The ‘Bald Barrys’

or

The Whitethorn Tree of Kildinan

In the early years of the Norman Invasion the De Barris seized large portions of East Cork including some of the Bride Valley. A branch of this family who became known as the MacAdam Barrys established themselves in Lisnagar, close to the present Rathcormac village. Here they flourished for several centuries.

About two miles west of Lisnagar on the upper reaches of the River Bride is the district known as Kildinan. The ancient and long disused graveyard of Kildinan is associated with the traditional tale known as ‘The Bald Barrys, or The Whitethorn Tree of Kildinan.’

The substance of the tradition is that a beautiful hawthorn tree grew in the graveyard, that it was coveted by one of these MacAdam Barrys, that he made several ineffectual attempts to remove the tree from the graveyard to the lawn in front of his residence in Lisnagar, and that because of the desecration of the graveyard the penalty of baldness was inflicted on the Barry family of Lisnagar, who with their descendants were afterwards known as ‘The Barry Maols,’ or ‘Bald Barrys.’

There are local variants of this story but all agree in the particulars given above.

In the Dublin Penny Journal of the 17th April, 1841, a writer who signs himself E.W. (probably Edward Walsh) gives a circumstantial account of the legend.

He states that he visited the ancient churchyard, that while he was resting on the enclosing bank an old man came along and made his way to a spot in the cemetery where stood a branchless whitethorn. There he fell on his knees and he prayed long. E.W.'s curiosity was aroused. He approached the devotee and enquired why he chose that particular place for his orisons. The old man related to him the following story:

The tree beneath which he had prayed was the Blessed Whitethorn of Kildinan. Ancestors of his had profaned the tree and brought it to its withered and blasted condition. Their conduct had brought baldness on themselves and on their descendants. He, the old man, was the last of the race and was now a homeless wanderer. From his birth he had never had a hair upon his head, neither had his father nor grandfather. His great-grandfather was one of the authors of the desecration and he lost his entire locks in one evil hour.

Many years previously, the old man said, a Colonel Barry had lived in Lisnagar. He was of the true blood of the old Norman chiefs. Among his retainers, of whom he had many, were a David Barry and his seven brothers, all intensely loyal to their master. They accompanied him in his hunting and shooting excursions; they were with him wherever he moved among the high and titled of the land. They formed a sort of bodyguard to share his sports as well as to uphold and defend him in his disputes and quarrels.

At the same time there lived on the banks of the Bride near the ruins of Shanacloch Castle a farmer named Edmund Barry. A covert on Edmund's lands harboured a celebrated fox, notorious all over the south of Ireland for his speed and endurance and for his success in eluding all pursuers. He often led the chase far away from the Bride but he invariably returned at night to his favourite covert. He was protected by Edmund Barry and treated as one of his farm domestics so that if Reynard visited the farmyard he did so not to prey upon the poultry there but to pay a friendly call and spend a social and enjoyable hour among the dogs and curs.

The good relations between Edmund Barry and his protégées were well known locally and for generations afterwards their story survived in the traditions of the district.

One evening as Colonel MacAdam Barry and his train were returning from a long and unsuccessful chase of Edmund Barry’s fox they passed by Kildinan graveyard. The great magnate saw the tree and was charmed with its beauty. He impiously resolved to take that tree to Lisnagar to adorn his lawn with its rare blossoms when other trees of its kind were leafless. When the Colonel next day made known his intentions regarding the whitethorn his people were shocked and they resolutely refused to have anything to do with the proposed sacrilege. MacAdam stormed and denounced their superstitious folly and ingratitude but his men declared they would suffer a thousand deaths rather than consent to perpetrate so audacious a sacrifice.

In a paroxysm of rage he asked if there was none of all who had eaten his bread and shared his protection who would obey his commands. At this entreaty David Barry and his seven brothers came forward and volunteered to bring the whitethorn to Lisnagar. They consoled themselves with the thought that they were only carrying out the wishes of their master, executing the commands of their lawful superior. They believed that if punishment were to follow the act it would not fall upon themselves.

That evening saw the whitethorn tree planted in Lisnagar lawn to the great satisfaction of its master, but great was MacAdam's surprise next morning when told that the tree had disappeared and was again growing in Kildinan graveyard.

Thinking that some of his neighbours had secretly transferred the tree to its original site MacAdam again got his retainers to fetch it back. This time he gave them strict  orders to keep a careful watch on the tree in Lisnagar lawn during the night.

The brothers stationed themselves round about the tree. The night was dark and still and the sleepless watchers in the solemn hush became oppressed by a feeling of dread. They began to repent of their temerity in lending themselves to the sacrilegious business. As the night advanced their fear increased and they moved farther away from the object with which these fears were associated. Eventually David, the oldest and boldest of the brothers, fell asleep. He had at first some vague and disturbing dreams but later on he settled into a deeper slumber. He then thought that he saw a severe and dignified figure stand before him. The stranger's radiant features and shining vesture lighted  up the place and pierced far into the darkness. In a terrible voice this figure denounced the sacrilege and pronounced upon the listener and his brothers the fate of homeless wanderers with their heads divested of that protection against blast and storm which Nature has afforded to all men.

David Barry, horrified, awoke with a fearful cry and as he was relating the vision to his brother thunder rolled and lightening flashed and a whirlwind raged around them. Next morning they were found insensible, far from the spot where they had ranged themselves on the proceeding night. All the brothers had lost every hair of their luxuriant locks, completely swept away by the whirlwind.

Such was the old man's story. According to it the last of the Bald Barrys was alive about 1840. The tree was removed in his great-grandfather's time; that was three generations previously. Allowing an average of thirty years for each generation the first of these ‘Bald Barrys’ might be assigned to the middle of the eighteenth century. Father E. Barry, P,P., Rathcormac, in his book on The Barrymores, mentions several individual members of the Barrys of Castleyons and elsewhere who in the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries were distinguished by the prefix ‘Maol,’ meaning Bald.

He also quotes the Four Masters for a statement that the Lord Barrymore who died in 1581 was chieftain of the Barryroes and of the ‘Bald Barrys’ as well as chief of Barrymore. He does not say who these Bald Barrys were but the statement would seem to imply that they comprised an extensive section of the Barry clan. When E.W. states that he had met the last of the Bald Barrys and got the narrative from him he probably does so only to present the tradition in a more attractive and emphatic way.

‘The Bald Barrys’ would seem to have been a generic name in part of Cork County before the designation was applied to any of the Barry's of Lisnagar. Michael J. Barry, a Carrigaline man, who died in 1899, thus writes of ‘The Bald Barrys; or the Whitethorn Tree of Kildinan,’

It was perfectly plain

That henceforth it was vain

The hair to restore or the baldness to hide

Of the wrong-headed man who to punish his pride

Was so strangely bereft of his locks by the Bride;

Bareheaded he went to the day that he died,

And pious tradition maintains in the place

His descendants have all been a bald-headed race,

While the Blessed Whitehorn, from that wonderful hour,

Had the highest repute for miraculous power,

Till at last 'twas by angels removed to the sky

To bloom evermore in the gardens on high.
He too would seem to have drawn somewhat on poetic license in these last lines.

According to E.W. the Bald Barrys of Lisnagar became extinct about the middle of the nineteenth century. It is held locally that the family survived sixty years longer and that it had living representatives, who were not homeless wanderers, even up to the beginning of the present century.

