
Holy and Happy Sojourn From Exeter To Knock 
In the Spring of 2013 Joan Moran, Chair of the Blessed Sacrament Heavitree Exeter Thursday Lunch Club had the inspired idea of organising a pilgrimage ,with added experiences to Knock and other parts of the West of Ireland.  During the summer she did research both as to who would want to take part and what the trip would consist of.  In December it all came together and we met at Cardinal Newman House , said prayers for a successful pilgrimage filled in application forms and paid our deposits, in return we received tantalising snippets about the places we would visit.

Six months later 40 of us gathered in the car park of the Blessed Sacrament Church where a coach took us to Bristol Airport  where all flights were delayed by about two hours because of a technical problem but we arrived at Knock House Hotel in time for supper. This is a homely but very well run hotel, part of the Shrine complex, where the rooms are comfortable and the food traditional but delicious. 

After Dinner we had the unique opportunity to meet and hear from Marion Carroll. She told us a moving and convincing story of how she had been cured at Knock; a prayerful and optimistic beginning to our time in Ireland 

The next day was spent at the Shrine. We were addressed by the parish priest Father Richard Gibbens .One of hispredecessors Monsignor James Horan had built the basilica and  had had the vision and determination to  persuade the government to fund the airport where we had arrived the day before. Father Gibbens outlined the plans to enlarge the basilica and other facilities to cope with the growing number of pilgrims.

After a visit to the Museum, with its fascinating array of spiritual and vernacular exhibits, we had a delicious meal in the  Museum restaurant we began our participation in the daily religious ceremonies.  We   began by making our way on the grassy slopes and in the  brilliant sunshine around the powerful and dramatic  Stations of the Cross. We then had Rosary and Mass in the Basilica with anointing of the sick. The basilica was crowded and the atmosphere intensely spiritual this being the vigil of Pentecost with Mass concelebrated by a number of senior clerics.  We had plenty of opportunity to visit the old parish church and immerse ourselves in the holy and spiritual atmosphere.  The Apparition of 1879 has been rendered timeless against the outside gable wall with Our Lady, St Joseph and St John depicted in lifesize statues of gleaming white marble. Their  astonishing detail is a faithful representation of the accounts given by those who witnessed the Apparition and is testimony to their veracity and to the authenticity of what they saw.

On the Sunday morning we left Knock and travelled to Westport.  We went via the Richard Peyton Centre.  Some of us will remember this much loved priest and his huge rosary rallies in the 1950’s. Here we were privileged to have a private Mass in the little chapel which we filled. Mass was said by the resident American priest who picked up his guitar to accompany us in the hymns, we were very impressed by his performance and he said how well we had sung.  

On our way to Westport we made an unscheduled stop at Foxford Woollen Mill where we had a fascinating tour showing its history and giving us  an opportunity to see and perhaps buy the quality jewellery, ceramics and the famous Foxford blankets. Some of us also enjoyed delicious tea and cake. The Mill owes its existence to the inspiration of Sr Arsenius of the Sister of Charity who founded the enterprise to combat the ravages of years of famine and hardship in the nineteenth century by providing jobs for local people and education for their children,

We arrived at Westport Castle Hotel, where we were to stay for rest of our pilgrimage. The standard of this hotel was extremely high, with very well appointed rooms, excellent food and friendly caring service. Westport is a delightful town almost unique amongst small rural towns in Ireland or indeed anywhere else in that it has not grown up in an incremental way but has been carefully and deliberately planned and laid out. It can also boast ,and it does, that in a recent newspaper poll it was voted the best place in Ireland to live.  We were impressed by the number and variety of local shops with only one big name chain store in evidence, quite a change from the situation in England. We had the opportunity for daily Mass in St Mary’s parish church on the banks of the meandering river, an impressive edifice; it seemed to be almost as big as our cathedral back home in Plymouth.

On Monday we went to Ballintubber Abbey, a medieval foundation where Mass has been celebrated for eight  hundred years without a break despite many vicissitudes We were privileged to be made part of this remarkable tradition by having  a Mass celebrated specially for us.  The atmosphere and spirituality, the sheer holiness of this ancient place has left a lasting impression. 

Tuesday was more concerned with worldly matters.  We went to the pretty small town of Cong. The motto on its town map is “The fun starts here”. The sun shone as we walked around and visited the main attraction, The Quiet Man Museum, the town being the setting for the celebrated fifties film of that name with John Wayne in the title role. Artefacts from the film were on display including copies of costumes which we were free to dress up in. Down in the corner of one room was a replica of the Cross of Cong, which affords an opportunity for research, as no information was available.  

From there we went to see how the other half live at Ashford Castle Hotel. We had a light lunch at the Gate House and were made welcome in the main building which is a luxurious hotel with amazing art works in the reception area and extensive grounds and lake including its own miniature but still large pleasure cruiser.   

Wednesday saw us at the amazing Kylemoor Abbey and estate. We attended Mass in Westport before we left and en route we made the novena to our Lady of Knock , something we did every day. Kylemoor is an astonishing experience for the visitor who enters a well preserved stately home with all the expected trappings, but imbued with the spirituality of the Benedictine foundation and former school . A spirituality that is enhanced by the Gothic Church aptly described in the brochure as a “cathedral in miniature” with the Blessed Sacrament conspicuously venerated.  To come back to earth there  are also extensive catering facilities, a craft shop, two lakes and a large Victorian walled garden which some of us were not able to find time to see despite a shuttle bus running between there and the Abbey. Indeed we all left Kylemoor feeling that there was much we had not been able to fit in and  that a longer, and early, further visit would be a very good idea. 

On our last full day we spent the morning in Westport itself exploring the shops and market in this a friendly happy place .In the afternoon after visiting a school where we were treated to Irish dancing we went to nearby Crough Patrick, the Holy Mountain.  We were told with great enthusiasm and reverence about the historic and spiritual significance of the mountain and the graces and indulgences that can be gained by those brave enough to tackle its rugged contours. 

Some of us ventured as far as the first stage of the pilgrims’ route and two of our party made it all the way to the top and back, rejoining us some hours later. We stayed at the foot of the mountain for Rosary and Novena. After this we were taken by our excellent coach driver, who had been with us throughout the week, to Joan Moran’s lovely home with stunning views over the Atlantic, where we were treated to a traditional high tea and Irish music, some of us were able to contribute “turns” of our own, the couple who had conquered the mountain arrived back just in time to play their part.. This evening of hospitality and friendship summed up a memorable week and it was generally agreed that we’d all like to do it all again, and have the privilege of another pilgrimage of spirituality and Christian comradeship in beautiful and holy West Ireland.

Edward and Frances Canning 

To add anything to this  email francesandedward@blueyonder.co.uk


