During part of February we will be highlighting

Black (Catholic) History Month

Pierre Toussaint, born into slavery in 1766 in Haiti, came

to live in New York City with Jean Berard, his master,

and Jean’s wife, Marie.

He was apprenticed to a hairdresser, taking up the

trade but with a difference: he not only became a hairdresser

in demand because of his skill, he also served as a

valued confidant (spiritual advisor) to his clients.

When Jean Berard died, he refused Marie’s offer

of freedom to remain with her as the breadwinner for her

household; helping her with finances, doing so well in

business that they were able to maintain her household.

When she married in 1807, Pierre accepted freedom

and he married a Haitian woman, Juliette Noel.

Both were dedicated to helping the poor supporting with

great generosity, homes for children and the elderly, as

well as Catholic schools. They purchased the freedom of

many slaves and sheltered orphans in their home. He collaborated

with St. Elizabeth Ann Seton (a fellow member

of his parish, St. Peter Church) on the founding of one of

New York’s first orphanages. Pierre was also a major

contributor and fundraiser for St. Patrick’s Cathedral in

New York, yet, he was once turned away from its front

door by an ignorant usher who did not know who he was.

Everyday he made his way to St. Peter Church for morning

Mass always walking to his appointments because

there was no public transportation available to blacks.

Two years after the death of his beloved wife,

Pierre died on June 30, 1853 at age 87.

In 1968 the Archdiocese of New York introduced

his cause for canonization in Rome and removed his remains

from the cemetery to beneath the altar of St. Patrick’s

Cathedral with all the former bishops and cardinals

of the New York Archdiocese.

In 1996, the servant of God, Pierre Toussaint received

the title “Venerable” from Pope John Paul II.
