The Castle of ‘Sheela Wee na Shgan.’

The ruins of this castle are in the townland of Hollyhill in the heart of the ancient Barrymore country in County Cork. Little is known regarding its history but no doubt it shared, like most mediaeval castles, in the stirring events of disturbed times.

The following lines substantially embody a widely-held tradition in connection with the ruin, and explain the circumstances in which its owner came to be known as Yellow Sheila of the daggers.

Upon this castle’s leafy crest

The gathered spring-tide sparrows nest

And make, with scarce a moment’s rest,



A chirping noisy clatter;

While high o’erhead the restless daws

Fly back and forth with ceaseless caws

And deem their broods’ abysmal maws



But all on earth to matter.

No arched facades, no flanking towers

Proclaim its ancient owners’ powers

But broken walls mid briers’ rude bowers



Are crumbling and decaying.

Half hid by many a farmyard shed,

That raises high its mocking head

In courts they cased, some cattle tread



And stabled steeds are neighing.

Though now in fallen fortune’s day

Condemned a menial part to play,

Though mutely moulder low they may,



These walls are steeped in story

Of days when high their bastions gleamed,

When battle blades upon them gleamed,

When soaring banners o’er them streamed



And widespread was their glory.

With years and fates revolving fast,

While new possessors came and passed, 

This castle, ‘mongst the proudest classed,



Flew many a magnate’s pennon;

As lords in line successive came,

Each called in turn by title’s claim,

It happed that once a doughty dame



Within it held dominion.

Rose evil times; raged war and strife;

Regard was not for law nor life,

But rogues and robbers round were rife



And harvests rich were reaping.

The neighbours then brought goods and gold

To store within the castle’s hold

Where, guarded well by warriors bold,



They feared not for their keeping.

To make assurance doubly sure

That trusted treasures be secure,

Lest they for mischief prove a lure



To desperado dareful,

Some masons, in the castle kept, 

Were caused to make, while all else slept,

A vault whose length and breadth and depth



They got in measures careful.

And when they’d piled within this grot

The stores from nervous neighbours got,

That knowledge of the hidden spot 



To none should e’er be breathed

The lady (so it has been said), 

With ready daggers, sharp and dread,

Struck swiftly down both masons dead



When work they’d well completed.

Round author of that cruel crime,

Far echoing down the halls of time,

Round Sheela Wee na Shgan, have rhyme



And tale and legend grown up,

But record none is left to state

How fared the castle’s future fate

When Death on Sheela called to wait



Where secrets should be shown up.

Yet mysteries of this copious cave

That gems and gold profusely pave,

Dark hidden in her silent grave



From mortals she kept guarded

But rumours fast went round and round

Of fortunes waiting to be found;

That searchers, by success when crowned,



Should all be well rewarded.

Men thought it o’er; it filled their dreams;

From near and far they came in teams;

They turned up gardens, wells and streams,



Lawn, meadow, moor and mearing.

The pick, unhindered many plied, 

They dug and delved in caverns wide,

Nor ceased till hope had darkly died



With morning’s pale appearing.

But oft when nigh, as seemed, the hoard

Came bellowing bull that raged and roared

And soldier-form with flaming sword 



And figures fierce and fright’ning;

The sheeted lightning fiercely flashed, 

The volleying thunder rolled and crashed,

And elemental furies clashed 



The awful horror height’ning.

Despite those apparitions weird,

As generations new appeared

Bold hearts, to high adventure geared 



With spirits enterprising,

Disdaining silly stories told

Of fiends guarding Sheela’s gold, 

Rash challenged fate – and soon, behold!



Those tales were emphasising.

E’en down to days gone recent by

Were searching bands all forced to fly

Just as their hopes were soaring high



That fruitful was their questing.

Those ventures all were labour vain,

As castle-building proves in Spain,

And Sheela’s treasures still remain



In cache uncanny resting.

Some hold that none the gold will get

Save him to whom, at period set,

Old Sheela, to discharge her debt,



Will occultly allot them.

What truth o’erlies this legend hoar?

We nothing vouch save local lore,

But Heaven and earth hold myst’ries more



Than mortal mind may fathom.

