ST. FIACRE
By EDW ARD MAHER, N.T.
H

at K ilfera, our thoughts spring to mind of how the
many saints of Ireland's G olden A ge chose their retreats
far from the turbulence of life. St. K evin 's Bed looks down
on the intriguing peace and loneliness of Glendalough. St.
Finbarr chose a lovely Guagán— source of the Lee. The holy
man of Sceilg M ichil dw elt high above the awe-inspiring
m ajesty of the Atlantic; w hile here at this tranquil, verdant
bow er beside the silvery Nore St. Fiacre, w hom we largely
claim our own, for m any years led a holy and austere life.
Several manuscript lives of our saint are to be found
in various libraries: in O xford, another at Utrecht, Holland;
one at the Jesuit Library, Brussels, while at D ijon in France
there is a tract in reference to miracles w orked by St.
Fiacre.
St. Fiachra, better know n as Fiacre, by w hich he was
know n on the Continent, was born about the year 590 of
a princely fam ily in the North of Connacht.
He was in
direct descent from Conn of the Hundred Battles, King
from 123-157 A.D.
W hile still a youth great charity and
alm s-giving w ere his distinctive virtues. Resolving to devote
him self to a religious life, he put him self under the care of
St. Cuanna, who had attracted many young men to his
monastery at Kilcoona, w hich church of Cuanna gives its
name to the parish in Tuam Diocese.
Being ordained priest he was filled with the desire to
serve God in servitude and so leaving his native district and
the School of St. Cuanna he journeyed south through the rich
lands o f Ossory. What a happy decision prom pted him to
fix his hermitage at this delectable site on the banks of the
Nore just three miles south of K ilkenny City.
Here for
many years he lived, leading a most holy and austere life
in the place that is now know n as Cill Fiachra, or Kilfera
as it is locally known. V ery little is know n o f his life here,
where his m em ory is honoured on 30th August. There is to
ere
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be seen the ruins of an old church dedicated to St. Fiacre
and also his holy w ell. He is also patron of Clonetubrid in
the Parish of Freshford. Here was a herm it's cell popularly
know n as Thubberadhroo, i.e. Tobar a' Dithreabhaigh, or
W ell of the Hermit. A n entry in the M artyrology o f Donegal
translated reads, “ Fiachra, a hermit, and he blessed also in
France.” It seems that Fiacre left Clonetubrid to build his
cell at Kilfera.
His fam e for sanctity and hard penances attracted so
many disciples, as w ell as visitors, to his place of retreat
at K ilfera that he felt the life o f retreat he purposed to lead
was being disturbed. Hence he resolved to leave his native
land. It is said that he visited Iona Monastery for some
time, attracted there by the virtues and miracles of St. Colm
Cille, its founder.
He made his w ay to France, being associated with some
holy companions during his journey, finally arriving near
the city of Meaux. M eaux is situated on a height over the
R iver Seine, about 25 m iles north east of Paris. St. Faro
was at this time Bishop of M eaux Diocese and held in
special affection Irish missionaries w ho w ere then com ing
in large numbers to France. On Fiacre meeting with him
the Bishop becam e his great friend and benefactor and was
so impressed with F iacre's dem eanour and personality that
he granted him a tract o f land, his own property, when
asked by Fiacre to suggest or find for him a w ooded place
where he might devote him self to prayer. This dense wood,
now know n as La Brie was some m iles outside Meaux. It
suited him so adm irably that he set about making a clearing
to construct an oratory there, w hich he dedicated specially
to the Blessed Virgin. There he lived apart from w orldly
intercourse, although frequently receiving guests and peni
tents to all o f w hom he show ed a truly Irish hospitality.
He also founded a hospital or hostel for receiving pilgrims,
travellers and the poor, all of w hom he w elcom ed with great
charity.
A lw ays living the life of mortification, he practised
austerities, vigils and fastings and his reputation for

50

OLD KILKENNY R EVIEW

sanctity spread throughout all France, land o f his adoption.
Thousands came from most distant parts to see the good
saint, but the poor seem to have been the objects of his chief
attention. W hile in Paris, en route to Meaux, he had helped
the citizens with many charities.
He showed great skill and devotion to gardening and
his love for fruit and flower culture excited the admiration
of all. Naturally he is now regarded as the patron of gar
deners. A statue of his at his shrine in M eaux depicts him
holding a spade in his right hand and a copy o f the Gospels
in his left.
The afflicted and suffering in mind and body flocked to
his hermitage in huge numbers. Sick and demented, lame,
blind, deaf and dumb, all received health and strength
through his prayers and by the im position of his hands.
False stories concerning his using incantations and
w itchcraft were brought to the Bishop, St. Faro, by a
certain woman.
Hearing that the Bishop was com ing to
investigate, Fiacre sat dow n on a stone awaiting the result.
This stone was afterwards preserved with religious vener
ation and, according to tradition, becam e hollow ed into the
form of a chair so that the saint might m ore easily rest in
it. This stone is preserved in the parish church of Brie.
There, too. the sites of the saint's hermitage are pointed out
but no remains are now to be seen.
The Bishop, learning
the true state of affairs and having beheld the w onderful
miracles wrought through Fiacre, conceived a greater love
for him. Several pious disciples came to him and he thus
founded his religious establishment at La Brie or Breuil,
w hich since his time has taken the name of Saint-Fiacre.
However, m oved by the action of the wom an mentioned,
he made a law excluding all fem ales from his monastery.
His countrym an and relation, St. Kilian, w ho was re
turning from a pilgrim age to Rome, visited Fiacre at M eaux
and inform ed him about Ireland and his friends. This was
the great Kilian who christianised Bavaria and Rhineland
and w ho is revered throughout Germany. These tw o great
Irishmen, Fiacre and Kilian, w ere but typical of an un
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This block was kindly loaned b y Captain and
Mrs. Stopford. It is a drawing b y Bea O m en of
ivooden statue in the Chapel o f Saint Fiacre,
Crozon, Brittany.
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ending arm y of other holy Irish saints and scholars who
left the shores of Ireland to christianise barbaric Europe
between the sixth and ninth centuries.
Scottish writers, w ho claim that Fiacre was Scottish,
tell this story of him. A Scottish king, being put from his
throne for crim e and heresy, ambassadors were sent to
Clothaire, K ing of France, to ask him that Fiacre w ould
accept the kingship of Scotland and leave his monastery.
Fiacre prayed to God not to be taken from his solitude. His
prayers being heard, he was covered with a leprosy and
the ambassadors left, considering him to be an unsuitable
person. On his departure, his face and body resumed their
natural state. It is interesting to note that in the Salle de
Catechisme of M eaux Cathedral there is a rude oil painting
o f this legendary incident.
Fiacre lived to be an old man having enjoyed health
through his open air labours. He lived a very retired life
in his oratory of Breuil for many years and here he died
about the year 670. There his body lay from 670 to 1234,
when Peter, Bishop of Meaux, rem oved it and exnosed it
for veneration by the faithful. The faithful continued to
visit the site and to venerate the relic of Fiacre in the parish
church o f Breuil. Through respect for the saint's memory,
wom en used not enter the precincts o f the chapel where
he had been buried and it is recorded that Anne of Austria,
Queen of France, having made a pilgrim age to St. Fiacre's
Shrine, was satisfied at praying at the door of his oratory.
Scarcely throughout France was any other saint more
distinguished than he for m iracles wrought, nor was any
other place more frequented. During the M iddle Ages his
acts w ere dramatised in a Sacred M ysterv or drama for
the edification o f the people.
M ore than 30 churches in
France are also dedicated to our saint. About three miles
from Brie is St. Fiacre's W ell. It is enclosed in an oratory
Which was rebuilt in 1852. Pilgrim s also flock to his holy
w ell at Monstrelet, fam ed for cures. The other chief places
for pilgrim age in honour o f St. Fiacre are Aubignan, in the
Diocese o f A vignon; Buss, in the Diocese of Arras; Ram e
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court, in the Diocese of Soissons; St. Fiacre, in the Diocese
o f Fouen and St. Fiacre in the Diocese of Nantes.
As has been mentioned, countless miracles are attri
buted to him. A certain man had two children, long under
infirmity. The father decided to bring them to Fiacre to be
cured. Passing over a bridge near M eaux ail three fell into
the river Marne, deep and rapid. They cried out, “ O Holy
Fiacre, succour us.”
Unable to swim, they nevertheless
reached safety.
The father attributed their w onderful
saving to the prayer o f Fiacre.
Also at that instant his
children w ere restored to health. The fame of this miracle
spread through Meaux.
In the 14th century Edward, the Black Prince o f
England, ravaged that district. He caused the shrine of the
saint to be opened and took out a portion of the relics which
he wished to bring to England. Passing through Normandy
he placed those relics on an altar at Montloup, near Tour
ney, where a chapel had been erected in honour o f Fiacre.
No strength o f man was afterwards able to rem ove the
relics from the altar. The Prince died soon after on Trinity
Sunday, 1376. The French people regarded his death as a
punishment for his lack of due reverence.
During Henry V of England's campaign in 1421 to
conquer France, he beseiged M eaux w hich held out against
him for eight months. He permitted the English soldiers to
pillage the monastery of St. Fiacre and to com m it other
crim es near Meaux. Som e time after Henry was attacked
by a disease and, having retired to a castle near Paris, died
there. This disease has been called the M alady o f St. Fiacre.
Boece's H istory of Scotland says:— “'When K ing Harry had
destroyed many boundaries of Brittany, he invaded the
lands and church o f St. Fiacre and by vengeance o f God
he was stricken with such infirmity that no ingenuity of
man might cure him.”
In his tenth year as Pope, G regory IX granted indul
gences at the request of the A bbot and monks of St. Fiacre
to all those penitent and who had confessed when assisting
on the anniversary o f the translation of his relict and visit
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ing his church. This concession referred to a cerem ony of
great splendour on the Feast of the M ost H oly Trinity, 1234,
w hen the Bishop of M eaux elevated the relics of St. Fiacre
from their shrine.
A n arm was separated from the body
and placed in a new reliquary. A serm on on the saint was
preached always on the annual recurrence o f the festival.
In 1468 the monks o f La Brie spent a large sum on decor
ating the shrine. Ten years later K ing Louis X I of France
had it covered w ith silver plates. The reliquary was covered
with fleur-de-lys and decorated w ith dolphins, to represent
the arms o f the K ing o f France. On the side o f the shrine
passages of Fiacre's life w ere portrayed. One shows a sick
w om an lying on a bed and invoking the saint w hom she had
Slandered. A large distribution of his relics took place at
periods after his death. The Dom inicans at Douai and the
Benedictines in Artois had some of these relics, bones etc.
In 1557, his head was carried away by robbers and never
recovered.
The K ing o f France, Louis XIII, called Louis the Just,
venerated Fiacre so m uch that his relics w ere preserved in
his palace. His consort, Queen Anne of Austria, attributed
the recovery o f her husband from serious illness to praying
to Fiacre. So she made a pilgrim age in 1641 on foot to offer
thanksgiving at his shrine. On her husband's death some
years later she spent a large sum in decorating the shrine.
K ing Louis is there represented kneeling before Fiacre's
altar.
In 1673, K ing Charles II o f England had a regiment
recruited in Ireland for the service o f France. They served
on the R iver Rhine during the campaigns of 1673-1675. The
chapel of St. Fiacre was a special object of devotion for the
Catholic Irish soldiers quartered in that section of France
During the 17th century St. V incent de Paul, the great
apostle of charity, made pilgrim age to the shrine. A fter the
Penal Days in Ireland thousands o f Irish Catholics sought
a home in France and entered her armies. The Shrine of
St. Fiacre at M eaux becam e a favourite resort of these
soldiers. They com posed Latin hym ns in his honour, w hich
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w ere sung about 1679-1681. One poem had 39 verses hanging
on the w alls and at the end is a notice that this poem or
hym n was sung by Irish pilgrim s in 1679.
In 1695 the Grand Duke of Tuscany, in Italy, obtained
from the then Bishop of M eaux a relic o f Fiacre. In grati
tude for favours received through Fiacre's intervention he
built a magnificent church at Florence where he desired
Ithat St. Fiacre should be venerated. Since that time our
saint has been regarded among the chief patrons of Tus
cany. The oratory and shrine at Breuil were demolished
in the French Revolutionary troubles of 1789-1800.
The
greater part of his relics was then scattered.
In the apse of the grand Cathedral of the city of M eaux
there is a chapel dedicated to St. Fiacre. The stone altar
was erected in 1866 and the beautiful railings w hich en
close the chapel w ere put up in 1888. Several memorials
of Fiacre are in other French churches. There is a painted
statue of w ood, representing the saint in shepherd's garb,
erected w ithin the magnificent old Cathedral of St. Omer.
It is to be found in position almost im m ediately opposite
a statue of our St. Bridget.
As he is regarded as the patron saint of gardeners they
march w ith great pom p and floral decoration on his feast
day, the 30th August.
The festival is celebrated in the
Church of St. Ferdinand in Paris w ith great splendour. The
church is beautifully decorated with flowers sent by t h e
master gardeners.
The French Fiacre cabs derived their name from being
specially used to convey pilgrim s in early times to the shrine
of Fiacre. A man named Sauvage was the first to let on hire
carriages known originally as the "five sous” coaches (the
rate being five sous per hour) from his establishment in the
Rue Saint-Martin in Paris. It was a large house, known as
the Hotel Saint-Fiacre from its sign-board, w hich represen
ted the Saint. The name was passed on from the hotel to the
carriages. The drivers, as w ell as their vehicles, w ere called
"Fiacres.” So the Saint has also becom e the patron of coach
men and taximen.
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And so from the silvery Nore to the meandering Seine
in France went forth this man of God. bringing the strong
unsullied faith o f his native Ireland to that great river
valley— the heart of France.
‘'A nd yonder did St. Fiachra
Build up a lonely dwelling.
'M id the alders and the aspens,
His beads for ever telling.
A h ! it is the story olden
That ruined cell discloses,
'Mid the y ellow weeds so golden
And the thorny briar roses;
For the saint's mark, fresh as ever,
W ithout scroll or quaintly letter,
Or ought else to fasten m em ory
W ith any graven fetter.
(Dr. J. Campion).

