PILGRIM CRUCIFIXES OF LOUGH DERG
by

P. 6 Gallachair

For a long time the little, handcarved, wooden crucifixes —

ninety pilgrims out of a total ninety-three passengers on one
boat were drowned on their way to Station Island.- Among the
victims was Miss O'Donnell, sister of Charles O'Donnell, later
Bishop of Derry (1797 - 1824). A penal crucifix "was found
clasped tightly in her hand when her body was recovered".3

called penal crucifixes because they mostly date from the Penal
Days — puzzled many as to their origin and use. But the recent

Following Lucas,: in this instance the date — 1792 — would
represent "the year in which that particular crucifix was bought
at the place, used in the devotional exercises and taken home . . .

researches of A. T. Lucas,' Director of the National Museum,

as a dated souvenir". So, we infer from this that our Miss O'Don

Dublin, have done much to dispel the mystery by tracing them
to Saint Patrick's Purgatory, Lough Derg. The natives of the
district carved them and they were carried in the hands of the

nell had probably bought this particular pilgrim's crucifix on a,
perhaps, first visit to Lough Derg in 1792, had kept it as "a dated
souvenir" of her pilgrimage, and was returning with it in her
hands in 1795 when tragedy struck.

pilgrims. References to them continue throughout the eighteenth

century up till the middle of the nineteenth, but it is not known
when they ceased to be used by the pilgrims. Perhaps as with
many another homecraft, the influx of religious commercial art
in the last century led to the disappearance of this local craft

of handcarved crucifixes. Indeed the tradition is completely for
gotten and unknown in the district today.
It is intended here, firstly, to note further evidence —

notably the O'Donnell Penal Crucifix on Lough Derg — not

available to Lucas, in order to reinforce what he modestly calls

his "theory" as to the place of origin of the crucifixes; and,
secondly, to comment briefly on the predecessors of the penal

crucifix of the Lough Derg pilgrims. To the former Prior of

Lough Derg, Right Rev. Monsignor E. C. Ward, P.P., V.F., Clones,

who really inspired these notes, I am grateful for placing his
own thorough researches on this subject at my disposal. By the
courtesy of the present Prior, Right Rev. Monsignor Flood, P.P.,
V.F., Dromore, I have been given every facility to study the
relevant material in the Lough Derg Archives and to photograph
the O'Donnell Crucifix which is here described.
The O'Donnell Crucifix

Of all the penal crucifixes surviving this O'Donnell Crucifix
(see Fig. 1) is the most convincing and final proof of the associa

tion of this type of religious emblem with Saint Patrick's Pur

gatory. It is a familiar sight to the pilgrims of the past ten years
because of its prominent place in its special reliquary in Saint
Mary's on Station Island.

The subsequent family tradition concerning this crucifix is
entirely oral, but appears very definite. Monsignor Ward' records
it as follows from Professor Semple, whose daughter handed the
family heirloom over to him as Prior of Lough Derg on June 10,
1953:

"After her (i.e. Miss O'Donnell's) death it was in the
possession of her family. About fifteen to twenty years later
it was given to a cousin, Esther Boyle, who handed it to
her daughter, Catherine O'Donnell, who passed it on to her
daughter, Esther Mac Monagle. She in turn handed it to her
sons, William (d. 1952) and Patrick (d. 1954) Semple".

The latter was former Professor of Latin in University Col
lege, Dublin, and Lecturer in Latin in Maynooth College. It was
he who offered the crucifix to the Prior of Lough Derg, where
it is since preserved in a special reliquary in St. Mary's Chapel
on Station Island. The crucifix is carved from a yellowish, soft
wood, not box or deal. The bottom has been pared away to fit
into a socket. But when this was done, it would be impossible
to discover.The pictures Figs. 1 and 2 give its actual size.

2 Canon O'Connor, St. Patrick's Purgatory, Lough Derg (1895 ed.),
pp. 179-182; Alice Curtayne, Lough Derg, St. Patrick's Purgatory
(1944 ed.), pp. 104-6.

3 Professor Patrick Semple, in a letter to Monsignor Ward, June 20,
1953.

This crucifix has a tragic history. It bears the date, 1792,
carved on its reverse side (see Fig. 2). On Sunday, July 12, 1795,

4 op. cit., p. 34.
5 Communication from Monsignor Ward to present writer, July 20,
1958, based on Professor Semple's letter, quoted above, of June 20,

1 A. T. Lucas, Penal Crucifixes (Dublin, 1958); reprinted from Co.

made available through courtesy of the present Prior, Monsignor

1953. Original letter with copy preserved in L. Derg Archives and

Louth Archaeological Journal, vol. xiii, no. 2, 1954-5.
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Penal Crucifix from Our Lady's Island, Co. Wexford"
Sometime prior to 1920 Father Thomas O'Byrne (who died
in 1938, P.P. of Piercestown, Co. Wexford), while C.C. in the
parish of Tacumshane, obtained there a penal crucifix dated 1756
(see Figs. 3 and 4). It was then kept on the side-altar of Our
Lady's Island Church. This crucifix was first brought to Wexford
by a pilgrim from Lough Derg on pilgrimage to Our Lady's
Island, in the parish of Tacumshane. He left it with the family
there with whom he stayed during his pilgrimage. A Wexford
writer

reminds us of the old association between these two

ancient shrines of pilgrimage in the present counties of Donegal
and Wexford:

The late Fr. T. O'Byrne6 had in his possession a penal

cross dated 1756, which was presented by one of those Lou^h

Derg pilgrims to the family with whom he used to stay lit
Our Lady's Island. Again, from the Brief of Pope Paul V
issued about 1607, we learn 'Certain places in Ireland are

frequented by the people with great veneration', and that
to 'increase the devotion of the faithful" a plenary indul
gence was granted on certain feasts to those who visited

these shrines and prayed for the Pope's intentions. Among
the places mentioned are Lough Derg and Our Lady's Is

land . . . Furthermore, when Pope Benedict XIV deemed it
necessary, owing to certain abuses, to suppress several Irish

pilgrimages, he especially exempted those of Lough Derg

". . . The pilgrimages of Lough Derg and Our Lady's
Island were for centuries closely associated. From the 12th
to the 17th century the same religious order — the Canons
Regular of St. Augustine — had charge of these two cele
brated shrines. Also the 'stations' on Lough Derg began on
June 1st and ended on the 15th August, while the 'stations'
on Our Lady's Island began on 15th August and closed on
8th September. Tradition tells us that large numbers of pil
grims from Lough Derg came to Our Lady's Island between
15th August and 8th September every year.

and Our Lady's Island ..."

This crucifix (Figs. 3, 4) is 6| ins. long, 2| ins. wide at the
cross-arms, which were recently broken, along with the proiec-

tion at the top. It is J ins. thick. The figure is detached from the
cross beneath the knees.

Here again then, is another piece of evidence to support the

association of the penal crucifix with Lough Derg as well as the
old association of these two ancient pilgrimages with each other.
Other Penal Crucifixes

6 All the information on this Wexford crucifix is a result of the visit
of Monsignor Ward to Our Lady's Island in Sept., 1958, in search of
this particular relique from L. Derg. The details here are contained

in a letter from Fr. E. Ryan of Enniscorthy to Mons. Ward, Nov.
11, 1958, now preserved in the archives on L. Derg. Cf. V. Rev. P.
Murphy, P.P., History of Our Lady's Island, published by The
People, Wexford, and based on notes of Fr. T. O'Byrne.
7 Extract from an article in The People, (Wexford), in 1953, on "Our
Lady's Island Pilgrimage".

Among other examples of the penal crucifix used by the

Lough Derg pilgrims of other days is one which came into this
writer's possession about ten years ago. Dated 1748, ofyew wood
it is larger than the average size recorded by Lucas measuring
15 ins. in length and 4J ins. its widest breadth, at the cross-arms

8 Fr. T. O'Byrne often mentioned this crucifix and the tradition of
how it first came to Wexford. He described it in The Past and has

more than one reference to it again in his miscellaneous papers

preserved in St. Peter's College, Wexford. It was in the possession
ol lus niece, Mrs. A. Minihan of New Ross, in 1958. Cf. Catherine
A. Browne, Educational Local Histories : Wexford (Educational

Co. of Ireland), p. 74. The reference to The Past (The Organ of the
Ui Cinnsealaigh Historical Society) is No. 3, Dec. 1925 pp 107-114the following quotation from Father O'Byrne's article is evidently
tliesourcc ol the information given in The People :

"The writer has in his possession two other interesting anticmes
connected with Lady's Island
The other is a "penal cross"

bearing the date 1756, and brought by a pilgrim from Lough Derg
to a friend in Lady's Island with whom he was accustomed to stay
when attending the pilgrimage in the latter place. This bears out
the tiadition that Lough Derg and Lady's Island were closely asso
ciated in olden times. They were the two only recognized places of

pilgrimage in Ireland for centuries".
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(Figs. 5. 6). It originally belonged to a family in Culmaine parish
in Fermanagh, the neighbouring parish to the ancient Termon
Daveog of Lough Derg. The cock and the pot with most of the
usual symbols of the Passion can be discerned from the pictures

here. One picture (Fig. 7) shows the comparative sizes of this
crucifix and the O'Donnell Crucifix which is smaller.

In 1957 this writer received another of these crucifixes (al

ready noted in the Clogher Record, 1957, p. 128, note 71), dated
1789, and unearthed at the old Mass-rock in Dunaree townland,
in Donaghmoyne parish.5 A similar one of this smaller variety
was given to this writer about the same time by the late Very
Rev. H. F. O'Hanlon, while he was C.C. in Clones. He in turn
received it from the late Canon McKenna, P.P., Dromore, where
Fr. O'Hanlon served with him some years as curate.

A good example of one of the larger crucifixes is pictured
and featured in The Universe of July 26, 1963, to which Mon

signor Ward has drawn my attention. About the year 1948 one
Mrs. Arnold O'Connor of Ludlow, Shropshire, presented it to

Fr. R. J. Pownall, of St. Catherine's, Hoylake, Cheshire. It is
dated 1722, thirteen inches long, and appears to be carved from

yew, with most of the usual symbols of the Passion shown, in
cluding the cock and the pot. So far we know nothing more of
its history.

Among others that should be noted here is another dated
1748, in Wexford, probably acquired by the above-mentioned Fr.

O'Byrne and in 1958 also in the possession of his niece.10 It is
smaller than the crucifix from Our Lady's Island. Monsignor
Ward has also one of these crucifixes, given to him about 1951

by Owen Duffy, of Aughnamullen West, Co. Monaghan, who in
turn received it from the McKenna sisters of Drumgar in the

"A total of 129 specimens", says Lucas, "were recorded up to

April, 1905, by the National Museum"." One hopes that some of
those noted above will add something to reinforce the chain of
evidence linking them with the most celebrated shrine of the
Diocese of Clogher. All credit goes to Dr. Lucas for first re

discovering this historic fact.

What preceded the Pilgrim Crucifix?

One must agree with Lucas : that the penal crucifix carved
in the locality was a substitute for the rude cross or cross-staff
formerly carried by the Lough Derg pilgrim. But there is some

doubt, as the author himself admits, as to the exact meaning of
the inexact description of the pilgrim's "cross-staff" as men

tioned in the meagre, available evidence." With sound analogies

for comparison he opts for a cross-staff of rude crossed sticks
and one must agree that this type of improvised cross was most

probably very common in those days."

Yet, with no apparent standard type of pilgrim-cross or
cross-staff in use, since this was evidently left to the improvisa
tions of the individual pilgrims, there surely must have been

more than one variety of rude cross among so many pilgrims
One piece of evidence from, admittedly, a very unsympathetic
pen (as many of them then were on this subject) supports this

opinion. It is entitled an "Extract from a letter of an English
gentleman who made the tour of Ireland" in the summer of
1765. The relevant passage describes the end of the ritual on
Station Island for one Lough Derg pilgrim:

"... When all this is over, the priest bores a gimblethole through the pilgrim's staff near the top, in which he

fastens a cross-peg ... and so dismisses him as an object

of veneration to all other Papists, not thus initiated who

same parish. This crucifix measures 7 ins. long by H ins. wide,

see the pilgrim's cross in his hands . . .""

is of softer wood than usual and is slightly charred. It is dated
1773. Still another specimen hangs in the curate's residence in

Again William Allingham," the Ballyshannon poet, in a vivid

Corduff, Machaire Rois parish, Co. Monaghan. Finally there is an
excellent specimen in the library of Saint Macartan's College,
Monaghan, dated 1737. It measures 5 ins. by 2 ins., is of very
hard polished wood, displays figures of two women under the
crucified, a ladder, spear, mallet and INRI above the head. On

13 ibid.
14 ibid.

the reverse side is the familiar cock and pot and beside these the

15 The late Fr. John Brady's "Catholics and Catholicism in the Eigh

11 op. cit, p. 35.
12 op. cit., p. 33.

teenth Century Press, Archivium Hibernicum, vol xvii nn 120

crossbones.

121. The Rev. Editor of the Clogher Record brought this passage to

my notice.

J

s

16 His account occurs in Household Words, Oct., 1850 a neriodinl
9 Clogher Record, 1957, p. 115.
10 Letter of Fr. Ryan mentioned in Note 6 above.
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and sympathetic account of the pilgrimage in 1850, also men
tions the fact that the pilgrims carried staffs, but has no record
of the crucifixes (which may, of course, have been disappearing

Fig. 1

Fig. 2

by then).

From this one gets the definite impression that besides the
rude cross-staff of crossed sticks there was also another type of
pilgrim's cross-staff, as described by the above tourist of 1765.
Both types were evidently predecessors of the penal crucifix.
But the latter type (as described in 1765) had a very ancient
lineage indeed. For from the earliest times some form of stout
stall was part of the frugal luggage of the pilgrim to the great
shrines of Christendom. It was usually a rough type of walkingstick, of no standard length, cut from the local wood, as a farmer
would use today, and it supported the pilgrim in his long miles
of dedicated foot-slogging and hill-climbing. This humble, rude
staff, bachall, baculus or cambutta was also the primitive proto
type cf the exquisitely ornamented, medieval, metal croziers."
We find more than one reference to this pilgrim-staff in the
Irish annals, like that of the year 911 A.D., informing us that
the King of Aileach, "Donall, son of Hugh, assumed the pilgrim's
staff (bachall)", which meant that he went off on pilgrimage
from home.

Another of his royal descendants, King Flaithear-

tach O'Neill (d. 1036) was called Flaitheartach an Trostdin — F.

of the Pilgrim's Staff — in reference to his pilgrimage to Rome
in 1030 A.D. " No wonder then that we find the ubiquitous pilgrimstaff crossing the holy waters of Lough Derg, borne in the hands

of princes and peasants, down the long centuries, till the days of
the penal crucifix.
17 Cf. Francoise Henry, "Les Crosses Pre-Romanes", Irish Hibernia,
1956, pp. 35-45.
18 AU sub anno 911. Cf. AU sub annis 707, 782, 784.
19 AFM s.a. 1036.

O'Donnell Crucifix,
Lough Derg.

O'Donnell Crucifix,
Lough Derg.

Obverse

Reverse

Size 51" x i" x i"
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Photo: T. Hughes. Dromore

Fig. 4

Fig. 3

Fig. 5

Fig. 6

Crucifix from Cuimaine
Crucifix from Our Lady's
Island, Co. Wexford.

Crucifix from Our Lady's
Island, Co. Wexford.

Reverse

Obverse

Photo: Courtesy Prior of Lough Derg.

Crucifix from Cuimaine
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Reverse

Photo: T. Hughes, Dromore
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6 ACHADH NA MUILLEANN
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When the Catholic clergy crept back to their "bare ruined'
choirs after the ravages of Cromwell, the headquarters of the"
Fig. 7

diocese of Clogher was the parish of Aughnamullen. Bishophere when he returned from Europe in 1673. His successor,

Patrick Duffy was a native of the parish and thus was at home"
Patrick Tyrrell, on the other hand was from Westmeath but he
became associated with Aughnamullen through his dependence
on Brian mac CoIIa Mac Mahon of Lough Egish. Brian was the!
only native nobleman in the diocese who was in a position to help'

the clergy^ Then the Franciscans had a foundation at Temple'

Moyle on the shores of Lough Egish. The friars were particularly:
influential in Clogher during these years; in fact both Bishop

Duly and Bishop Tyrrell were not only Franciscans but each
had been, prior to his appointment as bishop, Definitor General

of the entire order. But there was a more compact community

than the Franciscans in the parish; one which we must look at
more closely. This was a strong local 'connection' of Mac Claves.*

Aughnamullen at this time was not yet divided as it is today
It ranged over nearly 52 square miles of South Monaghan hil
locks, reaching from Lough Egish, which is off the present Ballybay-Carnckmacross road, right over to the Cavan border in the

west. The Mac Claves lived in the western half of the parish

around the townland of Aughnamullen itself where the church of

Ireland stands today. Seven of them paid taxes in 1663 according

to the Hearth Money Rolls. Shortly afterwards a number of them

appear as vicars of the parish. In 1665 Patrick Mac Clave, aged

about 60 years, was recommended in Rome for the vacant see of

Clogher as "a good moral theologian, an excellent priest and
generous to the poor". Whether this tribute was deserved or not
(L) O'Donnell Crucifix, Lough Derg.
(R) Crucifix from Cuimaine Parish.
Photo: T. Hughes, Dromore.

we have no way of knowing; but it certainly could not be paid to

John Mac Clave, successor of Patrick in the 1670's. We ask the

reader to keep John in mind, for his subsequent ignoble story
belongs to the mysterious background of the following Gaelic

text, the farce entitled Comhairle Mhic Clamha 6 Achadh na
Mmlleann.

'- ave pronounced as in have.
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