MAMVA MARGARET

DON BOSCO S FI RST COOPERATOR
(by Joseph Aubry)
CONTENTS

DON BOSCO S FI RST COOPERATOR
God's instrunent in Don Bosco's formation

MARGARET OCCHI ENA

[ AT CAPRIGLI O TILL HER 24TH YEAR (1788-1812)]

A rugged farmng famly
Agirl with determ nation
Cour ageous narri age

MARGARET BOSCO MOTHER OF JOHN BGSCO
E\T TH1£: BF]ECCHI , IERGVIJ—ER I24TH TILL HER 58TH YEAR (1812-1846)]
urther trials
Fai t h educati on
Li fe educati on
Sal esi an educati on
Three very different characters

The long road to the priesthood

Mot her of a priest

"MAMVA MARGARET', MOTHER OF DON BOSCO S ORPHANS
IN TURIN FROM 58 TO 68 (1846-1856)]
Nhrgaret's herol ¢ accept ance
Mot heri ng the nascent Sal esi an apostol ate
Mot her of an ever-growing famly

Bor n educat or
Death and the first Beatitude

11

14

TT T TT ©

T T TO

o © (o] ~N ~ (o))

11
12

13
15



MAMVA VARGARET
Don Bosco's first Cooperator
(by Joseph Aubry)

DON BOSCO S FI RST COOPERATOR
Riffling through the pages of the Salesian Bulletin that print the

graces obtained through the intercession of our Saints, it 1is
noti ceable that the nane of Mamma Margaret appears in ever-grow ng
frequency.

Over the years the request has often been made that the cause for
canoni sation of this good wonman be introduced; and at I|ast the
Sal esi an Congregati on has overconme various problens and doubts and
has seriously taken the matter in hand.

Imagine the great joy all Don Bosco's followers throughout the
world would experience if eventually Mamma Margaret were to be
publicly invoked as the canonised nother of the Sal esian Famly.

Oficially proclaimed or not, the remarkable holiness of this
worman is obvious to all who are acquainted with her life. Barely
thirty vyears after her death, during the lifetime of Don Bosco, her
bi ography had already been published through the efforts of Don
Bosco's secretary and nunber one historian, Fr John-Baptist Lenoyne,
under the title of Instructive events in the famly |life of Margaret
Bosco - a pleasing and edifying account. This can be found in the
June edition of the Catholic Readings of 1886. Fr Lenoyne made a
sol emm presentation of this book to Don Bosco on the occasion of his
nane- day cel ebration of 24 June. The saint accepted the gift as the
nost pl easi ng one he could have had. He read it through thoughtfully
and was deeply noved. He suggested only two small changes.

Fr Lenoyne's panphlet stirred up the enthusiasm of all those,
young and old, who were in any way associated with Don Bosco and his
work. The writer's sincerity had excited an unbounded admration in
its readers. The preface spoke enthusiastically of Margaret as not
rich, but with a queenly heart, no doctor of science but well versed
in the holy fear of God, early deprived of husbandly help in her
life but with utter reliance on God's help; thus she was able to

carry out the mssion entrusted to her by her Creator. | feel
confident that whoever reads this biography will see in Margaret the
valiant woman of Scripture so well portrayed in the Book of
Prover bs.

Fr Lenmoyne quotes fifteen verses of the fanous chapter 31 of The
Book of Proverbs, and they are truly applicable to the nother and
first collaborator of St John Bosco. He cites another three verses
to conclude the biography and adds, Werever Don Bosco's nane is
revered, the name of his nother will also be extolled. It wll not
be possible to tell the story of the Salesian work inspired by God
and Mary Help of Christians without reference to the charity, self
abnegation and holiness of Manma Margaret. She prayed and | aboured
hard and hel ped the seed grow into a gigantic tree.

God's instrument in Don Bosco's formation

As we learn about the life of Margaret Bosco we are struck by the
work of Providence in her life. She lived for her son and his work.
God had inplanted within her soul the seed of his future Sal esian
wor k. John Bosco owed his life and formation to her. Wth her he had
founded his work and his educational system

I make so bold as to conpare Margaret with Mary, who was prepared
by Jesus, becane his nother, and eventually his collaborator in his
work of salvation and the nother too of his disciples. To know



Margaret Bosco, to discover her charity, is to truly understand
sonething of the depths of Don Bosco's character and discover the
source of his holiness and the holiness to which all the nenbers of
the Salesian Famly are called. Wilst other holy people draw their
sanctity from various aspects of Don Bosco's Salesian charism we
are privileged to draw explore the very heart and source of his
i nspiration.
The life of Margaret can be divided into three distinct periods:
her younger years up to the age of twenty-four;
- her mature years fromtwenty-four to fifty- elght;
- her final ten years (fifty-eight to sixty-eight) when she
unexpectedly changed her whole life and became her son's first
and definite cooperator.
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MARGARET OCCHI ENA

[ AT CAPRIGLI O TILL HER 24TH YEAR (1788-1812)]

The 68 years of Margaret's life were lived in a turbulent era of
revolutions. Her naturally strong character had occasion to be
strengt hened yet further: this “valiant woman' had also to cope with
a series of tragic events.

She was born during the French Revolution. As a child she saw her
country invaded by Napoleon's troops and becone a French province
for many years, plundered by the com ng and going of foreign armes,
ravaged by conscription and expropriation: a country that even saw a
Pope taken into exile and eventual ly freed.

At 29 years of age she was a wi dow and had to cope with periods of
insecurity and want; she had three sons to care for in a tine of
political and social instability. This was the tinme when the Ki ngdom
of Sardinia, restored in 1815, was continually plagued by the
depredations of rebellious and |iberal activists (1821 and 1830-31).

In Turin, with her son John, now a priest, she lived through the
anxieties of the revolutions and wars of 1848-1849, suffered the
terror of threats to her son's life, and experienced the tragedy of
an entire whole city wilting under the cholera epidemc of 1854
Thi s hunbl e woman certainly had her full share of trials - but never
gave in to discouragenent. Indeed her whole life was nmarked by
courage and strength of character.

A rugged farmng famly

Capriglio is a small district in the province of Asti, sonme thirty
Kilonmetres south-west of Turin. Its dwellings are scattered over
green hills and surrounded by trees, vines and crops of naize and
grain.

Part of the village is called Serra di Capriglio; and it was here
that Margaret was born on 1 April 1788. Her parents were Ml chior
Qcchiena and Donenica Bossone, both 36 years old and nmarried for
thirteen years. They were confortably off, owning their house and
the adjacent fields. She was the sixth child of the famly, but had
only a three-year-old sister, Marianna (who was |ater to cone and
hel p her at Val docco). Three other sisters and a brother had died,
for infant nortality was high in those days. The next child to
arrive was a boy, who also died young; then cane Francis (1791) and
M chael (1795), and another sister Lucia (1793), who survived to
make up a famly of three girls and two boys. Such were the main



facts of Margaret's famly - a famly that perforce counted courage
anong its assets.

To this courage was added a strong faith. On the very day of her
birth Margaret was baptised in the parish church.

It was in this anbience that Margaret was to grow and live until
her 24th year: in a small country district with its church bell, its
pl easant and fertile surroundings, and a famly full of l|ove, hard
work, solid faith, prayer and confidence in God - a tinme soon to be
sundered by the Napol eoni ¢ upheaval s.

Agirl with determ nation

Margaret's noral and spiritual character was evident right from
her yout hful years. Father Lenoyne wites: She had a resolute nature
and sound comon sense; and this coupled with God's grace gave every
assurance of overcomng all spiritual and material obstacles that
life could offer her. Sound too in her conscience, her affections,
her thoughts, sure in her judgenents regarding people and things,
full of confidence in her way of acting, forthright in her speech,
she knew no hesitation...This frankness was a safeguard to her
virtue, being united to a prudence that was a safeguard against
taki ng any fal se step.

Capriglio in those days did not have a school; and so Margaret had
never learned to read or wite. But though illiterate she was by no
neans ignorant: she was able to acquire an emnent w sdom by
listening with a wlling and perceptive heart to the Iliturgical
readings in the parish church, the homlies, the catechesis - and
furthernmore by | earning fromher daily experiences.

The hunbl e epi sodes nentioned in her biography should be read in
this context. At eleven years of age she protested against the
Austrian soldiers who had set up canp nearby: she even drove off
their horses with a pitchfork when she found them eating the sheafs
of grain in the fields. She was a kind, strong and healthy girl, and
naturally the boys found her attractive and vied to acconpany her to
the church a kilonmetre's distance away; but they were hard put to
mat ch her speedy pace.

When on festive occasions her friends invited her to join themin
the dances and ganes that were organised, she smlingly told them
that she had work to do at hone, and that sonetines in the evening
the devil wandered anong the dancers... She found her true happi ness
in prayer, in meditating on the |ove of God and offering her work to
hi mfor the happiness of her famly and friends.

At twenty-three years of age she received a proposal of narriage
but did not feel any particular attraction for the married life.

Cour ageous narri age

Two kilonetres from Capriglio, on the hill facing the GCcchiena
farm there were a nunber of houses known as the Becchi. The hani et
was part of Morialdo and Castel nuovo d' Asti. A young farmer of 27

years of age lived there: he was Francis Bosco, whose w fe Margaret
Cagliero had recently died (28 February 1811) after six years of
marriage. Francis was left with his three-year-old son Anthony,
whose little sister Teresa had died two days after her birth. He
also had to care for his nother, Margaret Zucca, 60 years of age and
sem -paral ysed. He needed to remarry and have soneone to care for
t hem and keep house.

Visiting Capriglio frequently to see one of his sisters, Francis
had nmet Margaret and eventually proposed to her. WMargaret inforned
him that she had to care for her parents who were now in need of



her; but Marianna and M chael promsed to take on this duty, and her
father approved of the union. Furthernore, Francis was by no neans
poverty-stricken: he owned a stretch of land, a few head of cattle
and was a share-cropper for the country house and farm of the
Biglione famly who were lawers in Chieri. They lived on the very
spot where today stands the Tenple of Don Bosco. Besides, Francis'
nother was a dear old soul, sensitive and refined, and full of
wi sdom

Mar garet accepted the proposal and preparations were set afoot for
t he wedding and the dowy. She was nmarried on the 6 June 1812 at the
registry office and then in the parish church. That evening Margaret
Bosco entered her new hone at the farnmhouse of the Biglione famly,
on the Becchi hill. She was welconmed with open arns by her nother-
in-law, also called Margaret, and took the young Anthony of four
years to her heart. She also had to care for two servants - she had
assuned an inposing responsibility that demanded | ots of | ove.
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MARGARET BOSCO, MOTHER OF JOHN BOSCO

[ AT THE BECCH , FROM HER 24TH TILL HER 58TH YEAR (1812-1846)]

Margaret enjoyed five years of happiness. Francis was the best of
husbands, a nman of strong faith, of faultless rectitude, sound
common sense, and a solid worker. It was a famly of deep |ove, and
it grewin nunbers. On 8 April 1813 Margaret gave birth to her first
son, Joseph, and two years later on the 16 August 1815 she was
bl essed with a second son, John Melchior - the future Don Bosco. He
was baptised the next day by the assistant priest of the parish of
Cast el nuovo. Later, Margaret was to confide to her son, ~Wen you
came into the world | consecrated you to the Blessed Virgin,
surely a sign of Margaret's closeness to God during the nonths of
her pregnancy.

Al went well, and in that same year Francis was able to buy sone
nearby land and a shack that would serve as a cowshed and barn -
and eventually their honme. In 1816 and 1817 they had to endure two
years of drought that destroyed the crops; and then followed the
famly tragedy: the sudden death of Francis. One day in May 1817 he
returned fromworking in the fields. In a |ather of sweat he rested
in the coolness of the cellar for a while. He dozed off and awoke
cold and shivering and suffered a serious bout of pneunoni a.

Al the care that was given to him proved of no use. He nmade his
will (in which he asked that thirty Msses be said for him,
received Viaticum confided to Margaret that God had given him the
privilege of dying at 33 years of age, the sane age as Jesus. He
exhorted her to put her faith in God' s providence. He died on Sunday
11 May. Margaret wept and put on her own finger the wedding ring of
her dear husband.

John was only 21 nonths old, and the tragic event of his |oss
remai ned for himthe only nmenory he had of the first five years of
his life. “Wen everyone had left the room where his dead father

lay, | wanted to remain there with him "Come with me, John", ny
not her said through her tears, "If daddy doesn't cone, then | don't
want to go away", | replied. "Poor boy, you no |onger have a father

Cone with nme"; and saying this, she burst into tears, took nme by the

! Memorie dell'Oratorio, Rome 1982 p.89



hand and dragged nme away. | cried because she was crying. At this
point all the famly were in consternation.’

Further trials

Margaret, now 29, was left with a famly and a farmto | ook after.
Many ot hers would have given up under such an unforeseen and heavy
burden. She however was nade of sterner stuff; and set about
resolutely to tend the vineyard and the fields with her two sons, at
|l east till Novenber; at hone she had to care for her three sons (9
4 and 2 years of age) and al so | ook after their grandnother.

In Novenmber she rescinded the |ease contract and noved to the
hunbl e shack bought by Francis. She had added a kitchen and a | arge
room This was the poor abode that Don Bosco used to call "~mny hone',
and which thousands of pilgrins now visit and are struck by the
remar kabl e nobility of that can be found in poverty.

Margaret needed all her faith and all her love to bear up agai nst
the heavy burden of her trials. For two years she had to battle
desperately with noney problens - with outstanding debts to settle,
the never-ending drought that practically reduced the crop to
not hing, a questionable court case and the inpounding of the crop
for a whole year in favour of an enpl oyee of the former proprietor.

Things cane to a head one day at the Bosco hone, when hunger
becane a serious problem The whole district was in trouble, wth
not hi ng available - nothing in the true sense of the word! Don Bosco
recounts that Margaret then called the whol e househol d together and
spoke to them “~Wien your father lay dying he told nme to have
confidence in God. Cone, now, let us kneel and pray' . After a short
prayer she rose and said, "Extrene problens call for extrene
renmedi es'. She then sought the help of a neighbour and they went to
the cowshed and killed a calf; they cooked a quick neal to assuage
the fam shed famly. W read Don Bosco's words: “Just inagi ne how ny
not her had to suffer and slave in that calamtous year.'

A short time after, Margaret was offered the chance of a very
confortable marriage: the children would have been cared for by a
tutor. She declined with the remark, ~CGod gave nme a husband and has
taken himfromnme. On his deathbed he entrusted three children to nme
and | would be a heartless nother if | abandoned them at the very
time when they had nost need of ne'.

Fai t h educati on

Margaret now seriously set about fulfilling her task as an
educator: to nmake of her three boys three nmen who would each carry
out the nysterious design that the Lord had for him It was in this
task that she saw the very purpose of her life; and in carrying it
out she manifested her exceptional talents: her faith, her virtue,
her practical ability, and the w sdom she possessed as a sinple
Pi ednont ese working worman and true Christian filled with the Holy
Spirit. Space does not allow us to pursue this part of her life in
detail. Suffice it to note the essential points of this totally
Sal esi an hol i ness.

First and forenost was her patient inculcation in her young
charges of a solid faith, an awareness of an ever-present and | oving
God and a tender devotion to Mary. She proved  herself a superb

° Memorie dell'Oratorio, p.19
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catechist, for although unable to read or wite, he had commtted to
nmenory the small catechism and nmany of the nost beautiful incidents
of Sacred Scripture. She excelled in being able to foster union with
God by neans of prayer and the sacranents. Don Bosco tells us in the
Menorie dell' Oratorio: "Mdirning and evening we knelt for prayer and
recited the rosary. The Angelus was said three tines each day, and
Sunday was kept as the feastday of the week.'

Cod's grandeur and goodness was perceived as a nysterious and
providential presence; to be adored in the splendour of the stars,
t he abundance of his creation in the world, and even in tines of
devastating stornms. Her constant refrain was that God watches over
us always; and she used this thought as an invitation to her
children to be loyal to the calls of conscience. She taught the
children to encounter Jesus the Saviour in his nercy and pardon and
in the Eucharistic banquet. Don Bosco recounts how in his seventh or
eighth year his nother prepared him for his First Confession and
acconpanied him to the church for the occasion. She did the sane
with even greater care for his First Communion at Easter 1826 when
he was el even years of age. | am sure that on that great day God
real |y took possession of ny soul', Don Bosco said. *

Li fe education

It was through this enphasis on the presence of God that Margaret
wisely formed her sons' characters and their noral outlook. She
taught them by word and deed the great virtues of the Piednontese
humani sm of her tinme: an awareness of their duties, their work

their daily courageous acceptance of a hard life, the openness and
honesty and hunmour. She |oved them deeply, never petted or
nol | ycoddl ed them They | earned fromher to respect their elders and
to give willing help to those in need. They saw the exquisite
respect their nother always showed their grandnother, her Kkindness
to people who knocked on her door for help, whether beggars or
fugitives, and how she willingly visited neighbours who needed her
care. Wtnesses tell us that she was an angel of consolation for all
who were sick and especially for the dying. She was al ways cal m and
strong, never afraid to rebuke anyone who by word or deed could be a
cause of the downfall of others. Such exanple nade a deep inpression
on the three boys.

Sal esi an educati on

Wthout being aware of it they (and John in particular) were
introduced to the educative systemthat |later would be practised in
the Salesian famly and the apostolate. W can only be amazed at the
intuition, the w sdom and serene strength, prudence, commobn sense
and educative influence of this illiterate wonan. She was indeed
bot h not her and father to her boys.

Di vine Provi dence endowed her with the grace of being a " Sal esian’
educator, animated by a "preventive' love that had the capability to
understand, denmand, correct, to be patient and to smle. She used
the fanobus " dial ogue' approach that is on everyone's |ips nowadays.
Her children were supervised, studied, and guided, but never
tyranni sed. They had to obey and seek perm ssions, but she gave
thema free hand to enjoy their happiness and their ganes. She never
permtted any capriciousness and corrected with |oving Kkindness.
There was a cane in the corner of the room but it was never used;
nor did she ever slap them Don Lenoyne attests: "~She w shed at all

*  Memorie dell'Oratorio, p. 33



costs that ~correction should not provoke anger, distrust or
aversion. Her maxim was clear: Encourage children to do everything
for love and to please the Lord. This certainly made her a nother to
be adored. ° In later years Don Bosco used to say that education was
a matter of the heart. This had indeed been his happy experience
during his youthful days in his home at the Becchi.

Three very different characters

Margaret was well able to cope with the vastly different attitudes
of each of her boys. Anthony had lost his nother when he was three
years of age, and his father at nine: these tragedies had |eft deep
scars. He had grown into an irritable lad with a chip on his
shoulder, and in his later teens an arrogant young man bent on
asserting his superiority as eldest of the famly and the one who
had the greatest burden of work. Wien his grandnother died in 1826
he becane quite unbearable, frequently violent in both word and
deed. There was no secret that he was particularly angry w th what
he consi dered John's presunption in spending tinme on study. The very
sight of a book provoked himto anger. These outbursts went on for a
matter of years.

Margaret had to endure the insulting name of matrigna (the Italian
word for “stepnother', but with overtones of harshness about it);
yet with infinite patience she still treated him as her son, just
i ke the other two boys, and at no tinme did she raise a hand agai nst
him Neverthel ess she remained just and firm and for peace in the
house and for the good of Joseph and particularly John, she found it
necessary to nake decisions that caused her pain and sorrow. At the
close of 1830 she divided up the famly assets, house and | and.
Ant hony alone stayed on and married a lass of the district on 22
March 1831. He had seven children, was reconciled with his famly
and proved a good parent, well thought of and a good Christi an.

Joseph, five years younger, was quite a different character, quiet
and serene, wth wnning ways and generous disposition, despite
occasi onal enotional outbursts. He was inseparable from his younger
brot her John, and in no way resented his ascendancy. He adored his
not her, and during John's long hours of study he was his nother's
i ndustrious, hard-wording and obedient son. He too married young, at
twenty years of age. H's spouse was Maria Calosso, a local girl; and
they had ten children. The affection and mutual help between both
Joseph and John remai ned constant and untarni shed.

Margaret saw in John a very special character; she was sonewhat
puzzl ed as she noticed the extraordinary qualities he nmanifested. He
had a sinple and profound piety, he was quick-witted, sensitive,
intelligent and astute, active and daring, open to his conpanions,
who were drawn to him as a born l|eader, and always frank and
trusting in his relations with his nother.

Whien he was nine, Margaret had heard himrecount his dream of the
wild animals that were transforned into |anbs under the guidance of
two nysterious personages, and her reaction was: ~Perhaps he wll
become a priest? ° Actually two years later, on the day of his
Fi rst Conmunion, he told her that that was his desire; he wi shed to
be a priest who would work for young people. Margaret was convi nced
that Providence had not destined himto be a farner, but a priest of
God and that she was called to accept the primary responsibility for
thi s singular vocation.

° Mamma Margherita, p.51
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The long road to the priesthood

Unfortunately it has to be noted that Anthony's determ ned
opposition caused much distress in the hone and Margaret had to
battle for five years before her John had a free hand to study. It
broke her heart to have himwork for twenty nonths (1828-1829) as a
cowhand in the Mglia famly's dairy. It was a great joy for her
when the elderly Father Calosso, the Mrialdo chaplain, took an
interest in John and began teaching himLatin. The priest's death in
1830 soon dashed their hopes, however; but when the fam |y broke up
and Ant hony took over his new y-acquired property, Margaret was able
to send John to the public school at Castelnuovo the next year
(1831). Sixteen-year-old John joined a class of eleven-year-olds,
and lived in the house of Roberto the tailor. Her nessage to John
was, Put your trust in Mary'.

From the Sussanbrino farm half way between Becchi and
Cast el nuovo, where Joseph was staying, John was able to attend the
public school of Chieri. At last the way was open for him but one
great obstacle remmined: poverty. H's board and |odging together
with his studies cost nore than he was able to pay. Sill, Providence
was there to help himand also the generosity of all the nei ghbours
- and of course his frugal style of Iife enabled himto get by.

John spent ten years at Chieri - 1831 to 1841: four at the public
school and six at the major semnary. During the |engthy vacations
he returned to Mrialdo. Margaret had finally found peace and
tranquillity, and lived happily and full of hope. She had now
graduated to being the grandnother of the children of Anthony and
Joseph. But her heart constantly reverted to Chieri. Few nothers
woul d have followed a son's vocation with such respect, humlity,
di si nterest edness, eagerness, joy and interior gratitude.

On 3 Novenber 1831 she acconpanied John to Chieri and put himin
the care of the widow Matta who gave him food and shelter for a
nodest charge. These years of study were for John a kind of triunph:
he proved to be of brilliant intelligence and had a renarkable
nmenory; and he had the knack of gaining the affection of all he cane
in contact with.

The year 1834 brought on a crisis for him when he had to nake a
final decision about his future. How could he presune to be a
financial burden to his nother with further years of study and the
bur geoni ng costs involved? He also thought that there would be many
dangers in what would be for himthe added conforts of the life of a
parish priest. He decided to enter the Franciscans, and discussed
the matter with the parish priest at Castel nuovo. H s nentor did not
agree with his decision and counselled Margaret to talk him out of
it. “You should think of your own future, too: when John becones a
parish priest you too will be able to live at the parish centre.’

Margaret went to Chieri and spoke with John. "I have nothing to
say regarding your vocation, except that you should do what Cod
inspires you to do. Do not be concerned on ny behalf. You owe ne
not hing. Never forget that | was born in poor circunstances, have
lived in poverty all ny life; and | am happy to die poor; and | say
this seriously to you: if you every beconme wealthy, | shall never
set foot on your doorstep.’

Don Bosco, even in his seventies, still had a vivid renenbrance of
Margaret's decisive and enotional tone as she uttered these words.

After serious discussion John decided to enter the sem nary.

" Memorie Biografiche, vol.I p.296



On 26 COctober 1835, at twenty years of age, he donned the clerical
habit at Castel nuovo in the parish church according to the custom of
those days. This change in his life was acconpanied by strict
resolves. W read, At that tinme ny nother kept an eye on ne and it
was plain that something was on her mnd. She spoke to ne on the
night before | was to leave and | shall never forget her words:
"Dear John, you have taken the priestly habit and | am as happy as
any nother could be. But never forget that it is not the habit that
matters, but the effort to progress in virtue. If you ever cone to
have doubts about your vocation, be sure you never dishonour that
priestly garb. Put it aside imediately. | would rather a poor
peasant son than a priest who neglected his sacred calling".'

Then she added a thought that was probably nuch closer to his
heart: “~Wien you cane into the world | consecrated you to the
Bl essed Virgin Mary. Wen you began your studies, | inculcated this
devotion in you. Now | want you to belong totally to her. Make your
conpanions those who are devoted to Mary; and if you reach
ordi nati on, never cease to inculcate and spread this devotion.'

Don Bosco adds that when she finished speaking she was greatly
noved and he hinself had a lunp in his throat. Hs words to his

not her were, “~Mother, | thank you for everything you have done for
nme. Your advice will not be forgotten. | shall treasure it always as
long as | live'. ° Assuredly Margaret's words were sublime and

inspired by the Holy Spirit. This uneducated peasant nother, now
getting on in years, entrusted her son to the nost perfect of
not hers. Margaret was to acconpany her son in prayer for the next
six years, and with her assiduous work, noting with joy, whenever he
cane to spend a holiday with her, how John had progressed in the
pi ety and seriousness that was expected of one who preparing for the
pri est hood.

Mot her of a priest

John was ordained a priest in Turin on Saturday 5 June 1841. The
followi ng day he went to celebrate the Mass of Corpus Christi in the
pari sh church of Castel nuovo. The whole district attended, proud and
rejoicing to honour "their' priest. Margaret received Conmuni on from
t he hands of her son. The parish priest put on a special spread and
invited all the relations - as well as the notables of the
nei ghbour hood. They then went to the Becchi, and at seeing the place
of his “first dreami, so full of nenories, the young priest wept
with enotion. Hs was further noved when in the quiet of the evening
he sat with his nmother and |istened to her inspiring words as on the
evening of his receiving the clerical habit.

“John , you are now a priest; you wll be saying Mass; so from
henceforth you will be closer to Jesus. Renenber that to begin to
celebrate Mass nmeans also to begin to suffer. You will not realise

this imediately, but little by little you will see that what your
nother has told you is the truth.' [And Don Bosco wonders how this
sinmple worman cane by these words and this nystical vision of the
priesthood.] "I amsure that you will keep ne in your prayers daily,

whether | am alive or dead: and that is all | ask of you. From now
?n you nust think only of the salvation of souls and have no thought
or ne.'

® Memorie dell'Oraatorio, p. 89.
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Six years before, she had entrusted her son to Mary. Now she
commtted himto the Lord and to all the souls he was to save.

Did Margaret think her task was now conpleted at 53 years of age?
Provi dence was not long in nmaking it clear to her that she had only
fulfilled the half of it! In a short while she would be called to
share her son's mnistry and extend her notherly offices to hundreds
of other young nmenbers of her “extended famly'.
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" MAMVA MARGARET', MOTHER OF DON BOSCO S ORPHANS

[IN TURN FROM 58 TO 68 (1846-1856)]

On 3 Novenber 1841, after having conpleted his four nonths of
“holiday', during which he had acted as assistant priest at
Cast el nuovo, John bade his nother and brothers goodbye and set out
for Turin. On the advice of his saintly friend Fr Joseph Cafasso, he
enrolled for three years at the ecclesiastical college for further
studies in pastoral theology. Under the direction of his friend he
lost no tinme in settling into his work for the young of the streets
and the prisons. On the 8 Decenber he inaugurated his religion
classes with Bartholomew Garelli. This was the beginning of his
great Sal esian enterpri se.

The story of these first exciting years is well known: the young
priest's ever-growng band of youngsters at the ecclesiastical
college, then at Marchesa Barolo' institution, then in the nearby
fields, and finally in the Pinardi shed when he entered the Prom sed
Land of Val docco. This was the fanous Easter of 1846.

Margaret's heroi c acceptance

At this time Margaret was living in the calm surroundings of the
Becchi, the happy grandnother of a tribe of grandchildren ranging
froma few nonths to thirteen years of age. They were the children
of Anthony (Francis, Margaret, Theresa, John, Frances) and Joseph
(Phi l omena, Rosea-Donenica, Francis and Louis). Her life was full of
joy and baby-sitting!

Then in July 1846 cane the thunder-bolt: John becane seriously ill
and lay, exhausted by his apostolic labours, with his very life in
danger. H's boys prayed ardently and earnestly to Mary to intercede
for his recovery, and their prayers were granted. He repaired to the
Becchi for a | engthy conval escence; and nother and son renewed their
intimate spiritual talks.

Don Bosco's heart and constant thoughts however remained in Turin.
He needed to return there where so many youngsters awaited him

However, there was a delicate problemto be solved: he was a young
priest of thirty years of age, and had recently noved to the Pinardi
dwelling in Valdocco. Unfortunately this was situated in a section
of ill-repute. Nearby there was a «certain inn called the
Gardiniera, which was the resort of prostitutes and their
custonmers. The w se advice of the parish priest of Castelnuovo was
t hat John should take his nother with himto Val docco.

John hesitated to ask her to give up her peaceful life in the
country and to nove into a noisy city at fifty-eight years of age.
How could he expect her to take orders from him and subject her
whole life to his needs? Was it fair to ask the “queen' of the
Becchi (Don Bosco's word!) to becone a nere servant at the Pinardi
dwel | i ng!



He hesitated for a long tine. The profound admration and
veneration he had for his nother sonetimes pronpted him to ask her
to cone with him- and at other times di ssuaded hi mfrom nmaki ng such
a difficult request. Finally one evening he put before her his
dil emma, and and we have his account of her generous reaction. ~She
understood the urgency of the problem and her imedi ate answer was,
"I'f you think such a course is pleasing to the Lord, | amready to
come with you immediately"." * Her lively faith and her total
unsel fi shness had placed in her heart the words of Gabriel to Mry,
"I am the handnmaid of the Lord; be it done to ne according to your
word'. Selflessly she thought only of God and the new task he was
offering her. As always with her, the decision to be taken was
clear, immediate and total: Margaret, in self-donation, was ready
for her "~ exodus'.

On 3 Novenber 1846, nother and son left the hill they |oved and
went on foot to Turin. Lady Poverty acconpanied them Don Bosco
carried a few books, and Margaret had a |arge basket of |inen and
the barest of necessities. The old Salesian song, "~Down from the
hills' (Gu dai colli) imortalised that journey of heroic hope. The
two roons in the Pinardi dwelling on the first floor, where they
arrived worn out by their journey, were enpty. They truly started
from scratch

Margaret's courage was able to joke about it. “At the Becchi | had
i deas of admnistration and ordering. Here | am very much nore
tranquil, for there is nothing to manage and certainly nothing to

order.' " She had brought her hunble wedding trousseau which she
had always lovingly preserved (a few cheap jewels, and sone I|inen
articles). All were used to nmake clothing and altar linen, or sold
to buy immediate necessities. Margaret sacrificed her all in order
to make provision for her new notherly duties.

Mot heri ng the nascent Sal esi an apostol ate

Margaret now began the third period of her life, her last ten
years in this world. She gave herself entirely to her son and took
an active part in the very foundation of the Sal esian apostolate.
Her dedicated availability practically nmade her a co-founder wth
him and she was his first and principal cooperator. She
whol eheartedly nmade every effort to supply the maternal elenment of
the foundation's charisma; she seenmed to represent the very presence
of our Help of Christians.

These ten years proved to be the nost definitive period of the
Congregation, and Don Bosco always referred back to them (especially
in his fanous Letter from Rone witten on 10 May 1884). Margaret
assuned a new nane that remained with her always. She becane Mamma
Margaret, and she played an active part in the initial " external’
devel opnent of the Sal esian apostol ate. These were the years of the
first oratory, the oratory quarters for the first apprentices and
students, the first schools and the first |aboratories, the church
of St Francis de Sales, the press for the Catholic Readings - and
all this at the revolutionary tines when Don Bosco had to endure so
many dangerous threats.

Margaret also stood by her son during his first “spiritual
devel opnent - the formation of the typical Salesian nethod and
spirit, and the tine of the saint's "co-founders', Cagliero (1851),
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Rua (1852), Aasonatti and Domnic Savio (1854), the first
sodalities, the first-fruits of holiness, the first clerics, and the
preparation of the Salesian Society that was to be founded |just
three years after her death.

In the biography of Don Bosco, Teresio Bosco uses the inspired
expression that "“~The Sal esian Congregati on was nursed on the |ap of
Mamma Margaret'. | do not know of any other educational religious
congregation that was founded wth this lengthy femnine and
not herly presence. To belong to the Salesian Fam |y and understand
its spirit presunes the acceptance of the light and influence of
Margaret's | um nous i nage.

Don Bosco often asked her advice, and nmany of his decisions during
t hese years had the benefit of her w se judgenent. Wen he had to go
to the city or be absent for sone days, he did so wth the
confortable feeling that Mamma Margaret would be present with the
boys and would see that all went well. At tinmes even the reception
of inmportant visitors was left to her. Wen in his Catholic Readi ngs
her son's style becane too erudite, it was Margaret who | ed hi m back
onto the path of sinplicity.

One of Margaret's special concerns was the danger to her son's
life when at tines his over zealous attitude pronpted him to take
i mprudent risks. Turin at that tinme was going through difficult
years of wupheavals, political and religious revolutions and even
wars. The wi nds of denocratic freedom and independence were indeed
vi ol ent .

During the period 1848-1849 the anticlericals stirred up nmuch
trouble against the archbishop, the priests and the religious
houses: the Pinardi house lived in fear of robbers; a bullet cane
close to killing Don Bosco whilst he was instructing his boys.
Margaret's concern for her son greatly increased in the period 1850
to 1853 when he decided to take up the cudgels against the intense
Wal densi an prosel ytising. He began to use his Catholic Readings as a
weapon to help his people keep the faith.

Hs enemes swore to take his life. He no |onger dared |eave hone
at night without at least two of his bigger lads; and nmany a tine

the fanmobus dog Gigio came to his rescue - even lying across the
doorstep on one occasion to prevent himfromgoing out at night. "If
you won't listen to ne', Margaret said to her son, "at |east take

noti ce of the dog; do not go out!’

The followi ng year, 1854, there was an outbreak of the cholera
that spread through the city.

Turin was assuredly different fromthe peaceful countryside of the
Becchi !

Mot her of an ever-growing famly

Mar garet soon understood that hel ping her son neant |ooking after
the boys to whom he had dedicated his life. For ten years she was
their nmother - wth all that word inplies of patience, toil and
t ender ness.

In the first place she had to get used to the shouting and rough
and tunble of the oratory, and it lasted all day and well into the
| ate hours of evening cl asses.

Then cane the first street orphans to be |ooked after. Don Bosco
recounts in the Menorie dell'Oratorio how his nother began with the
first group the beautiful customof the so-called " Good-night'.

Margaret's famly grew and grew. In 1848 there were sone fifteen
lads; in 1849, thirty; in 1850 fifty. Building a house with two



stories nade it possible to take in about seventy in 1853, and a
hundred in 1854. Two thirds of these were artisans, and the
remaining third were students or diocesan sem narians who went out
during the day to work or study in the city.

At | east about thirty were entirely under the care of Don Bosco.

One can imagine the endless work this entailed for Margaret: in
circunstances of extrene poverty and inconvenience she had to
arrange
for both board and |odging! She had to prepare neals (mainly thick
soup and polenta - a kind of nmnmize porridge). She had to tend to
their little vegetable garden, feed the poultry and rabbits, do the

| aundering, cook, nend and iron - often well into the night while
the boys slept (for many of them had only one suit of clothes); she
had to care for them when they were ill; and with infinite patience

put up with their noisiness, their carel essness and the usual faults
and failings of young street arabs.It is well known how one day,
playing at soldiers, they tranpled over her flower garden; and
anot her time knocked down the washing that was drying in the sun.

The crisis canme when on evening in 1850 she poured out her woes to
her son. Four years of this kind of life was enough for her! She
could carry on no longer! “John, | cannot take any nore of this
exi stence. Every day these boys nmanage to plague ne with sone new
vexation. Let ne get away from here. | should return to the Becchi
and end ny life there in peace.’

John heard her out with sadness. He |ooked at her and then raised
his eyes to the crucifix hanging on the wall. Margaret followed his
gaze and the tears rolled down her winkled cheeks.

"You are right, of course', she said to John, and gathered up her
apron. From that nonent on, no further conplaint was ever heard from

her. * The incident probably narked the culnmination of the
spiritual life of Margaret: she joined her Saviour in accepting her
cross wWithout reservation. "Father, thy will be done, not mne' . Her

sacrifice neant so much for the developnment of the Salesian
apost ol at e.

Don Bosco realised that it was inperative for himto get further
hel p, and good friends cane to help Margaret fromtinme to tinme. One
of her chief helpers was Margaret Gastaldi, nother of the future
archbi shop of Turin; and another was the Marchesa Fassati. There was
al so her sister Marianna, who left Capriglio and cane to Val docco to
share the work with Margaret.

Furthernore, the better boys, some of whom had al ready donned the
clerical habit (such as Rua and Rocchietti), gave extra help in
various kinds of tasks.

Born educat or

So far no nention has been made of the nost wonderful of the
duties of Margaret, that which demanded not only her physical
| abours but her faith and her love and her innate talent as an
educator. Since all her orphans called her "mamma', it was clear
that they considered her not nerely as a cook and a | aundress, but
rather they regarded her as they did Don Bosco, putting their tota
confidence in her as orphans who had found safety and |ove and
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readily returned that |love. There was no red tape necessary to go
and see their "manma', who was always kind and had a smle for them

Margaret was al ways available for them - at any tinme of the day.
They loved to chat with her; she was able to correct them exhort
and console them give them opportune advice. In this way she hel ped
them to develop their characters, strengthen their faith, be aware
of the presence of God; and she could urge themto go to confession
to Don Bosco, and to cultivate devotion to Mary nost holy.

Li ke every true Piednontese, he had a good store of proverbs and
anecdotes to support her counselling. "You have changed a |ot these
days! If you don't make an effort, what wll becone of you? Any
weakl ing can slide downwards; only the strong can clinb back.' To a
| ad who had plenty of excuses for not going to confession she said,
“It's a poor washerwoman who can never find a good trough'. And to a
youngster who was weeping, Never mnd. Try to be patient. W shal
all be happy in heaven. Qur present problens always seem worse than
they really are'.

She knew all the boys at the oratory individually and was able to
assess their characters. For two years she was able to observe a
young lad who had conme from Mndonio: his conduct inpressed her
greatly. She told Don Bosco, "You have quite a few excellent boys in
your care; but none of them can equal this Dom nic Savio youngster
| notice how he prays before the tabernacle; he is |ike an angel
from heaven' .

Wen in 1854 the cholera broke out in Turin, everyone at the
oratory was mracul ously untouched despite the fact that the hygiene
conditions of the day left much to be desired. In her effort to help
and confort the sick and the dying, Margaret gave all her I|inen
even the altar cloths, to the afflicted. There had been 1400
deaths, and when the scourge had run its course there was an
unexpected influx of fifty very young orphans. Margaret was the
natural one to whom they were entrusted; and at sixty-six years of
age she found herself nore than ever a not her

Ber eavenent and poverty always clained her heart. From her first
arrival at Turin she wore the sane patched and faded clothes. On two
occasi ons Don Bosco gave her L20 to buy herself a new dress. But the
old one remained, a little nmore worn, a little nore patched. The
noney had been spent on things the boys needed. Don Bosco
capitul ated, and Margaret died with the sane ol d dress.

Death and the first Beatitude

The only times of calmand rest in those years were the few weeks
of the holidays spent at the Becchi. Actually the “rest' was
relative, for Don Bosco used to bring with himall the boys who had
no famlies to go to. At least there was the fresh country air and
rural quiet.

Returning from the Becchi in md-Novenber 1856, Margaret felt
unwell and had to be confined to bed with a rasping cough. The
doct or di agnosed pneunoni a and gave no hope of recovery.

Joseph hastened from the Becchi (Anthony had already died seven
years previously); and Margaret spoke her last words to her sons. To
John her words were, "There will be others who will take ny place
here; but Qur Blessed Lady will always be the one in charge. Do not
seek splendour or display, but only the glory of God. Poverty,
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genui ne  poverty, nmust remain the basis of your hal | owed
undert aki ngs' .

To Joseph: "Bring up your children well. If God does not call them
el sewhere settle themin the country. To abandon the |and would be a
great waste'.

On the evening of the 24 Novenber Father Borel, her confessor,

gave her the |l ast sacranents; and she expressed a wish to speak with
John again. "~ God knows how nuch | have |oved you; but in heaven |
shall love you even nore. | have done all | could. If at times |
seenmed to be abrupt, it was for your good. Tell the boys that | have
worked for themwth a nother's conmtnent. Ask themto pray for ne
and offer up their comunion for ne'
John broke down, overcome with grief. She went on, "~ Goodbye, ny
dear. This is ny final farewell to you. Go to your room now and pray
for nme. You are broken-hearted, and it grieves ne to see you like
this'. She wanted all the calm she could nuster to prepare herself,
and Don Bosco left the room

Margaret died at three o' clock in the norning. Joseph hastened to
call John, and the two brothers enbraced each other, overconme wth
sorrow. The Val docco oratory becane a house of sadness and prayer.

The great nunber of boys in the funeral procession to the parish
church gave the appearance of a triunphal parade; but it was a
pauper's funeral, and Margaret was buried in a conmon grave w thout
ever having a tonbstone carrying her nane. She left nothing that
bel onged to her, absolutely nothing - except her imense |Iove.
Twenty year ago she had said to John, | want to die poor'.

There is no doubt that this resplendent |ight of evangelica
poverty is Margaret's nost noving inpression. She did not ~“put up
with poverty'; she loved it as one of the Beatitudes, as the
i nevitabl e condition of genuine |ove and active service. Truly there
is a lesson for wus in this, victine as we are of today's
consuneri stic society.

Under the porticos of the old Pinardi house at Val docco there is a

marble slab that tells us that "For ten years Mamma Margaret |ived
here a |life of dedication, prayer and poverty'. And at the foot of
the Becchi hill that is today called Colle Don Bosco, there is a

magni fi cent bronze statue of Mamma Margaret by the scul ptor Enrico
Manfrini. It was solemmly blessed by the Rector Mjor Father Egidio
Vigano on 29 March 1992. Anong those present was the anbassador of
the United States to Italy, a descendent of the Ccchiena famly of
Capriglio.

But the far nore inportant replica of Manma Margaret, whose life
was so conpletely evangelical and Salesian, is the one that has so
special a place in the hearts of us all.



