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Siobhán Kilfeather ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ άhƭƛǾŜǊ tƭǳƴƪŜǘǘΩǎ IŜŀŘέΣ ό¢ŜȄǘǳŀƭ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ нллнύ ǿǊƛǘŜǎ:- 
ά{ǘΦ tŜǘŜǊΩǎΣ 5ǊƻƎƘŜŘŀ ƛǎ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛŎǎ ƻŦ {ǘΦ hƭƛǾŜǊ tƭǳƴƪŜǘǘ όмснр-81), the centre piece of 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƛƴǘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘΦ Lƴ ŀ Ǝƭŀǎǎ ōƻȄ ƻƴ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ŀ ƳŀǊōƭŜ ǇƭƛƴǘƘΣ under a gold and jewel encrusted turret, it 
ƛǎ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀǘ ŀ ƘŜƛƎƘǘ ŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ƛǘ ŦŀŎŜ ǘƻ ŦŀŎŜΧΦ 
The most striking feature is the mouth. The lips are drawn back slightly to expose the teeth, in what may be 
construed as a grimacŜΣ ŀ ǎƴŀǊƭΣ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ŀ ǘǿƛǎǘŜŘ ǎƳƛƭŜΧέ 

 
This man, the then Catholic Archbishop of Armagh, had been hanged, drawn, his body cut in two, and then 
decapitated, his head hurriedly being rescued from a fire by his supporters. That this could happen seems 
scarcely credible from a modern standpoint. We intend in this short work to explore the circumstances 
leading to this dreadful act; the rise to sainthood of this martyr and the role which this celebrated relic has 
played in recent times. Understanding this story, however, requires an awareness of wider events. The 
Reformation in Western Europe had produced divisions between followers of the Old Faith and Protestants 
leading, at times, to mutual slaughter. Parts of Ireland had experienced English and Scottish settlement with 
the indigenous population displaced and their religion, language and culture suppressed. The Irish Catholic 
ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇǊŜŀŘ ƻŦ tǊƻǘŜǎǘŀƴǘƛǎƳ ŀǎ ŀ άǇŜǎǘƛƭŜƴŎŜέΦ Lƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ŀ /ƛǾƛƭ ²ŀǊ ƘŀŘ ōǊƻƪŜƴ ƻǳǘΣ 
Charles I had been executed in 1649 and a military leader, Cromwell, emerged as Protector of the nation. 
When monarchy was restored to England in 1660, fears remained in the hearts of many that hard-won 
Protestant rights would be lost to a Catholic successor. Within the Catholic Church in Ireland, however, 
factions struggled with their archbishop to maintain their position and wealth. All these factors interacted in 
ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŀǘƘ. 
 
Oliver Plunkett was born in Loughcrew, Oldcastle Co. Meath, on 1st November 1625, into an aristocratic 
Anglo-Irish family, being the son of John, Baron of Loughcrew, and his wife born Thomasina Dillon. He was 
one of five children. As a younger son he would not inherit the family lands and from a young age he 
expressed a wish to become a priest. He received his early education from a near relative, Doctor Patrick 
tƭǳƴƪŜǘǘΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ !ōōƻǘ ƻŦ {ǘΦ aŀǊȅΩǎΣ 5ǳōƭƛƴΣ ƭŀǘŜǊ .ƛǎƘƻǇ ƻŦ !ǊŘŀƎƘ ǘƘŜƴ .ƛǎƘƻǇ ƻŦ aŜŀǘƘΦ Iƛǎ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ 
included Latin, Greek, Philosophy and also Irish to enable him to preach in Gaelic, the native Irish tongue. In 
his mid-teens he was chosen with four other young men to go to Irish College in Rome but he could not 
leave immediately owing to disturbed conditions in Ireland. 
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In October 1641 rebellion broke out in Ireland when the Catholic gentry attempted to seize power. Their 
grievances were long-standing. The Plantations, or settlements of Protestants, established in Ireland during 
the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries had deprived them of some of their land and authority. As 
recusants, refusing to attend service in the established church, they were obliged to pay heavy fines. Senior 
positions in the army and government were closed to them. Although the Irish had a parliament, this was 
dominated by Protestants and its legislation had to be approved by that of England. In addition a further 
ǿŀǾŜ ƻŦ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǎǿƛŦǘ ŎƻǳǇ ŘΩŞǘŀǘΣ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
King, developed into an ethnic conflict between the Irish Catholics and the English and Scots settlers. The 
Catholic Confederation, formed in 1642, established control over most of the island. The beating, robbing 
and dispossessing of Protestant families escalated into murder with Protestant pamphleteers claiming up to 
two hundred thousand deaths. Modern research suggests a figure closer to twelve thousand, some of these 
being due to the effects of dispossession during the following harsh winter. Armies from Scotland and 
England in turn carried out their own massacres ƻŦ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ ǘǊƻƻǇǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǿƴǎŦƻƭƪΦ /ƘŀǊƭŜǎΩ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ 
regain control were limited by parliamentary distrust of the king and fears that an army, once created, would 
be used to bolster the KingΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ tŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƻǳōlesome Scots 
Presbyterians. The outbreak of the English Civil War in 1642 left the Catholic Confederation in a position of 
power as opposition forces were withdrawn. The events of the 1640s were to poison English attitudes 
towards Ireland for decades or even centuries. To them the Irish were fundamentally disloyal and 
untrustworthy. 
 
Despite Elizabethan legislation making it illegal for young men to travel to the continent to attend seminaries 
Oliver left for Rome in 1647 under the care of Fr. Peter Scarampi, the Papal Envoy. The experiences of a 
perilous journey, encountering pirates and robbers, led the travellers to swear to undertake a pilgrimage to 
Assisi if they were delivered safely. This being done, Oliver arrived in Rome where he enrolled in the Irish 
College in the Via Baccina, the next door neighbours being the Dominican Sisters. Like his fellow students, he 
swore the customary oath to return to Ireland after his ordination. In Rome he studied initially Mathematics, 
Philosophy and Theology and later both Canon and Civil Law. He was a gifted student. A certificate signed by 
ǘƘŜ wŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LǊƛǎƘ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜΣ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ [ƻŎƪŜΣ {ΦWΦΣ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ άƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ Ƨǳǎǘƭȅ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜƳƻǎǘΣ 
ƛƴ ǘŀƭŜƴǘΣ ŘƛƭƛƎŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΧΦ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ƘŜ ǿŀs a model of gentleness, integrity and 
ǇƛŜǘȅΦέ  
 
The College had been founded by Cardinal Ludovico Ludovis. Usually it had six to nine students in residence 
with no more than two new admissions annually. Applicants had to be Irish Catholics with Catholic parents, 
be in good health, be of a flexible and studious disposition, be pious, have a genuine will to serve the Church 
and bring letters certifying previous academic work. The College also accommodated paying guests in a 
separate part of the building. DesǇƛǘŜ ƛǘǎ ǎƭŜƴŘŜǊ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ά{ŜƳƛƴŀǊƛǳƳ 9ǇƛǎŎƻǇƻǊǳƳέ ς 
ǘƘŜ ƴǳǊǎŜǊȅ ƻŦ ōƛǎƘƻǇǎΦ ¢ƘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŀƭƭƻǿ ǳǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀǎ ŀ 
student which was supervised by the Rector, the Prefect of Studies and a Confessor. The daily routine was 
quite monastic with lectures in the Collegio Romano, private study guided by the Prefect of Studies, daily 
mass, Holy Communion, recitation of divine office, community prayer, spiritual direction, meals and 
recreation together. The students were provided with all their requirements. They could not leave the 
College without permission and were not allowed into the city unaccompanied. They remained in Rome all 
year except for a short annual break at Castel Gandolfo, starting on the 29th {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊΣ {ǘΦ aƛŎƘŀŜƭΩǎ 5ŀȅΣ 
during which they were expected to work in the vineyard, the Vigna Sicciana or Giardini dell Fontana. College 
rooms were spartan with a bed, a prie-dieu, a small table and bookshelves. Their diet included macaroni, 
figs, fried liver, sausage, lamb, plus skylarks and thrushes. There were occasional student complaints to the 
Holy See, for example after two students were allowed to die of untreated fever and, in another case, when 
the Rector reduced the annual holiday to fifteen days. The tone of the College was Jesuit. Minor breaches of 
the rules, such as late arrival at prayer, talking to non-College members or entering the room of another 
student, even with the door ajar, were punished by the withdrawal of the wine served with meals or the 
reciting of prayers. Major breaches, such as returning to the College in a drunken state, led to compulsory 
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fasting with meals replaced by bread and water. Recidivist delinquents were threatened with return to 
Ireland. Although Oliver appears to have been a model student, the same cannot be said for all his 
contemporaries. Of the forty eight students entering College between 1640 and 1670, eleven did not reach 
ordination or return to Ireland, which was in turmoil for much of the time. The Archives contain a report on 
WŀƳŜǎ vǳƛǊƪŜ ǿƘƻ ƛƴ мспн άŎŀƳŜ ǾŀƎŀōƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ wƻƳŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŘȅŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ŜƴǘǊŜŘ 
into a Religious Order, from whence he departed and betook himself to selling chestnuts about the City. 
Afterwards he became a Priest and to the present remains in the Rome as a man hidden, not thinking of his 
ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƎƻŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ aƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǊŜŎƻƳǇŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƛƴ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜΦέ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜ ǎǳŎƘ 
unworthy men as these that Oliver had to deal later in his career. 

 
Portrait of St. Oliver, Irish College, Rome 

On 4th March 1651 Oliver received the Tonsure and Minor Orders followed by ordination as sub-deacon on 
20th December 1653, deacon on 26th December 1653 and finally, ordination as a priest on 1st January, 1654. 
Developments in Ireland, however, made it impossible for him to comply with his oath to go on the Irish 
Mission. On 14th June 1654 he wrote to the Superior General, Goswin Nickel S.J., asking for permission to 
remain in Rome until conditions in Ireland made a return possible. 
 
Oliver Cromwell had landed in Ireland, leading his New Model Army on behalf of the English Parliament, in 
August 1649. There then followed events which live in Irish consciousness to this day. After the execution of 
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Charles I the Irish Catholic Confederation had allied with the English Royalists who were attempting to bring 
his son to the throne. Invasion of England was a possibility. By 1652, Ireland had been subdued with 
brutality. The war led to famine which, combined with an outbreak of plague, reduced the Irish population 
perhaps by a half. The massacres of Protestants in 1641 had not been forgotten. The first town to fall to 
/ǊƻƳǿŜƭƭΩǎ ǘǊƻƻǇǎ ǿŀǎ 5ǊƻƎƘŜŘŀ ƛƴ {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ мспфΦ Lǘǎ ŘŜŦŜƴŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ ǇǊƛŜǎǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŜȄŜŎǳǘŜŘΣ 
including some who had surrendered and taken refuge in a church. Further atrocities took place at Wexford. 
In 1650, the exiled Charles II switched policy to ally with the Scottish Covenanters. The Irish alliance 
collapsed and many Irish surrendered. Cromwell left Ireland in 1650 leaving command in the hands of Henry 
Ireton. Sieges of Irish towns continued until 1651 but organised resistance faded. There then commenced a 
ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ƎǳŜǊǊƛƭƭŀ ǿŀǊŦŀǊŜ ǿŀƎŜŘ ōȅ ŀǊƳŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ά¢ƻǊƛŜǎέ, operating from remote areas of 
marshland and mountain. Even by 1655 the situation was such that a Parliamentary document stated that 
άǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ LǊƛǎƘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƎŜƴǘǊȅΣ ŎƭŜǊƎȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ŀǊŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ 
quarrel, to root out and extirpate all English Protestants from amongst them". 
 
The main reason for the huge mortality was not death in battle but the counter-insurgency tactics used 
against the Catholic population from 1650, when large areas of the country still resisted the Parliamentary 
Army. These tactics included the wholesale burning of crops, forced population movement, and killing of 
civilians. Anyone implicated in the 1641 rebellion was executed. Fifty thousand Irish people, including 
prisoners of war, were sold as indentured labourers to landowners in English colonies in America and the 
West Indies. Most of the guerrillas had surrendered by 1653 but the remaining Tories engaged in banditry 
impacting on all sections of the population. Many veterans of the Parliamentary armies were given property 
in Ireland. In 1640, Catholics had owned about 60% of the land in Ireland but by the time of the Restoration 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ƳƻƴŀǊŎƘȅ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ ŀōƻǳǘ нл҈Φ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛǎǇƻǎǎŜǎǎŜŘ 
from Loughcrew at the time of the Cromwellian conquest and had to relocate to Ardpatrick. More 
importantly for Oliver, during this period, the public practice of Catholicism in Ireland was banned. 
 
Unable to return to Ireland, Oliver studied and ministered in Rome, especially amongst the poor. In 
November 1657 he joined the staff of the Propaganda College as Professor of Theology where he worked for 
twelve years. He was moving slowly up the ecclesiastical ladder and no doubt expected to spend the 
remainder of his life as an academic and administrator in Rome. With the Restoration of Charles II in 1660, 
conditions in Ireland improved for Catholics. Rome felt confident enough to appoint new bishops and send 
them to Ireland. These bishops appointed Oliver as their representative in Rome. In the 1660s, Catholic 
priests who were prepared to swear an oath of loyalty to the Crown were allowed to reopen chapels in some 
of the leading centres. Catholic worship tolerated as long as it was low profile. 

 
 In other areas, where no chapels were available, ǘƘŜ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƴƎǊŜƎŀǘŜ ŀǘ άƳŀǎǎ-ǊƻŎƪǎέΣ 
large stones with flat surfaces which could function as an altar. In 1669, the post of Archbishop of Armagh 
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became vacant and a meeting was held in Rome on 9th July to find a successor. Pope Clement IX is reported 
ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŀƛŘ ά.ǳǘ ǿƘȅ ŘŜƭŀȅ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǊƛǘǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ wƻƳŜΣ ŀ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ 
island, whose merits are known to us all and whose labours in this city have already added so many wreaths 
to the peerless glory of ǘƘŜ άLǎƭŀƴŘ ƻŦ {ŀƛƴǘǎέΦ [Ŝǘ 5ǊΦ hƭƛǾŜǊ tƭǳƴƪŜǘǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ !ǊŎƘōƛǎƘƻǇ ƻŦ !ǊƳŀƎƘέΦ  
 
Oliver was almost totally without pastoral experience even as a parish priest, much less as a bishop and head 
of a national hierarchy but Rome had spoken and so Oliver left the city in early September 1669, travelling 
across Europe for his consecration as bishop in Ghent on November 30th. His journey to Ireland necessitated 
travelling through England. He thought of passing himself off as an Italian tourist interested in the sights of 
London. He stayed for a time in the royal palace of St. James in the care of Fr. Philip Howard, the confessor 
to Queen Catherine, a Catholic. During this time he is believed to have met leading English Catholics and may 
have carried out confirmations. Apparently for his onward journey to Ireland he adopted the disguise of an 
army officer and took the name Captain Browne. He took ship at Holyhead and reached Ringsend, Dublin on 
7th March 1670 where he stayed with relatives before moving on to Armagh where he was welcomed with 
enthusiasm by the Catholic population. Others saw his arrival in a different light. On November 20th 1669, 
Lord Conway had sent a letter to Sir George Rawdon, living near Lisburn, saying that the King had informed 
the Lord LieuǘŜƴŀƴǘ άƻŦ ǘǿƻ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ǎŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ wƻƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛŜ ƭǳǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǘƻ Řƻ ƳƛǎŎƘƛŜŦΦ hƴŜ ƛǎ 
Signore Agnetti, an Italian employed by the College de Propaganda Fide, the other is Plunkett, a member of 
the same College, and designated as titular Archbishop of Armagh. If you can dexterously find them out and 
ŀǇǇǊŜƘŜƴŘ ǘƘŜƳ Ψǘǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀƴ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ΧΦΦƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƪǎ ƛǘ Ƙƛǎ Řǳǘȅ ǘƻ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΧΦέ 
 
In fact Oliver was able to work fairly openly without disguise for over three years as the King wanted more 
toleration of the practice of the Catholic faith, something opposed by Parliament. Much depended on the 
attitude of the KingΩǎ ŎƘƛŜŦ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘ [ƛŜǳǘŜƴŀƴǘΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ±ƛŎŜǊƻȅΦ ! 
number held office during his time. Lord Robartes had spies looking out for him; Lord Robartes, a man 
ŀǘǘŀŎƪŜŘ ōȅ {ŀƳǳŜƭ tŜǇȅǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘǎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ άƛƴŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜΣ ŘƛƭŀǘƻǊƛƴŜǎǎΣ ŀǊǊƻƎŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ōŀŘ ǘŜƳǇŜǊέΦ 
He was replaced in 1670 by the less hard-line Lord Berkeley of Stratton who was, according to tŜǇȅǎ άǘƘŜ 
Ƴƻǎǘ ƘƻǘΣ ŦƛŜǊȅ Ƴŀƴ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜέΦ IŜ ǿŀǎΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƻƴ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅ ǘŜǊƳǎ ǿƛǘƘ hƭƛǾŜǊ, perhaps because his wife 
was a Catholic. The administration of the Earl of Essex, appointed in 1672, ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ άŀ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ 
ǿƘƻ ŎŀƳŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƘƛƳέΦ  

 
Lord Berkeley and the Earl of Essex  

The mildness and moderation of the rule of the Duke of Ormonde (a Protestant son of Catholic parents) after 
1677 made him the subject of complaint in England by those who advocated a stronger anti-Catholic line. 
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Oliver had to be very careful since under the law of Premunire it was illegal to exercise any authority derived 
from any source outside England, such as the Papacy. There were problems in disciplining clergy since his 
authority came from an external source, the Pope. In fact, for several years he was on good terms with 
senior Protestant officials. His position as Archbishop did require him to travel extensively on horseback over 
the eleven dioceses under his care, holding meetings of bishops and priests and carrying out confirmation. A 
projected visit to the Hebrides does not seem to have taken place. The Earl of Drogheda allowed him to have 
ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ǿƛǘƘ ōŜƭƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŘƛƻŎŜǎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ƘŀƴŘŦǳƭ ƻŦ 
church buildings were available to him and he was required to use mass-ǊƻŎƪǎ ƛƴ ǊŜƳƻǘŜ ŀǊŜŀǎΦ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ 
faithful servant, James McKenna, was a regular traveller, delivering and collecting messages and letters in 
various parts of Ireland. The letters addressed to fellow bishops and to Rome are the main source of 
information about his activities. Despite using names such as Thomas Cox and Edmund Hamond he was 
careful to avoid overtly political comment since he was aware that they were likely to be intercepted and 
read by the authorities, something confirmed to him in person by Lord Berkeley. 
 
A major concern of Oliver was that, owing to the disturbed political environment and religious oppression, a 
generation had grown up in ignorance, in both academic and religious terms. A major success was the 
creation of a school in Drogheda, open to Catholic and Protestant boys, with Jesuit teachers. He was able to 
ŘŜŦŜƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ±ƛŎŜǊƻȅΩǎ /ƻǳǊǘΣ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ƻŦ ǊŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 
was destroyed. He also created a college in Drogheda for the training of priests, evidently about two 
hundred were ordained. There had been lapses amongst clergy and he had to rebuke some of them for 
ŘǊǳƴƪŜƴƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƳƳƻǊŀƭƛǘȅΦ Lƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŘǊƛƴƪ ƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜ άǎƘƻǿ ƳŜ ŀƴ Irish priest without this vice and he 
ƛǎ ǎǳǊŜƭȅ ŀ ǎŀƛƴǘΦέ Lǘ ƛǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǇƻŜǘƛŎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΥ- 
 

άtǊƛŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ƎƻƭŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƭƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƻŘΦ 
²ŜǊŜ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƭƻǘ ƛƴ tŀǘǊƛŎƪΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ƻƭŘΤ 
But now the latter days of our sad world 
IŀǾŜ ǇǊƛŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƭƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƎƻƭŘΦέ 

 
Within his archbishopric there was much disharmony, for example between the Gaelic speaking and the 
Anglo-Irish; the diocesan clergy and religious orders and between the religious orders themselves. He had 
great trouble with the Dominicans and especially the Franciscans, being critical about the kind of men that 
the Franciscans accepted into their novitiate. IŜ ǿǊƻǘŜ ά¢ƘŜȅ ǎƻǿ ǘƘƛǎǘƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ 
ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘ ƳŜƭƻƴǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƻƴΦέ He believed that Franciscan communities on the continent had dumped their 
malcontents in Ireland. The fact that friars had shown great courage during the Cromwellian oppression 
meant that they were held in high regard by the people. Oliver complained about their poor education and 
ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀƴŎƛǎŎŀƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άǉǳŜǎǘƛƴƎέΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ōŜƎƎƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƳǎΣ ƘŀŘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŜƴ ŀōǳǎŜŘΦ 
¢ƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƭŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ŘƛƻŎŜǎŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ άǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŎŜǎǎǇƻƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ǿƘƻƭŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜέΦ  IŜ ōelieved that a Franciscan, Anthony Daley, had plotted to kill him. Two Franciscan friars 
and a priest were stripped of their religious status and they were to have their revenge later. Disputes 
existed at the most senior level, the Archbishop of Dublin queǎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
episcopal hierarchy in Ireland. 
 
¢ƘŜ ±ŜǊȅ wŜǾΦ tƘƛƭƛǇ DŀƭƭŜǊȅΣ ƛƴ ά[ƛŦŜ ƻŦ .ƭŜǎǎŜŘ hƭƛǾŜǊ tƭǳƴƪŜǘǘΦέ мфннΣ ǉǳƻǘŜǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ hƭƛǾŜǊ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ 
to the Tories - 
ά¢ƘŜ ƴŜΩŜǊ-do-wells, the wastrels, the jail birds, all who did not want to earn an honest livelihood by their 
brains or the work of their hands were welcome to this gang of desperadoes, known under the specious title 
ƻŦ ¢ƻǊƛŜǎΦέ 
After considerable effort he was able to broker a peace deal between the government and the Tories which 
involved the laying down of arms and the release of prisoners.  
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Life for Oliver in Ireland changed substantially after the passing of the Test Act in 1673. The principle was 
that only members of the Established Church were eligible for employment in a public office. The long-title 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !Ŏǘ ǿŀǎ ά!ƴ ŀŎǘ ŦƻǊ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŘŀƴƎŜǊǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǇƻǇƛǎƘ ǊŜŎǳǎŀƴǘǎΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ 
passed by Parliament as a means of stemming the apparent growing influence of Catholics in the court. All 
persons filling any office, civil or military, faced the obligation of taking the oaths of supremacy and 
allegiance and subscribing to a declaration against transubstantiation and also of receiving the sacrament 
within three months after admittance to office. The oath for the Test Act of 1673 was:- 
άL όƴŀƳŜύ Řƻ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ L Řƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƴȅ ǘǊŀƴǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀŎǊŀƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΩǎ 
Supper, or in the elements of the bread and wine, at or after the consecration thereof by any person 
ǿƘŀǘǎƻŜǾŜǊΦέ 
 
Obviously, as a Catholic priest Oliver could not accept this Act. Irish Catholic bishops were ordered to leave 
the country by registering at a seaport until a ship was available to take them into exile. A reward was 
offered to anyone who captured a non-complying bishop. Several bishops registered but Oliver chose not to 
do so and hid out in the hill country of south Armagh, moving from one safe house to another. IŜ ǿǊƻǘŜ άL 
count myself fortunate now and again to obtain a little barley bread and the house where Bishop Brenan and 
I are is made of straw and at the head of the bedΣ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǎƘƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ Ǌŀƛƴ ǊŜŦǊŜǎƘŜǎ ǳǎΦέ tǊƻōƭŜƳǎ in 
finding food and shelter arose since those providing such could have their property confiscated. In early 
1674 the Earl of Essex applied the legislation with more vigour and sent out spies to track down the 
remaining bishops and clergy. Many were imprisoned. 1674 was also a year of famine during which Oliver 
pawned his silver to feed families. The English Parliament seemed satisfied with the burst of activity in 
Ireland and, after a suitable time lapse, the bishops were allowed to leave the seaports and clergy drifted 
back to their dioceses. By 1675, Oliver was again moving around the country fairly freely. 

 
hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŦŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ǎŜŀƭŜŘ ōȅ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ [ƻƴŘƻƴ ƛƴ мсту ǿƘŜƴ ¢ƛǘǳǎ hŀǘŜǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ άtƻǇƛǎƘ tƭƻǘέ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
triggered national anti-Catholic and anti-Irish tumult. The essential features of the Plot were that Jesuits had 
taken measures to take over the whole country, replace the King with his Catholic brother, the Duke of York 
and massacre Protestants. Oates had arrived in London two years earlier as a nonentity having had some 
education at Cambridge and serving as an Anglican clergymen. He had gained a position in 1677 as chaplain 
ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǾŀƭ ǾŜǎǎŜƭ ά!ŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜǊέ ōǳǘ ǿŀǎ ŀŎŎǳǎŜŘ ƻŦ ǎƻŘƻƳȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŀǊŜŘ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
he was a clergyman. He had also a previous conviction for perjury. He became a Catholic in 1677 and spent 
some months in a school run by Jesuits in St. Omer before being expelled. He had gained enough 
information on major Catholic figures and Jesuit organisation to be able to fashion a story which had some 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transubstantiation
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credible elements. He did, however, have a powerful backer in the person of Lord Shaftesbury who was keen 
to use this fiction to build up support of the London mob in his attempts to eliminate "popery and arbitrary 
government". Oates rapidly rose in esteem to such as extent that he was housed in elaborate apartments in 
²ƘƛǘŜƘŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ά¢ƘŜ {ŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴέΦ Lƴ ŀƭƭ ŜƛƎƘǘȅ-one persons were accused, 
including Samuel Pepys. Being targeted by Oates could send someone to his doom, even Queen Catherine of 
Braganza was threatened, being accused of attempting to poison the King. In evidence which Oates gave to 
the Privy Council he detailed plans for a revolution in Scotland, a French invasion, and particularly significant 
for Oliver, an army in excess of 20,000 being raised in Ireland to massacre the Anglo-Irish before invading 
England. Catholic priests and laymen were tried, some were executed with the King powerless to save them. 
Even his own brother was forced to seek exile in Brussels. 

 
In Ireland Duke of Ormonde had to be seen to take action. Oliver, seeing the danger, spent the winter of 
1678-79 as a fugitive.  Rewards were offered for capture of bishops and priests. hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ 
exasperation and frustration and some wish never to have left Rome. Nevertheless he was not prepared to 
abandon his people. In October 1679 Ormonde issued orders for his arrest at the express command of the 
Privy Council. Oliver, then operating under name Mr Meleady was arrested on the 6th December 1679 and 
held in Dublin Castle. Information against him had been presented by Anthony Daly.  Daly, a Franciscan friar, 
had been bombarding Rome with complaints about Oliver for some years. Oliver expected to be banished 
from Ireland and he only became aware gradually that he was being portrayed as the Irish co-ordinator of 
the Popish Plot. Oates used John McMoyer, a Franciscan from Armagh, and Edmund Murphy, a suspended 
parish priest, to find witnesses against him. 
 
Oliver was brought to trial in Dundalk on 23rd July 1680. He was accused of plotting against the King and 
encouraging an invasion of Ireland, charges which carried the death penalty. He offered no objection to an 
all-Protestant jury since he was well known in the area and respected by all religious factions. He had 
gathered many witnesses in his defence. His accusers were wanted men in Dundalk and the trial collapsed 
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when they did not appear. Lord Shaftesbury and his associates arranged the highly unusual transfer of this 
trial to London where there would be a far greater chance of securing a conviction. The Viceroy protested 
against this move but he was over-ruled. On 24th October 1680 he was put on a ship to London. McMoyer, 
aǳǊǇƘȅ ŀƴŘ IǳƎƘ 5ǳŦŦȅΣ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ aǳǊǇƘȅΩǎ ŎǳǊŀǘŜΣ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻŀŎƘŜŘ ōŜŦƻre presenting evidence before a 
Grand Jury which was unconvinced of the allegations. A second Grand Jury was persuaded to order a trial. 
On 3rd aŀȅ мсум hƭƛǾŜǊ ǿŀǎ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŎƻǳǊǘ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǇƭŜŀŘŜŘ άbƻǘ DǳƛƭǘȅέΦ  

 
CǊƻƳ ά! /ƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ǘŀǘŜ ¢Ǌƛŀƭǎέ 

He was granted a five week adjournment to gather evidence from Ireland but his friends who sought to 
make this journey were delayed by bad weather and the Irish courts objected to releasing their records. On 
8th June, his trial took place in Westminster Hall before three judges, headed by the Lord Chief Justice, Sir 
Francis Pemberton.  Amongst the five counsel for the prosecution was Sir George Jeffreys, later to gain 
notoriety in the Bloody Assizes. Oliver, the prisoner, had no-one to represent him. Although he could not say 
as much publicly, in private Ormonde argued that the charges were obviously false. He wrote of the 
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informers who claimed Plunkett had hired them to kill the King "no schoolboy would have trusted them to 
rob an orchard".  
tŜƳōŜǊǘƻƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛŀƭ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ [ƻǊŘ .ǊƻǳƎƘŀƳ ƛƴ ά[ƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛŜŦ WǳǎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ 
9ƴƎƭŀƴŘέ ŀǎ ŀ ŘƛǎƎǊŀŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ .ŀǊΦ 9ǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ōȅ 5ǳŦŦȅΣ aǳǊǇƘȅ ŀƴŘ aŎaƻȅŜǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
described supposed meetings with the French and raising funds to finance an army. The underlying factors 
were, however, anti-Catholic paranoia and recollections of the massacres of the Protestants in 1641. The 
[ƻǊŘ /ƘƛŜŦ WǳǎǘƛŎŜ ǎŀƛŘ ά[ƻƻƪ ȅƻǳ aǊΦ tƭǳƴƪŜǘǘΧ¢ƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ǘǊŜŀǎƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘǊŜŀǎƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ 
order, wŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŦŀƭǎŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛǎǇƭŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƻ DƻŘ ǘƘŀƴ ƛǘΦέ ¢ƘŜ 
ƧǳǊȅ ǘƻƻƪ ƻƴƭȅ ŦƛŦǘŜŜƴ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƘƛƳ ƎǳƛƭǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ƧǳŘƎŜΩǎ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎΥ- 
ά¸ƻǳ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ŘǊŀǿƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅ ƻŦ [ƻƴŘƻƴ ǘƻ ¢ȅōǳǊƴΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ Ƙŀnged by the neck but cut 
down before you are dead, your bowels shall be taken out and burnt before your face, your head shall be cut 
ƻŦŦ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ōƻŘȅ ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŦƻǳǊ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊǎΦέ 
Lord Essex, the former Viceroy, told the King that Plunkett was innocent. Angrily the King said that he could 
have saved him had he said this at the trial but that he himself could not pardon him. 
 
Back in prison as a condemned man, his treatment was less severe, being allowed visitors and pen and 
paper. It is thought that he was in contact both by letter and in person with Fr. Maurice Corker, president of 
the English Benedictines who was also a prisoner and that they heard each othersΩ confessions. Fr. Corker, 
imprisoned for being a priest, had been earlier acquitted on a charge of treason. Oliver bequeathed his body, 
clothes and possessions to Fr. Corker. During his final days in Newgate he wrote a detailed rebuttal of the 
ŎƘŀǊƎŜǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƘƛƳΦ IŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘ άƭŜǾƛŜŘ ƳƻƴƛŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŜǊƎȅ ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CǊŜƴŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ 
maintain seventy-ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘ ƳŜƴέ ŀƴŘ άL ƘŀǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎŜƴǘ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ƻǊ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎΣ ŀƎŜƴǘ ƻǊ ŀƎŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƻ tƻǇŜΣ YƛƴƎΣ 
tǊƛƴŎŜ ƻǊ tǊŜƭŀǘŜΣ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴȅ Ǉƭƻǘ ƻǊ ŎƻƴǎǇƛǊŀŎȅ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ Ƴȅ YƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅέ ōǳǘ άbŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ L ŘŜƴȅΣ ǘƻ 
have exercised, in Ireland, the functions of a wƻƳŀƴ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ ǇǊŜƭŀǘŜΧŀƴŘ ōȅ ǇǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΣ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ 
statutes, to have endeavoured to bring the clergy, of which I had a care, to a due comportment, according to 
their calling, but some of them would not amend and had a prejudice for me, and especially Ƴȅ ŀŎŎǳǎŜǊǎΧΦέ 
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On 1st July, 1681, after celebrating mass in his cell, he was dragged through London on a sledge to Tyburn, 
ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴΦ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ aƻǊŀƴ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ά5ǊΦ tƭǳƴƪŜǘΣ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎ ƎǳŀǊŘ ƻŦ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅΣ 
was led to Tyburn for execution. Vast crowds assembled along the route and at Tyburn. As Dr. Brennan, 
Archbishop of Cashel, in an official letter to Propaganda, attests, all were edified and filled with admiration, 
άōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǎŜǊŜƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŎƻǳƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǘranquillity of mind and elevation of soul, that 
ƘŜ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŀ ǎǇƻǳǎŜ ƘŀǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴǳǇǘƛŀƭ ŦŜŀǎǘΣ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ŎǳƭǇǊƛǘ ƭŜŘ ŦƻǊǘƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŀŦŦƻƭŘέΦ IŜ ƎŀǾŜ 
his long prepared speech which was well received. It started:- 
άL ƘŀǾŜΣ ǎƻƳŜ Řŀȅǎ ǇŀǎǘΣ ŀōƛŘŜŘ Ƴȅ ǘǊƛŀƭ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎΩǎ .ŜƴŎƘ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǿ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƻƻƴΣ L Ƴǳǎǘ ƘƻƭŘ ǳǇ Ƴȅ ƘŀƴŘ ŀǘ 
ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎ ƻŦ YƛƴƎΩǎ ōŜƴŎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀ WǳŘƎŜ ǿƘƻ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ŘŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ōȅ ŦŀƭǎŜ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎŜǎ ƻǊ ŎƻǊǊǳǇǘŜŘ 
ŀƭƭŜƎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŦƻǊ ƘŜ ƪƴƻǿŜǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǊŜǘǎ ƻŦ ƘŜŀǊǘǎΦέ  
/ƘŀƭƭƻƴŜǊ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ άaŜƳƻƛǊǎ ƻŦ aƛǎǎƛƻƴŀǊȅ tǊƛŜǎǘǎέ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ǘƘǳǎΥ- 
ά¢ƘŜƴ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƴǳƳōŜǊŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎǳǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƘƛƳ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦǳǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ōȅ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 
solemn protestations of his innocency, and by showing not only the improbability, but even the impossibility 
ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ Ǝǳƛƭǘȅ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƭŀƛŘ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŎƘŀǊƎŜΦΦέ 
hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ speech continues:- 
ά¸ƻǳ ǎŜŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǿƘŀǘ ŀ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ L ŀƳ ƛƴΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ L ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ 
innocence, and I hope you believe the words of a dying man and that you may be the more induced to give 
ƳŜ ŎǊŜŘƛǘΧέ 
He made a public act of contrition as follows:- 
άbƻǿΣ ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŀǾŜ όŀǎ L ǘƘƛƴƪύ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘƭȅ Ƙƻǿ ƛƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ L ŀƳ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ Ǉƭƻǘ ƻǊ ŎƻƴǎǇƛǊŀŎȅΦ L ǿƻǳƭŘ L ǿŜǊŜ 
able, with the like trutƘΣ ǘƻ ŎƭŜŀǊ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ŎǊƛƳŜǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǾƛƴŜ aŀƧŜǎǘȅΩǎ 
commandments, often transgressed by me, for which, I am sorry from the bottom of my heart, and if I 
should or could live a thousand years, I have a firm resolution, and a strong purpose, by your grace, My God, 
never to offend you; and I beseech your Divine Majesty, by the merits of Christ and by the intercession of his 
Blessed Mother, and all the holy Angels and Saints, to forgive me of my sins, and to grant my soul eternal 
ǊŜǎǘΦέ 
 
!ǎ ƘŜ ŦŀŎŜŘ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƘŜ ǊŜŎƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǎŀƭƳ άaƛǎŜǊŜǊŜ ƳŜƛ 5ŜǳǎέΦ ¢ƘŜ ƎǊƛǎƭȅ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻƻƪ ǇƭŀŎŜ ōǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ 
ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ άƘǳƳōƭŜΣ ƘŜǊƻƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƭȅέΦ Iƛǎ ƘŜŀŘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘǊƻǿƴ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŦƛǊŜ ōǳǘ ǿŀǎ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊŜŘΦ ! 
well respected young woman, from a highly regarded Catholic family, Elizabeth Shelton, petitioned the King 
ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊ {ŀƛƴǘ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴΦ CŀǘƘŜǊ /ƻǊƪŜǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ŀ ǎǳǊƎŜƻƴ ǘƻ Ŏǳǘ 
ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜŀǊƳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎΣ ƭŜǎǎ ƘŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊŜŀǊƳǎ ǿŜǊŜ ōǳried in two tin boxes 
in the churchyard of St. Giles in the Fields next to the bodies of five Jesuits who had been executed at Tyburn 
two years before. The record of this burial is still to be seen in the Burial Register of St. Giles. According to 
Challoner he was interred with a copper plate on his breast carrying the inscription:-άLƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻƳō ǊŜǎǘŜǘƘ ǘƘŜ 
body of the right reverend Oliver Plunket, archbishop of Armagh and primate of Ireland, who in hatred of 
religion was accused of high treason by false witnesses, and for the same condemned and executed at 
Tyburn, his heart and bowels being taken out and cast into the fire. He suffered martyrdom with constancy, 
the 1st ƻŦ WǳƭȅΣ мсум ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƛƎƴ ƻŦ YƛƴƎ /ƘŀǊƭŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘΦέ 
 
There was considerable popular revulsion over the death of a man who was obviously innocent but who had 
fallen victim to the scheming of Shaftesbury and Oates. The day after his execution, Shaftesbury was 
arrested. The absurdity of the Popish Plot was gradually recognised and Lord Chief Justice Scroggs began to 
find some of the accused to be innocent. In 1681, Oates was arrested and imprisoned. When James II 
acceded to the throne in 1685, he had Oates retried and sentenced for perjury, stripped of clerical dress, 
imprisoned for life, and ordered him to be "whipped through the streets of London five days a year for the 
remainder of his life."  He was in prison for three years but with the overthrow of James II he was released 
ŀƴŘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǇŜƴǎƛƻƴΦ hƭƛǾŜǊ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ tƭƻǘΩǎ ƭŀǎǘ ƘƛƎƘ-profile victim and he was the last Catholic 
martyr to die at Tyburn. 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_II_of_England
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Lord Shaftesbury and Titus Oates 

Dom Maurus Corker had the remains exhumed some two years later in 1683, which were then smuggled to 
Lamspringe in Lower Saxony, Germany and interred in the crypt of the local Benedictine monastery. Fr. 
Corker became abbot of this monastery some seven years later. It is believed that that Fr. Corker took 
hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ ǘƻ wƻƳŜΣ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ ƻŦ bƻǊŦƻƭƪΣ ŦƻǊƳŜǊƭȅ CǊΦ tƘƛƭƛǇ IƻǿŀǊŘΣ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ƘƛŘŘŜƴ 
Archbishop Oliver in St. James's Palace in London when he first entered England on his way to Ireland. It 
seems to have remained in Rome for about forty years until Hugh MacMahon, Archbishop of Armagh, 
brought it to Ireland in about 1722 where it was given to the Siena Convent, Drogheda, under the leadership 
of Catherine Plunkett, believed to be ǘƘŜ ŀǊŎƘōƛǎƘƻǇΩs grand-niece. It was in 1881 that the other remains of 
Oliver were taken to Downside Abbey, Somerset where they are housed in a major shrine. Some of these 
ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ Ŏŀƴƻƴƛǎŀǘƛƻn in 1975. 
 
As part of the research for this article, the authors contacted the Archivist at the Siena Convent, the nuns of 
which, being parǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ άŜƴŎƭƻǎŜŘέ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƘŀǾe little connection with the outside world, spending their day in 
work, meditation and prayer. She commented on the arrival of the Head and its subsequent removal. 
ά²Ŝ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǿŀƭƭǎΣ ōǳǘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǎǘŜǊǎ ƘŀŘ ƳƻǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
mud cabin near the river Boyne, to the first convent in Dwyer Street (Drogheda). The first location would not 
have been a decent one to host such a relic. But we have no data allowing us to know when this move took 
place. Probably between 1725 and 1737, the year of the death of Rev. Dr Hugh McMahon, archbishop of 
Armagh, who bequeathed the relic to our Community, as can be read in his last will. But he could have given 
it before his death. 
Then there is no record concerning the veneration of the relic, apart from the fact that numerous groups 
coming from far and near, were received in our chapel to venerate it. So much so that when Oliver was 
beatified, it was considered that the venue was not convenient, and the peace and silence of our - now - 
fully enclosed nuns should be respected. This is how the relic went eventually to St PeteǊΩǎ /ƘǳǊŎƘ 
ό5ǊƻƎƘŜŘŀύ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ ƛǘ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ƻƴ нф WǳƴŜ мфнмέΦ 
 
TƘŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ άǇŜŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜέ ƛǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ƛƴŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ 
ǊŜƭƛŎΩǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŀǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ LǊƛǎƘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛbe as the War of Independence (1919-1921) which was 

http://www.saintoliverplunkett.com/germany.html
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ended only by the partition of Ireland in the Anglo-Irish Treaty, 1921. There was a fear the Black and Tans, 
Temporary Constables of the Royal Irish Constabulary, notorious for their attacks on Catholic civilians and 
their property, would attempt to make off with the Head. Armed members of the Republican Army were 
stationed nearby to protect it. 

 
The Head, as described in our initial paragraph, stands in a new shrine erected in 1995 which enables 
pilgrims to view it closely. The shrine also includes some bone, donated by Downside Abbey, and nearby is 
the door of the cell which Oliver would have occupied in Newgate Prison as he awaited execution. 
 
Lǘ ƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘŀƎŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ŀǘǘitude towards relics. Being part of the body of a 
saint, the Head of Saint Oliver is viewed as a relic of the First Class. St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), the 
/ƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘŜǊΣ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ {ǘΦ !ǳƎǳǎǘƛƴŜΩǎ ά/ƛǾƛǘŀǘŜ 5ŜƛέΥ- άǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 
ǎƘƻǿ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƛƴǘǎ ƻŦ DƻŘΧΦΦǿŜ ƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ ŀƴȅ ǊŜƭƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŦƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƳŀƴƴŜǊΤ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭƭȅ 


