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INTRODUCTION.

The Catholic priest- is the central figure in the kingdom of

grace estab ished by Christ on earth. He is the minister and
orticial repre.sentative of Jesus Christ amongst nien. A good
priest is tlie best portrait we can have of our Blessed Lord,

for the priest is, in the language of tlie Fathers, another

Clirist :
^^ sarenlos a'tar Chriaius." Like his Divine Master he

goes about doing good, reclaiming the sinner, instructing tlie

ignorant, breaking the bread of life to hungry human souls,

comforting the atHicted, visiting the sick, lielping the poor,

protecting the widow and orphan, reconciling neighbours

hitherto estranged, bringing peace into families torn by dis-

sensions, and rescuing immortal souls from the servitude of

Satan and restoring them to the libttrty of the children of

God. He begins the care of man at the cradle, he follows

him with his holy nunistry through all the phases and vicissi-

tudes of life, fortifies him on his death-bed with sacramental

graces, blesses the dead body as it is lowered into the grave

by holy prayers and benedictions, and even follows the de-

parted soul into the eternal world with the solenm supplica-

tions of holy Church and the pleadings and merits of the

Precious Blood " which speaketh better than Abel," A good
priest is one of the greatest blessings that God in his mercy
and bounty bestows on a Christian people. During life his

ministry is fruitful in untold blessings, and even after death,

his memory, his words, his example, his works, remain to

console, to blesj<, to st.engthen and to sanctify innumerable
souls. Such a prie-t was Father Delia Vagna, a sketch of

whose life is given in the following pages. The writer of this

introduction w is his immediate successor as Rector of St.

Mary's parish, Toronto, and he can never forget the esteem,

veneration and love entertained for him by the faithful of

that parish. Indeed, he was regarded by them as a saint,

and liis words, his cliaracteristics and the example of his holy

life were treasured by them as memories too sacred and
precious to be forgotten. May God continue to bless His
Church with such apostolic men. "The harvest, indeed, is

great." May the Lord of the harvest continue to send such

labourers into His harvest.

t Joiix Walsh,
Bishop of London.

The Palace, London, Nov. 19th, 1888.





FATHER LOUIS DELLA VAGNA.

IN the month of June of last year, while tearing down the

walls of the old church of St. Mary, Bathurst street,

Toronto, the workmen came upon a stone slab, bearing the

following inscription :

Beneath are Deposited the Remains
OF

The Very Reverend

FATHER LOUIS DELLA VAGNA
OF THE Order of Capuchins,

a native of fienoa—he loved poverty, obedience,

chastity.

he led a mortified life, and was a strict

observer of the rule of

ST. FRANCIS.

He Died on the 17th of March, 1857.

Je^us and Mm'y receive his soul.

As the excavations proceeded, the stone was removed, and

beneath was found the iron coffin in which the corpse had
3



been interred. W'lun tlie sliiic had been n.Mnoved tlie face

was seen to be in precisely the state in which it had been

buried. Intellif^^ence of tiiis discovery soon spread throuijh-

out the city, and multitudes flocked to view the rein.iins.

I'^arly in t!ie day His (irace, Arclibishoj) Lyncli, accompanied

by 1 lis Lordship, HisliopCyMahony, Very Rev. I'atluM" Rooney,

V. (i.(tiie present pastor of St. Mary's), and Very Rev. I\ither

Laurent, V. G., of St. Michael's Cathedral, visited tile chapel

in whicii the coffin had temporarily been ))laced,and reverently

looked uj)on the face of the })riest, wIk^. just thirty years be-

fore, had been laid to rest beneath the church over which he

had durinjjf one short year of his life extrcised pastoral con-

trol. Drs. Wallace and McConnell made an examination of

the body and found it to be in a reniarkably {^ood state of

preservation, there bein^ little, if an\', (.lecoinposition. It has

since been re-interred in the vault prepared for it beneath the

sanctuary of the new church, never a^'ain, perhaps, to be ex-

humed until it shall come forth at the last dav. Amon<r
others, the writer of this i)aper was privileged to look upon

the face of the dead monk, and, having regard to the circum-

stances of his life, an attempt to record which he has here

made, he shall ever esteem it one of the greatest privileges

God has permitted to him.

The priest whose body had thus been brought to light was

at one time pa.stor of the church of St. Mary. Many old

residents of Toronto remember him well. Although his

sojourn among.st them was of brief duration, his character

and his work were such as to leave an indelible impression

upon all who had come in contact with him. Jiut those who
were in man's estate then, and still survive, are old and " full

of years," and the children of that day are the men and

women of this; .so that should no effort be made to preserve

the memory of so remarkable a man as Father Louis della

Vagna undoubtedly was, there is some danger of the dictum

quoted by Mgr. Seton being found still to contain an atom of

truth, i.e.: "There is no antidote against the opium of time,

which temporally considereth all things . , . . . Grave-
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stones tell truth scarce forty years." Recoj^ni/iii^, tiierefore,

the necessity of iloinj; somethinj^ towards presjrvin^ to future

generations the memory of this holy h'ranciscan friar, I im-

mediately set about collecting all the information possible

having' the least reference to him, and when asked to prepare

a paper for the American Catholic Historical Society of I'hila-

delphia, on a subject of my own choosing, I determined to

put together what I have been able t«> ylean concerning this

man. That his memory is worth jJreservin^^ the facts will

show. In the words of the liishop of London, Ont., who was

his immediate successor in the pastorate of St. Mary's church,
*' his memory has remained amcMi^st his people like a sweet

fragrance, like the ^ood odor of Christ unto God."

Fortunately I have met with a brief biographical sketch of

I'^ither Louis, written about the time of his death, and to

this I am principally indebt<;d for facts relating to his life

previous to coming to Toronto. It is, however, extremely

rare, and I have not been able to discover a second copy. The
one I have was found by the merest accident in a woodshed

in the city of Ottawa and has been kindly loaned to me by a

friend for the purposes of tiiis paper. According to this

authority, which was, no doubt, ins[)ired by Mgr. de Char-

bonnel, Father Louis della Vagna was born in tiie year of

our Lord 1801, in the city of Genoa, the chief commercial

city of Italy and famous as the birthplace of Christopher

Columbus. Although dating back to the days of the Roman
Fmpire, when it was famous as a harbor, and carried on an

extensive trade in the products of the Ligurian coast, it was

not until the middle of the thirteenth century that Genoa rose

to the zenith o^ its power and wealth. Then the genius and

enterprise of its merchants advanced it to the position of one

of the greatest and most prosperous commercial cities of the

world. It carried on a large Levantine trade even before

Venice, with whi.:h city, as with Pisa, it maintained a fierce

and energetic rivalry. From its beautiful harbor there sailed

forth over the unknown seas, in quest of riches and adventure,

the ships of the Genoese merchants, and their prestige as
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traders and navigators may be imagined when it is remembered

that in those days Genoa had almost monopolized the trade

with the Black Sea ; had a lucrative trade with India, and held

many rich possessions in the East. The city had, after the

breaking up of the empire of Karl the Great in the ninth

century, constituted itself a republic, presided over by Doges,,

and the rr^alization of this political independence, coupled with

their success in commercial and maritime enterprises, had the

effect of giving to the merchants of Genoa that lofty spirit

and proud, passionate air of independence, which, it may be

said, is their characteristic even to this day. To one of these

old merchant families Louis della Vagna belonged, and from

his earliest years it was the design of his family that he should,

when arrived at a suitable age, enter, as had his father before

him, into commercial pursuits. But Genoa, at the time of

Father Louis' childhood, had, from its former lofty position as

one of the first maritime cities of the world, dwindled down

to a place of minor importance. Situated on the Mediter-

ranean Sea, with a fine harbor, one of the most beautiful,

as well as one of the safest in the world, with an indus-

trious and indefatigable population, it still, indeed, main-

tained a certain rank in commerce, but as to political stand-

ing or national aspirations its prestige had long since de-

parted. Its former glory had become but as a memory, and

there was left to the ancient maritime republic, amid the relics

of its past greatness, only the missionary zeal of its ecclesi-

astical sons and the devotion and self-sacrifice of its religious

orders. In these modern times the Genoese could not glory

in their martial prowess ; but the apostolic zeal and piety of

their monks, and, above all, their solicitude in the education

of youth, still emitted a shining light, which shone far beyond

the environs of the Gulf of Genoa.

In the midst of this truly religious city, says his biographer,

the young Louis, from his earliest infancy, exhibited traits of

the most ardent of temperaments. His boyish aspirations

were vehement ; and despite of his semi-conventual educa-

tion, his ambitions leaned rather to the distinctions of the

world than the humility of the cloister. It was the lofty



spirit he inherited from his fathers that thus stirred him. His

family, as has already been said, was a noble one. Even were

he not of the proud, passionate sons of Italy, there was that

within him which could not brook control—which prompted

resistance. His was that strong spirit, based upon a founda-

tion of deep thought, which, when entangled in the meshes of

the world, turns from it with disgust, and fixes its glance on

the haven that is alone the true destination of man. It may
readily be imagined that a youth of this character should

meet with difficulties in early life, which, as in the case of

almost all those men who, having betaken themselves to the

cloister, have afterwards become distinguished in their order,

gradually inclined him to give up the allurements of the world.

As soon as his tender age would permit, Louis was sent to

the primary schools of Genoa, in order to learn the rudiments

of a sound education. These schools were under the control

oi that eminent society of men, devoted solely to the educa-

tion of youth, known as the Brothers of the Christian Schools.

Under their skilful instruction and vigilance for the welfare of

their pupils' souls, young Louis advanced in knowledge and

in virtue. Even at this early period he was remarkable for

his studiousness and industry, and it soon became evident

that he was gifted with unusual talents, being specially dis-

tinguished by the facility with which he acquired foreign lan-

guages. He seems even at this early age to have had a

predilection for the English language, perhaps, as in the case

of another great servant of God (Father Dominic, the Pas-

sionist, who labored with such great success in England, con-

temporary with the subject of this sketch), unsuspectingly

inspired by the Holy (ihost thus to prepare himself for his

future labors amongst English-speaking peoples. He that as

it may, it is certain he must have applied himself with singu-

lar diligence to the acquirement of the English tongue, as we
find him at a subsequent period using it with the skill and

capacity of a master. This fact is the more striking, since, of

all European languages, English is the most unmusical to

Italian ears.

It was to his early association, in the city of Genoa also,
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that the youth was indebted for that spirit of charity which

he exhibited in after h'fe in a most heroic degree. Genoa
*' the proud," " la superba',' in the midst of its splendid pal-

aces of black and white marble, did not, like Dives in the

parable, neglect the poorer members of the Church. The
whole place in young Louis' day teemed with hospitals,

asylums and other benevolent institutions, and one of these,

in which Father Louis spent the greater part of his leisure

hours, was under the charge of the Ladies of the Third Order

of St. Francis. The number of indigent persons daily re-

lieved by them, at this one convent alone, did not fall far short

of 2oaa. It was no wonder, then, that a scion of such a city

should be ever ready to relieve the distressed, for in so doing

he was engaged in the practice of that virtue which had been

engraven upon his heart in the walks of his youth—a virtue,

moreover, which was increased and developed as he advanced

in years, and as he traveled in Ireland and the west of

England amongst the poor and distressed.

The religious education of his early years, the .sound prin-

ciples which he had imbibed in season,, and the .sacred influence

of the external evidences of the Catholic religion, by which

he was surrounded from his cradle—all these tended to keep

him free from the deeper vices of the world, and, as age ad-

vanced, to turn his thoughts into the channels of a religious

life.

At length, the time having arrived when, according to the

designs of his family, Louis della Vagna should enter upon

the trials and duties of life, he was placed by his father in a

counting-room on the Exchange, where, by his intelligence,

ability and probity, he demonstrated the superiority of the

judicious moral and religious training to which he had been

subjected, over any merely secular .system, such as that

towards which it is characteri.stic of this age tp tend. For

the space of five years he remained at this employment, at

first at the ordinary routine of office work, but latterly en-

trusted with the foreign correspondence, a promotion which

his energy and application had earned for him. In this posi-

tion he first realized the utility and advantage of his linguistic
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studies, more especially of his knowledge of English, a lan-

guage which was then (as, indeed, it is even now) little known

or studied in Italy or the adjoining countries. Owing to this

fortunate promotion also, he was enabletl to acquire a power

of expression in that language, without which he might never

have extended the influence of his character beyond the pre-

cincts of his native city. .'

Having attained his majority, with an excellent reputation

for diligence and discernment— in any walk of life an indis-

pensable requisite to success—he became principal of an ex-

tensive banking institution. This of itself proves him to have

been no ordinary man, and had it been his vocation to remain

in the world, it is not too much to assume that his career

would have been one of great distinction to himself and of

illustrious service to his n.itive city. He threw himself with

all the ardor of his being into the duties and res[)onsibilities

of his office, so much so that the passion for wealth and fame

took complete possession of his soul. He fell off from the

religious fervor of his youth, and almost entirely abandoned

the practice of his religion. Hut this state of things was not

to last long. God had designs upon him, other than those of

earthly distinction, and in the service ef other peo[)les than his

own. In subsequent years often did the good man lament his

blindness during these four years. Many a time did he shed

bitter tears of repentance over his former indifference, which

he had come to regard as a most flagrant crime. His love of

CAir Lord, and compassion for the sufferings which He
endured because of the sins and ingnititude of men, caused

Father Louis, as in the case of (jotl's saints, to look upon

himself as the " chief of sinners." Although he livetl to be

fifty-six years of age, he never ceased to lament this tem-

porary backsliding, and the recollection of it gave a tinge of

melancholy to all his medit.itions to the day of his death.

Being at length aroused by the operations of Divine (irace,

he suddenly announced his intention o( quitting the world.

In the seclusion of the cloister he designed, or rather God
designed for him, that he should make reparation for his folly;

and therefore divesting him.self of all his riches, and placing his
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banking concerns in the hands of his brother, he entered the

Convent of St. Francis of Assisium, and subjected liimself

to the severe rules and heroic austerities of the Franciscan

order. This was in the year 1825, the year of the Grand

Jubilee, he being then in his twenty-fourth year.

The order to whicii Louis della Vagna had thus attached

himself was established by St. Francis of Assisium in 1221,

in Poggi Bonzi, a town in the grand duchy of Tuscany, and

in a place called Cannerio, in the valley of Spoleto. After a

succession of years, certain relaxations in the original rules

were introduced ; but great dissatisfaction being felt by many
of the members on this account, a reformation was carried

out by Matteo Di Bassi, of Urbino, in 1525. The new branch

thus established was called the Capuchin Friars. The members

of this order in Genoa maintained the ancient rule with much
of its pristine vigor and severity, and it is easy to see, there-

fore, that, in entering it, Louis della Vagna was in reality cru-

cifying himself with his Divine Master. He was committing

himself to the practice of austerities second only to those of

La Trappe. But, as previously he had devoted himself to

worldly pursuits with that vigor and energy characteristic of

his nature, so now he threw himself with his whole soul into

the spirit of the founder of his order. At first he was

sorely tempted and tried by the recollection of the worldly

ease and splendor to which he had been accustomed, but per-

severance and prayer at length freed him from these assaults,

and left him in possession of that " peace which passeth under-

standing," and which is ever the blest reward of the true dis-

ciple of St. Francis. L'ke Mary, *' he had." in the words of

our Lord, " chosen that best part, which should never be

taken from him." Year after year, whilst he continued to re-

side in Italy, he associated the spirit of prayer with the high-

est degree of activity. In imitation of St. Francis, he spent

all the time at his command in according spiritual consolation

to the sick, in exhorting sinners to conversion and repentance.

and in setting the poor and lowly an example of poverty for

the sake of Christ. Though blest with a benign gift of heav-

enly contemplation in return for the victory he had gained
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over the flesh, he was, nevertheless, amongst those to whose

wants he ministered, a man of simplieity and sweetness.

Having been ordained priest, he continued for twenty-five

years to fast and pray, and to fulfil the ordinary requirements

of his state under the reformed rule, until he was chosen by

his superior to perform another function, one in which the

Franciscan Friars have been always eminently successful.

After having preached with much profit in the various depart-

ments of southern France, he was nominated to the mission

of the northwestern coasts of Europe.

In the year 1850 he bade farewell to his native city, which

he was destined never to see again, and sailing across the Gulf

of Genoa reached Lyons, where he remained a short time

only, and then proceeded in the direction of Paris. He was

then 49 years of age, in the prime and vigor of manhood.

His constitution, however, not naturally robust, was being

gradually undermined by the rigorous vigils and penances to

which he had long subjected himself lie reached Paris in

the year 185 1, and I'emained for some time in one of the

houses of his order making preparations for the arduous

duties of the mission upon which he was about to enter.

During his sojourn in that city he met for the first time Mgr. Ar-

mand P>an9ois Marie de Chaibonnel, who had the year previous

been nominated lii.Oiop of Toronto by His Holiness I^ius

IX. Bishop de Charbonnel was at this time on his way to

Rome on the business of his consecration, and taking advan-

tage of the interviews which he then had with P^ather Louis,

to whom he was greatly attracted, he expatiated with all the

earnestness and eloquence at his command upon the vast field

for missionary entei-prise which the soil of Upper Canada

presented. He besought P'ather Louis to join him in the

evangelization of the new country, and he was the more

pressing in his solicitations, since P^ather Louis was so well

versed in the knowledge of the P^nglish tongue. But the

holy friar, though his heart burned within him at the prospect

of so rich a harvest of souls as the earnestness of the bishop

convinced him the diocese of Toronto presented, was too well

grounded in the virtue of humility to be persuaded that he
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possessed the gifts or qualifications which could render him a

valuable acquisition to his lordship, nor could he think of

moving to the right or to the left unless in perfect obedience

to his superiors. Hut, undeterred by these obstacles. Bishop

de Charbonnel extracted from Father Louis a promise to the

efif-'Ct that, should permission be obtained for him at any future

period to depart for Canada, he would do so. At the same

time the zealous missionary made no .secret of his desire to

undertake such a journey, and to co-operate with the bishop

in the work of saving souls. Having coniijleted such prepara-

tions in Paris as he deemed necessary, he cros.sed the Channel in

185 I and proceeded to Liverpool, and from thence on his mis-

sion to the people of Wales. Regarding details of his six years'

labor on the missions in England, Ireland and Wales, we have

not much information, but we know that in company with

several members of his order he founded the monastery of

Pantasaph. For two years subsequent to this he performed a

series of most fatiguing missions, giving himself no rest nor

relaxation. In Liverpool he preached regularly in one of the

principal churches for a period of several months, and the

crowds that flocked to hear him, together with his remarkable

success in bringing people to the sacraments, afford a striking

evidence of the power which he wielded over the hearts of

men. From Liverpool he extended his labors over other

parts of F^ngland, and we find him, later on, repeating his

successes in the metropolis of the world, that modern Babylon

of sin and misery—the city of London. In 1854 he visited

Ireland and gave missions in Dublin and Cork, accomplishing,

as elsewhere, an incalculable amount of good. Returning to

his mona.stery at Pantasaph, he was met with instructions from

his superior to hold himself in readiness for the Bombay mis-

sions, the ranks of the Franciscan missionaries in the couniries

of the East having been greatly thinned by the ravages

of fever. Providence, however, had not so ordained ; he

was to fall a victim to another destroyer than the scorching

sun of the Indies. Preparations for his voyage to the F^ast

were completed, and he was awaiting marching orders when,

in the midst of his work, he was stricken down by the
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hand of disease, brought on by his excessive labors in tlie

United Kingdom. In the meantime the orders he had been

awaiting arrived, but his sickness continuing, another was

substituted for him, much to the good friar's chagrin. The
affection which he had conceived for Hishop de Charbonnel

was enthusiastic, and the desire to join him in the missions

of Canada strong, but to a missionary of Father Louis' zeal

and fervor it was a severe trial to be deprived of the privilege

of co-operating, even by a decree of stern necessity, with that

glorious cordon of saints who were at that moment planting

the standard of the Cross, like the apostles of old, in the

deserts of India, or sealing the faith of Jesus Christ with

their blood in the vast provinces of the Chinese Empire.

But the good priest, recognizing God's hand in this, to him,

severe trial, submitted without a murmur. What to him,

liowever, was a heavy cross, proved to be to Canada a great

gain.

In the autumn of the year 1855 he resumed his missionary

labors in England with undiminished success, and in the

spring of 1 856 crossed over again into Ireland. On the Sunday

preceding the 17th of March he arrived at All Hallows Col-

lege, Dublin, that alma mater of so many Irish missionaries

scattered throughout the whole world. Here he was received

with the same respect as would have been St. Francis of

Assisium himself, or St. Anthony of Padua, and the influence

which he exerted over the young Levites of that institution,

during his brief sojourn amongst them, was of a beneficent

and lasting character. His ascetic appearance and great

sanctity, of which his face was but a feeble reflection, made a

great impression upon all who looked upon him. Among the

inrhates of All Hallows at that time was Father Mulligan,

whom he was destined to meet not long afterwards in Toronto.

Father Mulligan himself labored for nearly thirty years in

the diocese of Toronto in various capacities, but latterly as

Dean of St. Catherine's, which office he resigned only a year

or two ago owing to ill-health. He is now in Ireland. Father

Mulligan relates that when he saw Father Louis for the first

time at All Hallows, he appeared, notv/ithstanding the labor-
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ions nature of his missionary journeyings, and the severe

illness from which he had but recently recovered, to be in a

good state of health and likely for many years to continue his

labors.

In the meantime Bishop de Charbonnel was renewing his

exertions to secure him for the missions in his diocese. Being

repeatedly baulked in his endeavors, and finding many diffi-

culties in the way of such a consummation, he at length

determined to make application through the Propaganda.

The representations he made to that Congregation were of

such an urgent and reasonable character that the Propaganda

was induced to interest itself in the matter, and finally, through

the influence of the Sacred College, Father Louis was ordered

to Upper Canada in the beginning of the month of April,

1856. With his characteristic promptitude and obedience he

immediately set out for his destination, and such was his dili-

gence that before' the month was out he had arrived in

Toronto. On the feast of the Ascension he made his first

appearance in public at St. Paul's church. Power street, now
under the pastoral care of His Lordship, Bishop O'Mahony.

He accompanied Mgr. de Charbonnel thither, and sat at his

right hand during the celebration of High Mass, and it is re-

lated by residents, who were present in the old church (St.

Paul's is the oldest Catholic church in Toronto) on that day,

that the devout and recollected demeanor of P^ather Louis

had an effect upon the assembled congregation such as is not

likely soon to be forgotten. At the conclusion of the Holy

Sacrifice the bishop delivered an impressive sermon, a report

of which I find in the Toronto Mhi'or of that date. During

the course of his sermon the bishop said :
" I have the happi-

ness to announce to you the arrival amongst us of a holy

monk, the Rev. Louis della Vagna, who comes all the way
from Italy, burning with zeal for the salvation of souls. I

have know^n him for nearly eight years
; I have sought him

for you for the last six ; but obstacles continually presented

themselves. At length, through the kindness of the Pope

and the Propaganda, he is here." On the Sunday following

he was inducted into the pastoral charge of St. Mary's church.
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which was to be the scene of his labors for the rest of his

mortal life. " From that clay," says tiie bioj^rapher to whom
reference has already several times been made, " until the day

of his death, he administered the Sacraments and the spiritual

consolations of religion with unremitting care and attention.

He was literally day and night with his flock.* All day long

he sought after and promoted their welfare. He visited the

sick, comforted the afflicted, and performed deeds of which,

till a further manifestation of Divine Providence, we forbear

to speak. Youth, laboring under the ills incident to a resi-

dence in miasmatic places, almost deprived of the light of

heaven, being moved to repentance, knelt at the feet of the

holy friar, and went awa\' with the sweet consolations of reli-

gion. It was remarkable, too, that they thought no more of

death <^r material darkness, but seeing, believed. The poor

man lying on his sick bed, clasped the hand of the good mis-

sionary, was enveloped in his warm embrace, and receiving from

him the consolations of the Holy Kucharist, was rejoiced, as

I'ather Louis, who knew nothing about medicine, told him

that his illness was but temporary, and th.at he would in a few

d.fys be numbered amongst the workmen of the world—a fact

which was verified in less time than that mentioned. To re-

count his prayers, his exhortations, his multiform duties, while

pastor of St. Mary's, is impossible. Suffice it to say that while

all the day long he worked and preached, it may be said that

all the night long he pra}'ed and wept for the faults of his

people, and with the deepest humility, while living the life of

a saint, he accounted himself the lowliest Chri-stian amongst

them."

To these words of a contemporary I now add such testi-

mony as I have been able to glean from people still living,

who either resided in St. Mary's parish during Father Louis'

time, or came into contact with him in one capacity or another

at St. Michael's palace or elsewhere. Notwithstanding the

monk continuedity gO(

to adhere to the strict rule of his order. He fulfilled, after

the example of St. Francis, the canonical hours. He rarely

slept more than barely sufficed to su.stain nature, and fre-
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qiicntly during the silent hours of the ni^ht would he rise

from his hard couch to pray and intercede for his charge. His

bed consisted of a rough wooden box, at the bottom of which

were laid a few shavings. Tiiis box was one in which a statue

of the Blessed Virgin liad been packed. The statue, which

he had himself biough* from France, is now in St. Paul's

church, but how it came to be transferred thither from St.

Mary's I have not been able to ascertain. The room in which

this uninviting bed was placed was uncomfortable and incon-

venient in the extreme, and utterly devoid of anything ap-

proaching ornament. Here, when not engaged in his active

pastort'll duties, he lived like a recluse, and he would permit

no one to enter his retreat. It was only after his death that

the facts related came fully to light. As to his food, it was of

the coarsest and plainest kind, and was always prepared with

his own hands. He kept no servant or housekeeper until

within two months of his death, when he was commanded to

do so by his bishop. The only assistance he had until then

was that of an elderly lady who lived in close proximity to

the church, and who, taking compassion on him, would some-

times insist on performing various little offices for him. On
one occasion, observing how coarse and uninviting his food was,

she prepared a little toast, and taking it to him begged him to

eat it. Me took it, but no sooner was her back turned than,

approaching the small fire he had made in order to cook his

food, he burned the toast until it was as black and hard as

a coal, and was in the act of eating it in this state when she re-

turned. He rarely ate more than one fair meal in the day,

and meat scarcely ever passed his lips. He observed the holy

season of Lent by what is known as the " black fast." He
washed his own clothes, and anything in the way of repairs

about his house or church he executed with his own hands.

The Stations of the Cross used in the church for many years

after his death were made by him, so that it is evident he

must have posses.sed some skill as a handicraftsman. From
his vow of holy poverty nothing could induce him to swerve.

So firmly did he adhere to it that he would only receive con-

tributions in money from his people when commanded to do
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so, and when speaking to the congrefration concerninij the

customary dues, lie would point to the unailorned walls of the

church, and telling them that his vow of poverty preventive!

him from possessing more than was sufficient for the necessa-

ries of life, would add :
" Hut all that you can spare is required

for beautifying the Mouse of the Lord." " Tile virtue of hu-

mility," it is recorded, " he practised in the highest degree of

perfection." We have already seen how, when, years before,

l^ishop de Charbonnel first urged upon him to come to Can-

ada, he disclaimed the possession of any talents likely to be

of great service to this country. Mis whole career, in fact,

was one of continual self-denial. In conversation he never

presumed to j)ress his opinions upon others, and he always

preferred to defer to the will of another rather than have his

own way. " Mis garments, his plain and simple demeanor,

the subdued tone of his actions, the love which he entertained

for the company of tlie poor and simple, were all so many
evidences of a humility which was deeply seated within his

breast." Nor was the virtue of obedience less firmly engrafted

in his soul. In all his actions he bowed to the slightest will

of his superiors. I have been informed b\' a worthy priest,

who had many opportunities of observing him, that he carried

this virtue to such an extent, that the winter was far advanced

before he permitted himself the comfort of a fire in his house,

simply because he had not asked or received permission to do

so. It was the month of February before he went to I'ather

Soulerin, C. S. B., Superior of St. Michael's College, and, in

the absence of the bishop, administrator of the diocese, to

ask if he might have a fire in his house. Father Soulerin, of

course, at once commanded him, under obedience, to do so.

But this was not all. All the winter through he went about

the streets clothed in his coarse habit, and with nothin?^ om

his feet but sandals. It does not require a very protracted

experience of a Canadian winter to appreciate the heroic self-

abnegation of the man who could submit himself to an ordeal

of this nature.

As a preacher, though not what might be called eloquent,

he was wonderfully persuasive, and his words went to the
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hearts of liis licnrers. The wonderful saintliness of tlie man
became evident as the words came from liis lips. When
speaking of Our Lord, or of the Blessed Virgin, or of heaven,

the angels, or the saints, he would seem to be consumed with

the fire of Divine love ;
his whole body would become ani-

mated ; and his face become as if in an ecstacy. lie was

gifted also with a spirit of deep contemplation, and at all tmies

and in all places he wore an abstracted countenance, as if con-

tinually wrapt in meditation, lie cherished a i)articular de-

votion to St. Francis, and on the occasion of his feast, which

falls in October, he had a celebration on a grand scale, lie

had also a great love for St. Anthou)- of I'adua. But his

special characteristic, and that which he possessed in common
with the greatest of saints, was love for the Hoi)- Mother of

God. In her he had the greatest confidence, and he was

accustomed to say that he had never asked anything of her

in vain.

From Father Louis' conversation, I am informed by a well-

known religious who knew him intimately, it was easy to

gather that he had been in close fellowship with very holy

persons. There was that about hmi which betokened a deep

insight into the spiritual life; and to his profound human learn-

ing he added that which is of a fiir higher order, /. i\ : a mind

well disciplined in the " Science of the Saints."

In this manner was spent the short year of Father Louis'

pastorate of St. Mary's church. His life was a continual

round of labors, often of the most exacting character, and of

severe acts of mortification. He was never idle, and he was

heard once to remark that if he lost a moment of time he

would consider himself a thief His time, he said, was God's,

and as such, he had no right to squander it. Thoroughly

and well did he carry out this, the guiding rule of his life, and

when death came to him it found him literally in harness.

On Friday, March 13th, 1857, he celebrated the holy sacri-

fice of the Mass, but, feeling unwell from the effects of the

dampness of a newly-plastered wall in the room in which he

rested, he was forced to retire for the day. On the day fol-

lowing (Saturday) he grew worse, and towards evening it be-
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came evident that liis coiulition was critical. The physiciait

who was called in pronounced his illness to be a severe attack

of inllainination of the liin^s, brought on, no tloubt, by ex

posiire to the severe weather of a Canadian winter. He was

iinniediately removed to St. Michael's Palace, where every

possible care and attention was bestowed upon him by the

j^ood Sisters of St. Joseph. Notwithstanding their exertions,

however, he gradually sank, and on the evening of the 17th

of March, the feast of St. Patrick, the glorious Apo.slle of

Ireland, he calmly resigned hi.s soul into the hands of his

Creator. The last rites of the Church had been administered

to him b)' Rev. Father Mulligan, who was the only person

present wlien he expired. He seems to have had a presenti-

ment of his death^and was heard .several times to predict it.

Shortly before this, a well-known physician, a Catholic, had

died, and at the Requiem Mass .said for the repose of his .soul

a .sermon was preached by Rev. P'ather Lawrence. When
Father Lawrence was about to go into the pulpit for this pur-

pose he was accosted by Father Louis, who had been assisting

at the service, with these words :
" You are going to preach

this man's panegyric now. You will preach my funeral .sermoM'

sliortly, and it ivill be the next one that you will preach^' a

prediction which was fulfilled to the letter.

On Wednesday his body was laid out and exposed in the

Cathedral, where his parishioners and the people at large were

permitted to cast a last look upon him, and to pay that tribute

of respect which Catholics never fail to render to the remains,

of their clergy. St. Michael's Cathedral has been the scene

of many remarkable events, but, it is quite safe to say, the

scene presented during the two days the body of Father Louis

remained within its walls was quite unique in its history.

Throughout the whole of Wednesday and Thursday the

church was crowded by persons of both .sexes and of all ages,,

who pressed forward with the greatest eagerness that they

might touch if only the hem of the holy friar's garment or

the bier on which he lay. And so great was the desire of the

people to have some memento of one whom they so dearly

loved, that, as I am assured by eye-witnesses, the coarse rough
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garment in which he was clothed was Hterally torn from him.

Many had the pieces of his habit thus secured made into

scapulars, with which they were afterwards invested, and, it

seems natural to infer, which they cherished for many years.

Though Father Louis, when not engaged in the active

duties of his pastoral office, lived like a recluse, yet his people

had seen enough of him to know that he was an unusually

holy man. Notwithstanding all his efforts to conceal from

them the rigid austerities which he practised, they had more

than a susoicion of them. Ikit it was not until after his death

that they came fully to know and to realize the extent of his

mortifications. When preparing his body for burial it was

found that he had worn a hair shirt, and, in addition to this,

there was found about his waist, next to his skin, a girdle made

of twisted wire, the wire every here and there being bent in-

wards and cut off as if with a pair of pliers, and the barbs

thus formed protruded into the flesh. Of these barbs there

were thirty-seven in all, and this ingenious instrument of

torture must have been his constant and loving companion for

many years, as the skin about the holes thus formed had

grown quite hard. A lady, to whom I am indebted for many
interesting details concerning Father Louis, had this wire

girdle in her possession for many years, and prized it highly

as a relic, but it was unfortunately lost on occasion of the house

which she occupied being burned down.

After the body had been exposed to the veneration of the

people for two days, it was temporarily placed in one of the

crypts of the Cathedral. Here it remained for only a month,

when, on Thursday, the i6th of April, it was transferred to St.

Mary's church and placed in the spot where it was found

thirty years afterwards. The funeral cortege left the Cathe-

dral at half-past nine o'clock, and passing at slow and solemn

pace through Church and Queen streets, arrived at St. Mary's

at eleven o'clock. The Rev. J. M. Bruyere (since created a

Monsignore, and who, at the age of eighty years, died only a

few days ago in the city of London, of which diocese he was

vicar-general) celebrated Solemn Mass for the dead ; Rev.

Father Lee of Brock being deacon and Rev. Father Mulligan
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of the Cathedral sub-deacon. The sermon was preached by

Rev. Father Walsh (now Bishop of London), and his con-

cluding words arc worthy of reproduction here. " You have

this day," he said, " given a splendid proof of the chain of

affections and sympathies that links. priest and people in the

Catholic Church
;
you have demonstrated that the genius of

Christianity reigns amongst you and guides your actions ; for

Christianity has torn down the wall of separation which form-

erly divided nations and peoples, making of them but one

nation and one people. Your late pastor was a Genoese ; he

was reared beneath the bright skies of Italy ; but he was a

Christian priest, and as such you have honored him ; thus

showing that in our Church there is neither Jew nor Gentile,

Greek nor barbarian ; thus proving that we are all brothers,

as being the children of the Holy Church whose spouse is

Christ. We may conclude in the words of the prayer recited

in the Mass of this day :
' O God, who hast united various

nations in the confession of Thy Name, grant that they who
are born again by the waters of baptism, may have the same

faith in their hearts and the same piety in their actions.'
"

I might fittingly conclude with the.se beautiful and appropri-

ate words of the Bishop of London, but it still remains for

me to add a few words about Father Louis' personal appear-

ance. He is described as being rather below the medium

height, and of slight, almost attenuated frame. He was never

of robust build, but his constant mortifications doubtless made

great inroads upon his constitution and hastened his death.

But though small of body, he had a clear eye and a quick,

penetrating glance, which, it is said, seemed almost to go

through one. His complexion was dark, and he wore his

beard long, after the manner of the Capuchins. He was

always conspicuously neat and tidy. I have said nothing

about the miracles which he is said to have wrought, and

which can, I believe, be well authenticated, as it is not my
province to deal with such matters. Further, it would not be

proper to anticipate the judgment.of the ecclesiastical author-

ities, who will, no doubt, take such steps as are neces.sary to
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preserve what evidence exists on this point, with a view to the

introduction of his cause before the proper tribunal at Rome.

Thus Hved Father Louis della Vagna, and thus lie died, lit-

erally "a stranger in a strange land." Yet not a stranger,

because, bearing in mind the words quoted above, as a mem-
ber of the great Catholic family, he was at home amongst his

children of the same faith to whom he had ministered. If he

was taken away at the very time when the people of St.

Mary's were becoming alive to the possession of " the jewel,

set in its rich casing of ascetic brilliants," which Providence

had placed in their midst, yet, to quote once more the words

of the Bishop of London, " his memory has remained amongst

them like a sweet fragrance, ' like the good odor of Christ

unto God.'

"

'I'"!

I



POSTSCRIPT.

Since writing the sketch of this holy friar's hfe, which was
read before thd American CaihoHc Historical Society last

year, and which appeared in part Jin these columns at the
time, I have received from the Provincial of the Capuchin
Order in England, a small leaflet, dated April 19th, 1857,
and bearing the title :

" Who was Father Louis ? Read
what follows, and then ask, can you be absent from the

Chapel on Tuesday, April 21st, 1857 ?" As it corrects sev-

eral statements made in my sketch I reprint it in full. The
near approach of the dedication services of the new church
of St. Mary gives additional interest to this sketch of

one who was pastor of that parish more than thirty years

ago, and whose memory is still fondly cherished by its people :

" Father Louis, whose friendship so oft sustained us with

sound advice, and whose example urged us on to the practice

of virtue, was born at Lavagna, near Genoa, in the kingdom
of Sardinia, of pious parents, and distinguished family. His
early youth was iinincent and good, and the recreation of

music was the pastime of his leisure hours. Up to the age

of twenty, he was no mean adept in the practice of melody,
and some pieces of his composition were so worthy of admir-

ation, as to tempt a rival amateur to claim them as his own
;

but in this trivial circumstance, we find the early dawning
of our sainted Father's submissive humiHty, fcr having
claimed his rights and won his honours, he was ever after

restless, until he humbly apolog'zed to his unjust competitor,

for having contended with him even in a matter which was
his due.

" About this age, our lamented friend wis attacked with a

painful and intra-ctable disease, terminating in caries of the

bones of the arm, and fore-arm ; for this complaint he was
placed under the most celebrated surgeons of Rome and I+aly

;

he had all the advantages that medical science could afford,

but to no purpose. Physicians and surgeons recommended,
as the only remedy, amputation of the arm, but CiBsar

Sambucini, (his family name,) objected, and in the reh'gious

Ijent of his disposition, turning towards heaven, lie trussed in

2t!i(n'if for the accompUshment ol his wishes, and bearing his

sorrows to the Church he prostrated himself before an image
of our Blessed Mother, and with confidence besought ' Our
Lady of Dolours,' to obtain the fultihnent of the Divine will

in his person, vowing to dedicate himself to religion, in the
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event of recovery, but if otherwise, submitting to tlie will of

God. The event proved that Father Louis was anoUier

triumph of the Poner of the Prni/ers of Mnri/, for young
CsBsar Sambucini recovered, and presented himself to the

Fathers Capucliins, to be received as a hn/ brother.

"The Father refused to entertain this proposition. The
dignity of liis family, and the luxury of the ciix'le in nhich he

was accustomed to move, were more than opposed to the

humility and endurance of a poor Franciscan lay brother, but

young Sambucini persevered in his request, and adroitly

urged, with an innocent simplicity, that his former delicacy,

interfering with his classical studies, he was more suited for

the lay, than the ecclesiastical state ; to which the Superior

replied, ' Since you are so humble, we will place you at the

head of the list of Novices for Uie Priesthood, and as obedi-

ence is a part of our order, you have only to comply.'
" Once entered into the order, he edified all by his strict

practice of poverty, obedience, humility and mortification.

The bare boards were his bed, and the discipline, wiui other

austerities, he practiced with a coui-ageous spirit. His repast

was often and often the scanty and mean meal that we read

of as sustaining the hermits of old, but he walked in the

strength of that food, even to the mountain of (iod. Tjiviiig

thus mortified, and lamenting the wicked indulgence of the

world, he wished to oppose the severity of his order to the

pampered luxury of a self indulging people. With this view,

in establishiivy his order in tliis country, he strove to check

its avarice, vain pride, and gluttony by the example of pov-

erty, humility, and self-denial. For this purpose he arrived

in England ir 1851, and having for six weeks received the

hospitality of The Sisters of the Christian Retreat, in

Hill Street, Peckhain,''' and afterwards of ]\Ir. O'Sullivan's

*The Nuns subsequently removed to larfjer premises, the IManor
House, Kennington Lane, wliei'e they are still staying;:—waiting.
however, only the completion of the Convent now buildinj^ for them
in Gordon Eoad ;—i)i June they hope to return to their tirsl f]nj^lish

home—their endeared Peckham ! May their presence aniouf,'st us be
an instrument of blessinj^ to thii. cons^ref^ation, and both combined,
a glory to Father liOuis and thehiselves. Tiie author of thin Xote
looks backward with a dolightfid but painful pleasure at his inter-

view v'ith t- -^ dear flapuchin Father Louis, on the first day of hia

arrival in Peckham— it was on that occasion thetirst idea of founding
a Franciscan Monastery iiiid Mission in Peckham, throuf^h liis instru-

mentality, was a<,'reed on between us ; thouuh time rolled on—delays
ttrose—insurmountable difticulties iippeared to beset the effort—thank
God every subsequent interview, durinj,' these years, increased our
conlideuce;—now one has heen accomplished in a humble way, still,

with hcpeful pros})ects,—and, if we deserve it, the Prayers of Father
Louis, in a more glorious state, will help us to accomplish the other;
though on earth, lie was absent in our recent success

—

and ijet he

helped us !—he is absent now, in heaven

—

May Almiouty Gon i'kumit

HIH TO HELP us MOUK.
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family, of Denmark street, Cambenvell, he repaired to

Webb street, where he joined in tlie labours of Fathers

Hodf^son and Dolman. His earliest intention, tliough only

known to one, was to retire to Canada, when he had once

securely fixed his order in England, according to the Spirit of

St. Francis. His ruling idea was, 'Strict observance,' and
though circumstances led to his deparcure before tlie tree he
planted arrived at maturity, still his constant anxiety was
that it should be well watered, and deserve from God an
hundred- fold increase.

" The present chapel at Peckham is a monument to his

memory. When in Rome, he obtained permission from tlie

Holy Father to collect for the building of a CapuchiiiMonastery
in England. In a few weeks lie collected £200 from bis

admirers in France, where he was generally known, and
<'onsiderably respected, particularly for his firmness in not

yielding to the more violent of tlie red republicans, who tried

by force, and with drawn swords, to eject him from a church

ill which he was giving a Mission during the days of the

revolution, on which occasion lie shook the dust of bis

sandals in the face of the Captain ot the band, and triumph-

ing over them, returned to his church, refusing to abandon
it. except by order of the liishop, who sent him to give the

retreat. From the King of Naples he also received £100,

and with this small fund the Peckliani chapel was cliieHv

built.

*' W'hen Lord FiekLng presented bis cburcli and ground to

the order. Father Louis' permission to collect was withdrawn,

as being thought no longer necessary, and he, witb the otlier

Fathers, repaired to Puntasaph, and from tlie.ice he got his

obedience to Rome, tlience to l')Onibay, but being overtaken

with a severe fever in ]\hilta, on his recovery lie received a

counter obedience for Canada, where he died on the 17tli of

March, lMo7. To describe the good he did in Toronto

•would be to write a large chapter in the history of the Cliurch.

and the good bishop of that diocese declared ' tbat he would

rather l.iy down his crozier and mitre tliaii lose the services

of good Father Louis,'
" The following appeared in tlie JUvixtfr of April 11th, as

extracts from tlie ioronto letter :
—

" ' 1 have tbe painful tidings to relate to you of tbe deatb

of our dearly beloved and much to lie lamented friend, poor

Father Louis, who died on the 17th iiist., after a short ill-

ness of five days, which he bore with the utmost patience

and resignation to the will of bis God, to wliom his life was
dedicated for the past thirty two years. You can scarcely

imagine thesvmpathy wlii( h is felt for bini, and the manner
in which his loss is deplored by all the parishioners of St.

Mary's congregation. Ne\er was there a deeper feeling of
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regret more manifest by all parties in the city of Tovonto,

than on the occasion of his death. He died on the evening

of our Patron Sahit's day (St. Patrick.) Notwithstanding

the severity of our Canadian winter, he lived up to his Order,

to the very letter, proving to the last his love and his zeal

for his beloved Founder, whose example he closely followed

up to the last moments of his life, and dying with the

crucifix clasped firmly in his' hands, like St. Francis. His
sickness was brought on by cold, privation, and laborious

exertion in the discharge of his spiritual duties, ending in

inflammation of the lun^s. Medical aid was of no use. His
desire was to go to his God ; he had done all he could for us,

and such were his last dying words to his congregation. His
remains were placed in St. Michael's Cathedral for three

days, laid out in state (or rather, to use his own words, that

oi a ' poor Capuchin Monk,') during which time thousands
of peoplj of all classes repaired to pay their last tribute of

respect, and to kiss and receive some relic of our dear

departed Father Louis. I cannot describe to you the general

feelings of the people, to see them bathed in tears on the

memorable morning of his interment (the 20th instant,)—the

large church of St. Michael's was crowded to excess—taking

their last farewell of him on earth forever.'

" Father Louis was patient and enduring under insult, oppo-

sition, or calumny, he placed everything at the foot of the

cross, he followed the example of our Divine Lord, and as he
often quoted in explanation of his conduct— ' Semper Taeehnt.'

"He was meek and liumble of heart, and zealous for the

glory of God. He was rich in merits and ripe for the king-

dom of heaven, and therefore (rod summoned him to his re-

ward, that he might enter mto the joy of the Lord.

"But even the Saints sometimes contract a dust upon this

earth, that requires to be removed before entrance into

heaven. Therefore in the absence of abso ute cer*^^ainty, we
are still bound to pray, but if he need not our prayers, they

will serve as a tlianksgiving for his glory.

" With this view, on Tuesday next, the 21st instant, at 10
a.m., an Office and Requiem Mass will be celebrated for him
at the Catholic Chapel, Lower Park Road, Peckham, where-
utito all his friends, especially this congregation, should come
,-y} icvince their gratitude for all the blessings vouchsafed to

i kb'T, through Father ijouis. The Funeral Oration will

be '"'Miverod by the Rev. A. Dolman."

Fro:' the foregoing it will be seen that his name was not
'^ delia Vagna," as appears on the memonal tablet in St.

Mary's Church, but " de Lavagna," so named i)i reli},Mon

from his birthplace in Italv. The Very Rev. Provincial also

informs me that it must have been in Italv where Mj^r. de



Charbonnel first met Father Louis, and not in Paris as

stated, and that he was on his way to Canada when he ar-

rived in England in 1851. He remained in England and
Ireland until 1856 before proceeding to Canada, in order to

perfect himself in the use of the ?2nglish language. During
that time he founded both the Mission at Peckham and that

at Pantasaph. At the latter place tMe ground on which the

Monastery is built was given to the Order by Lord Fielding,

now Lord Denbeigh, a distinguished English convert, Father
Louis first companion in England was one Father tSeraphin,

a Belgian who died only two years ago.

This is about all that is known of one who has left his

mark indelibly on the Church in this Province.




