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KILMIHIL. PARISH

ITS ORIGIN

AND

SCRAPS OF ITS HISTORY.

PATRICK GAYNOR P.P.

PART 2
 Chapter 2
HOLY PLACES IN KILMIHIL.

(1) Churches and Cemeteries.

(a) Kilmihil

No trace remains of the original church which St. Senan founded in Kilmihil: it is likely to have been situated near it’s successor, the medieval church in the cemetery, or near the spot on which Mrs MacGorman discovered St. Michaels holy well in A.D. 1632.

Westropp says of the medieval church:- “Parish Church, 70 feet by 19 feet 6 inches: a late building: the east window is pointed, with inclined jambs and a pointed light. The west gable has a small bell chamber and a doorway. The south door is pointed; there were three south windows lintelled, two defaced and three round-headed. Founder, traditionally built by St. Senan and dedicated to St. Michael” (Churches in Clare; Proc. R.I. Academy, 1900, Vol. VI. P 164.)

Westropp did not estimate the period at which the church was built, but I infer, from its general resemblance to the medieval church in Kilnamona, that it was erected towards the end of the 15th century. It was seized by the Protestant bishop in 1610; presumably it was recovered by the Catholics in 1641 and was lost to them after 1651; and since Fr. Gilbert Brody was laid to rest there, in the sanctuary in 1728, I infer that it had been left in ruins by the Cromwellians and was being used as a burial place. In later times a “Mass House” was erected opposite the first gate of the cemetery, where the road now runs, which connects Kilmihil with the main road to Kilrush (from Ennis) at Shaughnessy’s Cross. The new connecting road I think, took in part of the site of the disused “Mass-house”. Tradition is not very clear on that point.

(b) Kiltumper.

Westropp (loc. Cit.)regarded Kiltumper as a “very doubtful site” of an ancient church [but see the evidence infra P 60] The cromlech there is said to have been the grave of a giant named “Tumper”

but the explanation is not very satisfactory. Note the use of the words “the lands of Knockmore,* alias Kiltinnins, alias Kiltumper” in the testimony given by Murtagh MacMahon, A.D. 1668, as cited by Frost (H.Clare, P 576 last line and P 577). Kiltinnins would seem to represent “ Cill tSenain”, the Church of Senan.

*See N.M.A.J 1940, P 23 where D J Gleeson cites annat ref. to “Killyclyn” and “Nadunayn” A.D 1507, and identifies them with “Kiltycline (?) and “Eaglais-an-denoye” (eaglais an Domhnaigh), which latter he connects with Tobar-Righ-an-Domhnaigh, in Kiltumper.

Michael Breen, Kiltumper, claims that the remnants of a “cell” and of an old church may be seen in one of his fields, near the holy well, Tober-righ-an Domhnaigh.

John Breen, Kiltumper, claims that one of his fields is known as “Pairc-na-Manach”. Use of “Manach”(rather than “na mbráthar”, the name usually given to friars) suggests that a little community of Augustinian monks may have found refuge there during the Cromwellian persecutions, as some friars did at Doolough: else the name “Pairc-na-manach” is very ancient and implies that the field was once part of monastic lands in the district.

(c) Killbaun Cemetery.

Mrs MacMahon (nee Bidsy Downes, age 86, and very alert; she remembers Fr. Dollard, who used to say “Huh-Huh” to frighten her as a child) insists that the name is Kill-baun, not Kyle baun: she says that there was a large heap of stones (the remains of a cillín ?) in the middle of the cemetery, which were used up by the people in making graves. (The Lernihan vault, was built of stones brought from an adjacent quarry). The tradition is that Kilbaun was originally a “Cillín” for the burial of infants, but was used in more modern times as a cemetery by the people of the district. Neither Bidsy Downes, nor any other old person in the locality ever heard that the friars had a “locus refugii” in Kilbaun.

Marginal note: The site for Kilbaun as a regular cemetery is said to have been purchased from Edm. browne, Castlepark House, and to have been enclosed by a wall i.e. it dates only from about 1860. Jas. Collins, Castlepark, says that there were remains of an old building (a church ?) S.W. of Kilbaun cemetery.

(d) Kylebeg Cemetery.

The site of an old church (or house) is traceable South of Kylebeg Cemetery (at the other side of the road) in Shyan. The tradition seems to be well founded that some friars had taken refuge there, as at Doolough, in the penal days, and had built a house. Such houses receive mention in Franciscan Chapter Bills as "Loci refugii" but not as formal monasteries.
Friar Hickey, whose remains lie buried in the medieval church, Kilmihil and who is known to have been active in the district about the years 1800-20 is said to have been superior of the little community in Kylebeg.

Fr. Canice Mooney OFM says (in a personal letter) that “friars continued to live in little communities, in Loci Refugii, in some places in the second half of the 18th century (1750-1800) in other places till the end, and in a few cases well into the nineteenth century.” There is mention in OFM records of a Fr Anthony Hickey (who had associations with Clare) around A.D. 1770 and also Fra Patrick Hickey and Fra Peter Hickey about the same period. The Kilmihil tradition, therefore, is credible, but the” Friar Hickey” who is buried in Kilmihil Medieval church, in the cemetery, would scarcely be remembered in the Hickey family’s tradition if he had not flourished in the early part of the 19th century.

There is a slab over the Hickey graves in memory of “Roger Hickey, Surgeon”, who died on June 3rd 1824 aged 80. The friars grave is between that slab and the south wall of the church, inside and east of the south door: the grave was covered over with a mass of concrete recently (by Ml. Callinan, whose wife was the last Callinan in Shyan) to ensure that it would not be used for burials.
Text of letter from Rev. Canice Mooney O.F.M. dated 23-11-1946

Dear Fr. Gaynor your letter to hand. I can find no reference, so far, to Fr. Hickey around the period 1820-30. There was a Franciscan called Anthony Hickey around 1770 and he had associations with Clare but that seems too early for the person you refer to. I don't know the locality but I assume the little friary you mention cannot have been too very far from Doo Lough, where we know definitely the friars lived for a time. Is Kylebeg so near Doo Lough as to be identical with the house they had near there, or was it the place they inhabited before or after it ? Such a question will have to be sorted out by someone on the spot as our chapter bills do not usually indicate where the different places of refuge were located. Etc etc.

(d) Leitrim cemetery.

There is a reliable tradition : probably this and other burial grounds, e.g. Kilbaun, in the parish originated during the famine period (1820-50) because of the abnormal death rate; but the choice of those particular places as cemeteries  may indicate the existence of a cillín (or a custom of burying infants) there in former times; or else they may have been secret places where mass was celebrated in penal days.
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