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Bishop Anatole Toulotte in 1891, the year of his episcopal ordination.
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The first years of his episcopate  (1891-1895)
 The appointment of Anatole Toulotte was announced to the whole Society in a circular letter from Bishop Livinhac. It is worth mentioning because it is the first circular that he wrote as Superior General, and was to be followed by more than 100 others, spread over the 30 years that he held office.

In this letter addressed to all the missionaries one can feel Livinhac’s emotion; he had a great admiration for Toulotte and, through the language characteristic of his time one senses his happiness at seeing a difficult mission entrusted to a man of such quality:

You all know Mgr Toulotte. For over 18 years, every one of our houses which has had the good fortune to receive him has sensed the fragrance of his virtues. He is indeed the right man for the most important and most difficult of our missions … Who could march to the assault of a fortress, said to be impregnable, but a man of God, in the full sense of the word, an apostle whose virtue resists every trial […] moved by a boundless confidence and the faith that moves mountains? Men of this temper are rare. We had one. It is he who has been chosen.31

The Cardinal too wanted to mark the occasion and state publicly his confidence in his coadjutor. He did so in a pastoral letter addressed to the clergy of the diocese of Algiers, in which he made a curious comparison of Bishop Toulotte with Bishop Bridoux, whose memory he was pleased to recall, basing himself on the fact that both came from the same region:

I have been anxious to come among you again, despite my latest bout of illness, in order to preside at the solemn ceremony which will take place on Sunday July 12th, at 8 a.m. sharp in the Metropolitan Cathedral of Algiers. This ceremony will be the episcopal ordination of His Lordship Bishop Joseph Anatole Toulotte, of the Society of Missionaries of Africa, who has recently been given to me by our Holy Father Pope Leo XIII, as coadjutor in the administration of the Apostolic Vicariate of the Sahara-Soudan, and who has received at the same time from His Holiness, at my request, the title of Bishop of Thagaste, which reminds us of the birth of our great Saint Augustine.

[…] The pious missionary who will that day receive the episcopal dignity came to us nearly 20 years ago from Arras, one of France’s most religious dioceses. He came close on the heels of another priest of the same diocese whom we had the joy to see join the ranks of the pontiffs barely three years ago, only to see him die shortly afterwards in the midst of heroic labours and the first tasks of his apostolate in the interior of Africa. Bishop Bridoux appeared to have a more active character, and one more likely to radiate the influence of his ministry. Bishop Toulotte gives us rather the example of humility and inner prayer, of diligent work and of almost limitless mortification.32

The episcopal ordination duly took place in July 1891 in Algiers and the Cardinal himself insisted on presiding in the presence of many bishops.  So it was that Mgr Toulotte was ordained titular bishop of the ancient diocese of Thagaste, birthplace of St Augustine who was, we know, his favourite among the Church Fathers. Soon afterwards Mgr Toulotte left for Biskra (which by now had become part of the diocese of Constantine) where several confreres, among them Father Hacquard, awaited him. He stayed several months in this post before moving to Ghardaïa which he made the seat of his vicariate. It was there that, three days after his arrival, he learned the death of Cardinal Lavigerie on November 26th 1892. That meant he was no longer coadjutor, but Vicar Apostolic of the Sahara-Soudan.

The Armed Brothers of the Sahara
It is appropriate to say a few words here about an institution founded a few months earlier by Cardinal Lavigerie, the “Armed Brothers of the Sahara” whom Bishop Toulotte would normally have inherited with his episcopal orders. At the time the first caravans reached Equatorial Africa, from 1879 onwards, Lavigerie, reading their correspondence, was much preoccupied about the dangers his missionaries encountered during their long trek, as well as in some of the posts where they settled. He therefore decided to recruit some lay auxiliaries and to give them an appropriate training so that they could guarantee the armed protection of the missionaries. Accordingly, between 1880 and 1885 about fifteen of these laymen, some of them former pontifical zouaves, set out with the missionaries as protective escorts. But it proved difficult to continue the experiment, notably because of the arrival of the colonial powers in the same regions, and the General Chapter of 1885 decided to discontinue that rather special form of missionary service. Mention should, however, be made of the remarkable Captain Joubert, one of the first recruits, who over many years in Africa, and until his death in 1927, rendered inestimable service to the missions.
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Armed Brothers of the Sahara. On the right, a meal in the barracks in the room which doubled as dormitory, while one of the brethren reads aloud.
The Cardinal drew up a similar project some years later, but this time it was in the context of his important anti-slavery campaign. That is to say, in 1890 he decided to create armed militias to combat slave traders in the regions where his missionaries were established. The General Council of the Missionaries of Africa was unenthusiastic about the idea, but Lavigerie insisted, and when it was announced publicly in France, a good many candidates came forward. The Cardinal then organized a training centre for the future auxiliaries at Biskra in southern Algeria where he himself resided more and more frequently. The recruits  were to receive military training, but also religious formation, for their engagement was to be clearly seen in a missionary perspective. Lavigerie entrusted the direction of the centre to Father Hacquard and the first volunteers arrived in January 1891: thus began the work of the Armed Brothers of the Sahara.33 
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A former Armed Brother of the Sahara, Captain Joubert set out for the Congo as a lay auxiliary. He distinguished himself there by organising the defence of the mission stations against the bands of slave-traders.
Within a few months there were already nearly twenty of these Armed Brothers, and, although he had entrusted this work to his coadjutor, the Cardinal followed its progress and its difficulties closely. Moreover things were not going well. In August 1891 he wrote to Mgr Toulotte:

I have had a letter from Father Hacquard which shows that he doesn’t realise the necessity of keeping within the budget … I have answered him that it is to you alone that he should apply for all the expenses of the vicariate, whatever they may be. I leave it to you to take with him the precautions and decisions you think appropriate.34

Another, sterner, letter shortly afterwards suggests that Lavigerie was discovering the limits to his new coadjutor’s capacity to follow the administration and government of the vicariate. While it is concerned with the Armed Brothers, the remarks have a wider import:

Dear Bishop,

Your letter of August 20th astonishes me because it proves that you do not realise the situation you are in. You are coadjutor of the Sahara-Soudan and, consequently, responsible for all the expenses of the vicariate, those of the Armed Brothers as well as the others because, according to their rules, you are their immediate superior; and Father Hacquard is only your substitute. So for all the expenses which have to be met in the vicariate of the Sahara, whether for this work or any other, it is you who must procure the resources for the people under you because I have offloaded this task and placed it on your shoulders. If you are short of money you should turn to the fundraising bodies. If necessary, you should send Father Hacquard to make appeals […] I am astounded that you seem ignorant of these things, and above all, after such a long absence, I find it necessary that you should remain in the vicariate. (…) There’s Father Hacquard who is already talking of changing the uniform of the Armed Brothers: you won’t get far with such auxiliaries if you allow them to throw money out the window like that.35 

Lavigerie had realised that the charge he had imposed on this man of so many talents was beyond him and called for aptitudes which Toulotte did not possess. That was to become still clearer later, but in the short term, other difficulties arose which, combined with what we have just seen from the letters, were to end up causing the failure of the project of an armed brotherhood. In France the press and public opinion grew more and more critical of this new form of crusade, and the organization and government of the future militia must have presented more problems than Lavigerie had foreseen. Despite several attempts to get round the obstacles, the Founder came to realise that the project was not viable. He therefore decided that he himself would announce its suppression so as not to place his new coadjutor in an embarrassing position. The official closure of the training centre – and so of the project itself – was announced on November 19th 1892. This was one of the very last administrative decisions of Cardinal Lavigerie who, as we all know, died on the 25th of the same month.

The vicariate entrusted to Bishop Toulotte covered an immense geographical area, but as far as mission stations went, it was still extremely modest. The first missionaries had reached the Sahara in the 1870s: Laghouat was founded in 1872, Metlili in 1874, Ouargla the following year, then Rhadamès in 1878 and Tripoli in 1879. Biskra, where the missionaries arrived in 1873, often received the Cardinal during the last years of his life. His health was steadily deteriorating but he benefited from the climate of this southern oasis. The two massacres, in 1876 and 1881, of caravans bound for Timbuktu, led to the closure, after the second (December 20th 1881) of the posts of Rhadamès and Tripoli, and halted the Sahara mission for several months. 

From 1883 onwards, Lavigerie again turned his attention to this region: the posts of Metlili and Ouargla were reopened, and the missions at Ghardaïa and El Goléa were founded, in 1884 and 1892 respectively. It should be borne in mind that with the appointment of Mgr Toulotte the Sahara regained its identity as a separate ecclesiastical territory, united to the Soudan, whereas the 1886 Chapter had attached it to the Province of Kabylia. In fact, at the time of his installation, Bishop Toulotte had authority over just four missions, Metlili being again closed: Biskra, Ouargla and Ghardaïa, plus El Goléa, which he himself founded as soon as he took office. At Ghardaïa he lost no time in establishing a large property on which he settled Negroes and some Christian families with a view to developing with them an agricultural enterprise.

Toulotte’s obituary notice tells us that, in the Sahara, he continued to lead his accustomed life of prayer and mortification, and that his reputation for sanctity was stronger than ever among the missionaries. In October 1893, when he was staying at the Mother House in Algiers, a gravely-ill priest asked for his blessing and the grace of a miracle – and awoke next morning completely cured. This Father Dausbourg later drew up a detailed account of the facts. (For the record, at the time of his cure, this priest had already received permission to leave the Society in order to enter a Trappist monastery, which he did indeed do.)

First caravan to Timbuktu   (1895)
It is reasonable to assume that, from the time of his appointment, Toulotte devoted a lot of thought to the goal of all the initiatives so far taken in the Sahara, that is to say, the opening of the mission in the Niger bend and the Soudan. There then occurred an event which seemed to him providential for the realisation of this project: the arrival of French colonial troops at Timbuktu. France was actively involved in colonial expansion and West Africa was one of the regions where the frenzy of discovery and conquest of the Third Republic was most clearly visible. During the 1880s French troops had taken control of Senegal, and then turned their attention towards the north and the east. Despite the resistance of Samory, they took Ségou in 1890. In the course of the next two years, the towns of Djenné and Bandiagara (in present-day Mali) were conquered, and the French entered Timbuktu in February 1894. The following year, 1895, the vast territory of French West Africa (Afrique Occidentale Française, or A.O.F.) was proclaimed and this structure was to remain in place until its constituent territories reached independence.36

Throughout this period the military authorities and the French government were in regular contact with the missionaries in the Sahara: they admired their experience on the ground, their courage, as well as their linguistic competence. For their part, the missionaries judged that the security brought by the conquest was indispensable if they were to avoid losing other caravans. That is why Mgr Toulotte agreed in 1893 to allow Father Hacquard, as interpreter, to accompany a French military expedition which tried, vainly as it happens, to cross the Sahara from north to south. 

In the end it became clear that the best route into central West Africa lay through Senegal. Toulotte had in mind to lead a caravan that way himself, but a few problems arose. The French authorities, both in Paris and in Dakar, wanted guarantees on how the missionaries intended to proceed; meanwhile Rome wanted to avoid friction with the Holy Ghost Fathers who had long been present in Senegal, and who themselves had plans for Timbuktu.

During 1894 Toulotte went first to Rome, then to Paris where he called on several ministers to explain his intentions. On the whole he was well received, though not all the problems were solved. The Holy See and the French government were in agreement, because the implications were both religious and political, especially on the subject of the nationality of the missionaries. Finally it was decided that Toulotte himself would not go, so as to avoid giving too official a character to the expedition, and that Father Hacquard would lead the first caravan. Three other Missionaries of Africa went with him: Fathers Eveillard, Dupuis and Ficheux. They sailed from Marseilles on December 25th 1894, knowing that they would be well received and have the logistical support of the military authorities in the regions they were to visit.
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First caravan to the French Soudan.In front, left to right,

Frs Ficheux, Hacquard and Dupuis. Behind, Fr Éveillard.
In his book, Église et pouvoir colonial au Soudan français, Joseph-Roger de Benoist describes at length the stages and the implications of these negotiations.37 He also relates how Mgr Toulotte, when dealing with the government, took care to stress the patriotic intentions behind his projects for missionary foundations, and, given the mentality of the time, and the context, we need not doubt his sincerity. Nonetheless it is clear that his long-term goals remained fundamentally evangelical. So it was that the missionaries reached Ségou in April 1895, and Timbuktu the following month. They founded a mission in each of these towns. On the whole they were well received by the French military, among whom several officers made no secret of the fact that they practised their faith. Against this background, one can understand how it was that Hacquard took part in another expedition a few months later, a scientific expedition this time, directed by an officer of the hydrographical service, Hourst, to study the middle and lower reaches of the Niger. Thus the mission to the Sahara and the Soudan had an auspicious beginning, and reinforcements soon followed the pioneers. De Benoist summarises the missionary effort to West Africa in these words:

Over the next five years, six more caravans left Marseilles, bringing the missionary strength up to 21 priests, 9 brothers and 12 White Sisters. Mgr Toulotte joined the third caravan, which sailed from Marseilles on October 1st 1896.38

Second phase of his episcopate   (1896-1897)
The second and last phase of Toulotte’s activity as a missionary Vicar Apostolic is at once superb and tragic. Superb in the sense that on the ground he showed all the qualities which one could then expect of a missionary leader: he travelled tirelessly from post to post, took notes, observed everything, evaluated situations, met various leaders, drew up plans, and kept a journal of his travels which to this day remains a most interesting document. Yet the man of solitude and silence that he remained must have been inwardly wounded by a way of life so foreign to his nature, and he concluded his travels physically and emotionally exhausted, to the point where he was obliged to resign.

The travel journal

The favourable circumstances surrounding the settling of the first missionaries in the Soudan dispelled the doubts of the authorities, and Bishop Toulotte decided to visit the immense southern part of his vicariate in person. His journey began in October 1896 and finished eight months later at Conakry in May 1897. His aim was to visit his confreres, to take stock of their activity and their methods of apostolate, but also to prepare the way for future foundations, and to assess the possibility of acceding to these regions via Conakry and Guinea. For the historian of mission, the particular interest of this long pastoral visit stems from the fact that throughout a journey of some 14,000 km, Anatole Toulotte kept a journal of his travels which we would now like to present briefly. Father Joseph de Benoist, historian of the West African mission, and more particularly of the mission to the Soudan, published an annotated edition of this journal in 1995, and it is from that edition that we take the essence of what follows.39

Two qualities in particular distinguish the journal, which fills ten school exercise books of 40 pages each, at least in its first version.40 In the first place, Toulotte wrote up his journal very regularly – if not daily, then frequently. In the second place are the personal qualities of the author: he was an experienced linguist, historian and archaeologist, and a gifted draftsman; as a result, his travel notes have a genuine ethnographic and historical value.

The distance covered, and the variety of the regions visited, allows this journey to rank with those of the first explorers of Africa. Mgr Toulotte began by sailing from Marseilles to Dakar, then Saint-Louis du Sénégal and Kayes. In the latter towns he enjoyed the hospitality of the Holy Ghost Fathers. He also used the Ocean-Niger railway then under construction in the French colony. He continued towards the east and got to the region of Bamako, today the capital of Mali, then went on to Koulikouro where he rejoined the river Niger. There he boarded one of the big barges used for the transport of passengers and goods, and eventually reached Ségou, the first of the posts staffed by his missionaries, on December 1st 1896.

After a few days at Ségou, Toulotte took passage on another boat and sailed directly to Timbuktu, where he spent Christmas 1896; he stayed there until January 12th 1897. The next stage brought him further south, to Mopti, and from there, by boat or on horseback, he visited part of the Dogon country and the regions of Djenné and San, before returning to Ségou in mid-February. During the next two months, the traveller returned to Bamako and from there entered the territory of present-day Guinea, which had already been conquered by the French. He visited the regions of Kankan and Kissidougou, by mule, on horseback, or by boat before reaching the coast at Conakry on April 17th. From there he took ship for Marseilles where he disembarked on May 14th 1897.
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Third caravan to the French Soudan. Bishop Toulotte is photographed with the members of his party, Frs Pierre Hebrard, François Ménoret, Bro Célestin Sochay and 6 of the 7 ‘Soudanais’ who had been bought by the Fathers as young slaves. After studies at the African Apostolic Institute in Malta (closed in 1896) they returned to their own country where some became catechists of teachers and others employees of the new colonial administration.

Within the limits of this publication, it is not possible to present Mgr Toulotte’s travel notes in any detail. Let us, however, recall that, as Vicar Apostolic of the Sahara-Soudan, the journey was undertaken above all from a pastoral point of view. Nonetheless, throughout his account he was careful to note many details about the people, the geography, and the climate. Although we cannot cite the journal at length, here are a few passages written after the departure from Dakar.

Kayes. While the convoy bound for the Niger is being organized we shall have to wait a week. We shan’t be able to leave Kayes until next Monday, the day after All Saints’ Day … The lieutenant-colonel who is acting Lieutenant Governor of the Soudan has received us courteously and is happy to be able to inform us that Hourst’s mission, to which Father Hacquard is attached, has reached the mouth of the Niger safely after nine months’ travel.41

[Arrival at Kita] Friday November 13th. We came round the mountain of Kita early in the morning. We saw Father Abiven coming towards us and in no time we were in Kita, which we passed through in order to reach the mission situated some distance away. (…) The Holy Ghost Fathers graciously offered us hospitality. (…) Despite its elevation, Kita is not the healthiest of places and the Holy Ghost Fathers find it very trying, as do all the Europeans. Several of our party had a touch of fever.42 

Mgr Toulotte spent Sunday November 22nd 1896 at Djo where he had a visit from Father Eveillard, M.Afr., who had come on foot from Bamako and who was to leave for the south to found a third post there. This is the first time that Toulotte mentions one of his confreres and it is surprising how little information he gives about his fellow travellers throughout the journal. Nonetheless, a few days later at Bamako, and then at Koulikouro where he embarked, he wrote this:

We have completed our preparations. The missionaries bound for the south will embark in two days’ time. Those going north with a convoy will await the departure of the convoy, and those who are in a hurry to leave will have a mount and some porters tomorrow morning.43 

Our good Brother, who had brought a complete set of saws to carry out the different operations of sawmilling, and who jealously watched over them throughout the journey, had the misfortune to forget them one day when he had the fever, and now they can’t be found anywhere.44 

As they neared Ségou he made a few remarks about the slave trade and wrote:

Quite recently our confreres at Ségou received a dozen little girls, picked up by an officer near Sikasso, to be given to the nuns who have just left for the Soudan. Not long before, another officer had intercepted a caravan of 300 children at Sokolo.45 

When they reached Ségou, he had the joy of meeting the two priests at the mission. He went to pray with them in the chapel, and then received the greetings of friends and neighbours. The notes taken by Bishop Toulotte at Ségou are exceptionally interesting. He comments on the rudimentary nature of their dwelling, their good contacts with the inhabitants, the success of the primary school they had already opened: they were teaching in French, but soon it would be in Bambara as the missionaries were preparing a syllabary. The administration had granted the mission a large concession, where a village was springing up, populated by families and individuals freed or helped by the missionaries. But it was necessary to push on and December 9th was to be the date of departure. Toulotte made this entry in his journal:

On December 8th we were all together at Ségou for a joyous celebration of the feast of the Immaculate Conception, the principal festival of our little Society of Missionaries. The two confreres whom we had left at Bamako arrived safely on the 7th […] It was on December 3rd, the feast of St Francis Xavier, that I had been able to say my first Mass in the Soudan. We were to leave next day for Timbuktu. The barge that had brought our confreres from Koulikoro to Ségou has agreed to take Brother Célestin and myself as far as Timbuktu.46 

On December 21st, the vessel entered the channel which leads to Kabara and travellers bound for Timbuktu disembarked there to reach the town 7 km away. This is because the river only reaches that famous city when it is high, and that does not happen every year. Needless to say the two priests welcomed them warmly. Mgr Toulotte admired the well-built church and made the customary calls on the authorities. His journal is full of remarks about the country, the language, the people, their way of life, etc. He spent Christmas at Timbuktu, then left on January 12th 1897 by the post boat, which had just arrived.

On the return journey Toulotte stopped at Mopti from where he visited the Dogon country. He mentions that a French expedition which had set out from Bandiagara, had just subdued the land of the Mossi, and adds:

The missionaries also want to go among the Mossi. The young Africans whom they brought to the Soudan this year, and who have elected to go on the mission to the south to await developments, are themselves Mossi and of course know the language perfectly.47

He next visited Djenné, then followed the Bani River into the Marka country. The band of travellers – Toulotte never says how many they were – disembarked, formed a caravan and passed through many villages before finally arriving at San, a major crossroad situated on the banks of the Bani River. They continued their journey overland to Ségou where the Vicar Apostolic rejoined his confreres on February 12th, exactly a month after his departure from Timbuktu. He noted the progress made by the missionaries in organizing the mission and their apostolate, and added:

How pleasant it would be to stay at Ségou and share in the work of our dear confreres, work which seems so promising. But our journey is not over and soon we must take to the river again to reach the south. After a visit to our confreres at Kissi (Guinea) I hope to be able to get to Konakry and, from there, return to France. But I shall need more than a month to get from Ségou to Kissi and about as much again from Kissi to Konakry.48 

Indeed it took the caravan a month, from February 22nd to March 23rd 1897, to reach the town of Kissidougou in the forests of Guinea, or more precisely the village of Bouyé a dozen kilometres away, where the new mission had been established. This long journey took Mgr Toulotte and his companions to Bamako and then on to Siguiri and Kankan. The journal gives abundant details about the regions traversed, but also about the conditions sometimes of extreme discomfort, and the dangers encountered by the travellers.

Bishop Toulotte stayed only a few days in each new post. This was, however, time enough to observe the ardour with which the missionaries had set about building their mission and starting a vegetable garden with the help of young villagers. He also noted the enthusiasm with which they were studying the language in order to be able to begin teaching the catechism, an exercise rendered all the more useful as a Muslim marabout had just settled at Bouyé!

The missionaries accompanied their Vicar Apostolic to Kissidougou, from where he set out on March 29th for Conakry. A few days later they stopped at Farana where Toulotte wrote: 

The best course from Faranah to Konakry is undoubtedly to follow the telegraph line, a distance of 410 km.49 

This apparently simple affirmation obviously gives no idea of the many kinds of fatigue involved in such a journey at that time, chiefly on account of those sections which could only be covered on foot.

The last part of the journey aboard a steamer on the Manéa River brought Toulotte to Conakry on April 17th. He was well received, both by the Holy Ghost Fathers and the French military authorities. He took ship for Marseilles on May 3rd where he concluded his voyage a fortnight later, on the 17th. Toulotte’s journal ends with a few remarks on means of transport and matters of health; on this last point he stresses the frequency of bouts of malaria. The brevity of these remarks and their neutral tone give absolutely no idea of the extent to which his own health had been undermined by these attacks of fever, and no doubt also by the very trying conditions encountered throughout this long missionary journey. It is no exaggeration to say that Bishop Toulotte never really got over it.

Retired Bishop   (1897-1907)

When he reached Marseilles, Mgr Toulotte ran into Bishop Roelens and a group of White Fathers about to leave for Central Africa, together with Bishop Livinhac who had accompanied them thus far. When his confreres asked him where he was coming from, he answered simply: “From Konakry”. But he was worn out, and one priest wrote of him in June: 

Our dear Bishop Toulotte has just returned from the Soudan, racked with fever, exhausted; he looks twenty years older.50 

Did Mgr Toulotte realise at this point that as far as the active apostolate was concerned, he no longer had the strength; did he draw the consequences from the realisation? It seems likely because soon afterwards he tendered his resignation. 
At first he withdrew to the Chartreuse, but in July 1897 he wrote to the General Council of the Society, and to the Holy See, asking to be relieved of his charge. At its meeting on August 8th 1897, General Council discussed the question and the minute notes that, among the reasons given by Mgr Toulotte to justify his request, he claimed that the missionaries had never had confidence in him, and also that pressure had been applied to persuade him to accept the episcopate. The accusations are serious, probably exaggerated, but they point to the nervous collapse of this exhausted man. We do, however, have the testimony of Father Louis Burtin, procurator in Rome, who knew Toulotte well and had lived in community with him, which suggests that the missionaries of his vicariate found him too demanding:

I took the liberty of writing a confidential letter to Mgr Toulotte before he left Marseilles for his mission in the Soudan. I told him to be careful not to discourage the Fathers in the Soudan by his rigidity and his high standards, as he had already discouraged all those who had been with him up till then in the Sahara, the most zealous as much as the lukewarm. I also advised him not to cling too much to his own ideas, but to take some account of those which his confreres might contribute.51

Toulotte’s letter to Propaganda provoked the same surprise because of the reasons given, and its Prefect, Cardinal Ledochowski, wrote to the Superior General, Bishop Livinhac, to ask for an explanation. At its meeting on September 13th, General Council replied, stressing the very poor health of Mgr Toulotte, but added the following clarification: 

His love of solitude and his meticulous character make him quite unsuited to the leadership of men. His Eminence the Cardinal Lavigerie who had chosen him himself, realised that he had been mistaken.52 

As procurator in Rome, Father Louis Burtin was aware of this correspondence, and he confided in a letter to the Superior General:

The Cardinal Prefect spoke to me about Mgr Toulotte’s request to resign. (…) He asked me why the missionaries do not like him. I replied that Mgr Toulotte is a true saint [underlined in the original] asking too much of his subordinates a perfection which is not commonly found, and this even in petty details, which after a while discourages them.53

This last remark supports the judgement given by the General Council, and one can see that the Cardinal must soon have realised that he had asked of this missionary a service which he could not possibly give. Did he do so with such insistence that Toulotte could legitimately claim to have been pressurised? 
Certainly, the Cardinal was authoritarian, but he was dealing with a man who was excessively concerned with humility, and it is likely he attempted to make him get over that concern. Whatever the truth, the resignation submitted by Mgr Toulotte was accepted by Rome a month later (October 1897) and the General Council was invited to propose other names for his successor: Father Hacquard was to be the next Vicar Apostolic of the Sahara-Soudan. These proceedings highlight the suffering and the painful failure of a man who ardently desired to serve the mission with all his strength, and to extend the territory evangelised, but who did not realise the obstacles posed by his own temperament and aptitudes.

So Mgr Toulotte withdrew to the White Fathers’ community in Rome in January 1898. He was to visit Jerusalem again for a little over a year (June 1900 to September 1901); and he returned to Algiers for a few months in 1903-1904, during which he preached a retreat to the Brothers. Apart from these journeys, he resided in Rome and led a more austere life than ever. Since his elevation to the episcopate, some of his works had been published, and in Rome he continued his research into the history of the ancient African Church.

Although he was a reserved and solitary man, he did try to participate fully in the life of his community when necessary, and his confreres in Rome liked to get him talking about his recollections of the missions and still more about his work as an historian. At such times Mgr Toulotte would become an animated and brilliant conversationalist … but it seems that these were rare occasions! Something of the profound spiritual combat which engaged this ascetic can be sensed in reading the following letter: it is the reply to the superior of a community of Sisters who asked him to take on the direction of her nuns:

I have prayed and taken advice, for the guidance of souls is always a grave matter – not casually but over a long period – especially as I am naturally much nastier than you think, demanding of others, indulgent for myself, not ready to support my neighbour’s faults, even though I have them all myself and never succeed in getting rid of them, despite the advantage of the retired life I enjoy. It is one of the reasons which made me resign.54 

The death of Bishop Toulotte

In January 1907 Mgr Toulotte caught a cold at the funeral of a friend. A few days later, on Tuesday January 22nd, he died in Rome. He was the first of the confreres to be buried at the cemetery of Campo Verano in the vault granted to the Missionaries of Africa by the Sulpicians. Father Delattre, a famously learnèd man, who at that time was in the midst of his archaeological research at Carthage, was deeply moved at the death of his friend, but spared a thought for his scientific work when he wrote:

Our bishop of Benedictine character has gone to receive the reward of a life filled with penance and work as well as with prayer […] What is to become of his manuscripts? I trust you have made sure they are preserved. Personally, I would very much like to consult them. Among them are some monuments of erudition which deserve to be published.55

Numerous important manuscripts by Toulotte, notably a history of the African Church in two volumes, are witness to the breadth of his studies, and in his lifetime many articles from his pen appeared in historical and archaeological journals.56 Nonetheless, this man of exceptional merit deserves to be remembered in mission history for the whole of his life, keeping in mind the amazing personality of this learnèd man of God, and the role he played in the development of mission in the early years of the Society of Missionaries of Africa, most notably as the first successor of Cardinal Lavigerie as Vicar Apostolic of the Sahara-Soudan.

Ste-Foy-lès-Lyon, January 2006
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