The Holy Well of St. Brigid, Liscannor, County Clare.

Ronan Foley reports Ireland to have over 3,000 holy wells.[footnoteRef:1] A hundred of these wells are dedicated to St. Brigid, one of which is located in County Clare, in Ballysteen, near the town of Liscannor.[footnoteRef:2] The well is situated above Liscannor Bay, close to the cliffs of Moher which is located in the East of Ireland. [1:  Celeste Ray. ‘The Sacred and the Body Politic at Ireland’s Holy Wells’, (International Social Science Journal, 62.205-206 (2011)). P. 272.]  [2:  Clare Ave Monardo. "Visual Culture, Ritual, and Landscape at the Holy Wells of St. Brigid in Ireland." (2016). P. 2.] 

St. Brigid’s well is separated into two sections; there is an upper sanctuary (Ula Uachtarach) with an ancient cemetery and a cross and the lower sanctuary (Ula Iochtarach) which is where the well is located. The well is situated within a whitewashed well-house which has been built using local Moher flagstone.[footnoteRef:3] The well-house is full of votive offerings from pilgrims, which are deposited before performing the ritual. The ritual can be performed any time of the year, but it needs to be repeated three times for it to be effective, whereas if the ritual is performed on one of the four pattern days (these are the eve of St. Brigid’s feast, 31st January, Garland Saturday and Sunday, the last Sunday of July, and the feast of the Assumption on 15th August[footnoteRef:4]), once will suffice.[footnoteRef:5] The ritual no longer requires pilgrims to be barefoot, but they must, still walk alone, not in pairs. After depositing the offering in the well-house, the pilgrims are to kneel in front of the St. Brigid statue, state your intention, then say ‘may Jesus salute you, O holy Brigid, may Mary salute you and may I salute you myself. It is to you I have come making my complaint and asking your help for the honour of God’.[footnoteRef:6] Then, the pilgrim would say five Our fathers, five Hail Marys and five Glorias, after which, they circumambulate the statue in an anti-clockwise direction. Then, going to the well on one’s knees, and remaining on them, the pilgrims were to go to the upper sanctuary to say five Our Fathers, Hail Marys and Glorias. Then stand, recite the Creed while circumambulating in an anti-clockwise direction on the long path. Another anti-clockwise circumambulation is required around the stone cross while saying one Our father, one Hail Mary and one Gloria. Then, kiss the cross. Repeat this five times. Finally, back at the well, ‘drink the water three times- in the “Name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost”, and then repeat your intention while kneeling’.[footnoteRef:7] [3:  Monardo. 2016. P. 57.]  [4:  Adomnán. ‘Holy Well: Saint Brigid’s Well, Liscannor, County Clare’, Holy Well. 2014.]  [5:  Monardo. 2016. P. 61.]  [6:  Monardo. 2016. P. 60.]  [7:  Monardo. 2016. P. 60-61.] 

Many of St. Brigid’s well are associated with eye diseases due to the legend which states she ‘plucked her eyes out and threw them at a suitor’, however she regains her sight when she washes the sockets out in one of her sacred wells. Pilgrims also seek out her wells to find relief from other physical ailments as well as blindness.[footnoteRef:8] There is another story regarding this well; the well is considered a ‘jumping well’ that moved from place to place on its own accord. One version of the story is a local woman washed potatoes in the well, insulting it, therefore it moved. Another version is St. Brigid was in the process of blessing the well as a Christian site, when a pagan woman tried to stop her causing the well to move to the other side of the road.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Gary Varner. Sacred Wells a Study in the History, Meaning, and Mythology of Holy Wells & Waters. (2009). P. 34.]  [9:  Monardo. 2016. P. 57.] 

A fish is significant in Cristian and pre-Christian Celtic traditions. St. Brigid’s well is associated with a white trout which, if seen, implies the pilgrims request will be upheld.[footnoteRef:10] The fish in St. Brigid’s well is a white trout, whereas in the ‘miraculous well of Segais’ lives the salmon of wisdom. Fish have also been linked to two other holy wells belonging to St. Brigid, one is located in Brideswell, County Roscommon and the other is in Burren, County Galway. The sacred fish in a holy well can sometimes be translated into an eel, which is the case for the sacred eel which is in another St. Brigid’s well located in Birchfield, County Clare.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  Monardo. 2016. P. 61.]  [11:  Monardo. 2016. P. 62.] 

Brigid was born on the first February 450 in Faughart (spelled Fochard or Forchart), near Dundalk[footnoteRef:12] and died in 523.[footnoteRef:13] Her parents were baptized by St. Patrick, as Brigid may have been[footnoteRef:14]. Under the religious training of St. Mel, St. Patricks nephew, Brigid became the first abbot in Ireland and ‘is also said to have started a centre for learning and arts and her school in renowned for its illuminated manuscripts’.[footnoteRef:15]  [12:  Shirley Toulson. The Celtic Alternative: the Christianity We Lost (London: Century, 1987). P. 74.]  [13:  Monardo. 2016. P. 26.]  [14:  Varner. 2009. P. 34.]  [15: . Varner. 2009. P. 34.] 

Brigid’s father Dubtach was the Prince of Leinster, and her mother was his maidservant. According to Shirley Toulson, The Celtic Alternative: the Christianity We Lost, Brigid and her mother were sold into slavery and were to serve a druid priest. Brigid’s birth was said to have taken place on a threshold, and as a child she had no fixed abode. It is said, even as an infant Brigid belonged more to the church than to any human family. Brought up in a pagan household with a Christian mother, Brigid defied her father’s orders of a noble arranged marriage by taking the necessary vows to become a nun at the age of fourteen,[footnoteRef:16] later, she was known as the nun of Kildare. Brigid (also known as Bridgit, Bride or Brighid) is said to have been buried with St. Patrick and St. Columba in Kildare, until the time the Danes began raiding monasteries in the ninth century and the burial shrine was destroyed by King Henry VIII. St. Brigid was then moved to the cathedral in Downpatrick.[footnoteRef:17]  [16:  Toulson. 1987. pp. 75-76.]  [17:  Monardo. 2016. P. 26. Varner. 2009. P. 34.] 

Among the Irish, St. Brigid is the second most popular, after St. Patrick,[footnoteRef:18] so much so that during the 17th century, St. Brigid took over a parish church in Killore which was previously dedicated to St. Aodh. Another example of St. Brigid’s popularity is a small ancient church in County Leitrim which used to be dedicated to Finnabhar, but it now committed to St. Brigid. The pre-Christian festival of Imbolc, which is held on February first is now known as the feast of St. Brigid.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Varner. 2009. P. 34.]  [19:  Patrick Logan. The Holy Wells of Ireland (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 1992). Pp. 36-37.] 

St. Brigid is heavily associated with the virgin Mary and is said to have been her midwife. This is a combination of Celtic and Christian myth. It is also said she was a pagan goddess and a saint who was the ‘guardian of childbirth and the spirit of fertility’.[footnoteRef:20] As well as fertility, St. Brigid was said to be a patron of craftsmen, healing, water, fire and poets as well as the protector of cattle. She is said to be associated with fertility with cows and lambs as well as humans.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Toulson. 1987. Pp. 70-73.]  [21:  Varner. 2009. P. 34.] 

Holy wells situated in close proximity to a church were used by prehistoric and pagan communities and revered as holy long before a Christian saint sanctified them[footnoteRef:22]. Irish holy wells are seen as being slightly unique compared to other countries as a large number of them are still worshipped today and are frequently visited by locals and tourists particularly on Patron days.[footnoteRef:23] The religious history of Ireland before and after the Reformation has been strenuous and many of the features and practices associated with holy wells dates to pre-Christian, Celtic times, but now, at a glance, appear to be Christian rituals[footnoteRef:24]. Holy wells are approachable to everybody, despite their religion and ‘the restoration of holy wells has become a part of the reconciliation process’.[footnoteRef:25] This is especially true for a well in Belcoo, County Fermanagh, which is named ‘for the Irish saint congenial to both Roman Catholics and Protestant traditions’.[footnoteRef:26] This well is the St. Patrick well, who even to this day is celebrated every year in Ireland, on 17th March.  [22:  Toulson. 1987. P. 125.]  [23:  Logan. 1992. P. 13.]  [24:  Logan. 1992. P. 13.]  [25:  Ray. 2011. P. 276.]  [26:  Ray. 2011. P. 276] 

Holy wells are associated with possessing miraculous healing powers which have been attributed to a particular well by a particular patron saint. These healing powers are usually accompanied by an ancient story of how and why the well appeared and why it holds the specific healing power attributed to it which is why it is considered holy. Wells and springs are also said to have sprung up in a location where a saint defeats their enemy, then blesses the well, making it holy.[footnoteRef:27] Certain wells are known for their general healing qualities, whereas other wells are associated more specifically with offering a specific cure. The most frequently found cures are blindness or other eye diseases, fertility, regaining the ability to walk and curing sick children.[footnoteRef:28] Dr. Patrick Logan states those seeking out holy wells may find themselves bitterly disappointed as many do not appear as one would imagine. Some are extraordinary sights of an ancient well in close proximity to an extravagant church, but others may not even be a well, they are simply a small stream, a lake, a collection of rainwater in a tree stump, a collection of water in an indent in a stone or a waterfall and on first glance, do not look miraculous at all.[footnoteRef:29]  [27:  Logan. 1987. Pp. 48-51.]  [28:  Logan. 1992. Pp. 69-86.]  [29:  Logan. 1992. P. 57.] 

Other objects associated with holy wells are trees and stones. Common trees to be found near wells are yew, ash, hazel, hawthorn, holly, rowan and oak. There is usually a story associated with the tree being a miracle which was performed by a saint, perceiving the sacred tree as immortal.[footnoteRef:30] In some cases small pieces of cloth are dipped in the holy well and hung on the tree as a way to rid a skin condition, other offerings include scalpels, beads, crutches and baby soothers to name a few. The offering is dependant on which aliment one is seeking assistance with.[footnoteRef:31] Stones are associated with holy wells in many different ways. Some, simply set out the path to take, some are arranged into a chair or bed for the pilgrim, some are thought to contain a supernatural power and some small stones, are placed among other small stones as part of the ritual. Previously, it was custom to place a stone at the scene of a fatal accident, the more modern custom is to place a cross or flowers as a way of remembering the deceased.[footnoteRef:32] Some pilgrims circumambulate the stone and say a prayer, the same as they do the well[footnoteRef:33]. [30:  Logan. 1992. Pp. 89-93.]  [31:  Logan. 1992. P. 116.]  [32:  Logan. 1992. Pp. 97-100.]  [33:  Logan. 1992. P. 101.] 

Whether religious or not, this holy well is a scared place. Traditional Celtic rituals mixed with Christian practices create a unique experience for pilgrims with a ritual that is still performed. This is made more extraordinary with the inclusion of man-made additions like the pathways and the well-house and the natural features like the wells and springs.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Monardo. 2016. P. 64.] 
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