
Lourdes 
 
As told by Almira & Paul Malley to Amanda Lacson on December 18, 2013.  
 
Lourdes is at the bottom of the Pyrenees, on the border of France and Spain. We took the                  
overnight train from Paris, which was 12 or 14 hours. When we got there, it was rainy, cold,                  
and misty. The town is old, and the roads narrow and cobblestone. It was hilly, because it’s in                  
the Pyrenees.  
 
Paul: I remember hiking up some hilly roads… 
 
Almira: Diabolical. Yeah, there was definitely some walking that I was not too happy with.  
 
Paul: Our main expense was our lodging, and we didn’t have transportation expenses within              
the cities. We were trying to do it as cheap as we could, so I was always reluctant to pay for a                      
cab. Because the towns are pretty small! 
 
Almira: Sure. If you say so.  
 
The place we stayed was a small privately owned bed and breakfast. We got there first thing in                  
the morning, dropped our bags, then went to the shrine. We walked across river on the                
pedestrian footbridge, which was covered with people, to the shrine. It’s a huge pilgrimage              
site. The main things are the shrine, the grotto at the foot of the shrine, and then the actual                   
site of the apparition.  
 
The story of Lourdes is that the Virgin Mary appeared to this poor peasant girl Bernadette                
Soubirous. Bernadette is illiterate; at least, she doesn’t have any schooling. Mary says to her,               
“I am the Immaculate Conception.” When Bernadette talks about the apparition, people don’t             
believe her, until she says, “ our Lady said to tell you ‘I am the Immaculate Conception.’” The                  
people of Lourdes follow Bernadette to this site, where Mary appears to her again, though               
nobody else sees her. Mary tells her, “if you dig here, there’s a spring.” So Bernadette begins to                  
dig and starts drinking the water, but the other people can only see her eating dirt, so they                  
think she’s kind of crazy. But a spring does well up. Along the side of the grotto that stands                   
today, there are spigots that tap into this spring, where people get holy water from. The spring                 
also feeds baths; people come from all over the world in their wheelchair and with crutches to                 
pray for healing. Some people leave their crutches when they leave.  
 
There’s a method to follow when you come here: pray a rosary, go to the shrine, go to                  
confession, then go to the baths. According to the literature they gave us, “the act of drinking                 
and washing with the water should be accompanied by the Way of the Cross and               
Communion.”  
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There’s a men’s side and a women’s side of the baths. You go into a room and change, take off                    
your clothes and they give you a gigantic white sheet, which is already wet, to wrap yourself in.                  
When you go in the spring, you’re just covered in this sheet. Then you just sit in the bath. I                    
remember it being ice cold.  
 
Paul: I remember praying then for us - we were just dating then, we weren’t engaged, we                 
didn’t know what would happen after this trip. I remember praying for the future and for our                 
family, not knowing if the family would be ours, yours and mine.  
 
Almira: You’re killing me.  
 
Paul: No, I remember that being a special time of praying for grace and blessing, and for God’s                  
direction for us and what we were called to do.  
 
Almira: We literally didn’t know what would happen once we got back from London and were                
back in Florida. You were done with your coursework and thought you’d go back to St. Pete,                 
while I had a couple more classes to do, so I was going to stay in Tallahassee.  
 
Paul: Looking back on it, this trip was like the glue that wound up bonding us together. 
 
On the way back to the hotel from the shrine, we stopped at this little store that had a bunch of                     
tchochkes in it. There are so many little stores that have Lourdes snowglobes and whatever.               
We got a gigantic loaf of bread, Camembert cheese, grapes, and a bottle of wine, went back to                  
the room, and that was dinner. We were so happy and thought, “This is awesome.” We could                 
just live on bread and cheese, and save a bunch of money. And it had been so damp and cold,                    
that it was nice to get back to a dry space.  
 
We went back out that night and joined a procession in the cold, wet, drizzle. Hundreds of                 
people were there. As we walked up, they gave us candles with little cups around them. The                 
next day we went to St. Bernadette’s house and the monastery of poor Claire’s.  
 
Lourdes has been around a long time. Since the site’s known for miraculous healing, people               
pilgrimage to Lourdes when they get really sick. When we went, it was very full of people;                 
other places we went might have been less distracted, more prayerful. But they’ve done a               
pretty good job of maintaining the shrine, as it’s been designated a holy site. We definitely                
loved Lourdes.  
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