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The study of history leads to encounters. Certain faces emerge from the mist of time and one is surprised to find how close some of these men and women are to ourselves. In the context of a series of studies devoted to the history of the Society of Missionaries of Africa, the following pages are an attempt to present one of our very first missionaries, Anatole Joseph Toulotte. He was already a seminarian when he entered the Society in 1873; he knew Cardinal Lavigerie, who had a high opinion of him, and he was involved in many events of those founding years. Apart from introducing us to a remarkable person, his life is, in many ways, typical of those of many Missionaries of Africa in the years 1870 to 1900.

The early years   (1852-1873)

Anatole Toulotte was born in the village of Lisbourg, in the diocese of Arras, on January 7th 1852. His father was a harness-maker, and the family was poor. Anatole was the eldest of nine children: seven sons and two daughters.  In those days, the parish priest of the village took charge of the children he thought deserved some attention, and so he took young Anatole into the school he ran at the presbytery. All his life Mgr Toulotte remembered this priest with gratitude. In the region there was a strong devotion to Saint Benedict Joseph Labre, himself born in Artois: this is worth mentioning because, later, many observers were to notice a spiritual affinity between him and Mgr Toulotte.

In October 1865 Anatole left the village to go to the college of St Austreberthe in the neighbouring town of Montreuil-sur-Mer, where he was to spend six years. He returned there 25 years later, in August 1891, to preside at a Solemn Mass after his episcopal ordination. On that occasion he recalled that he was not the only old collegian to have heard the call of Africa. In fact there were by then four other Missionaries of Africa from the college: Fathers Lourdel, Desoignies, Modeste Raux and Poultier.

On leaving the college in 1871, Toulotte entered the major seminary at Arras, and one year later received the tonsure and put on the soutane. His superiors noted his silent, withdrawn character, and his fondness for solitude. This was the time, soon after the beginning of the Society, when Missionaries of Africa travelled the length and breadth of France, seeking vocations. Among them was Father Charmetant, one of the very first of Lavigerie’s companions, who came to the diocese of Arras and spoke of the missions to the seminarians. Two of them obtained their bishop’s approval to join this new missionary congregation: Toulotte himself, and Léonce Bridoux, later to become Vicar Apostolic of Tanganyika, where he died in October 1890 at the age of 35. The future Father Lourdel joined them the following year.

Formation and first responsibilities  (1873-1877)

The two friends disembarked in Algiers on February 24th 1873, and we are shocked to learn that it was only at that moment that Toulotte wrote to tell his parents where he was. He had left his family without informing them, believing that God wanted him to behave in this way. Very likely he dreaded the tears of his parents who, despite their deep faith, were to suffer for a long time from this separation.

The newcomers began their novitiate in Algiers the very day they arrived. At the time, the novitiate was not so strictly organized as it was later to become, and the arrival of the novices – 38 altogether that year – extended throughout January and February. It was a large intake, which included men who were to mark the history of the Society in various ways, such as Livinhac, who was to succeed the Cardinal and serve as Superior General for 30 years, Louail, future first Provincial of Europe (in 1888), Delattre, who was to achieve fame through his archaeological work at Carthage, Jamet, founder of the procurement office in Zanzibar, and others.
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Fathers Léonce Bridoux, Alfred Louail, Alfred-Louis Delattre, Louis Jamet

The two friends from the Nord took their missionary oath a year later, on February 2nd 1874, and then resumed their theological studies. At the time, the programme of seminary studies was much less rigid than it is today, and Mgr Lavigerie was very short of personnel. As happened often enough in the early years of the Society, Toulotte was entrusted with a task while continuing his study of theology: for four months he was in charge of a group of children at the orphanage founded by Lavigerie.

Toulotte took minor orders at Notre-Dame d’Afrique and entered the scholasticate, which had been installed a few months earlier in buildings beside the basilica. In September 1874 he was named professor of Arabic at the noviciate at Maison-Carrée. He received the major orders of sub-deacon, deacon, and priest in October 1874, at the same time as Bridoux and twelve other missionaries. They were ordained by the Bishop of Constantine, Mgr Robert, a friend of Lavigerie’s, who was later to be Bishop of Marseilles.

After his ordination, Toulotte continued to serve as assistant to the superior and professor of Arabic at the noviciate; he went on to master this language. The following year, 1875, the Jesuits left the noviciate, and Father Charbonnier was put in charge.

One incident shows the confidence his confreres had in him: at the General Chapter held at Notre-Dame d’Afrique in 1875, Father Toulotte was elected to the General Council of the Society. This was the second General Chapter – the first had been held the previous year: the fifteen participants met under the direct presidency of Mgr Lavigerie. Why did this Chapter follow so closely on the other? Lavigerie had realised that the Vicar General, Father Deguerry, often had to take decisions on his own; he therefore decided to increase the number of assistants from two to four. At the time, the Society of Missionaries of Africa was only a few years old and numbered in all a total of 56 missionaries. Toulotte attended as the delegate of Maison-Carrée; he was elected Assistant General on the first ballot. It was October 18th 1875, and he was just 23 years of age. When numbers are small people are likely to be required to wear several hats: Toulotte became Treasurer of the Society. Consequently he was often required to travel from post to post over the next three years.

The following year, 1876, Toulotte was appointed to a task through which Lavigerie hoped to stimulate vocations among Algerians, the ‘small’ or Arab noviciate. This pre-noviciate had been founded in 1873 and housed in buildings near Notre-Dame d’Afrique; there were about twenty students. In fact, this kind of intermediate seminary proved difficult to run even if Toulotte, as director, displayed real abilities as leader and educator. Nonetheless, three of the students entered the noviciate proper the next year. Finally, in 1877, Lavigerie decided to close this establishment, which had failed to give the results he had expected. But even before the closure, Anatole Toulotte received a fresh nomination, which led him this time to the Sahara: it was July 1877.

Brief experience of the Sahara (1877-1878)
In 1876, three Missionaries of Africa, Fathers Ménoret, Paulmier and Bouchand, had been massacred in the desert in the course of an expedition towards the Niger bend and Timbuktu. Deeply moved by this incident, Toulotte wrote to Lavigerie offering to take the place of the martyrs in a new expedition towards the south. This offer impressed our Founder, who made this comment in a letter to Deguerry:

Father Toulotte insists that he wants to go to Timbuktu, on foot and in rags, if necessary; I admire his zeal and his wisdom, because, in my opinion, one of the causes of the death of our dear martyrs was that they had too much baggage, and camels. They were thought to be rich and that was enough, unless the Tuareg were pushed by others.1 

Although not entrusted with a mission to Timbuktu as he had wished, Toulotte was appointed in July 1877 to the Sahara, more precisely, to Metlili, a post founded in 1874, and situated some 40 km south of Ghardaïa.

The story of the post at Metlili is closely linked to the grand apostolic project, the penetration of the Sahara, which Mgr Lavigerie had nurtured since his arrival in Algiers. He was persuaded that it would be possible to reach the centre of the African continent by crossing the desert to the south, and from 1874 onwards he launched a policy of planting advance posts to prepare the realisation of this project. Thus Metlili was founded at the end of 1874, with Father Paulmier as first superior. With his two confreres, Fathers Ménoret and Bouchand, he was to form the first caravan, which, a few months later, attempted to cross the Sahara. The attempt failed dramatically when all three were massacred in the desert in January 1876. From then on, the post at Metlili was only occupied from time to time; the arrival of Father Toulotte represented a fresh attempt to maintain a community in the post which might be said to be situated at the very edge of the mission. 

This appointment, which took Toulotte far from Algiers, meant that he ceased being Assistant General. In the south he joined two other priests, including Father Lourdel, the future apostle of Uganda. The coolness and sometimes the hostility of the population of that region made the task of the missionaries difficult. Furthermore, as a report was to recognize a few months later, their lack of experience contributed to the difficulties of the post at Metlili, and led to its closure in February 1878. In one of his letters, Toulotte reflected on the difficulty of making contact with these people:

I often have long conversations with the marabouts and the learned men of the country; I don’t think much good comes from it. Accustomed to their routine, they are indifferent to anything else. They would like to convert me to their ways, and I would like to convert them to the Lord! 2

The Chronique trimestrielle adds:

Some were truly hostile. A certain Mouley Taïeb claimed the right to forbid Father Toulotte to copy the Koran; on one occasion he even said: ‘If I knew who had taught you Arabic, I’d kill him’.3

In fact two other considerations contributed to the early closure of the post at Metlili. On the one hand, Lavigerie gave priority to the idea of founding a mission in the M’zab, which was said to be more welcoming, and on the other, having been entrusted at this time with new fields of apostolate, in Central Africa and Jerusalem, he was obliged to find personnel for the new foundations. Father Toulotte was one of those whom Lavigerie wanted to assign to the new mission: he appointed him to the founding team for St Anne’s in Jerusalem.

Father Toulotte in Jerusalem   (1878-1880)

This episode in the life of Father Toulotte is not notably long, but it was to be important for revealing the depths of the man’s personality, and the talents with which he was endowed. Until that time, there had been no link between the Missionaries of Africa and the Middle East. Certainly our Founder, Mgr Lavigerie had visited the region in 1860 when he was director of the Œuvre des Écoles d’Orient, and ever after retained a great interest in the Oriental Churches. That alone was not reason enough for the young missionary Society to make a foundation outside the African continent.

To grasp the historical context of this foundation, it is necessary to turn back several years. After the Crimean War, which pitted Russia against the Ottoman Empire in 1854-1855, France, which had supported the Turkish Sultan against the Tsar, received from his government, as a token of gratitude, ownership of the Christian shrine of St Anne in the Old City of Jerusalem. The church and the adjoining buildings were in a deplorable state, but in the absence of a firm political decision as well as of the necessary funds, restoration work proceeded little by little and lasted nearly twenty years. 
Eventually the French government decided to entrust the guardianship of the shrine to a religious congregation, and began enquiries with this end in view. Lavigerie’s interest in the region had never diminished; he had even let it be known in 1873 that he would be willing to accept the charge of Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem, which was then vacant. When he learned of the French government’s intentions, he proposed the candidature of the Missionaries of Africa. His personality, his experience, and the support he received from the Holy See tipped the balance in his favour. It only remained to present the project to the General Council of the Society which up to then had had no part in the negotiations. At the start the Council was less than enthusiastic, even openly hostile to the project, but it eventually yielded to the Founder’s arguments, and a convention was signed between Lavigerie, for the Society, and the French government in March 1878.4
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St Anne’s in Jerusalem and the Dome of the Rock, about 1890 (Archives of the Society)
Toulotte was a member of the first group that opened the new post in October 1878. There were four of them: Fathers Roger (superior), Toulotte, Labardin, and Brother Laurent. The agreement signed with the French government stipulated that a School of Biblical Studies for the French clergy was to be founded, and that Father Toulotte was to be its superior. But there was no real demand for such a school from the French bishops, and in any case Lavigerie had other ideas, so that in a very short time the project had been transformed into an “apostolic school”, or junior seminary, which was later (in 1882) to become a major seminary for Catholic clergy of the Melkite rite.

The first months were principally occupied by the work of making the buildings habitable, and by initiating contacts with others in that complex religious environment, where the newcomers were viewed with some suspicion. In September, Lavigerie caused a long memorandum to be drawn up, in which he outlined the steps leading up to this foundation, and communicated, with commentary, the contents of the official documents which specify the conditions of our taking responsibility for St Anne’s. Under the title ‘Conditions for the provisional functioning of St Anne’s, Jerusalem’ he added precise instructions to the missionaries charged with the foundation.5

Beginnings are never easy. The physical conditions were Spartan, and the missionaries suffered frequent bouts of fever. Nonetheless Toulotte set to work promptly. His confreres were already aware of his linguistic abilities, notably in Arabic and Hebrew, and of his interest in archaeology. If he was to direct the future Biblical School, it was only fitting that he should complete his knowledge in these disciplines. During the two years he spent in Jerusalem, the quality of his intellectual gifts, and his taste for this kind of work, became clear; but so did his attraction to the most austere kind of almost eremitical life. An indefatigable worker, in a few months he produced a great volume of studies based on his many journeys to biblical sites and his close reading of the ancient and modern authors. Father Féderlin reports that he soon got to know the principal religious libraries in Jerusalem, where he took voluminous notes to prepare his field trips, or to complete them on his return. Writing to Mgr Lavigerie in March 1879, he described one of his long journeys, and continued:

More and more I appreciate studying Sacred Scripture on the spot. I’d like to have a polyglot Bible with Latin, Hebrew, Syriac, Greek and Arabic texts. I’m continuing to study Arabic with a sheik at the mosque. A Syriac teacher has offered to help me; I’m learning Hebrew by myself. I am never bored! 6

Yet his personal lifestyle, marked by austerities and a certain isolation, tended to worry his confreres, as he was well aware. The priests acted as chaplains to some neighbouring religious houses, and received pilgrims come to pray at the site where Mary was born. Toulotte was not at ease in that kind of ministry, a fact which was naturally a burden to the others. In the letter just quoted he admitted to Lavigerie:

Otherwise everything is fine, except for my undomesticated life which my charitable confreres would like me to abandon in order to go to preach for instance at the Carmel, or to the Sisters of St Joseph, or of Sion. Your Grace knows how little taste I have for such ministry.

At the same time one is impressed by the deep personal commitment required by the asceticism he took on, and it is clear the missionaries sincerely admired their confrere whose conduct called to mind the saintly Desert Fathers. Later, his former confrere, Father Roger, who had joined the clergy of the diocese of Carthage, wrote:

I never once saw him abandon for a moment his most edifying style of life. He ate little, he drank only water, and he passed a part of each night in prayer and study. Naturally he had taken care to obtain the agreement of his superiors to live in this way, so as not to infringe the Rule. His regime recalled that of the ancient anchorites, or – better still – that of the illustrious Doctor of Bethlehem, the great St Jerome, whom he sought to imitate, and quite successfully too.7
This first sojourn in the Holy Land – he was to return – was happy and extremely fruitful 8, but it ended unexpectedly for Toulotte. In September 1880 the Missionaries of Africa held their 6th General Chapter, and Father Toulotte was once again elected to the post of Assistant General which he had formerly occupied. He left Jerusalem at once to rejoin his confreres in Algiers.

Novice Master   (1880-1882)
The General Chapter of 1880 lasted only one day, and was concerned almost exclusively with the election of the General Council. It was, however, marked by one painful incident, the voluntary absence of Father Deguerry. This priest, among the first to enter the Society, was greatly esteemed both by his confreres and by the Founder, and had already filled the office of Vicar General for the Society. Foreseeing that Mgr Lavigerie and his confreres had in mind to impose this heavy responsibility on him again, he wrote to Lavigerie to explain that he preferred not to come.
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Father  Jean-Baptiste Charbonnier
Not only did the capitulants refuse to blame him, but also they declared that his absence made him ineligible, which was a roundabout way of approving his conduct. The new General Council comprised Fathers Charbonnier, Bridoux, Le Roy, Toulotte and Viven; the Founder chose Charbonnier to be his Vicar General for the Society. Incidentally, it is worth noting that at this time the Society’s documents frequently give the title of Superior General to the Vicar selected by Lavigerie, as can be seen from the account of this Chapter in the Chronique trimestrielle9. Despite this loose application of the title, nobody was in any doubt that the real authority directing the Society was that of the Founder himself.

As Assistant General, Toulotte was required to reside in Algiers. In those days it still happened that a member of the General Council might be asked to take on some other task as well. Thus, in the newly elected Council, Father Viven was responsible for the scholasticate, and Toulotte, for his part, was named novice master. In this post of trust he replaced Father Charbonnier who had just been appointed Vicar General. In choosing Toulotte to be master of novices, Lavigerie demonstrated the confidence he had in the broad experience of a man whose reputation for sanctity was already widespread in the Society. Father Charmetant was to say that he knew of only one fault in him: his timidity.

The noviciate was located in the Mother House at Maison-Carrée, where it occupied part of the building which also housed the General Council. Construction of the chapel had begun in 1873 and been completed the following year; the last of the paintings in it were blessed by Mgr Lavigerie a few months before Toulotte arrived. At the start of the 1880-1881 academic year, the staff of the noviciate comprised one other priest, Lechaptois, responsible for teaching Arabic, and four Brothers: Jean, Artémon, Leon and Paul. (The scholasticate was also housed at Maison-Carrée, and in the Chronique trimestrielle news of the two formation centres was given under the one heading ‘Maison-Mère’.) This promotion counted 21 novices, among them the future Bishop Roelens, who came from Bruges and was to serve for many years as Vicar Apostolic in Central Africa.

Toulotte seems to have been happy during his time as novice master, but he missed Jerusalem. We have few indications of his feelings, but he wrote regularly to the parish priest of his home village and sometimes unburdened himself to him as we can see from these lines in his Christmas letter of 1880:

All is going well in my new situation … It’s as if there was nothing wanting from perfect happiness. Alas! We shall only be perfectly happy in Heaven. I sigh for the heavenly Jerusalem – or even the earthly Jerusalem, which I left only a few months ago. The beautiful festival of Christmas takes me back in imagination to the cave at Bethlehem.10 

Life in the noviciate was as one would imagine, but Notre-Dame d’Afrique was not far away, and the novices could take part in the big celebrations which marked the life of the diocese and, still more, that of the Missionaries of Africa. Thus, on October 10th 1880, the whole noviciate was present at the ceremony to bid farewell to the missionaries leaving for the Sahara and Equatorial Africa.11 The first group consisted of Fathers Richard, Morat and Poupard. They were leaving for Rhadames, and set out from there in December with a caravan for the far south hoping to reach Black Africa. A few days later they were massacred in the desert as their predecessors had been. The second group comprised seven missionaries including Mr Guyot, and seven lay auxiliaries under the command of Captain Joubert. This was the Third Caravan of Missionaries of Africa to set out for Equatorial Africa, and it is more than likely, as we shall see, that the ceremony made a deep impression on Father Toulotte.

While carrying out his duties at the noviciate, he also participated regularly at meetings of the General Council. He was thus involved in reflection and debates concerning the affairs of the Society and its missions: Council read and commented on letters arriving from Equatorial Africa; it was concerned about the ever more threatening vexations of the French government in Kabylia; the situation of the missionaries in Tripoli was giving grounds for concern; the finances were a perpetual source of worry – and so on.

No doubt it was a strange contrast for this man, drawn to solitude and study, to have to divide his time between the noviciate, which in many ways offered a way of life which suited him, and this involvement in the problems of distant missions. The future was to show, not only that he handled well the two sides of his life, but also that the missionary perspective was the more important to him. So it was that in October 1881 he was relieved of his post as novice master and given a new appointment.

Appointed to the mission to Equatorial Africa

During the summer of 1881, terrible news was received from Zanzibar: two missionaries and a lay auxiliary, members of the caravan which Toulotte had seen set out from Notre-Dame d’Afrique in October, had been massacred. They were Fathers Deniaud and Augier, and Mr d’Hoop, a Belgian layman. Settled on the eastern shore of Lake Tanganyika, about 100 km north of the town of Ujiji, in what is now Burundi, they had become involved in a courageous, but no doubt foolhardy, fight with slave-traders, who were very powerful in those parts. The three missionaries were slain on May 4th 1881.

On this subject, let us go back a little. We know that, after Mgr Lavigerie had sent a long memorandum and a request to Propaganda early in 1878, the Holy See, by a decree of February 24th 1878, had given him charge of the mission to the interior of present-day Tanzania and Uganda. Soon afterwards, in April 1878, a first caravan had left for Zanzibar; it comprised Fathers Livinhac, Barbot, Lourdel, Girault, and Brother Amans, for the Nyanza (Uganda), and Fathers Pascal, Delaunay, Dromaux, Augier and Deniaud, for Tanganyika. In June the following year, a second caravan sailed; it counted 18 persons altogether, priests, brothers and lay auxiliaries. Despite the number of deaths among these first missionaries, whether due to the fatigue of the journey, or to sickness, the determination of the missionaries themselves, and of Lavigerie, never wavered, and the third caravan embarked at Marseilles in October 1880.

Needless to say, the beginnings of the mission in these unknown regions were marked by difficulties and trials. Nevertheless, the violent deaths of these three missionaries in May 1881 provoked strong emotions. Father Toulotte felt the drama as a personal appeal to renew the expression of his readiness to serve in Equatorial Africa, and to this end he again wrote to Mgr Lavigerie, as he had done in 1876, asking to be sent there. He had already expressed this wish when the first caravan was leaving, and this time Lavigerie reacted favourably to his request, and replied:

I truly believe, my son, that you have a vocation to Equatorial Africa, and I undertake to plead your cause before the Council for the next caravan. Until then, continue peacefully your present occupations.12 

The addressee was to receive confirmation of this promise from an unexpected quarter. Lavigerie, who relied heavily on the generosity of the Society for the Propagation of the Faith (at Lyons), wrote to its Council informing it that a new caravan was being organized and that a certain Father Toulotte would lead it. The Society did not realise that this was a confidential communication, and published it in its weekly bulletin Les Missions Catholiques on November 11th 1881: that was how Toulotte learned of his appointment. Lavigerie, embarrassed, wrote to him explaining that there had been a misunderstanding about this letter, but confirming his nomination.

For more than ten months Toulotte, as a member of the General Council, was actively involved in the preparation of the next caravan, of which he was to be a member. From November onwards he several times insisted that, as requested by Father Livinhac in Uganda, Council should speedily draw up a list of the priests and brothers who were to go out, so that they could start getting themselves ready. They could begin learning Kiswahili, get used to the precautions they would need to take to preserve their health, and make a close study of the Instructions composed by Mgr Lavigerie for the missionaries in Equatorial Africa.13

He was also interested in another project which had been considered by Council, the foundation of a procurement office for the Missionaries of Africa in Zanzibar. Until this time it had been the Holy Ghost Fathers who received our missionaries and looked after their mail, but the time had come to think of establishing our own house. This is the background to the Council meeting of March 20th 1882 at which Toulotte presented a detailed plan: missionaries were to be appointed to Zanzibar; Father Deguerry, Procurator General, would travel out to open the new office, then he would accompany the caravan from Zanzibar to its final destination so as to put in place, stage by stage, a reliable network of communications between the posts, and would then return to the coast, visiting each of the missions already founded to see how they were getting on. The scale of this project is surprising when one considers that its author had never been to that part of Africa. Opinions were divided, but Father Bridoux rightly pointed out that it amounted to appointing Father Deguerry permanently to Equatorial Africa. It is interesting to note that it was during this same meeting of the General Council that its members were officially informed of the elevation of Mgr Lavigerie to the cardinalate. 

In the weeks that followed, Toulotte continued to display in Council his abiding interest in the adoption of a strategy for the founding of posts in Equatorial Africa, and in the practical details involved in the preparation of the next caravan. He suggested, for instance – with supporting arguments – that the Society request the prompt creation of three Apostolic Vicariates, and in his presentation he demonstrated a real knowledge of the geography of the regions concerned, as well as of the growing presence of the European powers in that part of the African continent. At the same time his remarks always showed a spiritual concern: he spoke of the spiritual welfare of the missionaries, and suggested that the next caravan be permitted to carry the Blessèd Sacrament throughout the journey.14

So Father Toulotte was deeply involved in preparations for departure. He set aside his Arabic library and began to learn Kiswahili. To understand his commitment, it is enough to recall that Cardinal Lavigerie had appointed him superior of the confreres who were to make the journey, and responsible for the whole caravan. But he was not to go! In August 1882, he laid before Council suggested dates for his own departure and that of the caravan, but at the meeting on September 21st, with the Cardinal himself in the chair, the participants drew up a list of nominations, and there we read that Father Toulotte was appointed to Jerusalem. The decision was certainly unexpected, and no doubt motivated by the shortage of experienced personnel for St Anne’s. The fact remains that Lavigerie cancelled Toulotte’s departure for Equatorial Africa and gave him a fresh appointment: he must return to Jerusalem.

Second sojourn in Jerusalem (1882-1884)
We have no information about Toulotte’s feelings at the change, but we can well believe that it was hard to accept. In any case, he made his preparations without delay and reached Jerusalem in October 1882, accompanied by Father Hirth who was also appointed to St Anne’s. This time he was to stay exactly two years. The staff now consisted of five priests, Fathers Roger, Toulotte, Hirth, Labardin and Vanderstraeten, and three Brothers: Louis, Gregory and Paul-Louis. Toulotte was to be superior of the ‘apostolic school’, attended at that time by about twenty youngsters of the Melkite rite. So far as the Cardinal was concerned, and with the agreement of the Holy See, it was really a junior and an intermediate seminary, despite the fact that it had been presented to the French authorities in a less purely religious light. It really was a seminary, which was to develop into a major seminary for the Greek Melkite rite. The first ordinations took place in 1890, and the seminary at St Anne’s was to remain for almost a century at the very heart of the activity of the Missionaries of Africa in the Middle East.

But Toulotte, who was at the same time superior of the community, was not really at ease with these young men, and with his task as headmaster. He soon felt that this responsibility was beyond his competence, and after a year he succeeded in being relieved of it: Father Hirth took his place. From then on he devoted himself almost exclusively to his historical and biblical studies. In addition he withdrew still further into his eremitical lifestyle, in the midst of the community living in the solitude he had probably long desired. Father Féderlin, a member of that community, does not hide his admiration, and gives us some astonishing details on the manner of life of his confrere:

Father Toulotte, while keeping the title of superior, withdrew into a room situated over the Probatic Pool. There he gave himself up completely to prayer, to the study of the Church Fathers, and to the most frightening mortifications. Brother Gregory, a witness of the father’s life at this time, has this to say:

Each morning I prepared a small basket of provisions for him. Sometimes I would put in a raw cabbage, sometimes some raw carrots and a bread roll. At first I put in a glass, a plate, and a little jam. The Father brought them back to me: “No, no, Brother, don’t give me anything like that, above all nothing cooked; a cabbage, some carrots, and some bread – that’s all I need”. I had to obey; I admired the Father’s mortifications, but I pitied him, thinking to myself that he was going to die. (…) After three or four months of this diet, I noticed that his voice was getting much weaker, and that he had grown extremely thin; but he did not in the least modify his fast or his abstinence. (…)
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Father  Louis Féderlin

In fact, Father Toulotte only ate half the bread he was given. He had arranged to go each morning to celebrate Holy Mass at the Carmel on the Mount of Olives. When he was near the Cedron he would meet the troop of beggars who were always there begging from pilgrims and passers-by. Each morning, he put half his bread in the bowl of some poor blind man and went his way without saying a word. Brothers Gregory and Louis tell me that it was the beggars themselves who revealed the Father’s conduct to the missionaries at St Anne’s.15  

Father Féderlin adds that every night, without fail, from 11pm to midnight, Father Toulotte went into the church to pray, always on his knees, completely motionless, as if lost in God. His confreres were worried about his health, as they noticed at times that he was very weak, which was hardly surprising.

As superior of the community he maintained regular contact with the Mother House, and received occasional letters from the Cardinal, who was always anxious to know exactly how things were going there. For instance, in a letter written in November 1882, he reproached Toulotte for not giving him enough details about the community’s situation and apostolate. At the same time he answered questions from Toulotte, giving precise instructions about which external ministry to accept and which to refuse, on the criteria for admission of students to the Apostolic School, and on the running of the house16. In January the Cardinal informed him of his decision to name a priest to the community who would be engaged solely in receiving visitors and pilgrims. He explained his decision thus:
I will not hide from you the fact that everything I hear indirectly from Jerusalem makes me fear that all the coming and going in your house, and the need to interrupt work or prayers, so as not to be found wanting in charity or good manners, may interfere with the perfect adherence to the Rule which should obtain among you. Without regularity, without perfect fidelity to all the Rules, the minor as much as the major, you will never realise the good which the Church expects from you. […] So, dear Father, it is necessary, and I ask you to insist on it to your confreres, to take advantage of the new sacrifice which the Society is making for St Anne’s, by sending a priest just to take care of relations with outsiders, it is necessary – I repeat – to take this opportunity to adhere finally, resolutely, and completely, to the Rule.17

This letter bears witness both to the importance this foundation held for Lavigerie and to his insistence on maintaining a high level of discipline and strictness in the communities. Yet it seems unlikely that a man like Toulotte would allow ease or relaxation to take over any community of which he had the charge. A few months later Lavigerie wrote to the superior that he had postponed a plan to visit Jerusalem; at the same time he informed him that the Holy See had just given him complete canonical jurisdiction over St Anne’s.18 In March the following year, 1884, at the end of a letter concerning the life and ministry of the community, Lavigerie had a personal remark for Father Toulotte:

As for yourself, my dear son, you certainly have a supernatural aspiration towards perfection, but you have also a very natural tendency towards hypochondria. I know what it is from experience, but I also know that with God’s grace one can overcome it. My clear answer to your question about the eremitical life is that you should await my arrival or that of your Superior General before taking any decision on the matter. Until then, dismiss these extraordinary and somewhat bizarre thoughts as so many temptations. Farewell, my dear son, I bless you from afar.19

The letter is a curious blend of authority, friendly scepticism and personal disclosure, where the Cardinal admits that he can see something of himself in some of the more extreme traits of Toulotte’s temperament. Indeed, until his death, Mgr Lavigerie held this missionary in particular esteem and affection. This man of solitude and austerity was almost never permitted to settle permanently into the sort of life for which he yearned: in October 1884 he was once again required to perform other services and had to leave Jerusalem for Algiers. In the letter  announcing his recall to Algeria, the Cardinal again wrote of his aspirations:
I am bringing you back from Jerusalem; your successor will arrive before your departure or immediately afterwards. But there is no point in going into that just yet. As for you, my dear son, we are looking at all your imaginings to discover if they are from God. No one has a stronger desire to see you on the path to perfection and so in your vocation than he who is and always will be your affectionate Father in Christ.20

Historian of the African Church   (1884-1890)
During his first appointment to Jerusalem, Father Toulotte had already demonstrated his aptitude for historical research. Now the Cardinal called him to his side in order to entrust him with a major project which would make full use of his abilities. Lavigerie, who was himself a former professor of history at the Sorbonne,  realised full well how a knowledge of the past can enrich the intelligence, increase the understanding of the faith, and even open new perspectives for a better handling of the present: he had decided to begin work on a vast history of Christianity in Africa, from the earliest times to his own day 
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Cardinal Lavigerie at Biskra in 1886 with Fathers Féderlin, Delattre, Palasse and Toulotte.
The Cardinal had been thinking about this for some time. In 1883 he had written to Father Bridoux that, in his view, enough documents were available to constitute a multi-volume work. To these documents, he added, it would be necessary to add everything which directly concerned the recent history of the African mission. Lavigerie had already formed a team to undertake this considerable work, but he wanted to add another member to it, as he explained in the same letter quoted in the Chronique: 

We have begun the collection and classification of these documents, but although five of us are at work, including myself, we think that another helper is indispensable.

The four researchers already at work were the missionary Fathers Delattre and Féderlin, and the secular priests, Fathers Grussenmeyer and Flécher. Counting the Cardinal, the sixth was to be Toulotte. The team worked sometimes at La Marsa, near Carthage, sometimes at Biskra in the Sahara, whither the Cardinal went each winter to take advantage of a climate which was beneficial to the rheumatism and the chronic gout from which he suffered.

Here again Father Féderlin, who worked with Toulotte for six years, and who like him had served in Jerusalem, has left a detailed and impressive account of the way of life he chose to live:

I had the privilege of living close to Father Toulotte at that time; our rooms were separated by a thin partition … This is how our saintly confrere lived. He rose at 2.30 or at the  latest 3 a.m. and began to pray. At about 6 he went to say Mass in the chapel of the parish. On his return he got down to work in his room, and only came out to go to pray before the Blessèd Sacrament …

At this time, as had been the case in Jerusalem, his food consisted of native bread, a few dry figs or some dates. He never ate meat or any cooked food; he never drank wine, milk or coffee … On several occasions I was obliged to interrupt him at his meal, and this is what I saw. The Father knelt facing a chair; while eating he would read from a volume of St Augustine which was propped against the back of the chair; on the chair were the bread, the figs and some bitter herbs on a plate. When he was caught at his feast, the Father was embarrassed; if he had time he would hide the bread and the figs. 21

Féderlin then speaks of Toulotte’s working methods. Rapid and very learned, he translated the documents or composed his own text at high speed, but as a rule his style was careless and he provided no footnotes. These defects surprised the Cardinal himself who spoke of them one day to Father Toulotte. At Lavigerie’s insistence, he finally admitted that he had long ago made a vow never to bring his scholarly works to a perfect end – so as not to fall into the sin of pride. We can only regret this excessive humility which, unfortunately, prevented the publication of some of these works on Africa’s Christian past. Let us listen again to Father Féderlin on the spiritual habits of this man with a very particular vocation:

I happen to know that at La Marsa Father Toulotte had a series of private conversations with our venerated Founder on the subject of his soul. What was said in these conversations is God’s secret, but I know that at their conclusion, the Cardinal recognised and approved the extraordinary and very special ways in which this man of God lived. I also know that Father Toulotte was greatly comforted by the approval of our venerated Father, who rightly considered him a true saint.22

The work of this team led to the composition of a very considerable History of the Church in Africa, in three manuscript volumes, of 284, 353 and 370 pages respectively. The first draft was annotated and corrected by the Cardinal himself, and a considerably augmented second version was written. At this time and in the following years, Toulotte published other works, most notably a Geography of Christian Africa in more than 1500 pages, a study of the ancient monuments of the African Church, another on basilicas, etc.

Toulotte seemed to be altogether in his element in this scholarly work, even if he did say to one of his confreres that he was only doing it in obedience and because human nature requires it, but that he himself was not attached to his works. As a matter of fact he presented several of his biblical and archaeological notebooks to confreres who happened to be interested. For his part, the Cardinal was passionately interested by this research which sang of the splendid past of the ancient Christian Church of North Africa, and he followed the work of his team, being ready himself to look out other sources which might add to the knowledge of that past. Thus, in Algiers in 1885, while preparing to travel to Rome, he wrote to Toulotte to ask a service of him, and then he spoke of his work, with a touch of the teasing which so often marked his correspondence with this priest:

I am happy to have this occasion to write a few lines to ask for news of your work. Be so kind as to send me a few details of what you are doing, and what you are discovering – that is, if you are discovering anything. I would rather like to have you come to Rome for a week while I am there to introduce you to the Vatican Library and let you see for yourself whether or not there is a harvest there to complete the rest. What do you say? For I know your idiosyncrasies well enough not to wish to upset them.23 

Toulotte must have been tempted by the proposition, because he did go to Rome, where he was to stay, not for a few days as the Cardinal thought, but for several months.
Toulotte between Rome and Algiers   (1886-1890)
In September 1885 a certain number of missionaries had assembled at Carthage to make their annual retreat. Now the shared retreat was an important occasion each year, and often the Founder came to give a talk or to make an announcement to the retreatants. That year he wrote to them from Algiers and concluded his letter with these words:

Before I close I want to inform you officially of a new grace which the good Lord has given our little Society this year, and which I for one had long desired […] In God’s Church, all power and all direction come from Peter. As a result, the closer one draws to the Holy and Apostolic See, the more one is inspired, and the more one should feel truth and life grow in one as well … That is why I chose to impose on you, in the very text of your Rule, the obligation to obey like a law, not only the orders and advice of the Sovereign Pontiff, but also his smallest wish. This, my sons, is the background to my satisfaction in being able to announce to you that I have been able to realise my own desire, and that of many of yourselves, to have in Rome a house for your Society and a procurement office for your work.24

Within a few months, the project had become a fact, and in February 1886 Cardinal Lavigerie opened a small residence (or procurement office) in Rome at St Nicolas des Lorrains, just off the famous Piazza Navona. In that way he acquired permanent representation in Rome for his Society of Missionaries and for affairs concerning the missions, and at the same time a place where missionaries sent to Rome for higher studies could stay. The founding community consisted of three priests: Father Burtin who became the Cardinal’s and the Society’s procurement officer, Father Mesnage, and Father Toulotte, whom Lavigerie asked to continue his research in the Roman archives and libraries.
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Father Antoine Constantin, assistant to the Procurator General in Rome..
Straightway he organised his life according to the familiar pattern, and the same features crop up as in previous years: long periods of prayer, especially at night, an extremely austere diet, as few creature comforts as possible – all combined with an intense intellectual activity. He haunted the Vatican Archives, visited archaeological sites, and was interested in everything that touched the Christian past of Rome, especially in its links with Africa. Father Constantin who joined the community later relates:

He wanted to know everything that concerned Africa, and he wanted to write it down. Once he had made a note of everything, put in order all that the ancients had preserved or that contemporaries had found in their wise and patient research, then it would be possible to write the history of Christian Africa. He himself did not plan to write this monumental work: he had no style, he did not know how to write, he said – and one lifetime would not be enough. All he wanted to do was to get the material ready. Someone else, more talented, could begin the work later on …25

This first sojourn in Rome was to last only a few months as the Cardinal recalled him to Algeria, to Biskra, in October 1886. One could say that from then on the period of impassioned silent research was over; in fact Toulotte was soon caught up in an unexpected series of fresh nominations. True, he was to return occasionally to Rome for short visits. In April 1887, for instance, the diarist of the Roman community wrote of his coming:

Arrival of Father Toulotte. He informs us that His Eminence, our revered Father, will soon be here. He himself has come back after six months to start over again rummaging through the libraries. We hail the indefatigable pioneer of the history of Africa!26

Nonetheless, he was to remain henceforth at Biskra or Algiers, and in September 1888 he was once again appointed to teach Arabic at the noviciate, while also serving as secretary to the General Council. Soon another responsibility was added to these. In April 1889, two general assistants were missing: Father Deguerry was absent for several months, and Mgr Bridoux had just been ordained bishop and named Vicar Apostolic of Tanganyka. The Cardinal decided to replace them without waiting for a General Chapter, and named two acting assistants, one of them being Toulotte. As one might expect, the Chapter confirmed their appointments.

An unexpected event gave him reason to travel to Rome again. The Cardinal was planning a most solemn ceremony in 1890 for the consecration of the basilica at Carthage. In his eyes, this church was to symbolize the rebirth of the ancient Christian Church of North Africa, and to mark the occasion still further he had decided to convoke a provincial council of the Church in Africa. The consecration was to take place on May 15th, and the council on May 17th and 18th. In the context of the preparation of these celebrations, he wrote to Toulotte in February:

I am entrusting Father Delattre with a most important commission; he will give you the details and furnish the documents. In fact it amounts to nothing less than the preparation of the Provincial Council which is due to open in Carthage on May 17th next. I propose that the Council be divided into two parts: 1st Resurrection, the bringing up to date of all the ancient canonical prescriptions of the African Councils. They will need to be promulgated afresh … But it will be necessary to find exactly and completely all the ancient prescriptions for which a text still exists. By virtue of your previous work you are well equipped for this task, and that is why I am appointing you to undertake it as first theologian of the Council and I charge you, in the name of all the Council Fathers, to begin this work at once, without overlooking the Spicilegium of Dom Pitra, where you may find a great many of these ancient canons translated into Greek …

The letter goes on to explain that the second part of the council’s work will be concerned with the pontifical teachings of Pope Leo XIII, then reigning, who – he recalls – had revived the episcopal see of Carthage. A director of the major seminary of Tunis was already working on this part, but it would be necessary to check it and Father Toulotte would read his text making such corrections as he thought it required. As to the first part, the Cardinal specified that Toulotte was authorized to use his library or to purchase any books that were needed. He concluded: 

That will be a lot of work, my son, but it is a beautiful undertaking which can serve the re-founding and the honour of the African Church of which we are the children.27

The celebration of the consecration of the great church at Carthage went forward with all the solemnity the Cardinal wanted, and the Provincial Council did indeed meet shortly afterwards. It was logical that Father Toulotte should be called upon to draw up the definitive text of the Acts of this Council of Carthage, and in October Cardinal Lavigerie asked him to go to Rome and present them in his name to Leo XIII. The Cardinal joined him there and the two of them met Bishop Livinhac who was already there. It was during this visit that Leo XIII entrusted to Lavigerie the delicate political mission which was to lead to ‘the Toast of Algiers’ the following November. It is known that Lavigerie was alarmed at the predictable consequences of the step he had been asked to take, and sought advice from the senior members of the Society who were with him, namely Bishop Livinhac his Vicar General, and Toulotte his Assistant.

There can be no doubt that Toulotte’s success in these different responsibilities could only enhance our Founder’s judgement of this missionary, gifted for works of erudition and at the same time capable of taking on managerial tasks. Besides, it is no exaggeration to say that Lavigerie felt sincere affection and admiration for this man whose outstanding intellectual and spiritual qualities he so appreciated. That helps us to understand the decision he took concerning him and which he communicated to Toulotte by sending him the following telegram from Tunisia on June 7th 1891:

To Monsignor Toulotte – Ghardaïa. At my request, the Holy Father has just appointed you Bishop of Thagaste, and my coadjutor for the apostolic administration of the Sahara. Prepare yourself for episcopal ordination in Algiers in the course of next month, and above all to carry out in a saintly manner these great functions. I am ill at La Marsa. Signed: Charles.28

Vicar Apostolic of the Sahara-Soudan  (1891-189
A few days before the Toast of Algiers, in November 1890, Lavigerie had reported to the Missionaries of Africa, assembled for a General Chapter, the decision of the Holy See to raise the Apostolic Delegation of the Sahara-Soudan, which he was administering on behalf of the Holy See 29, to the status of an Apostolic Vicariate. At the same time, citing his poor health and his many occupations, he informed the members of the Chapter that it was his intention to transfer this responsibility to one of the missionaries who would be his coadjutor and the future Vicar Apostolic of the new vicariate. The General Chapter was concerned because, in accepting this proposition, the Society was simultaneously committing itself to undertaking the mission in those regions. Chapter voted unanimously in favour and the Holy See was approached as foreseen. A few months later, on June 4th 1891, Propaganda Fide duly appointed a coadjutor bishop: Mgr Toulotte.

There can be no doubt that Lavigerie’s action and the raising of the Sahara-Soudan to the status of an Apostolic Vicariate clearly shows the Founder’s intention, approved and encouraged by Propaganda Fide, to resume the mission in those parts. In fact it looked as if the mission had been abandoned during the previous ten years, after the tragic loss of the two caravans. So it was that, in 1891, the project was revived, and it now fell to the new bishop to put it into effect.

Some historians have wondered if the murder of the two groups of missionaries on their way to Timbuktu in 1876 and 1881 had not discouraged Lavigerie from pursuing his plans for the West African hinterland, especially as the Central African missions could be seen to be more accessible, and more promising than those to the Muslim world. In his study of the origins of the Society of Missionaries of Africa, Jacques Durant shows that this affirmation is, to say the least, hazardous. His study tends to show, on the contrary, that from the time he took possession of the see of Algiers, Lavigerie had a three-pronged plan, affecting North Africa, the Sahara-Soudan, and Central Africa. He worked on each one as the occasion arose, without ever abandoning any of the three.30

Suite
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