
Katie of the Woods 

By Eric Shaw 

 On 14 February 1893, Thomas Scanlan of Quin married Mary Gleeson of Newhall in Clarecastle 

Church. The Gleeson home was a neat, thatched stone cottage, built in to the side of a hill on the 

eastern edge of New Hall estate. The Gleesons had lived in that cottage for generations as tenants of 

MacDonnells and O’Briens of Newhall House and farmed the 25 acres that surrounded the house. A 

1st cousin of Mary Gleeson, Mary Gallery of Killone, emigrated to Australia in 1859. Years later, in 

1995, a great-grandson of Mary Gallery, Dr Brian Lloyd, wrote a book 

called “Ballybeg to the Bush” on her early days in Newhall and her 

life afterwards in Australia. 

 

 

 

 

 

Edenvale lies behind the hill, a short distance away. According to the 

1911 Census, the house was thatched, with four rooms and three 

windows to the front. There were four outhouses – a cow house, a 

dairy, a fowl house and a car house. The shell of the house and 

outhouses still stand and are fine examples of stonework. The stone 

must have been quarried from the limestone cliff behind the house. 

 

Katie’s fireplace 



Well-built stone walls surround a small 

orchard in front of the house, with piers that 

originally held a wrought-iron gate. A large 

holly tree stood to the left of the house 

looking towards the orchard. The car house is 

a curiosity as there are no roadways close to 

the house. The house is situated in the 

townland of Newhall but contact with Ennis 

was made over paths through ancient woods 

in Ballybeg. Despite the plantation of conifers 

by the Government in the 1950s, sections of 

these paths still exist and run through groves 

of ancient hazelwood. These parts of the 

undisturbed woods are carpeted with 

bluebells, wood sorrel, violets, primroses and 

wood anemones as the seasons move on. 

There are remains of similar stone cottages in 

the woods of Ballybeg.  

 

Three children were born to Thomas Scanlan 

and Mary Gleeson. All were baptised in 

Ballyea Church: Mary Anne in 1894, Catherine in 1895 and Michael in 1897. The roll-books for 

Ballyea school shows Mary Anne starting there in 1903, Katie in 1905 and Michael in 1906. The 

children walked through the fields from the house to the school, a distance of three miles in either 

direction.  

Mary Anne married. Michael appears to have died as a young man. Eventually, Katie was left alone in 

the house and lived there until her death in 1960. She had cows, sheep, a large flock of goats including 

two puck-goats and a large black sheepdog. These goats brought me in contact with Katie when I was 

a child in the mid-1950s. My uncle, William Shaw, kept about six female goats that ran with his herd 

of cows on his small farm in Ballybeg as was the practice at the time. The goats were tethered together 

in pairs by a short length of chain, with collars made from old bucket handles joined by a single link. 

They also had fetters made from sugán rope, tying a front leg to a back leg to limit their climbing 

abilities. The goats kept hazelscrub at bay as well as ivy and other invasive weeds. They also produced 

kid goats which were considered a delicacy to eat at Easter 

time, as well as milk which was regarded as beneficial to 

those who suffered from asthma. So once a year it was 



necessary to bring our little herd of goats to Katie’s puck. It was a difficult task to haul these goats up 

the Ballybeg road which was only a dirt-track at the time and up the paths through the woods to 

Katie’s cottage. I think that this task was 

undertaken in the month of October. The 

goats were left to roam with Katie’s herd to let 

nature take its course for a few weeks and 

then the task of bringing the goats home again 

began. The kids were born around March of 

the following year and were sold off for 

Easter. Billy might keep a female kid or two to 

replace an old nanny-goat.  

Katie would ask my brother and I and Billy to 

come in to her cottage for a cup of tea. I 

remember the half-door leading in to a warm 

kitchen with many Holy pictures on the walls. The 

floor was covered with large flagstones and the 

walls were whitewashed. She once told my brother 

that “he came bare”, meaning that he had come 

without a raincoat on a bad day. On one of those 

trips, Billy took us up over Katie’s hill and down to 

the Glen in Edenvale to see the Stacpoole graves 

and told us the story of Stacpoole’s horse “Turco” 

being buried in the same area.  

Katie would walk down the paths through the 

woods to Gallery’s house and take the Rocky Road 

in to Ennis, coming out at the Hawn close to 

Carroll’s Pound Cottage. If she knew that she 

would be late in getting home, she would leave an 

oil-lantern hidden in the bushes to light her way up 

the path to her cottage. I remember her as a 

strong, upright lady who was kind to us children. 

Of course we thought that she was a very old lady 

but in fact she was only about 60 at the time. There was a story told of Katie hearing a knock at her 

door late one night. On opening the door, she saw her long-dead brother standing there. He made no 

move to come in so she left the door open, piled more wood on the fire and went to bed. Another 

story concerns Bishop Fogarty who used to ride through the woods from his house in Ashline. He called 

on Katie for a drink of water. She took him her well west of the house and gave him a drink in a white 

enamel mug. The Bishop was supposed to have blessed the well. [I have not been able to locate this 

well but Katie had to have a supply of water so it must be there]. Before the present conifers had 

grown, Katie’s cottage could be seen from the Conic Line. From the cottage, there was a fine view 

overlooking Ballybeg Lake, the village of Clarecastle, the Turret at Dromoland and beyond. The 

conifers are being harvested and beech, oak and ash have replaced them, making the woods a more 

pleasant place to visit. Bat houses have been erected on the trees and the red squirrel can be seen 

flitting up the trunks of the trees. 

Katie had the house re-thatched by a man named Coleman from Clarecastle. She would not allow any 

other person carry out this task. She occasionally employed a man named Nash to work on the land 

at the rate of £4 per week. Eddie Murphy, the long-serving postman in Clarecastle, told me about 

delivering letters to Katie’s cottage as she was within in his area. This was at a time when Eddie had 

only a bicycle or walked. Katie died on 8 August 1960 of coronary thrombosis after one day. She was 

buried in in Killone Abbey. Her grave is not marked. Within a short time, her little cottage was 



ransacked. Her father was supposed to be a great reader of books. All his books were taken. The 

thatched roof fell in or may have been burned. The holly-tree was repeatedly hacked for its red berries. 

The land was later sold to Joyce of Newhall House. After her death, Katie’s goats were left to fend for 

themselves and quickly developed in to a large herd. Remnants of the herd can still be seen in the 

hazelwoods of Ceartagh. Many of them were rounded up in 2018 and deported to the Cooley 

Peninsula as they were coming out on to the new road systems. But they were not all captured and I 

am glad to say that a small herd has been seen in Ballybeg. The stone walls of her cottage still stand 

and I often take the paths up through the woods with my grandchildren to let them enjoy the beauty 

of the hazelwoods and to tell them Katie’s story. 

 

 

In the past year, a recumbent gravestone was 

found during land reclamation in the field west 

of Katie’s house. It bears no inscription apart 

from some decoration around the upper 

portion. It is said that Katie’s father had ordered 

the stone but he died shortly afterwards and the 

stone was never used. 

 

Sources:  

Clarecastle/Ballyea Church records  

Ballyea National School Rolls online with Clare Library  

1911 Census Returns for Newhall Townland.  

Note: The Scanlan family do no not appear in the 1901 Census. Perhaps the remoteness of the 

cottage led to them being omitted.  

Death Certificate for Catherine Scanlan dated 8 August 1960  

Notes of chats with Georgie Nash at Killone Abbey on 12 November 1995, Eddie Murphy 2003, Frank 

Hogan on 21 February 2012 and Brian Hayes on 27 March 2012. In State, Church and school records, 

the surname is given as Scanlan. In the 1911 Census Return, in a fine hand written by Thomas, he 

spells his name as Scanlon.  
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