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Vincent mentioned to Etienne Blatiron that he was then 
sixty-nine.10  Writing in 1655 to congratulate Alexander 
VII on his election to the papacy, Vincent said he was 
seventy-five years old.11  During a repetition of prayer in 
November 1656, he exclaimed, "Alas! What is our life 
which passes so quickly? For me, here I am in the 
seventy-sixth year of my life, yet now all this time seems 
like a dream; all these years are vanished. ,12  Two months 
later in a conference to the Daughters of Charity, Vincent 
again averred that he was seventy-six. 13  In yet another 
conference to the Daughters given after his birthday in the 
same year, the Saint gave his age as seventy-seven.14  Twice 
in the year preceding his death Vincent wrote that he was 
in his seventy-ninth year.15  In every one of these instances, 
Vincent was unfailingly consistent in determining his age. 
When he died in September 1660, he was seventy-nine 
years old by modern reckoning and in his eightieth year by 
his own, having been born in 1581. 

In light of the early and constant tradition that 
Vincent was born in 1576 and died at eighty-five, a 
birthdate of 1581 and death at age eighty raise serious 
questions. Could Vincent have been mistaken about his 
own age? Or did Almeras and Abelly have confused ideas 

488. 
10Same to Etienne Blatiron, 17 September 16491, ibid., III, p. 

11Same to Alexander VII, 5 May 1655, ibid V, p.  368. 

12Repetition of Prayer, 2 and 3 November 1656, ibid., XI, p. 
364. 

13Conference to the Daughters of Charity, 6 January 1657, 
ibid., X, p.  252. 

14Conference to the Daughters of Charity, 17 June 1657, 
ibid., p. 283. 

15 Vincent de Paul to Cardinal de Retz, 15 July 1659, ibid., 
VIII, p.26; same to Francois Feydin, 24 August 1659, ibid., pp. 
90-91. 
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about it? If so, how did they come by these notions? Coste 
believes that the answer to these questions lies in another 
date intimately tied to that of the Saint's birth: the date of 
his ordination.16  

Vincent was ordained a priest on 23 September 1600. 
The dimissorial letter issued the previous year declared him 
to be of legitimate age.17  According to the Council of 
Trent, the minimum legal age for ordination to priesthood 
was twenty-four. If Vincent really were twenty-four in 
1600, then he would have been born in 1576. On the other 
hand, if the Saint correctly assessed his own age, then he 
was only nineteen at the time of his ordination - five 
years younger than church law required. Wherein lies the 
truth? 

Coste has observed that ordination under falsified 
dimissorials and prior to canonical age frequently took 
place in France at the turn of the seventeenth century. 
Evidence amply substantiates this. As papal legate a latere 
to Henry IV, Cardinal de Medici of Florence traveled 
through the French countryside in 1596. On his return he 
reported to the pope that French bishops took little care 
regarding candidates for ordination. Hence, ignorant and 
beggarly priests, ordained before legitimate age without 
title or preparation, plagued France. In 1609 the papal 
secretary of state complained to the nuncio in Paris about 
the numerous demands for absolutions from irregularity 
for clerics promoted to orders prior to canonical age or 
with false dimissorials. The nuncio blamed this on a 
negligent and/or avaricious French episcopacy. He did 
admit, however, that fault did not always lie with the 

16 Coste, "La Vraie Date," 12-18. 

17 Letter of Ordination to Priesthood, 23 September 1600, 
Coste, Correspondance, Entretiens, Documents, XIII, p.  7; 
Dimissorial Letter for Priesthood, 13 September 1599, ibid., pp. 6-7. 
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bishops. Sometimes the candidates themselves lied about 
their age. 18 

Coste argues that Vincent was one such candidate. Till 
the end of his life the Saint had in his possession the letters 
of his ordination and he kept these carefully guarded in his 
room. He never showed the letters to anyone nor did he 
ever say how long he had been a priest, even though the 
retreats for ordinands at St. Lazare offered him ample 
opportunities to do so. Coste believes that the Saint did 
not act out of humility in this matter, but to avoid scandal 
and to preserve the good name of the bishop who ordained 
him. With the letters of ordination in hand, Vincent could 
easily have calculated his correct age if he truly were 
ordained at twenty-four, but he always reckoned his age 
in such wise that he could only have been ordained at 
nineteen 19  

Allowing that Vincent knew his correct age, was it 
possible that those living with him did not? If so, when the 
Saint died, the Community fell heir to the long coveted 
letters of ordination and Almeras used these to calculate 
Vincent's age. Assuming that the founder was of legitimate 
age at the time of ordination, as the dimissorials stated, 
Almeras concluded that his predecessor was born in 1576 
and eighty-five at the time of his death. This would absolve 
Almeras and Abelly of any charge that they had altered 
the facts. Indeed, the contrary appears true. 

Several times in the years prior to his death Vincent 
publicly mentioned his age. In a repetition of prayer given 
before the confreres of the Motherhouse in 1656, the Saint 
declared, "Here I am in the seventy-sixth year of my 
life. ,20  Twice in the following year Vincent mentioned his 

18 Coste, "La Vraie Date," 15-16. 

19Ibid., 17-18. 

20Repetition of Prayer, 2 and 3 November 1656, Coste, 
Correspondance, Entretiens, Documents, XI, p.  364. 
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age in conferences to the Daughters of Charity. In January 
he remarked that he was seventy-six and in June, after a 
birthday in April, he then told them he was seventy-
seven. 21  These closest to Vincent in the Community 
certainly knew his age. Brother Louis Robineau, who 
served as the Saint's secretary during his last years, noted 
that prior to his death the founder was nearly eighty years 
old.22  Vincent's age was a matter of public record. It 
stretches credibility to think that Almeras and Abelly did 
not know it, especially the latter who had known and 
worked with Vincent for many years. 

Moreover, evidence indicates that in writing the 
biography of Vincent, Abelly either used doctored source 
materials or else doctored them himself. In a defense of his 
biography the good Bishop of Rodez explained how he 
came to write the life of Vincent. He averred that the 
Congregation had commissioned him to do the work and 
furnished him with copies of the sources. Abelly all but 
swore that he faithfully and accurately transcribed 
Vincent's own words. He even got a testimonial letter from 
Almeras confirming that the quotes had been checked 
against the originals for accuracy.23  The blame for 
tampering with the sources, therefore, could rest with 
Abelly himself, Almeras, Brother Bertrand Ducournau who 
copied the materials used by the Bishop, or with all three. 

The first instance of a cosmetic change in Abelly's 
biography revolves around the absence of a date. In re-
counting a conference the Bishop wisely left undated, he 

21Conference to the Daughters of Charity, 6 January 1657, 
ibid., X, p.  252; Conference to the Daughters of Charity, 17 June 
1657, ibid., p.  283. 

22Coste, "La Vraie Date," 10. 

23Coste, The Life  and Works of Saint Vincent de Paul, trans. 
Joseph Leonard, C.M., 3 vols. (Westminister, Maryland: Newman 
Press, 1952), III, pp.  477-79. 
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quotes Vincent as exclaiming, "Alas! The seventy-six years 
of life I have lived now seem to me as a dream and a 
moment. ,24  Some eighty years later Pierre Collet, a 
Vincentian, wrote his own biography of Vincent using 
Abelly's work, Abelly's own source materials, and the 
originals. Again without dating it, Collet quotes the same 
conference but has changed the Saint's age as follows: 
"Alas! The nearly eighty years I have lived now seem to 
me as a dream and a moment. 1125  Obviously Collet felt 
constrained to add four years to Vincent's life for some 
reason. In all likelihood the reason lay in the date of the 
conference. In fact, the c Onference- quoted was probably a 
different redaction of the above mentioned repetition of 
prayer Vincent gave in November 1656. Then the Saint 
exclaimed, "Alas! What is our life which passes so quickly? 
For me, here I am in the seventy-sixth year of my life, yet 
now all this time seems like a dream; all these years are 
vanished. ,26  The material surrounding these three quotes 
makes it all but certain that their occasion was the same. 
In this instance Abelly gave the Saint's true age but left it 
undated. Collet used the same material, apparently dated 
1656, and added four years to Vincent's age to make him 
approximately eighty-five when he died four years later. 

The second instance of date tampering also rests on 
circumstantial evidence. Abelly quoted an entire letter 

24 Abelly, La Vie, III, p.  172. The French reads as follows: 
"Hlas! 76 ans de vie que j 'ai passes ne me paraissent a present qu'un 
songe et qu'un moment." 

25 Collet, La Vie, II, p.  170. The French reads as follows: 
"Hlas! près de 80 ans que j 'ai passes ne me paraissent a present 
qu'un songe et qu'un moment." 

26Repetition of Prayer, 2 and 3 November 1656, Coste, 
Correspondance, Entretiens, Documents, XI, p.  364. The French 
reads as follows: Hlas! qu'est-ce que notre vie, laquelle pass si vite? 
Pour moi, me voila' a la 76e  annêe de ma vie; et cependant tout ce 
temps-la' a present ne me semble quasi que comme un songe; toutes 
ces années sont passees." 


