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The scent of roses has been associated with Padre Pio since the stigmata, or ‘wounds of Christ’, appeared on his body in 1918.  It is often likened to the smell you might get from a garden of roses in bloom.  Many people describe it as ‘the most beautiful perfume imaginable.’  It is also normally associated with the news that prayers are being answered.  

Often referred to as the ‘aroma of paradise’ or ‘odour of sanctity’, this intense, sacred smell was identified at an early stage as coming from Padre Pio’s wounds.  It has been further narrowed down to emanating from his blood.  It was also noticed that it lingered on his clothes and on the bloodstained mittens and bandages he wore.  

For those who experience this celestial fragrance, it is sometimes said to linger like a steady summer breeze; other times, it comes and goes.  People on continents far away have smelled it and known that he was there.  It has been remarked upon by devotees, fellow friars and medical experts who enquired into his extraordinary physical condition.  

No one knows what causes the fragrance.  Nor is it confined to the smell of roses; some people describe it as being like lilies, violets, carnations, incense or tobacco.  What we do know, however, is that it has heralded numerous miracles and cures.  Because so many narratives in the chapters ahead testify to this, Padre Pio’s ‘scent of roses’ has been given the prominence it deserves: as an integral part of the title of this book.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

INTRODUCTION


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


On his travels through Italy, shortly after the end of World War II, the eminent Irish author Seán O’Faoláin witnessed a most startling event.  The Cork-born writer had just arrived in San Giovanni Rotondo, near Foggia, in the sun-baked boot heel of Italy, hoping to encounter a Capuchin friar named Padre Pio.  Since 1918, the friar had not only borne the five wounds of Christ but had cured the sick, appeared simultaneously in multiple locations and demonstrated an astonishing ability to read people’s minds.

As O’Faoláin waited at the old weather-worn chapel, the bearded Capuchin, then aged 62, brown-robed and brown-eyed, suddenly appeared, beating a path through the surging crowd on his way to hear confessions and say Mass.  Directly in front of him, and blocking his way, was a sallow, keen-eyed youth.  Without pausing, Padre Pio cried out in Italian, ‘Begone, Satan!’  The youth, as O’Faoláin put it, wavered, paled and slunk back into the mob.

Later that day, O’Faoláin met the young man and asked him what had happened.  He said that he was a clerk from Milan, an agnostic, a non-believer, who had undergone a serious operation the previous year and had only come to San Giovanni to appease his mother.  Curious to see what the friar was like, he was standing there, looking, saying nothing as Padre Pio approached.  ‘I can tell you he frightened me when he said, “Begone, Satan!”’ he remarked, ‘I do not know how he knew that I am an agnostic.’  

There were many mysterious things about Francesco Forgione, or Padre Pio, that puzzled and energised the public, clergy and medical profession following his rise to prominence in 1919.  His ability to see into people’s souls was just one of them.  Further attributes, including the gift of prophecy, bilocation and ecstasy, were also identified in the very first article written about him, which appeared in May 1919 in Italy’s influential daily newspaper, Il Giornale d’Italia.

Other Italian newspapers were quick to follow suit and write about this man they referred to as a ‘saint.’  In June 1919, Il Tempo revealed how he had healed a soldier whose gangrenous foot was deemed by doctors to be untreatable.  That same month, the Naples-based Il Mattino, in a full-page feature, reported another miraculous cure.  Within a year, Britain’s Daily Mail was describing to its readers how people were flocking to San Giovanni to see this holy man.  

A few decades later – towards the end of World War II, as the Allied forces advanced through Italy – the first Irish visitors arrived in San Giovanni to seek out Padre Pio for his blessings.  Stationed in nearby Foggia, Irish airmen and ground troops, serving with the British armed forces, wound their way to the nearby mountaintop monastery in search of the curious friar with the wounds of Christ.  Among them was Belfast-born RAF chaplain Fr. P. Hamilton Pollock, who would later become prior of the Dominican community in Limerick.  

On his first visit to San Giovanni, Pollock entered the local church to pray.  ‘One of the brown-robed priests was kneeling in front of the high altar,’ Pollock wrote in his autobiographical account of the war, Wings on the Cross.  ‘His cowled head was inclined forward, his hands buried deep in the loose sleeves of his habit.’  Wishing to enquire where Padre Pio might be found, he walked up the aisle of the church and tapped the priest on the shoulder.  

On the third tap, the covered head, which had been deep in prayer, looked around.  Staring into what he described as Padre Pio’s ‘beautiful face,’ Pollock remarked how, at the moment he disturbed him, he recognised that Padre Pio ‘was very far removed from this world’ and he knew instantly that the owner of the face ‘was not of this earth.’  Having established an immediate rapport, ‘the saint and the sinner walked out of the church, arm in arm,’ Pollock recalled.  

On Pollock’s recommendation, armed forces personnel were allowed to attend Padre Pio’s Masses and witness the stigmata.  ‘His hands were beautifully chiselled as if made of white marble,’ Pollock observed.  ‘The fingers were long and tapering, with half-moon nails.  In the middle of each hand was a large raw open wound, sometimes covered with congealed blood.  Towards the end of Mass, which lasted for two hours, the troops would pour into the sacristy and there they were privileged to kiss the bleeding hands before Padre Pio covered them with swabs and brown mittens.’  

Irish soldiers and airmen returned from the war to their homes throughout Ireland with spellbinding stories of their meetings with this curious friar.  They described his mystifying wounds, extraordinary Masses, mysterious aromas, miraculous cures and remarkable conversions.  They also told extraordinary stories of how this intensely devout man could read souls and appear in multiple locations at the same time.  The Irish public, which was staunchly committed to the faith, was mesmerised.

Fr. Pollock, fresh from his encounters with Padre Pio, traversed Ireland lecturing in a vast array of venues including Dublin’s Mansion House and Gresham Hotel, Limerick’s Stella Ballroom and Royal Cinema, and a host of town halls and school auditoriums throughout the country.  The information and images he imparted were riveting: how he saw and kissed Padre Pio’s wounds; how Canon Law forbade Padre Pio from wearing gloves at Mass, thus ensuring his stigmata could be seen; how at the Consecration he appeared to be on the cross; how he weighed 12-and-a-half stone and his hair was steel-grey.

Irish Catholics were enthralled.  The Donegal News, as early as 1949, featured a report on the friar’s health, pointing out how ‘the wounds on his hands, feet and side remain open and bleed constantly.’  The Ulster Herald, in the early 1950s, noted important events in his life.  He was discussed on Radio Éireann.  Books profiling his life were published, vying with works from popular fiction writers of the era like Agatha Christie, Edgar Wallace and Leslie Charteris for space on bookshop shelves.  

So prominent was Padre Pio’s profile that, following World War II, the esteemed Cork-born writer Seán O’Faoláin worked his way to San Giovanni to see the future saint, becoming one of the first post-war Irish pilgrims to do so.  He arrived at a tiny village boasting little more than a dusty piazza, a few trees, a 500-year-old monastery which was once a hermitage in the wilderness, and where ‘pilgrims hung about as patiently as dray horses’ while waiting for the holy man to come out, hear confessions and say Mass.  

During his visit, O’Faoláin was introduced to the friar, a person he described as an ‘ordinary, healthy, grizzled, stoutish, middle-aged, tired-looking man,’ with an undeniable and unforgettable magnetism.  ‘When I spoke to him he became jovial, almost hearty, laughed with pleasure when he heard that I was Irish and laid his two hands warmly and affectionately on my head in benediction,’ O’Faoláin later wrote in his book South to Sicily.  ‘Thousands have spoken to him, found him, as I did, kindly and jovial, amiable and kind, and because his humanity is so evident his saintliness is all the more impressive.’  

With curiosity growing throughout Ireland, commercial pilgrimages were soon being organised to enable the Irish faithful to visit San Giovanni.  As early as 1953, Gerry Fitzgerald, who was proprietor of the Palm Grove Café in Limerick, proposed the first of these trips.  In 1956, 72 pilgrims departed from Belfast’s Clonard parish.  Joe Walsh Tours, which was founded in 1961, offered 10-day visits, costing 59 guineas, with pilgrims travelling on comfortable Viscounts.  So well-received was the company’s first venture, in October 1961, that the booking list was closed five weeks in advance.  Mairead Doyle, a Dubliner who had befriended Padre Pio in the 1950s, also ran tours.  Many of those who travelled ended up receiving mentions in the local or national press.  

Irish journalists flocked to Italy, too.  They were transfixed by Padre Pio’s Mass, held at five o’clock each morning.  Stella Collins, writing for the Irish Independent, described the pandemonium outside the chapel: ‘The seething masses crushed and pushed amid the admonitions of the men and cries of women in the crowd.  Eventually the door was thrown wide open and the swaying masses fell forward towards the church.  We gained admittance as best we could and then all of us scampered to the Altar of Saint Francis at the right-hand side of the church.  We found a chair, placed it in position and sat down with a sigh of relief.’ 

Lauri Duffy, reporting for The Irish Press, recalled Padre Pio’s demeanour during Mass: ‘His every movement appeared to be painful.  When he genuflected it seemed as though a heavy cross weighed him down.  He rose with great effort.  When he turned towards the congregation and extended his hands the reddish brown scabs on his palms were plainly visible.  Many gasped when they saw these marks for the first time.  A trickle of blood from the wounds on his hands is often seen by those near enough to him.  These wounds can only be seen when he is celebrating Mass.’ 

Patricia McLaughlin outlined her impressions, also for The Irish Press: ‘I expected to see an emaciated man and instead I saw an old monk, of robust build, with a beautiful ethereal face – the face of a man whose soul truly transcends the frightful suffering of his human body.  He was immaculately robed in white and gold and the whiteness of his face complemented the whiteness of his hair.  At the Consecration the poor helpless hands held the Sacred Host.  Here was Golgotha brought home to each and every one of us as never before.’  

Fr. Adrian Lyons, who stayed in the monastery and slept three rooms down the corridor from Padre Pio, provided further images of the Mass for The Kerryman: ‘At times, he seems agitated, as if he were looking out over a world laden down with sin and misery.  At times, tears course down his cheeks.  Again one notices the lips moving as if in intimate colloquy with Christ.  Amongst the congregation there is no sign of restlessness.  Nobody seems to get tired or bored or leaves.  Occasionally, somebody close by can be heard sobbing quietly.’

The visiting newspaper columnists also described Padre Pio’s confessions, which marked the other preoccupation of his earthly vocation.  Lauri Duffy wrote: ‘This is still his principal activity and he passes much of his day in hearing confessions.  So great is the demand that, when I was there, it was necessary to have one’s name on a waiting list.  In the case of men this meant waiting about a week.  For women there was a three weeks delay.  Many penitents have personal experience of his power to read souls.’  

Fr. Adrian Lyons likewise wrote about Padre Pio’s confessions, focusing first on those for men: ‘According to a general Italian custom, they are heard in the sacristy.  They kneel on an open prie-dieu beside Padre Pio.  The women are heard in the church in the confessional, on which is that simple name: Padre Pio.  Let it not be thought that he is a kind of “refuge of sinners,” what is often called an “easy” priest.  He deals with souls individually.  With some he can be unsparing in severity, in his remarks and retorts.  He is quite capable of making people wait for days before giving them absolution.  The physical toll of the confessional is at times clearly visible on his face.  On it one can see effort, even exhaustion.’

As the 1960s progressed, the trickle of Irish visitors to San Giovanni developed into a steady flow.  They were drawn by Padre Pio’s simplicity and genuine holiness; attributes contrasting sharply with the remoteness, solemnity and stiffness of religion at home.  He offered empathy and compassion; bore pain and suffering with quiet dignity; worked miracles and, in doing so, brought hope.  He liked the Irish, remarking at one stage that ‘Ireland is a country beloved by God.’  In turn, the Irish saw him as one of their own; a living saint with a direct link to heaven. 

His intense love of prayer also proved popular.  ‘Never grow weary of praying,’ he frequently said.  Although he initiated a network of formal prayer groups in Italy and elsewhere as far back as 1947, they were slow to take off in Ireland.  On many occasions, he suggested to his friend and devotee Mairead Doyle that she should set them up.  Inspired by her, the first formal group was established in 1970 at the Pro-Cathedral in Dublin, with many more eventually coming to life elsewhere in the country.  A central Padre Pio office was also inaugurated in Dublin in the late 1970s.  

By the time the Irish prayer groups and office were established, however, Padre Pio had gone to his eternal reward.  Since 1967, his five wounds had been gradually disappearing and by summer 1968 only dry crusts and a pink redness were discernible on his hands.  On 23 September 1968, after a spell of poor health, he passed away just days after the fiftieth anniversary of receiving the visible stigmata.  Padre Pio’s earthly mission had come to a close.  

It was fitting that on the week of his death many Irish pilgrims had arrived in San Giovanni either separately or as part of organised tours.  One group, led by Mairead Doyle, had the privilege of a special interview with Padre Pio, who conveyed his blessing and presented them with mementoes of their visit.  They were still in Italy when he died.  Another tour, led by Tom Cooney, from County Clare, departed for Italy on 28 September, five days after the friar had expired.  

‘He was very old and very frail,’ Kay Thornton, from County Dublin, a pilgrim who attended one of Padre Pio’s last Masses and funeral, recalled.  ‘He was hardly able to move.  He had to be helped onto the altar.  He was sitting down during the Mass.  He stumbled on the way back into the vestry and someone had to catch him.  We were there for the funeral.  I kissed him laid out in the coffin.  It was unbelievable how many people were there.  It was very special.’ 

On 26 September 1968, the casket containing the body of Padre Pio was placed in an open hearse and driven slowly through the crowded streets of San Giovanni.  The journey of little more than three miles took in excess of three hours.  More than 100,000 mourners, some of them women dressed in black and kneeling down, lined the route.  Many cried, ‘Long live St. Pio,’ anticipating the elevation to sainthood that was yet to come.  

‘After my death I will do more,’ Padre Pio had promised many times.  Emphasising the point, he had stressed that his real mission would only begin then.  What precisely he was referring to is anyone’s guess.  There is no doubt, however, that the miraculous cures and life transformations following prayer to him formed part of his prophecy, as no saint is more inextricably linked to revivals from incurable maladies or personal adversities than Padre Pio.  From that perspective alone, as the following stories testify, he was certainly true to his word.  
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In November 1962, a Polish psychiatrist, Dr. Wanda Poltawska, was diagnosed with an intestinal tumour.  The prognosis was grim.  Her doctor said it was 95 per cent certain that the tumour was malignant.  She was also told that, even if she came through surgery, she would have 18 months to live at best.  She had a choice to make: to go under the knife or not.  With four children to rear, she opted for surgery.  

One of her close friends at the time was Karol Wojtyla, a fellow Pole and bishop who would eventually become Pope John Paul II.  He was distraught when he heard the news.  Having befriended Padre Pio in 1947, when he had visited San Giovanni as a young priest, Wojtyla wrote a letter asking for prayers for his friend.  On reading the letter, Padre Pio said, ‘This is impossible to refuse.’  

Dr. Poltawska was listed for surgery on a Friday.  On the Saturday, Wojtyla telephoned her family to see how it had gone.  He spoke to her husband, who informed him that she had been sent home early, before the procedure took place.  Fearing the worst – that the operation had been cancelled because the tumour was inoperable – Wojtyla began to console him.  

Dr. Poltawska’s husband interjected, saying that it wasn’t like that at all.  Instead, he said, the doctors had discovered prior to the operation that his wife’s tumour had disappeared.  That’s why she was sent home.  ‘Wanda no longer has cancer,’ he explained.  ‘They could not find anything.’

At the time of that extraordinary event, many Irish people were turning to Padre Pio either out of curiosity or seeking help for their illnesses and maladies.  Some were praying to him from afar; others were making their way up the dusty road leading to the friary of Our Lady of Grace in San Giovanni Rotondo.  The years from the1950s to the end of the 1970s were busy ones in Ireland’s devotion to the future saint, as the following stories testify.  

Mary O’Connor, from Cork, recalls meeting Padre Pio back in the 1950s.  She is now in her late 80s.  

My son had a serious operation just after he was born in the 1950s.  We only had a slight hope that he would be alright.  At the time, my sister-in-law mentioned a man named Padre Pio, who was new to the world.  I remember saying, ‘I saw a book about him in the local bookshop.’  I had stopped and looked at it, but I hadn’t bought it because it was a little bit beyond my means in those days.  My husband said, ‘Don’t worry.  I’ll go down and buy it.’  

That’s what my husband, Dan, did and he read it from cover to cover.  He got very interested in Padre Pio after that.  He eventually said, ‘I think I’ll go out to Italy and see that man.’  He hadn’t an idea how to get there, but he went anyway.  He travelled on his own, going overland.  It was a long and difficult trip in those days.

The only person he knew of in San Giovanni was Mary Pyle, who was an American devotee of Padre Pio who lived there and who dealt with Padre Pio’s English correspondence.  Dan went straight to her and told her about himself.  She looked at him and said, ‘You’re lucky because another American, named Joe, who was a G.I. during the war, is here.  He knows Padre Pio and he will help you.  I’ll put you in his hands.’

Joe brought Dan to meet Padre Pio.  At the time, after devotions, Padre Pio used to meet a few people who were picked out to see him.  Joe took Dan to where the meetings took place and told Padre Pio who he was and where he had come from.  Joe then told Dan, ‘Kneel down and you will get Padre Pio’s blessing.’  That’s what Dan did.

Dan could never remember that blessing.  He was so struck with Padre Pio that he just knelt down and went off into a trance.  He knew that Padre Pio blessed him and put his hand on his head, but he couldn’t remember anything else.  Afterwards, he was completely taken by Padre Pio.  I remember, after he came home, he said to me, ‘We will go out there next year or the year after, if we can afford it, and we’ll bring our two boys with us.’

As Dan suggested, off we went to San Giovanni with the two boys and Dan’s sister and brother, who had both decided to join us.  At that stage, Dan had got to know Fr. Alessio, who cared for Padre Pio and who had come to Cork to learn English.  Dan had met him in Cork and he made contact with him again in San Giovanni.  It was on that trip that I first encountered Padre Pio.

I first saw him when he was hearing confessions.  It was amazing to witness.  People were actually coming along and pulling his hands out of the confession box.  I thought it was desperate.  At times, he could be very cross, especially at Mass if he thought people weren’t taking enough interest, and that’s how he was that day.  You could hear him giving little shouts from inside the confessional.

I was waiting outside the confessional, along with my son.  My son was a bit restless, but I had bought sweets at the airport on the way out and I found a big, red sweet in my pocket which I gave to him.  He sat there, sucking it, and he was delighted.  The memory of that sweet, after so long a time, stays with me.  

The next thing, Padre Pio came down from the confession box, which wasn’t far away.  He gave me his hands to kiss, he put his hands on my head and he put his hands on my boy.  I looked into his face and I got an awful fright.  He looked supernatural.  He was different from any other living being I have ever seen.  He literally shone and his eyes were remarkable.  He was pale-featured, but he had a glowing expression.  

The whole thing had a huge effect on me.  I was so startled that I handed over the child to my husband and I ran out of the church.  I ran down the hill and I was hysterical.  I worried that I had offended God all my life.  I felt, ‘If God is anything like Padre Pio, how could I have ever offended him?’

We went to San Giovanni many times after that.  I was there for his Masses, which were always crowded.  I remember Dan warning me, ‘Get to the church early and go up near him.’  On one occasion, I went down very early and got up near the top of the crowd outside the church waiting to get in.  Soon, the local women were coming in droves.  The more that came, the further back you’d be pushed.

There were so many there that when the door swung back, the fellow who was opening it from the inside had to swing back with it.  That morning, I got up to the third row.  All of a sudden, the women lifted me out of my seat.  I got an awful fright.  They were local Italian women and they were very possessive.  They thought they owned him.  I ended up at the back of the church.  

I saw him doing christenings, with the babies wearing little tea cosies.  I can also remember him at devotions, where he would turn around with the monstrance in his hand and he would look at it and you’d know he was seeing God.  You’d know he was picked out as a symbol to the world that there is a God there.  

I saw him do a marriage as well.  I even remember once, after he finished his Mass, he was up in the gallery, kneeling and praying, which he often did.  A couple were getting married and they came down the church.  As they did so, Padre Pio stood up in the gallery, looked over the banister and blessed them.  What a beautiful thing to do!

We also visited San Giovanni in 1968, on the night when Padre Pio died.  We brought our own children, plus some other children, with us on that visit.  We took the plane to Rome and the train to Foggia and then travelled to San Giovanni.  I remember we arrived at 12 o’clock at night only to be told by the hotel receptionist that they had no booking for us.  I nearly died.  They eventually got us a room and we got to bed very late.

The next morning, we got news that Padre Pio had died during the night, a few hours after we had arrived.  The only thing I said was, ‘He’s suffered so much and he’s gone to heaven!’  Dan said, ‘Let’s get the children up and dress them and we’ll go up to the church and see what’s happening.’  When we got there, there were lots of policemen and they were putting up barriers.  His Italian women followers were arriving already.  I thought, ‘God!  What are we in for?’

Dan said, ‘We’ll go up to the door of the church,’ which we did.  We knew no Italian, but I said to the guard, ‘Padre Pio!  Irlanda!  Bambinos!’  Believe it or not, he opened the door and let us in.  There were crowds already inside.  We went up near the altar and there was lots of activity going on, involving policemen, friars and priests who had clearly just come from Rome.  

Padre Pio’s body was already there, in his coffin, up in the altar area.  Dan handed two of the children who were with us to a policeman, who in turn passed them over to kiss Padre Pio.  We wanted to have our own child kiss him, too.  We took him to a priest and asked him would he lift him in where the coffin was.  He did, and what did the boy do only lift Padre Pio’s hand!

I then said to Dan, ‘Would you stay with the children?  I want to get nearer to Padre Pio.’  I went to the back of the altar and I got in.  As I got there, they were changing the candles on the coffin.  I asked the priest, ‘Would you mind giving me one of the candles?’  He gave one to me.  Pieces of it have gone all over the world.  A neighbour of mine has the last bit of it next to her bed.  She is unwell, so I told her to keep it.

I always pray to Padre Pio to this day.  He is part and parcel of me.  We always had a photo of him up in our shop.  We had a photo up in the kitchen as well.  Any time we went out to San Giovanni, we took hundreds of letters with us.  I have also heard so many stories of miracles he performed and we would spread devotion to him as much as we could.  

I can still see him to this day, especially his eyes and his expression.  There is no doubt that he was near God.  He was linked to God and he was oblivious to everything else.  He was, and is, a great miracle worker.  I will never forget him, especially his face on that first day I saw him.  There’s no way I could ever forget that.  I can still see him as clearly as if he was just coming down the aisle.  

John Coyle, from County Down, recollects his father’s early visit to San Giovanni to see Padre Pio.

My dad Sean, who was born in 1917, and his sister Gabrielle, who was older than him, travelled to San Giovanni in the mid-1950s.  My dad had studied the piano from a very early age and was a full-time musician.  He was a concert pianist of some repute and used to give recitals and performances in Belfast.  He also did some work in Dublin at the Theatre Royal.  

While he was a spiritual and religious person, his sister, my Aunt Gabrielle, was very devout.  She had great devotion to Our Lady.  She had been at Ardboe, in County Tyrone, when Our Lady was said to have appeared there in 1954.  She was reputed, while there, to have seen Our Lady’s cloak trailing along the ground.  She also had devotion to Our Lady of the Hill after an apparition was said to have occurred up near Castlewellan, again in 1954.

My dad and his sister headed off by getting the ferry to England and working their way down to Dover.  They eventually got the train from France to Italy and then made their way from Rome to Foggia and on to San Giovanni.  It would have been a tough trip at the time, not long after the war.  

Apparently, in Rome, my aunt was trying to ask one of the local police for directions to the bus.  He started to get agitated.  She took out her powder puff and was puffing her face, trying to keep his attention.  Unfortunately, the powder went all over his uniform.  Dad said he just wanted to climb down a drain! 

When they got to San Giovanni, they stayed in the only hotel that was there at the time.  Dad’s musical ability soon came to people’s attention.  At dinner, one day, he was given a piano-keyed accordion and was asked to play a couple of tunes.  He did this and it seems they liked it.  Afterwards, every time he would come into the restaurant the Italian owners would say, ‘The musical maestro!’  

Eventually, my dad received Holy Communion from Padre Pio.  The occasion is recorded in a black-and-white photo.  You can see Dad in a heavy coat and wearing a scarf and a white shirt, with dark, neat hair and his mouth open, receiving the communion on his tongue.  In the photo, Padre Pio is distributing it with his right hand and you can make out the mitten quite clearly.  

Gabrielle is kneeling on Dad’s left.  She is wearing a hat with a veil and is looking very devout.  There is an extraordinary look of love on her face.  However, the centrepiece of the photo is Padre Pio, who looks very peaceful and compassionate.  We still have the photo to this day.

My dad also went to confession with Padre Pio.  He was given a sheet with a list of misdemeanours or sins on it and he had to tick off what applied to him.  This was apparently because Padre Pio didn’t speak English, although he understood it.  When he was in confession, the padre listened intently to him and then gave him a sort of a tap on the jaw.  It was a light, gentle tap, probably implying, ‘You bold boy!’

My Aunt Gabrielle also went to confession with him.  She said that he was harder on the women than on the men.  In addition, Dad had his hands blessed by Padre Pio.  He really had a remarkable touch with his hands and they meant a lot to him.  He was, after all, a concert pianist and he taught piano as well.  The blessing must have pleased him a lot.  

After they came back, Padre Pio continued to play a role in our family.  I remember my mother got bowel cancer in 1973.  I was only five years old at the time.  Our grandmother got a Padre Pio mitten to have her blessed with it.  She had to jump through a few hoops to get it.  Unfortunately, Mum died from the cancer, aged 49, and my dad was knocked for six.

When I got older, I also developed devotion to Padre Pio.  In my teens, I had gone away from the church, but I eventually came back and I began to pray to him.  I then decided I should go to San Giovanni, probably to make the same journey my dad had made.  I felt drawn to where he had gone and also to Padre Pio.  It was just something I wanted to do.

I suppose I wanted the next generation to keep the connection between our family and Padre Pio.  I wanted to maintain our link with his story and his mysticism and his intense holiness.  But it was also partly for me.  I had this sense that he was a very holy man and I wanted to be around where he was and to get the feeling of having been there.  

Unfortunately, that time, I never saw Padre Pio’s body.  On the day I arrived, they had closed the place where he was to go on display, in order to do renovations.  I also went back in 2011, for a second pilgrimage, and I didn’t see the body then either because it was no longer on view; it had been reinterred in a sealed casket.  So, unlike my dad, I never saw Padre Pio. 

On that second trip, my brother Patrick was with me.  He is also a concert pianist, just like my dad was.  When we were there, in our hotel, some of the pilgrims we were with knew of his musical talent.  They asked him if he would play the piano for them.  That’s what he did.  He gave an impromptu recital in the lounge of the hotel, to the delight of the pilgrims and hotel staff.  It was reminiscent of what had happened with my father all those years before.

I was a bit disappointed that I never saw Padre Pio, but maybe he had a reason why that should have been.  However, my
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