‘Corrin’ –A Storied Hill near Fermoy.

Perhaps the most familiar landmark in all east and north-east Cork is Corrin Hill, about two miles south of the town of Fermoy. More than any other object in these landscapes it arrests and holds the attention, insinuating itself into the mind’s eye and impressing its form and outline upon it. Its huge bulk rises abruptly over the adjacent valleys of the Blackwater and the Bride, and its rounded sides taper to a lofty summit over eight hundred feet high. This is crested with a colossal cairn which again is surmounted by an imposing Calvary of recent erection.

Corrin Hill has had many legendary and fairy tales associated with it. It is crowned with monuments which have a strong appeal to religious and historic sentiment. It has distinctive forms and features. Its towering, inhospitable, unsheltered heights present a striking contrast to the picturesque town that is nestled amid its sylvan surroundings beside the Blackwater at its feet. And all these factors must have contributed to invest this hill with a glamour that has made it a fruitful theme for the pens of local poets.

That gifted North Cork man, Bartholomew Simmons, the author of the famous ode on ‘Napoleon’s Last Look on France,’ on returning home after years of absence, writes:

‘Blue Corrin, how softly the evening light glows,

Fading far o’er thy summit from ruby to rose,

As if loth to deprive the deep woodlands below

Of the love and the glory they drink in its glow.

Oh, home-looking hill, how beloved dost thou rise

Once more to my sight through shadowy skies,

Watching still in thy sheltering grandeur unfurled,

The landscape to me that so long was the world.’

In ‘My Home in Fermoy,’ that appealing song that is so unfailingly heard whenever or wherever the ‘Men of the Plain’1 foregather, the author, at the time in exile, laments:

‘And only in dreams do I gaze on dark Corrin

That frowns tall and grim o’er the town at its feet;

How oft have I clambered far up to its summit

To gather gay heath-blooms and wild berries sweet.’

Yet another poet apostrophises it :

‘Tall Corrin, how proud doth thy gay summit rise

In bold splendour aloft towards the azure-decked skies,

Like a sentinel guarding at eve’s mellow glow

The fair town reposing in beauty below.’

Through whole gamuts of feeling and of fancy have poetic admirers hymned the praises of this romantic hill.

A series of artificial furrows or gulches running in parallel circles round its sides suggests entrenchments and sieges and ‘battles long ago’ fought there on its 

1.  Feara Muighe, anglicised Fermoy  means ‘Men of the Plain.’

heights. But these war-like looking scars in reality served a very peaceful purpose, being nothing more than passages carved out for lumbering when the hill was deprived of its timber many years ago.

The bareness of the hillside now is emphasised by one small remaining clump of stunted trees about 200 yards from its eastern base. Under the scanty shelter of these trees is a little grotto framed in a rude casing of moss-covered stones backed up against the hillside. The structure is crowned by white wooden canopy above which rises a simple cross, the whole enclosing a Holy Well dedicated to St. Peter.

Notwithstanding the difficulty of ascent, the Well is a place of frequent pilgrimage, a fact attested to by the well-beaten path leading up to it from the roadway, and by the abundance of votive offerings (ribbons, medals, statues, etc.) seen in the trunk and branches of an overhanging whitethorn tree. In no other place on the hill is water in any form, spring or well or rivulet, to be found.

The great cairn on the hilltop is composed of several hundred tons of huge boulders. In one of his minor poetic pieces, ‘The Bridal of Treirmain,’ Scott alludes to a collection of rocks in a somewhat similar position to those on Corrin Hill, which

                 ‘loosely piled

At a distance seen resemblance wild

To a rough fortress bore.’

 It was perhaps this fancied resemblance to an embryo castle that was responsible for the belief, so long prevalent in the locality, that the stones on Corrin Hill-top were collected by a lord of the district as material for a residence for his son and heir against whom a curse of death by drowning had been pronounced by an offended witch. The chieftain, so the legend goes, deemed that, residing in this isolated spot, so far removed from water, the child would be safe and the witch’s malediction effectually nullified. But it proved not so. For on a visit to the hilltop, just as work on the building was about to commence, the father took the young prince with him, and, while engaged in conversation with some workmen there, forgot for a moment his charge. The boy, straying unguardedly around, came to a barrel in which masons had stored some water. Childish curiosity prompted him to find out what the barrel contained. He climbed its side, saw what he thought was a little boy like himself inside, stooped down to pull him up, overbalanced, fell in, and was drowned. The project was then, of course, abandoned, but the stones have remained there till this day.

We should expect that this quaint gloomy pile shrouded in its tragic legend, dominating the hill-top in lonely solemnity and casting its brooding shadow over its sides, would exercise an eerie fascination on the minds of untaught simple country folk living near. Under the evening shadows or in the moonlight mists, their fancy could easily see these shapeless rocks and objects on the shaggy mountain sides assume fantastic forms of all kinds; perhaps fairies from some distant past, perhaps elfin hosts revelling under sheltering hawthorns or dancing on heathery banks,

‘Where all around was carpet meet

For pressure of the fairies’ feet.’

But times have changed. Belated travellers no longer look askance at Corrin Hill. The once-dreaded fairy haunts are now innocuous; the creatures with which a superstitious imagination filled them have vanished, and the lingering pagan belief in their existence has succumbed to more enlightened faith.

About the middle of the first century of the Christian Era, a king named Tigherna Tethanac Mac Lucta reigned over South Munster. Like so many other chieftains of that time, he was buried on a hilltop and the huge cairn on Corrin was erected by his subjects over his grave. For eighteen hundred years his ashes remained undisturbed, and it was not until about a century ago that the sanctity of his resting place was invaded and the secrets it so long held were made known. In 1834 some of the stones forming the cairn were displaced and the ground beneath excavated. A chamber containing two graves, lined with uncemented flags, was discovered, and in one of the graves was a broken urn. The chamber was again covered over and the stones placed in their original position, giving the hilltop once more its normal position. The word ‘Corrin’ is but a shortened form of ‘Cairn Tigherna,’ a name by which the hill was in the past generally known.

This great pre-Christian mound, a symbol of pagan times and of a pagan ritual, has now lost that pride of place it so long held upon Corrin hilltop. A more arresting and impressive symbol, a magnificent Calvary, thirty-five feet high, recently erected, now o’er-shadows it. Spreading its out-stretched arms high above the cairn, it proclaims the allegiance of this storied hill to a Higher and a Greater King than was he who was buried with so much pomp here twenty centuries ago.

Since the ‘Calvary’ was erected the hill is now a much frequented place, especially on summer Sundays. The paths usually followed are those from the north west and south west where the ascent is comparatively gradual, except for the last hundred yards of the top. Here the traveller is confronted by the remains of a huge stone embankment girdling the entire apex. To judge by the dimensions of the portion that is left, and by the quantities of boulders, once evidently forming part of it, that now strew the hill-side beneath, it must, in its original condition, have been a formidable rampart. History and tradition are silent as to its object. It was probably intended as a protecting wall for the royal cemetery and mausoleum it enclosed and it was of proportions commensurate with their importance.

The main Cork-Dublin road runs around the eastern shoulder of Corrin Hill along a terraced track over a hundred feet sheer, in some places, above Currach na Drimine below. The Currach gets its name from an enchanted Drimin, or milch cow, that was said to range over the hillside by day and to come down to the moor for rest and shelter every night.

The Drimin was credited with extraordinary milking properties, always filling the pail, however large, of the first person who came to milk her each morning. For some indefinite time she continued thus to supply the early risers around Corrin with milk, but an itinerant pedlar brought her beneficent career to a sudden and premature close. In order to win a wager that the cow would not fill his pail he came to the moor one morning with a sieve, into which he began to milk her. The Drimin was so angered by this outrage on her hospitality that, kicking the pail into shreds and the milker into unconsciousness, she vanished from the place, and was never seen or heard of afterwards.

The great bog of which Currach na Drimine forms part, stretches practically from Fermoy to Castlelyons. It cuts at right angles that extensive range of hills and mountains known as Druim Finghin which extends from East Waterford to Mallow. Druim Finghin was one of the three celebrated hills for possession of which, it is recorded, the brothers Eremhon and Eimhear fought at a remote period of our history.

Not the least interesting amongst the memorials of Corrin’s association with religious, historical and legendary events is the Carrig an Aifrinn or Mass Rock, on the northern flank of the hill, a short distance to the west of the cairn. This is a great boulder embedded in a crevice of the mountain side. Its large dimensions and rectangular faces made it very suitable as an altar for the celebration of Mass in the Penal Days. A more secure place for a hunted priest and his flock to engage in ‘felonious’ devotion could not easily be found. On every side there is as uninterrupted view over wide spaces. One or two scouts could keep a radius of many miles under observation and could easily detect enemies approaching from any quarter. 

The ‘Mass Rock,’ together with one or two smaller rocks near it is now enclosed by an ornamental railing about twenty feet square. Flowering plants and shrubs, some in pots, some growing in the open soil, and all carefully tended, occupy the space between the railing and the rocks. The ‘Mass Rock’ itself is crowned with a large white statue of the Blessed Virgin, a picturesque and commanding object visible for miles around in the bosom of the brown hillside.

As we stand here on the bleak inhospitable mountain shoulder beside this hallowed rock, our thoughts go back to other days. We recall the sufferings of our forefathers for their faith, we think of the privations which they must have undergone in seeking out heights and recesses such as this to attend their Holy Mass. And then we look down on the fair valleys stretching far beneath. The glinting spires of beautiful churches meet the eye, and make us clearly realise some of the blessings for which we in these happier days have so much to be thankful; and we appreciate with a vivid sense of reality the mighty debt which their descendants today owe to those who on Corrin Hill and on many a ‘Carrig an Aifrinn’ throughout the land kept the flame alight in the dark days gone by.

