
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Suddenly, the air was pierced with shouts from the edges of 
the crowd. “Soldiers!” “Soldiers!” 
 
It was the Penal Times, and to be Catholic in Ireland, or 
worse, to be caught worshipping would bring down the 
harshest of punishments in these early years of the eighteenth 
century. The English controlled property, educational and 
religious rights in Ireland, imposing Penal Laws to further 
ensure Catholics remained poor, ignorant, and without 
spiritual guidance. 
 
But still, the people gathered for Mass. 
 
It was to secluded Tobernalt holy well on the shores of Lough 
Gill that people flocked from throughout the Sligo area when 
news spread by word of mouth that a priest was expected. 
Many journeyed all night under cover of darkness to arrive 
by dawn. Most were barefoot. All held the secrecy of silence. 
With a price on their heads, priests were forced to travel in 
disguise from one Mass rock to the next, careful to don their 
vestments only when the service began. 
 
It was during such a dawn service that the worshippers were 
discovered. Soldiers descended and the crowd scattered, 
fleeing into the near woods. In the midst of the confusion, 
one of the older parishioners searched out the young visiting 
priest and whispered urgently, “Give me your robes, Father.” 
Thinking the man would hide the garments in the bushes, he 
quickly slipped off his robe. But to his horror, the old man 
slipped the robe over his own head and turned to face the 
approaching soldiers.  
 
“Are you the priest?”, the commander shouted. The old man 
nodded quietly. He was seized and immediately hung from 
a nearby tree. 
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Willing Sacrifice 

Tobernalt Holy Well 

Tobernalt Holy Well Inscription 

Pilgrim walk softly, this is holy ground.  

It has been made holy by the feet of generations  

Who came here to worship God,  

To hear Mass, to honour Our Lady,  

To pray for their needs and for peace. 

Here are the memories of a poor, persecuted people,  

They braved death to come.  

They walked barefoot through the woods 

to worship in secret. 

Here are memories of hunted priests, 

Offering Mass in this hallowed place at risk of their lives. 

Will their sufferings and sacrifices be in vain?  

They have handed on a torch 

Let us keep that torch alight. 
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