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Fourteenth
Century:

About 1334 Robert
Fitzrichard Balrain,
a Norman Knight,
somehow became
acquainted with the
Carmelite Hermits
who had fled Mount
Carmel in the Holy
Land during the
Saracen Invasion.

Balrain had built St.
Mary’s Abbey in
Kinsale and offered it, along with 29 acres of land in the Liscahan area of the town, to the
Carmelite Hermits who would attend to the pastoral care of the people and administer the
land and other pertinent matters in the town. The hermits were closely associated with the
local Leprosia. They also helped in obtaining Kinsale’s Charter. The hermits obtained their
water supply from a nearby well to the north-east of the Abbey on its right-hand side called
‘Fan na Tubraide,’ and reputed to have given Kinsale it’s name. Come 1380, a town wall was
constructed and in that same year the hermits were officially embraced into the ‘Friar
Movement.’ The friars were granted their own gate called ‘Friar’s Gate’ that made access to
the town centre easier for them and for their ministrations therein. The town wall remained
standing until its destruction in 1690 while the gates remained in use until 1794 when it
(Friar’s Gate) and Nicholas’ Gate (Blind Gate) were removed leaving just nearby Cork Gate
standing until 1805. In the meantime the friars continued to attend to the pastoral and
material needs of the local people which they continued to do right up to the Suppression of
the Monasteries and beyond.

Fifteenth Century:

Little of note seems to have come to light for this century. It would be reasonable to assume
that the friars continued in their charism of prayer, meditating on the law of the Lord and in
the service of God’s people. To assist the litugical celebrations in the Abbey the friars had a
facsimile of the Kilcormac Missal made in 1460. It is now preserved in Trinity College,
Dublin.

Sixteenth Century:

Henry VIII’s Suppression of Monasteries Act in 1541 saw the Abbey – which consisted of
“church, belfry, hall, other houses and a cemetery” – suppressed and pillaged while anything
of worth was disbursed. In its aftermath the Abbey was put to many uses. In 1567 the
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property termed “the house of the Friars of Our Lady of Kinsale” was leased to Robert Meade
(merchant) for 21 years and subsequently leased on to other merchants.

The friars moved to a nearby residence on the junction of the Bandon and Rock roads which
became known as ‘ye olde masshouse’ because Mass was celebrated on the site. To spite the
Law, people gathered also at the nearby Abbey Well to recite the Rosary and other prayers.
The junction was popularly known as the ‘Holy Corner’ because Mass was celebrated in the
residence there.

Seventeenth Century:

As the friars were deemed ‘foreigners’ so under the law their engagement in pastoral activity
was tolerated. The Act of Restoration of 1660 allowed the friars back into the town area. In
1670 a William Galwey offered the friars a site on Rathmore Beg (now known as Stonewell).
The friars built a house on the site among the shelters of the locals consigned there in 1656
by Cromwell’s forces. It was known as ‘ye olde masshouse on ye rocke.’ In 1698 the Act
banishing Religious from the town was reinstated and the friars vacated their masshouse and
reverted to living in open caves, woods, and lodging in the homes of friendly and well-
disposed locals in places such as Ballintubber Wood, and elsewhere across the district like
Rincurran, Knopogenaree (Fort Hill), Kilmonoge (Ringanane), Clontead, De Courceys (Old
Head and Gortnacrusha).

Eighteenth Century:

It was from such an environment as pertained in the previous century that a young local
youth – Tadgh O’Connell – joined the friars and was sent to Europe to complete his studies
for Priestly Ordination. On his return he was posted to Kinsale to engage in pastoral ministry.
He was appalled that the local Irish had no proper reading material for their spiritual
nourishment and so he also involved himself in translating such classics as ‘Trompette du ciel’
(Trompa na bhflaithas) and ‘Misterios del monte Calvario’ into the native Irish tongue
(Gaelic). The Penal Laws or ‘Popery Code’ resulted in the friars risking life and limb as they
moved furtively from place to place ministering to peoples’ spiritual, material, educational
and other needs. The friars tried in 1720 to return to Rathmore Beg and to their ‘olde
masshouse’ but found it beyond human habitation and repair so they had to look elsewhere
for accommodation. That same year, 1720, an Act of Parliament declared “interment in the
ruins of a Popish Monastery” illegal and prosecutable and it was obviously aimed at the old
abbey now in ruins and deemed, because of it’s associations with the friars, an ideal burial
ground by the poor locals who were unable, due to financial constraints, to convey their
deceased relatives back to their native homelands for internment.

In 1730 a local Protestant landlord – Francis Kearney – from nearby Garrettstown, offered
the friars a plot of land due south of Rathmore Beg in the poorer section of the town among
the weavers’ hovels on Lower Catholic Walk. In 1735 the friars built a friary, a church, a
small outhouse and a garden. Fr. Patrick O’Mahoney, O.Carm., ‘purchased’ the land in 1737
and was appointed Prior in 1739. Come 1747, Fr. O’Mahony was arrested and imprisoned
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for illegally owning land. Kearney intervened on O’Mahoney’s behalf establishing his own
credentials to the property. Later on in 1747, Fr. O’Mahoney was appointed Town Almoner.
Dr. John Butler – afterwards Lord Dunboyne – on assuming the episcopacy of Cork in 1763
tried, unsuccessfully, by varied means, to appropriate the Friary Chapel from the Carmelites
and make it the Parish chapel. Eventually he partially achieved his aim by withdrawing
faculties from the Carmelites in Kinsale. The matter was referred to Rome with letters from
the local Parish Priest, Philip O’Mahony, who, along with thirteen principle parishoners,
testified that the chapel and the convent were built by and owned solely by the Carmelite
Order.

In 1786 a group of inebriated soldiers from the town’s barracks ran amok as they returned to
their barracks, torching the chapel’s thatched roof as they passed along the road.

A local lad from nearby Kilbrittain, Lawrence Callanan (born in 1763), trecked all the way in
to Kinsale to join the Carmelite Friars.


