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LEGENDS OF ST. BRENDAN.
III.— The Holy Well of Brendan's Anointing. 
(From Local Tradition in the Island of Valentia.)
One day, when St. Brendan was sailing in his currach (coracle) from one of his oratories on the Blasquet Islands, across Dingle Bay, to visit the little monastery of St. Beoanigh at the Glen, in the parish of Killemlagh, barony of Iveragh, he was suddenly hailed, as he drew near the northern coast of Ilaun Dairbhre, or Valentia Island, by a man standing on one of the headlands there, who made signals to him to come on shore with​out delay. The saint at once turned his little boat towards the land, and put into a narrow creek, where he found a landing-place like that he came to on the first island he reached on his great (Supra, page 121) "Voyage," "where the rocks stood on every side, of wonderful steepness, like a
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wall." Here he drew up his boat, and ascended the frowning cliff by means of steps, which are to this day as firmly and safely set on the face of it, as if carved out by the hand of man. Having learned from the stranger that there were two persons, lying at the point of death, some distance inland, who had not received the last Sacraments, he followed his guide, who led him into the thick of a forest—which is now-a-days an extensive bog, called Emlagh, in the town-land of Coorha-beg, and here he discovered two men who were dying, and who had earnestly desired and prayed to die in the Christian faith, but who had not been baptized, nor received any religious instruction for want of opportunity. The strange guide then disappeared, and St. Brendan having instructed the dying men, administered to them the Sacraments of Baptism and Extreme Unction, and in a short time afterwards they died holy and happy deaths. They were buried where they died, and two pillar-stones, which must have been brought from afar, mark the spot where they were laid at rest. The well from which the saint had procured the water for their baptism, and which flows near the place of their burial, is known and recognised as a holy well, still called by Irish-speaking people—Tobar olla Brenainn (the Well of St. Brendan's Anointing). It is much frequented by pious pilgrims, who perform certain devotions there, and many miraculous cures are popularly believed to have been granted to such devo​tions. The "round," as the devout practice is called, consists in repeating certain prayers, when going along
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by four large stones, sunk in the earth, in the form of a cross; and it appears that each of those stones is a rude cross of a very ancient type, which is partially covered by the boggy soil.
The little creek, near the present Colloo Head, by which St. Brendan landed on the island, received from him a special blessing on the occasion, as the tradition tells, so that ever after it abounded in shoals of excel​lent fish, and became the favourite fishing-ground of the islanders, until, within the memory of some now living in the neighbourhood, the great supply of fish there proved for many too strong a temptation to profane the Lord's day, and led to Sabbath-breaking and neglect of Mass by the fishermen, which brought on the waters of the creek the curse of barrenness, which clings to them at the present day.
[The present Parish Priest of Valentia, from whom I received this interesting tradition, informs me that he had heard a different account of how St. Brendan was summoned by his mysterious guide to administer the Sacraments at this holy well; but the version given above seems to have been more generally current in the locality. The existence of other forms of the tradition would show that it was an ancient one, and had come down through various and independent channels. The remains of "the little monastery of St. Beoanigh," which St. Brendan is said to have been visiting on this occasion, still exist in the Glen, but in the last stage of ruin and desolation. It had been a very interesting specimen of the earliest of our Irish monastic establish​ments of which  we have any remains now existing-
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When I saw the place nearly forty years ago, the ruins of nine bee-hive cells could be traced, clustered around what had been a larger building in the centre, probably the oratory, of which only a small portion of a side-wall was visible. Enclosing the whole, which covered about a quarter of an acre of land, were the remains of a rudely-built cashel, or stone fence, which had been in many places levelled with the ground. Beside the enclosure there gushes forth from the living rock of the mountain, that here rises abruptly over the site, a copious stream of limpid water, which is called St. Beoanigh's Well, (this well is shown on the Ordnance survey maps, but not the laura) and around for some distance are traces of ancient graves and burial cists, with a few pillar-stones still erect beside them, within which, no doubt, many of the early monks who worked and prayed in those dismantled cells and oratories were laid at rest, and where also the forefathers of many a neighbouring hamlet sleep their last sleep. The place is known as Killabeunigh (church or cell of St. Beoanigh), and gives its name to a large townland which comprises nearly the whole of the "Glen" within which lay the ancient monastery. This Glen, so called par excellence, consists of a cluster of mountain valleys, radiating towards the north and west from the shore of St. Finan's Bay, on the south, and shut in and sheltered by lofty hills that rise precipi​tously over them; and in these valleys can still he traced unmistakable vestiges of very early as well as later Christian settlements within them. Not far from the venerable monastic laura at Kilabeunigh there are remains of an oratory of the earliest type, which is very much dilapidated; and in one of the valleys trending to the north-west, called Coom-anaspuig (mountain-valley of the bishop), there stands an ancient oratory, one of
.
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the finest and most perfect of its kind that remains in Kerry, being somewhat larger than the remarkable one at   Gallerus,   barony  of Corcaguiney,   perhaps   better finished, and very well preserved.    On the eastern side of the Glen we find the ruins of two mediaeval parochial churches, one of them some centuries older than the other, and of a better style of masonry,   but neither showing any  architectural   features   worthy of   note. The  existence   of  those   monastic   and   ecclesiastical remains within the ambit of the Glen, plainly indicates that the place had been a centre of religious life and light from the earliest ages of the faith in Kerry; and surely the situation was well chosen for such a purpose, by the pioneers of the primeval religious foundations there, for it would be difficult to find anywhere in Ireland a more secure retreat from the outer world, or a dwell​ing of more sunny aspect or more charming prospect towards the sea, than is to be found in the bosom of this beautiful Glen of Iveragh.   From every side can be seen the bold and picturesque cliffs and headlands that surround St. Finan's Bay, on the east and on the west; while not far out in the offing, fully in view, tower up grandly the  Greater   and   Lesser   Skelligs, like   two mighty ships sailing along majestically,  "with  every-shred of canvas set," towards which the favourite port of departure, as well as the landing-place on return, for all   pilgrim visitors, from time immemorial,  was   the caladh, or the narrow creek that runs from St. Finan's Bay into the centre of the Glen.
The earliest religious foundation there was apparently the little monastery of St. Beoanigh, and, judging from its present remains, we can scarcely entertain a doubt that this was founded, and the group of humble cells and the rudely-built oratory were erected about the time   of St,  Brendan,   by   St. Beonigh,   one  of his
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disciples, and probably the same saint whose name we find as "Beoanus" in the Latin Lives of St. Fursey, in   connection   with   the  wonderful   visions   of   that renowned saint.   The founder of Killabeoanigh had very probably come from one of St. Brendan's West Kerry monasteries, and having, like his great patriarch, as the Valentia tradition relates, "crossed Dingle Bay in his currach" with some  of his  brother monks, in quest of a suitable place for a new foundation, amidst the hills of Iveragh, and having rounded Bray Head and Canduff on that coast, came within view of the  Glen, and chose within its bosom the delightful situation for the little monastery with which his name is associated. If this conjecture regarding  the   founder   of  Killa​beoanigh be well grounded, as I believe it is, it would explain the kindly interest shown by St. Brendan in his visits, of which tradition tells,  to  the new foundation of his spiritual children  there; and it would serve to identify St. Beoanigh of the Glen with the St. Beoanus of the "Visions of St.  Fursey," and  to throw some light on obscure passages in the early Life of the latter saint.    As I have stated in a previous page, St. Fursey was born in a.d. 570, a few years before the death of St. Brendan, near  the  island-monastery of  Inisquin, whither his father, Fintan, the West Kerry prince, had fled for protection to  that  saint,  who  is said   to  have been his  uncle,  from   the   vengeance of Aedh   Find, King of North Connaught, after his secret marriage with his daughter, the beautiful Gelgeis.    Soon after, through the good offices   of  St. Brendan,   the   offended  father forgave the refugees,  and Fintan  and   his   wife  took up   their   residence   on   the   adjoining   mainland  at a place, called Ard-Fintan to  the present  day, where other   children   were   born   to   them,   among   whom were probably Ultan and Foilan, the saintly brothers
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of St. Fursey and  his companions   in  many  of his apostolic missions in his latter life.   Here, in the course of some years, news was brought to Fintan, that his father, Finlogh, who was king in West Kerry, had died, and that the chiefs of the tribe had elected him to succeed his royal father.    He therefore returned to his native district, bringing his children, Fursey and the others, with him, and  resided in the royal mansion, one of those great cathairs, in  Corcaguiney, some of which are grand and imposing even in  their ruins at the present day.    Here he sought out the holiest and most learned teachers for his children, and got them educated in religious knowledge and trained to piety by  some  bishops  who  dwelt  within   his   territory. (See Dr. Lanigan’s Ecclesiastical History, Vol ii Chap. Xvi pp 449-454) Under those instructors, Fursey soon made great pro​gress in learning and piety, but when he  reached a mature age, he desired to devote himself entirely to the study of the Holy Scriptures and to the practice of Christian perfection; and for this purpose "he left his country and the home of his parents," as his old Life relates, "and repaired to a distant part of Ireland;" probably the monastery of Inisquin, where St. Meldan, the friend of his childhood, was  abbot.    After  some years devoted here to study and to the discipline of the religious life, he founded a monastery on the adjacent mainland,  at  a  place  then   called   Rathmuighe,   but afterwards known as Kilursa (Church of Fursey), which gives name to a large parish on the borders of Lough Corrib.    To   provide  suitable   subjects    for   his   new monastery, he resolved to return to the country of his parents, West Kerry, in order to invite and induce some of his relatives and friends there, of whose virtues and
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fitness for the monastic state he had previous cogni​zance, to join his new community. When on this mission, he had arrived near the mansion of his father, he was seized with a sudden illness of an extraordinary nature, and having been conveyed unconscious to a house beside the way, he lay for several hours, it was supposed, at the point of death. It was during this seizure, and the recurrence of the same afterwards, that he had those wonderful visions that have made his name so famous, and the detailed accounts of which, furnished by himself at various times and to different persons during his after life, were written down at some length before the time of Venerable Bede, for he refers to them with respect in his Ecclesiastical History, and became so celebrated and universally known in mediaeval Europe, that it is said they furnished Dante with the ideas of the future state and the plan and scenes of his sublime poem, the Divina Commedia. In one of those visions, he saw, after a variety of most wonderful spiritual manifestations, the Bishops Beoanus and Meldanus, who are said to have been then dead, issuing from the inner courts of heaven, in the guise of angels of dazzling brightness; and he heard them addressing to him lengthened instructions replete with heavenly wisdom, which are given in some detail in the written accounts of the visions.( * An interesting account of those visions is given by Canon O'Hanlon, in his Life of St. Fursey, Jan. 16.—Lives of Irish Saints, vol. i.)  In those accounts the chief part of such discourses is attributed to St. Beoanus, regarding whom Dr. Lanigan says he can find nothing certain, but that his repute for sanctity-was [equally great with that of St. Meldan; and he supposes that he belonged to some part of Connaught, though the particular place he does not know.
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I have given here what Dr. Lanigan claims to be "the most correct account of St. Fursey's younger days that he was able to collect from the old Acts of his life;" and though it has occupied more space than perhaps ought to have been devoted to it in a volume of Brendaniana, my readers will, I hope, excuse the trespass, because of the interesting information it supplies or suggests regarding the relations of so renowned a saint with the holy men of his time in West Kerry. We learn from it that certain bishops took part in his education there from his youth to early manhood, and it clearly implies that those bishops were residents in the district. Who were the bishops who thus instructed and trained to holiness the youthful Fursey ? I think, without doing violence to the pro​babilities of the case, I may state that St. Beoanigh of the Glen was one of them. This saint, I believe, founded his monastery there about a.d. 560, when he was perhaps thirty years of age, and received soon after the paternal visit from St. Brendan of which the Valentia tradition speaks. Here he remained for some years, until he had placed the new establishment on a solid basis, and grounded its community in religious discipline. Then he may have returned to his old monastic home beside Brandon Hill, some time after the death of his holy patriarch, St. Brendan, in 577, and, there received episcopal consecration, probably from Bishop Cuan or Mochua,* the founder of ancient Kilquane (Church of Cuan) in that district, who resided not  far  from   that  church   at   the   episcopal   seat   of

* If the founder of this Kilquane were the founder of another Kilquane, in the parish of Ballymacelligott, as I believe he was, he was certainly a bishop, for the latter church was named, on the map of the Desmond confiscations accurately made in a.d. 1587 — Kilasbuig-Croin, the Church of Bishop Cron, or Cruminus, a well-known alias of Cuan or Mochua.
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Cathair-easpuig (Bishop's Fort), where the name survives, and the ruins of the ancient cathair are to be seen at the present day.
About this time Fintan had come with his family from the shores of Lough Corrib, to assume regal sway in West Kerry in succession to his deceased father, and soon after placed his first-born son, Fursey, under the care of the local bishops, whom I believe to have been no other than the Bishops Cuan and Beoanigh, "to be well educated and instructed in religious matters." Under the tutelage of those holy men the saintly youth remained for some years, until in early manhood he departed, as stated above, "from his country and his parents," probably about 592.
We are not to suppose that St. Beoanigh had forgotten or lost sight of his spiritual children in the Glen all this time, and we may well believe that he occasionally "crossed Dingle Bay in his currach" to visit them, especially after his consecration as bishop, and to perform all episcopal functions they may require. When he had advanced in age, those sea journeys were scarcely possible, and then he took up his residence permanently at Coomaneaspuig (Bishop's Mountain Valley), within the Glen, where his loving sons of the monastery built for his use the beautiful oratory, worthy of a bishop, that stands there still in marvellous preservation. Here he lived and laboured for God's glory and the sanctification of souls during many years, until at a venerable old age he died in the odour of sanctity, and was buried amid the tears and prayers of his spiritual children, at Killabeoanigh, within its little oratory, where his relics were enshrined, and whither numerous pilgrims have resorted from generation to generation, even to the present day, to honour his memory and to seek his intercession.
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The death of St. Beoanigh most probably took place some years before the date generally assigned to the occurrence of St. Fursey's ecstatic seizures, during which he had those wonderful visions; that is, about A.D. 620. We may, therefore, believe that when the saint saw in ecstacy the glorified spirits of Bishops Beoanigh and Meldanus in angelic brightness, he had really before his mind's eye the saintly instructors of his youth and early manhood, St. Beoanigh of the Glen and St. Meldan of Inisquin, and that the wise and weighty lessons he had received from those holy teachers for many years, lived again in his memory so vividly during his illness, that he was able to recall and repeat them at great length after his recovery. He loved those saintly men during life, and he revered their memories after death so much that, when in after years be was leaving Ireland for his apostolic missions in England and France, be lovingly bore away with him, as his Life relates, relics of those saints, and preserved them in special veneration until his death.
The mission of St. Fursey to West Kerry, in quest of eligible subjects for his new monastery, was, no doubt, eminently successful; for, as be knew well from his early experiences there, the district was indeed a very fruitful field for such a harvest as he sought to gamer within it, and had been blessed with a spiritual fecundity that bloomed beauteously in a profusion of the flowers and fruits of the religious life. The good seed that St. Brendan had sown amid the bills and valleys that cluster around the holy mountain that bears his name, had, in truth, fallen upon excellent soil, and "had brought forth fruit one hundred-fold;" so that even in the lifetime of the saint, and soon after his death, that country of West Corcaguiney became the home of multitudes of holy men and women, who, about the
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time of the visit of St. Fursey, were in the first fervour of their  faith  and  love  of God.    The  fame   of this religious  fervour  spread abroad, even unto the most distant parts of Ireland, and attracted to the district devout pilgrims from various directions, who resorted to it as "the refuge of the penitent or the school of the saint."     Among   those   pilgrims,   one   of   the   most illustrious was Melchedair MacEonan, the grandson of the King of Uladh  (now county Antrim), who came from the remotest north of Ireland to dwell among the saints of West Kerry, as the ancient chronicler (In the Book of Ballymote) has it: “ for bru an mara, fri cnoic mBrenain aniar" (on the brink of the sea near Brandon Hill on the west).    Here this holy man lived and laboured in God's service for many years, until his saintly death, of which we have record in the Martyrology of Donegal, on May 14th, a.d. 636; and local tradition loves to tell how he drew many souls to Christ, and baptized his converts in the holy well beside the ancient oratory, still known as Log Melchedair (the pool of Melchedair), and how, when he had completed his beautiful oratory there, now, alas! in ruins, not far from the interesting remains of the fine Hiberno-Romanesque   church,   built   many   centuries later, he would invoke the special blessing of St. Brendan upon the work, by marshalling a grand procession of all the saints within the district in a solemn pilgrimage to the oratory on Brandon Hill, there to celebrate a High Mass of thanksgiving in honour of the glorious patriarch, who had reached his heavenly crown many years before. The assembly of the saints was so numerous that they were able to realize the words of the prophet; (Isaias xxxv ) for, in their grand procession, "a path and a way was there, and   it  was  called  the  holy way;"  and this way, for
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the seven miles of the pilgrimage from the oratory of St. Melchedair to St. Brendan's oratory, on Brandon-Hill, is still well defined and known as the "Pathway of the Saints." The story I have related in a previous page (supra, p. 78) relying on local tradition, about the extraordinary length of this procession, will not be considered an extravagant improbability, when we are reminded of the multiplicity of the early Christian remains of various religious foundations that still exist in that district. A gentleman, (Mr. B. Hitchcock, in a paper  in Kilkenny Archaeological Journal, vol. i.) who knew the locality well, and took an enlightened interest in its archaeology, made out about fifty years ago a list of what he called "the principal remains of antiquity " within its borders, and he challenged any district of its extent in Ireland to show "so many and such a variety of ancient remains, and in such a fine state of preservation as are to be found there." I need not give the whole list, as he made it out, but I may mention some of the early Christian remains: twenty-one churches in ruins, and nine church sites; fifteen oratories ; nine penitential stations; forty calluraghs (" calvaries," early Christian cemeteries); two hundred and eighteen cloghauns, or bee-hive cells and houses; twelve large stone crosses; fifty-four monumental pillars, most of them bearing Ogham inscriptions; and sixty-six holy wells, many of them bearing the name of a saint. Besides these, which existed fifty years ago, how many fine relics of the faith and piety of the early Christian population there must have perished utterly during the many centuries that have since elapsed.
It is, therefore, no exaggeration to state that soon after St. Brendan's time this whole district, the field of
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his earliest missionary labours, and the scene of some of his first monastic foundations, was in truth a "land of saints;" a veritable Thebaid amid the hills of West Kerry, to which may be well applied the praises bestowed by St. Athanasius, in his Life of St. Anthony, on the Thebaid of Egypt, during the lifetime of that saint:— "Among the mountains there were monasteries, as if tabernacles, filled with divine choirs, singing, studying, fasting, praying, exulting in the hope of things to come, and working for alms-deeds, having love and harmony one towards another. And truly, it was given one there to see a peculiar country of piety and righteousness; a multitude of ascetics, whose one feeling was towards holiness. So that a stranger, seeing those monasteries and their order, would be led to cry out: 'How beauteous are thy homes, O Jacob, and thy tabernacles, O Israel; as shady groves, as a garden on a river, as tents which the Lord has pitched, and as cedars by the waters.' "—§ 44.]
