
Pilgrimage to St. Mullins 

 

 On a gorgeous fall day, I walked along the River Barrow to St. Mullins, one of the 

most popular pilgrimages in medieval Ireland and today.  Joined by my niece, Orla, we 

hiked the picturesque path to the village in County Carlow between the Blackstairs 

Mountains and Brandon Hill (and not too far from our ancestral home in Athy). 

  Renowned for its ecclesiastical history, the monastery of St. Mullins is named for 

its founder, St. Moling, the second bishop of Ferns and called “one of the four great 

prophets of Erin.” He is described as a 7th century monk and bishop, prince and poet, 

artist and artisan.  Impressive both intellectually and physically, local lore says for seven 

years he dug a mile-long watercourse with his hands to power the mill.  The watercourse 

is still there, as are the St. Moling Well and Mill.  For centuries, pilgrims came to pray 

and drink the water, known for its healing power. The site features an 8th century 

manuscript, “The Book of Mulling” with the earliest known plan of an Irish monastery 

showing four crosses inside and eight crosses outside a circular wall. Unfortunately, the 

Vikings plundered the original monastery in 951 and in 1136 it was burned.  An abbey 

was built on the site later in the Middle Ages. 

 As you can see from the accompanying photos, a 9th century High Cross with 

scenes of the Crucifixion and the Celtic spiral pattern, stands outside the abbey.  The 

complex includes a medieval church, the base of a round tower and the former Church of 

Ireland built in 1811.  Protestants and Catholics are buried side by side in the church’s 

graveyard. The churchyard also has a penal alter, used during the years anti-Catholic 

penal laws were in force. 

 Ireland’s ancient past comes alive in examples of faith, in the legends and in the 

retelling of history.  For many, pilgrimage highlights are stories shared.  This one from 

St. Mullins captures the villagers’ ecumenical spirit in a delightful way:  At one point, 

because there were only a handful of Protestants in the neighborhood, the local Church of 

Ireland bishop considered closing the church.  He planned to visit and the local vicar, 

distraught at the prospect of the church closing, had a word with the local Catholic priest, 

who had a word with his flock.  On the day of the bishop’s visit, Catholic families filled 

the church, joining their Protestant friends and neighbors in the responses and 



enthusiastically singing Protestant hymns.  They say the bishop went home happy and the 

church remained open!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 


