9. THE STRAW-SELLERS, THE
WAGONERS, THE OUT-OF-TOWN
FARMERS:

THE PICTURESQUE WORLD OF THE
PIAZZA MONTANARA

As to the work known as the
“Ecclesiastical Help”, Gaspar could find in it
a notable help for his apostolate of Santa
Galla, especially catechetical help. In this
form he worked with the two extremes of the
human chain in the field of the disinherited:
he worked with the elderly and young
children equally.

But there was another apostolate for
the future saint which seems to us to be more
original. In the Rome of those days especially
on certain days, there swarmed tired farmers
who arrived from the surrounding area,
sometimes very distant places, to sell their
produce to the citizens or to look for work.
Some plazas crawled “like ants” with carts
and stands; they had vegetables, flowers,
fruits, flour, chicken, eggs. There was also a
district where there was a kind of general
headquarters for workers who came to Rome
from different regions. This district extended
from the left bank of the Tiber River up to
Monte Capitolino, very close to the ruins of
the ancient Roman Forum and the Teatro
Marcello. This place was a maze of ancient
small streets, incredibly twisted, with many
churches unusual for their beauty and
historical importance, such as Santa Maria in
Portico, Santa Maria in Vincis, Santa Maria
Egipiaca, Santa Maria in Cosmedin, St.
Nicholas in Carcere, etc. And the heart of this
labyrinth was the Plaza Montanara, given this
name because near it lived all the workers
from the fields and the hillside dwellers
(montanari) of the Marshes, of Abruzzo and
of Compania, who had come to Rome to get
“work”. When the “Avenue to the Sea” was
constructed, all of this fabulous complex
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disappeared completely.

“There, with their tools for work, they
waited for the vineyard owners and the
owners of small farms, who, once the wages
was agreed upon, hired these laborers from
the country. At sowing or harvest time, the
streets were filled with the thundering noise of
the clubs and hammers of the sharpeners of
scythes and the sickles. The faces bronzed by
the sun, the tattered clothes, the coarse
dialects, shouted conversations, all genuinely
characteristic of these poor people that were
in perfect harmony with the warehouses and
shops of the district, where there were many
sellers of leather, tools, harnesses and rustic
artefacts, the taverns drinkers and the “butt”
sellers (sellers of cigarettes); and in the
middle of it all, large crowds of people
circling the singers, traveling musicians and
charlatans of every class.” '

Among these groups of humans were
the typical “barrozari” (that is, the wagoners)
who brought to Rome the provisions in their
rough carts pulled by mules (it was luxury to
have a horse); others, also typical, were the
“fienaroli” (straw sellers) who transported
from the Roman Forum (now called the “cow
pasture” (Campo Vaccino) the hay that served
as fodder for the animals. Meanwhile, among
the most majestic ruins of the world, were
pastured the dark gray oxen with their large
half-moon horns.

Here we have the multicolored
picture, populated by bizarre and rough
figures. How long has it been since these
humble visitors to Rome have heard a word
that would return them to God? In their own
towns, did they at least attend Sunday Mass?
Or did they continue to working on Sunday
just as on any other day? Or worse yet, did
they relax by drinking in the taverns,
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surrounded by blasphemies?

Gaspar circulated in the midst of these
travelers, he invited them to come together
and he led them to some chapel (for example,
Santa Galla); but above all he went among the
wagoners and straw sellers, joined them
together into groups and there, in the proud
and ruined temples of the pagan gods, he
spoke of Christ. And, oh, how well he spoke
to these uneducated and forgotten people. The
thought of Jesus was reborn in them and many
of the country folk re-encountered the
thoughts of long ago which they now
remember with love, and brought them peace
of mind. This cleric, pleasant and humble, was
a real teacher; they felt rejuvenated, they
returned to the time of their childhood, Jesus,
the Virgin ... the wagoners felt that their life
had been depreciated, that which they
themselves had turned to become miserable
and incomprehensible by not understanding it
nor accepting it, for they knew only of
blasphemies. And now the Lord is inviting
them, is forgiving them ...

Gaspar founded practically a kind of
“Work” for the wagoners, that is, a true
organization that embraced all the personages
in the market, whether country folk, workers,
sellers for the city, inn-keepers, warehouse
workers, cooks in restaurants or private
homes; he moved among them and spoke of
Jesus, the son of the carpenter of Nazareth,
and who had been one too.

By his studies and curriculum he
belonged to a civilized and cultured world,
cultured in its clothing and treatment, and this
world attracted him and absorbed him; but his
spiritual soul led him to recognize that the
other world, clattering, rude, a little vagrant,
had much more need of him. The fact that he
was distracted in his studies and that the
happenings around him revealed a profound
and decided intuition; he had to engage, if
necessary, all his forces, his time and his life -
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all of his life - for these dwellers of this small
hamlet and villages.

This was the first contact, a type of
reciprocal “presentation”. The learned genius
of Gaspar, in that initial dialogue, observed
close up and without those formalities of that
time and the world of the fields of Lazio and
the other regions such as the Marches and
Campania; he observed and could understand
these representatives were more developed -
because to do business in Rome, they sent
only the more capable; he saw in these people
those still weighted down with feudalism,
living among robbers, the factory-fortresses,
the shelters in caves, and from that moment
was born in his soul the need to search for
these souls rescued by the Blood Christ.

He carried out this work from 1806 to
1808; there developed something that we must
take into account: Gaspar learned how to
speak to the crowds, or better said, to develop
the gift which was natural in him: preaching
that fully reached the people.

We have seen him as a disciple of
Msgr. Bacolo and we have heard the
criticisms - unfounded - that painted him a
simple plagiarist; for we have him in the
literary and preaching academy founded by
Msgr. Marchetti with the help of various
Jesuits, brilliant humanists; but this is not
enough to understand his true novitiate, which
was held in the practice and not only in
academic circles. It was apostolic fervor that
induced him, rather urged him, to practice
peaching the holy word and to make it simple
for ordinary people. He spoke in dozens of
churches and oratories before he was 20 years
old; this was not to learn how to preach or to
attract people, but rather it was done to help
souls.

In this specific apostolate is the secret
of his eloquence. The real teacher was the
grace that animated him and which he tried to
hand over to others. It was his love of God



and love of his neighbor. It was doing this that
raised his spirits and made him happy.

If Gaspar had been satisfied with just
academic learning, he would never have
reached the irresistible oratory that he did
achieve.

His contemporaries understood this
and invitations to preach kept coming in,
which he always accepted. We have
mentioned the “works” he accomplished
through preaching. He tried, successfully, to
convert, to inspire. The whole gamut of needs
that the soul could have, he treated; it was like
an open book before this twenty-year-old
preacher: from the ignorant wagoner to the
apathy of the cultured citizens and zealots,
from the joking indifference of the old men to
the pseudo-scientific pride of the ones who
know it all; from the money grabbers, or those
entwined in the clutches of sensual pleasures
to the victims of self idiolatry.

Gaspar had hundreds of encounters
and not just with individuals - he was too
young and not everyone wanted to go to him
to solve their difficulties; the encounters were
also collective which had to be maintained
and enriched through all of his apostolate.

The communal encounters, were more
difficult because the preacher was also the
counselor, the friend and the teacher of many
brothers at the same time; they were here
shoulder to shoulder, each one different from
the other, one needing consolation, another
needing help to swing away from sin ... they
were anonymous people who wore the same
mask, but under this human covering flowed
an unstoppable variety of life.

How could this preacher exercise
hundreds and thousands of different spiritual
operations at the same time and with the same
words?

It is necessary, without doubt, to have
a very special grace for the one who speaks
and another for the one who listens. The
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preacher has his own manner of speaking and
seeks to sow precise and decisive callings in
order to touch determined fibers of this or that
soul. His eloquence is a kind of circulatory
movement between general themes and
specific ones, and is a kind of exercise in the
width and height and depth of souls, with
sudden summaries thrown out like a hawk to
seek vices with the idea of cauterizing the
wounds of sin; it was like a loving inclination
looking over different wounds in order to pour
a healing balm on them.

But, from whom do you learn this?
The truth is that you do not learn it neither by
science not by a worldly training, but only
through the Spirit; and the Spirit gives it only
to the one who loves.

Gaspar loved souls from his young
years, souls in God and for God; this skill was
the work of the Holy Spirit.

He practiced, as we have seen, in the
Church of Santa Ursula when he was 14 years
old; after that he was seen Santa Maria del
Llanto, where the Archconfraternity of
Christian Doctrine was erected; in the
Association of St. Paul, in the Pious Union of
the Most Holy Sacrament of the Pantheon. We
have spoken of his apostolate in Santa Galla.
In the Basilica of St. Mark he had important
assignments and the pastor, when the pastor
himself could not preach, would turn all of it
over to Gaspar, saying, “The little Abbot Del
Bufalo will do it better than I myself.”

At that time, that is , towards 1806, the
political affairs were getting more serious, at
the point of invading the private life of
persons, at the point of testing everyone - in
Rome and in the universal Church.



