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Rahan, Its Geographical Setting. (County Offaly, Ireland. ed.) 

The Slighe Mhor (pr. Shlee Vor) or Great Highway from Tara to Galway Bay, crossing the 
Shannon at Clonmacnoise, was officially opened AD. 123 by the King of Ireland. Like the 
other four highways, it was skilfully planned, solidly constructed, and sufficiently wide to 
accommodate two chariots driving side by side. Last July (July 1936. ed.) the Archdeacon of 
Clonmacnoise, Right Rev. Monsignor Langan, appealed to the public bodies to reconstruct 
that portion of the road leading immediately to St. Ciaran's city, so as to render it as safe 
for traffic as it was one thousand eight hundred years ago in the reign of King Cormac Mac 
Art. Centuries after its construction monasteries famous in ecclesiastical history flourished by 
the side of the great roadway, such as Clonard� Durrow, Clonmacnoise, and that founded in 

The Name Carthach Or Carthage. 

Rahan by "the greatest ornament of the Irish

Church of his period" (Lanigan). namely, by St. 
Carthach (pronounced Kar-hadi) or Carthage 
or Mo Choda. Another important geographical 
fact to bear in mind fs that tg_is road from Tara 
to Clonmacnoise passed through the ancient 
principality of Meath, which corresponded in 
territory with the present Diocese of Meath, 
plus the present Diocese of Clonmacnoise. 

The name Carthach (the affectionate) was a baptismal name taken from a 
of the name, known as Carthach the Elder, a scion of the EoghanacAr 
Cashel. The subject of this lecture is known as Carthach the Yodhger a91 
Rahan and Lismore. The pet name giv.en to him by his serii<fr namesake and

Mo Chuid (my beloved), and his disciples were af�ards known as Giolla oda.

The well known Kerry cognoman, Mac Giolla Coda (MacGillacuddy) keeps the nar;pe alive 
as do the culminating mountain ranges, the MacGuillacuddy Reeks. The birth (563 A.

ed.) of the glorious soldier of Christ was heralded by miracles. An angel fo etold to St. 
Brendan the birth of the child "who was to gain multitudes for Heaven. His first City shall 
be Raithin, in the region of the Fir-Ceall of Meath, which will oecome a place revered .. . " 

Church and Cemetery 
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Carthach's Birthplace. 
Carthach Mo Choda was the son of a wealthy 

landman, named Finghan, who possessed two 
lioses not far from Castlemaine in West Kerry. 
The lad grew up full of the Spirit of Christ, 
"graceful of figure and handsome of features as 
David; master of his passions as Daniel; mild and 
gentle as Moses." His father, wbo employed him 
as a swineherd, despised the lad because of his 
want of earthly values-he was a boy of prayer 
and contemplation rather than one who 



would increase his father's wealth in swine 
or land property. The family was of the 
race of Ciar-ruighe (Kerry), descended from 
Ciar, a son of Fergus and Queen Maeve of 
Con naught. 

Carthach Visits The Kerry King. 
One day the elder Carthach, accompanied by 
a host of clerics and singing hymns along the 
Kerry road, passed by the swineherd's land. 
The little boy, ravished by the melody of their 
strains, stealthily followed the chanting host 12th century carving on chancel arch 

to the dun of the localtl<ing of Ciar-ruighe Luachra, named King Maol-tul. The king 
conceived a great liking for the shy, gentle boy, around whose neck he saw a chain of 
gold, visible to himself only, while a column of fire ascended from the youth's head 
towards Heaven. Young Carthach refused a royal offer of a sword, javelin and shield, 
adding that he was mysteriously attracted by the singing of the clerics, and that his 
one desire now was to learn their psalms and their ritual. In accordance with the 

ishes of the king the boy was placed in charge of the bishop, Sean-Charthach, and 
modated in a cell called Cill-Tullach near the river Maine. The name survives in 

...... .,..,.a,.n�ame of the parish of Castlemaine, and it is quite possible that the second
·!.•,!"'l!t''"1!,..e name as well as the king's name comes from St. Tel-og, a nephew

y Monasteries. 
cjs he went to Bangor, near Belfast, 

study 4nder St. Comhgall. His personal 
wfsh was to-go to Rome with the stream of 
lrfsh clerics who went abroad to evangelise, 
but on the advise of his angel he returned to 
Kerry, where he built many churches and did 
much missionary work. 

And Settles In Rah an. Unique circular East Window - 12th cent. 

Mo Choda visited many famous monasteries in order to perfect his education and 
study the laws of monastic discipline. The old "Lives" give many details, till we find 
him here near Tullamore in the monastery of Lynally. The abbot, St Calm-an Elo, a 
nephew of Calm Cille, advised him to go to Rahan - the place of the ferns - on the 
great Tara highway, prophesying that he should be known in future as Carthach 
Raithuin; so also would Rahan be known as Raithin Cartaigh (Rahan of Carthach). 
Mo Choda, accompanied by two monks, went on to the Place of Ferns, and built 
their cells of stout posts, crosspieces, saplings and plaster, and roofed them over 
with thatch. ( 595 A.O. ed.) 



o· Molloys, Chiefs of the Fir Ceall.
The territory of which Rahan became one of the capitals was known as Fir Ceall, comprising 
the present baronies of Fir Ceall (Eglish), Ballycowan and Ballyboy. The chiefs of this 
territory were the O'Molloys. The rise of the city was phenomenal. In a short time we find a 
community of eight hundred and forty-seven monks following Mo Choda's Rule, working on 
the land, building schools, churches - seven in all - an hospital for lepers, whom Carthach 
himself, with Christlike devotion, tended with loving care. 

The Rule Of Mo Choda. 
The rule of Mo Choda - one of the four great Orders of the Irish Church - was religiously 

followed. It fortunately survives. ThJ fame of 
the place spread abroad, more_-!35,r;ie@i�1¼-Whf:!f11 
it became known that numeroijs f:lj-irf(ies weFe 
pefforrnetJ _there;-s1,Kfl i:JS et,rnng_ fn�eaf'and
dumb,J!e,aJmg le:persra'l'id evE)p fia;fSing the dead 
t0 fif�. " never ex§�tience more acute pain in 
hell t,h.afl the 0reatns and pra¥ers of the Saints 
of Rahan,1� sard the devil ln an argµment witb 
Mo C-hoda (Numrner). 

" The Fame of Rahan. 
It was, moreover, a peri�d 0f great 

enthusiasm in the working of the Irish church. Monastic institutiohs «ever.eel 
overflowed into Britain and the Continent. "It was the Irish apostles aIDQ.Ut 
writes a leading German authority (Dr. Ressal), "that brought to the Cotrti{I� • 
treasures of schools, but hospi:tals, shelters for the poor and simrlavet eat9 i; 

type of Mo Choda. To the Rahan of Mo Choda flocked disciple�from Jrel:a.Md; G 
and the Continent. We have on the roll ConstaAtine. an ex-king of tti,e Britons, 
his period of penance in Rahan. cleared so much of the land that the plaiA t1r0w:� wa 
known as the plain of Constantine- Magh Constantin. The namewQS aft�JWatdsi)ssum� 
by the O'Molloys as a baptismal name for their childrefl. Stranger still, waJ\il\/e on r-etor�r 
that in the six hundreds (600 AD. ed.), seven streets of Rahar,i were 0ccugi�d 15,i Morne!il1e ; 
that is more than a century and a half before the i:>eriod wher:1 these aggre$sive Vikfrt�� 

ma@e their first appean:iMes off the lri�h c-wgf 
..,. �ti;0rflfng to 0\Jr .annalist-s. (Vikings settfed in
D11blih from 841 AD. - ed.)

Site of Round Tower ?? 

The Poet Ruman Resides In Rat'tan. 
We have als0 an ac@i,mt of a great Irish poe:t, 
Ruman, son of the l<:rn� of Meqtl\ who was 
known as the Virgil of lrelaflq. Challenged by the 
Norsemen of Dublih tel comj':)0,S? an e,5ct'empor-e 
song on "The Sea," he rose to the G��i@fi 
and sang a classical song, a stanz,a oi w.hkh, 
translated from the Irish, runs ilS folfows: 



"Save, 0 Son of God, from harm, 
When the awful gales alarm; 
Thou Lord, who low descended 
Save us, when all is ended 
From deep Hell's stern horrid storm." 

The poet exacted a fee of two coins from 
each nGble Dublin Norseman and one coin 
--frer:n 13.aeb, ... �!:lrnmon norseman. Needless 
to state, no man paid less than two coins. 
Ruman brought his wealth to the University 
City of R9han - such is the title of the city in Aerial Photo 

in the hagiol0gy - and resided at Cill Bealach, the church on the (narrow) road, one 
of the seven churches of the dty. (Location unknown in 2007. ed.) Retaining a third 
of his fortune, the poet bestowed a third on the schools and a third on the churches. 

tfomility And Austerity lncukated. 
�rGm the same Ruman we get many shafts of light on old-world Irish monastic life. 

e get a glimpse of the humility inculcated when we read of the king's son attending • 
who were ouifaing a large oratory or Duir-teach of a thousand boards (note its 

tstones to make walls for churches; who made stone tochars or causeways 
A© built Caiseats or walls around the city. The present church is called 

Church on the Ford, 
� <sreat Highway from 

cl her,e. Fords were places of 
ifnp0rtaf'ice. All this is Qf high value 

l'Y'I a h,lsmrico�geographical point of view. 

l ish JnfJuefi'Ee On Tbe Continent.
We itn!il the austere bishop himself with
all his multifarl.0us duti.es, working at the
mi,H, af.l.d re!iJuiring hts monks to assist th�
r:reiifilbowrs at the $Owing of their cr,qps.
"/ii. lor.ig as 01:1r Church kept €lose to the Nun's Church 
teachin§ and exam!1)1e of the pionee- Irish 
missionaries'' sakl a disting.uished German-scholar last August (1936. ed.) (Dr. Reuther) 
"ihere wgre n0 heresies, no sch_i$,rrts - Everything great and permanent in German 
c:u)tyre ,came from Ireland." to the ·influ.enc:e of these migrants the German scholar 
might have added that of the great teachers who taught along the Slighe Mhor, such 
as Frnian, Calm Cille. «'.19r-a"'h an� Mo Choda. One of the old poems on Carthach in the 
Martymlo@y of 00.,n��al tells us that never a man shed half as many tears for fallen 
hwna.ni� p5 did 1:lie great saint bf Rahan: 



"Carais Mochoda an Chraibheach, 
Amhra gach sceal da scealaibh, 
Roimha, nocha dearna neach, 
Leath a ndearna do dearaigh." 

Mo Choda Loved Piety. 
Every sermon of his sermons was a poem. Up to his time never did anyone shed half the 
tears he shed. 

Expulsion of Mo Choda from Rahim. 
Calm Ci lie, on a visit to Rahan, foretold to Mo Choda that his place of Resurrectf@n "i S'.© 
dear to these apostles -was not to be there, but in his native MLJnster, T� fhoqgh,t oJ 

legving Rahan was poigna"Ftt �0now o M0 
Clioda, But the £)rear master of sgidtoal life 
re?liz�a th�t - ifl Hie wor:ds, et"'Sf Paul �all 
those Wr.ilil fore !!J�djy, 1:!!J ":f�sus Christ will suffer 
persetwtiot'l, MO persecution he did suffer, for 
the �9y came after a g�orious period of forty 
years' work, when he was ordered by the PrinGe 
of Meath te leave his territory. It is a§Jrel 
that the prince Wc).S prevailet:! .wpcm 

_ conductors of the rival monaste['.¥ @f 

, �- -� :,:, to earry out this unjllst dec{ee�rfl!l -
S • t c rth 

• ran high in those days gncj jeal@usl -
am a age • "d" ·1· , lav.e:d • - 1nv1 1a re 1g1os&}JUm - p �:. regional monasteries in dose !1Jrepinquity and under Ulster p�'tr�OO§Je, � llil no 

highly successful rival in eharge 0t a foreigner from Kerry, whieM threw a �hacl� 
institutions. When the news of the expulsio'fl got neise.tJ abroad c�ste�i@n 'ti'! 
populace. "Through the city and 1n tbe county around there was among !iloth se�s weeplAg, 
mourning and wailing over their humiliating expulsion from home and rrionast�." 'T� 
three worst counsels of the Irish Church, according to .ancient writers. were, tAe s hirr§P 
of the life of (ii;iran of Clonmacnoise, the exile of Colm Cille, cond th.e ex�ulsi0t (l)f !haG:h 
from Rahan. Carthach loved Rahan tenderly. Once whtle on a vi�it t0 his native M!:fl)Ster, � 

exefaime<q: "f near i:n this place the voicEt @i th� 
beinst�r dml�ren proceeding from the tv10frastery 
of Rahan.'' We are also told that a curse fell on 
everyohe wf:10 willingly tmok part i'fl �he work of 
expulsiori, while those who pleaded for fair play 
for the great saint - like the Abb@t of KWeigh, 
outside Meatn territ�ry = were specially blessad. 

Bullaun Stone (ex Rahan) • Ki//ina 

Farewell to Ra.han,. 
Bidding farewell to the taithf • I peeple, aR:d 
asking a blessing from those buried in the g.r-ea't 
cemetery, Mo Choda uttered this rnnsolir:ig 



prophecy: 

"On the day of the Resurrection with all my 
monks, I shall return to thee, Rahan, and 
to that cross which stands at the doors of 
our Church. In like manner shall we all go 
together before the judgment seat of God". 

Me, ls WeJceJned In Lis Mor Mo Choda. 
With great minutiae the ancient writers 
tell us of the sad departure of the sublime 
enthusiast and his retinue southwards Serpent with webbed feet North Window 

towards Lismore, whe e still greater glory and success awaited them. Most pathetic 
of all in this sad itinefary was the case of the Rahan leper-colony, who accompanied 
them in chariots and wagons, for Mo Choda had special lcive for these, his most 
afflicted brethren, whom he treated with great dignity - cum magna dignitate. It 
is not the purpose of this paper to deal wlth the history of the illustrious school of 
lismore under the guidance of the great ascetic. 

r:ieus Death. 
, eci0us iA the eyes of God, like that of Ciaran Cluana (of Clonmacnoise) 

ir, beside the Monastery (at Lismore, County Waterford. ed.). God 
W §Jati ff heaven and sent for 

. t els in glory anq majesty 
"Mo Choda asked to 

t�e BeGly of �hrist, and gave his last 
.• ru�i©l'I§ to Flis m0nks>t0 observe the Law

of Gee, .. afi<il @n the 14th May, accompanied 
by the ho,st oi arl§el� the gloriaus and holy 
brshep - the llupp0rter of the aged, the 
healt:h�iver of tJiie weak, the consoler of the 
a-fflitleti the h©p&-§JiVer of the hopeless, the 
m-0Efera1t©r of the young - departed to heaven 
lfl nis 'Ul'li0n with the Moly T riAify; Father, S:an, Rahan shee/a-na-g/g -Athlone Museum 
ano rl@ly Gnosl, for eveJ and ev�r. Amen" 
ffl'al'lslateGI fr-em #le Irish). 

Two Heartening Note,,s. 
There are two heartening 'f'lOtesto,qecentuate in connection with this festival in Rahan 
- one foreign and "Qt°"the µr�sent t1me; the other very old and local. The foreign note
refers to the fa<::t th t in P:rance all during the coming week (1937, ed.) a congress
(:)f 1,le C�tl'l©IL<:: Churqi is being held, under the presidency of Cardinal Baudrillart to
deai With l@Cal e<::desiastical history; with inter alia, what we are doing here today,
namely, 1:he question of the local saint and his cult. The second is very old and native
and 19rephetict. It ls a quatrain from the old Irish Feiltre or Calendar of the Irish Saints



by Aengus the Ceile De, referring to Rahan and to Mo Choda. Who knows but we are here 
in fulfillment of that prophecy? Here it is :-

" Corona agus victor 
Cona cleir cen maithim, 
For oen lith leir suthain, 
Feil chain Cathaig Raith in," 

"Crowning and victory, 
With their train, a a without abatement, 
On one pious perennial festival, 
Follow the fair feast of Carthach of Rahan. 

N. I. 5. Computers, Rahan.
G. Plant, The Derries, Rahan.
Island Rahan Development Association.
Finnerty Machine Tool Services.

Aidan Shortall, The Thatch, Rahan. 
Mick Cantwell, Turf Cutting, 087 2343299. 

Presentation Sisters, Killina. 
Offaly Historical & Archaeological Society. 

Lecture delivered by Mr. Seamus Fenton in the grounds of Presentation Convent Killina, 
May 14th 1937, on the occasion of the revival of the old "pattern" which for centuries 
had been allowed to lapse. 
(Text from Midland Tribune 22nd May 1937 and edited May 2007 by Rahan History 
and Heritage Group.) 

Further information: 

www.monasticway.com 

Stories from a Sacred Landscape, Croghan Hill to Cfonmacnolse - Caimin O'Brien 
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