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Backdrop
•  The dislocations triggered by 

the French Revolution and 
the Napoleonic Wars form 
the background for the 
American phase of the 
Vincentian enterprise— that 
is, for the establishment of the 
Congregation of the Mission 
and the Daughters and 
Sisters of Charity in the 
United States.



Flight of the clergy

•  In Europe, the intermittent warfare 
against orthodox Christianity that 
ended only with Napoleon's defeat at 
Waterloo led directly to the 
enrichment of the fledgling American 
Catholic church. 

•  Emigré French clergy, notably the 
Sulpicians, fled to America. Having 
established Saint Mary's Seminary in 
Baltimore in 1791, the Sulpicians 
concentrated much of their activity 
in the formerly French territories to 
the west of the Allegheny mountains.
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Chance meeting that started it all

•  It was a Sulpician, Father Louis William 
Dubourg, who discovered Father Felix 
de Andreis in Rome and persuaded him 
to found the Congregation of the 
Mission in America. De Andreis himself 
had fled to Monte Citorio in Rome as a 
result of Napoleon's incursions into de 
Andreis's native Piedmont. 

•  Their chance meeting is the prelude to 
the story of the Vincentians in the U.S.

•  (Father Dubourg was also instrumental 
in Elizabeth Bayley Seton’s decision to 
establish the Sisters of Charity in the 
United States.)

Dubourg



Contrasts between environments

•  The Vincentian priests’ history of 
institution-building— most notably in 
the organization of the Catholic diocese 
of Saint Louis and the major seminary at 
Saint Mary of the Barrens in Perryville, 
Missouri— shows a direct continuity 
with the pattern of Saint Vincent de 
Paul's activities in early modern France. 

•  But certainly the differences between the 
two social environments (of 17th-
century France and the American 
midwest of the 19th century) challenged 
the Congregation to refocus its mission 
in new ways.



Unique challenges of the American 
frontier

•  In St. Vincent’s time, incessant warfare in Europe, 
especially the devastation unleashed by the Wars 
of Religion (1618-1648), caused suffering for 
refugees, destruction of rural families, and the 
creation of a dependent urban underclass in Paris. 
The Double Family of Sts. Vincent and Louise set 
out to relieve these miseries, often with the 
patronage of the governing classes whose activities 
had helped create the problems in the first place.

•  On the American frontier, however, rapid and 
uncontrolled expansion, not warfare, determined 
the challenges faced by the Vincentians. The great 
European migration was pressing into the 
Mississippi valley without benefit of the 
institutional supports essential to civilization as we 
know it. Economic opportunity may have 
abounded, but there were few schools, hospitals, 
or churches to minister to the settlers' needs. 

Flatboat barge on the Mississippi



The Vincentian University as an 
institution

•  The Vincentian university— still represented 
today by DePaul, Niagara, and Saint John’s 
Universities— was a new form of service the 
Vincentians developed in response to the situation 
in America at the time. Their chief qualifications 
were their commitment to serving the poor and 
their reputation for excellence in seminary 
education. 

•  The Congregation of the Mission had no long-
standing European tradition of college 
administration. The very idea of a private college 
was an American invention necessitated by the 
underdeveloped state of public institutions in 
colonial America. Most American colleges were 
perceived as instruments of Protestant 
domination, so Catholic colleges were created to 
ensure that Catholics could get an education 
without prejudice to their religion. 

from Depaul Archives



Contrasts
•  The American constitutional 

principle of separation of 
Church and state, so different 
in intent from the 
anticlericalism of the French 
Revolution, meant that 
religious communities were 
free to organize their own 
activities, so long as they 
could find private sources to 
fund them. 



Cultural Geography of the North 
American Interior

•  For most of the 200 years before the 
coming of the Vincentians, the cultural 
geography of the North American 
interior was still dominated by Native 
American traditions, against which 
scattered European enclaves, mostly 
French in origin, were laboring to 
imprint the heart of the continent with 
their own brand of civilization. 

•  This is the mission world as it might 
have been imagined by the first 
westwardbound Vincentians as they 
prepared themselves to work in the 
territory of upper Louisiana.



Enter Father Felix de Andreis

•  The group of Vincentian 
priests and brothers who 
made this “errand into the 
wilderness” was led by Father 
Felix de Andreis, who was 
determined to journey to the 
ends of the earth, either China 
or America, in service to the 
Christian gospel. As it turned 
out, the opportunity to go to 
America presented itself first.



Early Life and Vocation

•  De Andreis was born in 1778 in the 
Piedmont of northern Italy, and at 
the age of eighteen joined the 
Vincentians as a member of the 
province of Turin. The Napoleonic 
invasion of Italy disrupted his 
teaching career at the seminary at 
Piacenza, where he had been 
ordained to the priesthood in 1801, 
and forced him to move to Monte 
Citorio, the Vincentian seminary in 
Rome. There he distinguished 
himself for both piety and 
scholarship.



Permission to go to America

•  Louis Dubourg, a Sulpician, met him there 
and recruited him to establish a Vincentian 
presence in the Louisiana territory. After 
some resistance on the part of his superiors 
in Rome, de Andreis and five other 
Vincentians, including his friend, Father 
Joseph Rosati, in November 1815 received 
permission to go to America.

•  Their mission, according to their charter, 
was "to form an establishment in his [now 
Bishop Dubourg’s] diocese, discharge the 
different functions appertaining to their 
institute [the Congregation of the Mission] 
and especially to found a seminary as early 
as possible." 

de Andreis



Setting

•  Note that in 1815, the year of their 
departure from Rome, the 
Louisiana Territory had been part 
of the United States for only a 
dozen years, and the eastern half 
of the Mississippi valley, including 
the Northwest Territories 
bordering on the Great Lakes, had 
been under English jurisdiction 
only since the end of the "French 
and Indian War" in 1763. Illinois 
was shortly to be admitted to the 
Union in 1818, Missouri in 1821.



Journey
•  Their long and at times difficult journey began 

on 15 December 1815, as they set out from 
Rome to Civitavecchia, then by boat to Genoa, 
from there overland to Piacenza in search of 
more recruits, and eventually to Bordeaux in 
France, where they sailed for Baltimore on 
June 12, arriving on 26 July 1816. 

•  After a brief rest with the Sulpicians at Saint 
Mary’s Seminary in Baltimore, de Andreis and 
his confreres continued their harrowing 
journey over the Appalachians to Pittsburgh 
and then, when the river was high enough in 
late faIl down the Ohio on a flatboat to 
Louisville, to safe haven with the pioneering 
Sulpician bishop of Bardstown, Kentucky, 
Benedict Joseph Flaget.

Along the Ohio River



To Saint Louis

•  After spending the winter and spring teaching 
at Flaget's seminary outside Bardstown, and 
ministering to Catholics scattered in the lower 
Ohio valley, de Andreis and the Vincentians 
arrived at Saint Louis in October 1817.

•  From then until his early death in 1820, de 
Andreis served as Dubourg's vicar general in 
Saint Louis, in effect the only pastor in the 
town. At the same time, he managed to found 
the first American Vincentian novitiate at 
Saint Louis in 1818, teach theology at Bishop 
Dubourg's school for boys, the predecessor 
institution for Saint Louis University; and 
authorize the founding of the seminary at 
Saint Mary of the Barrens at Perryville, with 
Father Rosati as its first superior.

Saint Louis



de Andreis’ mission work

•  At the time of his death, de 
Andreis was planning mission 
work among the Native 
American communities, and 
had already gained a 
reputation in Saint Louis for 
the intensity of his concern 
for the welfare of African 
Americans.



de Andreis: Vincentian Leader

•  His is clearly the spirit 
animating the American 
Vincentian mission in the 
Mississippi valley. He shared 
with Saint Vincent the 
combination of intellectual 
and spiritual gifts, and 
passion for service to the 
poor, that distinguishes 
Vincentian leadership.



Mission and Legacy
•  He hoped to carry the work of Saint 

Vincent de Paul to the Mississippi valley 
by establishing a priestly community that 
would provide spiritual guidance to the 
motley collection of European adventurers, 
pious Catholic farmers, unchurched 
trappers and river people, as well as to the 
slaves and Native Americans who then 
made up the majority of the population. 

•  De Andreis and his confreres saw 
themselves as dedicated first of all to God's 
truth; they trusted that once this was 
understood, it could become the foundation 
of a genuinely inclusive civilization.

Grave of Felix de Andreis



Two quotes from
“Simplicity, Prudence, Fortitude, Humility, 

and Meekness of Father de Andreis”, by 
Joseph Rosati, C.M.



–Felix de Andreis, C.M.

“Noli ergo vinci a malo, sed vince in, bono malum. [Therefore, do 
not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil by goodness.] 

May God be praised ! how great dost thou show thyself, in 
all that thou hast permitted to befall me! It was for the 

purpose of trying me, and grounding me thoroughly in that 
charity with was the distinctive virtue of St. Vincent de Paul 
and St. Francis de Sales— a virtue which I needed so much, 
though, unfortunately, I was not aware of my deficiency. . .  
Yesterday we celebrated the feast of St. Vincent. I will also 
be Vincent; I am determined to conquer as he did, but truly 

with no other arms than these three— Humility, Charity and 
Meekness.” 



–Felix de Andreis, C.M.

“Here I am, at length,” writes Father de Andreis, in the retreat 
of 1813, “weary with trying to find my God. I behold nothing 

but myself and my own poverty, and am in great need of 
grace, though unworthy to obtain it. I know that sanctity does 
not consist in having this or that grace, but in being whatever 
God requires of us; in attaining that degree of virtue that God 

has appointed us, neither more nor less. I should desire 
nothing but that for which God, from all eternity, has 

intended me. I know not what it is; but I must follow him, step 
by step, as he makes known to me the designs of his 

providence, pray that his holy will may be done in me, and 
accomplish it without desiring either this or that gift ipse dividit 

singulis prout vult [He divides individually as He wills]”.
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