Father Crespi and the Jubilee
of 1925

In 1925, in anticipation of the Holy Year, Father Carlo Crespi
promoted an international missionary exhibition. Recalled by
the Collegio Manfredini of Este, he was given the task of
documenting the missionary endeavours in Ecuador, collecting
scientific, ethnographic, and audio visual materials. Through
travels and screenings, his work connected Rome and Turin,
highlighting the Salesian commitment and strengthening ties
between ecclesiastical and civil institutions. His courage and
vision transformed the missionary challenge into an exhibition
success, leaving an indelible mark on the history of
Propaganda Fide and the Salesian missionary work.

When Pius XI, in view of the Holy Year of 1925,
wanted to plan a documented Vatican International Missionary
Exhibition in Rome, the Salesians embraced the initiative with
a Missionary Exhibition, to be held in Turin in 1926, also in
celebration of the 50th anniversary of the Salesian Missions.
For this purpose, the Superiors immediately thought of Fr.
Carlo Crespi and called him from the Collegio Manfredini of
Este, where he had been assigned to teach Natural Sciences,
Mathematics, and Music.

In Turin, Fr. Carlo conferred with the Rector
Major, Fr. Filippo Rinaldi, with the superior responsible for
the missions, Fr. Pietro Ricaldone, and, in particular, with
Msgr. Domenico Comin, Apostolic Vicar of Méndez and Gualaquiza
(Ecuador), who was to support his work. At that moment,
travels, explorations, research, studies, and everything else
that would arise from Carlo Crespi’s work, received the
approval and official start from the Superiors. Although the
planned Exhibition was four years away, they asked Fr. Carlo
to take care of it directly, so that he could carry out a
complete scientifically serious and credible work.
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This involved:

1. Creating a climate of interest in favour of the
Salesians operating in the Ecuadorian mission of Méndez,
enhancing their endeavours through written and oral
documentation, and providing an appropriate collection of
funds.

2. Collecting material for the preparation of the
International Missionary Exhibition in Rome and, subsequently
transferring it to Turin, to solemnly commemorate the first
fifty years of the Salesian missions.

3. Conducting a scientific study of the
aforementioned territory in order to channel the results, not
only into the exhibitions in Rome and Turin, but especially
into a permanent Museum and a precise “historical-geo-
ethnographic” work.

From 1921 onwards, the Superiors commissioned Fr.
Carlo to conduct propaganda activities in various Italian
cities in favour of the missions. To raise public awareness in
this regard, Fr. Carlo organised the projection of
documentaries on Patagonia, Tierra del Fuego, and the Indians
of Mato Grosso. He combined the films shot by the missionaries
with musical comments personally performed on the piano.

The propaganda with conferences yielded about 15
thousand Lire [re-evaluated this corresponds to € 14,684]
later spent for travel, transport, and for the following
materials: a camera, a movie camera, a typewriter, some
compasses, theodolites, levels, rain gauges, a box of
medicines, agricultural tools and field tents.

Several industrialists from the Milan area offered
several quintals of fabrics for the value of 80 thousand Lire
[€ 78,318], fabrics that were later distributed among the
Indians.

On March 22, 1923, Fr. Crespi embarked, therefore,
on the steamship “Venezuela,” bound for Guayaquil, the most
important river and maritime port of Ecuador. In fact, it was
the commercial and economic capital of the country, nicknamed
for its beauty: “The Pearl of the Pacific.”



In a later writing, with great emotion he would
recall his departure for the Missions: “I remember my
departure from Genoa on March 22 of the year 1923 [..]. When,
once the decks that still held us bound to our native land had
been removed, the ship began to move, my soul was pervaded by
a joy so overwhelming, so superhuman, so ineffable, that I had
never experienced it at any moment of my life, not even on the
day of my First Communion, not even on the day of my first
Mass. In that instant I began to understand who a missionary
was and what God reserved for him [..]. Pray fervently, so that
God may preserve our holy vocation and make us worthy of our
holy mission; so that none of the souls may perish, which 1in
His eternal decrees God wanted to be saved through us, so that
He may make us bold champions of the faith, even unto death,
even unto martyrdom” (Carlo Crespi, New detachment. The hymn
of gratitude, in Bollettino Salesiano, L, n.12, December
1926) .

Fr. Carlo fulfilled the task he received by
putting into practice his university knowledge, in particular
through the sampling of minerals, flora, and fauna from
Ecuador. Soon, however, he went beyond the mission entrusted
to him, becoming enthusiastic about topics of an ethnographic
and archaeological nature that, later, would occupy much of
his intense life.

From the first itineraries, Carlo Crespi did not
limit himself to admiring, rather he collected, classified,
noted, photographed, filmed, and documented anything that
attracted his attention as a scholar. With enthusiasm, he
ventured into the Ecuadorian East for films, documentaries,
and to collect valuable botanical, zoological, ethnic, and
archaeological collections.

This is that magnetic world that already vibrated
in his heart even before arriving there, of which he reports
as follows inside his notebooks: “In these days a new,
insistent voice sounds in my soul, a sacred nostalgia for the
mission countries; sometimes also for the desire to know
scientific things in particular. Oh Lord! I am willing to do



anything, to abandon family, relatives, fellow students; all
to save some soul, if this 1is your desire, your will” (place
and date unknown). — Personal notes and reflections of the
Servant of God on themes of a spiritual nature taken from 4
notebooks).

A first itinerary, lasting three months, began in
Cuenca, touched Gualaceo, Indanza, and ended at the Santiago
River. Then he reached the valley of the San Francisco River,
the Patococha Lagoon, Tres Palmas, Culebrillas, Potrerillos
(the highest locality, at 3,800 m a.s.l.), Rio Ishpingo, the
hill of Puerco Grande, Tinajillas, Zapote, Loma de Puerco
Chico, Plan de Milagro, and Pianoro. In each of these places,
he collected samples to dry and integrate into the various
collections. Field notebooks and numerous photographs document
everything with precision.

Carlo Crespi organised a second journey through
the valleys of Yanganza, Limdén, Pefa Blanca, Tzaranbiza, as
well as along the Indanza path. As is easy to suppose, travel
at the time was difficult: there were only mule tracks, as
well as precipices, inhospitable <climatic conditions,
dangerous beasts, lethal snakes, and tropical diseases.

In addition to this there was the danger of
attacks by the indomitable inhabitants of the East that Fr.
Carlo, however, managed to approach, laying the foundations
for the feature film “Los invencibles Shuaras del Alto
Amazonas,” which he would shoot in 1926 and screen on February
26, 1927, in Guayaquil. Overcoming all these pitfalls, he
managed to gather six hundred varieties of beetles, sixty
embalmed birds with wonderful plumage, mosses, lichens, ferns.
He studied about two hundred local species and, using the sub-
classification of the places visited by naturalists on
Allionii, he came across 21 varieties of ferns, belonging to
the tropical zone below 800 m a.s.l.; 72 to the subtropical
one that goes from 800 to 1,500 m a.s.l.; 102 to the Subandean
one, between 1,500 and 3,400 m a.s.l., and 19 to the Andean
one, higher than 3,600 m a.s.l. (A very interesting comment
was made by Prof. Roberto Bosco, a prestigious botanist and



member of the Italian Botanical Society who, fourteen years
later, in 1938, decided to study and systematically order “the
showy collection of ferns” prepared in a few months by “Prof.
Carlo Crespi, botanizing in Ecuador).

The most noteworthy species, studied by Roberto
Bosco, were named “Crespiane.”

To summarise: already in October 1923, to prepare
the Vatican Exhibition, Fr. Carlo had organised the first
missionary excursions throughout the Vicariate, up to Méndez,
Gualaquiza, and Indanza, collecting ethnographic materials and
lots of photographic documentation. The expenses were covered
through the fabrics and funds collected in Italy. With the
material collected, which he would later transfer to Italy, he
organised a trade fair Exhibition, between the months of June
and July 1924, in the city of Guayaquil. The work aroused
enthusiastic judgments, recognitions, and aid. He would report
on this Exhibition, ten years later, in a letter of December
31, 1935, to the Superiors of Turin, to inform them about the
funds collected from November 1922 to November 1935.

Father Crespi spent the first semester of 1925 in
the forests of the Sucua-Macas area, studying the Shuar
language and collecting further material for the missionary
Exhibition of Turin. In August of the same year, he began a
negotiation with the Government to obtain a significant
funding, which concluded on September 12 with a contract for
110,000 Sucres (equal to 500,000 Lire of the time and which
today would be € 489,493.46), which would allow the Pan-Méndez
mule track to be completed). Furthermore, he also obtained
permission to withdraw from customs 200 quintals of iron and
material confiscated from some traders.

In 1926, having returned to Italy, Fr. Carlo
brought cages with live animals from the eastern area of
Ecuador (a difficult collection of birds and rare animals) and
boxes with ethnographic material, for the Missionary
Exhibition of Turin, which he personally organised, also
giving the official closing speech on October 10.

In the same year, he was busy organising the



Exhibition and then giving several conferences and
participating in the American Congress of Rome with two
scientific conferences. This enthusiasm and his competence and
scientific research responded perfectly to the directives of
the Superiors, and, therefore, through the International
Missionary Exhibition of 1925 in Rome and that of 1926 in
Turin, Ecuador became more widely known. Furthermore, at the
ecclesial level, he contacted the Society of the Propagation
of the Faith, the Holy Childhood, and the Association for the
Indigenous Clergy. At the civil level, he established
relationships with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Italian Government.

From these contacts and from the interviews with
the Superiors of the Salesian Congregation, some results were
obtained. In the first place, the Superiors gave him the gift
of granting him 4 priests, 4 seminarians, 9 coadjutor
brothers, and 4 sisters for the Vicariate. Furthermore, he
obtained a series of economic funds from the Vatican
Organisations and collaboration with sanitary material for the
hospitals, for the value of about 100,000 Lire (€ 97,898.69).
As a gift from the Major Superiors for the help given for the
Missionary Exhibition, they took charge of the construction of
the Church of Macas, with two instalments of 50,000 lire (€
48,949.35), sent directly to Msgr. Domenico Comin.

Having exhausted the task of collector, supplier,
and animator of the great international exhibitions, in 1927
Fr. Crespi returned to Ecuador, which became his second
homeland. He settled in the Vicariate, under the jurisdiction
of the bishop, Msgr. Comin, always dedicated, in a spirit of
obedience, to propaganda excursions, to ensure subsidies and
special funds, necessary for the works of the missions, such
as the Pan Méndez road, the Guayaquil Hospital, the Guayaquil
school in Macas, the Quito Hospital in Méndez, the
Agricultural School of Cuenca, the city where, since 1927, he
began to develop his priestly and Salesian apostolate.

For some years, he then continued to deal with
science, but always with the spirit of the apostle.



Carlo Riganti
President of the Carlo Crespi Association

Image: March 24, 1923 — Fr. Carlo Crespi Departing for Ecuador
on the Steamship Venezuela



