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THE ANIMALS’ FRIENDS a in t Benedict and the Baven

Saint Benedict and the Raven
E. M. St a n d in g  (Florence)

A . Benedictine Brother fro m  the M onastery o f 
Sacro Speco, Suhjacio, Ita ly , and one o f the 
monastery ravens. T h is p articu lar b ird  had 
been a member o f the community fo r  eight years

in a cave in the mountains near Subjacio. The 
cave is Still to be seen; in fa& the present 
monastery is built around i t ; and all visitors • 
are taken to see this cave.

At the time when St. Benedict was living 
like a hermit in his cave there was a wicked 
prieSt in Subjacio, who endeavoured to take his 
life in the following way. He sent a woman 
to him with a loaf o f bread as a present. But 
the bread was poisoned. By an inner admon­
ition the Hermit was made aware of the plot 
upon his life. A  raven happened to be passing 
b y ; and the Saint clapped his hands and 
ordered the bird to come and remove the 
dangerous food. According to the legend the 
bird came, seized the loaf, flew away with it, 
and dropped it into the rushing river, which 
lies at the bottom of a tremendous gorge near 
the monastery.

So ever afterwards, in memory of this event, 
his followers in this his first monastery, have 
kept ravens who are as it were members of 
the community like the monks themselves.

IN  the Benediffine Monas­
tery at Subjacio—which is 
situated in the mountains 

some fifty miles from Rome— 
the good monks always have 
some tame ravens. And they 
do this to commemorate an 
incident in the life o f St. 
Benedift, their founder, who 
lived in the fourth century 
A.D.

As a young man St. Bene- 
dift had retired from the world, 
and went to live as a hermit

T his raven was very suspicious o f the camera— dislik ing publicity almost as much 
as the m onks themselves
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THE ANIMALS’ FRIEND . j; The O il Menace

The Oil Menace
Howj Long ?

MA JO R  H. H. ORM ONDE, a ■ veteran 
lover of birds, writes o f the deplorable 
scenes on the Sussex coait :4 

“  The subjeft calls for immediate and 
Strongly urgent aifion, for surely no dumb 
creatures ever suffered like these—xyjthin a few 
miles o f one’s own home and possibly even 
worse on unknown, out. o f sight coasts. 
Every religious body, every society, evdry 
humane person ought to join in with the 
R.S.P.B. in order to Stop this wantbn 
torture.

I wish I could have sent you up a big 
motor-truck load o f Starved, oiled, dying birds 
for London to see. The sea is covered with 
acres and acres o f disgusting o il ; and the 
thin Streaks and patches of a few feet in extent 
are most dangerous, because these quietly 
encircle the unsuspicious feeding birds. So 
very little ‘ gammers ’ up their flight feathers 
and they are ‘ done ’—frightened, panting, 
helpless and greasy lumps, which a few seconds 
before were Strong, fearless, happy ¿nd 
beautiful birds. Have we no clever perion 
who can bring the matter home to the public ? 
Surely every person in every humane society 
will put aside their pet schemes to join in such 
a great and necessary cause as this. The 
horror o f the oil reaches to countless thousands 
of birds, in an expanse o f the world greater 
than the land—the whole wide ocean. Poor 
black ducks, divers, guillemots, gulls, thou­
sands o f them from Rye to Hastings, washed in 
on icy waves, frozen and helpless.

I have witnessed and known of much 
suffering from cruelty, yet I cannot tell you 
how much this sacrifice o f the birds affefts me. 
I  feel that the prevention of it will be and muSt 
be possible. We mutt do something.

One Stands on the sea-bank. There is a pool 
or line o f o il ; a single bird or a few birds get 
caught in it. In a moment they are helpless ; 
they flap their useless wings, they swim round, 
they scream amid the oil and flotsam. Other 
birds o f various kinds passing near, seeing or 
hearing them, fly down either out o f curiosity 
or thinking there must be food. At once 
they, too, are ‘ done ’ . No need absolutely to 
settle on the surface, for i f  they skim the creSt 
o f a wave and there is only a little oil—perhaps 
hardly visible—this, getting on pinions and

tail, makes it impossible for them to ascend in 
the air. They usually fitll down, or are 
beaten down, into the oily sea of death. Now 
and again one reaches clear water, and i f  not 
too badly oiled will get free in time, after 
terrible fright and distress, but probably never 
to recover.

‘ Sumy wide eyes that search the sea and wings 
that weary never ’ sang Swinburne. Is j this 
their end ? ”

The Earl o f IlcheSter had the following 
motion down for the House o f Lords on 
March 29th ;AI* v

To call the attention o f His Majesty’s Government 
to the pollution o f the sea by waste oil discharged from 
Steamers, caused not only to the waters o f estuaries and 
tidal harbours, but also outside the three-mile limit, 
and to the consequent injury to bird life and to inshore 
fisheries and to the general amenities o f the foreshore ; 
and to ask whether, in view o f the serious nature o f this 
damage, they will summon an International Conference 
to discuss this question, and, i f  possible, to find and to 
carry into effefl: a remedy for it.

Unfortunately the motion was crowded 
out.

At the annual meeting of the Society for the 
Preservation of the Fauna o f the Empire, 
Mrs. F. E . Lemon, Hon. Secretary of the 
Watchers Committee, Royal Society for the 
Prote&ion of Birds, introduced a resolution 
calling for International a ¿lion to Stop the pol­
lution of the high seas, territorial and inshore 
waters, eStuaries and harbours, by the discharge 
of oil. This was carried unanimously.

From B ird  N otes and N ew s.

Photo by] [Sergi. Instr. K. Mansfield
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THE HAVENS OF "SANTO SPECO "

An Ancient Usage in  a Benedictine Monastery

S t. Benedict , the founder of the Benedictine Order -  

and sometimes known as the Father of Monastic!sm -  liv e d  in  

the Sixth  Century . As a boy he was sent to study in  Rome ; 

but , a t the age of f ift e e n  > h o rrifie d  by the corruption  

which p revailed  amongst tne youth of that c ity  , he fle d  

to a place in the country about fo rty  miles from Rome .near 

the town of Subiaco .

For throe years he live d  as a hermit in  an almost ln - 

naceeesible cave * which was afterw ards known as ”Sacro Speco 

( the sacred grotto  ) . For more than two of these years his 

humble dwelling plaoe was unknown to anyone save S t. Romanus , 

who used to le t  down a basket to him with bread in  i t  .

When i t  became known in the adjoining town of Subiaco 

that a holy man liv e d  nearby the Inhabitants took i t  upon 

themselves to supply him with provisions . At that time there 

was liv in g  in Subiaco a wicked p rie st named Flo ren tiu s , who 

plotted to take the young hermit’ s l i f e  . With th is  intend he 

despatched a woman -  his maid servant -  with the g i f t  of a 

lo a f of bread , which was however poisoned .

But the Sain t , illum ined by C-.pd , was made inwardly 

aware of the d astardly attempt on his l i f e  . Thereupon he 

called  ro a raven that was close at hand and bade .it carry  

away the lo a f , which i t  did in i t s  beak to drop i t  in  the



deep gorge which, rushes by hundreds of fe e t  below the cave .

The "Sacro Speeo “ became a famous and revered spot, 

and before long a monastery was b u ilt  the place . The cave 

however was preserved in  I t s  natural condition , the monastery 

being constructed over and around i t  , so that v is it o r s  to­

day can see the h is to r ic  grotto  ju s t  as i t  was fourteen  

hundred years ago . The famous Ita lia n  scuptor , Bernini ,

( 1637) made a b e a u t i fu l  m arble s ta tu e  d e p ic t in g  th e  young S t.  

B en ed ict in  the a t t i t u d e  o f  prayer  : i t  was p la ced  in  th e  

g r o t to  where i t  rem ains to  th is  day .

To commemorate th is incident of the poisoned lo a f  

and the raven the monks of the Monastery of uSsero Speco * 

have -  fo r  generations -  kept a number of tame ravens . The 

accompanying photos of one of them were taken in  the Inner

Court of the Monastery . The wise looking old bird  was pro­

foundly suspicious of my samara j and seemed to have a great  

contempt not to say d is tru s t  of new-fangled Inventions , 

being apparently s t i l l  quite medieval in  his outlook . How­

ever with the help of one c f  the Brothers , who d istra cte d  

his attention  with a piece of bread , I was f in a l ly  able to 

take the snaps .

The monastery , which is  over a thousand years old 

contains many precious r e lic s  and famous paintin gs , one of

which depicts th e  in c id e n t  d e sc r ib e d  above
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