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Ask any devotee of Padre Pio how their adoration began and you are guaranteed an interesting story.  They will, almost certainly, recount some personal or family crisis, recovery from illness, relief from suffering or receipt of a special favour or grace.  Invariably, their existence has been transformed by blessings so meaningful that a lifetime of veneration ensues.  What’s more, the favours are reciprocated with a sense of intense gratitude and unwavering appreciation that is rare to encounter. 

Throughout cities, towns, villages and townlands in Ireland there’s a thriving devotion to Padre Pio.  It quietly goes about its business, occasionally raising its head in parish newsletters or community notes announcing prayer meetings or signalling the arrival of a mitten or glove.  Beyond that, this circle of adoration courts no publicity or seeks no acclaim.  Its activities are virtually ignored, almost never covered on radio or television and seldom referred to by the press.  Although always in motion, it’s as if this vast network of Padre Pio devotion doesn’t exist.  

Not a week goes by without thousands of devotees quietly gathering in the name of Padre Pio.  They meet in tiny chapels, community halls, living-rooms or kitchens, their cars jammed into overfull car parks and their venues ‘standing room only’.  They pray together for their own intentions or for the intentions of others.  Never promoting themselves or pushing their stories, they reluctantly discuss their devotion in the interests of repaying favours or providing inspiration to those who are in need.  It’s a remarkable phenomenon; a low, throbbing undercurrent of religious fervour, far removed from Bible-thumping fundamentalism yet with its own vibrant intensity.  

At the centre of this devotion is a man who, since the end of the First World War, has touched and transformed countless lives.  Born in 1887, Francesco Forgione grew up in poverty-stricken circumstances in the village of Pietrelcina, which is located about 40 miles from the Italian city of Naples.  His parents, with their tiny farm, struggled to provide for their family’s needs.  One thing that didn’t cost money was faith and there was an abundance of that.  As a boy who conversed with Jesus and Our Lady, he was regarded as blessed and holy.  Drawn to the spiritual life, he decided at the age of 14 to pursue a religious vocation and did so in 1903 when he embarked on becoming a Capuchin friar.

Taking the name of Pio, which translates as ‘Pius’, Padre Pio developed a reputation for intense devotion and fervent prayer.  At the age of 29 he first took up residence at the friary of Our Lady of Grace at San Giovanni Rotondo.  There, his mystical qualities drew crowds to Confession and attracted the first of his committed devotees.  Two years after his arrival, in 1918, a most extraordinary, supernatural occurrence took place.  It involved the appearance on his body of the stigmata of Jesus; the wounds of the crucifixion that appeared on his hands, feet and side, which he would painfully bear for the next 50 years of his life.  He was aged 31 at the time.

Within months word spread of this remarkable friar who was touched by sanctity.  Locals, especially devout women, were drawn by his presence.  The first visitors arrived to attend Confession and to seek blessings.  In the early 1920s news radiated even further, helped by extensive press coverage.  He was soon known throughout Italy.  The response of the secular clergy was swift and vicious.  Jealous of his fame and the crowds he attracted, they made stinging accusations to the authorities in Rome.  

Alleging that he lingered in the company of women, wore perfume and make-up, conducted improper Confessions and effectively fostered a money-making racket at San Giovanni, his reputation was torn to pieces.  He was, as a result, banned from saying public Masses, hearing lay Confessions, meeting with devotees, answering letters or revealing his stigmata in public.  Cut off from his spiritual children, he prayed, said Mass in private and lived the life of a simple priest.  His pastoral duties removed, he was effectively a prisoner in the friary at San Giovanni.  

Restored to his public ministry at the age of 46, Padre Pio quickly became known for his charismatic gifts and mysterious powers.  The lame cast off their crutches and walked.  The blind recovered their sight.  Tumours disappeared from those with cancer.  Strange, sweet perfumes emanated from the blood of his wounds.  He appeared at the bedsides of the sick in their homes while simultaneously being witnessed by his colleagues back at the friary.  Those attending his Confessions were shocked when he read their souls, recounting sins only they could have known.  Disbelievers were converted.  The wayward returned to their faith.  

The dusty road leading to the friary of Our Lady of Grace was soon filled with the sick and unwell, penitents, the curious; the poor, rich and famous all seeking time with this living saint.  Sacks of letters arrived each week asking for miracles, prayers or spiritual advice.  Italian Prime Minister Aldo Moro, King Alfonso of Spain and Spanish dictator Francisco Franco either sought his counsel or came to visit.  Songwriter Irving Berlin and opera star Beniamino Gigli also made their way up the dirt-track to the friary.  Crowning it all, each day came hundreds of fanatical women, many from the town of San Giovanni, waiting at the door of the chapel for Mass or anticipating his arrival at Confession.  

Among those to visit in the 1940s was the young Karol Wojtyla, later to become Pope John Paul II.  Calling on Padre Pio as a young priest, it appears that he asked him to hear his Confession.  While Vicar Capitular of Krakow in Poland, he also requested Padre Pio to pray for a friend with cancer who was facing a serious operation.  Shortly prior to surgery it was discovered that the cancer had disappeared.  No operation was necessary.  No doubt impressed by the miracle, Karol Wojtyla, as Pope, fast-tracked Padre Pio’s beatification and canonisation.  In doing so, he created a lasting connection between these two most popular of churchmen who, to this day, remain at the forefront of public affection. 

Perhaps the greatest of Padre Pio’s earthly miracles was the founding of the internationally-renowned hospital Casa Sollievo della Sofferenza, or the Home for the Relief of Suffering, at San Giovanni Rotondo.  Although a long-held dream of Padre Pio’s, the aspiration of building and running a modern hospital in the remote Gargano Mountains was greeted with similar scepticism as the subsequent construction of an international airport at Knock.  Contributing the first donation to the hospital building fund, which he had received as an offering, Padre Pio’s plans were initially put into motion in 1940.  Interrupted by the war, work began in earnest in 1947.  Opening in 1956, the Casa went on to become one of the most impressive hospitals in Europe.

By the 1960s Padre Pio was ageing fast.  His body was crippled with the pain and discomfort of his wounds.  He could barely walk due to the swelling of his feet.  Suffering from sleep deprivation, breathlessness and fatigue, he continued to attend to his priestly ministry, rising early in the morning, saying Mass and hearing Confessions.  How he continued to perform these functions after so many decades of suffering is anyone’s guess.  Persecution was never far away, with further investigations of his personal popularity and alleged financial mismanagement of the hospital dogging him into his later years.  

Throughout 1967 Padre Pio’s health faded rapidly.  Already, mysteriously, the signs of the stigmata were disappearing.  The wounds diminished and then departed from his feet.  The wound on his side was next.  Finally, in early 1968 the wounds on his hands started to vanish and by summer only dry crusts and a pink redness were discernible.  In retrospect, it must have been obvious that his earthly mission was coming to a close.  

Padre Pio’s death finally arrived on 23 September 1968, just days after the fiftieth anniversary of receiving the visible stigmata and with San Giovanni packed with an assembly of prayer groups.  Aged 81, he was, at the end, tired and feeble, in pain and certainly aware of his pending departure.  To the last, he was, as he called himself, ‘only a poor friar who prays,’ his final invocation being the simplest of all, ‘Jesus...Mary...Jesus...Mary.’  

There are many people to be thanked for their help with this book.  I am grateful, in particular, to that small group of Irish men and women who are still with us and who met Padre Pio or attended his Mass and Confession at San Giovanni Rotondo.  Tom Cooney, Donald Enright, Mona Hanafin, Father Pius McLaughlin OFM, Catherine Maguire, Margot Scannell and Kay Thornton are among those who provided me with living testimony.  Kathleen O’Sullivan sent letters to Padre Pio, while Mary Briody, Patricia Connolly, Rosalyn O’Mahoney and Stella Enright contributed information about contacts established by deceased members of their families.

Thanks to all who spoke about the miracles, graces and blessings either they or others have received.  All were generous with their time and pleasant to deal with, including Arthur Beales, Nuala Brady, Maureen Broderick, Brendan Byrne, Nora Cantillon, Father Gerard Coleman, Patricia Comiskey, Kathleen Connolly, Liam Coyle, Amanda Coyne, Lucy Cranney, Kitty Cullen, John Cunningham, Ellen C. from Cork, Alice de la Cour, Gemma Dillon, Mary Duff, Father Michael Duggan, Marie Durack, Madeleine Forkan, Noreen Handley, Kay Harrington, Chris Hayes, Betty Hennessy and Joseph Lacey.

My gratitude to Father Jack Mc Ardle ss.cc., Brigid McCaffrey, Margaret McDonagh, Hubert Mc Hugh, Josephine Mc Laughlin, Eileen Maguire, Mary from County Waterford, Betty Moran, Tom Mulligan, Sean Mulrine, Cáit Murray, Elisa Muscedere, Tom Neary, Niamh from County Kerry, Assumpta O’Brien, Eileen O’Donnell, Rosalyn O’Mahoney, Pauline from County Clare, Angelo Perma, Alex Quinn, Eileen Rea, Rita who once lived in County Cork, Rose from County Kerry, Marian Sheedy, Jane Smyth, Nancy Surlis and Marie Toone.  My appreciation also to Sammy Revins Junior for permission to use his late father’s interview broadcast on Community Radio Youghal.

Thanks to Ned Keane, Marie Keane and Pat Kennedy from County Waterford.  I am likewise indebted to Pat Devlin, Chrissie White and Oliver Mc Garvey from Bray, County Wicklow.  Mary Gannon and Father Joseph Gavigan, County Mayo, were always uplifting, as were Garry Sullivan, Peter Carr, Fionnuala Hayes and Kathleen O’Connor.  Also gracious with their time were Maureen, Marie and Dolores at the Padre Pio office in Dublin, where Eileen Maguire was an enormous encouragement and a font of wisdom.  Once again, the publishers Mainstream were a pleasure to work with, in particular Bill Campbell, Peter MacKenzie, Graeme Blaikie and Ailsa Bathgate.  Lee Fullarton deserves special praise for her creativity and perseverance in designing the cover.  

No one was a truer inspiration than William ‘Nooche’ Kenefick from Youghal, County Cork, who provided sterling help throughout this project.  His priceless advice, encouragement and ideas were always just a phone call away.  Thanks to his wife Agnes for her patience and insightful remarks.  So many others also had suggestions regarding people to interview.  One source from Munster, who wishes to remain anonymous, was a true guardian angel.  He steered me in the right direction, encouraged me when spirits were flagging and identified people willing to talk.  His assistance was invaluable.    

This project could not have been completed without the support of Seán Keane and Úna O’Hagan.  It was Seán who inspired the book.  His star shone brightly during times often clouded by darkness.  Úna read the text and steered me in the right direction.  Father Ermelindo, who heads up the English office at San Giovanni Rotondo, and Julie Kerry Cifaldi, who works with The Voice of Padre Pio, were ever helpful.  Nor can I forget the Immaculate Sisters of Saint Clare in San Giovanni, especially Sister Ofelia, and the Carmelite Sisters in Malahide, County Dublin.  

Finally, my thanks to Padre Pio whose hand guided the research and compilation work behind this book.  The coincidences and fortuitous happenings encountered during this project convince me that he was never far away.  Mislaid telephone numbers mysteriously resurfaced, people who were hard to find suddenly became contactable, documents were effortlessly rediscovered, avenues of investigation opened up with uncanny ease.  When things flagged, invariably the phone rang and I was off again.  Never has a text been easier to put together.  But why should I be surprised?  As the following chapters reveal, his are strange and wonderful ways, mystical, supernatural, miraculous, all the while directing us and illuminating the path ahead.  It’s to his powerful legacy that this book is ultimately dedicated.  
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To the Irish setting out for San Giovanni Rotondo in the 1950s, it must have felt like the ultimate pilgrimage.  They first travelled long journeys by air in old prop planes.  They then wound their way by slow trains and battered old buses as they climbed into the remote and inhospitable Gargano Mountains in the spur of Italy.  Walking up the final stretch of dirt track, tired and hungry, they arrived at the isolated sixteenth-century friary of Our Lady of Grace on the outskirts of San Giovanni Rotondo.  In residence was a living saint bearing the wounds of Christ, whose intense holiness had been brought to the attention of an incredulous world.  

It was certainly like no other journey these Irish pilgrims had undertaken before.  What took them so long was the sheer magnitude of the trip.  In those days Italy seemed a world away, cut off not only by distance but by the high costs of travel.  Ireland was a tiny, isolated island trapped by poverty and suffocated by a multitude of physical and social restrictions.  Outings to Lough Derg and Knock were the height of it.  Occasional trips to Lourdes or Fatima were only for the highly committed.  But religious conviction was a compelling force.  Grounded in the intense Irish Catholicism of the 1950s, for some the search for spiritual meaning was boundless.  

By the time they first arrived in Italy in the 1950s, Padre Pio was ageing fast.  As the decade came to a close he was in his 70s.  Rapidly, however, industrialisation took off in Ireland and economic buoyancy ensued.  Prosperity was everywhere.  Suddenly, people had money.  Group travel expanded.  Package tours came into vogue.  No longer did far-flung hills, like those surrounding San Giovanni, seem quite so far away.  Inevitably, the trickle of pilgrims became a flow.  

Joining the long queue of world visitors were hundreds, and soon thousands, of Irish people, many of them women.  Those who couldn’t travel wrote instead.  Letters winged their way from all counties of Ireland to San Giovanni.  Somehow, they all seemed inexorably drawn to this mystical mountain outcrop where a strange Capuchin friar was residing.  They believed him to be a saint.  Time would prove them right.  
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Kay Thornton, County Dublin, describes her pioneering visit to Padre Pio in the 1950s.

In 1955 my sister Emer and I went out to meet Padre Pio, never having been away before.  We had read a book on him by Charles Mortimer Carty.  My sister had picked it up in my aunt’s house and it was lying around at home.  We were immediately drawn to him.  He has this way of drawing you.  We knew nothing about travelling.  We were very green and were just like children.  It was a very difficult trip in those days.  We prayed to Padre Pio, ‘Look Padre Pio, you know we are coming and you will have to look after us.’  

Everything that happened was unbelievable.  The people in Rome thought we were crazy, they didn’t know anything about Padre Pio.  When we were on the train from Rome, a young man happened to come into the carriage.  He was Italian but he spoke perfect English.  We were talking about Padre Pio and we told him we were going to San Giovanni.  He said, ‘You are on the wrong train.’  It’s hard to believe but he turned out to be a spiritual child of Padre Pio.  He directed us and we arrived there safely.

San Giovanni was very primitive at the time.  I was very nervous and terrified of being so far away from home.  It was a different era.  We went to Padre Pio’s Mass.  We were up at the door at about half past four in the morning.  The people were there in their black shawls.  They were very rude to us and they just elbowed us out of the way.  We were so simple; we didn’t know what they were doing.  They resented us.  Anyway, we got in and we were right opposite the altar in the little chapel.  I remember him trembling after the Consecration.  He literally trembled.  It has stuck in my mind.  

Later on, we wanted to know how to meet him.  We went to the office and I said to the man, ‘We want to see Padre Pio.  How can we do it?’  He didn’t speak any English but he went off and he got this American friar.  He gave us two little pieces of paper, like tickets, and he said for us to come back at a certain time when Padre Pio would be passing through a corridor.  He said, ‘You will see him then.’

We were right beside him when he walked by.  He was dressed in the ordinary brown habit with a white cord.  He had this strange effect on you.  We weren’t able to speak.  He had the same effect on a lot of people.  He was a big man and he had the most fantastic eyes.  I just wanted to touch him.  So I touched him and he sprung around.  I thought he was going to give out to me.  But he never said a word.  He looked straight into my eyes.  

I felt that he could see directly into my soul.  I felt that he knew everything.  His eyes were marvellous.  They were big, brown eyes and they looked straight into you.  There was no wavering.  And that was that.  Our trip was so unusual that there was a piece in the paper afterwards to say that two sisters had gone out to Italy to see this man.  It was big news.  
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The late Mairead Doyle was another pioneering traveller to San Giovanni, according to her niece Mary Briody, County Westmeath.  Mairead subsequently founded Ireland’s first Padre Pio prayer group, which was located in Dublin. 

Mairead was coming home on a bus one evening in the 1950s and she found a book about Padre Pio, written by a priest.  She decided, ‘I must go and see this man.’  She made the trek on her own, there was no such thing as organised tours at that stage.  She flew to London and then to Rome.  She then got a train and a bus and walked up the last bit.  It was a terrible old trek, especially on your own.  It was a huge ordeal just to go.  Later, they said she was the first Irish girl to come up the dirt track to San Giovanni back in the 1950s.

His Mass was on at five o’clock in the morning.  She was first outside the door but when she got in she was last because the Italians just pushed her out of the way.  The second morning they didn’t push her because she had learnt.  She made herself known and then she got an audience.  She was that type of woman who would make herself known, she wouldn’t just walk away.  So she got in to see Padre Pio.

She was very taken with his spirituality.  She said you couldn’t take your eyes off the altar during Mass.  She said that his eyes seemed to penetrate through you.  She was afraid of flying and he told her that he’d always accompany her on a plane journey.  She wrote to him regularly and sent him telegrams.  They were about any little thing going on in her life.  It wouldn’t have to be a major thing.  He’d write back to her.  

She went over every year.  She brought every one of us over too.  When her parents died Mairead went in and asked him, ‘Are they in heaven?’  He said, ‘No, they still need more prayer.’  So she got loads of Masses said.  The next year she went, he said, ‘Your mamma’s soul is in heaven.’  Then, when my father went he was part of the last Irish group to be with Padre Pio just before he died.  She arranged an audience.  My father went in.  Padre Pio blessed everyone and then he came back to my father and blessed him again.  He must have known something because my father died a few months later.  

––––––––
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Margot Scannell, Cork, encountered Padre Pio on four occasions in the 1950s and ‘60s.

In 1956 I was taken very ill and I had a complete hysterectomy at the age of 27.  A book about Padre Pio was handed into the hospital but I hadn’t time to read it until after my operation.  In the meantime I decided to go to Italy.  The reason I made the decision was because on my way to theatre I saw this statue of St Philomena.  I looked up at the statue and said, ‘If I come out of this I will go to you in thanksgiving.’  

My husband, John, was a CIE clerk.  He had free travel and I had half travel.  We went by boat and overland; Cork to Dun Laoghaire, Holyhead, London, Dover, Calais, then through France and on to Rome.  It took us three days to get there and three days to get back.  From Rome we went beyond Naples to St Philomena’s shrine.  The next day, after seeing the shrine, we were due to go to the Isle of Capri but some people from Waterford said, ‘We are not going with you, we are going to a stigmatist.’  I said, ‘What stigmatist?’  They said, ‘Padre Pio.’  ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘we’ll go, I read all about him.’  

I saw him that first time I went.  He was hearing the women’s Confessions.  He never had the curtains closed.  The curtains would be open and you could see him.  He would be looking out as well as hearing Confessions.  I was in the crowd.  The woman from Waterford kept saying, ‘Do you feel his eyes on you?  Do you feel his eyes going through you?’  I felt I did, that his eyes were going right through me.  Next thing, his eyes moved and they fixed on a woman near me.  He called her out of the crowd and brought her up to the Confession box.  When that woman went up he pulled both curtains over.  When the Confession was over you could see the affection in the woman.  She was crying.  It was unbelievable.

A few years later we went out again and that time I saw him passing through a room.  I remember saying a prayer before he came in, ‘Lord I am not worthy that thou should enter under my roof.  Only say the word and my soul shall be healed.’  Before he even came through the door there was a smell of ointment which went all over me.  I will never forget it.  I felt it was the cleaning of my soul.  

I then met him a third time, in the mid-1960s.  Father Joseph, who helped look after Padre Pio and who I got to know, sent word down to the dining-room of the hotel to say that I was wanted above.  I was staying in the Santa Maria delle Grazie, which was the only hotel at the time.  When I went up he said, ‘I’ll get you into this room and Padre Pio will meet you.’  He came into the room we were in.  God help him, if you saw him trying to walk, he was shuffling along and his feet were all swollen.  The priests were holding him up under his arms.  He looked like a lovely old priest. 

There were only about six or eight women there.  He started with the first person and Father Joseph introduced her.  He looked right through her, nothing happened between them.  It came to my turn and Father Joseph introduced me.  He looked right through me and never spoke either.  But he put out his hand for me to kiss and then continued on.  Eventually, he came to this Italian lady and he got very cross.  Afterwards, I said to Father Joseph, ‘What happened?’  He said, ‘She was trying to fool him.’  He said that Padre Pio said that why he had to speak crossly to her was because God was ready to strike her.  

The final time I met him was in 1968, a fortnight before he died.  Father Joseph again got us to see him.  That time I met him on the way down to the crypt.  Father Joseph said, ‘Padre Pio said that when he comes out you are not to speak with your lips, you are to speak with your heart and he will know what you want.’  He went in for him and brought him out to the landing where you go down to the crypt.  He was in a wheelchair.  He looked very frail.  

He looked right through each person while they asked in their hearts what they wanted.  When he had looked at every one of us, he told a priest to take his chair around and he put out his hand for us to kiss.  Some he didn’t touch, I’d say because they didn’t need it.  But I needed it.  He put out his hand for me to kiss but I couldn’t get at it.  Instead, he gave me a fine slap down on the head.  Afterwards, I said to Father Joseph, ‘What did that mean?’  He said, ‘What you asked for, he was giving you his protection.’  

It was great to have met him.  I loved him but was afraid of him at the same time because he could read every bit of you.  It was wonderful to be in his presence.  He was sad to look at.  You knew he was suffering.  You were looking at a suffering man.  You could see him shuffling along.  Even when he was in his chair you felt he was suffering.  To be honest with you, I felt that God was there, I felt it was God.
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Donald Enright, County Cork, recalls his first meeting with Padre Pio.

Back in 1959 my mother suffered from incurable cancer.  She was in her 50s.  She had womb cancer and it had spread into the rectum.  I took a book out of the library about Padre Pio and I decided to write to him.  I asked him for a cure for my mother and, if not, that she would die without knowing she was dying and die without pain.  He wrote back telling me to have confidence in God and that I would get my intentions.

One evening my mother said to me that she would have to have an operation and she was going to talk to the surgeon about it.  I knew that he would tell her that an operation wasn’t possible.  I was desperate and very worried.  But that night she got a clot between the lung and the heart.  The doctors dissolved it.  She got a second clot.  I was sent for and she died the following morning at half past two.  She died in my arms.  So she never knew.  It was exactly the same death that Padre Pio had in 1968 when he died from a clot between the lung and the heart at half past two in the morning and died in a priest’s arms.

A year later I went to San Giovanni.  I had by then been in contact with Father Eusebio, who was Padre Pio’s secretary for the English language.  He wanted me to meet Padre Pio.  I arrived on 5 October and my mother’s anniversary was on 6 October.  When I was due to meet Padre Pio I ran out of the church.  I felt I wasn’t worthy to meet him.  I went to Confession and the next day I met him.

Immediately Padre Pio saw me he said, ‘My son, you did not come here to save your mother’s soul, your mother who is in heaven and I brought you here to meet me.’  I couldn’t credit what I was listening to.  He had no idea of who I was and had never seen me before in my life.  I was mesmerised.  I felt overwhelmed, overjoyed.  I kissed his hand and he saw the tears of emotion in my eyes.  He just looked at me and he walked away.  I will never forget it.  

I met him on many occasions after that.  He was approximately 5 ft 11 in.  He had large, dark brown eyes.  He dressed in the brown Capuchin habit and his sandals were very large on account of the wounded feet.  He wore white socks by night and brown socks by day so that people wouldn’t see the blood on the white.  He had a look of love on his face most of the time.  Yet he could also be very frank.  I felt totally unworthy to stand in his presence.  There was an aura of saintliness about him.  I realised I was in the presence of a saint who was suffering so much for others.  

He was capable of humour.  One day he was crying looking out through the window of the church when he saw all the people coming up.  He said, ‘I don’t know why they are coming here to meet me.’  Father Eusebio said in an attempt to lift him up, ‘I’m sorry, Father, but they are coming to meet me.’  He laughed then.  Another time a priest came with a group of people.  He was an Italian and the Italians are often long-winded in their homilies.  After Mass was over he met with Padre Pio.  He said to Padre Pio, ‘What did you think of my homily today?’  Padre Pio said, ‘Good, but if you kept on much longer you’d be talking to yourself.’  His sense of humour came through all the time. 

Another time I was with Father Eusebio when Padre Pio arrived into our company.  Father Eusebio said to Padre Pio, ‘This is my most beloved friend from Ireland, kiss his hand.’  He was being humorous.  I was shocked to think of him going to kiss my hand.  Instead, he gave me his hand to kiss.  When I looked up I saw his eyes.  He had large brown eyes.  But they had changed from brown to a golden colour and they were spinning in his head.  He gave me three taps on my forehead.  His eyes were still golden and spinning in his head.  He was reading the state of my soul.  He had that gift.  

––––––––
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Mona Hanafin, County Tipperary, credits a visit to Padre Pio with her miraculous cure from cancer.

In 1963 I went to San Giovanni for the first time.  The following year I was very, very ill with cancer.  I was in my mid-20s.  I was in and out of hospital and I wasn’t getting any better.  I lost an awful lot of weight and eventually the doctor said to me that he would have to remove the womb altogether and it would have to be done immediately.

I said to him, ‘I’m going to Padre Pio and he will cure me.’  I left all my tablets at home and my mother and I went off to see Padre Pio.  I was very ill on the streets in Rome.  I had been very ill like that all the time, with constant vomiting and the likes.  When I went down to San Giovanni, the Mass was at five o’clock in the morning.  My poor mother read the clock upside down and she had me up at twenty to two. 

We waited at the doors of the church until they opened at about a quarter to five.  Then there was a rush in the door.  The Italian people thought he was their own.  During the winter they had him to themselves, there was nobody else around.  Here was my mother and I coming in and taking their places.  They were very protective of him, and rightly so.

We decided that I had to get near Padre Pio.  We got into the church within two pews of where he was so I saw him very, very clearly during the Mass.  I saw the stigmata when he removed the glove during the Consecration; that’s the only time he removed the glove.  He turned around and he blessed everybody.  I was with a group of other people and when I came out I said, ‘Padre Pio was looking straight at me.’  They said, ‘No, he was looking straight at us.’  In one glance he encompassed the whole church.

We had Mass at five o’clock every morning.  He said the Angelus at twelve o’clock from the gallery in the old church where he got the stigmata, where we joined him in prayer.  In the afternoons he would pray up in the gallery of the new church.  We’d all go and pray downstairs and be looking up at him.  At night-time we all went around to the side to say goodnight to him.  He had a handkerchief which he would wave and we’d wave handkerchiefs back.

I was still very ill and our group had an audience with him in the old church.  When we came in, we came from the sunshine into the darkness and we couldn’t see down to the Confessional until our eyes were adjusted.  We were all wondering where Padre Pio was.  I looked down and, as the Confessional was open to view, the next thing was that I saw him and he was looking up.  I said to Mammy, ‘He is looking up at me.’ 

We were all lined up on either side of the pews and I was at the altar rails.  Padre Pio was going to pass up through us all.  The custom was that he would give you his hand and you would kiss it.  That was the Italian custom.  But I had read in a book that Padre Pio could see into your soul and I said, ‘I don’t believe I’ll be good enough to do that.’  I was looking at him and saying in my mind, ‘If you think I’m good enough would you put your hand on my head and bless me?’  He did.  When he walked up and came to me he put his hand on my head and he blessed me.

I stayed in San Giovanni for about four days.  I was very ill coming back on the plane and I was brought straight out to the hospital.  Mammy said to the doctor, ‘My daughter is not well at all.’  He said, ‘Get her checked into one of the hospitals in Dublin.’  I went unconscious and I remained that way for two or three days or more.  My temperature was 106.5.  They gave me the last rites.  I actually had gone so far that I could see myself from outside.  I was looking down at myself and I could name who was around the bed.

They sent for my family and my husband.  They said, ‘She won’t pull through.’  But I did come through the following day.  When I came to, the cancer was gone.  That’s over 40 years ago.  I never got it back.  I promised Padre Pio, in thanksgiving, that I would bring groups to San Giovanni.  I have been doing so ever since 1968 and I continue to do so to this day.  

Before I started taking groups, in the early days before the 1960s, there were very few people from Ireland going to San Giovanni.  It was an awfully long trip and things weren’t great in Ireland.  Many went overland, it was horrendous.  The furthest you’d go at the time was to England or Dublin.  When you got there it wasn’t like it is now.  There was no big Way of the Cross like there is there now; there was only
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