The Penal Days in Rathcormac and Roundabout.

– A Great Bishop of Cloyne.

‘They`re gone, they`re gone, those Penal  Days.

All creeds are equal in our isle’





Davis.

By the Treaty of Limerick in 1691,  Irish Catholics were guaranteed a certain amount of religious freedom, but, as we know, that Treaty was broken


 ‘Ere the ink 

Wherewith `twas writ could dry.’

Directly after Sarsfield`s departure for the battlefields of France the persecution of  Catholics began. Severe anti-Catholic enactments existed  since Henry the Eight`s  ‘Act of Supremacy’ in 1537, but the period from 1692 to 1782, from the Treaty of Limerick to Grattan`s Parliament, is regarded as that of ‘The Penal Laws’ par excellence. In this period the Catholic religion was banned, churches were confiscated, Catholic clergymen  were proscribed, imprisoned, and punished even with death. And it is no wonder therefore that Sees were sometimes vacant, and that bishops and priests were fain to seek the shelter of a friendly foreign land, to rest for a while in its security or to close their eyes there in peace.

The Sees of Cork and Cloyne had been united for three hundred and twenty years up to the death, in 1747, of Dr. Teige McCarthy, the last bishop of the combined dioceses. In the following year, Cloyne, as a separate See, was placed in charge of Dr. John O`Brien who had previously been Vicar-General. The new bishop was a remarkable man, one of the most eminent in the long line of successors of  St. Colman. He was author of numerous Irish poems as well as of works on Irish historical subjects. He was also compiler of an exhaustive Irish-English Dictionary, one of the first of its kind, and one which must have entailed immense labour considering the difficulties under which he worked. 

 After his consecration Dr. O`Brien lived for some time in the cathedral town  of Cloyne. Soon however he left Cloyne and took up his residence in the remote glen of Ballinterry in the parish of Rathcormac. The reason for the change probably arises out of the history of the times. When it was deemed expedient to conciliate Catholics, the Penal Laws were allowed to lie dormant or the severity of  their enforcement was relaxed, but such leniency was fitful; the laws were ever there to be enforced at will; and it was probably due to some fresh outbreak of this kind that Dr. O`Brien left his cathedral home behind him.

Ballinterry glen, in which he took refuge, was adjacent to and partly concealed by the wooded demesne of Kilshannig on the southern bank of the River Bride. Right opposite was the equally extensive manor of Lisnagar. Abraham Devonsher of Kilshannig and James Barry of Lisnagar were, at the time of which we write, the representatives of the borough of Rathcormac in the Irish (Protestant) Parliament of the day. It is pleasant to record that both these gentlemen, as the sequel will show, proved themselves possessed of a tolerant and Christian spirit that was in marked contrast to the  anti-Catholic bigotry so common in those unhappy times.

 In the recesses of his lonely retreat in Ballinterry, Dr. O`Brien lived on unobtrusively. He naturally had to exercise caution, and we can well imagine him, divested of all episcopal garb to suit the  ‘fits o` the season,’ making secret and difficult journeys through his farflung diocese in discharge of his sacred duties.

The town of Rathcormac was at that time, and indeed up to a much later date, very largely in possession of the dominant class. A Special Committee reported to the Irish  Parliament in  1692, amongst other  things, that Rathcormac town then consisted of one hundred houses, mostly inhabited by Protestants, and was the estate of a Protestant (James Barry  of Lisnagar) What was then true  of the town applied to a large extent to the surrounding district also, and if  there was any change in conditions when Dr. O`Brien lived in Ballinterry some seventy years later, it was that Protestant Ascendancy had become only more pronounced. In this Protestant community there were, as we have said, enlightened and broadminded individuals, but the majority had naturally the religious antipathies of their class. Amongst them the bishop had many unfriendly neighbours. The authorities were kept well informed concerning him, and it was probably at the instigation of some local bigots that the Government at length determined on his arrest.

 Warned of his danger by James Barry of Lisnagar, the bishop crossed from the glen into Kilshannig and sought the hospitality of its owner. To harbour a bishop was then an offence entailing very serious penalties. But Devonsher was not intimidated. He took  Dr. O` Brien into the ‘Great House’ and kept him there in secret hiding. Later on , when a company  of horse soldiers were sent from Cork to round-up Ballinterry and take the bishop prisoner, Devonsher , who had secret information of their coming, got out his pack of hounds and met the solders accidently , as it were, near Rathcormac. Facetiously inquiring if they were out for a ‘hunt’ (apparently a common form of sport then with dragoons), he invited them to a neighbouring convert. Reynard was at home, as Devonsher had taken care that he should be, and soon the wily old campaigner was heading for the rugged uplands of Monanig with the yelling pack in hot pursuit. In the exhiliration of  the chase the dragoons forgot their mission. Farther and farther they drew away from Ballinterry, and when the shades of the winter’s evening began to close about them they had perforce to return to their quarters and leave the human quarry for another day.

The bishop knew he could not long evade arrest, and to avoid compromising his benefactor he left Kilshannig, and disguised as a cattle drover, reached Cork city, from which he escaped to France.

Many years afterwards when Daniel O`Connell, as council for defence, was exercising his privilege of challenging jurors in a case in which he was engaged in Cork Courthouse, he came to a name, Devonsher, on the panel. Evidently remembering the assistance given to the hunted Bishop, ‘The Devonshers’, declared the great advocate,  ‘were always gentlemen.’ We can assume that as the bearer of the name took his place on the jury he was not insensible to the diplomatic compliment.

Dr. O`Brien never returned from exile. He died a refugee for the Faith, at Lyons, in  South France, on the 13th March, 1769. His tomb in the church of Ainay in that city was destroyed during the French Revolution of twenty years later, and no trace of it now remains.

One of the walls of his humble residence in Ballinterry stood until comparatively recent times, and  a well in the locality is still known as Tobar an Easbuig (The Bishop`s Well).

The barbarous Penal Laws are, thank God, passed away. Irish Catholics outlived them. Except for an odd cave or ‘Mass Rock’ there is little now to remind us of ‘their long, dark thrall.’ Their story is gradually  receding into the background of history, and happier times will soon have veiled

 ‘……………..in twilight haze

The memory of those Penal Days’

