
 
 
Sultan Hamad bin Said mosque (Church of Saint Mychil) 
 
In 1790 a major mosque complex was established in Galasi under the 
patronage of the Omani Sultan, Hamad bin Said. The Sultan Hamad bin Said 
mosque was constructed upon the ruins of an former Christian church that 
had been severely damaged a century earlier by a major earthquake in 1650, 
and which had thereafter fallen into disuse.  
 
Sultan Hamad bin Said was responsible for a number of investments in the 
city at this time, helping to transform the sleepy town into a major East 
African trading port. Because of this, the mosque and his legacy came to be 
revered by many local Muslims. 
 
The mosque has a cross-in-square (or quincunx) plan that reflects its earlier 
origins as a church, with each side nine meters long. Its masonry consists 
of bricks, mounted adopting a recessed brick technique that may have been 
copied from Byzantine architecture. In this technique, alternate courses of 
brick are mounted behind the line of the wall, and are plunged into 
a mortar bed. Due to that, the thickness of the mortar layers is about three 
times greater than that of the brick layers. Some interior decoration remains 
from the 15th century, although the mosaics that were believed to once 
been part of the church have long since been removed. 
 
Associated with the mosque are several other outbuildings, possibly part of 
an earlier monastery. Today these are used by waqf officials for 
administrative purposes, to house a community pre-school programme, and 
for storage. Several are in need of repair and renovation.  
 
The outbuildings surrounding the Sultan Hamad bin Said mosque have 
grown considerably in value since the end of the civil war, located as they 
are in what is now the downtown core of the city. Some local business 
leaders have argued that waqf officials have been too conservative in 
developing these, and that this has hindered effective commercial 
development of the district. 
 
 
Church of Saint Mychil 
 
The construction of the mosque at this location appears to have been largely 
uncontested at the time, perhaps due to its direct association with powerful 
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Exterior view of the mosque from 
the north, showing the 15th 
century church dome and the 18th 
century minaret. 
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the Arab architectural guide, Kitab 
al-mabani fi Karana (1797). 
 
 



Omani and local Muslim officials. However, in recent years the site has 
become more controversial because of its association with Saint Mychil of 
Crediton, a distant and lesser-known cousin to St. Boniface.  
 
Mychil arrived in Carana in 725CE after a lengthy journey that had taken him 
through Egypt, Ethiopia, and Somalia, living among the various semi-
nomadic goat-herding communities and preaching the Gospels. Shortly 
after his arrival in Carana, Mychil founded a small religious community in 
Galasi, and proselytized throughout the area for three more years before 
ultimately succumbing to the plague in 728. Although the monastery he 
built was ravaged by fire a few years later, his bones were miraculously 
preserved from the flames and interred within a second church erected on 
the same site. The church was renovated or reconstructed several times 
after this, notably in the mid-15th century. 
 
Saint Mychil would acquire a following among many in Carana, even 
extending outside the Christian community. However, his canonization was 
never fully undertaken by the Catholic Church, but rather considered as a de 
facto recognition (“equipollent canonization”) of a locally-venerated 
Christian figure. 
 
The tomb allegedly containing the bones of Saint Mychil is located in the 
esonarthex (outer entry chamber) at the western end of the original church 
building. It was possibly located there to allow wider access to pilgrims, 
including those not belonging to the congregation. The tomb itself has not 
been opened in living memory. Indeed, the last known time the remains 
were viewed was in 1897, when they were sketched by British antiquarian 
Sir Edwin McGill. McGill allegedly bribed local mosque officials to gain 
access, and the incident caused a major scandal. Some Muslim leaders 
claimed the bones were not those of Mychil at all, but rather of a local Sufi 
religious figure, Mikal al-Musafir. Some in the Christian community called 
for the bones to be relocated to a more appropriate location. Instead, the 
tomb was sealed into the wall during repairs to the mosque, and McGill 
himself was deported by French authorities who feared his presence could 
ignite sectarian violence. The affair left Muslim waqf officials reluctant to 
allow any further archaeological access to the site, a reluctance which has 
largely continued up to the present day.  
 
The status of the site was never seriously challenged again during French 
colonial rule. The Catholic Church preferred that the attention of local 
Christians be focused on the much larger cathedral it had constructed 
nearby in central Galasi. Furthermore, neither the Church nor the colonial 
authorities had any desire to provoke religious sentiment by pursuing the 
issue. After independence, the positive relationship between the Muslim 
religious leadership (the Muslim Supreme Council) and the various Falani 
rulers of the country—President Uroma, the Hakutu and Tarakoni military 
regimes, and the PDC era under Presidents Okatsi and Ogavo—assured that 
demands from small numbers of evangelical Christians to have the bones 
disinterred or the church rebuilt were never seriously entertained.  
 

 
 
Exterior view of the mosque from 
the south. 
 

 
Interior of the mosque. 
 
 

 
The Church of Saint Mychil as it 
may have appeared after mid-15th 
century renovations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
The status of the mosque emerged as a major political issue following the 
rise of the Parti chrétien-démocrate de Carana  (PCDC) and the increasing 
mobilization of Christian identity in Carana. In 2016, the evangelical Church 
of Redemption began a major fund-raising campaign to acquire the land and 
rebuild the so-called “Third Church,” an act which it has proclaimed would 
be a fulfilment of biblical prophecy. Not surprisingly, waqf administrators 
and Supreme Muslim Council have rejected this. However, the call was 
quickly taken up by many PCDC candidates during the 2017 election. PCDC 
President Peter-Paul Xavier has been careful to avoid any clear-cut position, 
but is believed to have privately encouraged the campaign as a way of 
further burnishing his party’s Christian populist credentials.  
 
 
 


