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Aberdour Bay, Aberdeenshire
Most of what we know of St. Machar (also Mochumma) comes from the Aberdeen Breviary,
which was composed late in the fifteenth—early sixteenth centuries. This saint lived in the
sixth century. He may have been a son of Fiachna, a Prince of Ulster in Ireland, and baptized
by a saint named Colman. Later Machar became a disciple of St. Columba in Iona where they
laboured together. Meanwhile, St. Machar is not listed among the twelve disciples who
landed together with Columba in Iona in 563. An old tradition says that St. Machar then
founded many churches in the Isle of Mull near Iona (remarkably, the first Orthodox
monastic community in Scotland in the past 1000 years is to be established on Mull). St.
Machar converted many Scots to Christ and performed miracles, for example, he healed
seven lepers. It was said of this saint that he “preached in central Scotland, converted many
inhabitants to Christ, eradicated the cults of pagan gods and destroyed many idols.” With
time the saint was sent together with a group of disciples to the northeast of Scotland—to
evangelize the Picts in what is now Aberdeenshire.
The first recorded missionary among the Picts in that area had been St. Ternan in the fifth
century, who was a disciple of St. Ninian. The missionary efforts of St. Machar in
Aberdeenshire were very successful. They must have been very difficult at the same time, as
the saint needed good interpreters to work with the Picts. He most probably received his
episcopal see in what is now the city of Aberdeen. He built many churches in the district,
including the famous cathedral at Old Aberdeen in about 580. According to a legend, St.
Columba told Machar to found the church in the place where the River Don bends and takes
the shape of a bishop’s crozier. The saint of God found that place at Aberdeen and built the
cathedral church on that spot. Later this cathedral was dedicated to St. Machar. St. Machar
may also have lived as a hermit near the present-day village of Aboyne in Aberdeenshire on
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the River Dee in a secluded place. Three places in the area were named after him: St. Machar’s
well, St. Machar’s cross and St. Machar’s “chair” (a rock).

Machar's Cathedral in Aberdeen

The centre of veneration of St. Machar is the city of Aberdeen — a seaport and an important
centre for the North Sea oil industry. A new Norman Cathedral dedicated to St. Machar was
built there in 1131. Since the establishment of Presbyterianism in Scotland this huge cathedral
has been used in practice as a parish church. It is dedicated to our saint to this day and attracts
pilgrims. The Cathedral is built mainly of granite. Among its treasures: a unique seventh or
eighth century Celtic cross, part of a twelfth-century cross, beautiful stained glass windows,
splendid carvings, with numerous coats of arms of kings and bishops on its ceiling. It is known
that the left arm of William Wallace (c. 1270-1305) is buried in the walls of this cathedral.
Wallace, a Scottish national hero, was the leader of the resistance to King Edward I. However,
he was executed by hanging in 1305 and his quartered body parts were sent to different sites
in Scotland, thus his arm ended up in Aberdeen.



Interior of St. Machar's Cathedral

Ceiling of St. Machar's Cathedral
Water from a holy well of St. Machar near this Cathedral was formerly used for baptisms.

There is a small Russian Orthodox community in honor of St. Machar in Aberdeen, which
belongs to the Diocese of Sourozh — it meets occasionally at the University Chaplaincy and
King’s College Chapel. Apart from the Presbyterian St. Machar’s Cathedral, Aberdeen has an
Episcopal and a Catholic Cathedral. There are a number of other churches dedicated to St.
Machar around Aberdeen. One of them is in Bucksburn in a suburb of Aberdeen (the
Episcopal Church). Another St. Machar’s Church is in the village of Ranfurly in Renfrewshire
in the western central Lowlands.



