The Dread Penal Days.
In the heaviest of headlines we’ve read in the news

Of the horrors piled wholesale by Germans on Jews,

While the Russian barbarities practised on Poles, 

Like the Turks’s old atrocities long shocked our souls

But for tyranny foul, need we travel so far

As to Hitler or Himmler, to Sultan or Czar?

Will a glance o’er the past nor reveal to our gaze

Many despots as dread in our own Penal Days?

What of Cosby and Cromwell, Carew, Coote and Co.?

Of the blood their cold bayonets in floods caused to flow?

Of the men and the maids sent in shiploads as slaves

To a doom worse then death in isles over the waves?

Of the mothers and babes who in hundreds were slain

Around Drogheda’s shrine seeking sanctuary vain?

Mullaghmast ?  Smerwick’s Bay ? Ah, through centuries’ haze

What shrieks echo down from those dread Penal Days?

When the bishop was butchered, oft worse than the beast,

And to pray was a pretext for hanging the priest,

When their brethren by bloodhounds were chased through the night

And when foes yet more fiercely yelled fast on their flight;

When their couch was a cave, and – all felons – their flocks

Knelt at mountainside Mass on the rude altar-rocks;

For charred was their Church by the wild wreathing blaze

When the torch fired its thatch in those dread Penal Days.

What terrors untold have our fathers defied;

In dungeon’s black depths and on scaffold they’ve died;

By axe, fire and poison, ‘neath scourge, rack and chains

And by sledge-stroke that battered their bodies and brains!

By tearing, ere finished the fell hangman’s part,

From blood besprent body the still-beating heart,

Which from villains evoked, when held up to their gaze,

But loud cheers for the Queen in those dread Penal Days

Well may credence refuse to receive as of truth

That such men were so lost to Religion and ruth;

That such Neros unnumbered, unchecked, undisguised,

Were all living at large in a land civilised.

Yes, nought but that Church built secure on a Rock

Could victorious survive all that soul-staggering shock.

This verse all the horrors but faintly conveys

Of the tortures entailed in those dread Penal Days. 

Poor Ireland, through hapless long hundreds of years

Overflowing was the bath of your blood and your tears;

Your children no choice, unless false to their faith,

But as slavelings to live, or to die cruel death.

All your sufferings and sorrows and scathe you’ve survived

The thrall of your tyrants and lords you’ve outlived;

But sore price you have paid, and to God be the praise

That as Draco now dead are those dread Penal Days.
