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PART ONE 
 

THE TIMES - INFANCY AND YOUTH OF SAINT GASPAR 
 

1. INFANCY OF GASPAR 
 
 

We are in Rome, in the plaza of Jesus; here is the Church of Jesus1 with its beautiful facade 
done by Vignoli, and on the other side of the plaza is the palace Altieri. This palace is immense; 
passing though the main door and turning right, you go up under an enormous dome by way of one 
of the most grandiose stairways in Rome. 

We are in the year 1787; the prince Don Paluzzo used to climb this stairway on his horse. 
From the back of the ancient mansion’s entrance you arrive at a courtyard called “The 

Ancient Courtyard”, which exits into a street called Via Santo Stefano2 and also a street called Via 
della Gatta3. 

Onto the Via della Gatta opened the windows of the servant quarters, used by the cooks, 
pantry workers, domestic servants, the stable workers, all of which counted some thirty persons, 
which would correspond to the number of employees in a house of a noble family  - two years before 
the French Revolution. The Altieri prince was one of the most eminent of the princes of Rome, even 
though it is only after one hundred years since the Marquis Paluzzi married the daughter of his 
excellency Prince Altieri, brother to Pope Clement X. The home of “Paluzzi” had suddenly 
disappeared, giving way to the “Altieri” to its princedom, its palace and very soon were arranged the 
marriages of the young Alteri: Ludovica married the Duke of Gravina on the April 9, 1672; 
Tarquinia married Egidio Colonna on January 21, 1672 and Ann married the Duke of Anticoli on 
June 14, 1676. 

The Altieri were good people, well loved by the people and by their employees. We are 
interested in the opinion of the employees, because if we walk through this ancestral courtyard, we 
enter the ancient courtyard already mentioned and we knock on the door of the cook named Antonio 
Del Bufalo; and we have arrived at the beginning of our history. 

 
At that time there existed in Rome the Marquis Del Bufalo, but Antonio had nothing to do 

with them. This Antonio was a good man, a bit extravagant, and very easily annoyed. You would 
just have to know his schedule of activities the year before our history starts. He had been assistant 
cook  in the Altieri house for some years before; but his passion was not for pots and pans but rather 
for the game of ” ball”. It is a passion that the whole city of Rome carries in its blood, just as it still 
has for soccer today. The “ball”, of thick leather, was thrown from one player to another with a 
paddle of very thick leather, which was reenforced with sharp points. Two champions disputed the 
imagination of the town, and the City was divided into two camps: the followers of Mario and Silla 
and the followers of Cesar and Popeyo. The people would go to Tuzzoloncio and to Genetilone or to 
the Barberini park, to a place called the Four Fountains, where they could watch the big games of 
”ball”. Antonio Del Bufalo went there; he also played the game and was quite good at it. 
                                                 

1 In Italian this is Chiesa del Gesú.  
2 Saint Stephan. 
3 “Of the Cat” 
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Suddenly smoke got into his head and from night to morning he decided to quit his job as 
cook for the Altieri and he worked full time for “Ball”. Even more: he organized teams and games 
and he administered the revenues and collected entrance fees. 

But things did not go well for him; he had to meet expenses out of his own pocket. And so he 
could not continue directing competitions and tournaments and within a few weeks he was 
unemployed. But he was not given to begging. He was 26 years old, and with the little money he had 
saved he gave into his other favorite past time which replaced that of the “ball”: the theater. 

Rome was filled with theaters, most of them comic theaters, located in certain back alleys 
which were twisted and dirty, filled with people dressed in tatters and carts, especially where there 
were performances. For example, still today you can see the “The Street of the Paz Theater” and the 
“Avenue of the Opera”, and you will find them in a great labyrinth of improbable and unaltered 
alleys that are between the Plaza Navona and Mount Giodano. With this you will experience 
genuinely and almost aggressively, the sensation of these years of the 1600 and 1700 in Rome - 
unique in its kind: vulgar and stupendous, monumental and ragged at the same time. 

Antonio became an entrepreneur, but he failed in this too; but this time he found himself 
without a penny and he returned to knock on the door of Prince Paluzzo Altieri. The door opened, 
and as we said, Paluzzo had a good heart. 

Antonio found himself amidst the same pots and pans and he had the same rank of helper to 
the cook, but his prestige was greatly lessened because after all, he was a failed runaway. He sought 
his glory, but he had to return to the ovens. Perhaps through this his character was strengthen but 
vexed a bit. 

But with all his failures he possessed a treasure that compensated with an increase: he had a 
wife who was worth her weight in gold, Annunziata Quatieroni, very good, delicate, an aristocrat 
from a very modest family: In slippers and with an apron, and very humble in her manners, but an 
authentic lady. They had been married on 3 September 1781 in the parish church of St. Praxides, and 
had at first rented a poor house in the district of St. Martin in the Hills on the Esquinine Hill. But  
after they lost their home, Antonio was able to get a room from the Prince in the servants quarters. 
This happened in 1787. 

And for this reason we come to knock on that door, among the many of that ancient 
courtyard which opens onto the Street “della Gatta”. 

Living in the quarters that were provided them in the Altieri Palace in 1787, the Del Bufalo 
family brought with them two children: Luigi, born in 1782 and Gaspar, born on the 6th of January 
1786. In 1782 there was an event in the life of Antonio of great importance: he was promoted to 
being head cook. Officially, with this he began to have a better salary, but it had increased very little. 
Antonio continued with the impetuous temperament proper to a sport player. In reality he was good, 
indeed religious and incapable of doing evil; but he was uneasy. In our twentieth century, which is 
an era of entrepreneurs, his initiative would triumph; but in the 1700's it was a time when you were a 
servant or an adventurer. And Antonio was neither one nor the other. Maybe it is for that reason that 
once in a while he got so irritated, as we have mentioned. 

 
Gaspar was baptized on the second day of his life, the 7th of January, 1786 in the parish of St. 

Martin. He was a very fragile baby. When he was one year old he got so sick that they thought he 
was going to die; he had eye trouble when he was two years old, but he was healed of that. For all of 
his life he attributed his healing a miracle received through the intercession of St. Francis Xavier.  



 
 

3

 The Del Bufalo family had completely adjusted to living in the Altieri palace, but they no 
longer went to the Church of St. Martin, but rather to the monumental Church of Jesus. 

In this church there were immense altars incredibly covered with gold and silver, made of 
lapis lazuli and bronze, two of them facing each other, which shared the devotion of the many 
devotees of St. Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits and St. Francis Xavier, one of the 
greatest missionaries. It might be better, to be more exact, not to say that the fervor of the people 
was  divided in two, but rather that it was redoubled. 

Thus was the marriage of the Del Bufalo family. Annunziata was happy to live there. She 
only had to cross the large courtyard and cross the street, and she found herself in one of the most 
beautiful and inspiring churches in Rome. She was very devout and prayed often to the great saints, 
that they intercede in favor of her children.  

The health of Gaspar stabilized after he had passed his first years hovering between life and 
death. Luigi was stronger; he was four years older and he had already made first skirmishes in 
school. Gaspar was always closer to his mother, while his father Antonio was working and directing 
in the big kitchen. In relation to this there is a curious note that it would be convenient to remember.  

In the years of grand banquets, with large ornamental dishes of pheasant and turkeys on large 
platters with their tails spread out for a greater esthetic effect, cooking was an art, an emotion, a 
prestige; each one responsible sensed approval or disgrace, based on whether the dish was favorable 
o not; whether it pleased or displeased, whether celebration or disdain from above in the Olimpics, 
where the powered wigs moved around the pretentious banquets. It was something like today in the 
life of those who play around in the stock market. You can make a lot or lose a lot. For this reason 
one of the more famous chefs in the 1600s, the famous Vatel, committed suicide because some wild 
turkeys had arrived too late; this occurrence, as incredible as it is sad, shows the existence of  honors 
and  tensions existing; for this reason you should not be surprised that Antonio would return to his 
home - one day in excellent high spirits and other day terribly depressed. Gaspar, a child of seven or 
eight years, and later as a very sensitive youth, was very moved when his father returned in a bad 
humor. The father angry, disturbed, at times was wont to raise his voice and use cuss words. 
Annunziata suffered from this, even though she understood the cause of it. The son reacted 
differently: he would not eat. 

- “Aren’t you going to eat any more, Gaspar?” 
- “No. Certain words upset me.” 
He revealed by this, each day a little more, an interesting personality: one of  sweetness, 

delicate, affectionate, and of a living fire, supple. When he was eight or nine years old, when he got 
angry he looked like his father in miniature; but nothing of cuss words, but he stamped his feet and 
shook all over. 

But, why are you angry? 
- “I am angry because I got angry.” 
And he remained with a frown on his face; but then soon would come a ray of remorse, and 

then he would return to being the enchanted person. 
 
“Mother,” he would say when he saw her crying about something - “don’t take it to heart,” 

and he would hug her. - “God will help you, you will see.” 
When he was six years old he went to confession for the first time in the Church of Jesus and 

from that time one he went to confession on a regular basis; his mind was learning better each day to 
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discern sins and the defects that existed. 
We must add that he was not alone in his infancy. His brother was older and for this reason 

did not play with him very often; but he had three or four boys in the palace and they became 
friends. We will mention two of them that had a lot of influence on him. Maria Tamini was the 
daughter of “Mr. Giovanni”, the caretaker of the pantry of the Altieri house, and she was two years 
older than Gaspar. Pippo Berga, who lived across the street, entered school together with Gaspar. 
Every morning he used to pass by to pick him up to go to the elementary school of the Fathers of St. 
Nicholas of Cesarini. Other friends from that time, or of some time later, were Carlo Valleta (who 
later became a Cardinal), Michele Ambrosini (who later was a canon of the “Rontonda”) and 
Domenico Girometti (also a future canon of St. Mark’s). These young boys had this in common: 
they were aware of things greater than themselves. They though of God, of Christ and how they 
could enter into the church. In their own homes they repeated, in their own way, the rites and 
processions. 

This is an event that we encounter in almost all of the boys that one day are called to be 
saints. Classical are the altars, the paper ornaments, the priestly actions repeated with seriousness, 
and above all, with love. 

What can be added in this case, is that while other boys of the same age are passionate for  
football games, or running or fights, these on the contrary loved, in the first place, people and 
realities that were not of this earth and they saw only with intelligence. For a boy of eight to think 
seriously of God is enough to make your hair stand on edge. Maria, Gaspar and Pippo did this 
continually. They were moved when they thought of Jesus falling under the weight of the cross, 
when he was whipped ... they felt they had a heavenly mother, the mother of Jesus. Another point 
that calls our attention, something rare for that age, was the multitude of people who did not know 
Jesus, in distant lands of Africa and Asia. Also in this is repeated the infantile missionary dream 
which, in times past, moved Teresa of Avila and her brother Rodrigo. These two, as is known, one 
day tried to flee from Avila, at the age of seven and nine years respectively, to go to Africa to 
announce Christ and thus suffer martyrdom for Him ... 

Something similar is what these three or four people of our history thought. Among Gaspar, 
Maria and Pippo was the conviction that in Turkey there were people who hated Christ and millions 
of souls were lost. Therefore they came to this conclusion: “It is necessary that we go there.” They 
decided to leave. They began to prepare for the trip - some clothing proper to such a secret journey. 
Gaspar and Pippo said to Maria: 

 “You should come too.” 
“Yes,” she said, “but I am a girl, and they would recognize me.” 
They thought for some moments and shortly there was the suggestion: 
“You can dress like us, as a boy.” 
 
Maria took out a pair of trousers of one of her brothers and tried to put them on. Everything 

was going well. But nevertheless, Maria’s mother realized that a coat and a pair of trousers of one of 
her boys were missing; she looked for them and could not find them and she gave orders that 
everyone was to look for them. 

When things go to that point, Maria gave up and confessed that she had taken them. 
“And why” 
“In order to wear them on the way to Turkey.” 
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And so she had to explain everything and reveal the names of her accomplices, who once 
they were cornered, admitted everything. 

The great missionary journey ended with the threat of a flogging for all of them. 
Little by little, with the passage of years, this impulse developed into a concrete realization 

of a Christian ideal, and was translated into practical actions, whenever it was possible. 
In order to understand how this took place, we must take a few moments to imagine Goya 

with his brushes about to draw for us a picture of the genuine aspects of the street “della Gatta” in 
the year 1790. This little dead end  street was peopled with many persons, who seem to come out 
into the fantasy of an impetuous artist. With their beards filled with fleas, their torn clothing, 
carrying canes with a twofold purpose, vagrant, blasphemous and using cuss words - some needing 
one and causing others - how can you tell the difference? - everyone with hands outstretched and 
ceaselessly begging. The ideal of these people was only one thing: some few coins, a piece of bread. 
And for this reason they surrounded the palace of the Prince. They could always get something! 

At this time Gaspar, Maria and Pippo became friends and established their clients. The 
windows of their homes on the first floor, prudently protected with heavy iron grates, were ready to 
open when a hand knocked on them. In the mornings, before going to school, Gaspar and Pippo got 
together their lunch baskets and emptied them completely or partially and distributed the contents to 
the people. At times they went to school fasting; this happened especially on the vigils of the major 
feasts. When later, during the day, hands or canes pounded on the windows Gaspar searched the 
pantry, and ... would steal. He would not actually steal, but he would call Maria to the window: 

“Maria, look, its him, and I do not have anything.” 
“I will see what I can do.” 
Maria would disappear and shortly reappear with something. It was a genuine association 

that functioned. 
Meanwhile, Gaspar became ten years old. His personality was establishing itself. He no 

longer had tantrums, but the interior life continued alive, a fire of initiatives, and for the moment, of 
aspirations. He was an ordered and cautious young boy. He had inherited from his mother a love for 
cleanliness. He also had an inborn tendency to present himself in an orderly and clean manner. 

Soon there began to insinuate an envy between Gaspar and Maria: she had the privilege of 
going with her mother every once in a while to visit the sick in the hospitals. 

“How lucky you are to be able to do that,” Gaspar whispered. His mother Amnnunziata 
certainly did not have time to go to hospitals; thus Gaspar had to stay at home. 

When he was eleven years old he insisted, in a very moving manner, that he be permitted to 
cloth himself as a seminarian, and the good pastor of St. Marks permitted him to do so. He 
understood the boy. In any case, it was within the uses and customs of those times: the youths who 
showed a tendency to the clerical life had permission to wear the cassock, which announced his 
future life. 

 
Soon there was the day of compensation with Maria: when he was twelve or thirteen years 

old he could go with Pippo to make a visit “personally” to the sick in the hospitals. The hospitals 
then were not like the hospitals of today, where the sick normally come to be healed or be cared for 
better; no, in those days when someone was sick he was cared for at home with his own family if he 
had one. Those sheltered in the hospitals, the lonely poor and the abandoned who were sick, had no 
other alternative than to seek refuge in these establishments of public charity. At the time of which 
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we are speaking there were various hospitals in Rome, some quite large. For example, that of the 
Holy Spirit or that  of St. Galicano were of major affluence and were truly centers and sent the sick 
to smaller hospitals. In the midst of this labyrinth of suffering Gaspar wandered about. Seeing 
suffering close up, he learned to distinguish its multiple secrets: the more hopeless, the more 
desperate; the more culpable, the more rebellious; the more painful, the more abandoned. It was like 
going up a staircase from darkness into light; from the value more frequent - mediocrity - up to the 
most beautiful  - the acceptance; up to the most victorious - the offering of one self. 

Yes, humans suffer all kinds of manner in the flesh, but very differently in the spirit. In the 
corridors there were all kinds: poor souls, empty souls, rebel souls, strong souls, holy souls; and 
above all there a protagonist on this immense scene; grace, which could transform wounds, the 
extenuation and anguish up to a point almost incredible, in the union with the wounds of the 
Crucified. Gaspar, an adolescent, captured these meanings and was enamored with the mercy of 
God. The visits to the hospitals were, to tell the truth, only “extras” for his time as a student, but the 
boy learned to appreciate them to the fullest. The kind words that he spoke to the poor were 
supported by a affable and frank treatment. The one who suffers often has a sensitiveness 
strengthened by the suffering; and it is possible some of those who received this dedicated attention 
perceived in him a person predestined. 

His cassock, which announced his probable future priesthood, was not a useless distinctive. 
And it is necessary to state that Gaspar wore it well and with dignity. On one of these days he 
returned home with Pippo Berga and he met at the entrance of the palace the prince Don Paluzzo, the 
princess and their son, a little boy of eight. 

It is easy to reconstruct the enormous distance that existed between the princes Altieri, seeing 
this good boy looking so spiritual, she said to her son: 

“Kiss the hand of the abbot Del Bufalo.” 
Great confusion, obviously for Gaspar, who instinctively retracted his hand. But the princess 

asked him to let her son kiss Gaspar’s hand, and he obeyed. Also the prince tipped hat and said, 
“Recommend us to the Lord.” 

This anecdote, told in this way by Giuseppe De Libero, comes from the process and sure 
testimonies and leads us to think of many things: Is it the truth that the great pople of that time were 
such despots towards the children of the people? Could not this be the case, and especially in this 
case, and who knows how many more - that certain rank of people cast to the ground titles and social 
barriers? Civil history has a great defect: that of transmitting principally negative acts and defects.  

 
But the advantage most notable Gaspar obtained for his spiritual direction. At first he went to 

confession to the priest confessor of his mother; but afterwards he realized that this good priest did 
not understand him. He wanted to change - an act of clairvoyance and firmness very rare for 
someone of his age. Among the successive confessors and spiritual directors, down through the 
years, we can distinguish the following: Don Eugenio Pechi, uncle of Gaspar who was later Abbot of 
the Cistercian monastery of the Holy Cross in Jerusalem, “a man of profound interior life”; and 
Abbot Giuseppe Marchetti, the future bishop of Ancira and at that time “president”, that is rector, of 
the Church of Jesus, for the Jesuits were still suppressed at that time.  
 


