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CHAPTER ONE

Priestly Prodigy
Robert Francis Prevost was born on September 14, 1955, 
at Mercy Hospital, a Catholic hospital in Chicago, Illinois. His 
parents, Louis and Mildred Prevost, were devout Catholics. 
Their ancestors immigrated to the United States from sever-
al predominantly Catholic countries, including Italy, France, 
Spain, and the Dominican Republic. “I was born in the Unit-
ed States,” Robert Prevost later said. “But my grandparents 
were all immigrants, French, Spanish. . . . I was raised in a 
very Catholic family.”4

Robert’s maternal grandfather, Joseph 
Norval Martínez, moved to New Orleans, 
Louisiana, from the Dominican Republic in 
the 1880s. Likely of mixed race, Martínez 
was listed in the 1900 US census as Black 
but in the 1910 census as White. In 1887 

he married Louise Baquié at Our Lady of the Sacred Heart 
Catholic Church in New Orleans. Records indicate that Lou-
ise was a Louisiana Creole; that is, a member of a multiracial 
ethnic group in the former French and Spanish colonies of 
Louisiana. “It’s clear that the Pope has centuries-long ties to 
free people of color in Louisiana,”5 says professional gene-
alogist Chris Smothers.

A Heritage of Faith
Joseph Martínez worked as a cigar maker, a profession that 
requires a high degree of manual dexterity, concentration, 
and patience. While in New Orleans, the Martínezes had six 
daughters: Irma, Marguerite, Lydia, Louise, Hilda, and Ethel. 

“I was raised in a very 
Catholic family.”4

—Robert Prevost (Pope Leo XIV)



The family moved to Chicago sometime after 1910. There, they 
joined the parish of St. Mary of the Assumption Catholic Church. 
On December 30, 1911, the Martínezes had a seventh daugh-
ter, Mildred. Mildred was baptized on February 4, 1912, at Holy 
Name Cathedral in Chicago. 

Mildred Martínez attended Immaculata High School, a private 
Catholic high school in Chicago. After graduation, she enrolled 
at DePaul University, a Catholic college in Chicago. She earned 
a bachelor of science degree in education in 1947 and a mas-
ter’s degree in education in 1949. Prevost’s father, Louis Mari-
us Prevost, also attended DePaul. A graduate of Central YMCA 
College, located in Hyde Park, Illinois, Louis was enrolled in the 
same graduate program as Mildred. He received his master of 
arts degree in education in 1948. After graduation, Louis became 
a teacher and Mildred a librarian. They married in 1949 and had 
three children: Louis Martín Prevost, John Joseph Prevost, and 
Robert Francis Prevost.

Robert Francis Prevost (at left) 
is pictured with his mother 
and two brothers, Louis 
Martín and John Joseph.



10

Louis and Mildred continued the Martínez family tradition of 
attending St. Mary of the Assumption Catholic Church. They were 
both parish lectors, laypeople who read from the scriptures dur-
ing Mass. Mildred, or Millie, possessed a beautiful voice and sang 
in the church choir. She also helped start and build a library in the 
church’s basement. “She was one of the ladies that we called 
church ladies,” remembers Marianne Angarola, a former class-
mate of the future pope. “They went to Mass on a daily basis. 
They cleaned the altars, the church, the sacristy. She was in-
volved in everything, including the fundraising activities.”6 Louis 
was more reserved, remembers former parishioner Betty Lyons-
Geary. “He was always there for Millie. But he stayed in the back-
ground because she was always doing things at the parish.”7

Standout Student
The Prevost boys attended Mass with their parents and were en-
rolled in St. Mary of the Assumption School, a private Catholic 
school where the children all wore blue-and-white uniforms and 
attended Mass every morning. Robert was an excellent student. 
“[He was] the smartest person in the class,” remembers former 
classmate Joseph Merigold. “Back in the day, they used to seat 
us by our classroom performance, so he always sat in the No. 1 
seat, which was in the fi rst row in the back.”8

Robert was also noticeably devout. Former classmate An-
garola remembers that he took his prayers seriously: “We used 

to pray with our hands, you know, our fi ngers 
pointing to heaven, and, after a while, you get 
tired of doing that, and you just want to fold 
them over. Robert Prevost never folded his 
hands over. He was just godly. Not in an in-
your-face way. It was part of his aura, like he 
was hand-selected, and he embraced it. And 
he wasn’t weird. He was nice.”9

Robert’s piety was not confi ned to the class-
room. It was evident at home, as well. He used 

“Robert Prevost . . . was 
just godly. Not in an 
in-your-face way. It was 
part of his aura, like he 
was hand-selected, and 
he embraced it. And he 
wasn’t weird. He was 
nice.”9

— Marianne Angarola, former 
classmate of Robert Prevost
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his outstanding memory and emerging talent for languages to re-
enact the Catholic Mass, which at the time was said in Latin, the 
church’s offi cial language. “You know how some kids like to play 
war, and be soldiers, and some girls want to play dolls, and be 
housewives?” says John Prevost, the pope’s older brother. “[Rob-
ert] wanted to play priest.” To set the scene, Robert would take 
out his mother’s ironing board and place a white tablecloth over 
it, creating a makeshift altar. He would then call his brothers and 
friends to his pretend service. “We went to Mass, and he knew 
everything,” John remembers. “He knew the prayers in Latin, he 
knew his prayers in English, and he did that all the time. . . . It was 
not a joke, it was not a game. He was dead serious about it.”10

An Unusual Prediction
Even Robert’s neighbors noticed his devotion to the church. In 
a television interview shortly after his brother was named pope, 

An Impressive Young Man

Dan King, a member of the board of education in Holland, Michigan, attended 
St. Augustine Seminary High School with Robert Prevost. Of the � fty students 
who started out in the freshman class, only ten—including King and Prevost—
graduated. After Prevost became pope, King shared his thoughts about his for-
mer classmate: 

I remember some guys, they were two other kids in my class, they came 
running down the hallway and they said, “Dan, Dan, guess what?” And I 
said, “What?” “We just met somebody who’s smarter than you.” And I’m 
like, “Really?” And I went down to meet him. And I walked away from it 
saying, “I think he’s smarter than me.”. . .

He was very humble, very, very humble, very quiet. But he was really nice, 
and I thought: “That guy’s going to go someplace.” . . . 

It’s just amazing that I . . . would have gone to school with a pope. You 
know, a normal guy, who grows up a normal kid just doing normal kid stuff, 
and he’s now in charge of what, 1.8 billion Catholics.

I think he’s going to be a good guy for it. He’s the right guy.

Quoted in Josh Sanchez, “‘He’s the Right Guy,’ Says Holland Man Who Went to School with Pope,” Wood TV8, 
May 9, 2025. www.woodtv.com.



John recalled a strange prediction that not just one, but two 
neighbors made years earlier. “When [Robert] was in fi rst grade, 
a woman across the street, whose kids we used to play with, 
and a woman down the street said that he would be the fi rst 
American pope—in fi rst grade they said that.” When asked by the 
interviewer what he thought about the predictions, John replied, 
“We just laughed. He was six, so I was seven. Who knows what 
some lady is saying! But it stuck with me all this time. And then 
as he became a priest and then a bishop and then a cardinal, I 
thought, ‘Maybe this is going to happen.’ [Our parents thought] it 

Growing up, Prevost was 
a fan of the Chicago White 
Sox baseball team. Here, he 
is seen wearing a White Sox 
cap at the Vatican during a 
public appearance in 2025.
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IMPORTANT EVENTS IN THE 
LIFE OF POPE LEO XIV

1955
Robert Francis Prevost is born on September 14 in Chicago, Il-
linois.

1969
Enrolls at St. Augustine Seminary High School in Holland, Michigan.

1973
Graduates from high school and enters Villanova University.

1977
Graduates with a bachelor’s degree in mathematics from Villa-
nova University in June; enters the Order of Saint Augustine as a 
novice in St. Louis, Missouri, in September.

1978
Professes fi rst vows in the Order of Saint Augustine and enrolls at 
Catholic Theological Union.

1981
Professes solemn vows in the Order of Saint Augustine, becom-
ing a friar. 

1982
Ordained a priest in Rome.

1984
Receives licentiate of canon law from the Pontifi cal University of 
Saint Thomas Aquinas in Rome.

1985
Assigned to fi rst mission in Peru, serving as chancellor of the Ter-
ritorial Prelature of Chulucanas.

1987
Earns doctorate in canon law from the Pontifi cal University of 
Saint Thomas Aquinas.
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