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THOMAS AQUINAS
HUMBLE SERVANT OF TRUTH

Entering the world with a burning desire for knowledge, Thomas
Aquinas set out on a quest for truth that forced him into captivity. But
his thirst for truth never wavered. 

Known today among many as the most brilliant light of the church,
Aquinas was a Catholic priest and a Doctor of the Church. His influence
on Western thought as he attempted to synthesize Aristotelian 
philosophy with the principles of Christianity is considerable.   

Aquinas is distinguished for his Eucharistic hymns, which form a part of
the Church’s liturgy.  The Catholic Church honors him as the model
teacher for those studying for the priesthood.  Coupled with his  
theological insight and natural reason, Aquinas was deemed one of 
the greatest philosophers of the Western world.   

Today, Saint Thomas is often depicted with a writing quill or an open
book, proving that the search for knowledge and truth forever lives
within his name.
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The Mentoris Project is a series of novels and biographies about the lives of great Italians and 
Italian-Americans: men and women who have changed history through their contributions as 
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series in the hope that, like a mentor, each book will inspire the reader to discover how she or
he can make a positive contribution to society.
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Chapter One

THE FIRE OF FAITH

The sun was a symbol of glory and splendor in medieval 
heraldry, signifying nobility deserving of the highest honor. 

The radiance it implied was nowhere brighter than in the heart 
and mind of Thomas Aquinas, a medieval philosopher, theolo-
gian, and much more. He was a humble servant of truth with 
a generous spirit, and above all, he was a lover of the Author of 
Truth. Imposing in appearance but gentle in mien, Thomas is 
often depicted in paintings with a sun over his heart. The beams 
of light that emanate from that sun radiate beyond the canvas 
and across time to the present age, illuminating the minds of 
men to “fire their hearts,” according to Pope Pius XI in his Stu-
diorum Duce. His ardor for truth centuries ago fanned the flame 
of reason like a bellows in the fire of faith from that time on. The 
flame still burns today, sometimes dimly, sometimes intensely 
bright.

Thomas of Aquino was born into a life of privilege and 
promise in the heart of medieval Italy in 1225. His home was a 
castle built for the protection of the renowned Monte Cassino, 
a Benedictine monastery just northeast of Naples. His family 
was connected with much of the nobility that dominated 



thirteenth-century Europe. He was poised for a life of privilege 
and achievement. 

Ironically, Thomas himself wanted nothing more than quiet 
simplicity and detachment. He longed to devote himself to 
learning and teaching others to see what he himself saw with 
almost supernatural clarity. His mind was his true gift, and like 
the genius of Mozart, of Shakespeare, or of Michelangelo, it was 
not meant to be enjoyed alone, but to change the world. 

Recognizing the greatness of the created world, Thomas 
sought to plumb its depths and scan its heights, leaving no room 
for darkness, doubt, or obscurity. He grappled with a myriad 
of questions and contemplated profound concepts; no problem 
was ignored or treated lightly if its solution lay within his power. 
For the sake of knowledge, for the love of something greater than 
himself, he labored tirelessly with his mind. 

Thomas Aquinas was a medieval man, but also a model for 
our times and, in fact, for all time. He loved truth, and through 
the use of reason he sought to illuminate it for all to see. He had 
no fear of what reason might discover because he firmly believed 
that all truth is united, that there can be no real conflict between 
one truth and another. Science, philosophy, metaphysics, poli-
tics, and faith can coexist unabashedly. True freedom, he knew, 
lay in that conviction.

His contribution to humanity is great, and his reputation 
traditionally has been proportionate. Even now, no one can 
lightly disregard the thought of Thomas Aquinas, except per-
haps out of ignorance. It is as valuable today as it has ever been 
to contemplate the unparalleled brilliance of his work and the 
genuine beauty of his life.



Chapter Two

O TEMPORA

As the first light of dawn crept over the slopes of Monte 
Asprano and into the historic Valle di Comino, a hermit’s 

lonely footfall could be heard along the rocky pathway outside 
Roccasecca. Visitors were not uncommon at this fortified “dry 
rock” atop the rolling Southern Italian hillside. Since antiquity 
it had been a convenient way station for invading armies and a 
strategic gateway to the broad valley below, the site of ancient 
battles. Even now, strangers came and went on imperial busi-
ness, church concerns, and mundane family matters without 
arousing much curiosity. But the unremarkable footsteps of the 
hermit on this otherwise-unremarkable morning bore a signifi-
cance that would echo through time.

The pious hermit was known to the family d’Aquino, but 
rarely emerged from his hermitage deep in the cypress forest. 
Today, he came with a message for the lady of the castle atop 
the rocca, Countess Theodora. She was a formidable woman 
of the family of Lombard, a lineage that united her with some 
of the most powerful kingdoms of the medieval world. Her 
marriage to Landolfo d’Aquino further widened the sphere of 
her connections. Count d’Aquino’s family was related through 



marriage to Frederick Barbarossa, whom Landolofo had served 
until the death of that Holy Roman Emperor in 1190. Now the 
flag of Aquino flew behind the banner of Barbarossa’s grandson, 
Frederick II. 

Frederick, a Hohenstaufen and a distant cousin of the 
Aquinos, was known to a wary Europe as the stupor mundi, 
the “Wonder of the World.” He was a military genius with 
an insatiable appetite for power. By political maneuvering he 
would become king of Germany, Sicily, and Jerusalem, and 
Holy Roman Emperor. It was in Frederick’s last role that Count 
Landolfo d’Aquino found himself bound to serve as knight and 
judge. Landolfo was an honorable man in his own right, a loyal 
Catholic, the lord of two castles, and father to nine children. His 
older sons, too, served in the ranks of the Holy Roman Emperor.

The hermit on the rocca, however, was not concerned with 
the lineage of the countess or of her husband. His message, 
received while deep in prayer, had to do with the baby she bore, 
her eighth child.

When she met him in the tapestry-lined vestibule he told 
her, “My Lady, I have a commission. Forgive me for intruding 
on you, but I feel compelled…”

“Certainly, Father. No need to apologize,” she answered gra-
ciously.

“It will seem strange I am sure, however it must be said. I am 
but the messenger.” The lady nodded. The hermit continued. “It 
has been revealed to me that your unborn son will one day enter 
the Order of Friars Preachers and so great will be his learning 
and sanctity that in his day no one will be found to equal him.”

Lady Theodora was pleasant enough. She was not easily 
impressed and this prediction seemed highly improbable. She 



thanked the old man for his peculiar message, begged his prayers 
for her family, and bade him good day.

From behind her heavy brocade skirts, her small daughters, 
Adalasia and Mary, peered curiously at the lean, bald man as he 
gave his solemn blessing and went out. The countess shook her 
head. “What an extraordinary man. Serene and utterly unpre-
tentious, but how preposterous!”

The girls were puzzled, “What did he say, Mother?” Adalasia 
asked. At five years of age, she was the elder of the two girls. 
“What does he mean?”

“Oh, nothing of importance…nothing at all likely,” her 
mother replied.

Having delivered his prophecy, the hermit retreated, his 
duty fulfilled and his conscience set at ease. He had done what 
he somehow knew he had to do. It was a surprisingly precise 
prediction, with nothing ambiguous about it. Obviously the 
Aquinos were not unaccustomed to greatness; they were prom-
inent figures in this region. They were not renowned for great 
holiness or scholarship, but if a child of theirs should show an 
inclination to the religious life, they would expect him to seek 
out a well-established and respected order, such as the nearby 
Benedictines. The newly formed and somewhat dubious Order 
of Friars Preachers, followers of Dominic de Guzman, was coun-
tercultural to these people of power and wealth. It would have 
been a scandal to allow any one of their children to join a group 
of homeless, begging priests.

In any case, the unfolding of events indicates that the 
hermit’s message was not received with unmixed joy, or even 
with credence. Perhaps it was not given much serious thought 
at all. For the Aquino family, more pressing matters were at 
hand. Even as the sound of the hermit’s footsteps receded, a 



thunderhead of discord and war, tyranny and destruction was 
gathering around them.

The castle at Roccasecca had been the stronghold of the 
counts of Aquino for most of three hundred years. Built by a 
Benedictine abbot in 994 as part of a much-needed outward 
defense for the Abbey of Monte Cassino, the castle fortress 
became home to the noble Aquino family four years later and 
eventually they were entrusted with the role of protector. Theo-
dora and Landolfo themselves never lived in the town of Aquino, 
visible from their fortress turret. But because the castle and the 
town both lay within the county of Aquino, the family name 
had always been associated with that ancient town.

Over the years, members of their wider family had lived and 
held positions of influence there, mingling their name with its 
rich layers of history. The church that served the Aquinos’ spiri-
tual needs, Santa Maria della Libera, stood upon the ruins of an 
ancient temple of Hercules. Nearby could be seen a triumphal 
arch, built in the first century to honor Roman triumvir, Marc 
Antony. Aquinum, as it had been known to antiquity, was origi-
nally founded by the Volsci, an early Italic tribe once dominant 
in Southern Italy. Because it was situated along the inland route 
from Rome to Naples, Via Latina, the town had grown into a 
bustling municipality familiar to Cicero and Juvenal among 
other notable figures. Emperors, philosophers, and poets orig-
inated there, and although it was razed in the sixth century by 
invading Goths, it had revived and spread into the more fertile 
surrounding land.

For some time, Landolfo’s extended family held title over the 
entire county of Aquino and later over Acerra as well. Landolfo’s 
cousin, Thomas I, was Count of Acerra and viceroy of most of 
the southern Italian peninsula.



When the hermit paid his visit to the Aquinos at Rocca-
secca, the political climate of Italy was such as to drive all other 
concerns into the background, especially because the Aquino 
family was unfortunately very much in the foreground. Their 
castle was located near the disputed border of the papal terri-
tories, the Patrimonium Sancti Petri, and the kingdom known 
as the Two Sicilies. Under Emperor Frederick II Hohen-
staufen, the Two Sicilies comprised an expanding empire that                         
united the lower half of the Italian peninsula to the Island of 
Sicily. Although the emperor was a relative of the Aquinos, he 
seemed oblivious to all that did not pertain to his vision of world 
dominance. Constant strife marked this place and time. The 
local Abbey of Monte Cassino was unluckily situated within  
the imperial region, but as a Catholic institution it was neces-
sarily under papal authority. The Aquinos were faithful Roman 
Catholics and sworn protectors of the abbey, yet also they were 
also subjects in the service of the now hostile Emperor.

Turmoil was not exclusive to the kingdom of the Two 
Sicilies in which the Aquinos lived. The year 1227 witnessed 
the passing of three champions: one for truth, Pope Honorius 
III, who insisted on the importance of educating his clergy; 
one for charity, the almost universally beloved Francis of                                   
Assisi; and one for worldly power, the founder of the Mongol 
empire and the terror of Asia, Genghis Khan. These men sym-
bolized the threefold forces that agitated Italy, and in fact most 
of Europe and Asia at this time.

All three passed from history in the year 1227, but the pivot 
points that they represented, the intellectual, spiritual, and the 
political realms, continued to clash violently. This mighty tem-
pest was felt everywhere, not least of all within the family of 
Aquino in their castle at Roccasecca. Ironically, the same family 



that had been given charge of the castle for the sake of defending 
Monte Cassino was not uncommonly under imperial orders to 
attack the abbey. Such were the turbulent times in which they 
lived.

In the year 1220, Frederick Hohenstaufen was crowned 
Holy Roman Emperor by Pope Honorius III after a monumental 
struggle between his and the papal powers. At first, he appeared 
to be a friend and ally of the Church—albeit a tenuous one—
and protector of the papal territories in Northern Italy. But that 
alliance cooled very quickly as his relentless will to conquer led 
to the slaughter of thousands of innocent but inconvenient 
subjects.

He had seemed magnificent in his youth, inspiring the con-
fidence of his countrymen. But under the abrasions of time and 
power, he matured into a heartless leader who treated his subjects 
as mere pawns. They seemed to exist solely for his advantage; if 
they did not serve, they did not live. As his reign expanded from 
Germany to larger regions in the Two Sicilies, fear began to grip 
the people of Europe. Eventually Frederick Hohenstaufen would 
march into Jerusalem and crown himself king. He reigned in the 
name of Germany, Sicily, Jerusalem, and the entire Holy Roman 
Empire; but his laws were formed and enforced primarily in the 
interests of Frederick Hohenstaufen.

To the anguish of his southeastern Italian subjects, he 
imported tens of thousands of Saracens to the region of Apulia. 
These relocated Saracens manned his armies and contributed the 
taxes needed to sustain his military campaigns. To ensure that 
there would be little resistance to his Muslim colonies, Frederick 
ordered the massacre of the native Christian population in the 
vicinity, condoning the torture and execution of the priests and 
any other religious leaders there.



At about that time, Honorius III passed on to his eternal 
reward and Pope Gregory IX took the helm, prepared for battle. 
On account of Frederick’s brutality and his thinly veiled disdain 
for the ecclesial authority that crowned him, Frederick found 
himself excommunicated from the Catholic Church by the sol-
emn decree of Pope Gregory IX in that same momentous year 
of 1227.

Into this climate of political hostility, Theodora brought 
forth her newest son and at their church, the Santuario de Santa 
Maria della Libera, she had him baptized.

“His name will be Tommaso,” the count announced to Friar 
Sandro, who was to baptize the boy that day.

“Ah, the Doubter is his patron, then,” the priest smiled. 
“The holy apostle whose faith was tested and proved by his life 
and by his holy death. A fine name.”

“It is a family name, as well, Father. It has served many men 
in my family with dignity. Think you not my cousin, the Count 
of Acerra, bears it well?”

“Indeed, a fine man, and a fine name,” the amenable Friar 
Sandro agreed.

Under the lofty ceiling of the Santuario embellished with 
white-and-gold images of saints and angels, the infant squirmed 
in his mother’s arms as the priest poured Holy Water over his 
head and pronounced the words of baptism. The child was called 
Thomas, a name that literally means “twin” and was associated 
with San Tommaso Apostolo, the “Doubter” of the Christian  
Gospels. But flowing through the veins of this infant was the 
antithesis of doubt. It was soon quite clear that he was endowed 
with a double portion of the spirit of truth.

About three years after Thomas’ entry into the world, a 
violent thunderstorm descended on the rocca one night, as if 



to punctuate the political chaos that surrounded the Aquinos. 
Flashes of light flooded the nursery, illuminating its gray interior 
with an unearthly blue. The sound of thunder crashed like a bat-
tering ram shaking the castle walls. To young Thomas, it seemed 
as if the whole of nature were forcing itself into his room, and 
it was very angry. Placing a sturdy protective arm around his 
newest sister, known to the family as bella neonata, beautiful 
baby girl, he wriggled closer to their nurse and drifted off into 
an uneasy sleep. Sometimes he would jerk suddenly, or cry out 
in his sleep. Every thunderclap seemed to jar him into somno-
lent terror. Finally, the storm subsided and his sleep grew more 
profound. All the while, his baby sister lay quietly next to him. 
When he awoke, he found her soft, bald head beside him and 
gave it an affectionate kiss, gently, so as not to disturb her rest.

“What has happened?” Gaita, his nurse, who was usually so 
sure and calm, looked gray, and her voice shook. She stared at 
the motionless infant in the bed beside Thomas. He looked, too, 
and realized all at once that the little one had not moved in ever 
so long. Her dimpled arms were still, her head had been cold to 
his lips. “What has happened?” Gaita now fairly screamed.

Thomas’ fearful wide brown eyes met the grief-stricken eyes 
of his nurse and he knew that something terrible had happened. 
In her distress she ushered Thomas abruptly from the room, call-
ing over his head in anguished tones for help. His mother rushed 
in and Thomas was forgotten in the agony that followed.

Thomas and his four older sisters moved about the castle 
grounds warily that day, not daring or even wanting to break 
the silence that hung like a shroud. People came and went; his 
older brothers were sent for, but no one seemed to take notice 
of the younger children. Finally, their nurse called them to her 
and explained with a quavering voice that their bella neonata had 



been taken back to God. Lightning from the fearful storm had 
reached into the trundle during the night and struck her dead as 
she lay nestled beside her brother.

During the indistinct days that followed, her tiny coffin was 
dropped into the cold earth, Mass was offered, more people vis-
ited and left. While his mother grieved, a tonelessness filled the 
home of the noble Aquinos. Thomas watched silently and alone 
at night he wept.

Time kindly wove a web over his wounds, and the searing 
pain subsided, but the memory of Bella left a scar tender to the 
touch that not even the passage of years could erase.

“What is God?” Thomas wanted to know. He was now no 
longer a frightened toddler but a strapping little boy of five. He 
was forever asking that question, and he really wanted an answer. 
His pragmatic older brothers, Aimo, Landolfo, and Rinaldo, 
laughed at his questions, and his sisters, who were closer to him 
in age, would sometimes offer suggestions. “That’s who made 
you, Tommaso,” his biggest sister, Marrota, had said confidently. 
“God made everything in the world.”

Theodora, who was not as old as Marrota but who was never 
wrong as far as he could tell, had often told him that God was in 
the church and that was why they had to be respectful and quiet 
there. He felt that all these things were true, but if God was in 
the church, and God made the world, what was He? None of 
their answers could fully satisfy the inquisitive young Aquino.

Father had told him that his Uncle Sinibaldi, the abbot of 
Monte Cassino, would help him find an answer to that question 
and to many others if he were a good boy and studied hard. “It 
will not be long now, Tommaso, before you will leave the rocca 
and go to Monte Cassino to live and study with the learned 
Benedictine fathers.”



With naive contentment, he remembered the day in July 
when his father told him that the Holy Roman Emperor and the 
Holy Father, Gregory IX, were friends once more. It had been 
a tumultuous decade since Frederick was given the crown by 
Pope Honorius III. At that time, the proud emperor had vowed 
to lead a crusade to the Holy Land within two years, to reclaim 
for all of Christianity the land where Jesus himself had walked, 
taught, and died. He reneged on that promise repeatedly and 
instead invaded papal territories, killing the guiltless inhabitants 
and physically detaining Church officials from their attempts to 
convene for ecclesial business. As a result of his many transgres-
sions, the newly elected Pope Gregory IX had issued a decree of 
excommunication against the emperor.

A few years earlier, Frederick had tried to pacify the Holy 
Father by finally setting sail for the Holy Land, although his 
allies at home continued to raid and pillage the papal lands. 
Gregory was not so easily manipulated. He reissued the ban 
against Frederick, and made it clear that none of the emperor’s 
subjects were bound in conscience to serve the emperor so long 
as he persisted in his defiance. At last, the emperor seemed to 
relent, and now in nearby Cassino, the two men had reached 
an agreement of peace that they called the Treaty of San 
Germano. The following month, Gregory lifted the ban of 
excommunication against Frederick II.

Landolfo d’Aquino and his sons were relieved to be able to 
serve the Holy Roman Emperor in good conscience as their sta-
tion required, while remaining faithful to the Holy Father. “The 
shadows have parted, boys,” his father said that day, slapping 
Aimo on his broad shoulders. “The sun is shining on the Aqui-
nos once more.” Aimo smiled, genuinely relieved; he, more than 
any of the other boys, had been troubled by the conflict between 



their king to whom they owed allegiance, and their pope, the 
vicar of Christ on earth.

“But can it last, Father?” Landolfo wondered aloud. This was 
the second son of the count and his namesake. He and Rinaldo, 
inseparable for as long as Thomas could remember, were less sen-
sitive to the moral quandary than Aimo, but not less interested 
in the practical ramifications of the accord.

“Who can say, son, these are uncertain times. We can but do 
our part one day at a time … and pray for the wit to avoid the 
disfavor of our two lords.”

The competing claims upon the Aquinos had made their 
existence treacherous in recent years. Here was a respite at last. 
For Thomas, this friendship between the two powers meant that 
now he could stay with his uncle abbot at Monte Cassino and 
commence his education. His parents had arranged everything, 
entrusting the abbey with what seemed to him a wealth of gold 
for his support in the years to come.

It was May of 1231, almost a year after the treaty was signed and 
the ban lifted, when the day finally arrived for Thomas to begin 
his studies. His big brothers were rarely at the castle any more, 
occupied with their duties as miles for the king. Tommaso was 
his father’s only “Little Man” about the place, and his mother’s 
youngest child. He was plainly doted on, if not exactly spoiled; 
he loved his home on the rocca. He now realized that he would 
be leaving behind his sisters, Marrota, Theodora, Adalasia, and 
Mary. It was difficult to imagine a life without them or his 
mother and father. They would be only a few miles away, he 
knew, and could visit often. And they would still spend holidays 
together in the mountains. But it seemed a little hard.



“Come along,” clucked Gaita as she took the now-
somewhat-reluctant Thomas by the hand and led him down the 
rocky pathway. Mazzeo, the Aquinos’ steward, had gone ahead 
to tend to final preparations for Thomas’ entrance into Monte 
Cassino. The boy’s possessions were few and barely filled the 
leather saddlebags on the steward’s horse.

Thomas was brave as he said good-bye to his family outside 
his handsome home on the rocca. He shed tears, to be sure, but 
he did not make a fuss; he would not distress his parents in that 
way. “Farewell, young man,” his father said, bowing formally. 
“Mind your Uncle Sinibaldi!” His mother held him tight for 
a long moment with glistening eyes. Adalasia and Mary cried 
outright. Theodora seemed confident that all would be well, and 
Marrota assured him with forced cheerfulness that they would 
visit him soon.

He hoped so. He gritted his teeth and reminded himself 
that, as hard as it was, father and mother knew what was best for 
him. And anyway, he really did want to know, “What is God?”

At about the same time that Thomas began his life with the Bene-
dictine monks, his eldest brother, Aimo, set sail for the Holy Land 
on an expedition commissioned by the Holy Roman Emperor, 
Frederick II. The eldest Aquino son and the youngest left Roc-
casecca almost simultaneously, one on an errand of war and the 
other in the pursuit of knowledge. Each was a noble endeavor 
that reflected honor on the family and, happily, each son was well 
suited to the role he assumed.

Aimo was a man of action. To serve under the Holy Roman 
Emperor in a crusade was indeed an honor, albeit an uncertain 
one in these times. Thomas was contemplative, with pious 



instincts and an appetite for learning. His may have seemed a 
more humble career than that of the elder brother, but because 
of the Aquino family’s social position and lofty connections, his 
family had reason to hope that his path would eventually lead to 
the abbacy. From there the possibilities were favorable: bishop, 
or cardinal perhaps, or, who could say, maybe even pope. The 
previous century had seen the ascent of the brilliant Desiderius 
from Abbot of Monte Cassino to Pope Victor III. In medieval 
Italy, a capable abbot of such an illustrious monastery could 
wield a great deal of influence. It was, at the least, a creditable 
position, and it carried a real possibility of prominence.

For his part, Thomas was content with the quiet order of his 
new life. Within the mosaic walls of the abbey, encouraged by 
the holy monks and in the company of other boys like himself, 
he learned to read and write with facility, and he mastered Latin. 
He was exposed to the writings of the greatest authors known 
to the world at the time: Tertullian, Cyprian, Hilary of Poitiers 
(called the Hammer of the Arians), and of course, the prolific 
and influential Augustine of Hippo, fourth-century bishop, 
philosopher and theologian. He heard, read, and took to heart 
Sacred Scripture and the Rule of Saint Benedict. The monas-
tic wisdom epitomized by the dictum, Ora et labora (pray and 
work), for which Saint Benedict is renowned, became his own. 
He studied it and lived it out day to day, to the degree befitting 
a child.

But his peaceful existence was disrupted by the news that 
Aimo had been taken prisoner in the far off Holy Land. “He is not, 
thankfully, in the merciless hands of the Saracens there, whom 
the emperor has allegedly set out to defeat,” his Uncle Abbot 
Sinibaldi told him, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. 
“He is a hostage of Henry I, the rightful king of Cyprus.”



“Why? What does Aimo have to do with the King of 
Cyprus?” Thomas asked. He looked up at his uncle search-
ingly. Thomas was tall for his age; his uncle was taller still. Yet 
both figures standing on the cobbled courtyard were dwarfed                           
by the white façade of the abbey cathedral. As simply as he could, 
the abbot explained to his young charge that King Henry I was 
merely protecting his own homeland from the greed of Frederick 
Hohenstaufen, who wanted Cyprus for himself. Frederick had 
sent his hapless soldiers, Aimo among them, to the Eastern Med-
iterranean island of Cyprus to “govern” it, and to make a show of 
power in the Middle East, especially to Jerusalem.

“How unreliable are the promises of kings,” Thomas shook 
his head, remembering the Treaty of San Germano, “when they 
can cause the fortunes of so many other people to change direc-
tion like the wind, simply because of their greed. Father was 
right when he said nothing is certain. Only God is sure.”

The abbot agreed with his nephew’s unexpected observation. 
Commiserating, he went on with his account. “The reports that 
have reached us here indicate that throughout the Kingdom of 
Jerusalem the Holy Roman Emperor has been fomenting dissen-
sion between the papal supporters and the imperial factions. His 
goal on undertaking this crusade is now plain. It is not to reclaim 
the Holy Land for Christianity as he pretended; it is, and always 
was, to claim that Kingdom for himself. He was successful in 
the mainland portion of the Kingdom, where he has seized the 
crown and declared himself king. But on the island of Cyprus, 
where Aimo had been sent, his forces were soundly repulsed.”

Thomas listened in silence as his uncle continued.
“There, Frederick’s troop of two thousand horsemen was 

defeated by a contingent of determined Cypriots about three 



hundred strong; sixty men were killed, and forty men were 
captured. Our Aimo was among the captives.”

For as long as Thomas could remember, his eldest brother 
had been to him an example of gentleness and bravery. It was 
some comfort that his uncle seemed to think there was hope. He 
began at once to pray for Aimo’s release. His father and mother, 
the abbot told him, were on their way to Rome to appeal directly 
to Pope Gregory on Aimo’s behalf.

It was not long before the Holy Father intervened and 
arranged the ransom of the prisoners in Cyprus. Aimo was 
released from captivity in 1233 and soon restored to his family 
at Roccasecca. He was profoundly grateful to His Holiness and 
swore that forever afterward he would serve and support only 
the papal power. “Never again will I enlist with the Imperial 
army,” he told Thomas when he visited the abbey for the first 
time after his release.

His mother was present, and she suggested firmly that he 
speak in hushed tones if he must say this at all in a public place. 
Thomas smiled from ear to ear. God is good, the elated younger 
brother reflected.

Thomas had three more years of calm in which to 
contemplate the goodness of God before the long and grasping 
Hohenstaufen arm found its way into his life again. Settling on 
the Abbey of Monte Cassino as a convenient tactical location 
for his campaign in Northern Sicily, the emperor stationed a 
garrison there. The stables and grounds provided ample room 
for his menagerie of exotic beasts, and the living quarters became 
housing for his personal harem. His soldiers forced the monks 
into servitude, ordering them to cut and haul wood, and to 
perform manual labor required for building their war machines.



“The Holy Roman Emperor, himself, has decreed it!” The 
captain of the guard snarled in response to the abbot’s protests. 
“The monks will be responsible to supply at least half of what is 
needed for the sustenance of our soldiers and retinue. There is no 
gainsaying an imperial decree.”

All semblance of order was lost, and the monks were finally 
forced to evacuate. Their newly appointed abbot, Stephen de 
Corbario, foresaw no relief from the violence and chaos afflicting 
the monastery. He urged Landolfo d’Aquino to remove his son 
to safety.

Abbot Corbario wrote to the count, outlining the situa-
tion at the abbey. He emphasized that Thomas’ teachers were 
impressed with the quiet but inquisitive boy, who was diligent in 
his studies and unusually devout. The child seemed to be driven 
by intellectual curiosity to an extraordinary degree, frequently 
surprising the monks with profound questions that perplexed 
him such as “What is truth?” and “What is God?”

The other youths at the abbey liked him because of his kind-
liness, but Thomas spent most of his recreation time in the quiet 
of the abbey church. He preferred to bring his books there and 
immerse himself in its hospitable silence. Such eager intelligence 
as his, the abbot felt, should not be neglected. He suggested 
that Thomas be sent to live at the Benedictine monastery of San 
Demetrio in Naples. There he could live safely with the monks 
and further his studies at the only university Emperor Frederick 
would permit his subjects to attend, the Studium Generale at 
Naples.

“It seems the emperor’s retinue in residence at Monte 
Cassino is wreaking havoc to an insupportable degree,” Count 
d’Aquino told his wife, rubbing his forehead as he did when he 
was feeling weary.



“I was certain it would as soon as we heard of it,” she said. 
“We must remove Tommaso at once. But what a pity—he has 
been thriving there.”

“The new abbot, Corbario, suggests he be removed to the 
Benedictine monastery in Naples.”

“San Demetrio? That is quite some distance from here.” She 
considered a moment. “It will make visits more difficult.”

“The abbot is convinced that our son must continue his 
studies. He confirms our impression that Tommaso has no ordi-
nary intelligence. He feels the boy is equal to a higher level of 
education. At the Studium Generale in Naples he will have access 
to the most prominent teachers available, and the Benedictines 
will serve as his guardians and protectors.”

“I suppose it is the best course both for him and for the 
Benedictines, if they are to be graced with an Aquino as abbot 
one day,” she said, smiling. “He can learn a great deal there, 
no doubt. But,” she hesitated, “his learning will be tainted with 
Imperial propaganda.”

“True enough,” the count agreed, “Still, the holy monks at 
San Demitrio are no fools. They will offer him guidance. And I 
believe the Holy Spirit will shield him as He has done in these 
past few turbulent years.”

With his parents’ consent, in the fall of 1239, the adolescent 
Thomas began his course of studies at the fledgling university 
founded and controlled directly by the Holy Roman Emperor. 
Although it was small in size, the emperor had appointed the 
best mentors academia had to offer. Its express purpose was 
to mold subjects fit for imperial service, loyal exclusively to 
himself and defiant of papal authority. Despite this dubious 
academic setting, the glimmer of truth and a misplaced gem 
caught Thomas’ eye.


