Bartlemy Holy Well.

Bartlemy Blessed Well in Garryantaggart glen, about a half a mile south of Bartlemy  village, near Fermoy, Co. Cork, is traditionally believed to have sprung up at the prayer of a blind man. Its pattern in days gone by was an outstanding event, and drew immense crowds from far and near–many of the pilgrims camping beside the Well for days. Out of this Pattern arose the famous fairs which for over two hundred years were the leading events of the kind in Munster, both as commercial and social (or perhaps unsocial) gatherings. Though the Fairs have lost the glamour of the past, the ‘rounds’ at the Well are still a hallowed custom among many local patrons, particularly (probably because of its reputed origin) among those suffering from imperfect vision.

Thro’ Garryantaggart rugged glen one closing August day

A poor blind man with faltering steps treads slowly on his way.

That farmhouse yonder he must gain ere fades the evening light,

For there he’ll find a welcome sure, and shelter for the night.

The one small glimpse of sight he’s left will barely serve to trace

The tortuous path through whin and briar along the glenside’s face.

He knows of old its windings well, he’s traced them o’er and o’er;

They lead, though hard to follow, to his fav’rite farmhouse door.

There’s not a boulder, bush, or tree, a landmark but he knows;

He strains his rolling eyes to note each object as he goes;

He’s passed the pines, the sally clump, the crag with thorns lined.

The brake comes next, and then the hut which leaves the glen behind.

He struggles on; his way is oft with tangling toils beset,

At length he’s crossed the burrowed brake–but hut he sees not yet;

Haste, traveller, haste! dark clouds above Monanig’s mountains loom,

They’re rolling on, they’ll soon be down to wrap the glen in gloom.

Big raindrops beat the blind man’s face; thick filmy fog succeeds;

That quondam glimpse is curtained now and knows not where it leads.

O’er trenches, fences, bristling spines, he flounders helpless round,

Till tattered, tired, and torn he sinks, exhausted on the ground.

Oh! In this hour of dire distress is no one, no one nigh?

He calls; he shouts; the echoing cliffs alone give back reply.

An owl above him stirs; a fox darts by with frightened bound;

Then, save a leaf-drip, all is still, in that lone glen profound!

‘Oh Saviour,’  the poor man cries, ‘Great Lord of day and night,

Oh! Thou Who oft made strong the weak, and gave to darkness light,

Hear, hear the cry of this forlorn, benighted, homeless wretch,

And to his aid Thy pitying Hand down through this darkness stretch!’

Fast on the prayer new courage came, within his breast some force

Resistless urged him on to seek that baffling pathway’s course.

He stooped to find the stick that from his nerveless hand had slipped,

And in a little bubbling pool his groping fingers dipped!

What impulse urged his faltering hand the blind man ne’er could tell,

A palmful from the pool he raised, and washed his dark eyes well;

‘Those phantom forms! What pranks oft-times poor dark eyes’ fancy plays,’

He thought; but more distinct they grow before his wondering gaze.

To break the spell an effort vain with chafing hand he makes,

With cupp’d palm from the pool beneath repeated toll he takes.

No spell, no dreaming vision this! Convinced he grows at length.

As fast on each ablutive act his sight gets added strength.

On bended knees he humbly dropped, down on the rain-soaked sod,

And long and heartfelt were the thanks his soul returned to God.

Then, dreading neither dark nor dyke, with step assured and bold,

He sought the farmer’s fireside and this wondrous tale he told.

The story spreads; the sceptics smile; but facts attest the truth;

The whilom-blind man’s eyes beam now with more than glow of youth;

‘Midst trampled whins within the glen, beneath a hawthorn hoar,

A limpid spring is seen where spring was never seen before!

Ere long the water’s healing power was proved on old and young;

The one-time noteless glenside’s name was soon on every tongue.

From hut and hall, from holm and height, o’er moorland down and dell

Towards Bartlemy thronged eager crowds to pray beside the well.

Since that dark night when round the glen the hapless blind man ranged,

Long years have rolled their course and men and manners much have changed.

To Garryantaggart now, no long processions urge their way,

And gathered thousands keep no more the festive Pattern Day.

But all unaltered stands the Well on that same spot where first

Through brier-grown sward, ‘mid girdling gorse, its hallowed waters burst;

And, nestling ‘neath the boughs that bend with gnarled branches’ weight,

Its statued shrine and crowning Cross proclaim unchanging Faith.

And oft when evening shadows with the parting sunbeams blend

Will country folk wind through the glen, and by the wellside bend;

And there, with brown beads fondly round their numbering fingers rolled,

Send up their sighs to Him who heard that poor blind man of old.

