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THE LIFE OF MANUS O’CAHAN 

MANUS ROE OCAHAN was most probably born around 1615.  Although there is no firm evidence to 
substantiate this he was described as  
 
“...a young Irish officer...” during the action at Fyvie Castle in 1644. From this it is probable that he 
was still in his 20s and quite possibly younger than Montrose and Alistair MacDonald, both born 
around 1612.  
The son of Gilduff O’Cahan, popular belief holds that he was the foster son of  Giolla Dubh 
MacCathan or Ranald MacDonald, the Earl of Antrim. 
 
O’Cahan most probably gained much of his military experience fighting in Flanders during the 30 
Years War, but he had returned home to Ireland by the second half of 1641. On the eve of the Irish 
Rebellion O’Cahan had rejoined his father in Dunluce and along with his brother, Tirlough Og 
O’Cahan , he would play a major part in the bloody months that followed. 
 
Although Tirlough was appointed as one of the Captains in the Catholic Army (as was Alistair 
MacDonald) it appears that Manus was not given a command at first. However at the end of 1641 he 
was in command of the Catholic Forces besieging Agivey Castle. 
After the defeat of the Protestant Forces at Portnaw in January 1642 the Catholics around the River 
Bann rose in open rebellion to take a terrible revenge on the Antrlm Protestants (although the Island 
Mage massacre proves that the Catholics did not have it all their own way). Towns such as 
Ballymena, Ballymoney and Cross were burnt and many Protestants butchered. 
 
If one recalls the sack of Aberdeen in 1644 it is quite hard to believe that, after the sack of Dunluce 
during the early Spring of 1642, Alistair MacDonald was tired of the blood and destruction and 
“..went away with his company...”  Shortly afterwards the O’Cahans proclaimed that anyone who 
spoke English would be hanged. 
This split in the Irish Forces was widened, when, in the Spring of 1642, MacDonald fell out with the 
commander of the Irish Forces, Sir Phelim O’Neill.  However he was still present with the Irish Army 
at Glenmaquin in Donegal where they were defeated by the Protestants under Sir Robert Stewart. 
MacDonald was himself wounded and “with much ado (Manus) O’Cahan brought off MacDonald in a 
horse-litter.” 
 
The arrival of the Earl of Leven to command the Scottish Forces in Ireland during August 1642 led to 
an interesting twist in the story. Already unhappy with the Catholic Army, MacDonald entered into 
and agreement with Leven in order to free his father and brothers held by Argyll and also to restore 
his family lands in Western Scotland. In October MacDonald and his men treacherously turned on 
the O’Cahans, although there is no mention of MacDonald actually shedding the blood of the Irish. 
Because of his refusal to shed Irish blood the agreement broke down; 18 months later O’Cahan and 
MacDonald would again be brothers in arms. 
When you consider how treacherous MacDonald had been in the recent past it is a little surprising 
that he was chosen to command the invasion of Western Scotland In summer of 1644 - surprising 
unless you consider that he was a Kingman of Antrim who masterminded the expedition. 
 
The invasion fleet (?) sailed on 27th June 1644 and reached Morvern on 7th July. Here Menus 
O’Cahan, with the greater part of his regiment landed to reduce Kinlochaline Castle. The main part of 
the invasion force landed the next day at Ardnarmurchan. By August, 1,500 or so Irish were in 
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Southern Lochaber from where MacDonald wrote to the Marquis of Ormand. On the 13th August he 
sent Colonel Manus O’Cahan and Alexander MacDonnell to Dublin to explain the situation further to 
Ormond. O’Cahan did not return to Scotland until late October in time, however, to lead his 
regiment in the defence of Fyvie Castle (O’Cahans being the only Irish regiment present). 
 
From there on O’Cahan would never leave the Royalist Army (unlike MacDonald who seemed to 
have more interest In leading a MacDonald crusade against the Campbells than fighting for the King). 
At Inverlochy, O’Cahan commanded the left wing of the Royalist Army and was among the first to 
‘get-to-grips’ with the Campbell/Covenanter force. 
 
During the storming of Dundee on 4th AprIl 1645, O’Cahan was reported killed but had “recovered 
well enough” to lead his Regiment at Auldearn (9th May), and at Alford (2nd July) where once again 
O’Cahan’s were the only Irish regiment present. After the victory at Kilsyth, O’Cahan remained loyal 
to Montrose and the Royalist cavalry under Aboyne. 
 
O’Cahan’s formed the majority of the Royalist Army defeated at Philiphaugh. Fighting bravely against 
overwhelming odds they finally surrendered when offered quarter. Never the less, when unarmed, 
the survivors and camp-followers were butchered (although a few did escape). Manus Roe O’Cahan 
himself was taken to Edinburgh and hanged without trial from the south wall of the Castle. So died 
one of the bravest and most able officers of the Civil War. O’Cahan could be ruthless but also loyal to 
both the Catholic and Royalist cause. The only memorial of this final battle is that of 
the covenanter's at Philiphaugh, O'Cahan, his regiment and the royalists who fell are only 
remembered in writing.  
  
 
 
 
REFERENCES 

1. E. J. Cowan: ‘Montrose - For Covenant and King’ 
2. M. Napier: ‘Memoirs of Montrose 1612 to 1650’ 
3. D. Stevenson: ‘Alistair MacColla and the Highland Problem in the 17th  Century’ [now 

published under the title ‘Highland Warrior: Alasdair MacColla and the Civil Wars”] 
4. R. Williams: ‘Montrose — A Cavalier in Mourning’ 


