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Teaching in Rockwell College 1897-1902
Historical Perspective
Rockwell College had been taken over in 1864 by the Holy Ghost Congregation not
as a secondary college nor as a juniorate for the society but as a seminary for training
priests for work in Scotland. That was the purpose set for this establishment by its
founder, M. Charles Thiebault, a wealthy French businessman residing in Scotland.
Hence the name 'The Scotch College', Rockwell.
At first the archbishop of Cashel, Dr Leahy, forbade the Congregation to take
in any Irish students from the Diocese of Cashel as boarders lest the college interfere
with the intake of the diocesan junior seminary then conducted at.Thurles. There was
no ban on taking in aspirants for the Congregation and day students. Those destined
for the Congregation were eventually located in the private house built by Thiebault
for his own use known as Lake House and later as St Joseph's. 1
Because of the good relations built up with the Archbishop of Cashel and the
local clergy the limitation on taking in boarders was removed thus providing the
scope for the development of a lay boarding school as well as catering for the few day
students attending from the local area. When the Scotch College experiment was
abandoned from 1874 Rockwell continued to function as a secondary boarding school
with a lay-department and a juniorate. Located in the country, far from centres of
population, it had to depend mainly on boarders, and in order to attract students it had
to strive hard to be seen to be exceptionally successful. Successful it was during the
first years of the public examinations conducted by the Intermediate Board from
1878. The man-principally responsible for Rockwell's academic success in those
years was the Dean of studies, Fr John T. Murphy, working in close co-operation with
the President, a very expert administrator, Fr Peter Huvetys.
With the transfer of Fr Huvetys to Blackrock on the death of Pere Jules Leman
in 1880, and the change of Fr Murphy to Pittsburgh, Pa in 1886, Rockwell began to
suffer economically and academically. Times were bad throughout Ireland and the
number of students attending colleges dropped. Had Joseph Shanahan come to
Rockwell in 1886 instead of heading far away to Beauvais in northern France, he
would have experienced the college at a low ebb. There were just over fifty boarders,
a dozen day students, and ten in the juniorate. Blow after blow seemed to hit the
· college. The Dean of studies, Fr Thomas Fogarty, was taken away to try to revive a
struggling mission in Bechuanaland, southern Africa ( 1887), the juniorate was closed
in 1888 and the students were transferred to Blackrock, senior grade was suppressed,
and the financial state of the college caused alarm. 2
If the college was to survive it was felt that someone with a flair for
development and for practical administration should take over. The arrival of Fr
Arnet Limbour in Ireland at this juncture was seen as providential. Having
relinquished his post as director of the Apostolic School at Beauvais he was willing to
take on the challenge presented by Rockwell. He was appointed Superior in 1889 in
succession to Fr Prosper Goepfert 3
Beauvais' loss was Rockwell's gain. Joseph Shanahan, then studying at
Beauvais, was to see with some anxiety that his benefactor, who had offered him a
free place in the college at Beauvais, had left the immediate scene. Joseph's uncle, Br
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Adelm Walsh, had been sent to Ballarat in 1888 to join the Irish group led by Fr
Edward Reffe to open a school there at the request of Irish-born Bishop Moore. It
would appear that two students followed Pere Limbour to Ireland, John Walsh and
Henri Blanchot. But there was no question of his taking Joseph Shanahan with him as
there was by then no juniorate at Rockwell and no •free' places available. All must
now pay.their way, and all must pull their weight. Pere Limbour was himself a man
of dynamic character. He set about reviving the fortunes of Rockwell at all levels.
Much of what he saw in the Irish way of life displeased him as a waste of money and
lacking in style. Even the style of life lived by the community met with his
disapproval. He viewed it as a deviation from French Spiritan standards - too much
socialising with the surrounding farmers, going to political meetings, giving more
time to organising sport and games than to planning church services etc. He had his
personal vision of what Rockwell should be, but he was in danger of finding himself
. a one-man sh ow. 4
runrung
In 1890 Rockwell received one of its greatest-ever organisers in the person of
the newly-ordained Dr Edward Crehan. He was appointed Dean of studies, and from
then on the college began to move once more at all levels. The numbers began to
increase, successes in the public examinations came their way; and all due to the
dynamic leadership of Dr Crehan. The press was influenced to take notice and to give
glowing accounts of the achievements and the facilities of Rockwell College. All
along the most faithful supporter of Rockwell was the Archbishop of Cashel, Dr
Thomas Croke. He lost no opportunity of calling attention to the academic successes
of Rockwell, which were in fact truly outstanding. 5
The juniorate was reopened in 1890 and the numbers in the college soon
topped the hundred. Bigger numbers called for more accommodation. Fr Limbour
decided, however, to start with building a church in keeping with his standards as
practised in Beauvais. Typically, he by-passed native architects and commissioned a
plan from his architect in Beauvais - a man who had little conception of what was in
keeping with the Irish scene. That project never got beyond the crypt stage. With all
his sterling qualities Pere Limbour, unlike his two predecessors, failed to fit in with
the Irish scene. It was felt by all that he must go. He went in fact to Haiti in 1894.
En route he stayed for some time at Langonnet Abbey in Brittany where he renewed
his acquaintance with his former protege, Joseph Shanahan, then pursuing his
philosophy course.
It was only with the arrival of Fr John Stephens, returned from the failed
project in Ballarat, that it was decided to resume work on the chapel, this time with
the aid of an Irish architect, Mr Ashlin. The foundation stone was blessed on 15 June
1896 by Archbishop Croke. His eulogy of Rockwell, and his direct appeal for funds
that day, caused the money to flow in but it was the successful begging tour in the
USA conducted by Br Aidan Ryan which ensured that the necessary £3,000 was
collected. 6
In 1897, the year the chapel was completed,_ Rockwell made the headlines in
the national press for its outstanding performance in the public examinations. The
total nwnber of students had by then reached the two hundred mark and was rising.
There were 10 priests on the staff, 10 prefects, 13 Brothers and 4 lay-professors.
Rockwell was full to the brim. It was also full of confidence and rearing to go for
another academic triumph.
Enter Shanahan
This, then, was the Rockwell Joseph Shanahan encountered for the first time as he
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returned from eleven years' exile in France to take up his post as prefect late in
August 1897. Coming straight from the novitiate in Chevilly this was to be a
challenging experience. In Chevilly the whole regime was geared to priestly
formation, to the practice of the regular religious life, and preparation for the
apostolate, which mostly meant service in Africa. All in Rockwell was unashamedly
geared to academic achievement in the public examinations as, let us hasten to add,
was the case in every secondary school in Ireland at that time. Even the extracurricular activities were part of that great strategy, namely to be perceived by the
parents and the public to be a success at all levels.
How Shanahan found himself posted to Rockwell at this stage is not totally
clear. He was soon to write in a letter to the Superior General, Mgr Le Roy: 'You
know, Monseigneur, that I am here not by choice but by duty.' There is no clear
record of the Rockwell authorities having asked for him in particular. Little would
have been known about him there except by his uncle Br Adelm, but it would be in
character for Adelm to have suggested that it was time to give. Joseph a chance to
renew his contact with his native country. He had years earlier arranged that Joseph's
two brothers, Michael (1879) and Patrick (1888) be accepted into the juniorate at
Blackrock, and just now was arranging that Joseph's brother Dick be employed as a
lay teacher at Rockwell.7
For whatever reason Joseph Shanahan's name came up in the plans for the allocation
of staff for the coming year when Fr Botrel, the Irish Provincial, made his official
visit to Paris in August 1897. A letter from Pere Grizard, General Secretary, to Botrel
on 27 August 1897, has this note: 'Having received your telegram for Mr Shanahan
and consulted Monseigneur, I will inform Mr Schanaan (sic) this evening and send
him on to you' 8.
It could well be that the Irish province had been asked to pay Shanahan' s
account while in the senior scholasticate and it was felt that he should be expected to
pay his way by prefecting like the other Irish aspirants, some of whom had done many
years service by now. It may also have had something to do with the plans being
discussed for launching a senior scholasticate in Ireland in the near future.
Fr Botrel's telegram to Paris asking for Shanahan to be sent on arrived on 16
August 1897. By the time he was located and was ready for the homeward journey it
was already 1 September. In the Blackrock community journal kept by Fr Ebenrecht
there is this entry for 2 September: 'Fr Cremer arrived from Germany; also a novice
from Chevilly, Mr Shanahan.' No doubt Shanahan had an interview with the
Provincial, Fr Botrel, who resided at the college, in order to receive his instructions.
As to the gist of these instructions, we are left in no doubt by Ebenrecht's entry for the
following day, 3 September: 'Mr Shanahan left for Rockwell today to teach there.'
We can imagine then that Shanahan on his train journey to his native county was
experiencing mixed feelings. He was facing into a school and a community where he
knew no one - no one, that is, except his uncle Br Adelrn who must have been thrilled
at the prospect of his arrival. As Br Adelrn would soon be introducing him to his
confreres and colleagues this is the time for us to look briefly at some of the staff with
whom Shanahan had now to work and live.
Personnel
First, the Superior under whom he was to serve for the next five years, Fr N.J.
Brennan. A native of Kilkenny, he had been a brilliant student at the French College,
Blackrock, featuring with distinction as a student of the ancient classics in the
Catholic University examinations, and he was a regular contributor in Latin and
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Greek in the French College Literary Journal. He was noted especially for his gift for
extempore compositions in Latin verse on any subject, even incidents in a rugby
match.· Author of some text-books for teaching Latin, he had recently published a
Latin verse translation of part of Childe Harold. Finally, he was a man of a very
gentle disposition if somewhat lacking in drive. 9
What was lacking in forcefulness on the part of the Superior was compensated for by
his deputy, Dr Edward Crehan. Brilliant, dynamic and efficient, he had lifted
Rockwell to the heights. There were those among his confreres who said that he did
this at some cost to the religious observance in the community - that he had gone too
far with his interpretation of 'Laborare est Orare '. But this is how he was seen by
students at the time:
'Dr Crehan was a dynamic personality. He was certainly one of .the creators
of Rockwell College. A few days after the opening of the session he
assembled us all, less than eighty in number, in the Study Hall and read out the
list of successes in the previous Intermediate Examination. One exhibition
and one prize. We clapped enthusiastically. He announced a holiday. We
cheered vociferously.. .'
Looking into the distant future - Shanahan would have to deal with Dr Crehan as the
Provincial of the Irish Province, 1907-10, and they would live in retirement at
Clareville together, 1934-38.
Two of the priests had returned from the unsuccessful Ballarat venture: Fr
John Stephens, who as Bursar was mainly responsible for supervising the building of
the chapel, and Fr Christian Schmidt, native of Limbourg, Germany, and a former
student at Rockwell. Fr Schmidt was very keen on sport and was the mainstay of the
Rockwell senior cricket team over the years. There were the younger priests who had
yet to make their mark: Frs Martin Moloney, Richard Dooley and Michael Colgan. Fr
Louis de Maison, a native of Savoy,. was director of the juniorate which had been
restored in 1890, and, as it was again under threat of closure for lack of numbers, he
seems to have made an all-out recruiting drive but with mixed results. For example
there were the Leen brothers from Abbeyfeale, who were to feature prominently in the
life of the Congregation later, and the Conroy brothers (O'Conaire) Michael and
Padraic the famous Gaelic writer - neither of whom could, with the gift of hindsight,
be said to have had the ghost of a vocation for the priesthood.
Those with whom Shanahan was to have the closest association were of course
the 'prefects' or junior masters, many of whom were his senior in age .and service but
all alike lacking in any professional training apart from their secondary studies. Most
of these men were to be familiar as priests in the schools and elsewhere for the next
generation: Ned Cleary, Daniel Egan and John Kingston, brother-in-law of Cathal
Brugha. To Fr Kingston belongs the distinction of bringing the O'Conaire brothers,
Padraic and Michael, to Rockwell from Milltownmalbay where his uncle was parish
priest. There was also Michael Kelly, future master of novices at Kimmage Manor
when the first Irish novitiate was established in 1911; later he was an active member
of the CSSp Mission Band in the USA. At that moment he was a very committed
member of the Rockwell senior rugby team. Tom O'Brien was one of three brothers
from Mullinahone who became priests in the Congregation. Joseph Baldwin, who
had already been prefect at Blackrock, was a noted cricket and rugby player; he was
to spend his active life in Rockwell and Blackrock and was to rejoin Bishop Shanahan
in retirement in Clareville in the 1930s. 1 Finally, there was Thomas McDonagh from
Cloughjordan, who had entered the juniorate in Rockwell in 1892 and had been
prefect since 1896. He was to remain on till 1901 in Rockwell. By then he felt he

°

91

had repaid the expenses incurred by his education and, realising he had no vocation to
the priesthood, he went on to win fame as a writer, university lecturer and co-founder
with Padraig Pearse of Scoil Eanna. Finally he was executed as one of the leaders of
the 1916 Rising. One of his books of poetry was written while a prefect in Rockwell
and dedicated to Dr Crehan.
McDonagh and Shanahan may well have been close friends. They came from much
the same area of North Tipperary, and students later recalled that they were the
prefects in charge of the large study.
The Etat du Personnel for 1898 mentions that there were four lay teachers,
and from other sources we identify them as follows: Michael Smithwick, a local boy,
was one of the most successful students of the decade in Rockwell, a pillar of the
rugby and cricket teams, a close friend of Thomas McDonagh then and later at Scoil
Eanna. After several years teaching at Rockwell, while studying for his BA under the
Royal University system, he passed on to Blackrock where he continued his studies at
the university college while also acting as tutor. He was to have a considerable
influence on Eamon de Valera, future President of Ireland. He was cousin of Fr John
Hogan CS Sp who had served as a missionary in Angola, 1879-85 and the story of his
life as told in the Rockwell-published Messenger of St Joseph may well have had a
determining influence on Joseph Shanahan's vocation. Smithwick's son Milo was
also to join the Congregation.
Another brilliant student of that period, Thomas Morris, returned to Rockwell
as teacher after having graduated through the RUI at a very early age. As President of
the Blackrock College Union he would later be well known to Bishop Shanahan. Mr
Griffin, the music teacher, came in from Cashel as part-time teacher as he had been
doing for many years. Finally, there was Michael Ryan - a native of Solohead,
Tipperary, and a former student of Blackrock. In later years he was lecturer at St
Patrick's Teacher-Training College, Drumcondra.
Unfortunately no community journal seems to have been kept during this
period, so we have to look elsewhere for significant contemporary entries. We find
that the meagre records of the community council meetings deal mostly with plans
and costs for buildings and services. Stained-glass windows for the completed chapel
were ordered in 1897; plans for a major new wing were shelved on advice from the
Superior General; .Mr Smithwick and Mr Ryan were to be offered £25 for their
services; a neighbouring farm of 26 acres was taken on at a rent of £28; money was to
be paid to a prefect whose mother was in financial straits; the former chapel was to
become a dormitory providing extra accommodation for 50 etc.
The stained glass windows were being put in place in the new college chapel
in August 1897 as Shanahan arrived from France and, though much was still to be
done before the solemn blessing took place the following year, Mass was being said
there immediately both for the students and the community. So in a sense Shanahan
and the Rockwell chapel can be said to have begun their service together. The high
altar was a gift from James Ryan O'Connor in memory of his father, described as 'one
ofour most devoted friends'. These O'Connors, as we have seen, had originally lived
in Rockwell where they acted as herds. M. Thiebault had provided in his will that the
O'Connors as his faithful employees should inherit a residence and farm near Cashel.
The Lake House, built by Thiebault as his own private residence when he moved out
of the main building, had served as the juniorate over the years as well as housing
some of the lay staff. It was now on the verge of another destiny with which
Shanahan would be involved, namely housing the new senior scholasticate. But that
was one very long year away as yet.
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For December 1897 we find the following note in one of the community
records: 'Brs Adelm, Ryan and Omer are leaving.' This is our first intimation that Br
Adelm,· Shanahan's uncle, whom we last met at Beauvais in 1888 as he left for
Ballarat, had been by then attached to Rockwell. This must have been a pleasant
experience for Joseph and we can well imagine that there was a family reunion in the
Shanahan home at the first possible opportunity. When the Ballarat project was
abandoned in 1892 and all the personnel had returned to Europe, Br Adelm was asked
to report once again to his former community at Beauvais where the Congregation
was by then conducting a junior secondary school on behalf of the diocese. Very
soon, however, he was told to pack his bags again and head this time for Sierra Leone.
The climate, which merited for that mission the unenviable name 'The White Man's
Grave', took its toll on his constitution, forcing his return to Europe after three years.
This time ( 1896) he was sent to Rockwell to recuperate and to help at the
housekeeping. When Dr Crehan discovered, however, that Br Adelm was a fluent
French speaker after his years in Paris, Mesnieres and Beauvais, he called on his
services for the classroom and the book shop..
In December, however, it was taken for granted at Rockwell that they were to
lose the services of Br Adelm as he was being posted to The Gambia. That was a
decision made in Paris without knowledge of Adelm's actual state of health. He sent
on a medical certificate from the local G.P. stating that he was in no condition to face
back to such a climate. He was suffering from recurring fever and other
complications. So Adelm was left on to continue his work in the classroom and book
shop for the next eleven years. He was in later years to ask several times to be
allowed to join his nephew, Fr Joseph, in Nigeria, but it was not until 1909 that he
was released from Rockwell to replace the ailing Br David Doran from Aherlow.
When some years later Adelm's health was so undermined that he was advised to
return home he begged to be allowed to end his days among 'the poor blacks'.
Prefecting
Unfortunately very little in the way of concrete detail has come to hand about
Shanahan's prefecting at Rockwell either inside or outside the classroom. In the Etat
du Personnel for 1901, when Shanahan was attached to Rockwell as a priest, we read
that apart from his other duties he taught French, Latin, Greek and Mathematics. That
he should be teaching French could be taken for granted. Some wag in the
community at this time remarked "In Rockwell we have a Frenchman who can't
converse in French and an Irishman who can't speak English" - referring to the length
of time the two men had spent away from their native land. Latin and Greek should
also have presented little problem to a man who had gone through the whole French
secondary education system up to 'philosophie'. But one wonders how he could have
coped with Mathematics in an Irish situation as that was always a problem for
Frenchmen in English-speaking schools, particularly because of the metric system
employed in France.
Later in Nigeria Shanahan recalled for Br Kevin Healy CSSp some details
about his Rockwell days, in particular about his first encounter with a class of senior
students as their French teacher. This is how Br Healy recalled years later Shanahan's
remarks:
He said he felt decidedly awkward about facing these senior students being
quite out of practice at English. However, he soon hit on a plan. When he
first entered the class, he took the French text and told the boys he would read
it for them in French as he was anxious that they would learn the correct
French pronunciation. Then he would give the literal translation and finally
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would call on one or other to put that in ' classical' English. Afterwards, at the
Grammar, he went through the irregular verbs etc., giving the different parts
and tenses of the verbs and getting the boys to translate. Thus while the pupils
were learning French, he was regaining his English. Meanwhile he read
Shakespeare and other English classical authors in his own room, and so
gradually made up for himself the English education that he had missed. It
should be added that he made a splendid teacher. 11
With regard to his method of teaching Latin and Greek we have one student's
recollection, and though his comments probably refer to the years after Shanahan's
ordination, they are worth quoting in this context as the student in question, Edward
Leen, had known Shanahan during all the five years he spent in Rockwell.
This man had a more Christian and a more independent mind than anyone else
I knew. Instead of doing Aeschylus or Xenophon in Greek class, he insisted
on translating St Luke's Gospel. He scorned the prevalent attitude that all
non-classical Greek was barbarous. He explained to us that he wanted to
Christianise as well as teach. 12
Surprisingly the most vivid recollections people retained of Shanahan at this period
were not of his classroom performance but his athletic appearance and prowess. This
is one aspect of his formation which he did not owe to his French training. On the
contrary. We must forget all about current French form on the playing fields. French
genius in that area was still untapped, and for clerical students such participation in
field games, entailing the putting aside of the clerical garb and involvement in such
indecorous body contact, was taboo. Rugby in particular was ruled out.
The same norms were then about to be applied for the scholastics in Ireland if
some directors had their way. Principal among those who opposed such games for
students bound to wear the clerical garb was Shanahan's great benefactor Pere
Limbour. Among the many aspects of life in Ireland that he disagreed with was the
participation by the junior scholastics and prefects in games with the lay students
which involved 'togging out'. And never being slow to make his opinions known, he
saw to it that the Provincial council and the central administration were to make a
ruling on the matter. There were those who supported him in this matter, notably Fr
Botrel, President of Blackrock and Provincial. This prohibition did not worry many
in Blackrock as tlie school had little difficulty in fielding a good side without calling
on the aid of the scholastics. For St Mary's, Rathmines, and for Rockwell it was
different. There was little possibility of fielding a creditable side without drawing on
all available resources. For Rockwell in particular it was considered of vital
importance as part of the publicity drive to make its mark in Munster rugby at senior
or club level - there being no schools' team as such then. For this the prefects were
necessary, as were the lay teachers and even their close friends and neighbours the
Ryan brothers, Jack and Mike.
Once Dr Crehan took responsibility for the teams, when he was called on to
act as Dean of discipline as well as of studies, he could be counted on to make a
strong case for the involvement of prefects on the Rockwell team. And so he did in
spite of protests from higher quarters. He had himself made his mark in schools'
rugby at Blackrock in the early eighties when, in spite of his lack of height, he was
considered worthy of a place in a representative Irish side in matches against an
English youths' team. The Ryan brothers for their part relished this distraction from
farming; they liked the athletic challenge, the social life and the travelling away from
home. It was arranged through the St Mary's College contacts that they could play
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occasionally for Bective Rangers Rugby Club and so catch the selectors' eye for a
place on the Irish team. Rockwell basked in the publicity given to their performance
on the Irish side. References to these aspects of school life and their successes against
Munster clubs were included in the accounts sent for publication in the Bulletin
General, much to the annoyance of some members of the Irish Provincial council,
who pointed out that these successes were achieved in the teeth of prohibitions, as
prefects were the mainstay of the team.
No wonder then that when Joseph Shanahan arrived unannounced from France
to join the teaching staff, he was looked up and down and hailed as a gift from the
gods. That he was totally ignorant of the laws of the game proved no obstacle. There
were many willing mentors. The interesting thing is that Shanahan took to this new
world with zest as if his pent-up energies were breaking out of the strait-jacket
imposed by the years of French seminary life. And it is ironic that the only extant
photograph of Shanahan during his five eventful years in Rockwell is where he
features in the rugby team captained by his confrere Joseph Baldwin, and where he is
flanked by the Ryan brothers of Triple Crown fame.
In the absence of contemporary press reports of Shanahan's performance we
have to use again recollections written in later years by students of the time. This is
how junior Edward Leen from Abbeyfeale saw his new prefect from the comfortable
perspective of his bed in the dormitory as Shanahan rose early to get in a session of
training before facing the chores of his school day:
This first image is one of early morning in a dormitory on the ground floor of
Rockwell College. It was a large dormitory at one end of which there was a
sort of alcove in which was a Prefect's bed. At the other end slept the Prefect
in charge of the dormitory. I have a perfect recollection of lying there in bed
awake in the early morning and seeing a man emerge from the alcove. He was
a fine build of a man; he walked with a characteristic stride, and he had a look
of determination but also of reserve and intentness. That man was Dr
Shanahan. He was making his way to the football field. He was a forward of
great fame and he rose to train in the early mornings. In that vision you have
a good impression of him as he was, about the age of twenty-four years. It
was our first contact. 13
Teaching and prefecting gave Mr Shanahan many an opportunity of
developing those qualities of self-reliance and initiative which form an
essential part of the moral armour of the successful missionary. Incidentally,
in the course of those years, the future Bishop earned for himself a reputation
that still lives in the annals of Munster Rugby as one of the finest players in
the southern province for strength, unremitting drive and splendid
sportsmanship.
Elsewhere Fr Leen is quoted as follows: 'A fine build of a man, who walked with a
characteristic stride; a splendid footballer, famous for his tackle; he played with set
jaw, without speaking a word .. .'
·
Another junior student in Rockwell at that time, James Mellett from
Claremorris, who was to work later with Shanahan in Nigeria, spoke of him in his
memoirs as follows:
Among the teachers there was one in particular who impressed me in a special
way. I was in his French class in my first year. He spoke French perfectly, had
the gracious manners of an aristocrat and discoursed as freely and feelingly on
French Catholicism and on France that we felt sure he was a Frenchman... 14
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The report on Rockwell for this period published in the Bulletin General contains this
paragraph about the sporting activities during the year:
Games contribute much to the enthusiasm and good spirit of our collegians
and their success in this department has also been outstanding. Thus in
football Rockwell has beaten the leading clubs in Cork, Limerick and Dublin,
who have come here to play us, and the press has high-lighted the great
advantages Rockwell has to offer to Catholic parents who wish to have their
sons educated here. Our students are divided into eight clubs or teams
according to age and strength, and they play with zest on all free days. Two of
our players have been chosen to play in the great international matches
between Ireland, England, Wales and Scotland and this has made the name of
Rockwell resound in the press and for the spectators in these countries ... 15
One wonders what the French readers made of this facet of Irish education. The
directors in the senior scholasticate might have had reason for worry if they had heard
of the long hours involved in travelling from Rockwell in those days to matches in
Cork and Limerick, the late hours and the beverages considered necessary to boost
their spirits. The other side of the coin can be gathered from an extant letter written
the following year to Michael Smithwick by a former prefect by then in the novitiate
in France. He was managing to survive on memories of the past year while keeping
himself fit in the vain hope that he might be sent for as sub:
... As regards present form I really feel fit for anything. We have two walks
per week on each of which we do from ten to twelve miles ... The director
supplied me with dumb-bells and every day I give about a quarter of an hour
to my old friend Sandow. We have a game here they call 'boules'. Little girls
in Ireland wouldn't invent anything half as silly, .. .I believe young Ryan hasn't
been able to don the togs this year either. He has to content himself with
giving notes on the game and working up some combination among the New
Inn Rovers ...
Religious profession
When we recall again that Shanahan had come straight from the novitiate to this form
of activity, and that technically he was still a novice during his first months at
Rockwell, we can imagine how difficult he must have found it to adjust and to
maintain the spiritual conviction and devotional life which had become second nature
to him while living in a semi-monastic milieu. We gather from Fr Leen that Shanahan
always gave the impression of being extraordinarily recollected even in the midst of
his duties in the school. Yet one can imagine that he found it difficult to get the spare
time and necessary quiet to compose his letter to the Superior General requesting the
favour of making his profession, which should have been made in Chevillly in August
had the authorities there not slipped up in certain canonical requirements for that
extraordinary novitiate year. Luckily we have the two letters written on this occasion,
4 December 1897, one stating his motives in requesting to be professed in the
Congregation of the Holy Spirit, the other giving his CV, as it were, in order to give
the authorities a clear picture of who he was and how long he had been on the road.
We give both in translation:
I am eleven years in the Congregation, whether as an aspirant or as a
student. I was given the habit on the 29th June 1890 at Cellule. I was three
years at Beauvais, five years in Cellule, one year at Langonnet, one year and
some months at Chevilly.
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With respect to trials and difficulties I have nothing to remark. I am
resolved to do all that in me lies to be a good religious and a good member of
the Congregation. I have a greater attraction for the Missions than for any
other work. Nevertheless I am resolved to sacrifice generously my tastes in
order to obey the desires of my Superiors.
The religious life in the Congregation as I understand it, is a life of
prayer, of work and of continual abnegation. Each one must forget himself
and think only of the general interests of the whole Congregation. Each one
must sanctify himself if he wishes to attain the twofold purpose which he
envisaged when entering the Congregation - the salvation of his own soul and
the salvation of the poor Blacks of Africa.
It is with these sentiments I ask to be admitted to Religious Profession.
Shanahan, Joseph.
·
2nd letter
Very Reverend Monseigneur and Father,
I wish to ask the favour of being admitted to Profession as a Professed
Scholastic. More than ever I shall try to develop in myself the spirit of our
Venerable Father, that spirit of fervour, of charity and of sacrifice which
should animate every member of the Congregation.
I beg of you Monseigneur not to forget how great is my desire to go to
Africa to fight and die beside my Brothers. You do not believe, I hope, that a
few months spent in the company of the heroes of Homer and the theorems of
Euclid have made a Professor of me. You know Monseigneur that I am here
not by choice but by duty. However it will be as the good God wills.
Profession, studies, orders - all as he wills. Since I am here, then I shall do all
that I can to fulfil my duty. That, I think is the best testimony of affection that
I can give to the Congregation that has been so good to me - so happy to see at
its head, him who has held so high and carried so far the banner of the Gospel
under the burning skies of the dark continent.
Please accept, Monseigneur, the humble expr~ssion of my filial
affection...
Accompanying these letters were the official notes sent from Rockwell by the
Superior Fr N.J.Brennan, signed by the Provincial. These notes took the usual form
of set questions and answers. In reply to the following questions 'Attachment to the
Congregation? Solid. 'Decided to persevere?' Yes. Principal qualities? Nothing
salient; good sense. Observance of rules? Good. Things in which he is lacking?
Irregular at times for exercises, but that is explained in part by his functions. Getting
lax or progressing? Progressing. Impression made within? Good. Impression made
without? Good. What is he to be advised to do? Continue as he has being doing. 16
As there is no community journal from this period in Rockwell we have no
account of the ceremony of Joseph Shanahan pronouncing his vows - the first such
ceremony to take place in the new college chapel, just as his ordination was later to be
the first to be held in Blackrock College chapel. We know that the ceremony of
taking his vows took place on Easter Sunday - 10 April 1898, only because of the
following note in a letter from the Mother House to the Provincial, Fr Jules Fr Botrel:
" Mr O Schanaan(sic) has written to me from Rockwell saying that he made his
profession on Easter Sunday. I don't recall that you mentioned this in your
correspondence. Nevertheless it was an event to announce. It is certain that his Act of
Profession has not been sent to the Mother house. Would you please send it without
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delay." 17 .
This was one of the indications that a tightening up of the Irish Provincial
administration was called for. It also underlines that Shanahan himself was keeping
in direct touch with France in the expectation that he was soon to return to continue
his studies in Chevilly. Incidentally, the first official record we have of Shanahan in
the archives of the Irish province is the lodging there of the two documents relating to
his profession: (a) The Acte Civil D'Admission (CSSp) and (b) The Act of
Profession itself. 18
Sports and Examinations
In the meantime life went on as usual at Rockwell. The biggest event before the
public examinations was the annual Sports day. Most of the preparations were
usually done by the prefects. For Shanahan, however, this would be a totally new
experience where he could contribute little and where he would have been somewhat
surprised by the influx of parents, past students and the press.
One would like to know how Shanahan' s students fared in the public
examinations. In those days the examination results were published in some detail in
the national press, and once again Rockwell was given the highest praise as they
headed the list of boarding schools in the number of exhibitions or scholarships won.
Copies of these newspaper reports were sent to Paris and extracts were published in
the Bulletin General. A Dublin daily is quoted as saying:
Bravo Rockwell! You have surpassed all your rivals and indeed all previous
successes - and that without your students having to forego even one hour of
their recreation. They have more sports, more football, handball and cricket,
more boating and swimming than any other college in Ireland...
Getting down to specifics, Rockwell had gained 24 Exhibitions; one student, Willie
Martin, from Murroe, Co Limerick, had won the gold medal for mathematics in senior
grade, scoring the highest-ever total of marks to date ... The students won for the
College £1,522 in result fees and a higher sum still for themselves. The report to
Paris adds in brackets and by way of comparison, that the leading Jesuit college
secured only £1,300. 19
In the absence of a community journal at Rockwell it is of interest to look into
the journal being kept at Blackrock College at that time by the Bursar, Fr John
Neville, later bishop and Dr Shanahan's companion in retirement in Clareville.
Having given the results for Rockwell and Blackrock he wrote for 1898:
Omitting 'Retained Exhibitions' we head the list of Boarding Schools in
Ireland, Rockwell second. Counting 'Retained Exhibitions', we come next to
Rockwell. We never before carried off so many composition prizes.
Rockwell comes second with seven.
So there were various perspectives from which to view the bald statement of the
results as published!
There was one student not in any way as yet connected with either Rockwell
or Blackrock who ignored all other aspects of the results for the thirty-two counties in
his eager search for just one name. Across the Limerick border in Bruree, one
Edward de Valera rejoiced to see that he had won the coveted Exhibition in Junior
Grade, 1898. That Exhibition was destined to change his life's course, launching him
on a long and varied career, which was to take in Blackrock and Rockwell en route.
He would later relate that one of the most vividly recalled events of his school days
was the ordination of Fr Shanahan at which he assisted in the Blackrock College
chapel in 1900.
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Mgr Le Roy's Visitation
The most important event of the year 1898 for the Irish province of the Congregation
was the first visit of the Superior General, Mgr Alexander Le Roy. Distinguished
missionary, explorer and writer he was unexpectedly elected Superior General in
1896. A dynamic personality he found the Congregation beset by many problems,
some originating from a hostile French government, others from the necessity to
create new structures within the society itself in order to cater for changing
conditions. One change faced with a certain reluctance on the part of Frenchmen was
the initiative to create institutions in the various countries that would lead to partial
self-government. The first needs were separate houses of formation in. the various
•provinces'. A start was made with the Portuguese province where a separate
novitiate was opened in 1896. In 1897 a novitiate was launched in the USA under the
direction of the sub-master of novices at Chevilly, 1896-96, .Fr John O'Gorman.
Ireland was more difficult to cater for, even though as far back as the time of Pere
Leman it was foreseen that senior formation of Irish priests and brothers would have
to be conducted at home, once the members of the province were sufficiently formed
to the spirit of the Congregation. There was always a slight question mark, however,
in Frenchmen's minds about that. It was feared that Irishmen left to themselves
would opt more and more for work among their compatriots in foreign lands, and that
Africa would not be high up on their list of priorities. However, repeated requests for
a new deal were coming from Ireland, even while still governed by a French
Provincial, Fr Jules Botrel. The Master of Novices, Pere Jean-Marie Grizard, had
been dispatched to Ireland in January 1897 to report on the spot to the central
administration. Separate houses of formation for Ireland for both priests and brothers
were recommended, but there were many problems to be settled about a suitable
location, personnel and finance. In fact the financial state of the Irish province was
the more immediate worry, and it was significant that when Mgr Le Roy was finally
able to come over in July 1898 after having to postpone his visit several times, he
brought with him the Bursar General of the society, Fr Ferdinand Faugere.
Normally the visit of the Superior General was an occasion for external
celebration within_ the schools and with official visits to church dignitaries. As the
students were away on holidays the deputation got down to business immediately.
There was some straight talking and major changes were announced.
The
communities were told to tighten up on religious observance, cut down expenses and,
as a priority, eliminate their heavy burden of debt. A new community was to be set
up to cater exclusively for Mission affairs - promotion of Mission awareness among
the public, the collecting of funds, the responsibility for missionaries etc. New houses
of formation were to be set up for future brothers and future priests. Some tentative
arrangements were made about the financing of these projects. Mgr Le Roy returned
to Paris feeling that he had made a good start and sent a letter outlining what was to
be done. We have no detailed account of his visit because the Blackrockjoumalist, Fr
Ebenrecht, was at home in Alsace at the time. On his return to Ireland Fr Ebenrecht
found that he had been appointed Superior of the new community in the provisional
Mission house to be opened at Kimberley House, Booterstown Avenue. Fr Ebenrecht
had been chosen for this work because over the years he had been noted for his
dedicated work for the missions. He had devoted all his spare time to attending to the
needs of missionaries, French and Irish, and had been conducting a promotion drive
through his regular articles in The Irish Catholic, his stamp-collecting and other
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projects.
Mgr Le Roy called to Rockwell but we lack any account of the details of the
visit. We can be sure Joseph Shanahan made a point of renewing his acquaintance
with him. He had first met him at Cellule when as a missionary bishop he revisited
the school where he had begun life as a priest, chafing at the bit for two years as a
professor while longing to get away to Africa. Now it was Shanahan's turn to stress
that he would like to get back to his studies in order to set out for the missions. Le
Roy had plans for Rockwell which would soon affect Shanahan. For the community
the first shock was that their proposed new wing, so urgently needed to cater for the
ever increasing numbers, was again to be postponed, and the juniorate was to be
closed to make way for the opening of a senior house of studies at The Lake House.
Neither news was welcome and word got to the Provincial that Dr Crehan had
threatened to resign in protest. Fr Botrel's comment was 'We are religious, not
government ministers'. There were to be changes in staff also. The Bursar, Fr
Stephens, was being transferred to St Mary's, Rathmines, in the hopes that he might
be able to rescue the school there from the financial crisis which was already
threatening its closure. Rockwell was to receive two priests, Fr Hugh Evans, who had
been there previously as a prefect, and Fr Nepomucene Muller, a former Rockwell
student and prefect from Wurtenberg, Germany; he was now coming from Epinal
college in France which was being abandoned by the Congregation. 20
Senior Scholasticate at Rockwell
There were many problems to be ironed out first before the proposed Senior
Scholasticate could be launched. The junior scholastics had to be accommodated at
the Blackrock Juniorate and at the boarding school at Rockwell. Fr Larry Healy at
Blackrock feared that with such a loose arrangement Dr Crehan could be expected to
hold on to the more academically gifted and send the others to Blackrock! That was
what happened. Whereas the more promising students like Ned Leen and Michael
O'Connor were retained in the boarding school; among those passed on to Blackrock
was Padraic O Conaire. Next there was the question of the .staff for the Senior
Scholasticate. It was taken for granted that Fr Louis de Maison would continue on as
director though he had made vain attempts to make the best case for retaining the
juniorate by boosting the intake. He availed of the services of a professional
photographer to record the full group of thirty-four as tangible proof of the healthy
condition of his department as it faced dissolution. He asked that the proposed new
community be given independent status from the local superior, that a new path be
laid down around the lake so that the boarders would not be a distraction to the senior
clerical students during their walks around the lake. He added a number of other
demands which succeeded in convincing the authorities in France and Ireland that
they had one unnecessary problem on hand, namely himself Fr de Maison was
recalled to France and posted to the St Joseph's Apostolic School for Young Clerics at
Seyssinet near his own native place in Savoy. The director appointed was Fr Paul
Meistermann, who was professor in Cellule during Joseph Shanahan' s last year there.
He was given as helper Fr John Desnier, who had been on the staff at Blackrock the
previous year; he had been a student and prefect there, having started his studies at
Cellule. Neither of these men was chosen because of his expertise in theology. Both
were dedicated men but, apart from the fact that Fr Meistermann had come direct
from being director of the juniorate in Cellule, they were not prepared in any way for
conducting a senior seminary, even though nominally they were acting under the
control of the directors in Chevilly. 21
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To add to the problems of the new staff, the house at St Joseph's had not been
prepared for their requirements. The Bursar, Fr Stephens, had just been transferred,
and it was now nobody's responsibility to get things in order. So Fr Meistermann,
who arrived in Ireland October 11th with four students, had to spend most of the next
two weeks putting order into chaos. There seems to have been some uncertainty too
as to who exactly were to report for full-time study at the new seminary, St Joseph's.
It is not easy to disentangle the situation at this remove. A complication was caused,
it seems, by the cycle in theology being followed that year as some had already done a
year's theology in Chevilly. But the major problem was the fact that Rockwell former
prefects might be called on to help out at the college while also attending lectures in
theology. And that is what happened. It would appear that Shanahan was free to
resume his theological studies either at St Joseph's or in Chevilly, where he might be
able to fit in with the cycle of lectures. He is missing from the group-photo of the
teaching staff taken at the college, presumably at the start of the school year, 1898-99.
He would have been welcomed as a god-send by Fr Meistermann at St Joseph's as he
had known him well at Cellule, and Shanahan by then knew the situation at Rockwell;
but a message arrived from Paris for Meistermann, dated 10 October 1898: 'Shanahan
is to replace John Byrne as prefect unless Shanahan returns to Chevilly and John
Byrne remains at Rockwell.'
The upshot was that Shanahan was told to continue as prefect in Rockwell as
from then instead of moving down to St Joseph's! This must have been a sore
disappointment. While doing what he was told as usual it would appear that he wrote
to the Mother House to state his case. He seemingly asked for permission to be
allowed to follow his study of the tracts of theology set for that 2nd year and have this
credited to him as a year. In a note to Fr Botrel, 3 November 1898, which is rather
difficult to decipher, Fr Eigenmann seems to be saying: 'Considering the way that this
aspirant is being used in such an irregular manner, Mgr authorises his studies as
sufficing for 2nd year of theology but 'ad duritiam cordis' and as a thing not at all in
accordance with the mind of Rome and consequently without intending to create a
precedent.' Someone had taken the decision that since John Byrne had already done
five years prefecting at Rockwell he should at last be allowed to continue his
theological studies, and that Shanahan should be called on to replace him for a year. 22
Football and Music
There is much correspondence in the general archives of the Congregation
about the problems of setting up and conducting this senior scholasticate in Rockwell,
but the most surprising document in that collection is a letter from a schoolboy, P.
Kavanagh, dated 27 November 1898. The rugby season was starting in earnest at that
date, and Rockwell found itself unable to field a full senior team because of the
prohibition against prefects taking part in games. Master Kavanagh makes his case
clear and begs for the prohibition to be lifted in the interests of the school. Fr
Nicholas J Brennan, the President, in a covering letter remarked that, as there had
been no abuses at Rockwell, the college should not be punished because of alleged
abuses at Blackrock and St Mary's. The reply from Paris pointed out that the
Superior General was limited by the decree of the previous year but that he was
allowing two or three prefects to play for the 1898-9 season. Three prefects made the
team as featured in the photo 1898-99 - one of them being Joseph Shanahan! Joseph
was not the only Shanahan, however, on that team: his brother Dick was also a
member. He was actually teaching at the college, bringing the number of the
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Shanahan clan on the staff to three! A predictable complaint about the permission for
prefects to play came from Fr Botrel in his letters to Paris. He seems to have been
unaware that prefects had been helping the Blackrock Castle or Club team to win the
Leinster 2nds trophy year after year, or that the St Mary's prefects were playing under
assumed names for Bective Rugby Club, and later for St Mary's!
There were other extracurricular activities at Rockwell apart from chasing the
oval ball. By coincidence the two new priests who arrived on the staff in 1898, Fr
Nepomucene Muller and Fr Hugh Evans, were skilled and enthusiastic musicians. So
one is not surprised to find that music came to the fore. But one is surprised to see
from an elegantly printed programme that Rockwell produced 'The Gondoliers' (with
the permission ofD'Oyly Carte) in December 1898.
This seems to have been the earliest public production of a 'Gilbert and
Sullivan' operetta by a school run by the Holy Ghost Fathers. They were to repeat the
achievement next year with the production of 'The Pirates of Penzance'. One can be
sure this was Shanahan's first introduction to the comic opera of Gilbert and Sullivan.
We don't know how he reacted then but years later, when retired at Clareville, he was
not at all enthused by his fellow-prefect of those Rockwell days, Fr Joseph Baldwin,
hammering out the tunes of the current production at Blackrnck on the piano in the
room next door. On receiving a visit from a junior confrere, Fr Brendan Timon,
during one of those unsolicited performances, Bishop Shanahan remarked: 'Fr
Brendan if you find a bidder for that piano I won't lodge any objections!' Not that he
was not himself a lover of music in his younger days. In fact the only time he features
in despatches for the year under review, apart from football, is when he is mentioned
on a programme for a college concert as singing 'My Normandy', and again when we
see from a press report on the public procession held in the Rockwell grounds in 1899
that J Shanahan assisted Fr Muller in the band.
In the report about the school sent for publication in the Bulletin General for
that year it is said about the students that their spirit of piety was on a level with their
success at games and studies. 23
The Senior Scholasticate had survived its first year at the Lake House but
there was little to inspire confidence in its future. The Etat du· Personnel gives Fr
Meistermann, the director, as teaching Dogma, Canon Law, Church History, while Fr
Desnier taught Moral Theology, Sacred Scripture and Liturgy. There were in all only
ten students. There were two ordinations in December of students who had already
missed out for health reasons in France - John McGrath being ordained deacon and
Alphonsus Murphy of Blackrock being ordained to the priesthood. Both ordinations
were performed by Archbishop Croke in his private oratory in Thurles. Frs Botrel,
the Provincial, and Fr Brennan, President of Rockwell, attended. Dr Croke had gone
out of his way to oblige. He was a close friend of Fr Botrel, who had painted his
portrait in oils on a number of occasions. It is said that Dr Croke did not like the
wrinkles in the latest portrait, so he toned them down with his thumb when he saw Fr
Botrel occupied in reading his breviary!
In his report at the end of the year Fr Meistermann had many criticisms to
make of the situation at St Joseph's. It suffered especially from its proximity the to
the college, which continually impinged on the routine of the scholasticate where past
and current prefects among the scholastics were in continual contact with the college
staff and school events. This was particularly so for those who were still part-time
teachers at the college. During the summer recess the scholastics occupied
themselves with going on long walks, learning English, practising music etc. 24
It was hoped that there would be a new deal in September. Fr Eigenmann, the
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official visitator, had spent six weeks in Ireland studying various aspects of the
life of the province and making his recommendations. 25 At the annual retreat
· he read a hard-hitting letter from the Superior General,Mgr Le Roy, who was
still worried about the financial state of the Irish houses, the alarming leakage
of members of the Congregation even among those ordained, and the difficulty
with which Irish personnel could be got for the great missions of Sierra Leone,
Nigeria and East Africa It is reported that Fr Eigenmann issued instructions
that any prefect in Rockwell who wanted to go to France that year to do the
novitiate should be allowed to do so; one 'prefect' might be required to stay on
teaching full class, or 'two or three' might be asked to do one hour's class at
the college while attending theology at St Joseph's. This was to be an
exceptional arrangement and was not to be repeated. Unfortunately for Joseph
Shanahan he was one of the three asked for - the others being Philip O'Shea
and John Byrne who had already done six year's prefecting! That this was not
a satisfactory arrangement was obvious to all. The director's report on that
year made it clear to the authorities in Paris that it was calculated to undermine
work in the scholasticate and militate against serious theological study on the
part of the men involved. Picking up bits of theology on the run during the
year and depending on crash courses of cramming for a few weeks was not
calculated to inspire a respect for theology.
There was worse to come, for the victims of this system, that is. The
director filled in this report for promotion to sacred orders for the students
whom he had known during the year 1898-9, omitting comments on the five
involved in prefecting duties - Shanahan included among them. The director
defended his failure to submit the required certificates for the others, and at
this stage he seems to have decided to be rather critical of most of his students
as if to stress that the unsuitable set-up had influenced the performance of all.
For the record the names on Fr Meistermann's list for 1899 are as follows:
John Byrne, Michael Byrne, William Keane, Aloysius Scheer, Joseph
Cronenberger, Paul Schwartz, John Kingston, Alphonsus Zind, Patrick Walsh
and Joseph Shanahan. 26
·
Final Year and Ordination
Fr Meistermann recommended that the ordinations be spaced out so that all
third year students would be priests before they had finished their theology course.
As the authorities in the Province were trying to cope with these problems for the first
time, they found it rather difficult to arrange for an ordaining prelate to be at hand at
the required time. Eventually the Paris authorities arranged that Mgr Emile Allgeyer,
who was home from East Africa, should come over to Ireland to perform the
ceremony. He had done his secondary studies at Blackrock, 1874-78.
The bishop arrived in time to perform the first ordination on St Patrick's Day
1900 in Rockwell chapel, which was dedicated to the national apostle. This was the
first ordination ceremony to be held in the chapel. It was followed by another
ordination on 25 March and the third on the Saturday of Passiontide. As Archbishop
Croke was indisposed at this period he asked Mgr Allgeyer to deputise for him at the
ceremonies of Holy Week and the ordinations for his senior seminary. Fr Botrel in
his reports to Paris waxed eloquent in praise of Allgeyer' s excellent performance,
having charmed all, clergy and laity alike. The Bishop returned to Dublin and
celebrated pontifical High Mass at Blackrock College. 27
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Discussions arose about the delayed ordination of the three third-year students
who had been asked to serve as prefects for one hour a day in the College - Joseph
Shanahan, Philip O'Shea and John Byrne. Mgr Allgeyer volunteered to perform a
further ordination ceremony for them at Blackrock. Shanahan, who had already been
ordained Deacon, was given the go-ahead by the Director, Fr Meistennann; the other
two were not. The Director felt he had to register a strong protest against what he
considered an irregularity in that the normal procedures of a senior seminary had not
been observed in their case. This caused disappointment all round, but Fr Botrel
wrote to the Mother House to have Shanahan's official papers for ordination sent on
immediately, and in case they might not to arrive in time for Low Sunday, the first
Sunday after Easter, he asked that a telegram be sent with the two words: "Shanahan
oui. "if they had agreed to the ordination. Botrel explained that such a ceremony at
Blackrock would have a striking effect as had the ordinations recently performed at
Rockwell. He mentioned that he was calling on the Vicar General in the Diocese to
have the ordination ceremony authorised at local level but added that he did not
foresee any problem.
Mgr Allgeyer was staying in the recently-acquired house beside the College,
namely Clareville, where Fr Ebenrecht was Superior. In a letter written later by
Shanahan to Ebenrecht he thanks him sincerely 'for going to so much trouble about
having my name connected with one of the great events that took place in the
College.' Shanahan's ordination was seen by Fr Ebenrecht in particular as a great
event as it was the first ordination to take place in the college chapel, which he had
designed and built, and because the ceremony was performed by the first student of
the college to be ordained bishop. Mgr Allgeyer was a cousin of Fr Ebenrecht, who
had personally brought him as a student to Blackrock in 1874.
Unfortunately no contemporary account of the Shanahan ordination ceremony
has been traced. Had Fr Ebenrecht been residing in the college at the time he would
have revelled in recording that historic event in the community journal which he had
started away back in 1884 but which had been neglected in his absence. When he
returned to the community again some months later he tried to write up the journal
retrospectively. His entry for 22 April 1900 is limited to one line: 'Fr Shanahan's
ordination. Missa Solemnis Pontific ... ' He then inserts the letter written by Fr
Shanahan months_later, 25 Jan. 1901, acknowledging his indebtedness to the college.
It reads as follows:
Dear Fr Ebenrecht,
My ordination took place in Blackrock Chapel on 22nd April (Low
Sunday). Blackrock will ever in my fondest recollection be linked with the
happiest day of my life. I must thank you very sincerely for going to so much
trouble about having my name connected with one of the great events that
took place in the College. I remain dear Fr Ebenrecht, With respect, your aff
confrere in J & M, J Shanahan.
As we try to piece together the ceremony from various other sources we know from
the Etat du Personnel for 1900 that music and singing in the school were taken care of
by the Director of the juniorate, Fr John Kearney, assisted by the recently ordained Fr
Alphonsus Murphy. One of their favourite choral pieces for special occasions was the
extract from Gounod's 'Redemption' containing the words of Isaiah: "lovely appear
over the mountains the feet of them that preach... " Looking into the future for a
moment, it was Fr Kearney who in 1920 was to urge Fr Jim Burke to compose the
'Missionary Hymn' in time for Bishop Shanahan's episcopal ordination at Maynooth
College, and not surprisingly they turned to Gounod's 'Redemption' for their
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inspiration, incorporating that same passage from Isaiah together with the Ascension
and Pentecost themes. Fr Burke was himself present at Shanahan's ordination at
Blackrock - being a prefect at that time and a member of the choir. And Fr Alphonsus
Murphy must have taken a very special interest in the preparation of the choir for the
ordination as he had been a close friend of Mgr Allgeyer while prefecting in Trinidad
where Fr Allgeyer was then a member of the staff of St Mary's College.
Again as we consult the Etat for 1900 we learn that the man responsible for
supervising liturgical ceremonies was Fr Ferdinand Senger, a past student and a native
of Germany. It is possible, however, that the Master of Ceremonies on this occasion
could have been one of the directors of the senior scholasticate in Rockwell as one of
them would have to be present to reply to the official questions being asked by the
ordaining prelate about the suitability of the candidate for ordination. Most likely Fr
John Desnier did the honours as Sacred Liturgy was his portfolio. Furthermore he was
quite familiar with Blackrock being a past student of the college and having served on
the staff in recent years. He and Shanahan would have arrived at Blackrock the
previous day to take part in the necessary rehearsal of the ceremony.
In the account of events at Black:rock for the period 1898-1900 sent for
publication in the Bulletin General of the Congregation, there is mention of the
ordinations in Cashel on 20 November 1898 of two past Blackrock men, Alphonsus
Murphy (1883-88) and John McGrath (1889-93). Fr Murphy had said his first Mass
in Blackrock College chapel the following day at which his mother and several of the
family and friends attended. Having referred to this as a 'very special family feast',
the account goes on to say that the experience was repeated when Fr Shanahan was
ordained on 22 April 1900 by Mgr Allgeyer; the following day his first Mass was
attended by his uncle Br Adelm and 'many members from among their relatives' .28
As both parents were still alive, it is to be presumed that they travelled to
Dublin for the event, staying overnight at accommodation arranged by their daughter
Mary, a teacher, who was in lodgings at Bessboro Terrace off North Circular Road.
Who the others among "the many members from among the relatives" we cannot say
for certain. John and Gerald were still in the country but were soon to leave for
Australia. They are on record as having left on 22 December 1900 arriving in Victoria
the following February. It is thought that they were following in the footsteps of their
elder brother Michael who had been a student at Black:rock. Finally, one wonders if
among the family group at the ordination was Mary's fiance Michael Dawson of
Maynooth whom she was to marry in a few months time. Fr Shanahan and Brother
Adelm would have stayed at the College or Clareville.
The community journal referring to another first mass at the College two
months later, that of Fr Zindt, a colleague of Shanahan in Rockwell added that "the
whole house assisted." As we presume the same happened for Fr Shanahan's first
Mass it may be of interest to single out a few others who were present on that
occasion. There was the president of the College, Fr John T Murphy, and the Bursar,
Fr John Neville, both of whom were to serve as missionary bishops. Among the
students were John D' Alton who was destined to be one day Primate of Ireland and
Cardinal. As one peruses the Bursar's journal jottings of the occasion we find no
reference to anyone being billed for any expenses incurred, but among the schoolboys
who came to the Bursar for pocket money was E de Valera. He is debited for the
princely sum of 6 pence! So we can add with the gift of hindsight that in attendance
was the future President of Ireland! In fact when reminded of this in later years Dev
recalled the event clearly and remarked how impressed the students were by the
ceremony.29
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One noted student of that period, who may have been absent from the
ordination, was day-student Frank Duff, but as class resumed the following day one
can be sure he was among those who, following the age-old custom, presented
themselves for Fr Shanahan's first blessing. Finally, of special interest is the fact that
five of Shanahan's future missionaries in Nigeria were present as members of the
Juniorate, namely Dan Walsh, Con Liddane, Frank Howell, Louis Ward, and novice
brother Eusebius Aherne. Finally, it of interest to note that the next ordination to the
priesthood held in the Blackrock College chapel (1926) was performed by Bishop
Shanahan himself
One can imagine that there was a very special homecoming when Fr Shanahan
later said his first Mass in Templederry where his family resided, but for the moment
it was most likely straight back to Rockwell to complete his theology studies.
It was arranged that Philip O'Shea and John Byrne would be ordained later with the
diocesan students in Cork.
End of year decisions
The newly ordained continued to follow their course of theological studies till the end
of the scholastic year. Fr Shanahan needed all the time available to make up for the
time he had missed from the normal theology course. He had begun his study of
theology at Chevilly in autumn 1896 on returning from Langonnet where he had done
Philosophy. Within a few months he was called on to go to Mervine College to
replace the teacher of English, Fr Joseph Lutz, late of Nigeria, who had just died.
Shanahan returned to the scholasticate in Chevilly at the end of the school year only
to find that, instead of continuing his theology, all were to begin their novitiate or
spiritual year because of certain changes ordered by Rome. At the end of the novitiate
year, as he looked forward to continuing his theology under the guidance of fellow
countryman, Fr John O'Gorman, he got his unexpected assignment to Rockwell.
Theological studies were not high on the list of priorities planned for him for the next
few years.
All of this chopping and changing was going to leave Shanahan conscious for
the rest of his life of his lack of a proper scholastic course in theology, especially
when he was called on to address seminary students. In this, as in so many other
aspects of his life, his work and his spirituality, he recalls to mind St Patrick who was
also acutely conscious of his lack of formal training compared with those who were
only too ready to criticise his manner of expression. In neither case was there ever the
slightest doubt about the orthodoxy of their teaching. It was felt that their theology
came more from the heart than from the head.
In the 'notes' submitted by Fr Meistermann as director, 30 June 1900, there is
what seems to be anx after Shanahan's and Zindt's mark for studies as if they were
rather weaker than the others. His comment, summing up Shanahan's temperament,
namely "Est de l 'avis des autres", seems to imply that Shanahan was guided too much
by what others thought rather than by his own convictions. It may well be that he was
repeating in other words what Pere Grizard had tried to express by the one word
'sensible' - namely that Shanahan had an open mind and that he was ever ready to be
influenced by what others thought rather than coming to rigid conclusions on his own.
It would appear that Fr Meistermann had some doubts about Shanahan's health in this
report~ he brackets him with Fr Phil O'Shea in this context. Both these men were to
live to a ripe old age! Again, Fr John McGrath, about whose studies he had some
reservations, was to prove a brilliant mathematician and noted wit as he served in
Rockwell for many years.
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Fr Meistennann penned an in-depth and critical report on the senior
scholasticate to Paris on 14 June 1900. Earlier he had expressed dissatisfaction with
almost all aspects of that venture. He said: "They were asking for a separate
scholasticate for years and now they say it was undertaken with undue haste. They
have done too much talking; now they should begin to listen and to act and be ready
to make sacrifices if the Province is to thrive. " 30
July 1st saw the culminating ceremony of the students' fonnation period,
namely the solemn ceremony known as the 'Consecration to the Apostolate'. In the
senior scholasticate at Chevilly this was always a moving ceremony ending with the
singing of the Adieu Freres - Farewell Brothers - on the steps of the old Chateau, then
the centre of the college. Normally during that ceremony in the church, presided over
by the Superior General, Mgr Le Roy, the young priests received their first
appointments, thus giving this ceremony a special cachet for each. The ceremony at
Rockwell must have been on a more modest scale. It was the first such to be held at
the Rockwell senior scholasticate. It was also to be the last.
By summer most people were convinced that the scholasticate should be
suspended, that Rockwell was not a suitable location, that the staff were not up to the
task, that the best Irishmen for such a job had been sent to USA and Portugal, and that
there had not been any proper financial support - the only community helping being
Rockwell. The financial situation was now so bad that there were no suitable clothes
for going out available for these young men when they had to doff their soutanes!
There was a general consensus that the Province needed a new administration and that
the Superior General should come over and lay down the law in many spheres. The
Provincial, Fr Jules Botrel, a man of peace, was felt not to be capable of giving the
leadership required.
In mid-August 1900, Mgr Le Roy agreed that his presence in Ireland was
urfntly required. Pressed for time he could remain on only for a few days - 16th to
20 August. Having listened to what various people had to say about the financial and
other aspects of the Province, he made several decisions. Fr Larry Healy, who had
retired from being Superior of Blackrock the previous year because of ill health, was
called on to take on the duties of Provincial; Fr Botrel was appointed local superior of
the newly acquired house at Clareville adjoining Blackrock College. The Provincial
superior was also to reside in Clareville from then on rather than in the College as had
been the custom since the days of Pere Leman (1860-80). Clareville, known as St
Patrick's, was also to be the new Mission House catering for missionaries and the
members of the Mission Band - namely the group of preachers who undertook
missions throughout the country on request while also doing some promotion work
for the foreign missions. 31
The senior scholasticate at Rockwell was suspended for the moment and the
juniorate was restored there. As a beginning of the building up of an Irish Province
centre of formation of aspirants it was hoped to open a novitiate for Brothers in
Clareville. Fr John T. Murphy, returned from Pittsburgh the previous year had been
appointed Superior at Blackrock in succession to Fr Healy, and already he had plans
to make major changes there. The future of St Mary's College, Rathmines, was in the
balance. Because of its financial problems many wanted it closed, but as there was no
other religious society available to fill the void, it was felt that the Congregation owed
it to the parents and the local church that a school be kept open in that area. The
Archbishop of Dublin, Dr William Walsh, did not want to see the school abandoned
The only solution was to appoint a dynamic headmaster to revive its fortunes. Dr
Crehan had expressed the wish to be changed from Rockwell after ten taxing years
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there. He was appointed to St Mary's as Superior. This left a double vacancy in
Rockwell as he had been holding at least two posts, Dean of studies and Dean of
discipline. Two of those newly ordained were called on to take Dr Crehan's place Fr John Byrne, to take charge of studies, and Fr Joseph Shanahan to take over as Dean
of the boarding school. 32
From Shanahan's own statements to date, one can safely say that the last thing
he wanted was to be a functionary and professor in a school in Ireland. We can be
sure that Mgr Le Roy knew Shanahan's mind on the matter, even if all this had not
been put in writing, as was customary in the letter requesting the privilege of making
one's Apostolic Consecration. Shanahan's letter has not been traced to date. One
can be sure that he made his views known to Mgr Le Roy on receiving his
appointment for Rockwell in mid-August 1900. We have no record of that encounter
but one can imagine Le Roy telling him: 'I was just as keen as you are to go on the
missions after my ordination but I had to give two years service in Cellule in return
for my education. I ask you to do the same.' That this is not all speculation will be
clear from a statement in Mgr Le Roy's letter two years later when fixing the
appointments for the missions. He said: 'I know of course that I can count on
Shanahan also.' Rockwell was also to receive Fr Patrick Walsh from St Mary's and
Fr Henry Blanchot who had been until recently at Epinal College from which the
Congregation was withdrawing as part of the restructuring forced by conditions in
France.
Dean of Discipline 1900-02
Fr Shanahan was now aged 29. He was in the prime of life and in excellent
health. He needed to be. He was now responsible for the care of the boarding school
and for the discipline of 215 students in all matters outside classroom hours. This
covered not merely the care and supervision of dormitories, dining room, recreation
areas, etc, inside the house, but also all concerning games, recreation and sorties
outside the college grounds. He had, of course, helpers, especially the Brothers and
Prefects, but the buck landed on his desk for all their functions.
There were nine 'prefects', in the college at the time, some coming straight
from the juniorate with no previous training; others like Thomas McDonagh had been
prefecting before Shanahan had arrived from France. The names of all these prefects
were to be familiar from the posts they occupied in the Irish Province in later years:
Richard Harnett, later Provincial; John Heelan, later Dean of discipline in Blackrock;
Leonard Graf - a pillar of St Mary's, Trinidad, for half a century; Charles Meyer, a
well-known and beloved 'character' in various communities, especially Blackrock;
James Murphy - for many years professor of Dogmatic theology in Kimmage (Or was
it the other James Murphy who was from Waterford and who did his novitiate with Fr
Daniel Brottier, 1903/4, served in Sierra Leone and died 1911 ?); Bill Keane of Sierra
Leone and Blackrock etc.; Dan Egan, later of Rockwell; Frank Howell, later closely
associated with Shanahan in Nigeria; Martin Mahony, later known for his
involvement with the cause of the Irish language; John Leen - brother of the three
priests from Abbeyfeale- (He was to die in August 1902 while prefect), and Thomas
McDonagh of 1916 fame, who was to part (amicably) with the Congregation at the
end of the 1901 academic year. Br Adelm, Shanahan's uncle, is listed in the Etat as
'prefect and professor'. 33
Apart from his duties as Dean it would appear that Fr Shanahan had a pretty
full day's class - his subjects being listed as Latin, Greek, French and Mathematics.
As all of these were key subjects in the highly competitive public examinations,
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Shanahan had quite a heavy workload. And besides all these time-consuming duties
we find him listed as 'Prefect of Health' for the community and school. This meant
that he was principally responsible for overseeing the medical care of the sick,
contacting the local medical doctor in Cashel etc. The actual infirmary work was
attended to by Br Agricole Kennedy.
The Dean of Studies, Fr Johnny Byrne, was also new to his job but he had
been prefect in Rockwell for several years. One innovation introduced by him was a
strong emphasis on the use of the Irish language. This was to show its effect in the
scholars of that period, Cormac O Caclhlaigh, later professor of Modern Irish in UCD;
Michael Joseph McGrath, specialist in Celtic Studies and later Archbishop of Cardiff;
Henry Gogarty, later missionary bishop, who as a prefect was enthusiastic in giving
lessons in Irish to Eamon de Valera and others. It is not known if Fr Shanahan picked
up any knowledge of the language. His problem on returning from eleven years' exile
in France had been to revive his fluency in English but by 1900 that presented no
problem.
Both Deans addressed the assembled students periodically from the vantage
point of their respective interests. A later generation of students would recall Fr
Byrne's talks on character-building, using an image he could not easily have called on
in 1900, namely the similarity between our fallen human nature and a motor car with
an inbuilt bias to the left or right. Fr Shanahan's talks seem to have been something
out of the ordinary and not readily forgotten. Fr Edward Leen, a student in those
days, recalled his impressions of those talks over forty years later and though his
recollections were naturally influenced by hindsight Fr Leen was not the man to give
a fictional account of such matters:
It must be confessed that the future missionary was not at home in this task.
He felt cramped by the narrow horizons of school life. His soul craved for
adventure. Not that he failed. to address himself to the task on hand with his
customary energy and zeal. He laboured to enkindle in the souls of the
students something of the lofty idealism and deep religious spirit, which he
had brought with him from France. For him, loyalty to .Christ and to all that
Christ marked with His authority and approval lifted the ordinary tasks and
duties of school-life above the commonplace and transfigured them with
divine me.aning. The writer of this notice was a student of the time and still
hears the· echoes of those burning words that betrayed the lofty Christian
idealism of the young priest's soul. He also remembers with sadness that there
was but a poor response to that idealism, though deep in their hearts the less
thoughtless amongst the students justified the outlook of the Dean and
condemned their own. Ifhe was but ill-appreciated, they recognised that it was
not his fault but theirs .. 34
Again, on another occasion, Fr Leen recalled his impressions of Shanahan in similar
terms:
'I can visualise him on the rostrum in the study hall - his fine appearance,
fearless, but always with a thoughtful, inward look on his face; he seemed to
be contemplating something within. The tone of his instruction was entirely
different from the usual instructions on such occasions; it was very idealistic.
He evidently contemplated a world where all was honour and principle. He
appealed for conformity to the rules not for fear of chastisement, but from the
loyalty and allegiance of a Christian boy. I contrasted all this with the
mentality of the world in which we moved; I found it tragic that he, so
spiritual, so lofty in outlook, should be in charge of us. I felt he was in
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advance of his age, and that a great deal of what he said was lost on us. I
admired him and his view. I felt the shock it must be to one of his fine
sensibility to be dealing with our earthiness. 35
In private conversation Fr Leen was even more explicit in his recollections of these
addresses to the students by Shanahan, stating that he felt so much on fire as it were
by the ideals and the enthusiasm of the speaker that he found he could with difficulty
fall off to sleep at night recalling Shanahan's words and delivery.
Unfortunately little by way of contemporary material about Rockwell at this
period is to hand. This is the account of the students published in the report on
Rockwell published in the Bulletin General of the Congregation:
The spirit of piety among our students keeps pace with their zest for studies
and sport. At least 160 approach the altar each week and their devotion is not
by any means superficial; it is solid and practical. 154 of them are members of
the Sodality of Our Lady, a large number are members of the Apostolate of
Prayer and the Archconfraternity of the Sacred Heart etc. .
The school supplies also a goodly number of vocations to the priestly
and religious life, and we are glad to report a very noticeable movement in
favour of our own Congregation. In fact all the junior scholastics at the
moment except one new arrival are former boarders at the college. Others
have asked to be admitted but we prefer at the moment to allow their vocation
to ripen where they are. We must also recall that three of our students have
gone directly from the college to the novitiate in France having completed
their secondary studies ... 36
The only contemporary references to Fr Shanahan during his first year as Dean are to
be found in outside documents. First the register of Aughrim St Church, Dublin,
giving the record of Mary Shanahan's marriage to Joseph Dawson of Maynooth, 7
November 1900, mentions that the officiating celebrant was Fr Joseph Shanahan. This
was the first ceremony performed by Fr Shanahan for a member of his own family.
One presumes there was a family reunion on that occasion, especially as John and
Gerald were planning to set off in a few weeks to Australia.
Next mentions of Fr Shanahan are in the Blackrock community journal kept
by Fr Ebenrecht, and interestingly on both occasions he mistakenly refers to him as Fr
'Danagher' thus displaying a foreigner's difficulty in dealing with Irish surnames.
For 17 January 1901 he has this entry: 'Some Rockwell boys with Fr Shanahan came
up to play tomorrow for Leinster v Munster.' One of the Dean's jobs was to train the
senior rugby team and travel with them to out matches. We shall meet Fr Shanahan in
that capacity once again for the following year.
Here it is worth mentioning that Fr Ebenrecht availed of Fr Shanahan's visit to
Blackrock to ask him to write him a brief letter recording the fact of his ordination at
Blackrock in order to have it inserted in the journal which he was trying to fill in for
the period when he was Superior of Clareville. Ebenrecht's next reference to Fr
Shanahan was to record his presence at Blackrock College at the end of June 1901 for
the annual retreat for the priests of the Province being conducted in French by the
French Provincial, Fr Bernard Gerrer. The lectures were given in No 5 parlour, later
to be known as 'The Nile' because of the murals painted by German Br Fulbert Heim
depicting scenes from the mission where he had worked in East Africa. At the close
of that retreat, on 30 June, Frs Joseph Shanahan, Bernard Carey and John Stephens
pronounced their perpetual vows. So Fr Shanahan made his definitive commitment in
the Congregation at the altar where he had been ordained priest and had said his first
mass the previous year.
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Fr Shanahan returned to Rockwell to prepare for another year as Dean and one
can be certain that a part of the summer was spent in attending to repairs and
refurb-ishment of the boarding school facilities. They badly needed a new wing,
linking the science block and dormitories with the new chapel. By the time that
project was completed and the news of it reached Fr Shanahan in Nigeria, it must
have sounded just as an echo from the distant past.
A brief entry in the records of the Rockwell community council minutes
states: "Mr Shanahan asks for an increase in salary. Fr S. suggests that a bonus of£ 10
be promised him making his salary equal to that of Mr (Bob) Walker."
One presumes that this entry refers to Fr Shanahan's brother Dick, who features in the
1898-99 senior rugby photograph with Joseph and the Ryan brothers, Mike and Jack,
internationals. That there were three of the Shanahan clan on the teaching staff then including Br Adelm, was a far cry from the days when Joseph was the sole Irish
student in the whole school in Cellule. Dick Shanahan, incidentally, was to qualify as
a doctor, practising in England all his life and only retiring to his native Tipperary at
the end of his career.
As accommodation in the college was at a premium at this stage it is noted in
the community records that some of the lay-staff had to be lodged in the Lake House
i.e. St Joseph's. There were as yet only 23 junior scholastics in the Lake House being
looked after by Fr Hugh Evans, who was also responsible for the direction of the
various sodalities or prayer groups in the college.
Part of the playing grounds used by the junior scholastics had been given over
to the college for an indefinite period by the Ryan brothers who lived close by. A
note in the community council book for October 1901 states that all the Fathers had
been invited to Mike Ryan's wedding. The closest relations existed between the
Ryans and the Rockwell community. Mike, in particular, seems to have spent much
of his time fraternising with the prefects and lay staff where rugby was the common
bond. And it would appear from tradition that Mike's house had an open door and a
welcome for a game of cards, a flutter on the horses, a glass of punch etc. Shooting
expeditions were regularly organised from there and all had such happy memories of
these 'get-togethers' that they were nostalgically recalled by Eamon de Valera in the
letter he wrote to Mike as he awaited sentence of execution for his part in the1916
Rising. 37 One can be sure that Fr Shanahan was no stranger to one of the more
famous of 'the homes of Tipperary', and even if he could not absent himself from his
duties as Dean to attend the wedding, we can be fairly certain that he managed to
' nip' out later to pay his respects.
From Fr Ebenrecht's journal we learn that early in October 1901 Blackrock
was host to two notable guests: The Earl of Pembroke and Fr Francis-Xavier
Lichtenberger, a missionary from Nigeria. The Earl of Pembroke's visit was to lead
to the transformation of Williamstown and the frontage of Blackrock College. It was
thought by some that Lichtenberger's visit to Ireland, and to Rockwell in particular,
was used by the Holy Spirit as a stepping-stone towards the transformation of the
church in Southern Nigeria. We deal here with Fr Lichtenberger's visit.
Fr F.X. Lichtenberger, a native of the Vosges country in France, had spent
seven years as a student in Blackrock (1881-88). After his ordination he asked to be
sent to a mission where his English could be used to advantage. His appointment in
1893 to Nigeria was due to the presence in France at that time of Fr Joseph Lutz,
Prefect Apostolic of Nigeria - the man, incidentally, whom Shanahan was to replace
two years later as teacher of English in Merville College where Lutz was appointed
when he returned seriously ill from Nigeria. While home previously from Nigeria in
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1893 Fr Lutz had spent some weeks in Ireland in search of funds and personnel for his
hard-pressed mission. During his visit to Rockwell he had been delighted to secure
the services of Br David Doran, cook and kitchen gardener at the college for many
years. To Br David from Aherlow goes the distinction of being the first Irish Spiritan
to serve in Nigeria. The recruitment by Fr Lutz at this stage of Fr Lichtenberger and
Br David was a great boon to the mission schools because of their command of
English.
In August 1898, when Shanahan was about to resume his theology course at
St Joseph's, Rockwell, Fr Rene Pawlas, the newly appointed Prefect Apostolic of
Nigeria, called to Ireland to brush up his English and collect whatever help he might
find for his vast mission. Most likely Joseph Shanahan made his acquaintance that
summer in Rockwell. Fr Pawlas, however, was not destined to serve for long in
Nigeria; he followed Fr Lutz to an early grave, dying in 1900 at the age of 34. It was
at the request of his successor, Fr Leon Lejeune, that Fr Lichtenberger was now in
Ireland pleading the cause of Nigeria.
Fr F X Lichstenberger
Fr Ebenrecht has this entry in the Blackrock community journal for Sunday,
29 September, 1901: 'High Mass for the closing of the boys' retreat. Sung by Fr
Lichtenberger. He has a splendid voice and presents very well. He is a great
missionary and a credit to his alma mater, Blackrock.' A week later he wrote: 'Fr
Lichtenberger gave a lecture on Africa with magic lantern projections ... He explained
the views shown by Fr O'Toole. The entertainment was very interesting. Africa in
Ireland; the Blacks in Blackrock.'
For 11 October he has this entry: 'Fr
Lichtenberger left for Rockwell. The boys requested him to get a half day for them
but he was afraid to ask; the small boys collected a little money for his Mission, for
which he expressed his most sincere thanks.'
There seems to be no contemporary account of Fr Lichtenberger' s visit to
Rockwell, but years later Fr James Mellet, who was a student at the time, had this to
say in his book, If any man Dare:
.
It was as a Junior Grade boarder, in 1901, that I heard for the first time, at first
hand, of the African missions of the Holy Ghost Fathers. An Alsatian Father
from Nigeria, Father Lichtenberger, was invited to give the boys a talk For an
hour the bearded visitor spoke to us of the establishment of the Congregation
by the Venerable Libermann, and of the terrible adversities suffered by the
first missionaries to West Africa. He told us of Sierra Leone - the 'White
Man's Grave' - and of the founding of the mission to Nigeria in 1885. He told
us too of Brother David from the Glen of Aherlow (He was afterwards
tragically killed by a tram outside Blackrock College on his first leave home)
and of Brother Othrain Casey of Mitchelstown who had gone to Nigeria from
Rockwell in 1901. Last of all he spoke of the new residence he himself had
just opened - the fourth in Nigeria - at Igbariam, only twelve miles from where
I am writing this.
It is no exaggeration to say that the effect of Father Lichtenberger's
talk was sensational. It ran around the school next day like fire in dry grass. 38
Shortly after his visit to Rockwell, Fr Lichtenberger set off for America where, in
spite of the ill-health which forced him quit Nigeria for the moment, he raised ca
£1,500 (£25,000 today).
There is no account of the effect Fr Lichtenberger' s lecture had on the Dean of
discipline at Rockwell in 1901. It did not need an illustrated talk to turn Shanahan's
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attention to Africa. As we have seen his mind and heart were already in Africa many
years before. But this contact with Lichtenberger may have helped him make up his
mind that Africa was definitely calling him once obedience pointed that way. It was
said that he wrote immediately to Mgr Le Roy to be released from his duties but if he
did there is no trace of that letter in the General Archives of the Congregation. Mgr
Le Roy knew his mind well already. But the Lord works through the normal course
of events. In this case there was a little bit more than normal in those events perhaps.
Hiring a Train
One of Fr Shanahan's duties as Dean was to act as manager of the Senior rugby team.
This occasionally called for journeys outside Rockwell. We find in the Blackrock
College community records that Fr Shanahan stayed at the College when he travelled
with the members of the team who played on a representative side. The records of the
Blackrock Rugby Club for 1900-01 mention a telegram sent to Fr Shanahan, no doubt
about a fixture between the senior club teams. The secretary of .the Blackrock Club at
the time, Willie Martin, had been well known to Shanahan as he had been a brilliant
student in Rockwell during Shanahan's time as prefect.
A brief entry in the community council records at Rockwell refers to the
unsuitability of St Patrick's Day for a football match in Cork. The community
council voted against it. To put that decision in context one must remember that to
get to Cork from Rockwell and back would take the whole day in those times, as it
would mean travelling by horse and car to Limerick Junction to catch a train from
Dublin. Having their priorities right they wanted the proper celebration of the
national feast day to begin with Mass. Football must not rule supreme.
But that football match was important and the Dean of discipline more than
anyone else carried the responsibility for seeing that all was done to achieve success.
What happened on the day of that match is best told by a student of the time - Edward
Leen:
The college Rugby team, of which the Dean of discipline had charge, had a
fixture in 1902 with a Cork team. The venue was in Cork itself. At that time
the College team, in order to reach the south, had to make a long journey of 14
miles by car to Limerick Junction. On this particular day the transport
arrangements miscarried, and when the players arrived at the Limerick
Junction they found to their dismay that the train for Cork had left. The
situation seemed desperate. The match was an important one. The followers
of the game in Cork looked forward to it with eagerness and large crowds
were expected. A wire announcing the 'impasse' evoked a reply that was a
cry of consternation. The Station Master, on being consulted, said the only
possibility open was to charter a special from Dublin, but, of course, that
would involve considerable expense. With characteristic generosity of spirit,
Father Shanahan said that honour was involved in fulfilling an important
engagement and expense could not be allowed to weigh against that. The
decision was taken. The wires were set going. The line was cleared. The
driver, having nothing to handle but the engine, the tender and a saloon
carriage for the football team, made a record run from Dublin to the Junction
and from the Junction to Cork. Prompt on time the Dean led his players on the
Mardyke field amidst roars of applause, for news of his splendid
sportsmanship had reached the grounds. The Rockwell team won the match,
and Father Shanahan was overwhelmed with congratulations for the victory
and for the generous decision that prepared the way for it. The home
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authorities, however, did not share the enthusiasm of the sporting world. They
were not to be blamed. The Dean's fund, which had to meet the expense of a
special train, had received a set-back from which it did not recover for years. 39
As this incident is probably the best-known anecdote about Shanahan's pre-Nigerian
days we give another version of it for the record - again related by Fr Leen:
Another recollection I have of him is of his taking the team to play a match in
Cork. In those days they used to travel to the station in horse-drawn vehicles.
Father Shanahan was in charge of the team. In his peculiar and characteristic
way he was marked by that inward, serious look; there was a stamp of nobility
about him. Yet he was thorough in everything he did. At Limerick Junction
they found that they were late; the train had gone! What were they to do? The
League match was important - the Constitution team were awaiting them.
They wired back that everything was ready, the match had been advertised, the
people were expecting them ...
Meanwhile Father Shanahan made enquiries. at the station; he
explained everything. The stationmaster said there was only one thing to do,
only one way out of the difficulty; the line was clear and a special train could
be got down from Kingsbridge (Heuston Station); but this would be very
expensive and so was practically impossible. Father Shanahan said it was not
impossible; they were pledged to the match and expense was nothing
compared to honour - so, wire for the train! At Kingsbridge there was great
enthusiasm; a special driver, engine and carriage were got out and in two
hours had arrived at Limerick Junction. Father Shanahan wired to Cork that
they were coming. The people were already gathering on the field and great
were the cheers and enthusiasm when they were informed that the Rockwell
team was coming in spite of everything. They came, and won! They returned
in triumph to Rockwell, and all the South of Ireland was loud in praise of
them. 40
As Dr Shanahan's cause for Beatification is being introduced, no doubt the 'advocatus
diaboli' will fasten on that 'error of judgement' at Limerick Junction; but if, in spite
of it, Shanahan is raised to the altar, there is no doubt that there will be a move to
have him appointed patron of the followers of the oval ball!
It has been suggested that the train incident precipitated Shanahan' s departure
from Rockwell to Nigeria. There is no evidence to support this view. And as to the
bill of costs for hiring the train, according to one source, it had not to be met from the
Dean's fund Br Kevin Healy, who had lived close to Shanahan in Nigeria from 1907
to 1920, had this to say about the incident when he recorded some of his memories of
Shanahan in later years:
He was most popular with the boys at this time in Rockwell. He always
treated them as men, and with great consideration and fairness. On account of
this, as by reason of his great prowess at games, the boys worshipped him. On
the famous occasion that he took the team by "special train" to Cork, the team
raised the money to pay for that train and the college was at no expense. And
one must remember that the team included among its members the veteran
Ryan brothers of international fame. The fact that they were strong farmers
would have influenced the :financial outlay involved. 41
There is no definite record of Fr Shanahan having visited his family during these
years in Rockwell, though one can be sure that he did. One sad family event occurred
that must have caused him great pain. Early in 1902 he received news from England
that his sister Maggie who was training in England to be a teacher had died of typhus.
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He made the journey to England to assist at the funeral ceremonies.
Departure for Nigeria
•As we try to piece together the facts about Shanahan' s departure from
Rockwell for Nigeria we list the following details from contemporary documents.
First, one notices from the list of those attending the annual retreat preached by Pere
Gri.zard in Blackrock, June 1902, that the Rockwell Deans, Frs Byrne and Shanahan,
are not among them. Naturally they would be the two whose presence would be
required at Rockwell until the public examinations were over and all students had
gone home. As soon as the retreat had ended, Pere Gri.zard made a flying visit to
Rockwell, 'accompanied by Fr John T. Murphy and dressed in Irish clerical attire
which was greatly admired', as we are told by Fr Ebenrecht. Pere Grizard would
normally never have been seen without the regulation soutane. Shanahan then would
have had an opportunity to meet his old friend and it is possible that, as Grizard was
First Assistant to the Superior General at the time, the matter of his possible
appointment to Nigeria would have been discussed.
Apropos the persistent but unproved suggestion that the Rockwell authorities
were glad to see the back of Fr Shanahan for one reason or another, it will be of
interest to quote once again from Br Kevin Healy' s reminiscences based on hearsay in
Nigeria, possibly from Shanahan himself:
When he was made Dean of Discipline after ordination, Fr Shanahan had
many "palavers" with the authorities, as he introduced many "innovations". It
seems that at that time, Catechism was not taught there. Fr Shanahan said he
could not possibly undertake the position of Dean unless the boys received
religious instruction, at least on Sundays and Wednesdays! And he got his
way.
As a result of the palavers, the Superior one day said to him; "You
cannot go on like this; you will have to be sent to the Missions." Fr Shanahan
promptly answered: "That is just what I want - to go to the Missions." "Then
write to the Superior General and tell him so" was the reply. Fr Shanahan
wrote to Mgr Le Roy, offering himself for Sierra Leone or any foreign
mission, French or English, anywhere - except Nigeria 42 ·
Br Kevin's version may have a kernel of truth in it, but one sees from elsewhere that
he likes to round off his stories with some striking note not necessarily based on the
bare facts.
·
The first clear intimation we find of Shanahan being earmarked for the
missions is in a letter dated 17 July 1902 from Mgr Le Roy to the Provincial, Fr Larry
Healy. He mentions those detailed for overseas appointments and then concludes his
list with the words: 'Je compte toujours sur le P. Shanahan', reminding Fr Healy that
he was still counting on Shanahan as being among those having been already
discussed at some earlier date, probably during Fr Gri.zard's visit. 43 It is not till a
month later that we find Fr Healy referring to this proposed appointment in his
correspondence with Paris, on 19 August, where he says he is awaiting a letter from
Shanahan before letting him know for definite that he was actually appointed to the
missions. Later he adds:
'If McGrath (the future Archbishop of Cardiff, that is) is not being sent to Rome, send
him to us; we are losing Fr Shanahan (perhaps)'.So even at that date Fr Shanahan's
appointment was not absolutely sure.
One presumes it was to clear up whatever doubt might have remained about
his appointment that Fr Shanahan came up from Rockwell to Clareville, Blackrock, to
confer personally with the Provincial. They met actually at Blackrock College on
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Sunday, 7 September, as the school was celebrating the opening of the new school
year. For that date we read in Fr Ebenrecht's community journal:
Exposition after High Mass 9.30. Celebrant Fr Keawell, D., Fr Senger, S.D.,
Fr Phil O'Shea. Adoration all day till evening. Benediction. Fr Provincial
dined here, also Fr Rooney of Portugal and his brother, Fr Daniel Lynch,
newly ordained father, and two gentlemen cousins of his and Mr Richard
Cruise and his brother, and Fr Shanahan from Rockwell.
One can presume that Fr Shanahan was still acting as Dean of the boarding school for
the opening of the school year and smoothing the way for his successor, Fr Joe
Baldwin, recently arrived from the senior seminary in France. Once his appointment
to Nigeria was settled he was put in contact with Fr Patrick McDermott, a native of
Mullinahone, Co. Tipperary, who had worked for years in the USA, but was then
being allowed to transfer to Nigeria at the age of forty-three.
Fr McDermott was staying at Clareville as he finalised arrangements for
himself, Fr Shanahan, and the newly professed Br Eusebius Aheme, who had returned
from Chevilly. Staying at the college also were those preparing to leave for Sierra
Leone: Frs Dan Lynch and William Keane; these latter two dined with the junior
scholastics at the request of the director Fr John Kearney. Br Othrain Casey, who had
been professed in Chevilly with Br Eusebius, had already set out for Nigeria early in
May.
For the actual departure of the missionaries we are indebted again to Fr
Ebenrecht, who for many years in the past had busied himself with seeing to the needs
of men leaving for and coming from the missions:
9 October 1902. Fr McDermott said the boys' Mass and preached. Departure,
for Africa via Liverpool by the 8 o'clock boat from North Wall, tonight, of the
missionaries for the L. Niger, Fathers P Mc Dermott and Shanahan and Br
Eusebius, and for Sierra Leone, Fathers D Lynch and Keane. Formerly the
missionaries left from Blackrock; this time they had been invited to Clareville
to dinner, and they started from Clareville. Nothing whatever was done here
for them. Fr McDermott only passed here to take Br Eusebius away before he
could say goodbye to anyone. Clareville gave a dinner in honour of the
missionaries. The Superior of Rathmines and Fr John Stephens were invited.
No invitation for anyone of the college here. Verily, Blackrock was forgotten
with more ·than a wilful oversight. The pony only had the honour to bring the
luggage of the travellers to the Liverpool boat, and the Bursar to advance the
money to bring the missionaries to Africa.
One can sympathise with Fr Ebenrecht, who had for years done so much for the cause
of the foreign missions, to find that he was completely sidelined on this occasion. On
checking the Bursar's entries for that day we find that he debited £81 to Fr
McDermott for the voyage to Nigeria. As he had done so often before, Fr Ebenrecht
went to the boat to wish the missionaries Godspeed. He has this entry in his journal
for 10 November:
Friday: The missionaries who left last night for Liverpool had evidently a
very severe crossing. A violent storm raged all through the night from ENE
with a great down pour of rain. Fr Ebenrecht saw them off at the North Wall;
there were also Fr Stephens, Fr Keegan and Fr Con. O'Shea.
The hagiographer of old would have seen in this storm the wrath of Satan. Fr
Shanahan was himself to sense his power many a time in moments of crisis in the
years ahead. The party are on record as having set out 10 November from Liverpool,
Frs Lynch and Keane for Sierra Leone and for Nigeria Frs McDermott and Shanahan,
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and Br Eusebius. 44
It would appear that word reached the Mother House that matters had not been
properly attended to by the Provincialate in Ireland in supplying the missionaries with
all that was necessary for their voyage, their 'trousseau' as it was normally known.
There was a special department at the Mother House in Paris, the Procure, which had
been long dealing with this aspect of a missionary's life. This being the first group to
leave from the new Provincialate at Clareville, it was to be expected that there might
be hitches, but in fact there seems to have been quite a misunderstanding. Who was
to blame? Fr Grizard, the First Assistant, had written to Fr Healy informing his that Br
Eusebius would be leaving leaving for Nigeria from Liverpool with Fr McDermott
and that he should see to providing the necessary trousseau or inform the mission
Procure immediately to deal with the situation. 45 Fr Healy's letter to Le Roy about
the matter reads as follows:
·
I don't recall your Lordship having already asked if I had given their trousseau
to Fr Shanahan and Br Eusebius. I don't find any reference to that matter in
the correspondence. But here are the facts. When Fr Shanahan and Br
Eusebius were listed to accompany Fr McDermott to Onitsha, Fr McDermott
came to tell me he would take care of their trousseau and their tickets for the
journey. I let him do so, limiting myself to asking from time to time had he
actually undertaken this. He assured me that he expected to secure a
considerable reduction and that he would arrange matters with the
Motherhouse. On departure he said he would pick up their trousseau at
Liverpool. Fr Browne, who met them at Liverpool, told me Fr McDermott
was annoyed when he learned that the trousseau had been sent on directly to
Onitsha by the Motherhouse. 46
So matters did not go smoothly for Shanahan as he started out on his first missionary
Journey.
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Cf. Rockwell College Annual 1964 pp 12ff; Pere Leman -Educator and Missionary pp 196ff.
Among the staff employed at Rockwell by M. Thiebault were members of the O'Connor
family who later were accommodated by Thiebault with a holding near Cashel. This family
was to remain closely associated with both Rockwell and Blackrock College, and one of the
girls, Mother Xavier, OP, was destined to play a leading role in the founding of Bishop
Shanahan's congregation of missionary sisters - the Holy Rosary Sisters.
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For Fr Prosper Goepfert cf Irish Spiritans Remembered No. 602; Pere Arnet Limbour,
ibid.No.465
Le Reverend Pere Amet Limbour by Jules Groell pp 73ff
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Bishop Shanahan of Southern Nigeria by John P Jordan p.5
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304

24
25
26

27
28

29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37

38
39
40

41
42
43
44

45
46

NB In the Intermediate Examinations of 1899, Rockwell gained the First and Third Places
in the Senior Grade; and with a grand total of76 Distinctions headed the entire list of Irish
schools. From 1895 to 1899 Rockwell, four years in succession, stood first among the
Colleges of Ireland "passing" 508 students, and gaining for their benefit 304 Distinctions,
viz:- 109 Exhibitions and 53 retained Exhibitions (varying in value from £20, £30, to £50
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Studies 1944-A Great Missionary by Edward Leen CSSp p. 149f.
Bishop Shanahan of Southern Nigeria by John P Jordan CSSp (1971 ed.) p.6
Br Kevin (Fr John J Healy SMA)HRSArch
Ibid; for brief biography of Br Kevin cf JSR No.798
Le Roy to Larry Healy 17/07/02 F 1902
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