
An 18th-century human rights advocate spent his

childhood in St. Augustine. Félix Varela was born

in Cuba, was orphaned as a boy, and came to St.

Augustine to live with his grandfather, Lt. Bartolomé

Morales, the commander of military forces in Spanish

Florida.

He was educated by Father Miguel O’Reilly, who

was pastor of the Cathedral of St. Augustine.

His grandfather encouraged Varela to enter the

Spanish military, but Varela is said to have told him, “I

want to be a soldier of Christ. My purpose is not to kill

men but to save souls.”

Varela returned to Cuba to further his studies.

He was ordained a priest and became a renowned

professor of philosophy, physics and chemistry. He

wrote a highly regarded book on philosophy,

Miscelánea filosófica.

In 1821, he was chosen to represent Cuba in the

Spanish Parliament, where he advocated for the

abolition of slavery and Cuban independence. When

the Spanish government was overthrown, and King

Ferdinand VII returned to power, he condemned to

death the advocates for independence, including

Varela.

Varela escaped to New York City, where he

continued his advocacy for human rights through

publications he founded in both English and Spanish.

He also worked on the Baltimore Catechism.

He founded the Church of the Immigrants – which

later became the Church of the Transfiguration – to

help the impoverished Irish Catholics, who were

newly arrived immigrants. He found work for the

young immigrants, who were not well received in this

country, and created a daycare and a clothes-making

cooperative for them.

During the cholera epidemic that hit New York in

1832, Varela went aboard the quarantine ships and into

the hospitals to minister to the sick and dying.

In 1837, he was named vicar general of the

Diocese of New York, which covered the entire state

and northern New Jersey. He served in that capacity

until 1848 when he retired because of ill health.

Varela returned to St. Augustine, where he died in

1853. His remains were later returned to Cuba.

The Cuban government established the Orden

Félix Varela to recognize contributions to Cuban

culture. In 1997, the U.S. Postal Service issued a

commemorative stamp in his honor. Felix Varela High

School in Miami, named in his honor, was opened in

2000.

José Marti, the champion of Cuban independence,

said in front of Varela’s grave: “Here rests the Cuban

saint.” Varela is being considered for canonization and

was declared Venerable in 2012 by the Vatican.

Learn more about the history of the diocese in

Faith on a Mission: A Portrait of the Diocese of
St. Augustine at 150 years, on sale this summer.
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