Laura Vicuña
A BRIEF INTRODUCTION

Laura Vicuña was born in Santiago, Chile on April 5, 1891 and died in Junin de los Andes, Argentina on January 22, 1904, a few months before her thirteenth birthday.

Her father, Dominic, a descendant of an old Spanish family was forced to leave Santiago after the breakout of protests against the president Balmaceda.  Laura’s mother, Mercedes Pino, a dressmaker, was a commoner.

A FAMILY IN FLIGHT

Driven by the civil war, the Vicuñas move towards the south along the Chilean coast.  They found a place in Temuco, terminal of the Chilean railway, a small town along the boarder, populated by adventurers, soldiers, exiles and traders who profitted from the trade deals with the Araucans, the native people of the Nequen.

Laura’s sister Julia Amanda, younger by three years, was born in Temuco.  Their father died soon after Julia Amanda’s birth.  

Alone, with two small children, Mercedes found herself in a very difficult situation:  in Temuco the conflict with the indios for the “civilization” of Chile has become bitter and violent.

Mercedes was still a young woman, beautiful and healthy.  She put herself back to work as a dressmaker and she managed to establish a haberdasher’s shop.  She stayed in Temuco for seven years.  A robbery in her shop put her in a situation of lack of money and of any possibility of survival.

IN SEARCH OF A BETTER FUTURE

Mercedes decided to deal with the challenges of a future that is much better than the uncertain present, so she crossed the Andes with the two girls.  The long and dangerous journey brought them to Argentina where a new chapter in their life opens.

They found a place in Junin de los Andes, near the Chilean boarder, in the area where the native people of the pre-Cordillera lived, and where English, French, German, Italian and also Argentinian colonizers were then arriving.  All dreamt of a making a fortune by buying land.  One of these was Mauel Mora, a rich owner of ranches near Junin de los Andes.

Manuel Mora was about forty years of age, tough and of a strong temperament, quick to anger and to violence, but  his strong drive to possess persons and things made him a fascinating person at the same time.  Mora fixed his eyes on Mercedes, that beautiful woman obviously in need and offered her to stay with him in his ranch.

Mercedes, tired of wandering without direction, thought that living with Mora was the best arrangement for her and for her daughters.  So she transferred to Mora’s farm in Quilquihuè, despite being aware of the risks involved.  Mora had a bad reputation.  Once he drove out from his house his companion, Tommasa Català, after branding her like an animal.  

He never spoke of marriage, and Mercedes accepted this situation, seeing it as their only chance to hope for a better future.

Encounter with a Serene Environment

Mora agreed to pay for the education of the girls, a generous way of getting rid of them and of being more free to live with Mercedes.

Laura and Julia Amanda entered the college which had been opened a few months earlier by the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians.  It was the first of January 1900 when Mercedes accompanied the two children of ages nine and six to the school “Mary Help of Christians”.  Julia Amanda cried and was rebellious against her mother’s decision.  Laura was serious and serene  She asked her mother not to be so worried.  Laura immediately felt at home in the new college and was happy of that serene and productive life.  She discovered the joy of being loved by God by making herself useful and helping the smaller ones to comb their hair, to put the rooms in order and to do their homework.  Sr. Anna Maria Rodriguez followed up her Christian formation.  When Laura arrived she barely knew the Our Father.  Laura discovered the faith, became in love with God, as she herself revealed to her intimate friend Merceditas.

She told the Sisters that she wants to consecrate her life to God, at the service of others just like the missionaries who have left their native land, Italy, to bring the love of God in the great horizons of those far-off lands.

Laura suffered because of her mother’s situation, living with a man without the sacrament of marriage, and bearing its consequences in her desire to meet the needs of the family.

Laura often prayed to God: “Save my mother”.

Laura received the first communion at ten years of age.  Her greatest desire was that her mother receive the sacrament too.  However, Mercedes remained distant, almost unaware of the Laura’s interior journey.

Her mother’s distance from God remained the greatest pain for the girl.  This made Laura desire to save her mother and to lead her back to God and to a life of coherence.

A COURAGEOUS AND DETERMINED GIRL

The months of vacation were occasions of mixed joy and pain.  There was the joy of staying with her mother who appeared more and more tired.  But it also meant having to bear the presence and the arrogant behaviour of Mora.

Laura was growing: a sweet face and refined manners that recall her noble origins.  Her beauty was fresh and innocent, her gaze, transparent and sunny, but also mature and reflective, like those who, at a tender age have already experienced deep pain.

Mora fixed his eyes on this adolescent, so different from others of her age, simple, but also tenacious in her decisions.  Many times Mora tried to be alone with Laura, to seduce her, without any scruples from her mother, but Laura managed to escape his every trap.  

On the day of the big feast of the farm, the branding of the herd, there was wine, music and dancing for all the workers of the ranch.  The people were happy.  Mora invited Laura to dance.  Laura said no.  He insisted, but she remained firm in her response.

Mora got furious.  He did not want to be treated like that by an adolescent, the “litte saint”, as he sarcastically calls her, in front of his workers.

He, the master, humiliated this way… taken up by anger, Mora dragged Laura outside, and hurled her among the howling dogs.

Not contented with this, Mora returned to the house and vented his anger on Mercedes.  He tied her to the stake where animals are branded and, in front of all his guests, whipped her.  Mercedes cried: she has understood that in Quilquihuè she is not the mistress but slave of the caprice of that man.

Outside, in the silence, Laura heard whiplashes and her mother’s screams.  The memory of that night would never be forgotten.

THE GIFT OF A NEW DIGNITY

In the days that followed, Mora announced to Mercedes that he will no longer pay for the education of the girls: they will stay in the farm and work to earn their living.  But Mercedes can no longer keep Laura in that dangerous situation, taking away from her that which she loves most: life at the college, near the sisters whom she loves so much that she wants to become like them one day.

At the beginning of the new schoolyear Laura was accepted for free by the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians who knew very well the spiritual journey Laura was undergoing.

On Easter Sunday 1902, Laura received Confirmation and renewed to Jesus the offering of her life for her mother’s conversion.  Her choice has been made.  She herself told this to her confessor Don Crestanello.

The following winter was hard and Laura was becoming weaker.  She fell ill with a fever that accelerated the loss of her strength.

Her mother sought to stay near her.  So she left the farm and brought  Laura in a small house near the college so she could personally take care of her.  But Laura would never recover.

By now towards the end of her life, Laura could no longer get up from bed.  However, when Mora suddenly appeared on January 1904 to forcibly get Mercedes, Laura jumped up from bed.  Mora wanted to leave the following morning after spending the night with them.  “If he stays I shall go” said Laura, and with only a blanket on her shoulders she left the house.  Mad with anger, Mora followed and hit her with blows and kicks.

It was the miracle of grace for that body already consumed by sickness.

Laura did not recover anymore.  By now she was towards her end but she was extraordinarily serene.  She often gazed at her mother who was seated near her bed.

It was January 22, 1904.  A little more and she would be celebrating her thirteenth birthday.  “Mommy, I die but I am happy because I have offered my life for you.  I asked it from God”.  Taking her last breath, she closed her eyes forever.

Mercedes could cry no longer.  Laura’s revelation changed her life forever.   She came back to the faith, regained her dignity and ran away from that man who has made her suffer.  All these because of a life given out of love, a love greater than ordinary human measures.

Laura Vicuña was buried in the chapel of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians in Bahia Blanca (Argentina).  On September 3, 1988, on the “hill of the youthful beatitudes”, Pope John Paul II proclaimed her Blessed in the presence of thousands of young people.

On January 22, 2004, the first centenary of her death was celebrated.
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