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The first mention of the area now known as Clontuskert is
to be found in the Annals of Ulster where the death of St Baetán (or
Baedán) of Cluaintuaisceart is noted as taking place in A.D. 809,
although the Annals of the Four Masters records that this event
occurred four years earlier. Almost nothing is known of the life of
St. Baetán, nor do we know with certainty where in the parish his
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monastic foundation was situated. However, quite an amount is
known as to the kind of life St. Baetán and his monks would have
lived.
His monastery would have borne little resemblance to the
stone-built Priory founded in the townland of Abbeypark some
four hundred years later. It might have been built as a ring fort
structure, shielded from the outside by a palisade of stakes driven
into the enclosing circular bank of earth. Its exact location is
unknown although a number of possible sites still lurk in the local
folk memory. The most likely site is the one on which the Old
Abbey now stands, although no vestige of an earlier structure was
discovered during the excavations in the 1970s. Crossconnell is
suggested as a possibility. So too is Templepark where the ruins of
an earlier church are in evidence. This very old church and
graveyard is set on an elevated site in the townland of Templepark.
Little evidence can be found as to who built the church or when it
ceased to be used for Divine Service. All that remains is the outline
of the original building and a large number of uninscribed
gravestones in the graveyard. There is a splendid view from the
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site, from which most of Clontuskert parish can be seen. Another
suggestion refers to a possible monastic site in Chapel Park, about
seven hundred yards from the Old Road beyond the home of Pat
and Mary Burns. A ring fort, which used to be known as Behan’s
Fort, can still be seen at this location. Did its name derive from the
fort where St. Baetán and his monastic companions once lived?
During the Penal times, Mass was celebrated on a rock which once
stood close to the western side the fort.

Behan’s Fort,
Chapel Park

Whatever the location, it is possible to reconstruct the kind
of “monastery” in which these men of God lived. It would have
consisted of a small wooden church around which were grouped a
number of small wooden cells where the monks spent most of their
day, emerging only for Mass and communal prayers in the church
or for physical labour in the surrounding land. They lived austere
lives of fasting, penance and isolation from the world. This isolated,
hermitic lifestyle was inspired by the North African hermits or
anchorites who lived their lives in the desert, almost entirely
withdrawn from contact with their fellow humans. These
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communities of hermits belonged to the ‘laura’ system of
monasticism in the early days of Christianity. This isolation, for the
purpose of seeking closeness with God, is seen at its most extreme
level in the lives of the monks on the Skelligs or in St. Brendan’s
wanderings over the sea. The lives of the early Celtic monks in
Clontuskert, driven by the same motivation, were lived in intimate
contact with the natural world about them.
The parish and diocesan structure as we know it today did
not come into being until the twelfth century. Monasticism was the
defining quality of the Irish Church and it was the means by which
Christianity spread throughout Europe. The spiritual needs of the
faithful were catered for by small foundations like that of St.
Baetán. The monk who was in charge of such small settlements,
the abbot, was the supreme ruler. One of the monks was ordained
bishop and his function was to ordain priests and confirm the
faithful. Otherwise, he was indistinguishable from his brethren in
the daily life of the monastery and was subservient to the abbot.
Apparently, St. Baetán’s foundation continued in existence
until the arrival of the Canons Regular of St. Augustine around the
year 1180 A.D. The Canons attended to the spiritual needs of the
people in the district that is now the parish of Clontuskert. Their
ministry extended much further afield, to Aughrim, Abbeygormican,
and Kilclooney. In order to gain easier access to the Teampoilínin
Poolboy, the monks built a narrow pathway or togher, in a straight
line across Kellysgrove bog. The faint trace of the togher can still be
detected on aerial photographs even though the structure of poles,
branches and gravel now lies some four feet beneath the surface of
the constantly growing raised bog.
The Augustinian canons were replaced by the Augustinian
friars around the year 1630 A.D. The friars continued to tend to the
spiritual needs of the population for almost ninety years, until in
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1716 the property was leased to the Protestant bishop of Clonfert.
It then appears that the friars moved up to Attycoffey, because
fifteen years later, the High Sherriff of County Galway reported
that there were friars in that locality.
The history of the Augustinian priory of Clontuskert is
dealt with in Chapter 3. Details are very sketchy regarding the
transition period between the ending of the parochial ministry of
the last Augustinian Friars and the commencement of the parochial
duties of the first Maynooth-ordained clergy. According to the
Collectanea Hibernica, in the year 1668 James Egan, a priest described
as a vicar, is mentioned as ministering in the parish.
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Thirty-six years later, in 1704, Fr. Hugh Madden was
residing in Crossconnell. He was then forty-six years old and had
been ordained in 1684 at Creggane by Tadhg Keogh, Bishop of
Clonfert. He is referred to as a “Regular”, or member of a religious
order. There is no indication of the order to which he belonged. His
death occurred in March 1715 and he was succeeded by Bryan
Lorcan, who was up to this time as ministering in Bullaun.
In 1731, in the Report on the State of Popery there is a mention
of “one Mass House, lately repaired” with “one priest officiating”.
The following year, there were Friars living at Attycoffey on the
estate of Nicholas Archdekane who was described as “a papist”.
Archdekane (or Archdeacon), had owned large estates in County
Kilkenny which were seized during the Cromwellian Wars. He was
removed to Connacht where he was given over seven hundred
acres in the Gortnamona, Attycoffey and Crossconnell area. His
residence was at Gortnamona.
The Popery Returns of 1766 named “Richard Burke and
Luke Cowan, Popish Priests”. More than forty years were to pass
before the next mention of priestly activity in Clontuskert. In the
year 1807, according to the Castlereagh Memoirs, there were no
longer any members of religious orders serving in the parish. The
parish income in that year was £60. A Parish Priest is not
mentioned for that year although three years later we know that a
Fr. Charles Gallagher died at the age of sixty. His tombstone is in
the Old Abbey and the epitaph reads:

O Lord have mercy on the
Soul of the Revd Charles
Gallagher P.P. of Clontouskt
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Who Dept Nov 10th 1810
Aged 60 yrs
Friend to virtue but a foe to vice
Think of him and persue the path he trod
And like him be a servant to thy God.
Erd by Mrs Charles Seymour of Somerset
There is no mention of a parish priest in Clontuskert
immediately following Fr. Gallagher’s death in 1810. In 1820, Fr.
O’Donnell was appointed to the position and remained in the
parish until 1827. Almost immediately upon his arrival, he
commenced the building of the present church of St. Augustine.
This fact is recorded on the stone tablet over the font in the side
chapel:

Tablet marking
completion of
St. Augustine’s
Church
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Fr. O’Donnell is reputedly buried beneath the aisle, before
the sanctuary in the church. For some time prior to the renovations
in 1990, a rectangular depression in the centre aisle, marked the
position of what may be his grave.
The first recorded event to take place in the new church
was a meeting of the ‘Friends of Civil and Religious Liberty’ which
was reported in the Western Argus of January 25th, 1829:

CLONTUSKERT MEETING
We, the undersigned, request a meeting of the Friends of
Civil and Religious Liberty in the Parish Chapel of
Clontuskert on Sunday the 25th Instant, for the purpose of
addressing the Lord Lieutenant on his recall from the
Government of the country – for Petitioning Parliament for
redress of our grievances and for the consideration of other
matters connected with the interest of our cause.
Thos. Cahalan P.P.
William Kelly [Kellysgrove]
John Kelly [Liskelly]
Charles Kelly [Kellysgrove]
James Kelly
Simon Sellars
Pat McLoughlin
Pat McDermott.

Richard Donelan
Pat Molloy
James Finly
Michael Loughnane
Thomas Larkin
Martin Loughnane
James McLoughlin

Fr. Thomas Cahalan, who attended this meeting, was
appointed to Clontuskert as successor to Fr. O’Donnell in 1827. He
remained as parish priest until 1836 when he was moved to Kiltulla.
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Fr. John Jennings became parish priest in 1836. However,
his tenure was brief because he died four years later on May 21st,
1840. The next parish priest was Fr. Patrick Walsh who had a
longer innings - of fifteen years - until his death on October 15th
1855. He was followed by Fr. Malachy Green who ministered in the
parish until his transfer to Killimor in 1874, where he died on July
9th 1881.
Fr. Thomas Mulkern, a native of Loughrea, was the next
Parish Priest to be appointed. He had been a curate in Ballinasloe
before his appointment to Clontuskert in 1874. He was made Vicar
Forane in 18931. After a lengthy period of poor health, Fr. Mulkern
died in May 1903. Fr. Joseph Pelley then took over the running of
the parish until his transfer as curate to Killimor two years later.

Fr. John Fallon P.P.
A native of Loughrea, Fr. John Fallon was one of the
longest-serving Parish Priests in the history of Clonfert. He began
his forty-two year ministry in Clontuskert on May Day 1905,
having come from Ballymacward where he was a curate. The
circumstances of his appointment were somewhat unusual. He had
been curate in Taughmaconnell at the time and had been asked by
the bishop, Dr. O’Dea, to accompany the Administrator of
Ballinasloe, Fr. Joyce, on a fundraising trip to the United States.
While they were in New York, endeavouring to raise funds for the
cathedral in Loughrea, he received news of his appointment as
parish priest of Clontuskert.
At that time, the Parochial House was a little to the rear of
the one built later by Fr. O’Connor. He built an extension to the
Parochial House in the 1930s. His sister Annie, his widowed sister
Mrs. Corcoran and her son Jack lived with him for a number of
years. He travelled around the parish on horseback and later in a
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Fr. John Fallon P.P.

pony and trap. Jack Corcoran drove him by car when that mode of
transport became common, although he travelled on a bicycle
during the Emergency.
During his early years in the parish, he strongly supported
the efforts of the Clontuskert Branch of the United Irish League in
their endeavour to secure an
equitable division of land in the
parish1. He took his role as School
Manager very seriously and conducted
a voluminous correspondence with
the Department of Education on
matters pertaining to school
buildings, teacher conduct and the
perceived threat to school numbers
from the possible re-opening of the
Church of Ireland school in Glan2. His
administrative
qualities
were
recognised by his bishop, Dr.
O’Doherty, when he appointed him as Vicar Forane of the diocese of
Clonfert.
When Fr. Fallon’s health began to deteriorate, Fr. Jack
Egan was appointed in 1945 as his minder and helper. During this
time, Fr. Egan lived in the teacher’s residence at the Old School. In
the month of February 1947 during a particularly severe period of
snow and frost, Fr. Fallon died and was buried in the priests’ plot in
the cemetery.

Fr. Michael O’Connor P.P.
Fr. Michael O’Connor was a native of Lawrencetown and
became Parish Priest of Clontuskert after the death of Fr. Fallon in
1947. When he heard of his appointment to Clontuskert, he was
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very unhappy. However, as the years passed he grew to like the
parish and he settled in happily. The boys who served Mass for him
at the Stations saw him as a friendly priest who had a pleasant sense
of humour. He had a great interest in building. His first project in
the parish was the building of a new Parochial House, which he
commenced despite the objections of a large number of
parishioners who feared the imposition of the levy, which would be
imposed on them. The house still stands in Garyduff and is
currently the home of John and Elaine Bleahen. His next project
was the building of a new national school. There was general
agreement that a new school was needed, but not on the site which
Fr. O’Connor had chosen. He favoured the site where the school is
now situated. However, many of
the parishioners would have
preferred the more elevated and
drier site situated where the road
from the church meets the Old
Road, in the corner of what is now
Tom Madden’s field. While his
decision on the school site was
controversial, it was his decision to
pull down the plaster ceiling in the
church that caused most upset
among the parishioners. This
beautiful stucco ceiling, a source of pride to the people, had been
set in place by a family of Italian plasterers who were reputed to
have created the ceilings in Lord Clancarty’s residence at Garbally
Park.
Fr. O’Connor employed Nellie Curley from Ballinasloe as
housekeeper, and Patrick Clarke from Killimor, as a general
worker. His favourite hobby was shooting and he was to be seen on
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most mornings during the season with his dog and gun. He
encouraged attendance at daily Mass and during the Summer
holidays he loved to see the school children in the church, awarding
little prizes on occasion to those who attended most frequently.
Perhaps he will be remembered most fondly for his caring attention
to the sick and dying during his sojourn in the parish.
After a fourteen-year stay in Clontuskert, he was appointed
Parish Priest of Eyrecourt. In the ‘40s and ‘50s his brother Joe had a
bar and grocery business at the corner of Dunlo Street and Duggan
Avenue in Ballinasloe, which was a favourite meeting place for
Clontuskert people on fair days.

Fr. John Kelly P.P.
John Kelly was a native of Streamsfort, New Inn, where he
was born on the 28th of November 1909. Having completed his
Secondary education in Garbally College, he went to Maynooth
where he spent four years. Following his time there, he transferred
to the Irish College in Rome where he was ordained on the 24th of
February, 1934.
Fr. Kelly’s first appointment was to Woodford in 1935.
After a year in that parish, he moved closer to his native place when
he was appointed to Bullaun where he remained until 1944. He
became curate in Ballinasloe in that year. From 1956 until 1960, he
was Administrator in Ballinasloe. In 1960, he was appointed Parish
Priest in Fohenagh where he remained until 1963.
In 1963, Clontuskert welcomed Fr. Kelly as its new Parish
Priest. Those with a dislike for lengthy liturgical services were
delighted at his arrival because he was noted for his speedy
celebration of Mass. Parishioners noticed that whenever there was
an important football or hurling match at some distance away, the
attendance at Mass was increased considerably by the faithful from
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neighbouring parishes who wished to
make an early start after the nine
o’clock Mass. His time in Clontuskert
was a happy one and he made some
very good friends among the
parishioners. One of his pastimes was
devoted to looking after his small herd
of cows and calves. He was a devoted
member of the local Golf Club where
he was a very accomplished player until
he began to slow down in his later
years. He served as President of the
Club in 1953 and Captain in 1959. He
was awarded the honour of being
elected an Honorary Life Member of
the Club.
Fr. Kelly retired in 1985 and
lived with Jane and John Quinn who
took very good care of him in their
house beside the Old School until his
death in August 1995.

Fr. John Kelly P.P.

Fr. Pascal
Donohoe P.P.

Fr. Pascal Donohoe P.P.
Pascal Donohoe, son of Thomas and Annie Donohoe, was
born into the townland of Cormack in the parish of Mullagh on the
27th of March 1938. He attended Coolagh National School and was
then sent to the Cistercian College Roscrea. He remained there for
two years and then went to Garbally College for the three final
years of his secondary education.
Having decided to become a priest, he enrolled in
Maynooth College and after four years there, he went to the Irish
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College in Rome where he was ordained in 1964. On his return to
Ireland, he began his priestly work in Derrybrien, where he
remained for two years. He then spent three years in Ballinasloe
parish, followed by five years in Kilconnell, a year of studies in
Rome, six years in Woodford and a further six years in Bullaun
until his appointment as Parish Priest of Clontuskert in 1987.
Fr. Donohoe was a farmer at heart. As a young boy, his
delight was to be among the ponies and cattle. He loved the
excitement of buying and selling cattle, particularly when he got
‘value’ in a deal. As a priest, he was soft-hearted and caring,
particularly in his dealings with the sick and elderly. Those who
were seriously ill experienced a sense of calm and acceptance
following his visits to them. It was often said of him that he ‘wasn’t
greedy for money’. People who were lazy or who made little
attempt to achieve their full potential were a constant source of
irritation to him. The parable of the ‘Talents’ struck a particular
chord with him.
After about two years in Clontuskert, Fr. Pascal’s health
began to disimprove due to a serious brain condition and he found
it increasingly difficult to perform his parochial duties. In 1989, Fr.
Pat Conroy was appointed curate in Clontuskert and the following
year he became the Administrator of the parish. He was replaced
by Fr. Sean Egan who remained as curate until the appointment of
Fr. Finneran in 1993. Fr. Pascal retired in June 1993 and went to live
in a house on the Shannonbridge Road in Ballinasloe. However,
when his condition worsened, he was moved into St. Brigid’s
Hospital in order to receive more specialised nursing care. Despite
the tender care he received, particularly from two of his
parishioners who worked in St. Brigid’s, he deteriorated rapidly and
died on the 14th of August, 1996.

94

4. The Catholic Parish

01/09/2009

21:54

Page 95

The Catholic Pa r ish

Fr. Michael Finneran P.P.
Fr. Michael Finneran became Parish Priest of Clontuskert in
June 1993. However, he did not take up duty until after August
28th because Fr. Pascal had expressed a wish to celebrate for his last
time as Parish Priest, the annual Old Abbey Mass for the feast of St.
Augustine.
Fr. Michael is a native of Taughmaconnell parish and
remains a proud Roscommon man to this day, despite being
surrounded by Galway people who sometimes rib him good
humouredly as to the ‘finer’ qualities of
Galway football. He was a top class
athlete and sportsman in his younger
days. He captained the Roscommon
Minor team which was beaten in the
Connacht Final by an excellent Galway
fifteen which later formed the backbone of the famous ‘three-in-a-row
team’ of the 1960s. That was his second
year playing for his county. His parish
team was St. Peter’s, an amalgamated
team composed of players from
Taughmaconnell and Clann na Gael,
with whom he won three county medals. Sport played an
important part in his development both in his five years as a
boarder in Garbally and later during his seven-year stay in
Maynooth. Garbally introduced him to rugby for the first time and
he later starred as scrum-half with Ballinasloe Rugby Club.
Fr. Michael’s football career came to an end with St.
Gabriel’s of Kilconnell where he began a two-year posting as curate
in 1967. His next appointment was for a further two years when he
was asked to assume the post of Dean in Garbally College. This was
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not by any means the happiest two years of his life. Enforcing
boarding-school discipline on exuberant teenagers did not sit well
with his kindly nature. Following his posting in Garbally, he spent
eleven happy years in Loughrea and another equally happy eleven
years in Portumna.
In 1993, Fr. Michael was appointed Parish Priest of
Clontuskert which he describes as ‘a grand parish’, where he is
enjoying a very happy relationship with the people. Taughmaconnell,
where his roots are, is not very far away. His late mother Eileen,
from neighbouring Attyrory, taught in the National School in
Tavanagh for most of her working life and his father Paddy still
resides in the old home where he is enjoying a hale and hearty old
age.

The Parish Records
Many parishes in Ireland have excellent records of births,
marriages and deaths. Clontuskert’s records however are poor for
portions of the nineteenth century. There are considerable gaps in
the information provided, particularly in the records of marriages
and deaths. In the nineteenth century, it appears that information
was at times recorded by the parish priest of the day in a very
haphazard fashion, often on loose pages which were in danger of
being mislaid. Spellings of surnames and family addresses varied
considerably. As a result, a wealth of information which would
have proved invaluable for local historians, was lost forever. Were
it not for the commendable efforts of Fr. Thomas Mulkern P.P.,
who ministered in the parish during the concluding years of the
nineteenth century, the situation would have been much more
serious. He transferred whatever carelessly recorded material he
found into the properly bound ledgers which are available to the
researcher of today.
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Up to 1854, marriage ceremonies in Clontuskert were
performed in the village of the bride and in 1827, Fr. Thomas
Cahalan was the first priest to record these marriages. He wrote on
the flyleaf of the register; ‘This parish register of Clontuskert, since
the 1st of October 1827, which is the time that I had been appointed
parish priest.’ From 1854 onwards, marriages were performed in
‘the chapel’.
On the same foreleaf, there is a note written in May 24th
1840 by Fr. P. Walshe which stated that he began his baptismal
record at this point and his marriage record in 1856. From this point
on, entries in both registers were intermixed. The first marriage
record signed by Fr. Malachy Greene P.P. was on February 8th
1857 and the first baptismal record which he signed was when Mary
Anne Berrane and Anne Gardiner were received into the Catholic
Church – probably on the occasion of their marriages. On the
reverse side of the record book there is a a complete register of
marriages between 1832 and 1854. Only occasional deaths were
recorded in the ten year period between 1858 and 1868.

St. Augustine’s Church
According to the stone tablet on the wall of the side chapel,
the church was built in 1820. There have been some alterations to
the layout of the building since then. It appears that when the
church was first built, the back of the altar was on the wall
adjoining the sacristy. The older generation will remember a
second door from the sacristy which has not been in use for many
years. The altar could therefore be accessed from the sacristy on
either side. It is possible that the change may have been made when
three new sanctuary windows were installed almost a hundred
years ago.
The three new stained-glass windows were installed in the
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(Above)
Resurrection
Window
Designed by
F. Mayer of
Munich and
London

sanctuary around the year 1910. The beautiful Resurrection
window looks down on the altar – an inspiring sight whenever the
sun shines directly through, particularly on Easter Sundays. This
window was made by F. Mayer of London and Munich.
The window beside the sacristy door beautifully presents
the peaceful Christmas scene. Beneath the window are the words:
Presented by Thos. Coen Urrachree in memory of his late uncle James
Craughwell and his deceased relatives. 1908. Thomas Coen
lived in the old house beside the residence of
Leslie Wakefield. His uncle farmed a very large
holding in the Urrachry/Tristane area
during the nineteenth century. His
headstone can be seen near the church,
to the right of the path that leads
through the cemetery.
The window on the opposite side
shows the dead Jesus beneath the cross
in the arms of his Mother. The
dedication reads: This window has been
erected to the memory of the late Fr.
Mulkern P.P. by bequest in the will of the
late James Barr of this parish 1908. James
Barr was a Protestant of Scottish
descent who lived in Rosgloss House,
where Paddy Fahy now lives.
The present porch was not a part of
the original building. A grave-plot of
the Kelly family occupied the place
where the porch now stands. The
land on which the church and
cemetery are situated was donated to
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the parish by the McDermott
family of Ramore, Killimor. They
also gave the land for the school.
Even though the McDermotts
were Catholics, they owned huge
estates, some of which were
situated in Clontuskert. The
traditional burial place of the
McDermotts was in the cemetery
beside St. Augustine’s church.
Major Anthony McDermott, who
had donated the site for the
church, died in 1830 and is buried
in the family plot. A tradition in
the parish points to the possibility
that the church where the faithful
worshipped prior to the building
of St. Augustine’s, was situated on
the site of the Old School. It was
believed to have been a low,
rather small, thatched building,
built into one side of a ringfort, on
what might have been the only
patch of ground available in the
days of the Penal Laws.
(Above)
Nativity Window in memory
of James Craughwell.
(Right)
Detail from Crucifixion Window.
In memory of Fr. Mulkern.
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Church
Interior
in the
late
1950s

Church
Interior
in 2009
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