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“Russia” was a naughty woman who had misbehaved herself, for whose conversion the Blessed Virgin was asking prayers, the little children of Fatima at first imagined, in 1917. Their visions proved to be Heaven’s guide and warning for the twentieth century.

As reported, Sister Lucia, the surviving Fatima visionary, died peacefully at 5.25 pm on 13th February last in the Carmelite Convent at Coimbra, Portugal, aged 97. 

The traditional picture of her is that of a Carmelite nun making thousands of pairs of rosary beads. However, in the seventies she graduated to an electric typewriter to answer the many prayer requests she received from well-wishers. By 1982 had one of the first computers in Portugal. At the age of 94 she gave a demonstration of her IT skills!

Born Lúcia de Jesus dos Santos, she was an illiterate nine-year-old chosen by God to see the Virgin Mary and transmit her messages. She became a friend and guide of Pope John Paul II. She was no starched shirt, but retained a lively sense of humour from her days as the youngest of seven children in a peasant family in the village of Aljustrel.

When in 1915 Lucia and others first reported seeing something supernatural, a blurred apparition “like someone wrapped in a sheet”, it provoked only ribaldry from her elder siblings. 

Subsequently, Lucia and her younger cousins Jacinta and Francisco, had two encounters with the “Angel of Portugal.” He told them that Jesus and Mary had special designs in store for them.

The Virgin’s apparitions began on 13th May 1917 at the Cova da Iria, Conversion, prayer and penance were her central message at Fatima. The encounters continued monthly until 13th October – when word of a public miracle attracted 50,000 spectators. 

Here is an account from the anti-clerical newpaper “O Seculo” by Avelino de Almeida, an unbeliever, who previously had written a satirical mockery of Fatima:

“One could see the immense multitude turn towards the sun, which appeared free from clouds and at its zenith. It looked like a plaque of dull silver and it was possible to look at it without the least discomfort. It might have been an eclipse which was taking place. But at that moment a great shout went up, and one could hear the spectators close at hand shouting “A miracle! A miracle!” Before the astonished eyes of the crowd, whose aspect was Biblical as they stood bareheaded, eagerly searching the sky, the sun trembled, made sudden incredible movements outside of all cosmic laws – the sun “danced” according to the typical expression of the people……People then began to ask each other what they had seen. The great majority admitted to having seen the trembling and dancing of the sun; others affirmed that they saw the face of the Blessed Virgin; others again swore that the sun whirled on itself like a giant Catherine wheel and that it lowered itself to the earth as if to burn it with its rays. Some said that they saw it change colours successively…..”

Lucia’s cousins died from pneumonia in 1918-19, so it fell to her to bear witness to the Fatima apparitions. As Mary had said: 

“I will take Jacinta and Francisco shortly; but you will stay here for some time to come. Jesus wants to use you to make Me known and loved. He wishes to establish the devotion to My Immaculate Heart throughout the world.”

At the Virgin's suggestion, Lucia attended the village school to learn to read and write. Enquirers constantly bothered the family, so in 1923, her mother smuggled her out of Fatima into a convent school of the Doroteia nuns at Vilar near Porto. She was 16. To disguise her identity, the nuns re-named her Maria das Dores.

In 1925, Lucia entered the Doroteian novitiate at Pontevedra, Spain, transferring to the noviciate at Tuy in 1926. She was fully professed in 1928. 

She experienced new visions of the Virgin and Child Jesus in 1925, 1926 and 1929. Mary re-emphasised to Lucia a part of the Fatima message: reparation for the world’s sins by attending Mass the first Saturday of five consecutive months, to pray for the conversion of Russia. 

In 1929, as the Stalinist terror was beginning, the Virgin instructed Lucia to ask the Pope to consecrate the entire world - and especially Russia - to her Immaculate Heart. Within the next five years, ten million Ukrainian and Russian peasants would be starved to death, and millions more perish in gulags and purges.

In 1930 the Bishop of Leiria, in whose diocese Fatima is situated, issued a positive verdict regarding the supernaturality of the children’s visions.

Lucia related the messages first to Pius XI and Pius XII, later to John XXIII and Paul VI. Her humility was well balanced with tenacity, when it came to fulfilling her divine charge. She wrote four separate accounts of the 1917 visions to satisfy her bishop and spiritual director.

One Fatima secret was Mary’s warning of a second terrible war, if men did not cease offending God. A great light in the northern skies would be the sign that this war was about to begin.

On January 25, 1938, a most unusual Aurora Borealis was seen throughout Europe and parts of Africa and Asia. It covered 500,000 square km with the rays reaching an altitude of 700 km. The New York Times (26.1.38) reported:

"The Aurora Borealis rarely seen in Southern or Western Europe spread fear in parts of Portugal and lower Austria last night while thousands of Britons were brought running into the streets in wonderment. The ruddy glow led many to think half the city was ablaze. The Windsor Fire Department was called out thinking that Windsor Castle was afire. The lights were clearly seen in Italy, Spain, and even Gibraltar. The glow bathing snow-clad mountain tops in Austria and Switzerland was a beautiful sight but firemen turned out to chase non-existent fires. Portuguese villagers rushed in fright from their homes fearing the end of the world………the light brought thousands of telephone calls to Swiss and French authorities asking whether it was a fire, war or the end of the world.”

It was war. Within two month Hitler annexed Austria, and by summer, marched into Czechoslovakia.

Unwanted celebrity gave Lucia little peace. Out in the street people tried to cajole her into their homes or cars. They would pull out strands of her hair for relics, and some men would kiss her. The questions were repetitive and sensation-seeking: “What does Our Lady look like? What does heaven look like?” Eventually she decided to seek the security of Carmel. 

Returning to Portugal in 1946, Lucia petitioned Pius XII in 1946 for a decree of transfer. The nearest Portuguese Carmel was in Fatima itself, which she felt was too close to the site of the visions.

So the Carmelite mother superior asked the dictator Salazar to restore to the order the Coimbra Convent, used as a military barracks, confiscated when all religious were expelled from Portugal in 1844. Whatever his other faults, Salazar simply rang up the commanding general and ordered him to hand over the keys to the Mother Superior. 

That night the soldiers had to sleep under the stars. On 25th March 1948, Lucia (41) entered the Coimbra Carmelo de Santa Teresa, where she would spend the next 57 years.

As regards the consecration of the world to Mary’s Immaculate Heart, Pope Pius XII pronounced it individually in 1942. Nevertheless, within a month, the allies’ victory at El Alamein marked the turning point of the war in the west.

Only after being shot, did Pope John Paul II perform the full Consecration in 1984, in union with the world's bishops. By 1991 the Soviet Union had fallen apart. Sister Lucia announced that heaven had accepted the Consecration.

The “third Fatima secret” released in 2000 spoke of a bishop clad in white, who had been shot, stumbling across a field strewn with corpses to reach the Cross. The Pope himself attributed his escape in 1981 to the Virgin of Fatima, declaring “one hand fired and another hand guided the bullet away.”

Lucia’s English interpreter, Carlos Evaristo, recounts that American visitors particularly asked apocalyptic questions - When is the world going to end? Will there be war? 

Lucia, however, compared the Fatima message to the biblical account of Christ’s birth, when the angels in Bethlehem appeared to the shepherds. The angels didn’t say “Peace on earth to all men”, but to “men of good will.” Sadly there will never be total peace upon earth, because not all men are of good will. 

Fatima is an Arabic place name. Muslims too honour Mary and many are intrigued by her apparitions there. The Fatima message may yet have a role in defusing militant Islam.

In response to the deluge of questions, in 2000 Lucia wrote a 354-page book, "Apelos da Mensagem de Fátima", already translated into nine languages, summarising the visions and their message.

“They should read my book,” she said. “The advice and appeals that correspond to Our Lady's wishes are there. Prayer and penance, with great faith in God's power, will save the world.” 

