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Vincentian Missions Among Native Americans 

B JOHN E. RYBOLT, C.M. 

I feel strongly impelled to devote myself, in a particular manner, 
to the conversion of the Indian tribes who live beyond the Missis-

sippi." I 

issis

sippi."1  "I came to America to work especially for the salvation of the 
poor Indians.112  These clear statements came from the pens of the two 
founders of the American Vincentian mission, Felix De Andreis and 
Joseph Rosati. They are surprising, since they seem to contradict the 
original stated purposes of the mission itself: founding a seminary and 
preaching missions. 

This study sets out to present and analyze the scanty information 
concerning the missionary efforts undertaken by De Andreis, Rosati, 
and other early American Vincentians among Native Americans. What 
results is a picture of exaggerated hopes, but few efforts with virtually 
no continuation. The work of these missionaries, however, cannot be 
judged either a success or a failure, because conditions changed rapidly, 
and resources in men and money remained poor. These pioneers were 
striving to adapt to the needs of the times, the common missionary 
experience. 

Ministers of the Great Spirit 
Felix De Andreis and his band of Vincentian missionaries in Bor-

deaux were thunderstruck when they read Bishop Louis William 

'Felix De Andreis to Domenico Sicardi, 5 January 1817, from Bardstown, De Andreis-Rosati 
Memorial Archives, Saint Mary's Seminary, Perryville, Missouri (hereafter cited as DRMA), Souvay 
collection. Quoted also in Joseph Rosati, Life of the Very Reverend Felix De Andreis (Baltimore, 1861), 157. 
All translations are the author's unless otherwise indicated. 

'Joseph Rosati to Nicola Rosati, 19 December 1820, from Barrens, cited in working papers of 
Frederick Easterly in preparation for his The Life of Rt. Rev. Joseph Rosati, C.M. (Washington, D.C., 1942); 
original notes in Mary Immaculate Seminary, Northampton, Pennsylvania. 
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DuBourg's letter from Lyons informing them of the change of location 
for their mission. The bishop was facing too many problems from his 
clergy in New Orleans to allow him to place the missionaries there, so 
he chose the northern part of his diocese instead, headquartered at Saint 
Louis. His recruits feared the English language so much that some 
abandoned the mission at that point. De Andreis, however, feared the 
Indians. In a letter written from Bordeaux, he said that they "are even 
worse than wild beasts."' By the time he reached the shores of America 
on 26 July 1816, his perspective had changed, and he prayed that his 
heart would expand such that he would live and die in forgetfulness of 
all creatures, his mind set on God alone and no longer fearful of 
Indians.4  A further letter written from Baltimore shows even greater 
familiarity and sympathy with the first Americans, "reduced to almost 

nothing from the wars which have wiped out entire nations .... Other 
nations have been reduced to a few hundred persons, either in the 
measure that the civilized population grows, or they become civilized 
and unite together, or get themselves killed in their crazy raids. Hence 
the primary object of the Congregation is the foundation of these 
missions."5  

Once the missionaries arrived in the West, that is, over the Al-
legheny Mountains and in the Ohio Valley, their encounters with the 
Indians began. Vincentians shared the views of Indians popular among 
missionaries, inasmuch as they, too, while still in Europe, had read and 
heard reports of the various Indian nations. For example, they had 
heard that the Indians lived austere lives and were favorable to mission-
aries, particularly since they had had visits from Jesuits a century and 
more before. 

De Andreis reported the same and added that a missionary familiar 
with their language and culture and able to put up with privations, 
could do much good.6  

The experiences of Joseph Rosati and his Sulpician companion, 
Guy Ignatius Chabrat, during a missionary trip to Vincennes, an 
Indian-white meeting place, confirmed this. Chabrat himself probably 
wrote the following account, of which he was an eyewitness. 

'De Andreis to Sicardi, 28 May 1816, from Bordeaux, Archives of the Postulator General of the 
Congregation of the Mission, Rome, Italy (hereinafter cited at APGCM). 

'De Andreis to Sicardi, 28 July 1816, from Baltimore, APGCM. 
'De Andreis to Bartolomeo Colucci, 26 August 1816, from Baltimore, DRMA, Souvay collection. 
6  D Andreis to Peter Dahmen, 29 November 1816, from Baltimore, DRMA, Souvay collection. 
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The superior of the seminary of the Barrens, near Saint Louis, found 

himself one day with another missionary in Kentucky. He saw an Indian 
coming toward him, accompanied by his son and an interpreter. He was 
the brother of the king of the Miami, a very considerable nation. He had 
been traveling for eight days. 

After warmly shaking hands as a sign of friendship he said: "I know 
that you are the minister of the Great Spirit. You have in your hands the 
papers which contain his will, and you are responsible for showing 
others, by your words and examples, the road that they must follow if 
they want to see the Great Spirit one day. In my case, I know only that 
he exists, and when I go to bed, I raise my hands to him and say: 'Great 
Spirit, I thank you for having preserved me today. I beg you to preserve 
me during this night,' and then I go to sleep. As soon as I wake up, I raise 
my hands to him and say: 'Great Spirit,I thank you for giving me the light 
to enjoy. I beg you to keep me during this day, as you have kept me 
during this night.' Then Iget up and go to my work. That's all lknow how 
to do." 

Three days later the Indian fell sick, and as his last hour approached, 
he sent for one of the Blackrobes. 

"What do you desire?" Mr. Rosati asked. 
"I have sent for you to do for me something without which I will be 

unable to see the Great Spirit." 
"What is it then?" the missionary asked. 
At that point, the sick man, who could not find in his own language 

any word to express his wish, raised his hand above his head, and made 
him understand by that gesture that he wanted to be baptized. 

"Do you believe in the Great Spirit?" Mr. Rosati asked him. 
"I have believed in him my whole life." 
"Do you believe that there are three persons in him, but that neverthe-

less there is only one Great Spirit?" 
"Oh, I never realized that, but I believe it because you say so. I know 

that you are his minister." 
Rosati instructed him and then baptized him. When Chabrat came to 

give him a brief exhortation, the sick man said he would die before 
morning, and in fact he died during the night.' 

A letter of De Andreis recounts the same incident, which he heard 
from Rosati and Chabrat, but adds some details. He concludes: "These 
are the first fruits of the abundant harvest which we have reason to hope 
for in Saint Louis, in the immense regions which extend from the 
Mississippi to the Pacific Ocean. They are all inhabited by Indians, and 

7Updated letter quoted in the report "Mission de la Louisiane," in Annales de la Propagation de la 
Foi (hereinafter cited as Annales PF) 1 (1825):436-38. There is a similar account in Rosati's own words 
in a letter to Gaetano Nervi in Genoa, 8 June 1817, from Bardstown, Archives of the Collegio Brignole 
Sale, Genoa, Italy (hereafter cited as ACBS). He relates the story again in his "Recollections of the 
Establishment of the Congregation of the Mission in the United States of America," Vincentian Heritage 
3 (1982):134-35. 
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the light of faith has not penetrated there. It would be a dainty morsel 
for a priest who had some zeal."' 

So far, De Andreis had only heard of read of Indians. "When I 
reached Kaskaskias [sic], Illinois, two days before reaching Saint Louis, 
I saw my first Indian. He was carrying his kill, a buck, which is a kind 
of small stag." Once arrived in Saint Louis, De Andreis continued to 
develop his interest in the Indians, who at that period visited the city 
regularly. In his newly learned English he reported, "The Indian nation 
of the Sacks [Sauks or Sacs] came in whole its fashion, and deep with 
their chief [sic] to make a formal visit to their Bishop: they were in the 
number of about twenty persons giving signs of great reverence and 
respect."9  

Only a few days later, De Andreis wrote again to Rosati with the 
news that he had offered himself as a missionary to go with a business-
man trading with the Indians. The trader would pay the expenses of 
such a journey. Bishop DuBourg approved the arrangement, but the 
visit never took place, apparently on account of war conditions among 
various tribes.10  De Andreis's readiness may seem precipitate, but he 
had already gone to some significant trouble to prepare himself for such 
a ministry. 

With the assistance of an interpreter, I have made some attempts to 
arrange their principal language according to grammatical rules. This is 
a difficult undertaking, as my interpreter, knowing nothing of such laws, 
cannot translate word for word, nor supply me with equivalent expres-
sions for every idea; however, I have begun a small dictionary, and made 
some translations ... As some curious person may be glad to meet with a 
specimen of their language, I will here insert the Pater Noster as I 
translated it by means of periphrasis, for they have no word to express 

'De Andreis to Philippine Duchesne (probably), 20 July 1817, from Bardstown, APCGM, 
Duchesne collection, 36-37. De Andreis added that the old man had died like a "beatus," repeating over 
and over "mon Dieu," French words he had learned as a child. 

"First Indians" in "Itinerario Italo-Gallo-Americano" (1819), p.  25 of Souvay transcription, 
DRMA; "Sack Visit," De Andreis to Rosati, 26 February 1818, from Saint Louis, DRMA, Souvay 
collection. Another contemporary view is offered by the recollections of Father Dunand, a Trappist 
and missionary in the period 1805-1823, and is found as the second part of Relation de cc qui est arrivé 
a deux religieux de la Trappe pendant leur sejourauprès des sauvages (Paris, 1824). The following translation 
is available: "Epistle or Diary of the Reverend Father Marie Joseph Durand [sic, Dunand]," trans. Ella 
M.E. Flick, Records of the American Catholic Historical Society 26 (1915):328-46; 27 (1916):45-64. 

10De Andreis to Rosati, 2 March 1818, from Saint Louis, DRMA, Souvay collection. The 
businessman was probably Auguste Chouteau, who played a more significant role in later missions. 
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either santificetur [hallowed], regnum [kingdom], dimitte [forgive] or 
tentatione [temptation]."" 

In his work in Saint Louis, De Andreis baptized two Indian boys 
and admitted to "the fantasy that made me wonder whether there 
would be place at the College of Propaganda [in Rome] for such Indian 
students to bind these remote regions to the center of Christianity. 12 

Nothing apparently came of his enthusiastic hopes. By the fall of 1818, 
he had decided that the most realistic location for the Indian mission 
would be among the Shawnees living near the seminary of the Barrens 
in what became Perry County, Missouri.13  The mission had not been 
undertaken by the next February, as the following shows: "Less than a 
day's distance from here is an Indian nation called the SavaHannons 
[Shawnees]. They will be the first on whom the ministry will be 
extended. Various Indians have already been baptized, but they cannot 
be counted on, except at the point of death. Greater measures will have 
to be taken to make their nomadic life susceptible to Christian con-
duct:" 14 

on
duct."14  

It is interesting to see here the first expression of doubt about the 
ease of the missionary task being faced. By summer, De Andreis was 
writing lengthy reports of the entire mission to his confreres in Rome. 
He knew by then that language study as well as inculturation were 
needed in the task of evangelization. His opinion of the Indians had 
likewise degenerated; he considered them, in his own words, like a 
third species between man and beast, unable to deal with abstract 
notions. 

One day having run across several [Indians] in a place in company with 
some whites who understood their language, and with the help of an 
interpreter, I began to talk to them of God, of religion, of the soul and 
salvation. They asked me if I was one of those fur sellers who travel on 

"Same to Sicardi, 24 February 1818, from Saint Louis, APCGM. A sample of a contemporary 
sermon given to the Indians by Antoine Blanc (future archbishop of New Orleans) is found in Annales 
PF 2 (1826):343-46. De Andreis mentions his interpreter, who had fallen sick and had come back to the 
practice of his faith, in a letter to Francesco Antonio Baccari, 7 December 1818, from Saint Louis, 
APGCM. De Andreis's translations, intended for a catechism, mentioned in the same letter (and in 
same to Colucci, 9 February 1819, from Saint Louis, DRMA, Souvay collection) never entered into use, 
as Rosati admitted years later (Rosati to Samuel Eccleston, 22 October 1838, from Saint Louis, Archives 
of the Archdiocese of Baltimore [hereinafter cited as AABD. 

12 De Andreis to Colucci, 27 April 1818, from Saint Louis, DRMA, Souvay collection. 
13 De Andreis to Baccari, 3 September 1818, from Saint Louis, DRMA, Souvay collection. This is 

also Rosati's view (Rosati to Nervi, 26 December 1817, from Bardstown, ACBS). 
14 De Andreis to Colucci, 9 February 1819, from Saint Louis, DRMA, Souvay collection. The year 

before, Rosati in Bardstown held out the same hopes for the Shawnees, living only eight miles from 
the Barrens (Rosati to Sicardi, 29 December 1817, from Bardstown, APGCM). 











In prayer God helps us to realize his goodness in giving himself to 
US. 

(Saint Louise de Marillac, conference to Daughters of Charity, 
31 May 1648) 

There is no action in life that makes us know ourselves better or 
shows us more clearly what is God's will than prayer. 

(Saint Vincent de Paul, conference to the Daughters of Charity, 
31 May 1648) 
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