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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.

(2) HOLY WELLS.

(a) St. Senans Well; located in the S.W. corner of Shyan townland almost on the very border of Clonreddan; people who suffer from sore eyes still pray at the well.

(b) Tobair-Shenain : located midway near the border of Shyan, about 880 yards south of the Kilmihil-Leitrim road. This well is marked on the Ord. Survey map but is scarcely known to the younger generation.

(c) Tobar-Righ-an-Dhomhnaigh: located in Kiltumper, near the cromlech known as “Tumper’s grave”. The name means “well of the Lord of Sunday” (Sundays Well), and was attached to the well in order to foster observance of the Lords Day in medieval times when there was some laxity on that point. John O’Donovan says (in Ord. Survey Letters Vol 2 P. 19, typed edition) that stations were performed every Sunday at the well in his day – 1839. it is probable, then that mass used to be said on Sundays, at least occasionally, somewhere near the well in the penal days. People still have recourse to the well; the name on the O.S. map seems to be “TobereenLooney”, a corrupt form.

(d)  St. Michaels Well.

In modem times the great centre of devotion in Kilmihil is the holy well of St. Michael the Archangel which was revealed in A.D. 1632. The story of its discovery may be read in Frosts History of Clare P.69, citing the testimony of Bruodinus, who, if sometimes unreliable, is very accurate on this occasion in stating facts otherwise known to be true.

Mrs Mary MacGorman, by maiden name also MacGorman, was widow of Thomas MacGorman of Tullycrine who died in 1629 and who had leased the lands in Tullycrine from Thomas, son of Murtagh MacMahon and Thaddeus O'Kelly (Properly O'Quealy) in November 1623 (see Clare Inquisitions, R I A Vol II P 241 and Chancery Inquisitions, Record Office, P105)

Bruodinus, therefore is correct in describing Mrs Mary (or Mariana as he called her for style) MacGorman as a widow and about 52 years, no doubt she was mother of Thomas MacGorman, and his brothers Daniel, Melaghlin and Murtagh, who held Tullycrine jointly in 1641 (Frost Hist. Of Clare P.61 and P 467)

Bruodinus is correct too in claiming kinship with the MacGormans, e.g. Teige MacBrody was named trustee for young Thomas MacGorman of Cahirmurphy in 1623 (Frost H.Cl. Inquisitions P. 325) Teige MacBrody dwelt at Knockmalboy (probably the place called Malbay Cross, near Cloonanaha Oratory ). And is likely to be identical with Teige Oge MacBrody of Cloonanaha (Frost H.Cl. p 475). Choice of Teige MacBrody as trustee to young Thomas MacGorman makes kinship ????? two families. Bruodinus is most accurate in his estimate of the distance between Tullycrine and Kilmihil: He is also correct in his reference to Fr. Dermot O'Quealy, parish priest of Kilmihil. We know from the Calendar of State Papers Ireland in the period between 1625 and 1630 that Malachy O'Quealy (Vic. Apostolic of Killaloe and later Archbishop of Tuam) had addressed a letter from Paris about A.D. 1625 to "his nephews, Dermot O'Quealy and Donogh Mac (son of) Murrough Mac Mahony, on behalf of Andrew Cullinan"(one of Malachy’s agents who was intercepted by the British authorities, and on whose person the letter was found). Beyond reasonable doubt, Malachy's nephews (resident near each other, since the letter was addressed jointly to them) were Fr. Dermot O'Quealy pastor of Kilmihil and Donagh MacMurrough MacMahon, who held part share of Crossbeg and Crossmore, near Tullycrine, with Brian MacMahon, second son Turlough Roe MacMahon, Chief of Clonderlaw (Frost H Cl. P. 457).

I discussed the question of "Malachy O'Quealy's ancestral clan and place of origin" in Molua (1943 p 24) and inferred that the Gaelic form of the name was Ua Caellaidhi the broad "C" being appropriately represented by the letter "Q" in Latin and in English e.g. by Malachy, himself and by his friends in the form Quaeleus. The name "Kelly" on the other hand is from Ua Ceallaighe, in which the Gaelic "C" is slender and is equivalent to "K": but by a natural mistake the Gaelic 0 Caellidhe was often rendered "Kelly"; e.g. in Malachy's own case by Lord Avery (Frost H.CI. p. 554)
The" O'Kellys " originated in north Corcabaiscinn (afterwards Ui Bracain); so 0 hUidhrin says in his poem; there were also O'Kellys in Galway, some of whom drifted into mid-Clare. But the "Ua
Caellidhe" (O'Quealy) were of the tribe Clann Ailghile, near Broadford, and were of Turlough's race: They dwelt in the townland "Ballyquely, alias Kilsillane" (Frost H.Cl. P. 318). It was among the districts from which the Macnamaras ousted the Hy-Bloid tribes after the battle of Dysert O'Dea, A.D. 318. A section of the O'Quealys found refuge in the vicinity of Bunratty (an O'Brien stronghold) and another section followed their kinfolk, the MacMahons, to East Corcabaiscinn, in search of living space.
The O'Quealy family supplied priests for the church in S.W. Clare after the 14th century e.g. in the Annats for Killaloe, ed. By D.F.Gleeson in Archiv. Hib. Vol IX we find in A.D. 1424 "Dex????? O'Kaellaygy, vicar of Knock (Kilmurry MacMahon in later times when the new church was dedicated to Our Lady) Page 9 no 17 on the list.

Nemeas ? O'Kaellaygy, Canon of Killaloe, prebend of Iniscathaigh (p. 9 no. 18), Eogenius O'Kaellay, vicar of Kilmacduane (P.10, No. 22) and Roricus O'Kaellay, Canon of Killaloe, prebend of Clondegad (p. 53, No. 151)

Note that the "ae" of Ua Caellaidhe" is preserved in the Roman records. The names therefore are to be interpreted as" O'Quealy" (the correct pronunciation), not O'Kelly.

The O'Quealy's were of the nobility, but when Henry VIII transformed the
chiefs into landlords, the lesser families were reduced to tenants; for that reason the O'Quealys do not figure on the 1641 list of "owners" of lands in the Book of Survey and Distribution; but we have proof that they dwelt in Carrowbane, and were men of wealth, in the days of Turlough Roe MacMahon (A.D. 1600 onwards). For instance Donnell "O'Kealy" (i.e. O'Quealy) lent money to Teig MacMahon (son of Turlough Roe, who died 9th June, 1624) and received a mortgage (a right to the head rent) on the lands of Carrowbane in Kilmurry MacMahon parish on 24th July 1629 (Clare inquisitions R.I.A. vol II p 229; and on P. 241 we learn that Thaddeus" O'Kelly"---which may be "O'Quealy—got a mortgage on Laccarrowbane from Thomas MacMurtagh MacMahon).

Malachy O'Quealy's Father"Donatus" may well be identical with "Donnell O'Kealy" of Carrowbane. It is very significant that we find Malachy's two nephews, "Dermot O'Quealy" and "Donagh MacMurrough MacMahon in the vicinity of Carrowbane and Tullycrine.
Archdeacon Lynch author of"Cambrensis Eversus", says in one of his books that Malachy O'Quealy was born in Corcomroe, where there was never a MacMahon nor an O'Quealy, until a MacMahon was sent there as a transplanted papist in Cromwell's time. It would seem that Lynch had heard the name "Corcabaiscinn" as Malachys place of origin, and had partly forgotten the word and had assumed it was "Corcamoruadh". John O'Donovan (in Ord. Survey letters, vol II p. +9) says that he would undertake to object to every passage in Lynch's book as he did to Cambrensis. For my own part I am convinced that Malachy O'Quealy belonged to the Carrowbane family in Kilmurry MacMahon parish and was uncle of Fr. Dermot O'Quealy, parish priest of Kilmihil, who figures in the story of the discovery of St. Michael's holy well in 1632.
Malachy O'Quealy, "going into Italy", procured Letters comendatory, from no less a personage than the Papal Legate at the French court. This Mathew, doubtless was the "brother" whom Malachy mentioned in his letter to Luke Wadding (cited in Molua 1943 p. 28).
I have dealt, rather tediously, perhaps, with the MacGormans and the O'Quealys in order to stress that very real people figure in the story of St. Michael's well and to supply the background. There was also on the scene Murtagh MacConsidin who had been ordained a protestant parson and who had secured the vicarage and had taken possession of the church in Kilmihil. I wonder how he regarded the strange development by which the Archangel Michael made for himself a new shrine, outside the church, which has endured as a centre of devotion - and we hope - for the Catholic people of Kilmihil but of adjacent parishes since A.D 1632.
Mr. Thomas O'Gorman, formerly national teacher in Coore, claims direct decent from Thomas and Mrs MacGorman of Tullycrine, and claims too that he knows the story, not from Frost's History of Clare, but from a family tradition His version agrees with that of Bruodinus, in stating that St. Michael, the Archangel, appeared to Mrs Mary MacGorman in a dream on three nights and told her to go to his church in Kilmihil, to search near-by for a well, the water of which would cure her complaint (Frost H.Cl. P.69). But Mr. O'Gorman's story has certain variations; he says that Mrs Mary MacGorman, when about to go to Kilmihil "wished to ride the old mare", but her son young Thomas MacGorman, insisted that she should ride the black colt, and let him ride the old mare, for the reason, I suppose, that the mare would follow the beaten track, whereas the colt might turn aside to the destined spot. On their arrival at the Church of Kilmihil, the colt moved aside into the marshy ground and picked up a mouthful of grass; the whole dripping tuft came away, and in shaking his head, as a horse will, in such case, to get rid of the soil, he sprinkled Mrs MacGorman with some drops of water, whereupon she was instantly cured of her complaint (an acute form of disease)
Marginal note: Peter Donnellan’s mother (?) in Clonigulane used to repeat this traditional version of the story in her day.

In Bruodinus' story, Mrs MacGorman, after hearing mass, consulted the parish priest, Fr. Dermot O'Quealy, about her dreams, first of all, and was accompanied by Fr. Quealy in her search for the well; but in Mr. Tom O'Gormans traditional account" Mrs MacGorman and her son Thomas went to see the parish priest after her discovery of the well", and informed him that she had been cured of her disease. Fr. Quealy, too, is said to have been cured of some complaint and it is also stated that a priest, Fr. Brady (which should have been Fr. Brody) a cousin of Mrs MacGorman was cured of a disease at the well.

Bruodinus says that his uncle Dr. John O'Molony I, Bishop of Killaloe, obtained relief from an ailment, on visiting the well and a youth named Donnatelus whose ----adhered to his back is said to have been cured in Bruodinus' own presence
(there is a curious story that Dr. Jn O’Molony 1 could not have been born because someone had buried an egg, as a pishrogue, in his parents garden; the egg had to be removed(?) in order to let John see the light of day

Marginal note: I suspect that Broudinus inserted the clause about “hearing mass” and “going to see Fr. Queally” and “being accompanied by Fr. Queally” as one of his frequent efforts of fancy, to perfect the story. The popular version seems more natural.

There is a theory, in modern times, that the cult of Holy Wells, in Ireland, is a survival of “pagan hydrolatry”. Druidic wells are said to have been blessed and Christianised, but the early Irish saints would scarcely have taken that course at risk of perpetuating pagan superstitions in each locality.
The simple explanation of the cult is that wells which were blessed for use by religious houses, whether they were discovered by chance or by inspiration, came to be regarded as being sacred and being endowed with special virtues. Thus the numerous wells called Tubberinaboy, mark places in which the Ingina Baoith (an order of nuns founded by St. Lactayn, among the tribe Cinel Baoith, at Bally Feabraith) had set up little communities, in consequence of immigrations by sections of the parent tribe. The "Ingina Baoith" were virgins, not daughters, in the literal sense -- consecrated to religion among the tribe Cinel Baoith. See the long list of "cill-ingen---" and Teach ingen--- " on p. 195 and on p.624 in "Onomasticon Gaedelicum". Later the order of nuns, Ingine Baoith was transformed into a solitary virgin named Findclu or Findelua , with a devised pedigree and was made patroness of the Dalcassians, more particularly of Clan Iffernan in Corofin (Leabhar Uí Maine, Folio 88 no 2; and see Jour. R.I. S.Antiq., vol xxxvii, p. 406). Pages of pure fiction have been written – e.g. in Ord. Survey Letters (typed copy, Voll 1. p.13ff) by O’Donovan – about Killinaboy, on the theory that “Innawee” was a genuine saint, originally “Cill-inna-boy” in Corofin and Teampul-Inna-boy near Newcastle West in Limerick (where there is also a Cill-Lactain) were nuns chapels, like all the Cill-ingen in other parts of Ireland. The name given to the supposed virgin – Findclu –is either a misreading in script of  “Finchu” a warrior saint of the Eoghanacht Áine or else is derived from a faulty tradition. The name of a woman saint, Findchu, is not found in the Irish Calendar.

A sceptic may doubt the reality of the cures which are said to have taken place at the Archangel Michael’s holy well in Kilmihil, but it is certain fact that the cult of Blessed Michael received new strength on the spot where St. Senan had invoked the Archangel’s patronage, so very long ago. As a direct consequence of Mrs Mary MacGorman’s dreams in A.D 1632. Thousands of pilgrims visited the shrine at the time; since then and at present, hundreds come to perform the prescribed devotions each year on St. Michael’s feast days (8th of May and 29th of September, and during the octaves. To Catholics in Kilmihil it seemed very natural that St. Michael should have withdrawn his presence, as it were, visibly from the church which had fallen into alien hands and should have set up his new shrine at the holy well in proof of his abiding care at the hour of need for their spiritual welfare. I think the cures were real –why not, since we have cures at Lourdes, but real or fanciful they led the people to feel that their guardian angel kept watch over Kilmihil during the dark centuries of the penal era.

In 1839, when O’Donovan and O’Curry made the survey of Co. Clare, Blessed Michael’s well in Kilmihil was “was surrounded by a wall four feet in height and two feet six inches in thickness (Ord Survey letters, typed copy Vol 2, p. 19) which O’Donovan thought looked “older than any part of the Church”: if so the wall must have been built soon after the discovery of the well.  I doubt if the well wall, even if it were built in 1632, could have been really “older than the church”; we know that the parson Murtagh MacConsidine, had been in possession of Kilmihil Church (and had carried out the services in Gaelic) since A.D. 1617 (15 years prior to the finding of the well), and the church and chancel were “up”, i.e. roofed and in moderate repair (O’Dwyer, Dioc of Killaloe, Bishop Rider’s Reports).

In the period 1932-38, Fr. Pat O’Reilly C.C. (encouraged by his pastor, Canon O’Dea, and inspired and assisted by Tom McInerney, contractor, Kilmihil, who had begun to repair the shrine, on his own initiative) organized the people to carry out immense improvements, both at the shrine and in the cemetery (from which about 30,000 loads of loose stones were carted away, the stones being used to build the boundary walls) The ancient wall around the holy well was replaced by a lovely little “house” over the well, the upper part of the walls being of glass, to reveal a statue of St. Michael the Archangel. As well, an altar with a statue of Christ the King, was erected under a canopy, so that mass could be celebrated there on St. Michael’s feast days. Stations of the Cross were erected on either side of the great promenade which leads from the shrine to the altar. Walks were laid down around the shrine for the performance of the presented devotions. An old carved stone which, originally, I think had been inserted in the wall of the ruined church, and which at some stage had been transferred to the wall of the well, was removed and built into the high boundary wall of the shrine, during the work of reconstruction. The carved figures on the upper part of the stone represent Our Lord on the Cross, and at the foot of the cross, a bishop (meant, perhaps to represent St. Senan). In 1864, presumably when the stone had fallen from the wall of the church and was transferred to the wall around the holy well, a local stone-cutter, whose name is forgotten, carved an inscription on the lower part of the stone, as follows:-

“erected to the honour and glory of God and the patron, St. Michael. Pious visitors pray for us A.D. 1864”

Formerly, the devotions consisted of 15 decades of the rosary, with a prayer to St. Michael after each decade, recited while walking from the well along certain paths in the graveyard: after the “rounds” the people went into the ruined church and recited further prayers, kneeling on the former site of the altar. A change was made and new rules were laid down when the shrine and the cemetery were reconstructed. Special leaflets are available for the guidance of the faithful, now, pilgrims recite the prayers, following three circles around the well, the joyful mysteries of the rosary on the outer circle, the sorrowful mysteries on the middle circle, and the glorious mysteries on the inner circle: the circles represent eternity.

Pilgrims follow the sun, moving from east to west, the sun being the symbol of the “Light of the World”. In order that the historic link between the holy well and the church might not be broken, pilgrims are informed to perform the Stations of the Cross (erected nearby for that purpose) when they have recited the prayers at the well, and afterwards to make a visit to the Blessed Sacrament, of half-an-hours duration, in the modern church. This regulation preserves, in spirit, the ancient custom of saying prayers after the “rounds” on the site of the altar in the ruined medieval church.

No boots or shoes may be worn between the 8th of May and the 8th of October while performing the devotions at the shrine.

These, almost word for word, are Fr. Pat O’Reilly’s own notes on the reconstruction of Kilmihil Shrine and cemetery: Dr. Dermot Gleeson, very kindly allowed me to read them. Fr. O’Reilly sent the following notes, as well to Dr. Gleeson on the discoveries which he made in re-modelling the cemetery.

Cut stones had been picked away from the four corners of the ruined medieval church: but the corners were rebuilt, in 1932-38 to preserve the walls. Beneath the altar site there is an underground vault with an arched roof wherin are buried members of the MacMahon family, the last burial having taken place about 150 years ago (i.e. about A.D. 1790). A search for the entrance to the vault proved vain. A marble slab in memory of the MacMahons was fixed to the north wall of the church, over the vault, but was knocked down and broken about 60 years ago (1880?): The tradition is that the entrance to the vault is beneath the South wall of the church.

Another sunken vault was discovered some eight feet out from the south wall, under three feet of clay and there were even graves over it. The vault was about six and a half feet square and six feet from the floor. There is no family history attached to the vault, nor is there an inscription: the vault, Fr. O’Reilly thinks, was built about the same time as the church and of similar material. (in general, however, vaults in Kilmihil are more modern).

Some new ground was included in the cemetery about 1872 and again in 1928: the extent is now about 2 ½ acres. It is disfigured by some 35 overground vaults, all dating from the last (19th) century. The oldest inscription is that of Fr. Gilbert Brody (1728); the next oldest reads:- “Here lye the body of James McInerney who departed this life 29th March,1759 aged 52, and his son John who  ----- 4th Feb. 1757 aged 23. Erected by Denis McInerney, year 1760.”

Nearly all other inscriptions date after 1800.

Fr. O’Reilly and the people of Kilmihil parish effected the reconstruction of the cemetery without any help from the county rates (which was given freely in nearly every other parish). Fr. O’Reilly worked hard as any man in carrying out the project: he met with plenty of opposition from individuals who objected to any interference with their families’ graves until they were silenced by old Pat Duggan of Lissnaligane (RIP) (some of whose remarks were too caustic for repetition on paper). This amazing achievement will make Fr. O’Reilly’s name and memory live for many a year in the traditions of Kilmihil. It is right to add that he received, in every project the constant and enthusiastic support of Canon O’Dea. With that support Fr .O’Reilly was able to organize the people and to erect the parish hall and the vocational school at a cost of £4,000, without aid from any outside source.

Fr. John O’Brien, step-brother of Dan O’Brien, Corgrigg (?), but older, suffered ship-wreck, returning from Australia, and was the only man saved, after 3 days on a plank. He is said to have been buried in Kilmihil cemetery (in one of the O’Brien graves), and to have been a cousin of Fr. John Meade, U.S.A. who had a slab placed over his parents grave to the left of the western door in the medieval church: this Fr. Meade is said to have been uncle of Fr. Richard O’Connell, professor in Ennis College, in my youth, and afterwards President.
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