first Mass! But Andrew was reticent. 
Secret, whisperings which had been going on for some time in 
the depth of his soul intim ated with over increasing insistence 
that only religious life in the Salesian Congregation could bring  
him lull ucacc and con tent ment. Not that the Salesian life was. 
f r o m ‘the hum an point of view, particularly  attractive, in those 
days especiallv. It was ra ther the reverse. It was considered a 
hard, rough form of life, li was thought, by many that only the 
hard peasant reared on the land could stand it. Salesian poverty 
was proverbial. T h e  respectable set found an uncanny delight 
in contrasting ilie refined appearance of the neatly dressed parish 
priest with the shabby look of the hard working Salesian. well 
known for his fast fading cassock and well patched shoes. In ­
deed it was whispered in presbytery circles that these modern  re ­
ligious had not .suffic ient regard for priestly decorum. How could 
they be expected to com m and respect when their  mode of life 
bound  them to ru n  aboijt all day long in the playgrounds of their 
Oratories followed by a crowd of noisy and g rubby  children? It 
was also observed that the conditions un d er  which these young 
men attended  to their studies were simply forbidding. Just fancy 
these poor clerics obliged to p o u r  over their  theology books 
while keeping an eye on their charges in the workshops am id 
the din of hammers and the perpetual screeching of saws!

In any case it would not do for a brilliant young man to 
join this new Congregation: what sort ol prospects w ould  there 
be in store for him? In the diocesan seminaries there were far



O M EG N A  . a p i c tu r e s q u e  l i t t le  tow n  n e s t l in g  at the  foot of th e  Ita l ian  A lps.  
H e re  was b o r n  A n d re w  Beltrami.
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better opportun ities  and, il one had talent, it could not be easily 
hidden in a napkin. T hese  remarks, Ireely whispered even in 
the circle of friends devoted to Don Bosco, were sure to reach 
Andrew's ear and make an impression upon a young lad who 
at the age ol 10. Haltered by recent b ril l ian t success had to make 
a m om entous decision. And yet in spite of all these considera­
tions the voice which called Andren ' to give up  all and  choose 
the ‘better p a r t - was growing stronger than ever. Since the first 
day lie had entered Lanzo his soul had been able to breathe freely. 
He had found the atm osphere he needed. Besides, he had seen 
Don Bosco, he had had a heart to heart talk with him : the Saint 
had given him one of those searching glances which had com plete­
ly won over his soul, l i e  felt that to be a son of this great father 
would fulfil the highest am bition  of his life. T h e  chief obstacle 
was to part with his parents to whom he was greatly attached. 
It meant a heart  b reaking wrench; but the sacrifice fiad to be 
made. God was dem anding  the unreserved su rrender of his 
heart. This he felt especially d u r in g  the Easter Retreat of his 
last year at school, d u r in g  which be fervently prayed for light 
and talked over his vocation with the prcacher. Yet he still 
hesitated to take the plunge.

In a flash he saw

O ne day a t the end of the term he went to see the Rector, 
de term ined  to seek his adv ice and reach a final decision. It was 
a hot July after-noon and recreation was in full swing down be­
low in the playground. As he un b u rd en ed  his soul to his 
Superior the confused noise of 200 boys engaged in all 
kinds of games broke, now and then, upon the quie t  of the 
room. Fr. Guidaxio listened sympathetically to what Andrew 
had to say: then in reply he went to the window overlooking 
the playground, fiung it open, and with a gesture of his hand 
pointed to the scene below.

It was a scene worth looking at. T o  see such exuberan t 
youth at play u nder  a sunlit  sky in the bracing m o un ta in  air
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and  hear their joyful laughter was no th in g  short of thrilling. 
R u b b e r  balls (a favourite p laything with Italian boys) were flying 
ili all directions while bands of youngsters were racing the length 
and  breath  of the field in lively contest. T h e re  were cheers 
when one of the contesting sides reached the goal. And who 
were the an im ating  spirits ol all this life and  movement? Just 
a few young priests who, with soutane tucked up, the ir  brows 
moist with sweat, forged ahead of their  teams an d  led them  in 
turns to victory am idst the shouts of a jub ilan t crowd.

A ndrew  looked on for a while, his m ind  absorbed in deep 
thought. It was a familiar scene for him but now it took on a 
deeper significance. Here was a th rong  of carefree, merrv boys 
away from every moral danger, enjoying themselves to their  h ea r t’s 
content: and in the ir  midst, as pro tec ting  angels, these voting 
priests living the most s trenuous of lives and yet so radiantly 
iiappy . . V  Sureiy it was a grand  ideal that had captured  their  
hearts. Surely such a iile was worth living: in a flash he saw the 
m eaning ol it all. Leaving the window and tu rn in g  to the 
Rector: “ I have understood now,' he said, “ I am «oing to beo  o
a Salesian." It was the end of all w a v e r  ino-.

I here was just one practical difficulty. How should he 
break the news to his parents? Fr. Director advised him to 
write first to his m other.  For the time being it was better  not 
to let his father know about it. T h e  reply from his m other was 
not slow in coming: she would no t go against A ndrew ’s decision 
if it proved to be lasting and not the outcom e of passing fervour. 
T o  make sure that the decision was no t such a one Andrew made 
a final re treat at San Benigno before going home for his vacation.

He left the retreat resolved not to look back, whatever the 
opposition he m ight meet with. He was so sure that the battle 
had been won, so de term ined  to join the novitiate in the follow­
ing year that he said to one of his friends: "T hese  are my last 
holidays and  I in tend  to make the most of th em .” He kept 
his word so faithfully  that he was late in arr iv ing  at the 
novitiate house!
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The array  of obstacles

Kighi years laici- in a le tter to his spiritual director, lie 
revealed with the utmost candour the array of obstacles that lie 
had to overcome in following his vocation. T h is  he calls a 
s ingular grace, an efficacious grace in the strict theological m ean­
ing ol the word.

T h is  letter is eminently  biographical and worth quo ting  in 
extenso.

" T h e  Lord," he wrote, "inspired me with the firm convic­
tion that there was only one way offen to me — to become a 
Salesiau. It was an in t im a te ; im perative voice that adm itted  no 
hesitant reply, that swept away every obstacle', a voice which /  
had no choice hut to obey. I'o /ollow this voice / was prepared, 
tn face every imaginable <lif¡icully even if it had been a question  
of passing over the bodies of my parents as St. fane Trancas dr 
Chantal passed over the bodies of her children. You know , dear 
la th er ,  that Cod gave me keenness of intellect. / was always at 
the top of my class in school, my matriculation at I 'urin was a 
veritable tr ium ph . O f course, /  have to thank Cod for the 
success, for it is to H im  I owe -whatever gift I have. I f  1 speak 
<jj success it is only to shore how the world enticed me with the  
prospect of a brilliant career; and yet the voice was always there,  
as imperative as ever— you must become a Salesiau. T h ere  were 
other inducem ents. A professor at the ¡loyal Academy,  
r in cen t  Gioberti, having heard of my success, urged m e to 
attend his lessons at the Academy. A priest in the family  circle, 
highly esteemed and influentia l, advised me to enter the dioce­
san seminary at X ovara. Two Salesiau clerics not, alas, o f the  
genuine  stum p  (they left the Congregation later) — did tlieir u t­
most to dissuade me from entering the religious life. In the  
college there 'were amongst the boys all sorts of odd notions and 
prejudices against the novitiate and  / shared them myself. Yet 
the inner voice was saying as cogently as ever: you must become  
a Salesiau. I was the eldest in the family and a prim e favourite  
with everybody. W hen my mother  first heard of my desire to
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jo in  the Salesians she burst into trars: afterwards when grace liad 
got the better part of her nature .she always gave me encourage­
m ent. M y  father reluctantly gave his consent hut afterwards 
being in fluenced by some men in town who poisoned his m ind  
against the Salesians he withdrew it at the last hour: and painful  
as it was I had to leave hom e in m y mother's com pan y  only. 
Later on my ¡ather (ame to see things in a different light and 
gave his consent. 7 here were other enticements. I was offered 
a scholarship i) I decided to eitler the pub lic  school at X ovara. 
But even this advantageous proposition failed to shake the con­
viction that I was called to religion. So strong was my de term i­
nation that at San Benigno when I made my retreat I at first 
avoided an interview with Don Bosco being afraid that the Saint 
<would read in my soul and seeing the misdoings of my past 
life would  refuse to allow m e to join the Congregation. E ven­
tually I went to see Don Bosco. I le  loolted at me, read into my  
soul, fjul his finger on my weak spot, but his advice u’as: ‘become  
a Salesian.' I! hen I entered the novitiate, fo r  the first two days 
and nights I went through untold  inculai suffering. /  was con­
tinually in tears and Father Bianchi was much concerned about 
me but powerless to help )ne. Yet it never entered my m ind  
that /  should give up my vocation. Eight years have now passed 
since that day and never have /  experienced a tem ptation to 
turn m y back on religion . T ru e ,  there were other difficulties. 
A battle, and a severe one too, had to be fought continually as 
the flesh was trying to swamp the spirit ; I had to break a fast-knit 
chain in order to change into a new man. B u t  grace again pre­
vailed. ‘T h e  chains were broken and 1 was set free.’

T h e  le tter  concludes with a hymn of thanksgiving to the 
unspeakable mercy of (¿od who “ broke hi's bonds and drew his 
soul to H im ."  Once more he asserts the firm conviction that 
his vocation has been "an exceptional grace, efficacious 
grace, which, though not in terfering  with free will yet has 
infallibly achieved its effect. ” (1)

(1) This is perhaps the best place wherein to warn the reader that he 
must not take literally certain expressions of the Servant of God in which he
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T h is  letter is of extrem e value to the biographer. It reveals 
in brief  the history of a sou l:— the dram atic  history of a struggle 
between n a tu re  and grace and the magnificent victory of the 
latter. T h e  vocation ol this young m an was indeed no ordinary  
one and  we can easily agree with his b iographer Fr. Barberis that 
A ndrew  Beltrami was one of the choicest gifts that Divine Provi­
dence bestowed upon the young Salesian Congregation.

Disc iples  were wanted

For we m ust not lose sight of the fact tha t  the task which 
the F ounder  of the Salesians had to accomplish was simply be­
yond hum an  strength. Disciples were wanted of no  com m on m et­
tle if the work was to have solid foundations. A nd the disciples 
came. T h e  mysterious ways by which these m en gathered 
a ro u n d  their  F ounder  and decided to throw their  lot in w ith  
h im  canno t bu t  fill with w onder any s tuden t of the early history 
of the Salesian Congregation. T h e  vocations of Michael Rua, 
John  Cagliero, V ittorio  Alasonatti, Paul Albera, Louis Lasagna
— to quote  only a few names — defy a simple hu m an  explana-- 
tion. A nd w hat abou t  the young priest from Genoa, yearning 
for the leligious life, who heard one day, while at prayer, a 
distinct in tim ation  to pay a visit at once to a certain  place 
where he would find the fu tu re  guide of his soul? H e followed 
the voice, w ent to the place (a village away in the country') and 
there he m et for the first time Don Bosco, an occasional visitor 
of the parish priest, and decided there and then to become a 
Salesian. A similar story is told of ano ther Salesian, Father 
Cais — an ex-member of the Piedmontese Parliam ent and  a

refers to  th e  ‘m isd o in g s  o f  h is  y o u th .’ A ll his b iograp h ers  co n cu r  in  th is  w a rn ­
ing . W c kn ow  w ell h o w  even  th e  greatest sa in ts  sp ok e  very d isp a ra g in g ly  o f 
th em se lves. St. I rancis o f  A ssisi ca lled  h im se lf  th e  greatest s in n e r  on  earth . T h e  
e x p la n a t io n  is to  he fou n d  in th e  fact that w h en  a sa in t g iv es  h im se lf  or  h erse lf 
w h o lh  to G od a new  light sliim -s ¡11 his or  Ihm sou l. " W ith  th is greater  l ig h l” 
rem arks A rch b ish o p  ( .o o d ic r  “ th e) see  m ore d ea rK  th em se lv es  an d  all th e ir  
w orth lessness. T h e )  see  th e ir  fa ilu res  and  th e ir  fa illis  in th e  ligh t of H im  in  
w h ose  s ig h t th e  very an gels  are not d e a n ."  A nd  n o h o d ) sh o u ld  q u estio n  th eir  
s in ccr iiy . At least in th eir  ow n  eves th ey  are g u ilty  o f  110 a l ié n a t io n  or  
ex a g g era tio n .
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noblem an — who at the age of lorry fell an impulse to embrace 
a life of heroic poverty in the Salésian Congregation after 
witnessing the instantaneous cure of a crippled child as he was 
waiting to be introduced to ihe Saint. Again there is the case 
of Father Francis Dalma/zo who while a boy at the Oratory 
was dismayed by the too Spartan life and was on the pinnacle 
of leaving it for good. On that very day he saw the Saint 
m ultip ly ing  the breakfast rolls and decided to stay. Finally 
we may m ention the police inspectoi who gave up  a . good 
career in order to become a Salcsian after a visit to the Oratory 
to enqu ire  about some alleged d is tu rb ing  predictions of Don 
Bosco.

Indeed the history of the mysterious attractions which won 
o v e r  to the cause of Don Bosco so many and invaluable helpers 
would fill m ore than one volum e of the History of the Salcsian 
Society.

One of the ‘ ‘ G i a n t s ”

And now we are confronted  with the singular case of a 
young man who, apparently  destined to a brilliant -career in 
the world hears in the depths of his soul a clear in tim ation that 
he m ust give up all and  embrace the hum ble, hard life of a 
religious — an intim ation which he regards as an ‘irresistible 
grace.' Will this young man have a mission to fulfill in o u r  
young Congregation? Is lie destined to be one of the ‘giants’ — 
perhaps one of the ‘conquistadores’ who are to lead in the 
evangelization of those immense mission fields which the 
F ounder  is constantly seeing in his dreams? T h a t  he is destin­
ed to play an im portan t role in the Salesian Apostolate is clear 
enough. But the fu tu re  will give the full answer: let us not 
anticipate.



I

The Heights

IV

O F A N D R E W ’S last vacation at home d u r in g  the sum m er of 
1885, we have only scattered records b u t  they are not w ith ­
o u t  interest. A ndrew  had told his friends that he would 

m ake the most of his holidays before going to shut himself up in 
the novitia te  and he kept his word.

O m egna with its am ple range of breezy m ountains  and the 
cool waters of its lake offered a boy all the exercise and sport 
he could possibly desire. L ittle  wonder il A n d rew ’s chief 
diversions were boating, swim m ing and m ountaineering . ‘‘He 
could  swim like a fish", remárks one of his friends, “and in 
steering a boat he could beat a professional. Such dar ing  feats 
as p re tend ing  that the boat was on the point of u p tu rn in g  and 
then  by sudden m anoeuvre restoring its balance to the-al ternate 
dismay and hilarity of his com panions are still rem em bered ."

Mountain c l imbing

But his favourite sport was m ountain  climbing. T h e  
heights with the ir  open vistas, massive spurs and bracing air 
fascinated him. In later years he used to speak of the mouiv 
tains in strains of lyrical adm ira tion  stressing the benefits of 
m oun ta in  c lim bing  no t  only as a tra in ing  of the body bu t  as 
a schooling of the soul as welk “ H ow -sm all  one feels," he 
wrote "in the presence of those immense m oun ta in  masses
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which rise up like giants to hide their snow capped peaks in 
the perpetual clouds. O u r  iinaginaticn is lost when we con­
sider that these colossal masses have weathered thousands ol 
years without any notab le disfigurement of their  massive flanks: 
. . . . i n d e e d  it would seem that God created them to be a 
reflection of his g ran d eu r  and eternity."

“ It can be hardly im agined” — writes one of his friends — 
“what enthusiasm such natura l beauties roused in A ndrew  
and with what eager delight lie sought their enjoyment. Some­
times he would rise as early as three in the morning, to climb one 
of the m ountains  whence he could watch the sp lendour of the 
rising sun."

T hese  excursions never interfered with the regularity of 
his devotions which he always carried out with exemplary 
fidelity. H e  would never miss Mass. On one occasion when 
he and his party was overtaken by a sudden nightfall Andrew 
walked the whole night in o rder to reach the church of the 
nearest village in time for holy Mass.

One of his favourite resorts was the Sacro M onte di Orta, 
a hill shrine dedicated to St. Francis of Assisi. In his popular 
life of this Saint, which he wrote later, Fr. Beltrami speaks with 
touching affection of the Holy Mount — the most resplendent 
gem in the crown of m ountains  which encircle his beloved 
Omegna. “ N a tu re  and art.,“ he writes, “have showered their 
beauties on this spot and made of it an earthly paradise. On 
the summit of the hill stands the church and  Franciscan monas­
tery and  around them as a white garland, eighteen chapels 
rising amidst groves of beeches and maples. These chapels are 
famous for their  pictures and statues representing the life of 
the Poverello in different tableaux. Particularly s tr ik ing is the 
fifteenth chapel with its fine statuary portraying the scene 
of the death of St. Francis. T h e  Holy M ount presents a p a r t i ­
cularly pleasing spectacle on the second of August when 
pilgrims from far and near climb up the w inding  and  shady 
avenues to pray in the chapels. After com pleting  their  elevo-
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lions in ihe main church on the sum m it they sit down in 
p icturesque «roups upon the grass for a cheery meal. It is hardly 
possible to imagine a m ore impressive sight than that of the 
summit of the hill where the solitary church stands. N ot the 
faintest sounds of the outside world ever reach this secluded 
spot. H ere  the p ilgrim  at prayer seems to hear only the echo 
of heavenly strains as they come from afar.”

A  myst ical  experience

T hese last lines in which the writer recalls the stim ulating  
beauty of this sacred place* and the emotions which they call 
forth in the devout pilgrim may perhaps supply the clue to an 
ex traordinary  experience which once occured to Andrew d u r ­
ing one of his excursions on the Holy Mount. His b ro ther 
Joseph related it at length in the Canonical Process of enquiry.

As they were strolling a round  and enjoying the sights, 
Andrew left the company of his b ro ther  and friends and  when 
the time came for re tu rn in g  home he could not be found any­
where. At last his b ro ther  found him in the chapel of 
St. Francis. “ He was on his knees," he relates, “and  completely 
absorbed in prayer. I called him twice and  touched him  on 
the shoulder b u t  lie seemed unable  to perceive my presence. 
At last 1 nudged  him harder and  only then he tu rn ed  ro u n d  
asking w hether it was time to go. His face was strained and 
pale. As he followed me he was so abstracted that  lie left the 
chapel w ithou t genuflecting or even m aking the sign of the 
cross.” His b ro th er  records the conviction that A ndrew  had 
been there at least three hours. W ha t can we make of this 
story? Was it a mystical experience? At the very least we can 
see in this prolonged absorption in prayer one of those moods 
in which the soul, wooed by its D ivine Lover, feels the u tte r  
vanity of earthly pleasures and  yearns for that joy which alone 
can give it rest and conten tm ent.

Back from these rambles Andrew  would re tire  to his room 
and  there give m uch time to reading. His m o ther  recalls how he
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used to spend hours at his desk upon which there was always 
a crucifix and  a p icture of O u r  Lady. U nfor tunate ly  he often 
read far into  the n ight and his health certainly d id  not benefit 
by. it. We. learn from his friend Felice C ane that d u r in g  those 
holidays he read some of the most ou ts tanding  G erm an  an d  
English dramatists as well as o ther  European  poets m aking  
copious notes and  ex trac ts .of all he read. O rien ta l legends in 
verse and  prose had also a fascination for him. It  was unfor­
tunate  that there was no one to curb  his intense craving for 
read ing  at a time when a complete rest was indispensable to his 
health. But his piety did no t suffer. H e  began to give some 
tim e to m ental  prayer and  his mother, rem em bers h im  m aking 
his way every day to the parish church for a visit to the Blessed 
Sacrament.

N ot wrapt up in himself

T h is  religious fervour, easily explicable in an aspirant to the 
religious life, as well as his interest in books and in m ountains  
should not however leave us u n d er  the impression that young 
Beltrami was just an enthusiast of the mystic type, w rapt up  in 
himself, and altogether out of touch and  sympathy with the 
little world a ro u n d  him; far from it. His affection for his dear 
ones was not only undim inished , b u t  became m ore expansive. 
H è ' would spend hours in conversing with his g randm othe r  or 
in reading  to her. Again, as at Lanzo, he found means of 
giving vent to his apostolic zeal. H e had been taught by bis 
masters that a good Catholic should not be merely content with 
reading good literature , b u t  should find opportun ities  of spread­
ing it. He practised literally w hat he had been taught. In the 
hope that his sister and some of her devout com panions should 
develop a religious vocation he p rocured  for them edifying books 
and also tracts on the religious state. T h is  he did — we are told
— with great tact and  zeal. His charity toward the sick is still 

rem em bered . “At th a t  time" — writes his friend — “ there were 
in the town some invalids who for years had been unab le  to 
go ou t  of door. Andrew  knew them  all and  often used to visit 
them."
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R em arkable also — considering his youth — were his in te r­
ests in the spiritual and  material welfare of the town. O ne of 
the most distinguished sons of O m egna had been the late Father 
Xanoia, an ou ts tand ing  architect: and  his m e r i t s — perhaps be­
cause he was a priest — had not had sufficient recognition from 
his fellow — citizens. A ndrew wrote a few articles in the local 
paper with the result that not long after the m emory of the 
distinguished ecclesiastical was honoured  by nam ing  a street after 
him. O ther  articles in collaboration with a friend secured 
special advantages for the town from the civic authorities. 
Moreover, noticing the increasing indifference in matters of 
religion caused by Protestant p ropaganda and  the growth of 
socialism, lie took the initiative in procuring  and d is tr ibu ting  
Catholic and other l iterature of an instructive nature . Not 
content with this he endeavoured to organize a circulating library 
lor the benefit of the whole population: a project which eventu­
ally materialized thanks to the help of some Salesian co-operators 
whom lie was able to enlist in his cause.

Catho l ic  Act ionist

Such an in terprising spirit showed the kind of education 
which A ndrew Beltrami had received at Lanzo. Mad his superi­
ors and masters failed to develop in him that, practical zeal which 
impels one to spread goodness wherever lie is, they would not 
have fulfilled Don Bosco’s ideal of education. T h e  word C atho­
lic Action had not yet been coined : b u t  its spirit was fully 
understood and carried out both at the O ratory  and at Lanzo. 
T o  com bine precept with practice, to show fu r the rm ore  that 
Catholic: Action m eant preem inently  practical charity, St. John 
Bosco had already in the sixties established in his Oratories in 
T u r in  a branch of the Society of St. Vincent de Paid of which 
boys were effective m embers —a u n iq u e  example in Italy. T h e  
sixteen-years-okl Beltrami could then be regarded as a finished 
p roduc t of Salesian tra in ing  : and, indeed, his Alma Mater was 
p roud  of him. T h is  was made clear shortly afterwards when 
at the end of his holidays, previous to going to the- novitiate,

X
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he paid h is  last \ is it  to his Lanzo School. One of his fellow- 
students Mi l l  reiïiembers the enthusiastic send-off he was given 
on that occasion. As il by magic, all the boys suspended their 
games and accompanied him to the school gate where the farewell 
took the shape of a loud and  hearty cheer. T h is  was a genuine 
tr ib u te  of affection and esteem and the m ore rem arkable  because 
it was entirely spontaneous and took all by surprise .”

Me arrived at the novitia te on the same day accompanied by 
his m o ther  who en trus t ing  him  to the Superior u ttered  words 
really worthy of a Christian m other: "Father,  it is a big sacri­
fice: but 1 make it gladly. Will you make Andrew into a holy 
priest and pray that 1 may bring  up my o ther children well. I 
have no o ther desire on earth ."

Andrew was ever grateful to his m other  for such generosity. 
Indeed, between the two souls there  was always identity  of aspi­
ra tion as the ir  correspondence recorded in these pages will 
clearly prove.



V

F o g I i Z z o

O N N ovem ber (i, lK.Sf), the Salesian house a t FoglÍ/zo was ‘‘en 
tete.” Hunting and flags Avere waving in the bree/.e and even 
in the village there was considerable excitement. Don 

Hosco had arrived from T u r in :  he had come to pay a \isit to the 
new novices and to bless their religious habit. Many circum ­
stances con tribu ted  to make that day a m em orable one. T h e  
novitiate had just been transferred to its new home — Foglizzo
— a v illage a few miles distant fremi T u r in ,  and there was always 
som ething rom antic  about the beg inning  of a new foundation 
in those years, occuring as they did in an atm osphere of joyous 
simplicity and evangelical poverty reminiscent of the early days 
of the Oratory. T h e  house, an old disused mansion purchased 
but a lew weeks before, had to be adapted in that short space 
of time to accomodate about a hu n d red  people. T h e  attics 
became improvised dorm itories and were at once n icknam ed 
“ Paradiso.” T h e  largest room  was transform ed into a chapel 
where all knelt down (at least for some days) on the bare floor 
as there were no benches. A parti t ioned  room  nearby was the 
temporary  sacristy anci a couple of planks resting on a few 
trestles the only fu rn itu re . T h e r e  was no kitchen and  the 
meals for several days had to be cooked in an improvised fire­
place made of bricks in the  rustic: courtyard. F.ven on the day 
of Don Bosco’s arrival there were only a few chairs available, 
and  great was the am usem ent of Don Bosco ancl of the o ther 
guests in  watching the novices constantly m oving those few 
chairs abou t  from the par lou r  to the church, from the church to



the refectory and to the o ther places where the guests were en te r­
tained. It: was the joke ol the day and the Saint enjoved ii 
immensely. “T h is  gives me great joy. he was heard to say.. 
“ Oh, this is a good beginning."

Don Bosco's arr iva l

T h e  villagers on the previous day had given the Saint a 
great reception. T h e  bells had pealed out, the brass band had 
blazed forth, nothing had been spared to show their  joy in wel­
coming the man of God. T h e  village boys had gone a long way 
to meet the Saint s carriage; and at a pace which was more like 
a gallop they had escorted it, in their bare feet, right to the 
entrance of the village. Mere were waiting the au thorities  and 
a large n o w d .  T h e  mayor had made his little speech and was 
visibly in the th ird  heaven when Don Bosco asked him to get 
in to  the carriage and sit on his right. Because of the crowd.it 
took some time before the carriage could reach the Salesian 
house.

T h e  Saint possessed the art ol endearing  himself to the 
simple country folk. H e spoke th e ir 'o w n  dialect and entered 
at once into the topics and interests which they had at heart.
A witness w riting for a provincial paper left in writing his im ­
pressions as he watched the Saint., passing one day along the 
village streets on his way to the parish church. “ It is impossi­
ble,” he writes, “ to describe the scenes of enthusiasm which the 
holy priest aroused am ong the country  people both young and 
old. 1 he young were mad with joy and the old could not rest­
rain their  tears. It was truly pathetic to sec; Don Bosco borne 
on tlie arms of his Salesians slowly m aking  his way towards the 
church, s topping now and then to say a word or two to those 
a round  him, smiling, joking, waving his hand in salutation or 
blessing. T h e  holy priest could hardly stand erect and  was very „ 
tired; b u t  apart  from that he looked as young as ever. He has a 
pleasant face, eyes still lively and scintillating, a clear m ind  and 
steady memory, and  is delightful and brisk in conversation.

30 i.ii r. o r  f r .  a n d r k w  b f . i . t r a m i
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Don Bosco is am iability  itself, his hair  is just beg inning  to take 
on a tinge of silver.”

A l l  eager to sail .  . .

O ne can easily imagine the thrill of joy <>l those young men 
as one by one they knelt to receive their  religions habit from 
the hands of the Saint. T h ey  knew that it was likely to be the last 
t ime that their aging fa ther would perform that ceremony. W e 
have no record of the words which the Saint addressed to this new 
legion of Salesian Aspirants. But it is easy to surmise what the 
burden  of the exhorta tion  was. “ 1 am just back from Foglizzo,” he 
wrote a few days afterwards to a Salesian Co-operator, “ where 
I have blessed the clerical habit  of a hu n d red  young men all 
eager to sail for Patagonia and help in evangelizing the Indians 
there. Pray that they may all grow in learning and sanctity, 
a rd o u r  in acqu ir ing  solid zeal, alacrity in their scholastic p u r ­
suits, zeal in fitting themselves for missionary work.” T h e re  were 
invariably the ideals which the Saint set before his new recruits 
on such occasions. How thrilled  his soul must, have been on 
that day when his weary eyes rested on these eighty-odd arden t 
young men, the lirst to commence the ir  new life in this happy 
new Bethlehem of the Salesian Congregation. T o  his pene tra t­
ing vision the lields beyond were indeed looking white and the 
harvest promising.

. . . e x a c t l y  I960 francs!

T h e  novitiate house-at l'ogli/zo was to the end  of his days 
the Saint s special solicitude. A good beginning had been made. 
He had seen his Salesmans abo u n d in g  in joy' in the midst of their 

. poverty, and was sure that Divine Providence would watch with 
special care over the new novitiate. He was not to be 
disappointed.
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Some months laici the Superi«» of Fogli/.zo, Father Bianchi, 
arrived in T u r in  on urgent business. H e needed at once the 
sum of I960 francs to fulfill an im portant obligation. T h e  
Prefect-General, Father D urando, confessed his inability to 
satisfy Father Bianchi's dem and. "I have just been to see 
Don Rosco," he said, "and lie gave me all he had. N oth ing  i* 
left in the house." T h e  priest, though disappointed, was de ter­
m ined  to see Don Bosco himself. T h e  latter a l ter  listening to 
his anxious talc' said: "I really do not know how to-help  you. 
T gave all I had to Father D urando  this morning. B u t . . . .  per­
haps som ething may have arrived since he left, though it cannot 
be very m uch .” H e  then went to his desk and looking ove.t his 
correpondencc found an envelope con tain ing  some cash. Both 
began to count it. It was exactly I960 francs!

Fr. Giul io Barberis

For the practical ru n n in g  ol the novitiate and  its (ine spirit 
the credit was clue to a small but devoted staff at whose head 
was Father Bianchi, Superior and Novice Master, who, however, 
being young in years, did his work under  the direction of Father 
B arb e ris /s t i l l  the effective Novice Master of the whole congre­
gation. O f this zealous Sa lesi an — whose nam e will occur 
repeatedly in these pages — som ething has better be said at once.

G iu lio  Barberis from his earliest years had b ound  himself 
heart and soul to the saint and  had been the ‘apis industriosa' 
that had studied the methods and ideas of his spiritual father 
with such loving diligence as to deserve from him the enviable 
words: “ few understand  me as well as Father Barberis.”

As had been the case with many o ther Salesians a magic 
word from the saint had on one im portant occasion given a 
definite direction to his life and aspirations. On the clay of his 
profession he had asked Don Bosco for a counsel, for a word 
that would be the gu id ing  principle  of his life. And the Saint 
had replied : "Let this be your motto  : — “ to toil and to suffer
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w ithou t  coun ting  the cost, whenever it is a question of gain ing 
souls to O u r  L ord ,” and  prophetically  had added: “ My dear 
Giulio, I coun t  011 you to be the staff of my old age.”

Don Bosco knew that he could count on the unstin ted  de­
votion of this young spiritual son of his and  none was surprised 
when as soon as he was o rda ined  the Saint confided to him  the 
tra in ing  of his new' recruits. T h e r e  are still extant some notes 
with which the Saint used, to encourage the young Novice 
Master whose task was not always easy. “T e l l  your novices that 
they are my crown and my joy, *gaudi uni et corona m e a ."  On 
ano ther  occasion, “T e ll  them  1 expect great things of them  . . . .
1 want at least two who can work miracles, otherwise I cannot 
carry o n ............”

The young Novice Master threw himself heartily into his de­
licate and difficult task. W ith a magnificent simplicity of soul, 
with an obstinate optimism that believes instinctively in the 
native goodness of man and refuses to quench the smoking flax, 
Father Barberis practised the “omnia sustineI et. omnia sperai” 
of Saint Paul with a consistency and a persistency which to many 
appeared, if not purposeless obstinacy, at least unenlightened 
zeal and exaggerated indulgence. T h e  fact is that he chose to 
carry ou t ad litteram his spiritual fa ther’s recom m endation to 
"suffer a ll” . And there were not wanting occasions when under 
provocation he could have been justly severe. Bui no : his pupils 
tried on the day of his death to recall just one word of his 
which was no t.p rom pted  by the sweetness of charity: they failed. 
W hat untold  service this hum ble  priest rendered  to his congre­
gation! How often young novices, suddenly p lunged into des­
pondency because of tem peram ental blunders, because of the 
hardness of the life, o r the lack of sympathy, were on the point 
of tu rn in g  their back on the plow, and then thanks to a forgiving 
word, an understanding  look or a reassuring smile from this man 
of encouragement they stuck to their task and emerged t r iu m ­
phant. These Salesians are legion. In reality under sweetness 
there was strength, and Father Barberis, the gentlest of priests, 
was a true  m older of characters. (1)

(1) I'aiber Bianchi also deserves at least the short notice ol a loot-note. llis



Three  dist inctive trends

In what dici his teaching consist? In  o ther words what was 
the spirit  of Foglizzo ? T h e  question is not ou t  of place if we 
wish to unders tand ' the spiritual growth of Andrew  Beltrami.

T h e  spiritual teaching at Foglizzo was the result of three 
distinctive trends of sp irituality  which had their  source in 
St. Ignatius, St. A lphonsus and  St. Fraficis of Sales respectively, 
the three masters who played a great pail  in  the ascetical form a­
tion of Saint John  Bosco himself.

At the foundation of the tra in ing  there could only be the 
bedrock of the sp iritual combat: the ‘agere contra' of St. Ignatius. 
St. Francis himself carried Scupoli’s little book for twenty five 
years (so he tells us) in his pocket. A moral reform of some 
sort is the' business of the novitiate: a task which the novice is 
asked to undertake with a courageous heart  ("animo volenti"  
as St. Ignatius puts it) under  the guidance of the Novice Master. 
T h e  Salesians of the first generation still rem em ber the charac­
teristic way in which Father Barberis used to urge the necessity 
of self-conquest. H e  had a favourite Biblical quota tion  
“R egnim i Coelorum vim  pa titur  et v iolenti rap iunt i l lu d ”

v o ca tio n  w as rem ark able . H e  had  been  for som e years a d iocesan  priest in 
cen tra l I ta ly  an d  in  1881 lie was to u r in g  th e  co u n try  in  a v isit to  th e  'p r in cip a l  
Ita lia n  c ities . A t T u r in  h e  ca lled  on  D on  R osco and th e m e e tin g  le ft such  
an im p ressio n  o n  h im  th a t th ere and  th en  lie  d ec id ed  to jo in  th e  Sa lesian s. 
A fter  h is  retreat a t L an zo , h e  p roceed ed  to San B en ig n o  w h ere  lie  m ad e h is  
n o v it ia te  an d  w as p rofessed . In 1887 w c see h im  n ov ice -m a ster  a t F oglizzo , a 
few  years la ter  su p er io r  o f  th e P h ilo so p h y  h o u se  at Ivrca , an d  in 1914 in 
P a lestin e , w h ere  he sp e n t th e  rest o f  h is life . H is  m erits  as an  e d u ca tio n ist  
an d  organ izer  o f  a m o d e l a g r icu ltu ra l sch o o l at B eitg em a l w ere recogn ized  by th e  
B ritish  G o v ern m en t w ith  th e  O .B .E . rew ard. G en era l G ord on  w as h is fr ien d . 
Jo v ia l, d e e p ly  p io u s, large  h earted , he h e lp ed  F ather B arb eris in  b r in g in g  
u p  m an y g en e ra tio n s  o f  S a lesian s w h o  s iili  rem em b er h is ch eer fu l o p t im ism , his  
en lig h te n e d  in d u lg e n c e , • h is  sy m p a th etic  u n d ersta n d in g  o f  y o u n g  m e n ’s d iffi­
cu lties . H is past n ov ices  w ere a lw ays in  h is  m in d  an d  prayers. H e  h e ld  
in Ins b rev iary  a n u m b e r  o f  m arkers b ea r in g  th e  n a m e o f  each  o f  h is n ov ices  
fo llo w e d  b y  a sign  w ith  som e sp ec ia l sign ifican ce . K vci\ e v e n in g  b efore  r e tir ­
in g  he in v a r ia b ly  c o lle c ted  th e  m arkers, arran ged  th em  o n  h is p r id ieu , and  
g ave  th em  th e  r itu a l b lessin g  o f  M ary H e lp  o f  C hristians.

34 LIFE OF FR. ANDREW. BÉLTRAMI
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which, as the refrain in a melody, w ould often recur in his 
exhortations. T h is  sentence he used to u t te r  in a slow deliberate 
voice, stressing the syllables one by one with de term ina tion  b u t  
with such sweetness that the hard  saying would  lose its b it te r  
s t i n g  and would yet sink into the mind.

From Saint Alphonsus, St. Jo h n  Bosco learned the value of 
Eucha'ristic Piety. This was in his m ind  the most practical way 
of fostering in his boys a personal love for O u r  Lord. It is 
Eucharistie Piety that has to tu rn  the ‘striving after perfec tion’ 

into a labour of love. T h u s  a Salesian novice is urged to make 
Holy C om m union  the pivot of his daily life and  the Tabernacle 
the object of frequent visits, the center of fervent aspirations. 
T h e  well known prayer ‘Visit to the Blessed Sacram ent’ by 
St. Alphonsus, so rich in dogma and so moving in its tender 
simplicity, was inserted by Don Bosco in his ’ Youth M an u a l” 
and  is said daily in every Salesian novitiate; it is followed as a 
ru le  by the exam ination  of conscience.

But the rigid discipline of the Jesuit and  the ascetical fervor 
of the Redem ptoris t  would not make an ideal b lend ing  for a 
Salesian unless seasoned by ano ther  ingredient — the spirit of 
St. Francis of Sales. It was in fact to the Saint of (ieneva that 
St. John Bosco tu rned  for that family spirit, that genial and  
warm atmosphere, w ithout which souls, particularly the souls 
of the young, cannot expand and grow.

T o  him  he tu rned  for that ‘esprit dr cordialité,’ tha t  m u tual  
confidence and  happy familiarity which was to characterize the 
relations between superiors and  subjects. W ith  what loving 
insistence did D on Bosco urge the novices to open their  hearts 
to the fa ther of their  soul. “ Let each one of them " —he insisted, 
m aking use of the words of Saint Francis de Sales—“open his 
m ind  to his superior with the same sincerity and candor with 
which the child shows to its m o ther  the scratches, bruises and 
stings of the wasps." C andor and confidence are indeed such 
a vital elem ent in the Salesian t ra in ing  that lack of them  would  
spell failure.
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“ Be m erry ,  not giddy ”

Again — and this was perhaps Don Bosco’s special co n tr ib u ­
tion to the train ili” — this atm osphere was to he encouraged by 
an atm osphere of visible and unrestr ic ted  joy.

Like all great educators the Saint thought that p ru n in g  and 
guid ing  could go together with that holy freedom of sp iri t  which 
while it controls the exuberance of n a tu re  does n o t  stifle it. 
“ Be merry, no t g iddy” —once said a visiting Bishop to the 
young aspirants of a Salesian juniorate.

For this reason the Saint desired that festivals even in the 
novitiate should be such in the full sense of the word. W e have 
already referred to the music and  waving flags which greeted 
Don Bosco at Foglizzo on c lothing day. T ru e ,  a V enetian lamp, 
a bit of colourful bun ting ,  the flourish of an  orchestra or 
a comic song to end a festival’s d in n er  are small things, b u t  
what a difference they make to young people. T h ey  mean a 
break from the daily h u m d ru m  m onotony, they serve as a safety 
valve for high spirits, they are a substitu te  for hom e joys, they 
are a relaxation from the spiritual tension caused by constant 
concentration  on things of the spirit, and, not least, they e n ­
courage self expression. T h is  also can be tu rn ed  into a means 
for gain ing  souls for God.

T h e  w riter  still has a vague recollection of a delightful su r­
prise d u r in g  his novitiate days when one m orn ing  (probably 
the Rector's day) he was awakened by the shrill sound of a 
couple of brass instrum ents  played by an improvised band  of a 
few clerics and  lay-brothers u n d er  the dorm itory  window. It 
was the ‘reveille’ announc ing  the rising of a happy day. T hese  
old traditions have no t  all survived, and  there may be reason 
for it, but it is to be hoped th a t  the spirit underly ing  them  will 
never die.

Salesian Piety
O ne more word should be said abou t  the character of 

Salesian piety. T h e  Saint desired it to be expansive and apos-
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tolic. Il you love God you natura lly  feel the impulse to make 
H im  loved. W h en  Don Bosco was a seminary-student it was 
his custom never to let a day pass w ithout re la ting  to one of his 
com panions a fact or a saying of a saint, D u rin g  holiday-time 
he resolved: l'I will speak of God to my m o th e r .”

T h is  accounts for ano ther feature of the Salesian novitiate: 
the “Spiritual Talks."  T h ey  are carried on in the most informal 
way, usually d u r in g  the evening recreation, as a stroll is taken 
in the am bulatory  or along the garden lanes. In  these talks 
points are raised about religious and  Salesian life, the topics 
being usually suggested by the conferences, lectures, private 
readings or Superiors’ letters, or o ther  Salesian literature. T h e  
Saint attached m uch im portance-to  illése talks. If the novice is 
convinced that his p a ram o u n t  business is to understand  and 
assimilate the spirit of the Society, he is sure not to lack the 
necessary incentive to make these talks interesting, real and 
vital.

». T o  complete the p icture of Foglizzo in 1887, it should be 
added that owing to special circumstances a certain am o u n t  of 
secular studies were still allowed. T h e re  were regular  classes 
in Latin, Greek, Italian and Logic. It was not until 1900 that 
Canon Law excluded most of such studies from the curr icu lum  
of the novitiate or reduced them to a m in im um . T h is  brief 
description of the Life at Foglizzo has been necessary in order 
to unders tand  the spiritual growth of Andrew  Beltrami. From 
the na tu re  of the soil we can understand be lte r  the growth O f  
the tree.



VI

Self-conquest

FR O M  the first clay of his novitia te — writes Fr. Barberis — 
“A ndrew  began to take things seriously.” He was n o t  one to 
be aimless in whatever he undertook o r to be content with 

vague aspirations and  half measures. H e set to work at once with 
a clear purpose.

First of all he resolved to place himself completely in the 
hands of his Superior so tha t  he m ight have the benefit of sure 
guidance in the first steps of.h is  religious life. H e determ ined  
to see G o d ’s holy will expressed in his recom m endations as well 
as in the rules of the house.

“ In his first talk with m e” — says Fr. Barberis — “he hum bly  
begged to be advised and freely corrected, a charity, — he said, — 
which he would repay with infinite g ra ti tude .”. ‘It is the first 
step that matters, says an old adage. ‘ It was this initial act of 
candour and  hum ili ty  ” —continues Fr. Barberies—“that drew 
upon the young novice the countless graces 'which were to lead 
h im along the way of sanctity.”

W h a t  his vocation meant  to him

“W h a t  I adm ired  m ost” — continues his S u p e r io r—“was 
the a rd o u r  and perseverance with which he strove after an 
absolute purity  of in ten tion  in all his actions. He confessed
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that this" cost him  u n rem it t in g  watchfulness and  hard  effort; 
lor too often did vain glory and  self-pleasing and  o ther unw orthy  
motives in tru d e  themselves into his m ind .”

Allowing for the usual exaggeration of the fervent novice 
we can easily accept the statement, T em peram en ta l ly  he was 
inclined to be self-assertive. From childhood he took the lead 
amongst his com panions both in studies and  in games; a t Lanzo 
lie had always been at the top of the class. H e was aware that 
both his Superiors and fellow novices held h im  in high esteem; 
before his arrival at the novitia te he was already spoken of as 
the b r i l l ian t s tudent who had carried away all distinctions in 
the public  exam ination in T u r in .  H ow could he then help 
en ter ta in ing  a feeling of m arked superiority  over his com­
panions? O ne of his first notes in his spiritual diary embodies 
the following resolution: “ W hatever my success in studies or in 
anyth ing  else I shall ascribe it to God alone.”

B ut as days went on A ndrew  felt that the mere acknowledge­
m en t of his indebtedness to God for all His graces and  gilts was 
not enough. H e began to feel that he owed to God the homage 
of a deeper and  t ru e r  humility. Since the first day of his noviti­
ate, especially since the day in which he had received the 
religious hab it  the realization of what his vocation m eant to h im  
of the great mercy it involved, grew, m ore vividly upon him.

T h e  state of his m in d  is best described in his own words 
taken from  a page of the life of St. Stanislaus Koska, w ritten  by 
him in later years. Speaking of the day in which the young 
Jesu it  Saint had been clothed with the religious habit, he says: 
‘‘Stanislaus always cherished a loving reverence for his habit; he 
regarded it as having been received from O u r  Lady Herself, as 
the livery of Her-heavenly court. H e prized it m ore dearly than 
m onarchs prize tlieir p u rp le .” A n d  then a l lud ing  to the difficul­
ties which the Jesu it  Saint had to overcome ¡11 o rder 10 en ter  
religion, lie continues: “Stanislaus was now like- a shipwrecked 
sailor who a f t e r ‘Having- long 's truggled  through stormy seas, has
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finally entered  a haven of peace and security. Stanislaus could 
now in the solitude oi his cell recall the past storms and. reali­
sing his marvellous escape, break forth into a joyous song -taf 
thanksgiving.”O W

✓ j 
Singing a song of thanksgiving

T h ese  words are indeed a window through which we can 
look in to  the soul of Andrew. In  these lines he tells his own 
story. H e too now was singing a song of thanksgiving. H ad no t 
he also been at the mercy of stormy and dangerous waves ? H ad 
no t  his entrance in to  religion been a marvellous deliverance? 
N ow  m ore than  ever as he looked back on his past life it was 
borne  in upon  him  that his vocation had been an inestimable 
grace which he had done n o th in g  to deserve, an d  of which he 
was utterly  unw orthy. T o o  late — so he said to himself — had he 
begun to love God, too long had lie waited before offering his 
whole heart to H im . T h e  years of his boyhood, the first fruits 
of his life — so he thought — had been denied to God. A nd  yet 
in spite .pf that ingrati tude how merciful God had been to him. 
At the age of 13, as he was actually on the po in t of, making 
shipwreck, of his life, an invisible and merciful hand had 
suddenly,, pulled him o u t  of the morass of a co r ru p tin g  world 
and  led him  into the serene and bracing atm osphere of a 
Salesian School. W h a t  would his fu ture  lot have been, had he 
no t  then  m et the sons of Don Bosco? had he been left a kittle 
longer to breathe  the contagious air of his former school? In-o o
deed the bonds had been broken and he had been delivered. 
A marvellous deliverance, he believed.

'  T h e  sudden realization of so great a mercy filled his‘ m in d  
with a new purpose and  a new determ ination . H e began now. 
to consider himself a sinner, a big sinner, a prodigal who had .  
b u t  lately tu rn ed  to God. He began to feel that what lie 
really owed to God was a sorrowful, repen tan t  love, a life of 
expiation, the daily homage of a “hum ble  and broken  heart .’’. 
Yes a h u m b le  heart. H um ili ty  will be from now on the centre
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of his desires and  efforts: it will he the dom inating  aspirationO i
of his life. H enceforth  the reader should know that we are 
w riting  the life of a Saint.

T h e  book he picked up

Fr. Barberis declares: “H u m il i ty  was very likely the v irtue 
which he strove to acquire  with the greatest earnestness.” One 
day he picked up on the shelves of tlie novices’ library the gol­
den booklet of Leo X II I  ‘H u m ili ty  in practice.’ T h is  booklet 
was for long his favourite com panion. His spiritual notes 
reveal the a rd o u r  with which he strove to advance in this virtue. 
“ I clearly see that the chief obstacle to my spiritual progress is 
pride. I will try to overcome it in class and everywhere else. 
I will never speak of myself : d u r in g  recreation I will refrain 
from asserting my opinion. I will not argue with my com­
panions but ra ther lall in with the ir  view even when I think
I am right. In my Holy C om m union  I will earnestly and 
perseveringly ask for this virtue. My favourite ejaculation will 
be: “Jesus meek and  hum ble  of heart m ake my heart like unto  
T h in e .” - In giving an account of m yself to my Superior I will 
reveal with candour all my faults against this virtue. 1 will 
m ain tain  absolute silence whenever I am  hum bled  — I will ask 
my Superior to correct me even in public, w ithou t mercy.
I will ask Ckxl contem pt of self and for hum iliations and  these
I will accept as a favour from H eaven .”

It would be tedious to enum era te  all the rest of these re ­
solutions vrhich show-that his desire for hum ility  was-no more 
beautiful and romantic- aspiration but- genu ine  endeavour to 
seek means ' to the end. “T h i s • love of h u m i l i ty —” says 
Fr. B a rb e r is— “gave h im  such a hunger and thirst for hurrlilitâ­
tions that it lasted all his ' lile never losing its a rd o u r  and 
in tensity .”

It should  not be thought however that such desire for 
self-effacement cram ped A ndrew ’s soul and  made it the 
prey of pusillanim ity an d  dejection. T r u e  hum ility  is based
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on tru th ;  it springs from self-knowledge and  above all from  
G o d s  knowledge: and this, St. T heresa  tells us, enlarges and 
ennobles the mind. Andrew  was perfectly aware ol his in tel­
lectual powers and o ther gilts; these he valued and traded with 
an a rdour that  is truly  astonishing. ‘‘His hum ility  was m anly”
— says Fr. Barberis: “W hen  speaking of what he called his sins 
and  failings he never indulged  in sterile lam entations such as 
one notices in weak souls. H e  accused himself of his faults 
with frankness and w ithout affectation.”

Said he “ I know t h a t  I a m  a frai l  c r e a t u r e ”

His hum ili ty  was of that type which is so dear to St. Francis 
de Sales — the type that begets generosity. T h is  is a powerful 
sen tim ent and  to be found only in great souls. St. Theresa  of 
Lisieux felt that because she was only a ‘little flower’ God 
could  Work wonders through her littleness. And generosity 
for Andrew  Beltrami m eant this: “ I know that I am a frail 
c rea tu re  and full of failures; b u t  I know also that God can 
m ake my weakness strong and thereby enable me to give H im  
all the glory that is within my power.”

A nd indeed as he looked back in retrospect, he began to 
see tha t  his very faults and past failures, if viewed in the light 
of G o d ’s Providence, could supply the incentive for a greater 
generosity — for a stronger de term ina tion  to give G od the 
m ax im um  of glory. T o  quo te  Fr. Barberis again: “A ndrew ’s 
soul k indled as the Rule a n d .a im s  of the Congregation were 
day by day èxplained in the conferences, l i e  could now 
appreciate  m ore and  m ore the nobility  of the salesian vocation, 
the opportunness of Don Bosco’s providential mission. W hat 
nobler  work could be imagined than ta r in g  for and instructing  
the L o rd ’s little ones, especially those in danger of spiritual 
ru in?” A nd as he thought of the dangers which he himself 
as a boy had incurred , he resolved to spare no effort that he 
m ight fit himself for such work. " If  G od gives me grace to 
become a Salesian P riest” — he protested — “ it will be my ambi-



SELF-CONQUEST 43

tion to concentrate  my care and affection on the poorest boys 
amongst the poor, on the most uncouth , the most uncared  for.” 
H e rejoiced in the though t that the Salesian Congregation 
catered not for the boys of the u p p er  classes b u t  for the poor 
and m iddle class and he thanked  God daily for being a Salesian. 
“■His love for the Congregation” — concludes Fr. Harberis — 
“grew so strong that he would have been prepared  to face any 
trial ra the r  than leave it.”

A n o th e r  tra it  of his hum ili ty  which endeared  h im  to all 
was the esteem he cherished for his fellow novices. As com pared 
with himself he thought they were saints. “T r u e  there were 
some excellent youths b u t  none ,“ —says his novice master
— “could come near to A ndrew ."

‘'T h e r e  was n o th ing  affected abou t  his piety” — observes 
one of his fellow novices. At first sight he seemed ordinary  
in everything he did. But as you spoke to him or worked with 
h im  you were at once struck with his more than ordinary  
virtue. O ne  who eventually left the novitiate testifies to the 
frankness of his character and his capacity for m aking  friends. 
“ W e differed in character and  tem peram ent"  — he remarks
— "but I always adm ired  him: he was both loyal and  sincere.”

A ft e r  the  g r e a t  p a t t e r n s

It has already been pointed  out that there was a good deal 
of St. Ignatius in the spiritual tra in ing  at Fogli zzo.. It was only 
natura l that  such models as St. • Alvsius Gonzaga, St. John  
Berckmans, St. Stanislaus Koska, who gave themselves to God 
in their  youth with such great generosity, should be proposed 
for the adm ira tion  and  im itation of young salesian aspirants. 
O ne  of A ndrew ’s friends writes: “ H e used to speak with wist­
ful adm ira tion  of St. Aloysius, St. John  Berclunans and o ther 
youthful saints. Once I heard him say: “Ah, would it no t  
be grand  if it were given us to come near them  ? A nd he began 
to suggest various ways in which a Salesian could im itate these
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young saints.” H e  was often seen reverently  taking oil his 
bii'etta whenever he passed the Superio r’s room. H e had read 
in the life of St. Jo h n  Berchmans of that act of devotion to the 
Superior as G o d ’s representative and he had felt the impulse to 
supernaturalise  his obedience by the same homage.

T o  St. Aloysius he always had a special devotion even as 
a child. N ow  tha t he followed h im  in religious life he felt 
m ore and m ore draw n to him.

T h e  power of the austere asceticism of St. Aloysius in 
m ould ing  modern  youth lias often been questioned but the 
objection is really based on a misconception: on the inability 
to distinguish in his sanctity the substantial from the accidental 
and passing. T h e  fact is that intense natures in which, divine 
grace has already begun to act unh indered ,  cannot b u t  be moved 
by the fixity of purpose, the splendid obstinacy with which this 
young man, like Longfellow’s young hero, waving away allure­
ments, tram pling  upon all obstacles, moves serenely towards 
the peak of his vision. It is this magnificent persistency that  
gives an insight in to  the true  Aloysius and is capable of rous­
ing ou r  high m inded  youth to em ulation.

Sudi master quality  of his character was no d o u b t  in 
Pius X I ’s m ind  when he spoke of Aloysius as preem inently  a 
‘vo lun ta ire ’ — a young man of strong will — and  reaffirmed the 
claim of the Church to propose him as pattern  and patron of 
Catholic youth. (1) T ru e ,  this s trength of character in o u r  Saint 
should never be considered apart  from his steady gaze on the 
Crucifix- and  the unconditional offer of his heart to his Master. 
Otherwise it would be only sounding  brass: but,  if ac tuated by 
love, what a sp lendid  possession!

A ndrew  Beltrami shared with St. Aloysius an intense na tu re  
and  it is no  wonder that  u n d e r  the influence of grace he came 
to cherish his ideals. At Lanzo he had already taken as his

(1) From the “Vocation of St. Aloysius” by Fr. C. C. M artindalc S.J.
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m otto  ‘I will — I will always — I will strongly.’ At the begining 
of his novitia te he wrote to his m o ther  that he had resolved “ to 
become a saint at all costs, for countless are the graces which 
C o d  has given m e.” In  later years he wrote a small book 
‘Volere è po tere’ to prove that if you really will, you can : if you 
will with tenacity you can become a' saint for divine help, is 
never denied to him that is ready to receive it with p ro m p ti tu d e  
and  trades it with care.

W i t h  gr i t  and pe r severance

He began to im itate  St. Aloysius in the diligence with which 
he made his m editation . If there is an exercise of devotion that 
demands g rit  and  perseverance this is certainly the daily m edita­
tion. Unless the powers of the soul are all employed systemati­
cally and kept u n d e r  control m editation can easily become an 
unprofitab le  reverie. Andrew  would no t be caught into this 
snare. It is rem arkable  how he was able in a short t ime to 
learn the difficult ar t  of m editating. Fr. Barberis writes : 
“A ndrew  soon reached the conviction that  m editation and the 
exam ination of conscience were the two indispensable means 
by which to attain  a true  knowledge of himself and of the means 
by which to order his life. Before the year was over he acquired 
such control over his im agination that he could  go th rough  his 
m edita tion  w ithou t  a single distraction.” “W ith  rem arkable 
pene tra tion  lie would search the inmost recesses of his soul and  
seek to discover its most subtle movements, and  impulses, in 
o rder  to b r in g  them  all into subjection to the movements of the 
H oly Spirit.”

“H e confessed that he had at times been granted  to u n d e r­
stand such and  such a tru th  with vividness as though he had 
seen it with his bodily eyes: that he had come to know the 
greatness and purity  of: God in such a way as to be over­
w helm ed.”

It would  not be surprising if such intensity of concentration  
p u t  a strain on his m ental faculties. That his novice-master
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saw such danger and urged freedom of spirit  it transpires from 
some of A n d rew ’s spiritual notes. “ I will avoid anxiety. I will 
keep in m ind  that the Lord is to be served in gladness.” Indeed 
the impression left on many of his com panions was one ol cons­
tan t serenity. “ 1 never saw him per tu rbed .  As I observed him 
constantly I was rem inded  of the calm and  self possesion so 
characteristic of Don Bosco and Don R u a .”

It should also be rem arked  that the active and care free life 
of the Salesian Novitiate with its variety of interests (studies 
were still allowed) and  its an im ated  recreations would have 
proved a sufficient an tido te  against any tendency to exaggerated 
concentration  of spirit. I here was no room at Föglizzo for a 
novice who would walk abou t  abstractedly, who could only look 
inwardly and  no t outwardly: lie would have easily been a square 
peg in a ro u n d  hole.

The verd ic t

Let us conclude the account of these first six m onths of his 
novitia te with a sober estimate of A ndrew ’s progress as we find 
in the half yearly report  of his novice-master. “A ndrew  Beltra­
mi heads the list of all ou r  novices, both in v ir tue  and  in 
knowledge. Ilis  health is fairly good; he applies himself to all 
the subjects with equal a rd o u r  yet in such a way that piety has 
first claim. His rem arkable  advancem ent in v ir tue  d u r in g  
these m onths  shows that lie has received a b u n d a n t  grace from 
God and that his response to divine inspirations has been equally 
generous. H e  takes great pains in his observance of the Holy 
R ule and  in Keeping a watch over each of his actions: he notices 
the least imperfections. His obedience is most exemplarv and 
it guides him in the practice of the o ther  virtues. He is always 
seeking ways and means of hum ilia t ing  himself. H e  has made 
great progress in the exercise of the presence of G od especially 
by means of ejaculations to the Sacred H eart  and to O u r  Lady. 
H is confidence in his Superior is all that can be desired. At the 
beginning  he was beset by scruples : bu t  he soon got r id  of them
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by his entire  obedience Lo the advice of his Superior. T h e  Lord 
lias perm itted  that he should  pass th rough many and  severe 
trials : from these he suffered and  still suffers a great deal. But 
with the assistance of d ivine grace he has overcome them  all and 
continues to fight his battles with unflinching courage.”

Andrew  Beltrami learned virtue from battling. This is the 
verdict of his Novice Master. It dismisses the notion at once 
that he found virtue easy and that he was a “p laster” Saint.

SELF-CONQUEST 47

I



V II

The “ Better Way”

T HF. well-known phrase “agere con tra” gives an indispens­
able aspect of the spiritual lile bu t  it is a lter  all only a nega­
tive one. W’e really begin to tread the path of sanctity when 

we begin to fall in love with God. T h is  is indeed true  self-im­
provem ent — when ou r  efforts become expressions of love, when 
Christ, through o u r  increasing union with h im  becomes the 
an im ating  principle of all o u r  thoughts and actions. “ Love 
and  clo what you wish,' was wont to say Saint Augustine. “ Love 
and  do what you wish." repeated Saint John Bosco to his \o u n g  
apprentices and to the chimney sweeps of T u r in .

Indeed it will never be sufficiently emphasized that  it was 
at (lie school of love and at no o th er  that  the Saint trained the 
thousands oí boys wiio came u n d er  his care. “ He was wonder­
ful,” com m ented  all those who lived with him, “when he spoke 
of God and  ol his love for us: how we should love H im  in re tu rn  
with a love w ithout measure: how sin is a terr ib le  evil just 
because it hurts G o d ’s infinite love.”

And how well did those boys understand  th e  Saint. H ow  
readily did they respond. T h e  unaffected simplicity with which 
these peasant boys spoke of heavenly things, their  joyous life 
of com m union  with O u r  Lord  and  his Blessed M other wTill 
always be the special charm of the early records of the Salesian 
Oratory. In t ru th  the Blessed Sacrament and O u r  Lady were 
to lîiese lads Hie great realities of their life, ro u n d  which, from
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m orn ing  till evening, centered  their  thoughts and  affections. 
T hese  boys, we are told, would not lie down to rest before 
tu rn in g  to the little Oratory Church  to send their  last, loving 
message to the solitary Tabernac le .  And only after asking O u r  
Lady for a last blessing they would compose themselves to sleep, 
sure with a sweet certainty that th e ir  heavenly M other, would 
watch over them, shielding them from harm, w arding off their 
nightmares, just, as d u r in g  daytime she followed them at prayer, 
at work or at play, gu id ing  them, smiling approval or correcting 
them gravely as the case might be. T h is  might seem poetry or 
legend: yet it is pure  history — that history which made Pius IX 
speak of the Oratory as the ‘famiglia prodigiosa.’

- *
The twin  f lames

T h a t  Foglizzo also boasted of such a beautifu l sp irit  can be 
doub ted  only by one who does not know the a rdour with which 
its Superiors, and  Father Barberis and Father Bianchi in par ti ­
cular, threw themselves into the task of im plan ting  in their 
novices tlie living ideals ol St. Jo h n  Bosco. Foglizzo would have 
to be a second Oratory of the early days : that ¡md no th ing  else 
w ould satisfy them. But the best proof is perhaps what we 
know of the in terio r  life of Andrew  Beltrami. His life, especi­
ally in the second par t  of the novitiate, is described by Father 
Barberis in terms of love: love of the Sacred H eart  and  love of 
O u r  Lady. “T hese  two loves,” says Father Barberis, “are 
enough to account for the marvelous progress of Andrew  in the 
ways of the Lord. T h ey  are the two lights which henceforth 
will i l lum ine his path, the twin Haines which will so consume 
him and  his soul as to im pair even the strength of his body.”

It can truly be said that the T abernac le  was the cen ter  of 
Andrew's life. He confessed to his spiritual fa ther that he had 
a very simple and  effective way of placing himself in the presence 
of God, especially when at prayer. He would fasten his gaze 
u pon  the T abernac le  and with the eyes of Faith  look on  O u r  
Lord as He opens His breast and discloses His Heart b u rn in g
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with love for men. T h a t  glance .of Faith assured concentration 
in his prayer so effectively as to prevent any distraction. “ No 
m atter  where I am — we read in his spiritual notebook “either 
in study or recreation or refectory or dorm itory  I will o f ten-turn  
my thoughts to the Holy T abe rnac le  and  to Our. Lady's altar. 
From whatever place in which 1 iind myself 1 will set up, as it. 
were, a te lephone system by means of which 1 will.send.messages 
of loving ejaculations to O u r  Lord and O u r  Lady.”

His com m unions were to him the vivid consciousness of 
G o d ’s transform ing power: of that  power which is at once p u r i ­
fying and  quickening, which "bu rns  the re ins-and creates i new 
heart .” H e longed for this transform ation and with tears he 
begged for it. H e  believed that a Holy C om m union  could work- 
this miracle. "W hen Holy C o m m union ,"  he wrote later, "does 
no t work this miracle, it must be that ii is not received with the 
p roper dispositions." His thanksgiving after C om m union  was 
in fact the action of his life that most moved those who watched 
him. “W hen he rose from his knees," says a witness, “his 'faç.e, 
usually pallid, was suffused with a deep colour and his eyes were 
n o t  seldom wet with tears."

H is  desire for holy intimacy with O u r  Lord and His Holy 
M other led him to pray for an extraord inary  favour: that d u ring  
the..night he might wake up  at least every hour in order to send 
his message to His Beloved in the Holy T ab e rn ac le  anci to His 
Blessed M other. This desire, ii seems, was granted ; his nov ice 
master dem u rred  at first as he feared his n ig h t’s rest would be 
disturbed. But A ndrew  assured him that this would no t  
happen : "1 have asked the Holy Souls to' wake me just for a 
m om ent:  I send my message, then 1 fall asleep at once.”

“His prayer” — notes Father Barberis — “did  not consist of 
vague aspirations. There was much petition  in .i t  and  the r igh t 
sort of petition. H e constantly asked for O u r  L o rd ’s and O u r  
L ady’s virtues.. After Holy. Comnuiniojfl, to use an expressive 
phrase of St. Theresa, he was always negotiating.
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Foi instance on Monday he w ould  pray for Holy Purity 
through the special intercession o f Saint Aloysius. On Tuesday  
he pleaded for the grace of a missionary vocation th rough  Don 
Bosco’s intercession. On W ednesday he asked for St. Joseph's 
virtue — purity  and humility. T hursday  was reserved for a 
special appeal to the Sacred Heart of Jesus that he and  two of 
his com panions might become saints. On Saturday he asked for 
purity  and fidelity in little things.

. £ "  « 

During the  m o n th s  of grace

T h e  m onth of May and  of June in every Salesian house and 
especially in the Novitiate house are m onths of grace. D uring 
these m o n th s . th e  last spiritual battles are fought and  won, and 
the last tie. if any. which binds one to the world is broken as­
under. T h e  motto of May is : “Dignare nie laudare T e  Virgo 
sacrala.' All that youthful ingenuity can devise, flowers in 
choice variety, music and songs, open air sermonettes on O u r 
Lady’s lawn—there is no th ing  which is good enough to give 
expression to the praise and love of the M other of God. T h ere  
is an unaccustomed air of gaiety in the house, there is more 
an im ation  d u r in g  recreation time, more zest in the ord inary  
routine  work of the day indeed even the daily round  of work 
m ust share in the “Laudare Te, ì'irgo sacrala." T h e  m onth  of 
june  reflects, if we may say so, a different spiritual mood. It. 
calls for love and  reparation. Ju n e  as well as Ju ly  is the remote 
prepara tion  for Profession, something like the thirty  days re treat  
(if the Jesuit novices. T h e re  is no  unbroken  silence as with 
the Jesuits bu t  the Salesian novices are urged to cultivate a 
d eeper  spirit of recollection: this is to enable them to attain  
a deeper penetration  oí the m ind and  heart of O u r  Lord, of 
His life of self im molation and of his corresponding dem ands 
011 tis. T h e  m otto of June is "ujiorlel illuni regnare."  • O u r  
Lord imisi h av e 'absolute dom inion  ovei the hearts of those who 
are about u> deci i cate themselves to him. Only on these "condi­
tions' can th e y 'p r e p a r e  themselves (o make liis Sacred Heart 
known and  loved in the 'w orld .
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I t  was probably  d u r in g  the m onth  of May th a t  Andrew 
Beltrami wrote down for his own use and the use of a few in ­
timate friends a chain of acts of devotion in honor of O u r  Lady 
which he calls “A Day W ith  O u r  Lady.”

A Day wi th  O u r  Lady

A selection of these acts of devotion, culled from the large 
bouquet,  will give us an idea of what Andrew  m eant by a day 
spent witli O u r  Lady.

“W e should love O u r  Lady with a love truly filial. ‘Metter 
men,’ this endearing  title should often be in ou r  heart and on 
o u r  lips. O n  waking in the m orn ing  we should  greet her with 
the words ‘N os  emu prole pia benedicat. Virgo Maria.’ At 
night as we go to sleep let us ask her to bless us and to prepare 
o u r  heart  for a worthy com m union  on the following day. Again 
let us tu rn  to her for her blessing before wc start o u r  work or 
when we pass her image or statue; when m e e t i n g  difficulties in 
ou r  studies let us invoke her as “Sedes sapientiae."  H er  name 
o r  initials should adorn  o u r  books. H e r  p icture should adorn  
ou r  desk. Above all let us frequently  find ou r  way to her altar 
and there with the confidence of true  children po u r  forth ou r  
heart to her, acquain ting  her with the successes and  failures of 
ou r  little day. o u r  resolutions, ou r  efforts and ou r  difficulties. 
She is o u r  mother: let us tell her all."

Perhaps this in te rm inab le  string of little acts of devotion 
will no t be everybody’s taste: wc  are no t asked to im itate  literally 
all the Saints do. However before dismissing such acts as of no 
value one should look for the spirit that prom pts them. O ne 
will easily find a living spirit  and “of the right sort” the spirit 
of children, and  “of such is the Kingdom of H eaven."  W hen  
the heart  of a child  overflows w ith  love one canno t tell the 
strange unconventional ways in which he will express his love. 
All this also applies to grown u p  children. Only recently we 
have heard of a distinguished m an of a letters, the late Maurice
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Baring, who for days on c-nd w ould  light randies to O u r  T.ady. 
it was his simple prayer for the conversion of his friend 
Chesterton.

Actually Andrew and  his friends filched their pet devotion 
“A Day with O u r  Lady from Saint Stanislaus Kostka, a boy 
saint whom we all love for his joyous, spontaneous piety.

T h a t  Stanislaus Kostka, Aloysius Gonzaga and  Jo h n  Berch- 
m ans should have been able to impress the ir  ideals on the 
novices of Foglizzo, in spite of the marked differences between 
the spirit of the Salesians and  of the Jesuits, is to the great 
credit of both societies.
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D E V O T IO N  to the Sacred Heart of Jesus and to the Mother 
of God would mean very little to Saint John Bosco unless
they issued in to  apostolate. Devotion means fullness of love, 

exertion to make O u r  Lord and his Blessed M other m ore widely 
known and loved. A n d  it was the Sodalities that in the Saint s 
m ind were to keep alive the apostolic' flame.

O ne of these Sodalities, that of the Immaculate Conception, 
was particularily  dear to the Saint. If you read its rules as 
explained in his life of Dominic Savio you will notice that they 
embody exactly the ideals of the m odern "Legion of Mary. ’ Its 
members were to be the leaven in the mass. T h e y  were to 
integrate the work of the superiors and be their most effective 
auxiliaries in fostering a high degree of morality and piety in 
the school.

Even in the novitiate house the Sodality of the Im m aculate 
Conception filled an im portant need. For it should n o t  be for­
gotten that. Fogli/zo. like Valdocco, was a curious little world: 
a m ix tu re  of fervent, good, indiffereht, and even a few of the 
difficult type.

A rdent young men who had fought many a battle in order 
to leave the world and  whose am bition  was to dedicate them ­
selves to the missionary apostolate in some unknow n land of 
America sat side by side with young m en who had embraced
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• re lig ion:unde*  the im pulse of even mixed or even merely hum an 
.motives. • Many had bu t  a superficial idea of rhe n a tu re  of 

. religious state. For some the geniality of the Salesian life, the
• spirit of carefree jov which endeared the ir  schooldays, the 

.attraction of a musical or a literary career for which the Congre- 
' g a t io i i 'found  scope, even the prospect of con tinu ing  a friendship

th a t  - h a d ' 'b e e n  formed at school -; these and  others had 
been some of the hum an  incentives inducing  them to give 

- th e ir  nam e to the Congregation.

An amus ing  s tory

, T h e re  is an am using story of a Salesian priest who thank­
fully ascribes his vocation to a practical joke played up o n  h im  
by some lively school fellows. H e had been a pupil at the 
Oratory and at the end of the year had asked to join the 
Aspirants’ Retrea t  not because he had the faintest in ten tion  of 
becoming a Salesian bu t  simply because the re treat would be 
a welcome novelty and  would give him  the o p p ortun ity  of 
spending a few m ore days with some of his friends. On the 
last day of the re treat the aspirants were lin ing  up in fron t of 
the R ecto r’s room with a view to registering the ir  form ed 
application for the novitiate. T h is  boy, too, was in the line 

'•• biit, again: merely to while away the t im e and perhaps have a 
last chat with one o f his chums. Now it so happened  that the 
door "suddenly opened, and, as the line fell back, some confusion 
followed. T w o  fellows, seeing at once the chance of having a 
little fun, caught their  friend and flung  him into the room, 

■‘shutting  tile door b eh ind  him. W h a t  exactly happened  d u ring  
the  interview we do not know b u t  it appears that before the 
boy cpuld speak and  explain the situation the R ector was so 
w arm  and  enchan ting  in his welcome tha t  the boy there and  
then -decided to become ‘a novice. H e went to Foglizzo and 
persérvered. T h e  story might no t lie t rue  in every detail b u t  
even if it is largely a 'ben trovato' it has, like so many legends, 
a C o re  of solid t ru th .  It typifies the spirit  of those days, the 
spirit of ‘compelle intrare' (‘Compel them to come in'), the zeal
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and  largeness of m ind  which opened the novitia te’s door to as 
many as possible, even to those ol whom it m ight be doub ted  
w hether they had the wedding garment. “O inn es probate, quod  
bo num. est., tenete"  (Test them  all, hold on to what is good) was 
the principle  laid down by the Saint and  carried o u t  literally 
by his disciples. T h a t  no t all these young m en perservered and 
some soon found themselves o u t  of place will therefore cause 
no suprise. Even some of the best, after the first fervour was 
spent, began to find life harder than they expected. As a conse­
quence, several left. But the majority, after overcoming their 
hesitation, finally settled down. T h ey  began to see things in 
a new light, to set about their things m ore seriously, they rectified 
their motives and eventually made first class Salesians. T h is  
moral miracle, for such it m ust be regarded, was largely due to 
the zeal of Father Barberis and  Father Bianchi whose sym pathe­
tic unders tand ing  and  forbearance could  reach incredible 
lengths. T h is  the Saint had asked of them  and this they did.

A very h u m an  s t o r y

A very hum an  story in this connection is rem em bered  of 
Fr. Barberis. T h e re  was a novice who alter  a few weeks of 
novitiate was still subject to slight periodical bouts of hom e­
sickness. Significantly enough these came round  d u r in g  spells 
of work when, broom  in hand, he was going the length and 
b readth  of one of the largest corridors of the house. O ne day 
Father Barberis happened  to suprise him leaning on the broom  
and  in one of his moods. D ivining his state of m ind  he 
approached him and with a cheery smile : “Well, Brother,"  said 
he, ’'is there anyth ing  I can „do to make you happy?” “Yes, 
F a ther ,” was the im mediate reply, “ I Would much enjoy a good 
glass of w ine.” T h e  priest laughed. T h e n  taking the novice 
by the arm  he led him to the cellar and  told the laybrother to 
give him a glass of the best wine, and that any o ther  time he 
should feel like having ano ther  one, he should give it to him. 
“T h a t  act of kindness,” com m ents the Salesian, “was the beg inn­
ing of a new  life for me,"
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But the credit for all these spiritual conversions m ust not 
be given to the Superiors only. More than once the final stroke 
of grace, the impulse to take the p lunge and  bid  an irrevocable 
good-bye to the world was due to the com pelling example, the 
sympathetic interest, and persistent prayer of a fellow-novice, 
generally a sodalist of the Sodality of the Im m acula te  Concep­
tion.

The an i m a t i n g  spi r i t

W e have already said that A ndrew  Beltrami was the an im a­
ting spirit of this apostolate; an apostolate, let us repeat, which 
was only p rom pted  by the purest motives of charity and of love 
for the Congregation. “ H e was deeply concerned,” “says a 
witness,” “abou t  those whom he knew in danger of losing their  
vocation and were ab o u t  to take a false step: for them he prayed 
and  begged prayers.” “ H e had been m ade sub-assistant of the 
novices in one of the dorm itories,” says another. “ H e made 
use. of this superiority  in order to help us with kindly advice 
and  brotherly  correction. T h is  he did  always with such hum ility  
and  delicacy that no one could feel in any way h u r t .”

Father Bianchi says: “ He hardly let any recreation pass 
w ithout being  in some way helpful to one or ano ther  oí his 
companions. H e had to accomodate himself to various tem pera­
ments and this cost him  much effort.”

“ His com pany,” says ano ther  witness: “‘Was always a source 
of pleasure and an incentive to improve ourselves.’'

But the time when he became particularly  expansive and  
gave vent to his zeal was in the sodality meetings or in his talks 
with in tim ate friends. H e would then p o u r  ou t the ideals of 
the Sodality and of the Society as he saw them and  po in t out 
the heights to which every Salesian should aspire with all the 
a rd o u r  which he himself felt. T h a t  such idealism was not of the 
Sterile kind that soon evaporates with the passing of the emo-
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’ tioriaî moo'd is clear from the way in w h ich 'h e .p rep a red  Jiiinself 
for his religions profession. Writing- in June to Father Bianchi, 
then recuperating  at Penángo, lie says: “ I am endeavouring, to 
prepare myself for my profession by the exact fulfilment of my 
duties, as Dòn Bosco has recom m ended us.’ T h is  ideal of 
testing his love of the Sacred H ear t  by ‘harder and  harder work 
for God and his n e ighbour,’ as St. Theresa  w ould  put it, 
dominates his m ind  at that time.

Many hours  he spen t  wi th  D. Bosco

At the end oí Ju ly  after tliç examinations (in those days 
still the normal feature of the novitiate) Andrew  was visibly 
tired: an d  his superiors decided to send him with a com panion 
to Lanzo for a change of air. T h e re  lie rïlet'somé of his former 
school-fellows and their  impressions are worth recalling'.

“T h e r e  was about Andrew an air of sweet gentleness and  
thoughtful gravity,’’ remem bers Father Costa, “and  my old 
familiarity with h im  soon gave place to sense of respect and 
reverence.“ Fr. Cane also received the same impression: "H o w  
changed you are!”— his friend said— “You Were not always as 
q u ie t .as  that . . . . ” A nd  the young cleric with a smile, “But I 
am happy, I tell you. I am very happy.” • ‘

T h e  few days which he was to spend a t  Lanzo grew into 
weeks th rough  the generous impulse of his fo rm er superior, 
Father Guidazio, who, noticing the young novice’s weakness, 
went straightway to Don Bosco and obta ined  for him permission 
to spend a full holiday.

T h e  Saint was in those days at Lanzo recuperating  after 
a fa tiguing journey to R om e where he had been for the conse­
cration of tiie new church of the Sacred H eart .  Of the many 
hours spent with Don Bosco Bro, Andrew  re ta ined  á vivid 
impression. He even had the privilege of having his meals with 
him. “ How much we can learn from his holy exam ple .” he 
wrote to a friend.
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............  : A touching scene

We caniioi doubt that lit- was. the witness c>( a touching
scent- which took place on August 10th when a group  of past
pupils came to Lanzo to offer the Saint their greetings on the* 
occasion of his approaching: birthday.

.O n e  of these past pupils, Kr, Griva, .has left, us a graph ir 
account ol the meeting. "W e arrived at the College early in 
the afternoon. Don Iiosco was much, .moved when he saw us: 
he could hardly u tter  a word. H e kept looking at. us with the 
k indly and pene tra ting  eve of his which we knew so well. I lis 
apperance betrayed how much he was su Hering. H e did not 
receive us in flic reception room but he came out on the lawn 
supporting  himself on ou r  arms, all the while speaking of the 
early days ol the Oratory when lie-was wont to en tertain  his 
boys on the fields of Yaldocco. As he.got into an invalid's chair, 
he said jestingly: ‘I used to beat the swiftness of .my boys at r u n ­
ning and jum ping, and -now  I have to make use of o thers’ legs 
to move about. ' W e wheeled him down to the far end of the 
lawn. H ere  we all gathered ro u n d  him and a thousand  things 
were said in a few minutes. He wished to see each and  every 
m em ber of the deputa tion . We spoke of his Golden  Jubilee 
which was to be held in 1891 and on hearing that the C hoir  
Master was th ink ing  of p reparing  a choir one thousand strong 
to sing the jubilee mass he interjected: Oh no, that is no t  
enough: there must be at least two thousand , .an d  there m ust 
be a good n u m b er  of Patagonians as wrell in the cho ir .’ T h e n  
tu rn ing  to the Parish Priest of Cunico. ‘On that day,’ he said, 
‘to thank ou r  Lady H e lp  of Christians wre shall d r ink  the wine 
from Cunico, and the Patagonians will sample it, too.’ A nd he 
insisted on having a formal promise on this point. Before taking 
leave he blessed a few pious objects and when we asked him to 
bless all present and absent, he was deeply moved, tears coming 
into his eyes and into ours as well."

On August Kith, Don Bosco’s b irthday, most cordial g reet­
ings were sent to him from all parts of the world and ano ther
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deputa tion  from the com m unity  and  boys of the O ratory  arrived 
for that  purpose at Lanzo. All these family events and above 
all the pathetic sight of the wearied Saint whose strength was 
visibly failing left a deep impression on the novice’s mind.

Father Del Favero rem em bers that  on one of those days he 
and  B rother Andrew went for a walk with two or three oL the 
senior students. O ne  of them  noticing how frail and  tired  the 
young b ro th er  looked ven tu red  to rem arked that it was 
unwise to work too hard, that one should spare oneself and  
prolong o n e ’s life. Andrew  would not agree. “T h e  Lord,” he 
said, “m igh t call us at any m inu te ;  would you have us to ru n  
the risk of appearing  before h im  empty-handed? No; we m ust 
work and keep on working. Look at Don Bosco, how much • 
lie has done and still does, no tw iths tand ing  his advanced age 
and weakness. And shall we, young and full of life, take things 
easy?” W e m ust no t forget these words. T h ey  provide the 
key to the rest of the narrative.

Un reserved and final offering

On Septem ber 23rd, A ndrew  started his re treat in p repara­
tion for his profession. T h is  was to be not the usual temporary 
one for th ree  years, bu t  final and perpetual. Don Bosco had 
promised to go to Foglizzo for the ceremony b u t  increasing 
weakness made the journey impossible. H e  arranged that the 
novices should come to Valsalice for their profession and  there 
A ndrew  m ade his vows into the hands ol his Father.

T h a t  his offering of himself to G od was unreserved an d  
final may be surmised from a confidence which he made at that 
time to his Superior.

O ne Sunday, in July, the feast of St. Mary Magdalene, there 
had  been a solemn procession in the village and the novices had 
been asked to take part in it. Andrew  was given the oflice of
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cross-bearer. As he, carrying his Cross, was walking at the head 
of the procession, an in terio r voice seemed to speak to him: 
“Andrew, can you bear the Cross with Me?” It was' only a 
vague in tim ation , yet sufficiently clear as to p rom pt the im m e­
diate reply: “Yes, if You give me grace.”



Pii e i deal student

V ALS AL ICK is a pleasant little village lying, hall hidden 
amongst sycamores and poplars, on the gentle slope ol one 
of the many hills overlooking the city of T urin. T h e  Sale 

sians had for some years conflic ted  a College there for the educa­
tion of the sons of noblem en. T h is  had been undertaken  at an 
urgent request ol the A rchbishop of T u r in .  But it had onlv 
been a tem porary arrangem ent and  in 1887 it was decided that 
the College should be tu rn ed  into a s tudenta te  for the growing 
Congregation. I'll ere had been difficulties with regard to this 
change, as a new sem inary on the city borders was bound  to 
rouse hostility in anticlerical circles, bu t  the Saint had brushed 
aside every objection saying: "Do not fear, I am going to be 
the guard ian  of the place myself. ” T h e  m eaning of these 
mysterious words was made clear the following year when, a lter  
the death of Don Bosco, Yalsalice was unexpectedly chosen as 
his burial-place. T he new' s tuden ta te  was to be also a T ra in in g  
College for Salesiau teachers. T h e  need of properly certificated 
teachers was most urgent and the Saint had asked his young 
Salesians in addition  to their  philosophical studies to equip  
themselves for a teaching 'diploma as this was the only way to 
satisfy Governm ent requirem ents.  T h e  G overnm ent authorities  
however, let it be said in passing, were not particularly  gratified 
by the zeal of the Saint, fust previously a C ab inet Minister in 
a conversation with Don Bosco had said jestingly but pointedly : 
"W e do indeed appreciate your work, Don Bosco, b u t  we have
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one serious complaini against you. Yon are tu rn in g  ou t  too 
m any priests and too many professors. T h e  Saint laughed 
and-re to rted  in his own characteristic way. " T o o  many priests? 
But this is a flattering com plim ent.  What general, glorying in 
his spurs, would not attract as many recruits as possible to march 
and  fight, u n d e r  his banner? A nd with regard to the too many, 
professors it is the G overnm ent that deserves the blame for com ­
pelling poor  Don Bosco to send his young men to the U n i­
versity.

O t h e r  heroes

The staff of the new College could not have been better 
chosen. T h ey  were all very young, extremely able and  en th u ­
siastic. Most of them were destined later on to leave their 
mark., in the Congregation. T h e  teacher of philosophy, 
Fr. Varvello, was to a tta in  renown as the au th o r  of a well-known 
text-book of philosophy and the writer  o f 'various  philosophical 
publications. In charge of the scientific and mathematical 
departm en t was Marco Nasso, in whom one could hardly tell 
whether frailty of body or tenacity of will was the greater. H e 
also was to distinguish himself as a com piler of a Manual of 
A lgebra and H igher  mathematics. It was he that as prefect 
of studies with his broad  vision and  dogged perseverance, 
b rough t  the studies to such high level of excellence that in later 
years the G overnm ent Inspectors (in those days u n d e r  the 
control of freemasonry) were com pelled by public op inion to 
recom m end the College for state recognition. (1)

(1) Fr. Nasso belongs, to the gallant band of heroic Salcsians who delicate 
in body but strong in soul died com paratively young, victim of a disease th a t 
in (hose days was always fatal.
' • As" a box he was very dear lo St. |o h n  Box o. I- r. Boyton in " th e  Blessed 
F riend  o f you III " w rites: "O ne da\ a serious looking lad dogged Hon Bosco’s 
steps in the Valdoeeo O ratory yard. Finally Don ’Bosco nnticcd him. “You 
t-\yish to - speak with rtic, my son?" "V e s-Father. .I should like to give you .a  
present, which 1 hope will please you."
“W hat is the gift. ? "
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I lie Classical studies too were in good hands. Fr. C arino  
was a scholar and his greek g ram m ar and  various commentaries 
were to ru n  in to  several editions. Finally Fr. O ttonello  should 
also be m entioned. H e  was professor of Italian l i te ra tu re  an d  
he is well know n for a p o p u la r  com m entary  on Dante's 
Commedia. M ie  adm irab le  devotion of these young Salesians, 
their  w holehearted co-operation with the ir  Superior in a com ­
mon effort to make tiie ven tu re  a success, makes one of the 
finest chapters ol the early history of the Congregation.

V

A dm irab l e  exa m p le  ! . . .

I here is a story of Fr. C arino , the Greek professor, being 
asked by Fr. Barberis to replace ad tem pus the teacher of 
m athematics who was on the sick list. “W ould  you m in d ” 
Fr. Barberis said one day, “ try ing your hand  at teaching 
mathematics? It will only be for a few weeks.” It was ra ther 
a terrifying request for the (¿reek scholar, b u t  eventually no t 
w ithout a sigh he said: “ Well, Father, I will do my best.” One 
day, so the story goes 011 to say, the extem pore  mathem atician  
was trying to elucidate on the blackboard  a ra the r  in tiica te  
problem. After a lengthy and  laborious explanation  lie tu rned  
to his audience and asked them: “Well, my young men, did you 
understand?” “N ot a bit  of it"  they replied in chorus. “N either

"H ere," said the boy, standing on ihe tip toe with outstrechcd arms and u p tu rn ­
ed face: "H ere. Don Bosco, is the gift. I want to give myself to you from now on 
that you will keep me good always."

“My son (said the priest) you could not have m ade a more acceptable gift. 
G ladly I accept you, bu t not for myself, but to offer and consecrate you to 
o u r dear L ord .”

T he  lad was Marco Masso. He never w ithdraw  the gilt. H aving joined lite 
Salesians when still very young he spent all his life al Valsalice as teacher and 
prefect of studies. After some, tim e his health broke down and he had to be 
confined to his room. But though no longer able to teach (he could only 
speak in whispers) he continued from his invalid’s chair to guide and control 
the sem inary studies bringing them to a very high excellence. He died as lie 

j iv e d  (1920) w ith great sim plicity and  serenity of m ind. We shall meet o ther 
heroes of the same stam p in this biography which incidentally  is intended to 
give an idea of the heroic spirit not only of a m an b u t of a whole generation
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did I" was the quick re tort ol ilie teacher as lie threw u p  his 
hands in despair. But that adm irab le  exam ple of self forget­
fulness is still rem em bered  and still inspires the young genera- 
tion. In such environtneiu it was easy to realise with what 
a rd o u r  Andrew threw himself into his studies. T h e  teachers 
however were ra ther exacting in their demands. Being all 
young and specialists it was only hum an that they should expect 
the students to have a preference for their  special subject. 
Consequently, it was difficult to satisfy them. All adm it that 
Andrew Beltrami succeeded in the task. Andrew 's natura l  bent 
was in the direction of liierature: yet he applied  himself with 
ihe samr intensity to all the subjects indiscriminately. O ne of 
his com panions rem em bers him playing excitedly at one of the 
usual games and d u r in g  a pause taking out. of his pocket a slip 
of paper; he was revising some geometrical formulae.

T o  satisfy his tutors he had often to sacrifice his personal 
views. T h e re  were keen discussions in those days between 
purist and romanticists. I he professor of lite ra ture  was a 
stickler for purism and the- oldei methods, and was most exact 
ing as to the wa\ oi. w ritting  essays. Not everybody shared his 
views but Andrew never swerved an inch from his teacher’s 
principles and directions.

Singleness of purpose

His spiritual notes of this t ime reveal what was his gu id ing  
motive in his s tudies1 “ 1 will im itate  our fa ther Don Bosco in 
the scrupulous use of time. Scholastic duties will always come 
first. I will indulge in  no reading, even of spiritual books, before 
my daily lessons are thoroughly  prepared. I will also avoid 
waste of energy by excessive eagerness.-’ Fr. Piscetta comments 
on his singleness of purpose. " H e  attended to his studies ou t  
of obedience. Î can tru ly  say that eve« in those years he had 
no other motive b u t  G o d ’s glorv and the desire to fit himself to 
do good to souls.”



G G LU E OF FR. ANDREW BËLTRAM1

Fr. O ttonello  always saw in Andrew Beltrami the ideal 
student. “ 1 did not know wlia' m ore to adm ire in h im  w hether 
his brill iant intelligence or his great hum ility . Me was pas­
sionately fond of Dante. But it was not merely splendour of 
form that he saw in this masterpiece : he tried to in terp re t  it 
in the light of ascetical and  theological principles, which, inci­
dentally, is the only way to study that great m ind  with profit. 
At my suggestion Andrew d u r in g  that year read the T reatise  on 
the l .ove of God by St. Francis de Sales. H ow well he took 
in his teaching. It was rem arkable  how at his age (he was only 
18) lie could assimilate so well the ideas of the Saint.”

He showed 110 less /cal in the study of the natura l  sciences. 
T o  an in tim ate  friend lie later wrote: “ I always found great 
delight in the study of physical sciences. T hey  certainly helped 
.me to m editate  with profit on the power and wisdom of G od .” 
It  stands-to the credit ol the Yalsalice professors that as faithful 
disciples of St. John Bosco they sought in their  teaching to blend 
the na tu ra l  with the supernatural  and took every opportun ity  
to lift the m ind  of their pupils tó God, the Scientiarum Dom inus.  
For the same reason, and as an an tido te  against the fascination 
of hum anistic  studies, the students were advised not to neglect 
the private study of C h r i s t i a n  l i terature. It is 011  record that 
Bro. Beltrami d u r in g  his t im e at Yalsalice learnt by heart large 
portions of St. Luke's Gospel and of the letters of St. Paul, and 
this by taking advantage of the short intervals which divide 
one duty  from another, an excellent hab it  that he had formed 
at Lanzo. W e are not surprised then il we are told, that by the 
m iddle of the year lie was ready to sit for the elementary school 
teacher's diploma, in which he succeeded brilliantly.

" * . * '•‘s 
Like plas t ic  clay

More marvellous still was the fact that, in spite of such 
intense and distracting activity, his sp iritual life instead of 
suffering loss, as usually happens, was moving towards a h igher 
level. Fr. Barberis tells the secret: “ H e had mastered the art
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of m aking a good m editation. Ig n i tu m  eloqu ium  tu u m  et servus 
tuus d ilex it  i l lud  veh em en te r . . .H e  loved exceedingly the word 
of God. It so inflamed his soul that d u ring  the whole day his 
in ten tion  was always directed to God."

T h is  desire for greater generosity in G o d ’s service became 
noticeably m ore intense after the death of Don Bosco in Janu* 
ary of that year. W ith  many of his com panions he had been 
privileged to see for a few m om ents rhe dying Saint and  kiss 
his fatherly hand  for the last time. T h e  sight of his heroic 
father, of that  body broken with labours and now struggling 
for breath, of his face drawn with suffering and  yet beautifully  
calm and serene, had moved him deeply and his soul had  been 
roused to a new determ ina tion  to dedicate his life to a great 
purpose, to model it after the heroic lile of his spiritual father. 
These aspirations find their  ou tle t  in a letter to his m other  and 

to a greater ex tent in one to his Spiritual Director. T o  his 
m other immediately after the Sain t’s death he writes: “ I have 
now only one desire: to become a less unw orthy  son of such a 
Father." T o  his Spiritual Director, in a le tter which he wrote 
after pro tracted  prayer, he reasserts his unshaken resolution to 
su rrender  himself to his guidance w ithou t reserve. H e wants 
to be in his hands like plastic clay in the hands of a modeller. 
Let him  handle the clay as he thinks best. “ It is o u r  Lady”—he 
says — "who has im planted  in my heart such a desire for my 
sanctification, f have repeatedly besought her to on lighten me 
as to the way of becoming a Saint—and to enlighten you also 
that you m ight help me in my undertak ing ."

A permiss ion  which was never  granted

Fliese were no empty aspirations, no mere expressions of 
a youthful and unpractical idealism. Fr. Barberis, had he 
noticed such danger, would immediately have w arned him. ft 
has been wisely said tha t  there is no th ing  so dangerous as to 
lostev ail em otion and then allow ii to evaporate and spend 
itself before it issues into action. Such squandering  of valuable



energy always weakens the soul. Bro. Andrew was always fear­
ful that such m igh t he the case with him. His searching. . • - Ö
examinations of conscience led him  to think that he was slow 
in utilizing- the many graces he was continually  receiving. “A 
sermon which he once heard  on this subject, says Fr. Barberis, 
let a m arked impression upon his mind. T h e  text was ‘agonizare 
Jrro anima Ina’: namely that we must be prepared to ‘wrestle 
for the good of the soul' and if need be, ‘usque a({ sangu inem ’ 
(un to  shedding of blood). H e  though t  he had not acquired  

sufficient mastery over himself and asked for permission to make 
extraordinary  mortifications. A permission which, of course, 
was never gran ted  h im .” Fr. Barberis w ould now and then 
po in t a warning finger to the little book of the Salesian Rule 
or to the picture of Don Bosco in front of him ; he would then 
say with q u ie t  emphasis: "“T h is  is what is to help you to become 

.a  s a in t :  and that is your model. Fac hoc et. vives. (Do this 
and you shall live.) And as to external penances and crosses, 
obedience and com m unity  life will supply them in plenty .”

Bro. Andrew's spiritual notes of this time reflect how he 
completely entered  into the views of his Spiritual Father. H e 
has now only one desire, to become a saint by the exact obser­
vance of the religious Rule. “ Oh. that my ways were well 
gu ided  to the keeping of T h y  laws!” we read in his note book. 
A nd o ther beautifu l aspirations from Ps. 118 follow: "Blessed 
are they who keep His decrees. On T h y  decrees I avì 11 ponder, 
T h y  paths I will regard. I r u n  the way of T h y  com m andm ents: 
for T h o u  widenest my heart .” indeed  G o d ’s Holy Will is the 
only thing lovable and  the only true  source of joy. Bro. A ndrew  
had reached the stage when loyalty was tu rn ing  into love, the 
goal of religious perfection. His superiors and  companions 
agree that by this time Bro. A n d rew ’s obedience and  poverty 
were already those of a perfect religious. O ne  of them writes: 
"I once though t that the stories of obedience which one reads 
m Rodriguez, as, for instance, the story of the m onk who cuts 
short” a “syllable at the sound of the bell, were to be relegated to 
the realm of the fairy talcs, the reflection of a sanctity no longer

G(S Ì.IFÈ Ol' FR. ANDREW BÈL I RAM 1



TH E  IDEAL STUDENT 69

practicable. I was disabused when I watched the perfection of 
Bro. A n d rew ’s obedience.” His spirit of poverty was not less 
admirable; he evidently loved it as an infallible way of being 
conform able to our  Blessed Lord. In those years if one was in 
need of a cassock for ord inary  daily wear he was asked to pick 
out one in the w ardrobe where all disused cassocks found their 
way. Fr. Fascie rem em bers  Bro. A ndrew  wearing- a cassock so 
ungainly, of such strange cut and so shabby, as to b r ing  to m ind  
the p icture of one of those w retched beggars who feed on the 
table crumbs. He evidently had chosen a cassock which every­
body had discarded as past wearing.

" A n d  left i m  m i r / a l l i n j ”

How he carried out the maxim ‘think well <>1 .all, speak well 
of a ll’ is shown by this conversation which one of his companions, 
Alessandro Aureli,  left on record.
A.— “ Have you heard the latest? So and So (a well-kn >wn 

Salesian) has Ieh the Congregation.”
B.—was silent.
A.—“Well what do you th ink abou t  the whole affair? Don't, you 

th ink  it really a scandal?"
B.—“ 1 am afraid 1 have no opinion to offer. T h is  is the busi­

ness of the Superiors who alone are acquainted  with the 
facts.”

A.— (sarcastically) “ I see you d o n ’t like to com m it yourself;
you talk like the Fathers  of the desert. Come, let me have 
a more hu m an  reply.”

B.— "W h at  do you m ean by hum an  reply? Do you m ean an
u n fa ir j u dgemen t? ’ ’

A.— “Well, what's a tongue for?”
B.— “Ves. and  what does St. James say abou t  the sins of the

tongue.- You know that there are erases in which .silence 
is golden. '’

A.— “Come, Brother, let us have silver just for once. Wlíat 
do you really th ink of this m an?”
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1̂ .— "W ell, if you wish to know my m ind  about the whole 
business here it is. A religions vocation is a signal grace 
which one should treasure up  with great care. And at 
times God permits a fall even in a m an who is not really 
unw orthy  in order that we ourselves may realise the deli­
cacy necessary in o u r  service in relig ion.”

A.— "In  o ther  words you justify a desertion .”
B.— "I did not say that. T h e re  is a difference between desert­

ing  the Congregation and  leaving it."
A.— "A clever distinction indeed. 1 see you are a philosopher.

But are you not qu ibb ling?”
B.— "I beg your pardon. My distinction is q u i te  .obvious.

By deserting the Congregation one does som ething dis­
h onourab le  and worthy of reproof before God. But 
leaving the Congregation does not always imply guilt. 
Don Bosco, as you know, advised more than one to leave 
the C ongregation.”

A.— B ut now stop beating about the bush and frankly tell m e :  
d id  So ancl So leave or desert the Congregation ?

B.— “Ah. that is just what I don 't know :-ancl  it is not a fair
question to a s k . . . . ’’

" T h e  sound ol the bell in te rrup ted  the conversation"— 
comments A ure li— “and left me m arvelling at the spirit of 
charity and  prudence of this v irtuous Salesian.”

Any one who has followed carefully this little dialogue and  
has been able to read between the lines must have come to the 
conclusion that the uprightness of this young cleric, his u n ­
question ing  loyalty, his zeal, could not always escape criticism 
in certain circles.

Of  the  he ro ic  mould

T h is  in fact happened  ancl it was a sore trial to him. H e 
was aware of such criticism : in his hum ili ty  he put the blame 
on himself (though there was no reason for it), suffered in 
silence and  prayed for those who had m isunderstood his in ten ­
tions. B ut the critics were negligeble in n u m b er  and when
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the last word was said this was invariably one of wistful admira- 
ra tion  for the exemplary religious. Once when in a g roup  an 
unfavourable rem ark  had been passed on what was considered 
an excessive delicacy of conscience one present finally voiced 
the general feeling by concluding: “All the same, would that 
the Congregation had many Salesians like Andrew B eltram i.’’ 
Was not this a spontaneous though unconscious admission that 
the young Salesian was of the heroic mould? and that a religious 
Society cannot be w ithou t suclj men ?

Fr. Ceria. his fellow student at Valsai ice, remarks: “T h e re  
is a snare in which even the most fervent are apt to fall. It is 
that subtle sort of vanity which betrays the unconscious feeling 
that you are be tte r  than others. Bro. Andrew, 1 can say with 
all sincerity, was free from such misery. Every Friday evening 
I used to join him in the customary spiritual talk and I was 
always edified by the unassuming wav in which he con tribu ted  
his share in the conversation. Far from m a k i n g  show ol his 
piety he ra ttier played the role of one who prefers to listen be­
cause he wants to learn."

But there was in the eyes of all one unm istakable proof 
that his v ir tue  was of no showy metal. It: was well know n that 
wnenevcr it was a question of offering oneself for work and  of 
giving one's best, energy, time or talent, for the benefit of the 
com m unity , A ndrew  Beltrami always took the lead. T h is  
became particularly  evident d u r in g  his last year at Valsalice 
when still a s tuden t he a vas asked to tearh philosophy to a section 
of his companions. T h e  devotedness with which he fulfilled his 
task and the unstin ted  help which he gave to his pupils, espe­
cially the backward ones, are the com m ent of all in words which 
are warm and  enthusiastic.

This extra work did  not prevent him  from sit ting  at the 
end of the year for ano ther  public  exam ination, the " l i ten /a  
liceale”—Which corresponds more or less to  the English In te rm e­
diate, and Am erican B. A., leading to the University. As in 
previous exam inations he came off brilliantly.



A Holy friendship

A s triking characteristic of the  life of Fr. Beltrami was his r ich ­
ness in friendships. Of a rden t tem peram en t and  of affectio­
nate disposition he longed for the in tim ate  familiarity of 

k indred  souls who would share his loyalties and  ideals. As a hoy 
at O m egna he had m ade close friends: at Lanzo and at Foglizzo he 
formed new  friendships and  ii is chiefly, to those friends that 
we are indebted  for m uch of ou r  in form ation  about him. O ne 
of these friends is Prince Augustus Czartoryski, who had just 
by that t im e jo ined the Salesian Congregation. As he too died 
in the od o u r  of sanctity and  his name is on the list of the 
Salesian Causes of Beatification it will not be ou t  of place to 
give a short sketch of his edifying life.

" T h y  sons will co m e  f r om  a f a r ”

A ugustus C’zartoryski was born  in Paris 011 August 2, 185K 
the son of Prince Ladislaus and  Princess Amparo, daugh ter  oí 
the Q ueen  of Spain, Maria Cristina. T h e  child gave soon great 
promise of virtue, thanks chiefly to the deep influence of his 
saintly m other  who, alas, died when lie was only six years old. 
Augustus received a complete classical and  scientific education at 
the Charlem agne Liceo in Paris where he  carried off several prizes. 
Fr. Grill S. J. p repared him carefully for his first C om m union  
which his fa ther desired he should receive with some solemnity 
in the crypt of the Parish C hurch  of Sieniavah, the family



A HOLY FRIENDSHIP

buria l  piare, indeed it would s e e m  th a t  after his first m eeting 
with oui T.ord. the boy's heart began to feel increasingly drawn 
to heavenly things; all the diversions which society had in s to ir  
lor a yòung man oí his rank had no a ttraction tor  him. He 
loved travelling b u t  chiefly for the sake of visiting the most 
celebrated sanctuaries of Poland, France. Spain and  Italy. Some 
time spent in the brilliant court of M adrid as guest of his cousin 
Alfonso XII did not seem to change his religious inclinations. 
T h e  decision of his tu to r  to leave the world and to don the 
coarse habit of a C arm elite  m ade a p rofound impression upon 
him and  tu rned  his m ind  in the same direction. l orn between 
the desire for a h igher lile and the solicitations of his family 
who in tended him for a bril l ian t career in the world, his soul 
went through a long period of doub t an d  uncertainty. One 
day, as he himself related, d u r in g  Holy C o m m u n io n  he heard 
an in terio r  voice saying: " D o n ’t be anxious. In due  time I 
will send you one who will be the guide of your soul.”

In 1883 Don Bosco was in Paris and the whole city was 
stirred by his presence and his words. O ne  day he was invited 
to say Mass in the private chapel of the Gzartoryski family and 
Augustus secured the privilege of serving the Mass. O n  that 
occasion the in terio r voice spoke again: “T h is  is the gu ide I have 
provided for you.” T h e  mysterious in tim ation was made clearer 
when at the ensuing reception the Saint fastened his eves on the 
young Prince and said: "I have desired to meet you for a long 
t im e.” From that mom ent an irresistible attraction, one might 
say a fascination, drew the Prince towards the F ounder ol the 
Salesians. W henever in his travels he passed through T u r in  
he stopped to pay Don Bosco a visit: he perform ed no im p o r­
tant action w ithout his adv ice. . Every year he spent a full week 
in T u r in  and it was touching to see the noble Prince in the 
church of Mary H e lp  of Christians jo in ing  the boys and the 
com m unity  at prayer. T h e  piety and  joyous»spirit of the O ra ­
tory cast a spell on him. h was on one of these long visits that 
he acquain ted  the Saint with his long felt desiré of em bracing 
the priesthood. Don Bosco advised him to d rop  the idea and
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to fall in with the views of his fa ther who was anxious that he 
should settle down to m arr ied  life and  take charge of the manage­
m ent of the family estate. T w ice  did the Prince try to comply 
with the Sain t’s suggestions, b u t  w ithout success. Society life 
d id  not interest him and  the in terio r  call was as insistent as ever. 
T h e  long trial came finally to an end in 1887 when d u r in g  a 
re treat at T u r in  the Saint told h im  that lie could now safely 
follow the divine inspiration. But when the Prince asked to be 
adm itted  to the Salesian Society he was told that owing to his 
feeble health and refined upbring ing  the Salesian Congregation 
was not m eant for him. 'The Prince insisted and  the Saint 
finally concluded that only a com m and of the Pope w ould  make 
h im  change his m ind. T h e  Prince went straight to Rome where 
Leo XIII.. after some reflection, gave his consent. “You can tell 
Don Bosco that 1 approve of your decision. H e will raise no 
more obstacles. Don Bosco never acts contrary to the Pope’s 
desires.”

A nd so the Prince after having also obtained, though not 
without difficulty, his fa ther’s consent, at the age of 27, crossed 
the threshold  of the Salesian O ratory  to try his religious voca­
tion. Six m onths later he received the religious habit  from 
Don Bosco himself in the C hurch  of Mary H elp  of Christians. 
It was an unforge table ceremony. A nothei Pole, a Frenchm an 
and  an Englishman received the habit  together with him. Don 
R ua preached the sermon and  took as his text the words of 
Isaias : "Filii tui de longe v e n ie n t ' ’ (T hy  sons w ill 'com e from 
afar.) T h e  Saint was visibly moved and the ceremony so 
fatigued him that he had to be helped to his room. T h e  new  
novice started his novitia te at. Valsalice. His spirit of m o rt i­
fication in adap ting  himself w ithout any exceptions to the 
dem ands of- the com m on life, particularly  hard  in those days, 
.is still rem em bered  as well-nigh heroic. 

f„ *• . * .»
W i t h  kindred soul

Bro. A ndrew had already met the Prince at Fogli zzo some 
m onths previously b u t  it was at Valsalice that they formed that
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fr iendship which was lo last until death parted  them. In tru th  
the superiors hot only approved the friendship but encouraged 
it. Don Augusto (as now henceforth the Prince will be called) 
was natura lly  shy and  reserved and, on account also oí his age 
and social rank, the clerics at Valsalice were not inclined to 
associate with him  easily. Andrew saw at once the opportun ity  
of doing an act of charity and whenever he saw h im  alone he 
offered to keep him company. T h e  desire of learn ing  foreign 
tongues, which Don Augustus spoke with a certain fluency, 
provided a fu r the r incentive.

O ne can easily imagine what was the subject of their con­
versations. Don Augusto was then in the first fervour of his 
new life and though at times he did not disdain to speak of his 
travels and of his experiences he preferred topics on religious 
life or on anyth ing  connected with the Congregation.

Don Boco’s way of hol iness

Yet. we must not th ink for a m om ent tha t  the two young 
religious sought to penetrate  into the secrets of the \a r ious  
schools of ascetica! and mystical theology.

T h e  way of holiness which Don Hosco had left as a her it ­
age to his sons was direct and simple. H e asked his Salesians 
to live in God's presence, to work for His glory an d  to draw 
strength in the ir  work from the love of the Eucharist and  of 
ou r  Lady. In later years he used to urge with particu la r  in ­
sistence love of the Sacred H ear t  as revealed in the Blessed 
Sacrament. It has been well rem arked  that in the developm ent of 
the Salesian apostolato* such as we see it in the life of D on Bosco, 
the Im m acula te  Conception was the m orning  star, O u r  Lady 
H elp  of Christians the noon day sun, while the Sacred H eart  
il lum ined  its twilight. Indeed the a rdour with which St. John 
Bosco propagated this devotion in his last, years is not sufficiently 
known. After having bu il t  at the cost of much sacrifice a
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magnificent church in Rom e in h o n o u r  of tlie Sacred Heart, old 
as he was, he was still consum ed by the desire of doing some­
thing m ore to spread His devotion. W e read that one day 
in 18<S7 as he was travelling in Spain his m ind  could not dis­
miss the subject. “ Now that the church in Rom e is com pleted"
— he kept on saying to himself— “what m o je  shall I do for the 
Sacred H eart?’1 A n d  an in ter io r  voice replied: “T ib i  dabo! 
'l ibi Dabo!” W hat could  these words mean?

T h e i r  m eaning  became clear a few days afterwards when 
in Barcelona at a big Catholic gathering  a depu ta tion  of Sale­
sman Co-operators asked the Saint to accept a property  named 
Tibi Dabo  on the hill overlooking the city for the purpose of 
bu ild ing  a Shrine there in h o n o u r  ol the Sacred H eart .  I'he 
holy man, rem em bering  the voice, could not restrain his tears.

T h e  mem ory of this and of o ther marvellous facts oí the 
life of the Saint, of his p rophetic  missionary dreams, of his dying 
recom m endations, was enough to keep b u rn in g  at Valsai ice, the 
place where now lie rested, the flame of a fervent spirituality  
an d  ardent missionary zeal. T h a t  we a r e . no t exaggerating is 
proved by many heroic pioneers and missionaries which Val sa­
lice gave to the Congregation.

Down the  shady lanes

Don Augusto could confirm what A ndrew was saying by a 
personal reminiscence. H e had once asked the Saint to advise 
h im  about the special devotions which as a Salesian should seek 
to adopt. “C oncentra te  on one devotion" the Saint said, 
“Seek losing union with the Sacred Heart who lives a life of 
love for us in the blessed Sacrament." Don Augusto thought 
this a wonderful and simple way of living the unitive life, about 
which so much is said in ascetica! books. On o ther  occasions 
the ir  subject of conversation would be o u r  Lady and the best 
means of honouring  and im ita ting  Her. One of these means
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was living in trustful dépendance upon Her. according- to the 
i Methods of St. G rignon. a practice often explained and recom ­
m ended by Fr. Barberis.

It is refreshing to think ol these two fervent young Salesians 
talking passionately abou t  God and  His Blessed M other as they 
walked quietly  up and  down the shady lanes of Valsai ice whilst 
the rest of the clerics, a few yards away, gave free rein to their 
exuberan t  spirits in the most lively and strenous of games. T h e  
scene was highly symbolic. It symbolised the Saint’s ideal of a 
saiesian house: a house in which intensity of active life is b eau ti­
fully b lended with intensity of piety.

C o m p an io n  and guard ian  angel

At the end of the year Don Augusto, already in indifferent 
health was sent to Penango for a change of air. It was arranged 
that Andrew should share his company and it was his business 
to look after the novice, to encourage him to take walks and 
exercise. He did his task as el 1 and early in the m orn ing  both 
would be seen on the ir  way to the vineyard where they had been 
told to eat grapes to their h ea r t ’s content.

But it was on the following year that tlicit intimacy became 
closest. Don Augusto had  been ill again and had been sent to 
Lan/.o to recuperate. Bro. Andrew was again depu ta ted  to be 
his companion and guard ian  angel. For two m onths he was 
always at his side: he accompanied him in his walks and  drives, 
shared his meals, read to h im  and  even rendered  the ord inary  
and  special services which only a devoted infirmarian could give. 
Above all he helped  h im  to make the best of his m alady and  to 
tu rn  it in to  a means of spiritual elevation. W e are told  that 
1 r. Fabei s “A li  for Jesus" was their  favourite book ol spiritual 
reading. H ad  the English O ra iorian  still been living how glad 
he would have been to know that his en ligh ten ing  pages on the 
'spirit of o b la t io n ’ served to sanctify two young sons of St. Jo h n  
bosco. Bro. Andrew  wrote in those days: "W e agreed to offer
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o u r  food. rest, recreation, walks, medicines, everything in un ion  
with our Lord's actions, sure that they would share His infinite 
merit..” Once they were talking abou t  Don Bosco and of how. 
although often seriously indisposed, he never thought of asking 
(»od for relief. Don Augusto resolved there and then to imitate 
him. He was sleeping in the same room  used once by the Saint 
and  that gave him much consolation. T h e  Prince was inclined 
lo be scrupulous and Andrew was adm irab le  in suggesting to 
him acts of confidence in God. In a letter to Don Rua, he writes: 
' Don Augusto is now more calm and serene. W e have often 
m ade the offering of ou r  life to o u r  Lord and the renewal of 
o u r  vows. His favourite aspiration is : Fiat voluntas T u a .” In  
a subsequent letter he says: “T h e  day after to-morrow we shall 
keep Don A ugusto’s feast. W o u ld  it not be nice if you could come 
and  take part in a little ‘festa’ which wre are a rranging  for him ?” 
T h is  last suggestion is a welcome hum an  note on which it is 
pleasant to linger. Indeed would these two young Salesians 
hi.'ve been true  sons of the ir  Father had they failed to value these 
little joys of family life?

Some time afterwards Don Augusto was ordered  by the doc­
tors to the Riviera and Bro A ndrew  was free to join his com ­
panions again at Yalsalice. Fr. Piscetta, speaking of Bro. Andrew  
at this time, says : " T h e  devotion and self abnegation of this 
cleric only 18 years old, at an age when a young m an feels so 
keenly the attraction  for study, recreation and  genial com panion­
ship, has always struck me as worthy of greatest adm ira tion .”



Salesian Educator

H IS course of philosophy ended, Bro. Beltrami was detailed 
to jo in  the staff a t Foglizzo as teacher of classics. T h e  a p ­
poin tm ent made him not a little anxious as he considered the 

task far beyond his capacity but a word from his superior that he 
should banish hesitations and undertake the work ‘in D om ino’ 
soon pu t  him at ease.

Actually his duties were no t as simple as those of an ordinary  
hacher .  He was to share the supervision, a t tend  to his theolo­
gical studies and on top of that he was’ to st udy for a University 
degree. H ow a young m an just 19, far from robust, could  be 
expected to p u t  his heart  in to  such variety of activities is one of 
die marvels of those days. As the phrase went, “one had to m u l­
tiply h imself;“ bu t the example of Don Bosco and of Don Rua 
was infecting and  nobody saw anyth ing  ex traord inary  in so doing. 
O u r  adm ira tion  increases when we see the principles which 
governed all such m anifold activities. Bro. Andrew  determ ined  
above all to be a teacher according to the ideals of Don Bosco. 
H i s 'pupils’ progress, both literary and moral, would be the in ­
terest which was to be uppermost in his m ind. His personal 
aspirations, his individual tastes, his a ttraction  for literary studies, 
which we know, am oun ted  to a passion, were to be wholly sub­
servient to the higher good, that of his pupils and of the Congre-
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His teaching before  all else

“ Bro. Belt rami'* says I 1 . V a l le —"had  three duties, each of 
which w ould have stifliccd to engage the activity of one man. 
Accustomed to work in a spirit of faith and obedience, he placed 
his teaching before all else, then his theological studies, and 
lastly his duties as l Tniversity student. ' '

All his pupils are of one accord in praising the thoroughness 
with which he fulfilled his teacher 's  task. O ne  of them writes: 
“ I saw myself with my own eyes the painstaking preparation he 
m ade for his class, the n u m b er  of books he consulted, the copious 
notes he prepared, the pile of exercises he daily c o r r e c t e d . . . . "  
an enorm ous task when one Ls told that his class never num bered  
less than 80 pupils. “ His punctuality ,"  writes another,  “ was 
proverbial. After the first: bell had sounded Bro. Beltrami be­
took himself to the classroom »and there with a book in his hand 
waited at the cut rance for the last bell when he would go in and 
start the lecture immediately. H e was equally exact in conclu­
d ing  the lesson even going to the extent of cu t t in g  a sem em e  
short."’

One day a pupil rec eived one oí his remarks with bad grace 
and  showed resentm ent. T h e  Brother took no notice of the 
disrespectful attitude, asked him to sit down and  proceeded in 
his exposition as though noth ing  had happened. T h e  pupil 
soon realized his mistake and made public  apology. He is now 
a good and  zealous Salesian Missionary. Fr. Fascie, then one of 
his com panions on the staff, comments on the a rdour and e n th u ­
siasm which he b rough t  to his teaching. “ H e had  the gift of 
pouring  his passionate love for knowledge into the minds of his 
pupils." B ut his chief am bition  was to supernaturalize his 
teaching, to vitalize it by perm eating  it with true  Christian spirit. 
O n this subject he kept up a correspondence with one of his 
in tim ate  friends who had asked for his advice and  the benefit 
of his experience. "O f course,” he writes,” one m ust not overdo 
it. O ne must not. tu rn  the class into a church, the  lesson into 
a sermon. Knowledge must be im parted  conscientiously. Yet
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on the o ther h an d  one m ust no t  forget that the teacher's task is 
also and  chiefly to m ould  Christian characters.” T h e  apostolate 
ol good example in recreation he considered just as im p o rtan t  as 
the apostolate in the class. “O u r  pupils  should receive the im ­
pression that we I ear G od and  His com m andm ents  and  that  His 
love is the m ainspring  of all o u r  actions.” His fr iend  was 
Leaching physical science and  Bro. Beltrami envied his lot. He 
thought that teaching such branch of knowledge provided a 
splendid opportun ity  of lifting the minds of his pupils to the 
mysterious Unseen. "Even mathematics, he once wrote, should 
give us such an opportun ity . ' '  T h e n  perhaps th ink ing  he had 
overstepped the m ark he concluded: “ Impossible ? O u r  Lady will 
n ach  you the way how to do it.” O ne may smile at the naive 
enthusiasm of this young Salesiau who relies on O u r  Lady to 
solve the difficult p rob lem  of spiritualiz ing mathematics: yet 
would not Don Bosco have spoken in the same terms? W hen 
c!illicit 11 tasks confronted him and  people m en tioned  the word 
impossible, it was then that the Saint with a gleam in his eyes 
would invariably r e to r t :  “Do not fear. W e will do it. O u r  
Lady will see to it.” And what seemed impossible became a 
reality.

More t h a n  one sneered . . .

It has already been said that Bro. Beltrami d u ring  his 
teaching period was also a University Student. How, it will 
be asked, could I k -  lind time t<> attend  tlu* University lectures? 
Foglizxo was 30 miles away from T u r in  and  travelling in those 
days, done partly by coach and partly by train, entailed much 
l ime and discomfort. Actually he went to T u r in  only once 
;i week, usually on Thursday , his only day free from teaching.
I lis object was to p u t  in a weekly appearance so as to be able to 
.secure the right of sitting far examinations at the end of the 
year. He followed as best as he could the Professor’s explana­
tions by means of notes which he borrowed from o ther students.

O ne of his fellow students writes : “Very often d u ring  w in­
ter lie was unable  to re tu rn  on the same day : he re tu rn ed  by
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an early train on the following m orning. H e would  arrive in 
the house at about eight or half past eight w ithou t  having 
broken his fast. H e went to Holy C om m union  and  then if there 
was t im e he took a little breakfast : for the bell for class went 
at n ine and  he always w anted to be punctual.  T hose  who know 
of the discomfort of travelling in P iedm ont in w in te r  when the 
roads are full of m ud and often covered with snow will have a 
proof of Bro. B eltram i’s fervour and self sacrifice.” A nother 
w ri tes :  “ O ne cold m orn in g  in December 1890, I happened to 
.corue across Bro. Beltrami at Valsai ice as he was re tu rn in g  from 
the University lecture. He struck me as being ra th e r  worried. 
Evidently som ething had happened  which had distressed him. 
U pon my question ing  him  he told me the secret. The Lecturer  
in classical philology had called upon him to explain a certain 
passage set down for study an d  he had to confess, no t without 
a blush, that he w as 'unprepared . It was the first time in his life 
that  he had cut such a sorry figure in the class room. . H e  had 
felt the hum ilia tion  all the more as he had noticed more 
than one sneer in the audience. . ’It was not the sneering 
in  itself that grieved m e,’ he said, ‘bu t the though t that  ̂
1 had brough t disgrace upon the cloth which I wear. On the 
o ther hand^what. could I do ? As you well know I am in  charge 
of nearly a h u ndred  pupils and unless every day I supply them 
with their corrected hom ework there will no t  be much progress.’ 
H e  was in fact carrying a bund le  of papers which he in tended 
to correct in the train  or at odd  intervals anywhere."

The “ wh i te  bear,»

The experience which he gained by m ixing  in University 
circles was in later years to rouse his interest in the spiritual wel­
fare pi the Catholic students whose fa ith  was in serious danger. 
He strongly advocated the idea of a Catholic University Club. 
I l e  urged that the Salesians could not be indifferent to such a 
pressing need. H e  was then already an invalid and  could only 
pray and  plead. B u t  he was n o i  idle. H e  sent for an influential
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Salesian and  prevailed up o n  him  to make himself p rom oter  of 
the project and  not to rest un ti l  it materialised, l i e  thought 
that  Salesian old boys a ttend ing  the University could form the 
nucleus of the fu tu re  Club. It  is freely adm itted  to-day that 
it was chiefly owing to his interest and prayers that the U niver­
sity Catholic C lub  became eventually a happy reality. T h e  C lub 
prospered arid for years kept aloft the b an n er  of Catholic action 
in T u r in  : it p roduced amongst others that fine type of Catholic 
youngm an, the saintly P ie r  Giorgio Frassati.

O ther  impressions have been recorded by his colleagues on 
the teaching staff at Foglizzo. T h e y  are w orth  q u o t t in g  as 
showing that the idea of sanctity and all the abnegation it in ­
volves were constantly dom inating  his mind.

"Fíe never lost a m in u te  of t im e ’ says Fr. Con ell i, then 
professor of philosophy. “ He knew how to work well and  
quickly though unhurr ied ly . Owing to his need of ab u n d an t  
fresh air the windows of his room were always wide open even 
in the cold m onths of Decem ber and  January . Flis ears and  
hands were livid with chilblains. T hese  he en d u red  w ith  a 
smile. W e often chaffed him  about his preference for cold and  
used to call h im  the white bear and o ther similar nicknames. 
T h e  joke did  no t  p u t  him  ou t  and he would jo in  us in laugh­
ing. He used to sign himself ‘W hite  b ea r’ in his notes and  ask 
us to pray that  his soul m ight really grow in grace and  have 
the whiteness of snow.” Fr. CosLa comments on his love of 
poverty. “ It was a passionate love,” he says, “such as one sees 
only in great saints. D u rin g  his last year at Foglizzo Bro. Belt­
ram i wore a clumsy cassock of coarse materia l and  much 
patched. It had belonged to a Polish cleric who had discarded 
it as qu ite  beyond wear. W e used to tease him ab o u t  this 
strange garm ent bu t  he seemed to be fondly attached to it .” 
How much would his bantering  companions, have marvelled 
had they been able to see what was going on in A ndrew ’s soul 
at that time. T h ey  would have understood that the strange 
a ttachm ent to an old coarse patched up cassock was only his 
way of showing his passionate love for O u r  Lord who became
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poor for oui :sake. Saints are indeed  extravagant. But it is 
love of O u r  Lord tha t  drives them to such lengths : they simply 
cannot help it.

The g re a t  t u rnn ing point

But he was never so absorbed in himself as no t  to have an 
eye for the needs of cithers. His pupils remark that lie sought 
every opportun ity  of helping them  at all times of the clay ; the 
backward and  slow could always claim his special attentions.

By this linie lie lost tlie youngest of his sisters. He felt the 
loss very much. Every parting  of this sort was always a wrench. 
W e are rem inded  of T heresa of Lisieux's tender affection for 
her sisters ancl of her painful partings.

By th e  end Of the sum m er term his health gave way again. 
O ne  day in Jtine he became aware that, he had lost some bloocl. 
His superiors immediately arranged that  he-should go to T u r in  
to consult a special ist. T lie  latter dici not diagnose the case as 
serious and advised rest. This he hacl for three m onths at 
Penango on the breezy hills of Monferrato. Upon arrival there 
characteristically lie' asked the Superior whether he could be 
of any use to the com m unity  by taking up some light occupation. 
H e was to ld  to supervise a few boys at recreation and  then later 
to help a boy -by occasional coaching. T h is  boy retains un fo r­
gettable memory of the kindness ancl virtue of his tutor.

In October he felt so well that he offered to resume his 
teaching. For four m onths all went on smoothly. But one clay 
in F e b ru a ry  (it was a bitterly  cold clay) unwisely, most unwisely, 
he t r a v e l le d ' to :T u r in  for his weekly University lecture. T h e  
strain proved too.great and on his re tu rn  lie haci a severe hem or­
rhage and collapsed. He was never to be weil again. -T h e re  
was much sadness 011 that clay at. Foglizzo. Everybody sensed 
that a great calamity had fallen on the com m unity . I t  was 
February. 20th, 1891, the great tu rn in g 'p o in t  of Andrew  Bel­
tram i’s lifer v • '
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The offer  had been accep ted

Someone will probably  ask : could no t the- catastrophy have 
been averted ? Could no t  abundan t nourishm ent,  a m ore p ro ­
tracted rest, have made the young cleric proof against the fatal 
a t tack?  T h is  sounds com m on sense. B u t  the. fact-is that in 
those days, the days of hard beginnings, hum an  prudence was 
n o t  always the deciding criterion. T h e  Society was growing, 
ra p id ly ;  and this growth, like the advance of fron t line troops, 
could not proceed unless risks • were taken. N ot one bu t 
several of those generous pioneers took such risks and went 
down. But there  was never any regret, never any repining. 
It was taken as a m atte r  of course, even regarded as a privilege. 
H ad  not the Founder assured that whenever one of his sons 
should fall through overwork the Society would record a 
t r iu m p h  ?. y

Still in the case of A ndrew  Beltrami even the above would 
not be an adequate explanation. T h e re  arc circumstances a t ten d ­
ing the beg inning  of his illness which seem to po in t to the p re -( 
sence of a factor as mysterious as it was decisive. Fr. Beltrami 
himself gives us the clue in a letter, written some years later, to 
his spiritual director. “T h e  m onths that preceded my illness”
— he wrote — “were m arked by intense fervour, by generous 

resolution, by an unbroken  unton  with G od which no th in g  but 
sleep could  in terrup t .  T h is  union with G od in the m onths  be­
fore my final b reakdow n had reached such an intensity that 1 
though t  I should die . . It is likely that  it was the cause of my ill­
ness. After m edita tion  Ì  was in a state of exhaustion, and this 
was fu r th e r  increased by Holy C om m union  . . .  In  t ru th  iny soul 
had ceased to have any taste for earthly things, even for learning, 
which had always been my passion . . . .  It was clear that the Lord 
was p reparing  m e for this illness. . ."  T o  his form er superior of 
Lanzo who showed concern about his state of health he wrote in 
the same strain  : “Do not be grieved, Father, at my illness. . . . 
I asked for it that  I m ight have an opportun ity  of doing penance 
for my sins in this world where one can suffer with merit. T y
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be candid 1 have no t  asked Lor this par ticu la r  malady as 1 never
i houghi of it. But I have asked for much suffering and the 
Lord granted  my desire in this way.”

T hese  words are really necessary 10  unders tand  that happen­
ed on the 20th of February, 1891. So the explanation of the 
origin of his malady is deeper than the one which a docto r’s 
diagnosis could give. Perhaps we are not far wrong if we con­
clude tha t  the generous young man u n d er  the influence of a 
strong grace had offered his soul to the Divine Purifier and the 
offer had been accepted.



X I I

The Priesthood

B U I '  his superiors w e r e ‘most anxious that A ndrew  should 
give all his a tten tion  to a com plete recovery in health and.
accordingly, no sooner was he well enough to travel, than 

he was ordered  to go to Alassio on the Riviera. There the great 
hearted  Fr. Rocca gave him  the warmest welcome. Bro. A ndrew  
spent only a m onth  at Alassio. Don Augusto Czartoriski then 
convalescing at San Remo, ob ta ined  permission for him first to 
jo in  him at the place where he was staying. T h is  was á model 
Salesian house, provided with every com fort spiritual and 
material,  including  the a tten tion  of a resident doctor.

T h re e  m onths afterwards Bro, A ndrew  followed the Prince 
to Aix le Bains in the invigorating  climate of Savoy. From that, 
resort he wrote to Fr. Bianchi giving a rep o r t  on his health 
which was slowly improving. H is  pupils at Foglizzo were evin­
cing m uch  concern abou t his illness and some had even offered 
the ir  life for his recovery. T h is  news touched him  deeply and  
he felt p rom pted  to do likewise for th em .” I often pray for them 
and  always will : I have often offered my life for them, b u t  
always in accordance with the in ten tion  of my superiors.”

H e was happy at Aix le Bains ; only one th ing  he keenly 
missed — the Holy  T a b e r n a c l e . . . .  “T h is  is indeed a heavy 
sacrifice,” he wrote to a friend. O f the natura l  beauties of the 
m ounta ins  of Savoy, the magnificent panoramas, virginal forests 
and  bleak rocks, their  to rren tia l  cascades, the ir  majestic dawns
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and purp le  sunsets, lie preserved a \ i \ i d  rcm cm b ran cc :  this he 
p u t  011 record later in a b rill ian t page of one of his books. On 
the m ountains  A ndrew  Beltrami always felt lifted anew to God.

O n l y  a t e m p o r a r y  im p r o v e m e n t

At the end of August he left Savoy for T u r in  en rou te  to 
Om egna, his native town, where it was thought the native air 
would greatly benefit his health . “I am better ,” he wrote in  
Septem ber to Fr. Barberis, “ the doctors are qu ite  hopeful. 
Spiritually  too, I feel qu ite  happy. T h e  Parish Priest is a true  
Salesian Superior, who in  confession speaks to me as a religious.”

A visit from Fr. Bianchi brought him  and  his family im ­
mense jov : in fact it helped considerably towards his im prove­
ment.

W ith  the w inter approaching  Bro. A ndrew left Omegna for 
the m ilder climate of Alassio but in the following spring he was 
back again, and  now the improvement was so m arked that he 
was able to give some time to his Theology. But there were 
moments when in his innerm ost soul he knew that this was only 
a tem porary  improvem ent. " T h e  doctors hold out m uch hope, 
but 1 am not excessively optimistic. I am p reparing  for death 
while taking all the remedies prescribed. O u r  L ord  gives me 
a sensible experience of His grace and I feel supremely happy.”

At Foglizzo and  at Valsaliee the students, most of them his 
pupils, were storm ing Heaven for the recovery of this precious 
Salesian. H e was urged to join them  in their  prayers for that 
purpose. “ 1 will con tinue  to pray” he wrote at the time to 
Fr. Barberis “whilst placing myself completely in G o d ’s hands. 
W hen  well enough, 1 give some time to my moral Theology. 1 
will do as you suggest and  join in spirit the clerics at Foglizzo in 
a special Novena to o u r  Lady, asking for an im provem ent in 
my health such, at least, as will unable  m e to receive Holv 
O rders.” Actually his superiors were anxious that as soon as
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possible he should be given the consolation of the sacred priest­
hood, and  to this end, as 18 m onths  were still w an ting  before 
he reached the canonical age, they were arranging to secure the 
requ ired  dispensation. O u r  Lord heard  their  prayers. Andrew  
im proved so m uch that he was able to travel alone to T u r in  where 
in Septem ber he received the Subdiaconate and  soon after the 
Diaconale. Even the hard  winter' m onths of T u r in  d id  not 
h inder  his im provem ent and  he con tinued  the study of Theology 
giving also some time to the prepara tion  of the ceremonies of 
the Mass.

«
T h e  intensity of his in terio r  p repara tion  is evident from 

his correspondence and especially from an in tim ate  note which 
was found  amongst his papers after death. "Sweet Jesus, p re­
pare me for the Holy  Altar. Prepare me for the Holy Priesthood. 
I am in fear and trem bling. 1 am a great sinner. Ego non sum 
innocens,  non habeo virtutes.  G ran t me innocence.” A n d  he 
chose some saints, one for each Order, as his special protectors,

/

The long des i red  day

T h e  long desired day arrived at last. O n  the 8th of J a n u ­
ary 1893, he received the sacred priesthood in the little chapel 
of Don Bosco at the O ra tory  from Mgr. Cagliero who happened  
to be then in Italy. T h e  ceremony was strictly private, only 
a few confreres and his two brothers from Lanzo being present. 
His only regret on that day was that his en tire  family was not 
able to attend. But at his second Mass in the chapel of the 
A ddolorata at Valsai ice his m other also was present. An eye­
witness recalls how m other and son were rad ian t with joy.

T h e  O rd ina tion  card which he chose to m ark the occasion is 
characteristic of him. It bears an image of O u r  Lord amongst lilies 
and lambs and  undernea th  the following words: Sacerdotes Do­
mini  sancti erunt  Deo suo. Alecum benedicite Dom ino  quia sus­
citat a terra inopem ut collocet cum cum principibus  popu l i  su i . 
Fr. Barberis in his biography 'notes with a sense of wistful regret
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tha t  on account of his weakness it was not possible to mark the 
day with music and an aceademy as it is usually done on such 
occasions. But was it not the better  th ing  after all ? F rom  a 
private note which was found later we gather that the new 
priest approached the A ltar in the spirit of Victim, an expiatory 
victim for the sins of th ^ w o r ld .  W o u ld  not the ex ternal expres­
sion of joy have m arred  the sacred intimacy of that sublime self 
immolation ?

For the  poor

T o  the following m onths belongs a short poem, only a few 
stanzas, which Fr. Beltrami wrote for the comfort of his dear 
mother, at that t im e passing th rough  a severe affliction. T h e  
eight unpolished stanzas are decidely a poor literary effort b u t  
their genu ine  insp iration  rem inds us, if not of the lyrics of 
St. John of the Cross at least of the popu lar rhymes of St. Alphon- 
sus. l he them e of the poem is suggested by St. Ignatius well 
known words. “Quam  sordescit Ierra du m  Coelum aspicio” 
(how ugly looks the earth  as I gaze on Heaven). Earthly desires 
no  longer attract h im  : only a share in ou r  L o rd ’s chalice can 
satisfy his soul’s desires.

By the end  of May, upon the doctor’s advice and  also to 
please his parents he betook himself to Omegna. H e now felt 
well enough  to walk every m orn ing  to the nearby C onvent of the 
U rsuline  N uns  where he said Mass to the great consolation and  
edification of those religious. T h ey  still speak of h im  as of a 
second St. Aloysius for the fervour of his devotion.

A nd now that he felt stronger and  was no longer confined 
to his room his priestly zeal soon found ways of expressing itself. 
It  was only natura l  that he should  take an interest in the children 
of the town. H e was often seen su rrounded  by little boys to 
whom he gave sweets, pictures, and  spoke simple words of 
exhorta tion . His sister rem em bers his frequen t  visits to a poor 
invalid  woman forgotten by everybody, living alone in à dark
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and  musty room. Canon Voli testifies to his solicitude for the 
poor of the parish : “ H e  used to stop and talk to them  and  often 
helped them  by generous alms or got his family to help them .’ 
T h is  love for C hris t’s poor was always a m arked characteristic ot 
the Servant of God. T h e re  was in his love for the poor some­
thing of the tenderness of the Poverello of whom we read that 
at the sight of a distant beggar would instantly get off his horse, 
ru n  to him, place money in his hands and  then embrace him 
as the dearest of brothers. His great devotion to St. Francis 
from  his youngest days may account for his m arked love of the 
poor as it. accounts for his w riting later his life. In his letters 
to his m other there is no th ing  so touching as his recom m enda­
tions to be generous in almsgiving.

In the poem we have just m entioned  Fr. Andrew draws a 
delicate p ic tu re  of a beggar as he is knocking on the door to 
ask for an alms. “ M other,"  urges the poet, “do not tu rn  a deal 
ear to the door-man : he is ou r  Lord disguised as a poor.’’

Ascolta il poverello 
Che batte al tuo  ostello 
Cristo sotto sue spoglie 
S'affaccia alle tue soglie 
L ’aiu to  ad implorar.

A ft e r  a few days he rall ied

Though very slowly he seemed to be improving. His family 
was overjoyed at having a priest in the house. But, alas, their  
happiness was to be shortlived.

O ne day in August, Fr. A ndrew thought of paying a visit 
to a m o un ta in  shrine, a favourite spot which he had often visited 
as a boy. T h e  c lim bing  was too much for h im  and the strain 
caused a hemorrage. It was so severe that for five days following 
he was between life and  death. Sorrow and gloom settled down 
on the family an d  on the town. “ Fhe only one to rem ain  calm
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and  unm o v ed ” says an eye witness “was the priest himself. His 
eyes fixed all the time on the Crucifix, he  seemed to live more 
in H eaven than on ea rth .” H e was given the Holy Viaticum 
and  Extrem e Unction. After a few days he rallied. He always 
a t t r ib u ted  this re tu rn  to life to the prayer of his grandm other,  
a devoted woman, who together with his m other nursed him  
with the tenderest care.

Years later he recalled in m oving words that unforgettable 
scene and  paid a loving tr ibu te  to the memory of his beloved 
g randm other.  H e  could not Torget "her  t roub led  look, her 
bated  breath  as she approached his bed on tip toe, anxiously 
peering into his eyes for any sign of h o p e . . . . ” " T h e  deep 
tolling of the belfry bell sum m oning  the faithful to escort in 
devout procession the Holy Viaticum ; the well known footsteps 
of his Parish Priest upon  the stairs : and how in that m om ent, 
when hum an  hope was gone, she, the greathearted  woman pu t  
all the strength of her soul into a mighty act of faith and  
pleaded am idst tears for her dying grandson. Jesus was moved 
by those tears and yielded : and  he stayed the hand of the Angel 
of death already hovering over my bed and I rallied and  I got 
up, and once more, in that very room in the presence of my 
delighted relatives I offered the sacrifice of the Imm aculate  
L a m b . . . ”

So strength re turned , very little, yet enough to give the 
impression that recovery was still possible.

But he soon began to feel acutely the loneliness caused by 
the forced separation from his religious family. H aving  heard  
that in the ne ighbouring  town of Borgomanero there was a 
Salesian Missionary, Fr. Solari, just back from Brazil, he sent h im  
word that a visit from him  w ould be considered a great favour, 
a distinct act of charity. Fr. Solari hastened to his bed to satisfy 
his desire, "I found h im ” wrote Fr. Solari “ in bed in a state
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of n iter prostration. His lace was pallid b u t  lit up  with a sweet 
smile that reflected the serenity of his soul. As soon as I entered  
his room  he tried  to rise to welcome me : he took my hand  and  
kissed it reverently  and placed it upon  his head. H e  asked me 
at once for news of Don R u a  and th e 'o th e r  Superiors, and  urged 
me to pray that he m ight not die at home b u t  near Don Bosco’s 
tomb. 1 said Mass in his room  and  gave him Holy C om m union .
I he rest of the day I spent with him, lie could speak very little 

but he listened with great interest to all the news I could give 
him of ou r  Missions in Brazil."

On that  occasion Fr. Beltrami sent for the Parish Priest, and 
with him arranged  for a lecture to be given in the Parish 
C hurch  at a suitable date. T h is  lecture was a great success. 
That Omegna shou ld  take an interest in the activities of the 

Congregation and  should eventually benefit the work of the 
Salesians and  Daughters of Mary H elp  of Christians was always 
one of his most cherished desires. Later on a festive O ratory  
was opened and the Sisters began the work there. It was also 
at this period tha t  several boys of Omegna, th rough his interest 
in them, gained admission to the O ratory  and  to San Benigno.

H e began to feel better  and was able to leave his bed. T h e  
Superiors ex tended  to him  the privilege of the portable altar 
and so he was able to say Mass in his room. That was for him 
a great consolation : he insisted tha t  the altar should be adorned 
in the best possible way and that there should be flowers in 
abundance  — “ those flowers which God gives to m an to symbolize 
His perfections,” as he once wrote. A m em orial tablet was later 
on placed at his suggestion in that room by his parents : and  he 
d ictated the following inscription : >lA d  perpetuam rei m e m o ­
riam. l i ne  in loro Sacerdotes Joseph Solari et Andreas  Bell rami  
pluries Missam celebrarunt.  Beata domus quae Dei  praesentia 
.sanctificata fuisti.  1893. (T h e  tablet has been placed here in 
rem em brance oL the Holy Mass often offered in this room by the 
priests Joseph Solari and  A ndrew  Beltrami. Blessed is this house 
which has been sanctified by the presence of God.)
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For the  sake  of Thy words  . .

But the im provem ent was m ore ap p a ren t  than real. One 
clav Fr. Beltrami received a surprise visit from one of his most 
in tim ate  friends, a boyhood fr iend w hom  he had not seen for 
years. T h e  m eeting could not be b u t  touching. “Fr. Beltram i"
— so his friend — “believing or p re tend ing  he was's trong enough 
rose from his couch to greet m e :  b u t  as he tried  to embrace 
me his strength failed h im  an d  he fell helpless into my arms. T h e  
1 utility of the effort filled him  with confusion, and  tears came 
into his eyes. H e afterwards apologized for what he called an 
act of weakness."

This incident is very hum an. Actually the m eeting  of his 
friend in those very surroundings had vividly b rough t  back to 
his m in d  the happy days of his youth, when, full of dreams and  
ambitions, he was looking forward, to an active and  energetic 
life. But now how different was the r e a l i ty ! . .  In a flash he 
now saw that all those dreams were shattered forever. And 
it. was u n d er  the strain of that  sudden realization that  he broke 
down. T h is  is the only time tha t  we see him  giving way to 
depression of spirit. T h e  fact was tha t  A ndrew  Beltrami w ith  
his superior intelligence and  keen sensitiveness, with all his 
gifts and  acomplishments, could and d id  appreciate the joy 
of life, the joy of work, and felt keenly the loss of both. Indeed 
A ndrew  Beltrami was far from being an apathetic  sufferer.

Since that day the invalid saw with increasing clearness 
that the malady had come to stay, and that all hu m an  devices 
would be powerless to b ring  back his health. His growing 
conviction that his illness was the fulfillment of a divine p u r ­
pose is reflected in one of those vivid scriptural phrases of 
which his in tim ate  pages are literally full. “ For the sake ol 
the words of T h y  lips I have kept to the hard paths. Propter  
verba labiorum tuorum  custodivi  vias duras.  Ps 16.4." These  
words will now become the lodestar ot his life. A u tu m n  a vas 
drawing near and Fr. Beltrami expressed his desire to rejoin
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l'or good his religious family. H e begged his superiors to dis­
pense h im  from the use of exceptional remedies and  from any 
special trea tm en t  such as change of air* specialist and  costly 
medicines. T h e  request was g ran ted  and  on a melancholy day 
in October, as the leaves began to fall, he said good-bye to 
O m egna and set out for T u r in .



x i i i

Apostolate of Prayer

TTl H E R E  was no th in g  attractive about the room in which ou r  
invalid found himself on his arrival at Valsalice. It had no 
sunny or otherwise pleasant view; it was n o t  even blessed 

with the ord inary  am ount o í light which the clear Italian sky so 
generously provides. But in its seclusion it had one advantage: 
it was close to the com m unity  chapel, so close in fact that from 
the room one could (through a small loggia) have a view of the 
sanctuary. It was no d o u b t  this consideration that p rom pted  the 
.superior to asign the invalid that room, a choice which pleased 
him immensely. H ere the holy religious was to spend the last 
four years of his life; a life which can well be sum m ed up in 
three words:—prayer, suffering, work. This is the apostolate oí 
i r .  Beltrami.

“ Every one has his duty to fulfill.” he once said to an in ti­
mate friend. “ You have been given health that you may work. 
God has taken away my health that I might suffer. O u r  Con 
gregat ion is in need of sufferers. Pray that I may never desert, 
my post.”

On ac t ive  service to the  end

Yet his vocation was to be one hundred  per cent Salesian. 
His room was not to be the cell of an anchorite at all times so 
absorbed in mystical com tem plation  as to be u tterly  oblivious 
of what was happen ing  in the world outside. R ather  it was lo
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be an advanced battle post where the holy Salesian, on active 
service to the end, would, no t only by prayer b u t  also by 
work, share his b re th ren 's  apostolate in all its extent. For it 
should never be forgotten that Fr. Beltrami in r e a l i z i n g  his ideal 
has constantly a model in his m ind. T h is  model is no o ther 
than Don Bosco, the hero of his life. At all times, like Don Rua 
and o ther  disciples of the Saint, Fr. Andrew  would p u t  to h im ­
self the question : How can I be like Don Bosco? W hat would 
he wish me to do here and now?

Let us first have a glance at the tenor of his life at Valsalice. 
H e generally rose at. five and  after a t tend ing  to the customary 
toilet and  to the cleanliness of his room, about which he was very 
particular, he devoted himself to prayer until  n ine: the first two 
hours being his prepara tion  for Mass and  the last two his thanks­
giving. His breakfast at n ine  consisted of a cup  of coffee and  
bread. T h e n  he read or wrote at his desk until 11:30, A .M .— 
the h o u r  of his frugal lunch. T h e  afternoon was usually spent 
in prayer. F rom  5 to 7:30, P.M.—read ing  again o r writing  : then 
supper, which consisted of a cup of coffee and  a few slices of 
bread. A fter supper, p rayer once more, which he often pro­
longed till m idnight.  In  w in ter he spent those hours in the 
little loggia overlooking the choir, b u t  in sum m er, on account 
of the stifling heat, he preferred to descend into the church 
below. H e had his cha ir  carried on to the predella before the 
\ l t a r  and  there spent long hours in prayer. T h e  laybrother 
in charge of the nightly  ro u n d  often surprised him at two, 
three o ’clock in the m orn ing  and even later. T hese  hours spent 
before the Blessed Sacrament were no d o u b t  a time of intense 
spiritual delight for the fervent religious. Unconsciously he 
reveals himself in a passage of his Life of St. Mary Margaret 
Alacoque where he refers to the suprem e happiness of a soul 
priv ileged to keep o u r  L ord  cpm pany before the Tabernacle .  
“I t  is in those moments, w hen  all a ro u n d  is silent and  the only 
com panion  is the flickering lamp, tha t  ou r  Lord  reveals himself 
to us and allows us to hear the bea ting  of His H eart ."  W hat
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was the subject of those in tim ate  colloquies, and what sort of 
petitions w ent u p  in those m om ents from the soul of Fr. Beltra­
mi to God's th ro n e  will be disclosed fu r th e r  on.

Close to the  t o m b  of D .Bosco

D u rin g  the first two years he ord inarily  said Mass in the cha­
pel of Maria Addolorata, close to the tom b of Don Bosco on the 
storey below. Because it was t iring  for him to clim b stairs two 
young m en  (salesiau aspirants) volunteered every day to cari) 
the invalid priest from and to his room  in his chair. T h e  b ro ther  
who served his Mass still remem bers his beautifu l bow to the 
Cross as lie en tered  the chapel. “ He had very little strength 
and it was pathetic to see the effort winch vesting for Mass cost 
him. Even m oving the arms in raising the amice and fitting 
it ro u n d  his neck caused him pain. H e said Mass with great 
devotion p ronounc ing  distinctly every word. O ften he had to 
be kept waiting when visiting priests were saying Mass at the 
same hour. H e never showed the least sign of im patience or 
annoyance. Seated on a chair he would spent that time absorbed 
in prayer. T h e  chapel could never be heated  an d  those who 
have experienced the b it te r  coldness of the T u r in  w inter will 
realise how intense must have been his suffering. His ears, nose, 
and hands were literally livid and  pu rp le  with cold.’’

I'he young b ro ther confesses that being aware of the na tu re  
of his illness and  hearing him  constantly cough he felt at first 
a great disinclination to meet him. But lie at once adds : One 
noticing his sweet charity, the heavenly expression of his coun te ­
nance, and the warmth of 11is g ra ti tude  for the little I d id  for 
him, I ‘began to look forward to the privilege of serving his Mass:
1 knew I was serving the Mass of a Saint."t >

T h e  young cleric rem em bers also the delicate attentions 
which Fr. Beltrami had for him. “ Once he heard  me coughing, 
and  with some persistence he asked me: ‘does the superior know
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abou t  your indisposition ?’ I said no. You m ust tell h im , he 
rejoined. A few days later he asked me again w hether I had 
inform ed the superior and  on m y adm itting  that I had not. done 
so. he reprim anded  m e gently. 1 really believe that he himself 
went 10  see the superior abou t my troub le  because I was sent 
lor and ordered to subm it to trea tm ent.

A nother  young cleric has a vivid recollection of Fr. Beltrami's 
daily visit to him when he was lying ill in the infirmary. “His 
visit was to me like an angelic apparit ion  and  the few7 words of 
(om fort which he spoke to me on those occasions were a soothing 
and  refreshing balm in hours of physical pain and  moral depres­
sion. “ We shall hear m ore abou t  this brotherly  tenderness and 
love later.

D uring  the last two years of his life, owing to his increasing 
debility, he had to say Mass in his room. H e sorely missed that 
o pp o r tu n ity  of visiting daily the tom b of Don Bosco. Every day 
lie would now be seen s tanding for a long time at the window 
overlooking the tomb, and  as his eyes were fixed on that sacred 
spot, his lips were m u rm u r in g  prayers. It was the daily o u t ­
pouring  of his sold to his Father.

His fe rvou r  dur ing Mass

As time went on the absorption of his fervour d u r in g  Mass 
became so rem arkable  as to seem hum anly  inexplicable. T h e  
server noted that the holy priest, went through the first pa r t  ol 
the Mass employing o rd inary  time; bu t  after the Consecration 
he proceeded very slowly, so slowly as to spend ord inarily  one 
hour and  more. “W h a t struck me was the fact that whereas, 
at o ther  times he was always coughing  and could  hardly stand 
and  his arms always needed a support,  now. after the Consecra­
tion he never coughed, stood motionless and  erect for m ore than 
one h o u r  and  found no difficulty in keeping his arms outspread. 
His eyes were all the rime fixed on the Sacred Host and his
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countenance, often, not always, took on a rem arkab le  bright 
co lour.”

“ Fr, Beltram i,” continues the witness, “was concerned about 
my getting  tired and  asked me to kneel on the prie-dieu and to 
lean my arms on it. Me also prevailed upon the Prefect to 
provide me with a long and  heavy overcoat, for the windows 
were always open and  it was very cold. If at times I made any 
mistake he w ould  p o in t  it out on a slip of paper: he asked me to 
correct h im  when I notice anyth ing  amiss in him. He alwavs 
greeted me with the words : May [esus be praised.”

A n o th e r  laybrother, Bro. Frank, who served his Mass d u r in g  
his last m onths  bears out what has been said above. “ Fr. Beltra­
m i’s Mass d u r in g  his last year lasted at times two hours, never 
less than  an h o u r  and a half. He was so weak that he could 
hardly m ake the m ovem ent of fitting the c incture ro u n d  the alb. 
I had to do it myself. But no sooner had he reached the m om en t 
of Consecration than he w-as a different man. He genuflected 
with ease, he raised the Host w ithou t any difficulty, and  with his 
eyes fixed on the Sacred Host, he went through the rest of the 
Mass q u ite  oblivious of what was going on ro u n d  him. His 
faith could be seen in his eyes. He seemed to be talking face 
to face with an invisible person; I wras always happy to serve 
his Mass despite the time it lasted. I had time to say all my 
prayers, the fifteen mysteries, an d  then to make my prepara tion  
tor H oly  C om m union  which I used to receive from his hands.”

The sec re t  of his pr aye r

Is it now possible, one will ask, to draw aside, even a little, 
the veil from the inner  sanctuary of Fr. B eltram i’s soul that we 
mav catch a glimpse ol the secret of his prayer?

Fragments ol. notes and  passage in  his books, obviously au to ­
biographical, will help us in ou r  enquiry.
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First of all 1er ii be3 said at oner that Fr. Beltrami's prayer, 
was never attended by any extraord inary  mystical phenom enon  
.such as raptures, visions, or levitations as we read of in the lives 
of saints, including  ou r  own St. John Bosco. T h o u g h  even a 
tentative explanation is always a presum ption  we may perhaps 
suggest the reason. His choice of life of expiation, his intense 
desire for hum ilia tion , would have hardly been in keeping with 
such showy gifts. He certainly would have found them discon­
certing if not distressing. We find the same absence of mystical 
phenom ena in St. Theresa  of Lisieux. She also offered herself 
as victim for the conversion of sinners. In any case it should 
be bo rne  in m ind  that these ex traordinary  gifts are no t of the 
essence of mysticism. T h is  consists essentially in the three, theo­
logical virtues of faith, hope, and charity. “At no time," says 
a modern  theologian, A bbot Oscar Vonier O. S. B., “do the 
ih r is t ian  mystics rise to anyth ing  h igher than the full develop­
m en t  of the three divine virtues.” A nd it is the developm ent 
of faith, hope and charity that is wonderful in Fr. Beltram i—so 
strickingly wonderful as to draw from an em in en t  religious the 
lem ark :— “Fr. Beltrami a saint? Certainly, and not an ordinary  
one. H e is one of the giants !”

Faith  and hope were at the root of his prayer; and  both were 
so vivid in the ir  expression as to rem ind  us of the faith and  hope 
of the great Patriarchs and o ther saints of the O ld Testam ent.  
N o wonder if the holy man could not pray but in the words of 
Job. David, Jeremias. All his favorite ejaculations and  aspira­
tions are in fact drawn from the Bible. Of them he had made 
a long litany whic h, written on a sheet of paper, he carried close 
to his heart un ti l  death.

But it is the intensity of love that is particularly  evident in 
his prayer. It was very early, so it seems, that, the Servant of 
God reached that degree of m ystica l 'un ion  in 'w h ich  God be­
comes the sole and  und ispu ted  possessor of the soul. “G o d “ he 
often confessed to his spiritual father, “ has given me' an u n ­
broken  union with H im  which only sleep can in te r ru p t .” “ I
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th ink thaï the need of being in a cold place in winter, of eating 
ice and snow, of b rea th ing  fresh air is due  to the a rdour of such 
a u n io n  which seems to b u rn  my body as well as my soul ' He 
added that  twenty degrees of cold could not cool this interioi 
flame. In  very t ru th  he could make his own the inspired words 
of the Canticle: " T h e  Love that T h o u  hast given me, O Lord,  
is stronger than death: and all the waters of t ribulation cannot  
quench it." (1) “T hese  words which were p a r t  of his 
prayer are no t  the expression of empty emotionalism or a poetical 
fancy : ihey are indicative ol a strong reality.

Fr. Piscetta, his spiritual director, testifies that such in ten ­
sity of love was particularly  noticeable when a great feast 
came around. H e  was then left considerably weaker in body 
afterwards. T h a t  such u n io n  was a genu ine  em brace of the Be 
loved is clear from  the abundance  of peace and joy which left 
h im  perfectly happy in  his pains. T h is  was clearly the “supera 
hund o gaudio in t r ibulat ione mea"  of St. Paul.

Such Velfcmence of love could no t be b u t  in te rm it ten t  :
ii would have been too m uch for a frail hu m an  body. As we 
gather from ano ther  of his in tim ate  notes, his u n io n  with God 
in the o rd inary  way took the form  of a loving a t ten t ion  to God
— what St. Francis de Sales calls prayer of qu ie t  — the sweet 
repose of the soul in the arms of her Beloved.

D eep er  and dee per  submiss ion to God

W hat is surprising is that the young religious reached such 
high degree of un ion  in a very short time : in fact we had a 
glimpse of it d u r in g  his novitiate. W e think the explanation 
is to be found in the generosity of his renuncia tions  and the 
a rdour with which he pursued the path of hum ility . As he 
himself wrote : .“T h e  m ore a soul detaches itself from all

(1) Canticle VIII, 7.
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creatures the closer becomes its un ion  with God." Similarly 
St. Theresa of Lisieux wrote':  " T h e  only way to advance rapidly 
in the path of love is to rem ain always very little. T h is  is 
what I did." Again it was the great St. T heresa  who said : 
‘W i t h  regard to un ion  with God it is hum ili ty  that does every­
th ing .” A nd abbot M an n io n  taugh t : “T h e  ascension of the 
soul towards God is characterised by a deeper and  deeper sub ­
mission to G od .”

There is no doub t  that an increasing desire for hum ili ty  
and  for deeper and deeper submission to G od was the core 
of Fr. B eltram i’s prayer. It had always been so. from th.e first 
day of his religious life, as his spiritual letters testify : " O u r  
L ord  has g ran ted  me a big grace — a great desire for humility , 
a real famine for this v ir tue .” "My union  with God generally 
consists in a simple petition  : '() Lo'rd make m e hum ble, truly 
h u m b le .’ For six m onths I have been asking for this virtue. 
I do hope that the Lord will g ran t me the grace to persevere 
in this excercise and that He will increase the thirst for i t .”

A kiss of the  Crucifix.

It was to be expected that Fr. B eltram i’s love should find 
its expression in a tender devotion to the Passion of O u r  Lord. 
A witness writes : “H e  kept on his desk a Crucifix (if the o rd i­
nary make such as is given to departing  missionaries, and  it was 
com m on knowledge at Vàlsalice that he cherished it as one 
cherishes a most precious treasure. W ith  the childlike faith 
which he had learned from his m o th er  he often kissed the C ru ­
cifix or pressed it lovingly to his bosom. In one of his books 
he urges devotion to the Crucifix. “W hat a world of m eaning  
is to be found  in such a simple act as a kiss of the Crucifix. 
Kissing the Crucifix like the kissing of the A ltar at Mass be­
tokens love, un ion  of hearts : it spells friendship, p a rd o n .” 
A nd he goes on to speak tenderly of the holy affection with 
which saints never tired  of kissing the sacred wounds of the 
Crucified Christ. W e may im agine with what tenderness of
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devotion rhc holy religious practised what he urged others to 
do. In  t ru th  Fr. Beltram i was a w onderful lover., and  his 
m anner of loving was that  of simple souls.

A nother witness comments : " In  his room there was a 
carved statue of the Ec.ce H o m o .  T h o u g h  artistically crude and  
of poor w orkm anship  Fr. Beltrami held  it very dear. H e  used 
to spend hours before that s ta tue.” W r it in g  of St. Margaret 
Mary he says that “ the Sain t’s contem plation  of h e r  Divine 
Spouse, crowned w ith  thorns, His body lashed and  bleeding. 
His feet b o u n d  like a m alefactor’s m ade her oblivious of all 
earthly sufferings.' These  were no  d o u b t  the holy priest’s feel­
ings as he prayed before his Agonizing Lord

For the  p re ven t ion  of sin

We can hardly d o u b t  thar it was in  the light of these divine 
sufferings tha t  the holy Salesian.. like his Father, was given the 
gTace of realising to the full the trem endous reality of sin. W e 
are told that. St. John  Bosco, that herald  of joy to n ineteen th  
century  youth, tu rned  inexpressibly sad a t the m ere  thought: 
that one of his ch ild ren  was in danger of falling a victim o!: 
sin. A n d  when this took the form of scandal, he literally wept 
Fr. Beltrami shared with his fa ther this charisma of tears.

O ne day Fr. Beltram i was lying prostra te  on his bed suffer 
ing  from a great oppression, one of those crises which were to 
h im  a real torture.  A Salesian, Fr. Grandis, happened  to be 
present and  began to sympathize with him. By way of reply 
the invalid raised his hand  slowly and pointed  to a card which 
was over his head. It bore the following inscription : “no pain 
however severe, no t  even death, is as great as a venial sin.”

It was no d o u b t  this realization of the terrib le  evil of sin 
that p rom pted  the holy priest to make the heroic offering of 
himself as victim of expiation for the sins of the world. Over
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the ru in  of ¿ouIs brough t about by sin, Fr. Beltrami, it can br- 
said w ithou t exaggeration, wept with the grief of an Old Testa­
m ent Prophet. "W h o  will give water to my head and a fountain  
to my eyes that I weep day and  n ig h t” for the loss of souls? 
These words of Jerem ias (Ch. 9, 1) he made his own and they be­

came part  of a prayer which he kept constantly close to his 
heart. But even that  w ould  not satisfy him. W ith  the same 
delibera tion  of will he would vow himself as victim of in ter­
cession for the prevention of sin. T h is  was in keeping with his 
Salesian ideals. Had  not his fa ther St. Jo h n  Bosco urged so 
insistently that if you really have G o d ’s interests at heart it is 
the prevention  of sin that matters ? O f this t ru th , the funda­
m ental p rincip le  of the Salesian system, Fr. Beltrami was so 
convinced th a t  he w ould have given his life for it.

A nd it .was only to be expected that as he entreated with 
tears ou r  Lord  to protect souls from the misery of sin he should 
have prim arily  in  his m ind  the thousands of young men and 
boys who filled the Salesian Oratories and  schools all the world 
over. U nab le  to play his p a r t  in active labours for the salva­
tion of that  youth, he would, like the High Priest ol old, raise 
day and n igh t his hands in supplication p leading that  his 
b re th ren ,  whatever was the ir  sphere of work, m ight be un tir ing  
in their  vigilance, ever alert in forestalling the enemy snares. 
It was one ol his cherished petitions, com m ents Fr. Barberis, 
that the preventive m ethods of St. Jo h n  Bosco should be always 
held in high esteem in all the Houses and  Schools of the two 
Congregations.

He would go ove r  each n am e

J he activities of this twofold religious family, needless to 
say, Fr. A ndrew  followed with the keenness and  affection of 
the most loyal of sons. H e had constantly at hand  an up-to-date 
catalogue of the Congregation, and would often peruse it from 
beginning to end. H e  would pray at length for the Superior 
General and  for each m em ber of the Superior Chapter; 'Then 
he would go on asking graces for the novitiates and  studemat.es,
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for their  superiors and each of die young novices and  students. 
Similarly he would com m end  to God the needs *of all the 
Convents of the Daughters  of Mary Help of Christians, especially 
their  novitiates.

For the increase of vocations and their  perseverance he 
pleaded with special vehemence. If it carne to his knowledge 
that the vocation of one of his b re th ren  was in danger he would 
give himself no rest : he would wrestle, like Jacob, with his 
Master until  he had won the favour.

T h e re  is no need to add that the Salesian Foreign Missions 
had  a special claim on his prayers. He would  go over the name 
of each missionary and beseech the Dis ine Mercy to gran t them 
un tir in g  zeal, power to endure, safety from danger, and  a rich 
harvest of souls. Any letter that came from the missions as well 
as the missionary news in the Salesian Bulletin  he always read 
with eagerness and delight.

N or did lie forget to pray for the members of his family : 
the ir  needs both spiritual and  material were constantly in his 
m ind . W e can now unders tand  how the holy priest filled his 
time when by day and especially by n ight for hours on end he 
stood watch before the Holy T abernacle .

“  I offer mysel f  V i c t i m ”

But as time went on praying and  suffering merely for those 
who were related t.o h im  by blood or religion could hardly be 
expected to satisfy his soul. “Dilatentur  spatia caritatis!"  he 
cried one day with St. Agustine. Let us make m ore room  for 
love. Surely, charity could not be held in such narrow  limits. 
A nd  so lie began to feel more and  m ore that his heart could, 
by G o d ’s grace, expand and make room  for a wider intercession. 
So it was that one day in December 1895, the holy sufferer, no 
doub t u n d er  a special im pulse of the Spirit of Love, by a formal 
docum ent vowed himself a victim for the needs of the whole
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C hurch  at large : for the Pope, bishops, priests, religious of both 
sexes, for the agonising, the suffering souls of Purgatory, the 
salvation of m en in hea then  lands. "I offer myself v ic tim ” he 
added. " also for the inhabitan ts  of the stars if there are any 
and  if they are in need of red em p tio n ” (1). T he gist of tlie 
whole docum ent is to be found in the concluding moving supp li­
cation : "Sah’ii omnes homines .  Domine ,  et percute A ndr eam  
peccatorem"  (Save all men. O  Lord, and  strike only Andrew  
Beltrami, a sinner).

I his heroic prayer, signed with his own blood, he attached 
to a map of the four continents  and placed it upon his breast 
that it might be offered at every beat of his heart. Fr. Beltrami 
had already m ade this offer of himself in a general way on the 
eve of his o rd ination . It was now to be m ore  comprehensive, 
final and irrevocable.

Six m onths previously 111 the same year young St. T heresa 
had made at Lisieux the same heroic offer and for the same 
purpose. W hat can explain  this identity of aspira tion in two 
souls com ple teh  unknow n to each o ther but the action of the 
Holy Spirit who. as St. Paul tells us, "prays within us with 
groans beyond all u t te ran ces?” (Rom. 8.26) But let us read 
the docum ent itself : any com m ent would spoil its com pelling 
beauty.

Praye r
Deai I esiL\.

/  in tend this prayer to rise continually f rom your  suppliant  
at every instant,  at every mom en t .  Convert  all sinners. Comfort  
all wi th  T h y  grace — all the  agonizing,  all the world over. Set 
Iree the H o ly  Souls in Purgatory. I -willingly ofjer myself to 
endure  all the pains of the souls in Purgatory in all their duration  
and intensity,  and those of each one in particular. T o  suffer all

(1) He evidently had in m ind ihe words of the liturgical hymn “astra 
lavan tur ilum ine — even the stars are washed by the llood of C hrist’s blood.”
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the agonies of the dying  : aII tin■ chastisements and pains of 
sinners (except their sins). 1 offer myself to suffer unt i l  the 
day of J u d g m e n t , >he afflictions which T h o u  didst suffer on 
earth, in T h y  life and death : the spiritual desolations of all 
the saints, the torments  of  all martyrs and even of the damned  
if such he T h y  Wil l  : all this wi th T h y  grace. Jesus, let me  
be a vict im constantly offered to Thee ."

Sweet Heart  of  Jesus. I include America wi th all its dying  
and its suffering souls in Purgatory in the -wound of T h y  right 
hand.  Africa in the woun d of T h y  left hand. Europe in the  
w ound  of T h y  s ide , Asia in the w o u n d  of Thy right foot.  
Australia in the wound of T h y  left foot.

Sweet Heart of Jesus, I offer myself  as a vict im for the con­
version of England,  of Germany,  Russia, the Tastern Church, 
'Turkey,, the United States , 'A frica, China,  India,  the people of 
Australia and the arctic and antartic regions. I offer myself  as 
a vict im for the Pope, the Bishops, the heads of Religions  
Orders, priests of the regular clergy. As  a vict im for all men  
in the -world and for each one in particular and also for the in ­
habitants of  the stars and the planets in the event of these being  
inhabi ted by rational b,eings in need of"succour  f rom others. 
M y prayer, my sacrifice, uni ted to that of Jesus Christ, which is 
of infinite valile, may ex tend even to these. Are  the stars i n ­
habi ted ? Did they fume a / alien Adam ? Were they visited by 
fearful  chastisement ! I do not kn ow  : but  if such should be 
the case, if my prayers purif ied and rendered effectual by Christ 
can reach even these, /  offer myself  as vict im for all. 'They are 
thy brothers, sons of the same Father, works of the same  
Creator : and in the Divine light I love them,  and I am ready 
to die for  them as wall. .O ne drop of the Precious Iilood of 
Jesus is sufficient for  all the worlds in the universe and this drop  
is mine  : it has been placed at my disposition by Christ : and 
not only one, but all the drops of His  Blood,  all His merits.  
Augus t  Tr in i ty ,  1 offer T h ee  the whole of  the Passion, all the 
actions of  Jesus for all,
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But.  O Lord,  accept m e as a vict im above all for my dear 
Mother,  the Salesian Congregation : for the Superior General,  
(or the Superior Chapter, for the Provincials, for the Rectors,  
and for each of the confreres.: for the Daughters of Mary He lp  
of Christians : for the co-operators, for the boys in our  Schools 
and Festive Oratories : for the apprentices in our  Trades  
Schools : for  the girls educated by the Sisters. O Lord,  accept 
m e as a vict im for the Missionaries : as a vict im in a special way 
for  the house of Valsalicc, for all its Superiors , clerics, laybrothers 
and So)is of  Mary.

I am ready to suffer the agonies of Abel ,  the blindness of 
Isaac, the persecution of Jacob, the afflictions of  Joseph, the 
sufferings of the Hebrews enslaved in Egypt,  the misfor tunes  of 
fob,  the blindness of  Tobias,  the sufferings of David, o£ Jere­
mias, of jsaias, the martyrdom of the Machabees and of Iileazar, 
the fíabyloiiian slavery, the torments  of the martyrs, especially 
of the Apostles  : the Gethsemane,  the Pretori urn, the Calvary 
of Jesus : the grid-iron of St. Ldxcrence, the wild beast of the  
amphi theatre,  the cruelty of the Romans,  Chinese and M a h o ­
metan Emperors.

() Lord,  pardon the whole -world, and strike ine only,  who  
am the greatest s inner , worse than the very devils. Luci fer  
com mi t ted  one single sin of  pride,  whi le I have commi t ted  many  
of  every hind. O Lord let there descend on me the curse, except  
sin, uttered by Josuc and the Levi tes  upon M o u n t  Hebal ,  and  
upon my brothers the blessings pronounced upon Garizim.

Most S'weet Heart of Jesus, the love you have given me for  
souls is stronger than death and hell.

May all this be iti accordance with the Divine  Will ,  sin 
being understood as always excepted.

Witnessed' .  Aloysius Piscetta, Salesian.
(Sealed wi th  his b lood)

Valsa lice, 15-12-1895 A n d r e w  B e l t r a m i ,  Priest



Apostolate of suffering

W H A T  are we to make of these strange yearning for suffei 
ing ? Of these extraord inary  petitions ?
Of the ir  sincerity we cannot doubt.  Yet it may be asked, 

what is the ir  worth in the scale of values ? W ha t purpose can 
they fulfil ?

O nly those who can realize what un ion  of a soul with Christ 
means and  the power which C hrist can im part to such a soul 
will find an answer to these questions.

T h is  power no less than the power to love. And love 
can take many forms. Love can be expressed in action, desire, 
suffering. Indeed suffering is the noblest and  richest form of 
love. For at that price only is love redeem ing. “G reater love 
than this no man hath that he lay down his life for his friends' 
(John XV, i3). T h e  closer then is the soul’s union with Christ, 
the greater is the soul’s desire to share C hris t’s suffering and 
redeem ing  love.

Don Bosco was no ex c ep t io n

It is not to be w ondered then if all the great servants of 
God longed to follow their Master along the path of expiatory 
suffering. St. J o h n  Bosco was no exception. He wras still a 
young priest vhen such aspiration was already dom inant in his 
soul. It was nr that time part of his ministry to visit the city
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prisons and the sight of many young men, early victims of sin, 
affected h im  deeply. W ith  infinite patience he b en t  over them 
to hear their  confessions bu t as he absolved them  he w ould  pres­
cribe b u t  a light penance. He would instead plead with Divine 
Justice that lie might be allowed himself to expiate, at least in 
part, his pen iten ts’ sins. T h is  accounts for the mysterious head­
aches and  o ther severe physical pains which immediately 
followed his request.

T h e  same divine lesson he sought soon to impress upon 
his sons when these first began to gather a round  him. All know 
ol the Sain t’s predictions of vast apostolic activities to two of 
his missionary bishops b u t  few know of the m artyrdom  of pain 
which he foretold to several of his sons, for instance to 
IV. Piccollo and Fr. Proverà, to m ention  only two names. We 
are told that on one occasion a young cleric asked the Saint 
playfully for a present on his approaching  feast day. “A 
present ?" answered the priest, looking tenderly on the young 
man. “Yes, you will have the present — but it will be O u r  
L ord ’s crown of thorns." Indeed, the b ro th e r  was soon visited 
by a severe and mysterious headache which he bore the whole 
day with fortitude. Nobody could ever known what was the 
purpose of mercy that lay behind  that pain. T o  add ano ther 
instance we read that  one n ight in 1875, the Saint saw in vision 
a procession of young m en and Salesians long since dead. T h ey  
lqpked radiantly  l*appy and were singing a melodious song. 
Bu* their sh in ing  white robe, he noticed, had been m ade red 
by the m artyrdom  of penance.

W e need not therefore be surprised if the Saint prayed 
that the spirit ot expiatory suffering should never be lacking 
in his Congregation. Only at that cost would it expand.

" J u s t  a l i t t l e  to  i m i t a t e  Don Bosco”

Andrew  /Beltrami was in the fron t line of these heroic 
sufferers, who* by vowing themselves to a life of expiation,
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were to fill up  what was w anting  in the Salesian apostolate. 
Let us say at once that the voting Salesian put his lips to the 
chalice only after a struggle. H e had  his ‘agonia  (‘agonia’ 
means struggle) and  it seems not a short one ! H u m a n  na tu re  
was shirk ing from the acceptance of the cross. How much this 
acceptance cost him is revealed in a letter w ritten  io Fr. Barberis 
at a time of particu la r  suffering when in addition  to his growing 
malady ano ther  affliction was weighing heavily upon  him. It 
had happened  that a certain course of action which he had 
taken through obedience had, owing to a complex of circum 
stances, landed him in a very embarassing situation, involving 
also his family in much distress. T h e  following lines describe 
the state of his soul. “T h is  trial has been going on  already 
lor four years and  at times the suffering is very great. In my 
anguish my only support  is trust in Divine Providence, which. 
I know will o rder all things for G o d ’s greater glory 
and  the good of my soul. F.ven now when I th ink  of it my 
soul aches an d  I have to resort to meditation and spiritual read 
ing and spend m uch time in m aking acts of resignation and 
confidence. Rodriguez’s ‘T rea tise  on the Conform ity  to the 
Will of God' 1 know nearly by heart. T h e  higher part  of the 
spirit is all right, but the lower part, the natura l reason, is easily 
d is turbed  and  agitated. It  then takes a long time to recover its 
peace.

T h is  mental conflict was only na tu ra l .  His penetrating  
intelligence could  not b u t  see the part played by the hum an 
element in the circuinstances that had shaped his lot and even 
tually shattered all his hum an  ambitions. B ut he always refused 
to see in the h u m an  elem ent the decisive factor. He trained 
himself to see G o d ’s h and  in  everything. He saw His all 
em bracing Providence tu rn in g  all events, even those due to 
hu m an  will, to a h igher purpose. A nd this mysterious purpose 
lie adored and  finally accepted w ith  all the strength  of his soul

O ne of his in tim ate  friends, Fr. Bertolucci, was one day 
svmpathizing with him abou t his illness. “W h a t  a pity,” he

/



a  Po s t u l a t e  o f  s u f f e r i n g 113

said, “ that you are an invalid and  you cannot work . . . .  and 
to th ink  tha t  this is the result  of your excessive obedience . . . ” 
Fr. Beltrami cut short the sentence : “ N o,” he said, “we m ust 
not speak like that. God knows w hat H e  is doing. H e has 
m arked out a path for each one oi us : o u r  du ty  is to follow 
o u r  path with all confidence. Only  thus we can be true 
Salesians. You have been given health that you may work, my 
business is to be sick." “ But you are working too” rejoined 
his friend.

“Just a little, and  to im itate  Don B o s c o . . .  ” (1)

On ano ther  occasion he wrote : “T h e  theoretical know ­
ledge of spiritual things is worth very little in itself : Far better 
that it should  be put to the test of experience. T h e n  we learn 
a good deal indeed. I t  is a good th ing  to learn the theory of 
conform ity to Divine W ill  : be tte r  to be iti such circumstances 
(hat one is bound to practice it..“

Fr. Beltrami simply followed the line of St. Jo h n  of the 
Gross and of the C ure  of Ars. “T hese  things,” said St. John.

are not done by men b u t  by God. W h o  knows what is meet 
for us and Ordains all things for good. 1 h ink that G od or 
dains all. Similarly the holy C ure  said : “ It is no use to t n  
to find out whence crosses come. T hey  all come from God ”

W h o le - h ea r t e d  thanksgiving

B ut it was not merely in  the spirit of resignation tha t  he 
p u t  his shoulders to the Cross. Resignation is no t  m ean t  to 
m ake lovers or heroes. I t  was not long before his soul reached 
that  state which St. Francis of Sales calls holy indifference, and  
others, holy abandonm ent.  T h o u g h  tha t  w ould not seem 
enough for him. As days went on and lie saw m ore an d  more

. i) T h is is che same Fr. Bertolucci who a few \ears later was to fall 
himself victim of a verv severs m alady which for fourteen years confined him 
rn an invalid’«. chair
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that a purpose of love lay beh in d  his suffering, his indifference 
finally made room for a continuous act of joyous, whole-hearted 
thanksgivings In his m o rn in g  prayer after having thanked 
Goci “ for having created him, redeem ed him. made him  a 
priest and religious” he added : “and for having given me this 
malady as a means of sanctification." In his daily Benedicite.  
ihe great thanksgiving prayer of the priest after Mass, he added 
“Benedici te 'ómnes dolores mei D om ino"  thus calling upon his 

sufferings to give praise to God. Indeed  the ‘Deo gratias’ 
began to rise so spontaneously to his lips as to become his 
lavourite ejaculation. Fr. Grandis who was studying next to 
his room remem bers his f requen t  ‘Deo gratias'  after each p a in ­
ful (it of coughing. (1)

“You see,” he wrote to his mother, “how well the Lord 
loves me. He leads me along the path  of the Gross, that royal 
road which H e reserves for His loved ones.”

T h e  anniversary of the com m encem ent of his illness he 
began now . to keep as a red-letter day. “T h is  last F eb rua ry”

(1) H ere i s ‘ano ther m an of the heroic m ould. Many still rem em ber Louis 
Grandis when he was pupil of the Salesian O ratory (T urin). T all, re d -h a ir e d ,  
bright-eyes, athletic, a singer of first rate, at the age of sixteen he surprised 
all his com panions by giving up  the long cherished am bition of m ilitary career 
aiid en tering  the novitiate at Foglizzo. His Salesian career was rem arkably 
rapid. At the age of twenty seven we find him  already Rector and Provincial 
in Mexico. Here seven years of . unbroken activity in  exceptionally difficult 
circumstances were enough to sha tte r his health  completely. Sad indeed was 
the day when Fr. G randis still in his prim e of life had to leave his beloved 
Mexico and felui'lï to Europe in Search of health . B ut this he was never to 
recover. At Ivrea; where he was sent by obedience he soon realised that every 
hope of active work was, to be given up forever. A severe form of m ental and 
physical exhaustion proved rebellious to any treatm ent. Every m ental effort 
including the celebration of the Mass and the saying of the Breviary became 
impossible. T his tria l, m ore painful than  his persistent insonnia ancl physical 
suffering, w as. to last for twenty years. Fr. G randis bore, it with adm irable 
fo rtitude never ' u tte ring  a word of com plaint. Indeed it is literally  true  th at 
he bore it w ith a smile. Like l r. Beltram i he offered him self as victim for the 
Congregation. .. l lis  last years saw a m itigation ol his trouble. One day in 
our Lady's chapel a l Becchi he received the grace of being able to resum e the 
célébration of the mass. H e closed his life serenely on Dcc. 8, 1940.
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Ik- wrote to a fr iend, has been the anniversary of my illness. 
I rem em bered  it with three days of festivity : T have praised 
and thanked God with t lio T e  Deum,  die Benedicite,  the Lav  
date l)i uni omnes  gentes,  the Agimus  (ibi gratias for having 
deigned to give me a share in the suffering of His Son. A share 
in the suffering of Christ. H e re  is the key to his love for 
suffering. \ s  all Saints, lit* did not love pain for its sake : but 
because it made him similar to O u r  Lord. -4

W h a t  he suff«r«d will never  be known

Hut it would be difficult to realize the intensity  and 
ariety ol these sufferings. It  may be repeated  of Fr. Beltrami 

what we read in the life of St. Theresa of Lisieux. W h a t  he 
»nffered will never be known in this world.'

In the first days of his illness, so lie himself confessed, he 
lelr as though his r igh t lung  had  completely hardened, whilst 
the left one could barely  func tion  and that with great pain. 
T h e  increasing debility of his chest, frequen t  coughing, made 
his breath ing  extremely lab o r io u s :  often he c o u ld .o n ly  gasp 
M ovem ent of any k ind  was difficult. His legs at times could 
no t support h im  and  a t the same time sitting was qu ite  painful. 
T h e re  were days when he could n e i th er  lie down or stand u p  
or sit on a chair and he had to lean on some support. T h e  
heart 's palp ita tion  and feeling of oppression was a to rture.  ‘‘It 
is terr ib le  what Î have to suffer w hen my heart  is in such a 
state," he once confided “ it seems as though it is going to 
burst."  A dd to all this the constant nervous tension, the 
m ental suffering caused by a life of isolation, by the inevitable 
disgust and repulsion which he noticed on the countenance of 
those, especially the young, who came in contact with h im  and 
knew the n a tu re  of the disease.

N or was this all. T h e re  was ano ther affliction ra th e r  
persistent and of a most h u m ilia t in g  n a tu re  which often mad<r
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the cup  of sorrow overflow. W e refer to the tribu la tions  of the 
flesh. These rebellions ol the senses in a man whose life was 
an endless mortification, who was prepared  to ‘die one thousand 
deaths than commit the least deliberate  venial s in’ are ra ther 
disconcerting. Yet an explanation is no t far to seek. H ad no t  
the holy priest asked G od to strike him as the worst sinners, 
as an outcast, that  souls might be saved ? Had he not offered 
to suffer pain in all its forms, sin excepted ? H ad he not cried 
with St. Paul : “ I wish to be ana them a from Christ for the sake 
of. my .b re th ren  ?" It is then conceivable that G o d  took him 
at his word and  perm itted  this hum ilia ting  buffeting ol the flesh 
that others might be mercifully spared. Of a similar case we 
lead in the life of the G erm an mystic Theresa N eum ann . A 
University professor was immediately  relieved of a harassing 
tem ptation  against faith by a prayer of the mystic, b u t  she had 
lo suffer the trial herself.

Speaking of faith there is no record that Fr. Beltrami was 
ever tem pted  against this virtue. But he had severe temptations 
against the v irtue of hope. T h is  was perhaps the most search­
ing of his in terior  purifications. This trial also he bore with 
fortitude. W e are told that  when the deep waters of this 
mental affliction threatened to overwhelm him, he w ould  look 
on the Crucifix, clasp it to his bosom and  keep on saying that, 
true, he was great sinner, nevertheless o u r  Lord had died for 
him  and would never suffer him to perish. O r again he would 
repeat with holy Job. (X III  if>) ‘Even if God should kill me, 
1 Would still trust in H im ,’ or he would draw strength from 
that marvellous act of confidence. “In  T é  D om ine  speravi, non  
confundar  in aeternum."  Finally lie would cast himself into 
the fostering arms of ou r  Lady, his M other, his help, his hope. 
Eventually peace, complete peace would come back to his soul.

t  4
Suffering iove

O u r  Lord must have been pleased with H is  victim. The 
sweet flavour of this sacrifice m ust have been rising increasingly
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fragrant in His sight. It is a divine saying that ‘he that hath, to 
him shall be given.' T h is  must be the reason why, as time went 
on. his desire for suffering kept on daily increasing, to such an 
ex ten t as to become an unquenchab le  thirst. In 1897 he wrote 
to Don Rua : (I have no wish to recover : ne i ther  do I want to 
die. ‘X o n  morire,  ma vivere per soffrire.’ I wish to live that 
I may suffer more.) On ano thér occasion he protested that w ith 
G o d ’s grace “he would  gladly endure  all his sufferings un til  the 
day of ju d g m en t .”

Again we ask ourselves : what does all that mean ? w hat is 
the value of such desires, to suffer and not to die, to suffer 
until  the last day?  Are they not bu t  m orb id  fancies, foolish 
dreams ?

Exactly the same question, and  by that very time, ano ther 
sufferer young St. Theresa, did pu t  to hersell in a far off corner 
of N orm andy  as, confined to a bed of pain, she felt an over­
w helm ing desire of being a missionary and  a martyr. W ha t did 
desires mean ? She soon found the answer. R eading one day 
St. Paul's first letter to the Corin th ians  he r  eyes lighted on the 
famous passage where the Apostle expands on the n a tu re  of 
love. She was then giving to understand  that her longings for 
m artyrdom  and missionary apostolate were very valuable indeed 
though they could  never be realised. She understood that 
such desires are ‘love’ in the highest degree: and  love, we repeat, 
is never barren. Love alone produces evangelists, missionaries, 
martyrs, apostles. Love embraces every vocation.

I he recent Encyclical on the Mystical Body of Christ with 
its renewed emphasis on the primacy of the in terio r life has 
come once m ore to rem in d  us that the Church and  all its great 
institutions cannot do without these ‘Spirits of Elame,’ without 
these suffering contemplatives. T h ey  are necessary in the 
C hurch  to keep love b u rn in g  at white heat. W ith o u t  them 
the work of saving souls would  proceed languidly — the build ing  
of G o d ’s temple on earth would be slow and halting.
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W e arc thankfu l to God for having added this young 
Salesian to the noble  line of T heresa  ot Lisieux, G em m a G al­
vani, G abriele  Possenti.. T heresa  Valsé, and  others, who in the 
last cen tury  advanced TIis Kingdom by the sheer intensity of 
suffering love.



XV-

Apostolate of the pen

T H E  portra it  of Fr. Beltrami would not be complete were we 
to circumscribe his apostolate by the limits of prayer and 
suffering. H e w ould  not be true  to his prototype, the saint of 

action, ‘one of the greatest labourers of the Church  of G od,’ 
as two Popes called St. J o h n  Bosco. Indeed  many are the 
furrows of activity which the  Saint traced out. to his Salesians, 
an d  one of them  and very im p o rtan t  too is the w riting of books 
of popu lar  instruction.

Fr. Beltram i _ took up  w riting  abou t  the end. of 1894 and 
laid down his open ten days before his death. In the space of 
four years he wrote a goodly n u m b er  of books and booklets 
such as are rarely produced  even by a writer who dies at a 
late age.

A distinguished writer, Dr. Mioni, says : “ I cannot describe 
the impression of gentleness, and superna tu ra l  tenderness which 
Fr. Beltrami's writings convey. W hen  I consider that  they were 
written by an invalid on the b r ink  of the g rav e :  how trying 
it m ust have been to h im  to hold the pen, with fingers often 
benum bed  with cold, whose very m otion  caused him  intense 
pain : when I consider all the fatigue that all these books en ­
tailed I am amazed at the w ri te r’s zeal and capacity for work.” 
Indeed it would seem that these lovers of the Cross can draw 
from the depths of the ir  sufferings not only a negative gain of 
submission b u t  a positive good in the shape of added power fol­
lile work.
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His l i t e r a r y  c a re e r

Fr. Beltrami began his l iterary career with a collection of 
Essays on m odern foreign l i te ra tu re  which he wrote in colla­
bora tion  w ith  Professor Ferri. T h e  Essays gained m uch praise.

But his real first work was to be the popu la r  life of 
St. Mary  Margaret A lacoque . which he completed in 1894. 
Lives of this great servant of God were not lacking : bu t  they 
were bulky and  chiefly concerned with visions an d  revelations. 
Fr. Beltrami p referred  to dwell on the inw ard  beauty of her soul, 
to lay stress on her virtues and  on how she atta ined  them. He 
dedicated the book to the novices of the two Congregations, the 
Salesians and  the Daughters  of Mary H elp  of Christians. “ I 
wrote ,” lie says in the preface, ‘‘this little book near the resting 
place of our  Father Don Bosco whose life was an  unbroken  
canticle of love for the Sacred Heart. O u r  Founder  willed that 
the  shield of o u r  Societies should bear the image of the D ivine 
H e a r t  so that his ch ildren  m ight often gaze on it and  be 

rem inded  that they were to love it and  m ake it loved by many .
If they Will do so the two Societies will grow, and  notw ithstand  
ing persecution, ex tend  in such a 'm a n n e r  as to share the prodi 
gious vitality of the C h urch .” H e concludes by expressing a wish 
that the  two Congregations should  be solemnly dedicated to the 
Sacred H eart .  T h is  wish was carried out six years later bv Don 
R u a  on the first day of the new century

O n the following year he wrote a popu lar  lite oí St. Franci¿ 
of Assisi. In this small volume which he dedicated to his parents, 
he  gives us a glowing pic ture  of this seraphic iover of Christ. 
O f Assisi which D ante  calls ‘O riens’ he writes : “ .Assisi will ever 
be an O rien t,  a “rising sun ,” light u n to  the path  of all who arc 
resolved to scale the heights of heroic C hristianity .’

In  the same year he wrote a full-length life of St. Joan o¡ 
Arc.  T h e  book, w rit ten  in delightful style, betrays an en thu  
siastic adm ira tion  for the heroine. It is one of the best book*
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on the subject. T o  the sanie period belongs the life of 
St. L idwin ,  the Dutch virgin who was an invalid for 31 years. 
N o  one could have w ritten  about this saint, be t te r  than ou r  
saintly priest, himself an invalid, T h e  book is an ideal com ­
panion  for those who are sick.

T h e  year 1896 was the richest in Fr. Beltrami's literary 
activity. His “Perle e Diamant i  ” a collection of sixty stories, 
based in large part on the lives of famous men, is a credit to 
his vivid im agination and b rillian t style. It a tta ined  at once a 
wide circulation especially amongst the young. O f a more 
serious character is the booklet “ Volere è Putere” (“W here  there 
is a will there is a way.’’ Its pages, full oí inspiration, a ie  an 
index to the w ri te r ’s character, which, as we have already seen, 
u*as m arked  by great am bition  and  tenacity ol purpose. All 
those who believe that character bu ild ing  is the foundation of 
sanctity will like this book. A n o th e r  little book of that year, 
which many consider as one of his b e s t .ascetical production, is 
a little treatise on Venial Sin. It is iiill ot unction and  lias many 
passages w orthy of St. Alphonsus. it soon atta ined  popularity, 
especially in seminaries and religious com m unities  : 23,000 
copies were sold in a short time. Similarly successful was 
ano ther  little treatise on the existence of Hell.

And piaywri t ing

Fr. Beltrami tried his hand also at piaywriting. H e chose 
us his them e the heroic figure ot Thomas More owing no 
d o u b t  to his apostolic interest in England. Fr. Tozzi S.D.B., 
rem em bers the day when having received his obedience as 
novicemaster of the Salesian English Province, he went to take 
his leave of the invalid priest. Fr. Beltrami k indled  as he spoke 
of England and of the prospect of its conversion. "I spend whole 
days,” he said, “praying for England. II G od gives me life I 
have in m ind  to write a small book on the English schism. I 
hope it will do some good, it will at least p rom pt people to pray



for that country .” T o  the last year of his life (1897) belongs 
the Li f e  of Xapo leon  which he dedicated to his Father Don Bosco 
a ‘conqueror  of souls.' “T h is  is no ordinary  biography,’ said a 
literary critic : “ It reveals a m aster’s touch. No im portan t 
detail escapes the w riter who shows a fine critical acum en in the 
selecting and marshalling of facts. No be t te r  book could be pu t 
into the hands of the young.”

A n o th e r  book soon followed and  of the same size, the 
“Aurora degli As tr i,” in which the youth of 33 celebrated men 
is brill iantly  described. T o  the  same year belongs the small b u t  
golden volum e ‘‘Max im s  of Don Bosco,” which reveals his deep 
love for his Father an d  the diligence with which he perused his 
writings. Its last page was written ten days before his death.

O th e r  small works which were published after his death 
were the Lives of St. John de la Salle, St. Stanislaus Kostka  and  
of St. Julius and Jul ianus,  the two patron saints of his native 
town. Amongst the un fin ished  m anuscripts are three volumes 
of the works of St. Francis de Sales, translated from the Annecy 
edition,
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The w r i te r ’s meis'age

Let us ask an outsider to g i \e  us an estimate of Fr. B eltram i’s 
writings. Dr. Mioni writes : “T hese  books are thoroughly 
Salesian in style and  intent. T h e  style is smooth and  easy, even 
elegant, though w ithou t any literary pretension. Indeed the 
purpose <>l the writer is not tí) win popu lar  praise or to Hatter 
oj to axnuse a frivolous reader. It is p reem inently  educative : it 
aims at spreading goodness and uplifting souls. The w riter  
never loses sight of this object : with the result that  not merely 
in his devotional books b u t  also in his books of history and 
fiction he is at all times at pains to po in t out a moral, to deter  
from erro r  or evi!., to spur on towards virtue. One can trace in 
< veiv pajje ih* masterly hand of the educator who goes straight



APOSTOLATE OF THE PEN 123

to the reader’s heart and skilfully touches those chords which 
are sure to give the best response."

W ere we asked to po in t out the w rite r’s favourite message, 
that which he constantly seeks to convey to his youthful au d i­
ence, a passage from the 'Aurora degli As tr i /  we think, would 
supply the answer. It: rem inds us of the fine idealism of Long­
fellow's Excelsior. Speaking of virtue, he says : “ Virtue is a 
high and steep m oun ta in  and  its ascent calls for toil and  perseve- 
ìance. But the higher we m ount the greater is the magnificence 
of the panoram a that spreads before us. the clearer the sky, the 
p u re r  is the a ir  and  the b r igh ter  is the sun. A nd  when we have 
reached the sum m it how full is the joy of the soul ! . . .  It is 
an am ple reward for all o u r  fatigues.”

I his great sufferer certainly belongs to the school of those 
Christian mystics (the true  mystics indeed !) whose eyes would 
never rest on any form of goodnes* that was no t  transfigured by 
beauty and joy. A nd in this too he- was true  to his type.



The end

X V I

A T  the beg inn ing  of 1897 it was clear tha t  Fr. Beltrami's 
strength was last ebb ing  away ; b u t  if the o u te r  frame was 
dissolving, his spirit was still alert and  vigorous and  his 

a rdour  at work was as steady as ever.

On the 8th of February, the sixth anniversary of his illness, 
he begged his Superiors for an unusual favour. H e had never 
left Valsai ice for the last four years and it was his wish now to 
pay a last visit to o u r  Lady’s church at Valdocco. H e was taken 
there by coach and he greatly enjoyed the visit. For a long time 
he prayed at the A ltar  of o u r  Lady H elp  of Christians, pouring  
forth  his g ra ti tude  for his Salesian vocation and  for the many 
graces connected with it, chief amongst them  the 'big grace of 
his illness.' On that very spot in his younger years he had 
prayed and dream t of a long life spent in the missionary apos- 
tolate. How  different had been his career ! Vet, no m atte r  how 
dark the days, and how rugged the path, never had  confidence 
in his heavenly M other for a single m om ent failed him  : and this 
too was a big grace.

N ever  so happy

In  fune he had one of his usual crises, a violent hemorrhage, 
b u t  ‘after invoking o u r  Lady (so he wrote to a friend) and w ith ­
out any medicines or help of the doctors he was soon on his feet
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again and  back at work. T w o  m onths later, about, the feast 
of the Assumption of o u r  Lady, his condition became critical 
again and  a serious intestinal t roub le  added to the ord inary  
pain. "T h is  has been o u r  Lady’s gift," he wrote to Don R ua 
at that time. “ But the Lord  is good and helps me very much. 
W hen pain is sharpest, g reater is the desire o u r  Lord gives me 
of suffering." H e added that he had never been so happy.

Ot this spiritual joy which God vouchsafes to every lover 
ol the Cross his letters are now increasingly full. “Dom inus 
laetificat juven tu tem  meam :" “T h e  L ord  gladdens my youth." 
O ne of his last literary works was the religious drama, “Thomas  
More,'  the first copy of which he sent to Fr. Bianchi, superior 
at Ivrea where there was also a small g roup  of Irish students. 
"I want you," lie wrote, “ to read the preface in which I suggest 
that  we should  constantly pray for the conversion of England.
1 hope the Irish students will like the play. I hey should be 
urged to offer C om m unions  and Visits for the Island of saints.’
I low pleased I was to read in the ‘Civiltà Cattolica' that Leo X II I  
has given his approval to the C onfra tern ity  of o u r  Lady, recently 
established at St. Sulpice, for the purpose of prom oting  prayers 
for die conversion of England."

His letter ends on the usual note. T h e  novices and  students, 
the hope of the Congregation, are always in his m ind. For them 
lie constantly prays and  suffers. "0[)to ego ijise anathema a 
Christo pro fratribus weis."  (I desire to be cut off from Christ 
for the sake of my brethren.)

To fill his lamp

A sign that the end was not far off was a noticeable increase 
in his charity. " In  his last days," writes a witness, "charitv shone 
on his countenance with particu la r  vividness : it looked m ore 
like an indefinable tenderness." As he himself wrote (1) "the

I) Life '_>f St. John  de- la Salle.
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last days of saints ai e richest in good works. \ o  wonder, i ’hey 
hear the distant sound which announces the approach of the 
Bridegroom : hence they hasten to fill their lamps with oil.

Fr. Costa writes : "D u rin g  the last m onths o l his life i and 
others with me were struck by Fr. B eltram i’s exceptional k in d ­
ness. W hile  previously, in an effort lo spare his voice, he had 
spoken very little, now he stopped to talk and often for a l o n g  
time. It was obvious that he wanted to go out of his way to 
be obliging. I had been ill for some rime and he had seldom 
called on me owing to his difficulty in walking : b u t  now h r  
was a frequen t caller in spite of the fatigue which it entailed. 
Once, as he entered my room, he was so exausted and  breathless 
that I thought he would collapse. In his last visit he s to p p e r]  
for nearly half an hour. H e kindled as he spoke of Liguria 
(where I had lived for many years) and of its natura l beauties. 

■Noticing I was relishing my meals he sent m e through the 
servant some delicacies and  l im e  extras." T h e  infirmarían too 
comments on this unusual bounty of Fr. Beltrami. One day 
he invited himself to lunch in the infirmary and (with the 
super io r’s permissioni he trea ted  everybody w ith  marm alade 
and  sweets. He had never done so before. Every body on that  
day was impressed by his unusual cheerfulness.' A nd  yet it  
was precisely on those days that his crises were more f req u en t  
and  exhausting, b u t  he w ould  never u t te r  a word of com plain t 
nor insist on an) special service o r  assistance. Fr. Grandis one 
day, calling on him , and finding him in m uch  pain, expressed 
regret, at not being  able to do anyth ing  to b r ing  h im  relief. 
His reply was a happy smile. A n d  raising his eyes upwards : 
"I am never alone.' ' he said, "My G uard ian  Angel is very good 
and helps me much. 1 know  how you all are : you m ust no t 
trouble  yourselves about m e.’

O ne of the brothers, J. Magistris, testifies : "A  few days 
before his death Fr. Beltrami sent for me and  asked me to take 
a couple of his books to every Salesian in the house. H e was 
anxious lest I should forget anybody and two days afterwards
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lie asked me again to make sure that all the laybrothers had 
received the little gift.”

In spite of his increasing weakness he was faithful to his 
routine  of work and prayer, a l te rna ting  w riting  with visits to 
the Blessed Sacrament.

I n te r ces so r  be tween  God and man

T h é  following in tim ate  note, saved from destruction, re ­
veals the persistency with which this marvellous contem plative 
fulfilled to the last his mission of intercessor between God and 
man.

'T o r  five hours I have now been pleading before the T a b e r ­
nacle for the conversion of sinners and of all men in pagan 
lands. I am resolved to do violence to the merciful H eart  of 
Jesus and  wrest from H im  the salvation of all. I am deter­
m ined to wrestle, like Jacob, with Divine Justice in o rder  to 
placate it on behalf of my bre thren . I have been in spirit on 
the blood stained Golgotha and  there I have been pleading that 
out of o u r  Redeemer's  wounds there should issue five rivers 
of mercy to flood the five parts of the globe. I have been 
traversing in spirit the Am erican continent from Alaska to 
r i e r r a  del Fuego, in terceding for all the Missionaries, beseech­
ing the heavenly H usbandm an  to give increase to their  labours. 
I have been in Africa. Africa, poor unhappy  Africa ! The 
curse against Cham  is still weighing upon  thee : thy land is 
still the most wretched and derelict in the Christian  world. 
W hen will the Blood of Christ descend upon thy barren  soil 
and  make it germ inate  flowers of life eternal ? But Europe is 
the object of my tenderest solicitudes. I yearn for the death 
of Protestantism, for the day when England and  G erm any  will 
Cast off their  H enry  and  L uther,  when Russia and  Greece will 
p u t  an end  to their  schism and subm it to the ru le  of the Vicar 
of Christ, W ho  is already stretching his arms to welcome them. 
May the day rise soon when M ahom etanism  will renounce  its
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errors and  the Crescent will give place to the Cross on the towers 
of Constan tinople .”

Barely a week before his death he was still working at his 
books and  correcting proofs. It was on the 18th and 19th of 
December that in his failing handw riting  he wrote the preface 
of his last books. Many are convinced tha t  he knew the day of 
his approaching death. He paid a last visit, to every priest in 
the house and  repeated the call if anyone was not to be found, 
l ie  put his room in order and  destroyed carefully all private 
notes and  his correspondence, especially all letters (and lie had 
many) contain ing  flattering appreciation's of his book*. On 
Christmas night he joined the com m unity  in the m idnight tele 
bradons. T h e  strain  brought about a violent heart attack and 
i he night was sleepless and agitated, but he managed to rise rhc 
next clav and say his Mass as usual.

Spir i tua l  radiance

Fr. Barberis called on him on December 28th. and received 
the impression that his s trength was near the breaking point. 
“H e  told me in faint whispers that he was suffering from 

great oppression, that the heart  beat so violently that he thought 
it might break at any m om ent.  But I am not surprised, 
Fr. Andrew added. It is the usual gift of our Lord  on  His 
l>ig feasts. My mind, however, is perfectly clear. My brain, 
though exceedingly hot on account of the fever, seems to work 
even better. My im agination  works admirably. “H is  eyes, 
continues Fr. Barberis, “were yet und im ned . How they glowed, 
when, to gratify his desire for news of the Congregation, I told 
him of the new projected foundations, of the increasing n u m ­
ber of novices, of the w idening  of o u r  missionary fields in 
America, etc. . . ” All suclv news delighted  him immensely. And 
once again with what little voice he had left he protested Iris 
willingness, should  it please God, to con tinue  to suffer for the 
Church, the Pope, the Congregation, the agonizing and  souis 
ill Purgatory. “H ow  glad.” he said. “ I would be to endure  these



THE END 1 2 9

pains and m ore until  the Day of Ju d g m en t  if only one more 
soul could be h e l p e d . . . ” “W ha t particularly  struck m e,” con­
cludes Fr. Barberis, “was the inexpressible b lend ing  of sorrow, 
and  joy and  serenity on his pale emaciated c o u n te n a n c e . . ” 
Fr. Barberis is not the only one to com m ent on this joyousness 
of spirit, which a no ted  writer calls ‘spiritual radiance,’ “and 
in default of which,” he adds, “R om e will never canonize a 
saint.” O')

On Decem ber 29th, late in the evening:, he sent for7 ¿ÜV
Fr. Rector and asked to go to confession. N o  m ention  was made 
of V iaticum  as it was thought that  he could  Fay Mass on the 
following day. But it was not to be so. D u rin g  the n ight he 
had ano ther  heart  attack and Fr. Rector, calling to see h im  in 
the m o rn in g  found  h im  utterly  prostrate. “ H e  wras so feeble 
that  I could hardly hear the few words he m utte red  to thank 
m e for my visit. T h in k in g  that the end was not near I went 
to say Mass b u t  before I had reached the Consecration ano ther 
crisis followed and  that m eant the end .” T h e  laybro ther who 
was a ttend ing  h im  writes : “O n the previous n igh t  Fr. Beltra­
mi had sent for a change of linen an d  he himself had changed 
them  when I en tered  his room in the m o rn in g  I noticed that 
he was very restless. H e  could no t  lie in  any position. H e was 
kissing the Crucifix over and over again. T h e n  he suddenly 
dropped  it. I b rough t  it again to his lips, .b u t  all his strength 
had gone. I w ent for a priest b u t  when he arrived the holy 
man had already b reathed  his last. I t  seemed as though he had 
fallen asleep.”

Th e dea th  of  love

H e was 20 years, 6 m onths old. Exactly three m onths  be­
fore St. T heresa  of Lisieux had com pleted her  earthly p ilg rim ­
age. Once again the similarity between the two servants of 
God springs irresistibly to the m ind. In the same year. 1895,

(1) T h e  late Baron Von Hugel.



L U I .  O l  I K .  A N D R E W  B E I / F R A  VII

the) had vowed themselves victims for the salvation of souls. 
And now when the end came, this was to be u n d e r  s imilar 
circumstances. T h e  young Carm elite  had said some tim e before 
death : “T h e  death of love which I so m uch desire is the death 
of Jesus on the Cross." T h e  Salesian had prayed : “D om ine  
recide m e  desolatum . . . redde m e  sicut s o l i tu d inem ” which 
means : “Give me, O Lord, a share in the ab an d o n m en t of T h y  
Cross.’’

Both prayers were g ran ted  : and if “darkness enveloped 
the soul of the C arm elite  n u n  in her la\t h o u r ,” solitude and  
and  pain were the portion  of the Salesian priest. (1) H e died 
alone. T h e re  was no Viaticum, no priestly blessings, no kneel­
ing bre th ren  ro u n d  his bed to comfort his 'ast m om ents : and  
there was intense physical pain. True., love (and with love 
trust) was w ith  h im  righ t to the end : b u t  it was love stripped 
of every sensible consolation h u m an  and  divine, the only love 
worthy of a victim.

N o t  suffered in vain

O n January  31st, the day of the funeral, the remains of 
the holy priest were taken to the Seminary Chapel for the last 
rites of the Church. A procession of well over a h u ndred  sur- 
pliced young religious, each carrying a lighted candle and  
chanting  the Miserere,  led the way. Sorrow trem bled  in every 
voice and  was visible on every countenance. Yet who could 
d oub t  tha t  a feeling deeper than sorrow prevailed in the hearts 
of al l ? Et  exu l tabu nt  ossa humil ia ta  — chanted  the choir again 
and  again. H ow  true  these words of the Psalm d id  r ing  at that 
m oment. T h ey  sounded prophetic. Indeed, if there was a 
dom inan t  feeling, this was not of loss bu t  of gain : no t of failure 
b u t  of t r ium ph. A great mercy, all sensed, had it been granted ; 
a new intercessor was now with God ; a sign had  been set up  
for those who were left behind.

(1) A utobiography o í St. Theresa. T o  be m ore exact, the darkness, had  one 
short in te rru p tio n  for the space of a Credo.
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Is it then fanciful to th ink that  in those solemn m oments 
many of thoce young men, if no t all, became suddenly aware 
of a new light shin ing in  their  soul, of a new  readiness to answer 
the Master's call, however hard  the dem an d  and  steep the climb?

In tru th  Andrew Beltrami h ad  not suffered in vain. He 
had m arked o u t  a path and set an example. H e could now 
teach how to ‘overcom e’ no m atte r  how trem endous the odds. 
H e could show how prayer can be tu rn ed  into power, suffering 
into praise, inaction into apostolate. A nd this is in fact Andrew 
B eltram i’s achievement.

Still  fulfills his mission

His mortal remains, in compliance with the family’s wish, 
are now at rest at O m egna in the church of his baptism. But 
his tom b is far from being  deserted. Souls w ithou t n u m b e r  
constantly find their  way there to seek light and strength  in 
the battle  of life. T h a t  their  quest is not in vain is already 
proved by a long list of favours.

But it is especially his b re th ren  in religion all the world 
over who gratefully testify to the power both of his example 
and  of his intercession with God. It is those in particular, and 
they are far from few, who striken down too soon by a deadly 
disease or broken down by the fatigues of an overstrenuous 
apostolate lie helpless in a solitary room, confined to a bed of 
pain o r to an invalid ’s chair. T h ese  are they who have learned 
from the heroic Salesian the secret of confidence, the secret of 
reb u ild ing  the ir  life, and, by tu rn in g  it to a new  purpose, of 
dedicating it afresh to the greater glory of God. T h ro u g h  them 
Fr. A ndrew  Bletrami still fulfills his mission.

In t h e  wake of a g iant

T h e  growing fame of sanctity of the Servant of G od has 
already a ttracted  the a t ten t io n -o f  R om e an d  on July  1920 the
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Holy Fa ther  has signed the decree of the in troduction  of his 
Cause of Beatification.

Let us hasten with ou r  prayers the day when this worthy 
son of St. Jo h n  Bosco will share with his Father the suprem e 
honours which the C hurch  reserves for her Saints.


