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Abstract 
 

Once upon a time, the Ó Maol Phádraig (O’Mulpatrick) was a notable clan; or, better – there 
were once notable clans of that name. Earlier, there were noteworthy individuals named 
Máel Pátraic, which is the earliest version of any name given to honour St Patrick. Among 
such notables were those whose given name came to transcend the individual – so, Máel 
Pátraic became attached to a patronym. 
 

Our series of articles explores the name Máel Pátraic. In Part I, we discuss the origins of the 
name and consider the patterns apparent in early annalistic records. Connections are made 
to those regions of Éire where the name was commonly found. In Part II, we review 
authoritative Máel Pátraic genealogies, the dynasties whose members bore the name, and 
the emergence the Ó Maol Phádraig surname. In Part III, and we consider records that occur 
from the late medieval era until the nineteenth century. Finally, in Part IV, we link the living 
with those Ó Maol Phádraig gone before via the power of genetic genealogy. 
 

Ó Maol Phádraig is a virtually extinct surname; today their descendants carry Fitzpatrick or 
other Pátraic-surname forms. Here, the name, the people, and the clans are revived. 
 

Names, styles, edits, and historical records 
 

This article is written in the English language, but the people and places discussed are Irish. 
To acknowledge the primacy of Gaeilge (Gaelic) and to allow readers to be able to find 
locations on modern maps, place names are provided in modern Gaeilge using the most 
common spelling; for example, Ard Mhacha (Armagh), unless the place name is titular, for 
instance, the Abbot of Ardstraw. 
 
The rendition of personal names and by-names of people referenced in this article requires 
consistency because there can be variability in historical records even for the same 
individual, with mixtures of Gaeilge and English forms being used and sometimes with 
spellings imaginatively conjured up via phonetics. The approach here is to use the most 
obvious and correctly spelt form of the personal name, be it Gaeilge or an English form. 
Surnames are much less problematic, and preference is for a standard spelling, e.g., as 
determined and published by authorities such as Woulfe (1923)1 and Mac Lysaght (1985)2. 

 
1 Woulfe, P. (1923). Sloinnte Gaedheal Is Gall: Irish Names and Surnames. Dublin: M. H. Gill & Son. 
2 MacLysaght, E. (1985). Irish Families: their names, arms and origins. Dublin: Irish Academic Press. 
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Quotations are italicised. This article is a living work, i.e., it can, and most likely will, be 
edited by the authors who will retain all versions. Every effort has been made to consult all 
available records related to the period relevant to this article. 
 

Introduction 
 

Ó Maol Phádraig says Woulfe (1923), i.e., descendant of a ‘servant of St Patrick’ was ‘once a 
common surname, especially in Cavan and Cork; and while the name has disappeared, the 
family was too numerous to have died out’. Woulfe’s assessment provides the framework 
for the series, ‘Ó Maol Phádraig: the name, the people, and the clans’. When did the name 
arise; who were the Ó Maol Phádraig of historical note; who were the clans of Cabhán 
(County Cavan), and Corcaigh (County Cork); and, who and where are they today? 
 

Woulfe also made specific mention of ‘Conor O Molpatrick, chief of his name’ in 1602; what 
of he and his descendants? And concerning the loss of their ancient name, if the Ó Maol 
Phádraig ‘anglicised it to Fitzpatrick’, as Woulfe asserts, for some reason by their own 
volition, did not die out, can they be found among Fitzpatricks today? 
 

We demonstrate that the large-scale disappearance of Ó Maol Phádraig was later than 
1602, and that is unlikely the death of the surname came by the hands of those so named. 
And we prove true that, as Woulfe stated, the Ó Maol Phádraig, were too numerous to have 
died out. Yes, their name was very largely anglicised to Fitzpatrick, but Ó Maol Phádraig 
descendants live and breathe today. 
 

The origins of Máel Pátraic 
 

It is said that Pátraic was not found in Ireland as a distinct given name until the arrival of 
Anglo-Normans1; in reverence to the saint, mere Irish considered Pátraic (Patrick) too sacred 
to use directly3. The early forms appear limited to Máel Pátraic and Gilla Pátraic (i.e., servant 
of and follower of, respectively, Patrick), and ‘when used by the Anglo-Normans it was 
rendered Pádraigín by the Irish’1. 
 

While Máel-type names occur in annalistic records from 611 AD, a Gilla-type name does not 
appear until 977 AD. Hence, it should not surprise that Annals record Máel Pátraic as a given 
name in 847 AD, some 136 years before Gilla Pátraic appears, in 983 AD4. Although the 
historicity of St Patrick is complicated by the fact there were ‘two or possibly three Patricks’ 
it is clear he was revered from the mid seventh century, notably among, first, the Oirghialla 
and, then, the Uí Néill via their alliances. By the ninth century ‘Patrick truly became Ireland’s 
pre-eminent saint’, hence Pátraic-type names, surely, would have been expected during that 
era. Pátraic-type names may also have undergone a revival in the Viking era when Patrician 
relics began to ‘come into the fore’5. 

 
3 Withycombe, E. (1978). The Oxford Dictionary of Christian Names. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
4 Hennessy, W. (1887). Annals of Ulster: otherwise Annals of Senat; a chronicle of Irish affairs. Dublin: HMSO. 
5 Erskine, S. (2012). The relic cult of St Patrick between the seventh and the late twelfth centuries in its 
European contexts [thesis], University of Glasgow (Scotland). School of Humanities: pp 226. 
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The use of Máel, meaning crop-headed or shorn’6, followed by a proper name ‘received its 
chief development after the introduction of Christianity’ to Ireland; the general form being 
Máel-Dei7, i.e., it was followed by a Saint’s name, indicating tonsure. Máel-type names were 
common throughout the seventh and eight centuries before declining from the late tenth 
century as Gilla-type names emerged 8; yet, Gilla was not Norse in origin, as some have 
proposed9. 
 

The rise of Gilla-type names was due to ‘a model change in Irish nomenclature’6, and there 
was a pattern of different geographic distribution of Máel Pátraic versus Gilla Pátraic. A 
simple survey to estimate the relative frequency of the forms used in early times can be 
undertaken via annalistic records, or genealogical works, and Gilla Pátraic is approximately 
three times more common than Máel Pátraic. Also notable is that while Giolla Phádraig is 
found among many clans, such as those summarised by Ó Muraíle10, across all of Éire – a 
pattern matching the modern distribution of Fitzpatrick11 – Máel Pátraic is found among 
few, and mostly among clans of the northern half of Éire; this is explored fully in Part II. 
 

Annalistic use of Máel Pátraic 
 

The basis for understanding the first uses of the name Máel Pátraic comes from various 
Annals of Ireland, which only record it as a given-name – never as a surname. Almost always 
the bearer of the name is either a religious figure or closely related to one, the first record 
being from 847 AD; ‘Cellach son of Máel Pátraic, prior of Fera-Rois south of the river, died’3. 
In the Annals of the Four Masters Donovan annotates, ‘the Feara Rois were seated along the 
Boyne and at Carrickmacross, in the county of Monaghan’12. Yet, Mac Iomhair’s account of 
the history of Fir Rois, also known as Crích Rois, lays out a greater expanse of lands – most 
of central Lú (Louth) and extending into southern Muineachán (Monaghan) and northern 
Mhí (Meath); Cellach’s monastery, he concludes, was in Cluain Caoin (Clonkeen), which lies 
south of the River Glyde13. 
 

This example makes it evident that, when synthesising occurrences of Máel Pátraic in the 
Annals and Genealogies, it is helpful to correlate the name use with population groups and 
geographic locations; and, as will be seen, a pattern emerges. Table 1 presents annalistic 
references to Máel Pátraic as a given name in isolation, which occur until 1096 AD, and 
Table 2 presents annalistic references to Máel Pátraic as a given name in conjunction with a 
surname, which do not appear until 1016 AD. The tables are annotated and run across 
several pages. Note, the surname Ó Máol Pádriac does not occur in Annalstic records. 

 
6 Electronic Dictionary of the Irish Language. https://dil.ie: accessed 7 March 2023. 
7 Marstander, C. (1918). Altirisch Gillae. Zeitschrift für Celtische Philologie, 12, 309-322. 
8 Ó Máille, T. (1910). The language of the Annals of Ulster. Manchester: University Press. 
9 Gilla-words ‘appeared in Irish literature as early as the first half of the ninth century’ being derived from 
gildae, with probable old French or Latin roots meaning soldier, hireling (armed with a lance), recruit, etc. 
(Marstander, 1918). Also, Pokorny, J., (1918). Vermischtes. Zeitschrift für Celtische Philologie, 12, 298-308. 
10 Mac Fhirbhisigh, D. and Ó Muraíle, N. (2003). Leabhar mór na ngenealach. Dublin: De Burca. 
11 Fitzpatrick, E. and Fitzpatrick, M. (2020). When Everything Changes: Using Critical Family History to 
Deconstruct Keesing and Fitzpatrick Surnames. Genealogy, 4, 25. https://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy4010025. 
12 O'Donovan, J. (1856). Annals of the Four Masters: Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, by the Four Masters, 
from the earliest period to the year 1616. Dublin, Hodges, Smith, and Co. 
13 Mac Iomhair, D. (1964). The History of Fir Rois. County Louth Archaeological Society Journal, 15, 321-348. 
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Table 1: Annalistic references to Máel Pátraic14 
 

Reference15 Date, AD16 Location 

Cellach son of Máel Pátraic, prior of Fera-Rois south of the river, died.AU 847 Cluain Caoin, Lú17 

Máel Pátraic, son of Finnchu, bishop, scribe, and anchorite, and intended abbot of Ard Mhacha, died.AFM,18  861 (863) Ard Mhacha, Ard Mhacha19 

Máel Pátraic son of Cellach, abbot of Mainistir Bhuithe, died suddenly.AU 878 Mainistir Bhuithe, Lú20 

Máel Pátraic son of Mael Curarda, King of the Airghialla, was killed by his associates.AU,21 885 Oirialla22 

Máel Pátraic, Abbot of Cluain Mhic Nóis, of the race of the Ui-Maine … died.AFM,23 883 (886) Cluain Mhic Nóis, Uíbh Fhallí24 

 
14 Máel Pátraic is used as a standard spelling throughout. 
15 AU, Annals of Ulster; AFM, Annals of the Four Masters; AI, Annals of Inisfallen (translated by Seán Mac Airt (2008). CELT: Corpus of Electronic Texts: a project of 
University College Cork, College Road, Cork, Ireland. http://www.ucc.ie/celt, accessed 1 February 2023). Only the most informative among parallel records is cited. 
16 ‘The chronology of the Annals of Ulster is accurate from AD 773 to AD 1023’; dates for entries from other Annals are shown corrected, if required, in parentheses using 
Annals of Ulster dates (McCarthy, D., 1998. The Chronology of the Irish Annals. Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy: Archaeology, Culture, History, Literature , 98C, 203-
255). 
17 Clonkeen, County Louth. 
18 Máel Pátraic, son of Finnchu, is the first of several recorded notables of the church of Ard Mhacha who bore a name associated with the founder, St Patrick. The origin of 
the church is said to be in 444 AD, and was episcopal; yet, from 758 AD to 1136 AD the heir of St Patrick (Comarbai Pátraic) ‘was always an abbot and the office of bishop … 
was subordinate’ (Moody T., Martin F., & Byrne F., 1989. A New History of Ireland. Oxford: Oxford University Press). 
19 Armagh, County Armagh. 
20 Monasterboice (i.e., the Monastery of St Buíte), County Louth. 
21 Mael Curarda (d. 853) was King of Uí Mheic Uais (i.e., among the descendants of Colla Uais, a mythical High King of Ireland; Byrne F., 1973. Irish kings and high-kings. 
London: BT Batsford Ltd). Two other notable sons of Mael Curarda were Mael Ruanaidh (d.871), King of Uí Mheic Uais, and Oenghus (d.881), Abbot of Ard Sratha, Tír 
Eoghain (Ardstraw, County Tyrone)U. Walsh posited the pedigree of the Uí Fhiachrach of Ard Sratha ‘belonged to the ruling dynasty’ of Uí Mheic Uais of Oirialla during the 
ninth century (Walsh, P., 1923. Uí Maccu Uais. Ériu, 9, 55-60). The slaying of Máel Pátraic ‘by his associates’ may refer to the Cenél nEógain, whose eastward expansion led 
them to hold the Airghialla as vassals from ca. 827 AD (Duffy S., 2005. Medieval Ireland an Encyclopaedia. New York and London: Routledge). 
22 Oriel, a medieval kingdom approximating the area of the modern dioceses of Armagh and Clogher. 
23 Graves’ (1855) accounts of ancient monuments at Cluain Mhic Nóis includes ‘a Latin cross, the arms combined by a circle at centre, the extremities slightly widened’ 
engraved with the words ‘A prayer for Mael Patric’; this, states Graves, refers to the abbot in the Annals who died in 883 AD; he was of Ui-Maine, which at the time the 
Annals entry was written referred to Connacht (Graves, J., 1855. A list of the ancient Irish monumental stones at present existing at Clonmacnoise. Proceedings and 
Transactions of the Kilkenny and South-East of Ireland Archaeological Society , 3, 293-303). 
24 Clonmacnoise, County Offaly. 
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Table 1: continued   

Reference Date, AD Location 

Máel Pátraic, scribe and excellent scholar, superior of Treoid and steward of the community of Patrick for the 
district south of the mountain, rested.U,25 

888 Treoid, Mhi26 

Máel Pátraic son of Niall, superior of Shláine, fell asleep happily.U,27 890 Shláine, Mhi28 

Máel Pátraic, son of Flathrai, lord of Ráth Tamhnaighe died.AFM,29 909 (911) Ráth Domhnaigh, Laois30 

Aed son of Máel Pátraic, king of Uí Fhiachrach, was killed by Niall, son of Aed.U,31 910 Ard Sratha, Tír Eoghain 

The plundering of Leithghlin by the foreigners, where Máel Pátraic, a priest and anchorite, and Mongan, 
anchorite, and many others along with them, were slain.AFM,32 

916 (917) Leithghlin, Ceatherlach33 

 
25 ‘On the foundation of the monastery St Patrick placed an abbot in charge’ (Kelly, M., 1941. Three Monasteries of Drogheda. Journal of the County Louth Archaeological 
Society, 10, 25- 41). 
26 Trevet, County Meath. 
27 The Abbey at Shláine is said to be founded by Bishop Erc at the behest of St Patrick (Westropp, T., 1901. Slane in Bregia, County Meath: its friary and hermitage. The 
Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland, 31, 404-430). In the ninth and tenth centuries, two bishops named Máel Pátraic had their seat at Shláine, and another 
was the son of a bishop. Hence, Westropp suggests there were ‘genealogical descents’ among the bishops, including those named Máel Pátraic: from Bishop Niallan 
(d.867) was Máel Pátraic, son of Niall (d.886), and there followed Colman son of Máel Pátraic (d.948). Colman was ‘slain by the foreigners’ (O’Donovan, 1856), during an 
era when Shláine was ‘unfortunate enough’ to attract the attention of the Danes of Átha Cliath (Dublin) (Westropp, 1901): ‘the belfry of Slaine was burned by the 
foreigners, with its full of relics and distinguished persons, together with Caeineachair, Lector of Slaine, and the crozier of the patron saint, and a bell [which was] the best of 
bells’ (O’Donovan, 1856). 
28 Slane, County Meath. 
29 One of three Lords of Rathdowney referred to in the Annals of the Four Masters, and it is possible to genealogically connect three generations, i.e., Máel Pátraic (d.909), 
son of Flaithri (d.874), son of Máel Dúin. A later entry in the Annals of the Four Masters records the death of ‘Gillamolua Ua Bruaideadha’ Lord of Rathdowney, in 1069, 
providing a possible link between Máel Pátraic and clann Ua Bruaideadha, i.e., O’Brody, or similar (O’Donovan, J., 1856; MacLysaght, E., 1985). 
30 Rathdowney, County Laois. 
31 That is, Aed, son of Máel Pátraic son of Mael Curarda, King of the Airghialla (Jaski, B., 1995. The traditional rule of succession in early Ireland, [thesis], Trinity College, 
Dublin, Ireland. Department of History: pp 326; pp 275). This line of Uí Fhiachrach were seated at Ard Sratha, Tír Eoghain. Aed was killed by Niall Glúndub, High King of 
Ireland (916-919 AD) (Byrne, F., 1973). 
32 In 902 AD the Danes were expelled from Átha Cliath, where ‘they left a great number of their ships, and escaped half-dead, after having been wounded and broken’. The 
Danes returned with their fleets in 917 AD, led by Sitric and Ragnall, grandsons of Ímar; at that time the Danes also plundered Cill Dara (Kildare) (O'Donovan, J., 1856; 
Hennessy W., 1887). 
33 Leighlin, County Carlow. 
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