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Africa Encountered 1902-06

Though Fr Shanahan was new to Nigeria, Nigeria was not new to him. He had been
well informed about the mission over the years from the accounts published regularly
in the Bulletin General and from the reports given by returned missionaries over the
years while he was in France and later during his years in Rockwell. It could in a
sense be said that Shanahan's life in the Congregation of the Holy Spirit and the
Nigerian mission began at the same time. By the time Joseph Shanahan arrived in
Beauvais in 1886 the new mission at Onitsha was just beginning under the leadership
of Fr Joseph Lutz. And, apart from the fact that he was destined one day to continue
and develop the work begun by Fr Lutz in Nigeria, when he was called for the first
time to take on an official post in the Congregation, namely as teacher of English in
the College ofMerville in 1896, it was in succession to Fr Lutz who had taken on that
post when he returned ill from Nigeria. Shanahan would have also met Lutz'
successors as they called to Chevilly or visited Ireland. But this is jumping ten years
ahead of the story of Nigeria.
The country we know today as Nigeria was part of the vast Vicariate of the
Two Guineas entrusted in 1842 to the pastoral care of Irish-born Bishop Edward
Barron and the men allocated to him by Fr Libermann. After Bishop Barron had
resigned his post in the wake of the traumatic loss of his men, his wide-flung
Vicariate was entrusted by Rome to the pastoral care of the Congregation. The first
mission to be launched was that of Gabon where the sole survivors of Dr Barron's
team set to work. Lack of personnel and the enormous mortality rate in West Africa
prevented any rapid growth of missionary expansion. Members of the Irish Province
had played a small role in the missions being operated in territories under British
influence and where the English language was considered to be necessary in all work
of administration and for schools. In the absence of sufficient British subjects,
Frenchmen with a smattering of English continued to operate small missions. It was a
ticklish situation when both the French and British governments were progressively
along the west coast. 1
.
For a variety of reasons from the early eighties efforts were at last made by
various interested parties to stake out areas of influence, be they for commerce or
religion. Catholic missionaries began to explore conditions in the region of the great
Niger river, especially as it afforded access to the interior of country. The Society of
the African Missions founded in 1856 gradually were allocated by Rome portions of
the original Vicariate of the Two Guineas, but by 1880 the principal missionaries
were Protestants of various denominations. Eventually a missionary working in Sierra
Leone, Fr Joseph Lutz, was deputed to head the new mission. He had the advantage of
having a working knowledge of English and had worked in a country where the
English were extending their influence. 2
A station was opened at Onitsha and work began at setting up a Christian
village composed of redeemed slaves who were mostly children, elderly women and
infirm men. Medical care was dispensed and an elementary school opened. With the
arrival of a community of Sisters of St Joseph of Cluny in November 1889 a care
system was built up and gradually, although there were very few converts, the people
began to realise that the missionaries were there not for commercial gain but in a
caring mission.
As it became clearer that the English language was becoming more necessary,
at least for those in charge, Fr Lutz made a point of visiting Ireland during his visit to
Europe in 1893. He availed of his month's stay there to improve his English, collect
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funds and enlist personnel. He had hoped to enlist the services of Brothers skilled in
trades of various sorts. He was accorded two helpers, the newly-ordained Fr F .X.
Lichtenberger and Brother David Doran, a member of the Rockwell community who
had manned the kitchen and the vegetable garden for some years. Although a native
of Alsace Fr Lichtenberger was fluent in English as he had spent seven years as a
student at Blackrock College. These were to be the first English-speakers allocated to
the mission and their presence was immediately felt. 3
Ill health was the biggest problem for the mission. The death toll mounted. Fr
Lutz himself had to return ill to France as we have seen, and his successors as heads
of the mission - Frs Joseph Reling and Fr Rene Pawlas - lasted for only short
periods. The mission was tending to stagnate for want of dynamic leadership.
At the start of the new century Mgr Le Roy decided it was ti~e to make a
fresh effort to get the mission in Nigeria also off to a new start. He took the risk of
appointing as leader the redoubtable Pere Leon Lejeune who had done wonders in the
mission at Gabon but had to retire from there because of the mounting opposition to
his methods. He was a man with vision and determination, a great worker himself but
rather intolerant of those who were not able to keep in step with him. 4 A frequent
visitor to Chevilly he would have been known to the seminarians - among them
Joseph Shanahan. Within a few years Fr Shanahan was to get to know him very well
and although they were not to see eye to eye on all things Fr Shanahan was to retain a
life-long, unbounded admiration for the real Fr Lejeune.
Appointed Prefect Apostolic of Southern Nigeria on 23 May 1900 Fr
Lejeune's arrival in Nigeria was soon seen to make a big difference. His approach
was very different from that of Fr Lutz. He set out to found a new church 'not on the
dregs of the Christian village ghetto but from the elite of the local community'. He
stated his policy as "We must begin with the head and the body will follow".
Realising that proper accommodatio11 was essential for the health of the missionaries
and those sheltering at the mission station, Fr Lejeune got to work immediately to
remedy this lacuna. He launched a building drive to house the Sisters and the various
groups sheltering at the mission which had an orphanage and a leprosarium. He
involved the women and the school children in this work. He appealed to France for
skilled Brothers to be sent as there was an absence of skilled labour among the native
population. Towards the end of 1902 he began work on a sizeable house for the
Fathers and Brothers at Onitsha waterside, which was his headquarters. In all there
were seven priests and five Brothers serving in the mission at the time. As funds were
limited most of the hard labour would have to be done by themselves. Other works
were to be cut back for the moment and the children who were able to work were
called on to do so in aid of the mission station.
By 1902, the year of Shanahan's arrival, the statistics published in the Etat du
Personnel show that there were four main mission stations operating and that there
were 1,400 Catholics at Onitsha Waterside, 100 at Onitsha town, 300 at Agouleri and
30 at Nsugbe. Considering that most of these were children it was a very modest
result for all the work done since 1885.
As to the Irish presence there was Br David Doran, who taught an elementary
school. It was later said that he was the originator of primary education in Southern
Nigeria. He provided other vital services to the community as he supervised the
vegetable garden and maintained an active interest in his old metier in Rockwell,
namely in charge of the kitchen. Fr F.X. Lichtenberger, who as we saw spent seven
years at Blackrock, was in charge of schools and the catechists or trainee teachers. Fr
Joseph Cronenberger, who had been in the senior scholasticate in Rockwell with
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Shanahan, is listed as being in charge of schools, especially the higher grade classes
from Br David's school. As the climate soon proved too taxing for him he was
obliged to withdraw from the tropics. From then on he took up ministry in the USA. 5
Br Othrain Casey, who was professed on 19 March 1902, had already left for Nigeria
early in May.
One can well imagine that Fr Lejeune was looking forward with special
interest to the arrival of the new Irish contingent expected at the end of 1902. The date
of Fr Shanahan's arrival in Africa is given as 13 November. In later years when asked
by a close friend to what he attributed, humanly speaking, the phenomenal success
that attended his efforts he replied: "When I arrived in Africa I made a vow that I
would respect everyone I had to deal with.',6
Fr Pat McDermott, the leader of the Irish group, wrote to Paris on 11
December 1902 to announce their safe arrival. He reported that all had gone well on
the voyage and that they had been able to say mass all along the route. They were
very well received by Fr Lejeune, who seemed to be indefatigable and never sparing
himself. Fr McDermott had already taken charge of the local school and was pleased
to find that the children were rated highly by the inspector, who was especially
impressed by the standard of their singing. 7
Fr Lejeune himself reported the arrival of this welcome reinforcement of his
team as follows:
The Irish priests arrived in good health. All are on retreat for eight days as in
the novitiate. Each day there is a reunion to decide on the Igbo version of the
prayers and Catechism. The SMA Fathers were here with the Prefect to
finalise their Catechism in order to have a uniform text at least for the prayers.
Fr McDermott (who had taught for a period in the Senior Scholasticate in
France. Ed.) was amazed to hear so much discussion on philosophy and
theology on his arrival! Fr McDermott is in charge of schools; Shanahan goes
to Onitsha town where there are 100 children awaiting him and some ancient
chiefs. 8
Fr Shanahan's introduction to 'missionary' work proved to be a baptism of fire and he
was to retain vivid memories of it all his life. Fr Lejeune might not know about
Shanahan' s rugby prowess but he recognised a physically fit man when he saw him
and he had no hesitation in piling testing work on him. Years later, when in relative
retirement in Clareville, Shanahan recalled his rude introduction to Africa. This is
how his memories were transcribed in 1936 by Fr John Jordan in the Missionary
Annals and though Fr Jordan persuaded Bishop Shanahan to have his name appended
as the writer one must be aware that the style is unmistakably Jack Jordan's own:
It was in 1902 that as a young priest fresh from Theology, I first turned my
face towards Nigeria, having volunteered for this apparently God-forsaken
Mission in accordance with the spirit of the Holy Ghost Congregation, which
directs its members "to have a preference for the most abandoned souls."
Certainly the souls in Nigeria were abandoned enough for anything in those
days. After the boat which brought me had nosed her way some 250 miles
along the River Niger, I made my first contact with them at Onitsha. And what
did I discover? The "Mission" consisted mainly of a few handfuls of slaves,
bought by the Fathers (there were only a few of them alive) at 2/6 each from
slave ships passing down the river. These unfortunate creatures were the most
miserable specimens imaginable-cowardly, browbeaten, deceitful. As
foundation-stones for the spiritual edifice of Christianity, they were just "ne
plus ultra." But they were almost the only class that would listen to a word the
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missionaries had to say. And it was nothing short of heroic on the part of the
latter to have bought them, for they were themselves bordering on destitution.
· No churches, no schools, no residences, save of the mud-wall variety; sleeping
in little "shanties" built of shells and mud into whose sides the rats burrowed
without effort, and on whose corrugated iron roofs the lizards frisked and
gambolled at night. Food was mainly rice and yam, with yams and rice for a
change! In addition, the natives were definitely hostile to what they considered
the intrusion of the white man, and acting under orders from their 'ju-ju" men
and wizards, made life much more precarious than it would normally have
been.
In this Mission, then, I found myself in 1902, and it was my good fortune that
some time previously the one man in Africa who was capable of achieving the
impossible had been appointed to take charge of it. That man was Father
Lejeune, one of the finest and bravest missionaries I have ever known. Having
performed extraordinary things in Gabon, he had be·en specially sent to
Nigeria to organize it. And he did so with thoroughness. Realising at once that
rude dwellings and schools with red clay floors and tin shed roofs were
sapping the strength and vitality of the missionaries, he conceived the
project- hitherto undreamed of in that part of Africa-of building in brick.
With Fr. Lejeune to think was to act. When I stepped off the boat at Onitsha,
brick-making was the order of the day in the Mission compound.
I shall never forget my first meeting with him there on the banks of the lordly
Niger. A massive, red-headed giant, with a flaming red beard covering half his
chest, he was built on Herculean lines. By birth a Norman, the blood of the
Vikings ran in his veins, and certainly one needed no imagination to picture
him at the head of a band of savage Norsemen. He welcomed me to Africa in a
voice that thundered in my ears like the roar of a mighty cataract.
"Ho, ho! just the man I want! Young and fresh and strong. Well, there's plenty
to do here for a strong man, mon ami."
I soon found out how true that was, especially when Fr. Lejeune began to give
the details of his brick-building scheme. He simply bellowed with laughter
when I asked him where the bricks were to be got and the skilled labour that
seemed necessary for such work. "You and I are the labour. And we make
the bricks. Come on and I'll show you."
He did show me-all too well. If anyone wants to know how, let him visit a
brick-making factory. It is hot work in Ireland. But Ireland is an ice-cream
shop compared to Africa. We had plenty of red clay, of course. Nor was there
much trouble constructing the huge galvanised ovens for burning the bricks
when they were moulded by hand and dried. But stoking those immense fires
under a roasting African sun and shovelling for hours and hours on end, while
the perspiration fell in cupfuls, was an experience I shall always remember. Fr.
Lejeune slaved like a Trojan - and expected me to keep pace with him. When
we got dead beat he would just plunge into the Niger, emerging a minute later
apparently quite refreshed. Mosquitoes could come down upon us in
thousands (and they did, there beside the river), blisters arise on face and arms
and legs, the skin peel, the finger-nails crack, but a Mission had to be opened
up. That was what we had come to Africa for. That was Fr. Lejeune's way of
looking at things, and he was not the man to argue with.
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Three months' "slave-driving" and the job was done, the first brick building
was erected in Nigeria, the Mission was given a touch of permanency, at least
physically. Looking at it with a critical eye, Fr. Lejeune -who had thirteen
years of experience in Gabon to back him-growled cryptically, "Not too bad,
mon en/ant That's the first step taken; c 'est le premier pas qui coute." " And
the second step, Father?" "Will be taken by you right now. Yes, right now!
There's a village called Ogboli two miles away. Go up and evangelise it! And
listen. Don't waste time coming down here for dinner-I'll send it along to
you. Your job is to evangelise. Nothing else. You can look after your teaching
quarters yourself Au revoir" 9
So the spacious house which Fr Shanahan had slaved at, and which Fr Lejeune was to
write so proudly about in the Bulletin, was not to be enjoyed by him as of yet.
Ogboli
Onitsha 'town' as distinct from Onitsha Waterside or Wharf was really a group of
small villages united by links of kinship and a network of paths through farmland.
Ogboli, one of these villages, was to be the scene of Fr Shanahan' s first pastoral
activity in Africa. He was not a pioneer there: he was replacing Fr Joseph
Cronenberger, who had done his senior studies with him at Rockwell but who had
been sent immediately to Nigeria after his ordination. By the end of July 1902 he had
already developed a serious health problem which forced him to withdraw from the
tropics.
We continue with an extract from Fr Jordan's redaction of his interview with
Bishop Shanahan in 1936:
I departed without a word. The village of Ogboli showed little interest in its
"evangeliser'' - just stared, accustomed to see white men periodically. Ibo was
the language spoken here as everywhere else, and I was as yet totally ignorant
of it. No use, therefore, asking for "lodgings." Anyway the village was largely
a conglomeration of rude mud huts, with straw or matting for roofs. After
poking around for a bit, I managed to get a few sheets of corrugated iron and
half a dozen stakes. The rest of the "house" did not ' take much putting
together. And it was easier work than making bricks.
But the evangelisation? Ah, there was the difficulty. The first step was to learn
sufficient Ibo for carrying on a conversation. This I did by spending my day
trying to get different villagers to talk to me. Before long it became apparent
that the children were the safest teachers. Their initial shyness gone, they
began to cluster around willingly, enjoying my attempts to speak to them.
Later, they helped me to rig up the mud hovel we dignified by the name of
"school" and when Fr. Lejeune had sent on some slates and pencils-with a
few spare sheets to make "trousers" for my youngsters - we had our first day's
class with fifteen little black lads between the ages of six and twelve.
Afterwards the numbers gradually increased, and at the end of the year, there
was quite a goodly number under instruction for Baptism.
It was just at this time that a vicious attack of spleen disease broke out in
Ogboli, killing a great number, especially children. A scourge for the
population in general, it yet proved itself the way to Heaven for many.
Day in and day out I was kept busy instructing and baptising those in
immediate danger of death. Ah! What a joy it was to give the highest of all
lives - the Divine Life - to those poor outcasts. And how puny and
insignificant a thing their social status or their bodily suffering seemed when
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one saw them on the verge of an eternity of bliss, living for ever in the
company of the Most Blessed Trinity. Great joy to them and great joy, too, to
· the missionary - the spiritual father whose function it was to transmit the
Divine Life to them. And how patiently they bore their sufferings when I
explained to them how Jesus suffered for them. It was a lesson for me for the
rest of my days, and it showed me what I thank God everlastingly for having
let me know - the innate goodness and attractiveness of the African soul.
That soul aspires to God - to All Goodness - by some inborn tendency, and the
missionary has but to foster the tendency. The African, once you understand
and love him in Christ, is a treasury of goodness and lovableness.
Only those who have lived with him, and spoken to him of God from the
depths of their own souls, know that.
.
I had to attend to those poor people corporally as well as spiritually, nursing
and feeding them, giving medicine and antidotes. As a result, when the
epidemic had passed their hearts opened out to me and nothing they could do
seemed enough. Speaking to them of God, our common Father, and seeing
them respond to His voice in their souls, was joy and recompense a million
fold for the hardships of the life. 10
One must remember that when Bishop Shanahan spoke those words in 1936 he was
speaking in the light of his long years of close contact with the people of Nigeria and
not merely of the time he had spent in Ogboli.
Early in March 1903 Fr Lejeune made some drastic changes in his team. His
letter on the matter to Mgr Le Roy gives us a taste of his forthright style:
Fr Bubendorf With regard to this Father I have taken a radical
decision. It is impossible for me to speak of him as Vicar General and First
assistant. Every thing is only for him, and he does not listen to any direction,
any advice, any entreaty about economy ... I don't want him anymore as Vicar
General nor as Assistant.
I propose to the Mother house, in his place Frs Shanahan and
Demaison as First, Fr Vogler as Second. In case I should die, I am leaving my
instructions to Fr Shanahan in a locked drawer. Fr McDermot would spend
everything in the twinkling of an eye ... Fr Shanahan enjoys perfect health,
works well, is learning the language, has very sound judgement, and is
cautious in his relations with the whites. 11
Being only two miles away from Onitsha Wharf or Waterside, Fr Shanahan walked
back there from time to time especially for Feast Days and other reunions in the
spacious house he had helped to build. Having called to Onitsha for a short stay in
October 1903 Fr Shanahan came on the spiritual notebook he had begun in 1897
during his novitiate in France. He decided to add a note reflecting his thoughts now
that he had been introduced to missionary life in Nigeria.
Onitsha 5 Oct. 1903
Read this last little note of the last happy days of my novitiate during a short
stay in Onitsha town, 5 October, six years after the novitiate.
Thanks be to you, my God, for having preserved me up to this in your holy
Apostolic Congregation
Thanks for having been so good as to send me to Africa
May your holy name be blessed and praised for all eternity
May your will be fulfilled in me as in all things
May my heart never wander from you
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May I never neglect spending every atom of my energy, mental and physical,
in saving those souls you love so much, because so unhappy
Ah! Deus meus et omnia, when the outlines of the everlasting hills appear on
the horizon of Eternity, may it be my happy lot at last to see you and love you
for all eternity. Then at last I cannot sin and I cannot stray away from you.
Then at this seeing you "facie ad faciem" won't I join with the angels' choirs
singing with joyful heart: "Gloria in excelsis Deo" Hosanna in excelsis,
Gloria Patri et Filia et Spiritui Sancto, sicut erat in principio et nunc et
semper et in saecula saeculorum. Amen"
As they were a rather international community with no real preparation for dealing
with the normal cultural clashes, it is not surprising that such a situation was bound to
trigger off occasional confrontations. The Irish students who had done their studies in
France over the years, and more so the Irish Brothers who were sent there to do their
novitiate and learn some metier, had been from time to time been subjected to
insensitive treatment when they failed to comply with the French norms of life. At
times they were made to feel that they were second class citizens rather than children
of the same family. This left some - not all by any means - with deep grudges and an
ingrained resentment that could easily flare up culminating in unbalanced
confrontations in daily life. As the Irish contingent was now more numerous,
especially at reunions, some clashes developed. Writing about these to Mgr Le Roy Fr
Lejeune made the following critical comments:
Fr Shanahan has a set on Alsatians and the Irish Brothers (Othrain in
particular) are also up in arms. That made me laugh in the beginning but when
it became serious I felt obliged to tell Shanahan that he was wrong on several
points. The Alsatians are not less mischievous and accuse the Irish Fathers of
conspiring to get me out of here. I am here and intend to remain but when I am
gone it will be necessary to have a strong hand at the helm who will not be
afraid to give a rap on the knuckles to both sides. Is it to be an Irishman or an
Alsatian that is the question. 12
All that was necessary for a violent flare-up was an insensitive remark that triggered
off an over-reaction. This is what happened to Fr Shanahan himself. The incident
happened most likely on 17 March 1904 - the Feast of St Patrick - a national
occasion that means so much to all Irishmen - especially those living away from
home. We let Fr Jordan tell the story as he had heard it from Shanahan years later
when in retirement:
After having celebrated Mass he appeared in his best white soutane, head erect
and chest out, with a large green and gold harp surmounted by a sprig of worn
but sacred shamrock over his heart. The harp and shamrock had been sent by
his mother from Glankeen (recte Gortnalara). Some other Fathers were
gathered for a meeting and towards evening all came together for "chop".
During the course of the meal, one of the continental Fathers made a slighting
remark about St. Patrick's use of the Shamrock. In an instant the Irishman was
on his feet, eyes blazing and hands trembling with anger. For a moment it
seemed as though the whole table would be turned over. But he mastered
himself, and whirling round, strode out with firm and set face. Fr. Lejeune
followed him and tried to calm him down. But it was useless.
"Insult me - yes, by all means! Insult my country - perhaps! But insult
St. Patrick - never. Never - man pere - never" And he disappeared in the
direction of the bush after a parting statement that he would never return to the
Mission house, and would take the next boat home.
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That night he had a dream, in which he saw his mother and his father in
Glankeen weeping in bitter sorrow because their child had turned his back on
the little children of Africa who were crying out to him for the Faith. Great
shame and grief filled his soul; what would he not give to be back in Nigeria
once more? Just then a series of terrific noises woke him and he jumped up in
his bed to find a wild pig rooting around his little rest house with joyous
abandon.
"Never was a visitor so welcome," he said afterwards, "as this one that
reminded me so vividly of Patrick, the swineherd of Slieve Mish. I got out on
my knees and thanked him from my heart for having saved me from being a
shameless deserter. And I solemnly promised him that within the limits of
holy obedience nothing, absolutely nothing, would get between me and Africa.
He returned, contrite and humble, to the Mission House next morning. Fr.
Lejeune was awaiting him.
"I prayed for you, mon en/ant, that your faith would not fail. After all, what
would have happened to your country, if the glorious St. Patrick had gone out
waving the white flag of surrender instead of explaining the beautiful
shamrock?" 13
When word of these disputes arrived at Paris Fr Paschal who had special
responsibility for dealing with correspondence from the missions is quoted as having
warned them with the Latin proverb, Divide et impera namely that disunity would be
the cause of their failure. Lejeune announced that Fr Shanahan had admitted that he
had gone over the top. When he made his vow to respect everyone he had to deal with
he had been thinking only of the native Africans. Now he had to realise that this
attitude was to cover all and he was seen to have learned that lesson.
From the first account penned by Fr Shanahan for publication in the Bulletin General
we get a lively picture of the progress being made at Ogboli. By summer 1904 the
mission had three permanent buildings, a chapel-cum-school, a house constructed
with bricks and sheet iron with two rooms and a veranda for the priest and a
catechist's house. The school was the principal work. The average attendance was
100 but there were days when the number rose to nearly 200. Fr Shanahan was
amazed to find them such quick learners and was delighted with the enthusiastic
singing of the hymns - even though they had to confine themselves to the Latin ones.
The children loved to wear the scapulars, medals, cross etc. The newly approved Igbo
catechism was in use from February 1903. Several children were baptised during the
year but no adults as yet. "Great efforts have been made to get the heads of families to
come and be converted but with no results up till now. They are determined to live in
this world as did their ancestors until they go to join them in the hereafter". "Those
little Blacks are intelligent, full of life and good will. It is marvellous how they learn
so quickly. They have an hour of catechism each day and they apply themselves well
at learning. Sunday there is a big sermon for them and they never think it too long.
And you should hear them singing the Ave Maris Stella. As to their attachment to the
missioner there can be no doubt." He mentions that though the Protestant missionaries
have been trying hard there for some sixty years with no sparing of money and texts
etc. their schools continue to diminish. As for their own efforts, much pain and loss
had been suffered over the years sowing in tears since Fr Lutz began there but now it
seems as if they were set to reap the fruits.
From time to time Fr Lejeune came along to join them for ceremonies. He was wellloved by the children as he never came empty-handed. He was affectionately known
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to them as Granddad. In one of his letters published in the Bulletin we get a vivid
description of his visit as celebrant for the mass on 8 December 1903. Fr Shanahan
preached in English with an interpreter but the local king, who had converted to the
Catholic faith with great enthusiasm, intervened frequently to correct the interpreter.
The king also preached his own homily to the students at the celebration after mass.
After this very Christian celebration the celebrants and the Sisters had to pass through
a local gathering who were celebrating in a very pagan manner. Fr Lejeune, who
loved a confrontation, describes what happened:
Resolutely I pushed my way through the crowd until I reached the masked
men, who fled before me. Then I shouted 'Those who want to serve God and
renounce the Devil, follow me'. I was followed by about seventy children and
we made our way home, Fr Shanahan and myself, delighted with the way we
had celebrated the feast of the Blessed Virgin Mary and put the Devil to flight.
The Sisters, who were slightly nervous, went home by the short cut. 14
As Fr Shanahan was back again in Onitsha at the end of June he was moved to pen his
thoughts once more as he looked back on what he was, as revealed by his novitiate
notes, and reflecting on his present state.
June 27 1904 Once again my eyes have caught sight of the foregoing pages. How
happy to think of old and happy days! How painful to realise I'm so little changed for
the better since the days of my novitiate - on I stumble, carrying so so my cross,
always in the company of the same evil defects that long ago should have been
banished from my heart. It is now fifteen years since I received the habit, since I was
on retreat in Cellule. My God though I have not improved, yet as in those happy days
I rush to say to you with great energy of heart and soul "Deus meus et omnia."
Forgive an old sinner. Don't remember his iniquities, grant him the grace to be
something better, never to offend you mortally, the grace to do something for your
honour and glory. The grace to die in your divine service, under the shadow of your
sacred banner, the cross of my Lord and master. The favour of dying here in this
foreign land - forgotten by all save you and my good mother Mary. 0 When will the
day come when I cannot again offend you - the everlasting day in the Mansions of my
Father. Welcome suffering, sorrows, humiliation - provided that one day I can see
you face to face and sing with your angels and saints the endless hymn of joy "Gloria
in excelsis Deo."
Dekina
Feeling that at last he was relieved of supervising the various departments in the
Onitsha area, Fr Lejeune decided that he could now set off on a long trek up north
along the Niger river to inspect areas farther afield where he had reason to believe that
there were more promising prospects for evangelising the reported teeming millions
of Nigerians. It was a challenging and indeed a dangerous trek at the time as, apart
from internal strife between warring tribes, there was high tension between the British
military outposts and the native population because of attacks on these outposts and
severe reprisals by the military. Fr Lejeune eventually reached the region where the
Benue river joins the Niger. Mgr Le Roy had urged him to send photographs and
relevant maps of their works. He now wrote a detailed account of his exploration of
the territory for the Superior General Mgr Le Roy, who as a former missionary
explorer was specially interested in learning about new regions of Africa. Part of Fr
Lejeune's account was published in the Bulletin General and a more extended version
was carried by the main missionary publication of the time in France - Missions
129

Catholiques. Though Fr Lejeune had made a good case for opening a new station in
that area he opted for a locality less removed from base. This was Dek:ina where there
was a British fort and which was some 160 miles from Onitsha.
Writing to the Resident of Bassa Province, Dekina, on 14 October 1904 Fr
Lejeune states the purpose of the mission and the reason for starting at Dekina:
Sir, His Excellency the acting High Commissioner has had the kindness to
suggest Dek:ina in Bassa Province as being a suitable place to found a mission
with schools and a village for liberated slaves. Having come here with Fr
Joseph Lichtenberger, I find it really far more suitable for our purposes than
Thi, food being cheaper, the population entirely pagan and expenses small in
comparison to those that would be necessary to found a mission at Thi.
Therefore I intend, with your permission and that of his Exc.ellency, to
establish a mission at Dekina with
1)
a day school for the children ofDekina itself, principally pagan
children
2)
boarding school for children of distant towns with forty or fifty pupils
3)
Industrial schools for carpenters, gardeners, farmers etc.
4)
a village of freed slaves.
5)
I have already received assurance from Sir F. Lugard, High Comm.,
that the Government itself will liberate the slaves and give them to our
care, and we promise to observe punctually all the regulations made by
His Excellency and his representatives at Dekina ... It is our hope and
intention that the mission will support itself after a few years by its
own industry ... " 15
As visualised by Fr Lejeune the Dekina project seemed all set for success. It was in
fact to prove a very tough assignment. The man chosen to take charge of the new
station was a veteran missionary, Fr Joseph Lichtenberger, brother of Fr F.X. He, like
Fr Lejeune, had previously worked in Gabon. 16 He was given very detailed
instructions by Fr Lejeune before he set out from Onitsha on 13 October 1903. As
assistant he was given the newly-arrived Fr Paul Herry. Aged twe.nty-six, this was his
first appointment. A native of Brittany he had done his secondary studies at Blackrock
where he had made a special effort to perfect his English in order to be able to serve
more effectively in one of the missions where English was the official language. His
immediate problem now was to learn one of the local languages. 17
Conditions were primitive at Dekina: food was scarce and the work of clearing
the bush for building the mission compound and arable area was very hard. Pastoral
contact with the local people proved difficult because of a strong Muslim influence
all around. It was not at all the romantic pastoral work he had envisaged all along.
Unfortunately the mission got caught up in the ongoing clashes between
warring tribesmen and between the local population and the British military. The
military commander, Col. O'Riordan, Irish and Catholic, and Lieutenant Burney were
ambushed and murdered. This was followed by a severe reprisal. A local native
headquarters of the Okpoto country was wiped out. Then on Sunday 31 January 1904
a bushfire started that wiped out the mission station. The missionaries were left with
nothing but the clothes they were wearing. An entrance in the journal reflects the
feeling of depression among the missionaries: "This gives us the opportunity to
abandon the place, either permanently or at least for a considerable time. The mission
holds out little hope of success, especially since the Okpotos have revolted". Having
lost everything in the fire - even their shoes - it was decided that they would have to
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return to Onitsha for the moment. It proved a painful experience walking barefooted
for five days. 18
Shocked but not disheartened Fr Lejeune decided that the mission was to be
restarted once Fr Joseph and Paul had sufficiently recovered from their ordeal. They
resumed their work starting off from the foundations again. Then the mission received
another serious blow when Fr Joseph developed a large abscess in his arm that called
for his withdrawal from Nigeria. There was no question of leaving Fr Herry on his
own, especially as his health was none too robust. Writing to headquarters about the
critical situation Fr Lejeune said: "Fr Joseph Lichtenberger has an abscess on his arm
made worse by attending to his horse. I must send Shanahan to replace him. Anyway
he has asked for some time to go there and not without being motivated by his own
feelings." 19
Years later, when the new policy of concentrating on evangelisation through
schools was being pursued with notable success and when the Government called for
the setting up of a Training College for teachers, there were .those in the General
Administration in Paris who opposed this approach to mission work as being out of
line with practice hitherto in missions conducted by the Congregation. Shanahan
decided to pen a spirited defence of their new policy. As he ranged over the lack of
progress in the early years of their mission in Nigeria he spoke of his own experience
during the two years he laboured at Ogboli as follows
Eight years ago I was placed at a small station at Ogboli. In that place there
was a sort of school there with 25 young children. In the course of a year I
baptised about 150 children in articulo mortis but never even one adult.
Nevertheless I did pastoral work so-called. I did nothing but go from house to
house speaking about our religion. All for nothing. Today there are almost
1,000 Christians at Ogboli. Not one outside of school came to be instructed. 20
But to learn how Shanahan received his appointment for Dekina from Fr Lejeune let
us return to that interview given by the retired Bishop Shanahan in 1936 to be
published in the Missionary Annals:
Nearly two years were passed at Ogboli before Fr Lejeune decided to send me
up North in the summer of 1904. He appeared unexpectedly at my hut one day.
"You've got to get out of here," he said, "and strike out for Dekina. Follow the
river for the first 160 miles. Then there's a well-defined bush path which will
bring you to Dekina. It's only 40 miles from your landing place! Poor
Fr. Josef is up there by himself and he's nearly done in You must help him."
An hour later saw me and my trousseau (a Mass outfit, a 2/6 hammock for
bedtime, and some linen oddments) moving up the Niger in a canoe manned
by native paddlers After weeks of rough going I reached my goal, weary,
footsore and hungry.
Ogboli had looked a pretty barbarous place when I first visited it. But it was
heaven compared with Delcina. The poor old Father who was trying to keep
the flag of Christ flying there looked a physical wreck; the "house" we had to
inhabit was a " lean-to" structure of the most primitive type. When the doublebarrelled gun failed to bring down a guinea-hen or partridge, one had not to
bother about dinner. If good luck brought us a brace of birds there was a nail
on an old cotton tree where we hung the spare one .... The people would not
even let us into their houses, so that we were obliged to buy fifteen slaves
through the Government to have a little Christian community. Slaves were
cheap in that part of the world, where food was so scarce - I often saw them
sold in the open market for a bowl of com. Some of those we got proved
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themselves splendid Christians, true as steel, and for years afterwards they
followed me wherever I went. Did not Peter and Paul and Tom help to build
-the splendid Cathedral at Onitsha, finished only in 1935?
To the eternal credit of Frs. Josef and Herry be it said that despite the rigours
and ever-accumulating disappointments of a spiritually barren Mission station,
like Delcina, neither of them ever dreamed of showing the white feather by
quitting. No! The Moslems might make things as unpleasant as they liked, but
where these gallant fellows had once established the Cross of Christ, there
they would stand immovable. What men of iron these early pioneers were!
And what men of God! 21
Fr Shanahan arrived at Dekina on 26 July 1904. Fr Herry had written some months
earlier to Paris describing how limited were their contacts with the local people as
they feared to venture far from their mission station in the aftermath of the military
reprisal lest they be identified with the British government officials. There was also
the danger that they might get caught up in inter-tribal feuds. Fr Shanahan decided
that they must take the risk of trying to discover the areas where the people lived and
see what kind of reception they would get once the people recognised them for what
they were. This is how he described his first such missionary expedition to Fr
Lejeune. The letter is worth citing in full:
Thank you for your letter written on 10th August. It only arrived here on the
14th August. Everyone in Dekina is pleased that the painful situation which
existed in Onitsha has ceased. Your visit to the Upper Niger will be eagerly
expected. We will, before that, know a little better what are the tribes which
surround us. Last Thursday, we had our first excursion into the country of the
Okpotos. We left around seven o'clock, and waited until midday to the SouthWest of Dekina. During the first two hours, we saw no villages, no cultivated
fields, only bush, mountains, valleys, and here and there, a patch of virgin
forest. At last, round about ten o'clock, we met the inevitable kid-goat. All we
had to do was to follow it, and we reached a dozen huts. There was only one
woman in the village. Our arrival did not seem to please her much. Most
unwillingly, she indicated a track which would take us to a much bigger
village. It was true. There we found Okpotos of all sizes. They gave us a very
good welcome as soon as they knew we were not 'gun-people'. We saw four
or five children. The poor old white haired woman, and the old men came to
greet us. We exchanged handshakes, and we sat down. The chief sent one of
his men to accompany us and show us the five or six other villages which, all
together, bear the name 'Ogege'. Everywhere, we received the same welcome.
From Ogege, we went on to Elika, leaving Ofadji at our left. We can see, on
all sides, splendid plantations. At midday, covered with sweat; we reached the
highest summit of a high and long mountain range. What a splendid sight!
Faraway towards the North, on could see Lokoja, the Niger and the Benue.
Closer to us, the immense plain, the home of the Bassa Comos. To the West,
the high peaks at the foot of which are "Gende and itole" Dekina, seen from
where we stood, seemed to be in a hollow. To the South, the land seemed to be
more uneven. There were cultivated fields everywhere, but we did not see any
villages.
Fortunately, we found some good people in a field of yams. We were dying of
hunger and thirst. They quickly lit a fire and prepared yams. Meanwhile they
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offered us a drink of Pito from their calabash. Oh! The good people they are !
It was there, sitting round the fire, waiting for the meal to be ready, that we
had our first lesson of Okpoto. They made us repeat the same word twenty
times until it was pronounced correctly. Once the meal was over, we had to
say goodbye, but
they asked us to come back. We will certainly do so.
This then was our first excursion. This week we will go into another direction
to continue our exploration. In the direction of Ogoge there is no water.
During the whole day we found only two thin trickles. We are still waiting for
the rain. For five weeks , we still have not any ... Fr Herry is full of life, his
health is good. So is Bro Adelard. Greetings to all the confreres of Old
Calabar. 22
Shanahan's next letter to Lejeune, 12 September 1904, again reported progress. This
letter is again worth quoting in full as it gives some indications of local social
conditions as well as giving us an insight to some of their own little daily concerns:
We have continued our excursions: one to 'Abusu' and another to 'Ossori', at
about 15 kilometres from Dekina, in Okpotos Country.
Shanahan's next letter to Lejeune, 12 September 1904, again reported
progress. This letter is again worth quoting in full as it gives some indications of local
social conditions as well as giving us an insight to some of their own little daily
concerns:
We have continued our excursions: one to 'Abusu' and another to 'Ossori' at
about 15 kilometres from Dekina. The chiefs came to visit us in Dekina, so
that you can see that the ferocious Okpotos are not all that terrible.
Everywhere Muslims are to be found; they are the people with authority. The
number of those people is certainly not very big. Each Okpoto man, woman
and child, wear a quantity of amulets. It is difficult to know what their
religion is. So far, we have not seen any idol. We have only discovered,
under a handful of grass at the end of a stick, a few cowries. Everyone is well
dressed. The women well behaved. Now one sees small com everywhere.
Once the harvest is over, people build in the fields very tiny houses in which
the grain is stored.
At Abusu, the aim of our latest incursion, we had the first Okpoto baptism; it
was a small girl who was dying. She was given the name of Mary. We
explained to these good people that we took a special care of children, and that
we would always give them the best medicine if they fell ill.
Once again, I was due to leave for Aquacha, and Lafia, but on the very day of
departure the 'Resident Captain' was taken ill. It will be for later.
People say that Sir Lugard is at Lokoya, and will perhaps come to Dekina.
The contract for the land has been sent to the Resident. He is right now
making the plans etc ... Who should sign? In the meantime I will sign it 'loco'
Rev Fr Lejeune CSSp, Prefect Apostolic of Nigeria.
Fr Herry and the Brother are in good health. Our wine is finished. I have told
Fr Vogler to order some. In the meantime, we will do some penance. You
know someone who needs it badly.
My last pair of shoes is nearly worn out. I could not find any in Lokoya, or in
Onitsha. It would be a great charity on your part if you could send me a pair,
size 11. Otherwise, goodbye to apostolic excursions.
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Greetings to all the confreres of Old Calabar. Believe, Reverend and dear
Father, that I am yours in Our Lord.
PS When will you come to visit us? We will go and meet you. 23
Fortunately Fr Shanahan felt obliged to report regularly to Fr Lejeune about their
progress and problems. We quote a few extracts from his next letter omitting the
details about landscape and layout of the country with a view to planning the future
stations:
On my return from a long excursion in Okpoto land it was for me great joy to
find your good letter filled with encouragements for the Delcinans. The small
postcard was also welcome. Many thanks for the 350 francs. Yes, we will
hold Delcina, and meanwhile, will continue to be aware of what is going on
around us. Old Calabar is doing extremely well. Fr Lena continues to fill
heaven with the poor and abandoned of this world. The collection is very
successful, so much the better. You will have lots of news to give us when
you come. Fr Mac 'in labour' has given birth to a mouse, as far as I can see.
At last the trip to Lafia has taken place. In a few words, I will tell you what I
have seen and heard along the way. The distance between Delcina and Lafia
is 35/40 miles. Two hours from here, all cultivation ceases, leaving only bush
everywhere. A very small path winds its way through the forest. One cannot
see anything beyond two or three metres on either side. If one wanted to fight
a real war, a few men would suffice to prevent anyone from passing through.
'Stone guns' are at home here. There are very few villages; the country is
dead. One does not hear anything, not even a cock; it seems that all cocks
have disappeared. No goats either, because it would be so easy to follow
them, and thus reach the village. Since last year, nothing has been planted.
And therefore, people will only give yams out of fear. It is said that the
Okpotos are all slave traders .. Farms are very far away from villages, well
hidden in the bush. There, huts are built where, after a hard day's work, the
slave rests bound to a post. He never leaves the farm except to be sold.
In each village along the way, there are men watching at some distance from
where people live. As soon as a stranger is sighted, a small, long and flat bell
gives the signal. The sound of that small bell is heard very far away, and
depending on the way one beats the bell, the people in the village run away,
or take their arrows and guns and lie in ambush along the way; or again, stay
where they are. White people never enter villages or compounds. I am, I
think, the first to go round everywhere, as formerly in Onitsha.
When the understood the sort of person the bearded White Man was; that he
came to attend to their sick, teach their children, without asking for taxes at the
point of the bayonet etc, etc, you have seen how their faces change.
Immediately, from all sides, the young and old men and women come out of
the bush. After one hour we are getting on marvelously, the best friends in the
world. I put stress on the absolute difference which exists between us and the
government personnel. Immediately people began to talk, yams, eggs, and the
hens which did not exist a moment ago came out of their hiding place; people
insist that I should take whatever I want.
There are many children and they look intelligent. Several even wanted to
accompany me but the name Delcina and the Bassas were enough to make
them take to their heels. There is no word strong enough to express their
contempt for the Bassas. This is due, I believe, to the fact that for the past
hundred, or a hundred and fifty years, the Bassas have come to take slaves
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from the Okpotos. The animosity of the Bassas against the Okpotos is no less
sincere.
Just now I don't think there is much that can be done about this, apart from
making ourselves seen, as you say. News travels so fast. Soon people will
know us all over. A good number of chiefs have come to visit us. It is near
Lafia, in a village called Amefa, that O'Riordan and Biemey have met the first
resistance to their police. It is about 25 miles from Lafia to Akwatcha, a long
day's journey. Akwatcha is in a hole surrounded by mountains, or rather hills,
like our mission in Dekina. Before reaching Akwatcha, one finds beautiful
villages built on a plateau. There is no 'tsetse' flies here. A nice river, the
same that is at Lafia, passes close to the villages. This river, flows into
Anambra creek. There is talking even of cleaning it up. The water is
excellent and deep enough, they say, at all seasons for canoes. From Lafia to
Akwatcha, I did not see a single farm. And yet the land is quite open and bas
been cleared of bush. From Akwatcha to Anikpa there is only one day's walk.
Recently there was a general meeting in the extreme east of Okpoto country of
these tribes; Okpotis, Munchis, Idomas and lbos. The question that was
discussed was war. They decided unanimously to wage war against the
Whites, or at least send messengers to the Whites inviting them to come and
fight. One chief even sent a cow to Mr Stevens, telling him to eat it in the
hope that it might give him the courage to come and fight. If there is an
expedition it will not be a Sunday stroll.
This letter is already too long; when you come we will talk about all this. As
soon as the weather improves we hope to go to Edjule, halfway between here
and Idah. It seems that there are very big villages all along the road. Perhaps
we should be thinking of a mission station on the river somewhere near Idah,
if we want to try to evangelise the Okpotos?
As regards the 'Hausas' or 'Muslems', there is no doubt that they are
absolutely detested by the Okpotos. The day there is war, the first heads to
fall will be those of the Hausas. They are very proud of themselves just now.
They are grouped around the government houses. They are the Jews of this
area. There is no wickedness that they are not accused of by the Okpotos.
They are crooks and spies.
It is enough for twenty of them to come to a village for everyone to run away.
There is no town at Lafia, and there is none in Akwatcha. There are Hausas
but hardly any natives in these villages, the most miserable I have seen
anywhere. It is the same thing here in Dekina. The Okpoto don't want jujus.
So I think that, in the light of what I have seen, the Okpotos are pagans, and,
therefore, they are a marvelous field in which to sow the seed which will bear
fruit for heaven.
As in the past we cannot have anybody at Delcina. The old chief of the Bassas
beats his children who dare to come to us. I have an Okpoto interpreter; he
also speaks the language of the Hausa. He goes with us on our excursions.
Tomorrow Fr Herry and the Brother are going in the direction of Elika. We
have again baptised a dying child. I came across him by chance, far from
here, at Odu. We often find sick children, but we have no medicine at all. I
don't know whether Fr Joseph has sent an order. Could not Onitsha order,
keep and distribute to the various mission stations more medicine? I have
asked them for more Ipeca etc ... but they say there is none left.
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We are always in good health. The Whites are very well disposed to us. It is
more expensive to have such assiduous friends. But, for the time being, we
-cannot do without them. And perhaps it would be good to let things be as they
are now until we are more independent.
Goodbye, and we hope to see you soon in Delcina. All our best wishes for the
good work that is being done in Old Calabar. It must compensate in some way
for the sadness which you feel when you see the other •twin' who is sickly. 24
Sometime in October Shanahan received a letter from Lejeune that contained some
critical personal remarks about his conduct of the schools in Onitsha (Oboli). As that
letter has not survived we have to depend on Shanahan's reply to put us in the picture
about their personal relations. Lejeune was undoubtedly a great missionary at heart, a
wonderful organiser who got things done, but in the process he seems to have ridden
roughshod over peoples' feelings and opinions. He had got into trouble because of
this in Gabon and had eventually left the mission under a cloud. He was not long in
Nigeria when he got peoples' backs up again. The catechists in particular went on
strike against his methods. What the criticism Lejeune levelled at Shanahan while
working in Onitsha is not recorded but Shanahan's reply, which was preserved by
Lejeune, gives us a rare insight into Shanahan's personal relationship with Fr Lejeune
for whom he was to retain the highest regard all his life:
I received your last letter from 'Old Calabar'. I accept everything you say to
me and I accept it in very good grace. There is no need to go into certain
explanations here re •my management of Onitsha Schools', it is something we
can talk about when you come next time. I sent you a letter to Old Calabar,
giving some details concerning a trip to Latia and Kwatcha. The governor
leaves Latia, and Mr Stevens whom you know came back from there today.
The Attorney General, Judge I>latt, has spent a few days in Dekina. He has
asked on behalf of the A C, Sir Lugard, a number of explanations on what we
intend to do in the Bassa province. I told him that our Prefect Apostolic would
come in a few weeks' time, and that he would be able. to give him all the
information he wanted.
The judge asked me then to write to you and to ask you to go and see him
when you pass through Lokoja.
We have not received anything, including our provisions, (we have received
neither our wine nor our food supply). I have written to Fr Vogler asking for
such articles such as coffee, the camp bed for Fr Joseph etc. If you could
bring them as far as Lokoja we could meet you there ifwe knew what day you
are commg.
We have kept a few little things for the occasion. Fr Herry is keeping some
potatoes in reserve. Brother Adelard a chicken and a big duck, then there are
some cabbages and carrots, some tomatoes, and a nice place to take a good
bath, but there are also millions of mosquitoes, so bring your net.
Perhaps you would not believe how it made my heart bleed to see in your last
letter how much you had been hurt. I admire the frankness with which you
revealed your thoughts to me, I love above all, to see the heart of a father
behind these rather strong words! The heart of an old missionary who despite
storms and tempests remains victorious over himself and the world.
It is perhaps the first and last time I will write this to you, but I will always
have fond memories of you. It was under your guidance that I was initiated
into the missionary life. The novitiate was somewhat hard (a bit tough), but it
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does not matter. Now that I know you better, and know myself better, the
difficulties of the past are buried in the past. As far as I am concerned I have
profited from them.
We are all in good health. Come as soon as possible. 25
There is little in these contemporary letters to give us any glimpse of daily life in the
little community at Delcina. Speaking a few years later after the premature death of Fr
Herry Fr Shanahan gave a general snapshot of the life lived by Fr Herry, Brother
Adelard and himself in this remote mission station.
At Dekina one lived in conditions of extreme poverty. We had to do our own
laundry, our own cooking, try to keep the place clean, find the necessary water. .. At
seven in the morning each of us armed with tools (a cutlass) set off to work till
breakfast time clearing the brushwood. The man on duty for the week went back
home at 11 am to prepare the meal, a repast suitable for anchorites and washed down
in the form of wine with a beverage made from fermented maize. The scorching hours
from 1 to 3 were set aside for the study of the native languages, Housa and Okpoto.
Twice a week we went on apostolic outings to make contact with the people.
In the midst of these occupations Fr Herry never lost his natural sense of
gaiety which always charmed his confreres. He loved at eventide under the clear light
of the moon to sing Fr Botrel's compositions intermingled with Breton songs which
always produced a profound effect on his Celtic soul. 26
In spite of the sweat and work put into preparing the mission compound, the visits to
the people in the surrounding countryside there was little to show from a missionary
point of view. One baptism -that of a little girl- who was given the name Mary. The
people had seen that they cared for little children but they were in no hurry to take up
the offer of a school. Above all the missionaries were disappointed that the promise
made by Sir Frederick Lugard of sending redeemed slave children to the mission had
not been kept. These would have supplied the nucleus of a mission of the type that
had been operated elsewhere, namely the beginning of forming a Christian village
where the children would in time be trained in the cultivation of the soil that had been
cleared. They had no inkling that there was a definite official policy in this mater of
not confiding the redeemed slave children to the Christian mission school. From later
studies of British policy in the area it has been suggested that Lugard had definite
guidelines in this matter. He felt it would complicate matters in their relations with
Muslims who were very definitely being courted as being more in line with the
government's strategy in dealing with the native Africans, the frequent changing of
missionary personnel in schools was seen not to be in the best interests of the
children. As to the doctrine taught to the children in the mission schools about the
equality of all races in the plan of redemption it was felt that while acceptable as a
matter of doctrine it could have undesirable effects when translated into political
judgements. Finally, a problem for the mission itself was the lack of available funds
to carry out its own project of redeeming slave children. Efforts by the Motherhouse
to raise funds in England for the redemption of slave children met with no success. 27
From the reports sent to Paris by Lejeune based on the letters received from
Shanahan the conviction began to harden at headquarters early in 1905 that the
mission in Dekina was not viable. An extract from Lejeune's letter dated 6 January
1905 illustrates this attitude:
The main trouble is that the Government of Northern Nigeria is installing
Moslem chiefs everywhere, in the most pagan villages. Fr. Shanahan says that
the pagans are deserting their villages so as to avoid the taxes that these
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When Bishop Shanahan, then in retirement, addressed a packed hall at Blackrock
College he held his audience spellbound as he recalled that last visit from Fr Lejeune
putting. it in the context of the sacrifice he had made for the sake of his two confreres
serving in that remote mission station which he knew would demand heroic sacrifices
to keep it going in face of so many odds:
His health had broken down - broken in the service of Christ, and he came up
to see us. There were no roads, of course, no ways of travelling, and his poor
feet were broken up and covered with calluses, and he had to walk those forty
miles he told us about, but he wanted to come and bid us a last good-bye. He
told us to hold on and not to give in .. 30
Fr Lejeune had arrived back in France on 15 April 1905 in the hopes that surgery
might prolong his life. In the meantime Fr Shanahan now had to report directly to the
Motherhouse himself about conditions at Dekina. He addressed his letter to Fr J-B
Pascal, the Second Assistant, who had special responsibility for dealing with
correspondence from the missions. He wrote as follows:
Father Lena has sent me the sheet which you will find together with this letter,
plus the requested information. You may be interested to know what we are
doing in Dekina. So far, we have not been able to get from the government
more than fourteen slaves, seven of whom are between two and seven years.
The other seven can work a little. We work with them to plant some yams,
cassava, local beans etc. Food is expensive, and all the more so as one must
pay cash, and for three pence, the smallest coin in the Protectorate, one gets
very little.
The people of the area do not want to send their children to us to teach them.
When we go and visit them, they let us know that they would be infinitely
happier if we left them in peace. As you know, the Hausas are, by themselves,
the majority in Dekina. In the whole of N Nigeria, it is through them, or
through Muslims like them, that the orders given by the Government are
carried out. Consequently, they are considered as the true masters of the
country after the Whites. Those people are, at the same time, missionaries.
Wherever they are, they seek to proselytise.
They know that we are the 'malams' or priests of the Whites. They know very
well that we preach the religion of Christ, opposed to that of the prophet.
Therefore, insofar as it depends on them, our influence will be of little
account.
That is why, apart from our work with the slaves, our mission in Dekina,
insofar as I can see, will never come to anything. I would love to be able to
say the contrary. But if our work for the slaves succeeds, Dekina, because of
its position, could at least become a central school for the formation of
catechists, and apprentices for the different surrounding tribes.
Another thing: we only take boys. But there are many more girls than boys
who are liberated. We are constantly asked whether we want to take girls; but
we cannot. For our work to be complete, it is necessary to establish
immediately a 'slave-home' for girls. All that demands much money. To
transport 25 kilos from the river to here, one must 1 fr.20.
People carry things only if they are forced. It is the Hausas who, by order of
the government, give us porters. So that looking at the circumstances as a
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whole, the future of our mission station does not appear bright. But is that not
the way every mission begins? With come courage and the blessing of the
Good Lord, our mission will grow and will become prosperous. 31
A few days later Fr Shanahan happened on the spiritual note book which he had
written during his novitiate year in Chevilly, 1897, and decided to enter a note about
his present state of mind. The note reads:
18th May 1905 By chance this little notebook has come into my hands for the
third time during this my third year in Africa. Now I am in Dekina, N.Nigeria.
God grant me courage, patience, unlimited confidence in Divine Providence,
the true spirit of prayer and charity to be able to do my work, to never forget
asking from Heaven the necessary help to perform my duties.
Grant me also, my God, a spirit of true acceptance of my sins, may I never
forget I have offended and have consequently to do penance. There's no day
so long that has not a night. Death and eternity are the night which any day
may come to shut out forever the sun oflife.
Mary, my good Mother, grant that I may ever be ready to appear with clean
heart and soul before the judgement seat of the Unerring Judge. Plead my
cause for me, good Mother. Ifl have penance to do beyond, well, God's Holy
Will be done.
That will also finish some day and then Heaven forever.
To God alone be honour, praise and glory from every creature the whole world
over to the end of time.
Shanahan's letter written 13 May 1905 to Fr Paschal had not reached Paris by the
time a letter arrived from Fr Lejeune announcing that, with the approval of the
Motherhouse, he had decided to close the mission at Dekina. Though not totally
unexpected the news came as a shock to the three men on the spot.
Having also received a letter from Mgr Le Roy announcing that Fr Lejeune's illness
was terminal, Fr Shanahan wrote two letters to Paris - one to Mgr Le Roy and one to
Fr Lejeune:
To Mgr Le Roy he wrote:
My Lord and Reverend Father
Thank you for the few lines you added to Fr Lejeune's letter. I could not
express how painful for me has been the sad news of his illness. He will not
be forgotten in the prayers of his confreres at Dekina. I know that our mission
here was close to his heart. In his present state of health it is hard for him to
know that it is to be abandoned.
Next Saturday, 26th August, we will leave for Onitsha. Our sixteen children,
as ordered by Fr Vogler, will be entrusted to the government in Lokoja. There
is a declaration which forbids the taking of any liberated child outside the
protectorate of N Nigeria. We would have liked to keep these poor little
children. They know their prayers very well, thanks to Fr Herry, and they sing
several hymns very well. Nearly all of them can serve Mass.
They do not know that in three days we are going to be separated forever.
I assure you, My Lord, that we have really tried to make this mission station
work but our efforts have not succeeded. Wherever we go, my confreres and
myself, we will try to do our duty, to work for the sanctification of the Black
people, in sanctifying and sacrificing ourselves.
May the Good God bless you and keep you a long time at the helm to direct
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your apostolic workers.
Please, believe that I am the very devoted child of Your Lordship.
J Shanahan.
It was not the normal procedure that the Superior General should have written directly
to anyone except the head of the mission and one can imagine that Fr Shanahan took
special care in composing his first letter to Mgr Le Roy, but he must have taken very
special care in wording a personal message to Fr Lejeune in order to help cheer up his
spirits in spite of the loss of his cherished mission at Dekina, while trying also to
cope with his 0\\-11 serious illness.
I have received your last letter, dated July, concerning the fate of Dekina. Just
now we have only sixteen children, and as always, none from outside the
school. So that I believe that in leaving Dekina, the loss, from th~ apostolic
point of view, is not great. Our sixteen children will be entrusted to the
Government in Lokoja. To the question put to Fr Vogler concerning their fate,
he writes that it is better to give them back. It is true that some of them did not
want to follow us to Onitsha. On the other hand you know that they could not
follow us unless they had the authorisation of the N Comm. Having been
given this authorisation, one would have had to write reports every six months,
and our mission would have been opened to the inspection of the people of the
government of N Nigeria, as long as these children were with us.
I was sorry to hear that your suffering has not got any less. May the Good
Lord give you the grace to bear with courage, as you always do, this new cross
which He has sent to you. Every day, I pray for you during the offering of the
Holy Sacrifice. I also try to say my Office a little better for the same reason.
You remember when we went hunting together for guinea-fowl? I went again
the other day, alone and without a gun, to remember the days gone by.
Saturday, we will leave for Onitsha. No matter where I am sent, I will do my
best, drawing profit from my three years in Africa, to do my duty.
Fr Herry and Bro Adelard have asked me to send their best wishes to you. I
,
will soon write to you from Onitsha. 32
On receiving the definitive word from France that the Dekina mission had been
terminated, Fr Herry, who wrote up the community journal and wishing to emphasise
that it was really a .red-letter day, wrote in red ink for 20 May 1905:
A letter from Rev Fr Lejeune lets us know that Dekina has been suppressed by
the Mother House. This news has caused us pain. It was bound to come
sooner or later but we did not expect it yet. And our students. They have eaten
their white bread up till now. What has the future in store for them?
As the final words in the community journal at Dekina, Fr Shanahan wrote: 'Dekina
vixit!' - 'Dekina has done with life'. He knew from his classical studies the
significance of that particular form of the verb vivere to live: it had once been used
famously to announce the execution of a batch of prisoners as, "They have done with
life".
Speaking two years later on hearing the news of the premature death of Fr Herry, Fr
Shanahan wrote this postscript about the closing of Dekina:
There is nothing which can equal the sorrow of a missionary, when he sees
himself obliged to quit a station where he has worked so hard, suffered so
much. One would say that each drop of sweat, which fell on the soil, each tear,
each prayer, have sent down so many roots that bind the apostle to his post.
One understands then how his heart bleeds when he must quit the place. He
suffered more than others, this young missionary with such a sensitive heart,
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who felt already that his energy had been drained by this his first field of
labour in the apostolate.
I will never forget that painful instant , when stopping at the top of the Roko
hill, Fr Herry turned back to take his last look at Dekina, and say a last adieu.
During the long hours of the walk which followed no one uttered a word, so
heavy was the heart of each one of us. 33
A letter to Paris dated 27 August 1905 by Fr Vogler, who was acting as
administrator at Onitsha in Lejeune's place, informs us of the arrangements
made for the members of the Dekina mission and their students: "Fr Shanahan
has arrived with 15 students from Dekina. ..Shanahan is being posted to
Nsugbe for the moment. I keep Fr Herry and Br Ade lard here."
Nsugbe, situated ca 1000 metres from Onitsha, was opened as a mission station as
early as 1892. It had a chequered career due mainly to the fact that it had not a
permanent pastor in residence there. From 1897 until June 1901 it had been served by
a priest coming occasionally from Onitsha. It is said that the people of Nsugbe sent
over twenty delegations to Onitsha requesting the Prefect to send them a resident
priest once again. At the time there was not even a Prefect Apostolic in residence in
Onitsha. With the arrival of Fr Lejeune a new era was ushered in but due to lack of
personnel he could not attend to Nsugbe till June the following year when he Fr
Ganot - the former pastor there who had been away ill - returned to his post. On the
15 August Fr Lejeune came on a pastoral visit and baptised the local king as well as
40 others. The people were overjoyed at this new beginning and promised: 1. To send
all their children to school. 2. To make all the people attend Mass and catechetical
instruction. 3. To build two main roads to link up the Mission with the town. Huts
were repaired to provide a school for the very young children in addition to the
primary school held in the mission church-cum-school house. With the increase in
school attendance and the support from the parents Fr Ganot felt he could refer to
Nsugbe as "the flower of Paradise". However matters declined again on the enforced
departure through illness of Fr Ganot. "There was then a weakening in faith, a falling
off in religious observance; among the catechumens a marked uncertainty and
hesitance and, finally, among the pagans there was indifference and even a
withdrawal." Worse was to happen. The pastor had warned the people to cut the long
grass around the mission compound as a break against recurring forest fires.
Unfortunately his instructions were not implemented and the inevitable outbreak of
fire happened severely damaging the mission complex. 34 The mission took up again
with the arrival of a new priest Fr Brey. The figures given in the Etat for June 1904
are as follows: Nsugbe (Our Lady of Chartres) 1 priest - Fr Brey; 2 catechists, 6
boarders and 60 day students. It seems that the mission took a downturn again and
was badly in need of an active pastor in residence by the time Fr Shanahan arrived
back from Dekina in late August 1905. Fr Vogler, who was standing in for Fr
Lejeune, appointed Fr Shanahan to Nsugbe 'for the moment.'
It would appear that people neglected to inform Fr Shanahan that the lands
offered to the mission in Nsugbe were mostly what was known as "bad bush" or "evil
forests" - that is land which for one reason or another had a sacred significance in
pagan ritual or events. It was hoped by the Christians that this type of land would be
exorcised by the fact that it was being used for mission purposes. Fr Shanahan,
having heard senior members of the pagan community expressing their determination
to join their ancestors in the next world even if that meant not going to heaven, came
to the conclusion that he must endeavour to influence them to want to be with their
grandchildren who would have learned to love their Christian religion and want to go
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to the home promised by Jesus Christ. He saw that evangelisation of the parents and
grandparents though the children was the great hope for the future. This made him
more convinced that the schools held the key to conversions. So he got down to work
immediately and with the help of the children began to clear further ground for the
school and mission compound as he had done previously with Fr Herry in Dekina.
Unfortunately he found himself embroiled in a local uproar organised by those who
still looked on these areas as sacred. Fr Shanahan would have been aware of the
strong opposition to any interference with such sites in country places in Ireland - the
fairy trees and the ring forts - and as he looked on himself as following in the
footsteps of St Patrick in his methods of evangelising the pagan people of Ireland, he
would take a sympathetic view of the people's reactions once he had realised that he
was treading on their sacred ground. There is no precise record as to how the problem
was eventually solved but other events beyond his control were to diffuse the situation
in an unexpected way. 35
The choosing of a successor to Fr Lejeune and the future status of the Nigerian
mission occupied minds during the autumn of 1905. Early in 1904, when there had
been some dissatisfaction among his confreres with the leadership of Fr Lejeune, he
had written about the matter to the Motherhouse as follows:
Fr Shanahan is dead set against the Alsatian members here and the Irish
Brothers are also critical. That made me laugh in the beginning but when it
became more serious I felt obliged to tell Shanahan that he was wrong on
several points. The Alsatians are not less to blame: they accuse the Irish of
working to get rid of me. I am here and I intend to remain on, but when I am
gone a strong hand will be necessary who will not fear to slap both sides on
the wrists. Is it to be and Irishman or an Alsatian? That is the question. 36
One young Frenchman, Fr Louis Lena, had no doubts about who should be appointed
superior in succession to Fr Lejeune. As early as 29 December 1904 he wrote to Mgr
Le Roy stating his opinion "that among those serving in the prefecture Fr Shanahan
would be the most suitable to take charge.. " Fr J-B Pascal, the Assistant to the
Superior General, who had special responsibility for dealing with the missions
conducted by the Congregation Nigerian mission, warned the missionaries at Onitsha
about dissentions and used the proverb: 'Divide et impera' - Divide and conquer.
Lejeune reported that Fr Shanahan, admitting that he had gone over the top in this
controversy, had asked to be changed from Onitsha to Dekina to distance himself
from the situation. 37
On arrival at Paris Fr Lejeune composed what was to be his last report on their
mission in Nigeria - a very informative document giving a clear outline of the rapid
development of the region since it had been taken out of the hands of the Royal Niger
Company, which was motivated merely by commercial interests, and been
administered directly by the British Government . The new civil situation gave great
hopes for a more rapid missionary expansion calling for more authoritative leadership.
He made this prophetic assessment:
The importance of the Lower Niger Mission, the importance of the entire
Colony and the importance which the two are about to assume point to the fact
that this mission now needs at the helm of affairs an authority much greater
than mine, the authority of a bishop. 38
The previous year the mission conducted by the Congregation in Sierra Leone had
been upgraded to being a vicariate - a mission headed by a bishop. One of the most
promising members of the Congregation, Fr John O'Gorman, former professor in the
senior Scholasticates in France and the USA, had been nominated bishop. Having
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made a strong case for raising the status of the mission in S Nigeria to a vicariate Fr
Lejeune made it clear that he did not want to be made bishop himself, but in case
there was no such change of status he was ready to return as Prefect as hitherto. As to
who should be appointed head of the mission if he were to be replaced he had very
definite views. Not Fr Vogler whom he had deputed to act in his absence from the
mission as
"He would turn the mission back to where it was before I came. Not
Shanahan. He is zealous and good but has a too deep dislike - often
manifested- for the French and the Alsatians. I would propose as candidate Fr
Lena. His youth and his rather obvious timidity would be the sole obstacles
that I would see to his being first on my list." Fr Lejeune added a postscript:
"This letter should not remain in the archives after my death. I don't want
people to speak well of me."
When it was obvious that Fr Lejeune was dying he was removed to Pasteur Hospital.
As his pain was very severe it was suggested that he take a morphine injection. He
refused saying: "I am getting only what I deserve ... I was very hard on others and did
not make any allowances for their sufferings. It is only just that I suffer in my turn".
When one of the Sisters of St Joseph of Cluny, the Sisters who worked with him in
Gabon and Onitsha, said she would pray to their Foundress, Mother Javouhey, for a
miraculous cure for him he remarked "No. She won't listen as I was too hard on some
her Sisters." Then he added with a smile: "But I wasn't always wrong." 39 It is said
that on his deathbed he sent a message to Mgr Le Roy recommending Fr Shanahan as
his successor and saying, "That young Irishman has the soul of an apostle". Fr
Lejeune died on 6 September 1905 aged forty-five.
When the news of Fr Lejeune's death reached Nigeria a solemn requiem Mass
was celebrated at Onitsha on 4 October for the repose of his soul. The principal
celebrant was Fr Pat McDermott, the senior member of the mission, Fr Shanahan was
the deacon and Fr Jules Douvry the subdeacon. Naturally while there was much to be
said on that occasion about Fr Lejeune, the man and his work, what was uppermost in
all minds was who was to succeed him. Though Fr Vogler had been asked to take
charge when Fr Lejeune left for France it was thought that the new man might be a
bishop from outside as had happened recently in Sierra Leone.
Mgr Le Roy wrote to the Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda in Rome to inform
him officially of the death of Fr Lejeune and submitted as required the three names of
suitable candidates. He gave the main points in favour of each as follows: Fr Joseph
Ignatius Shanahan, 35 years old, Irish~ Fr Louis Joseph Lena, 31 years old, French~ Fr
Louis, Napoleon Charles Vogler, 36 years old, Alsace, Strasbourg Diocese. But even
though Fr Vogler had come to Onitsha in 1895, spoke German, French, English and
Igbo, and Fr Lena also spoke English and the local dialects at Onitsha and though
both were described as excellent missionaries, Shanahan was judged the most prudent
and most capable of the three. In these confidential reports Mgr Le Roy clearly
indicated his preference for Shanahan No doubt as he flicked through Shanahan's
personal dossier which contained his personal letters as a student he had his opinion
confirmed in that even at an early age he had displayed in his letters remarkable
common sense and maturity. So it was as if he was repeating what he had written to
the Irish Provincial, Fr Larry Healy, on 17 July 1902 but giving it a new emphasis:
"Je compte toujours sur le P. Shanahan" - I continue to count on Fr Shanahan.
It is possible, however, that a major consideration for Mgr Le Roy was that, Nigeria
being now a British Protectorate, a French man would not be enthusiastically
welcomed there as head of the mission. There was ample evidence that the directors
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of the Royal Niger Company, which oversaw British involvement in Nigeria in the
matter of trade for many years, had showed a marked disapproval of French
merchants and missionaries operating in the area. Rome concurred with Mgr Le Roy's
judgement and officially confirmed Fr Shanahan's appointment as Prefect Apostolic
of Lower Nigeria on 27 September 1905. No request had been made at this stage to
have the mission recognised as a vicariate requiring a bishop at its head.
Rome's decision was notified by letter to Mgr Le Roy as Superior General and
was passed on by letter to Fr Shanahan About the reception of this letter in Onitsha
we read in the mission Journal kept there as follows:
3 Nov. First Friday. Mail arrives from the Motherhouse. One addressed to V
Rev Fr Shanahan, Superior RCM Nsugbe. We are all regretting that he is not
present. In the meantime we hold on to the letter, writing to hi_m to come
himself to Onitsha. We suspect that he is to be our newly appointed Apostolic
Prefect. Br Anther, who has been staying at Onitsha for three weeks, now is
leaving for Nsugbe with a letter for Fr Shanahan.
Sunday: Fr Shanahan is not coming and Fr Vogler has not found his field
glasses. At 10.15 arrival of Fr Shanahan. We hand him the said letter. He
opens it and sees to his great astonishment that the eyes of the Sovereign
Pontiff are being set on him and he is appointed Apostolic Prefect of Southern
Nigeria. 40
Fr Shanahan's reply to Mgr Le Roy reads as follows:
Personal
Monseignor and Very Reverent Father
Never before has such unexpected news reached the Lower Niger as that of
the appointment of the present Prefect Apostolic. All of us here expected to
see coming here a Bishop having the vigorous qualities necessary to continue
and complete the work, which began so well with poor Fr. Lejeune whom we
all miss.
It was all the more necessary to have such a man as ~ur ranks have been
cruelly decimated this year by illness and by death. We needed someone
capable of replacing those heroes. In choosing me, the Good Lord wants us to
remember that He alone is everything, man, the instrument which he uses,
nothing.
However, let your will be always done, 0 my God, mine never! .
Thank you, Monseigneur, for your encouraging and affectionate words.
Thank you for the trust you have shown in me in putting me in the most
difficult and the most dangerous post in this terrible battlefield on the banks of
the Niger. You can, I believe, count on all of us here to continue courageously
God's work in this area.
At present, we are all one. May Jesus Christ keep us always thus.
Good example, religious regularity, apostolic zeal, and absolute obedience to
all your commands, counsel and advice will be the object of all the efforts of
the missionaries of the Lower Niger.
Please, believe, Monseigneur, in my filial affection and obedience.
J Shanahan. 41
Significantly in his first official report as head of the mission he deals with the state of
the schools. Their schools have been examined officially for the first time. He also
mentions that they are insisting as from then on that all members of the mission
stations should learn Igbo. Fr Vogler is to preach in Igbo on 24 November. Next he
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deals with administrative matters: Br Othrain Casey is due for renewal of vows; he
does his work well and is animated with a good spirit. This comment is of note as Fr
Lejeune in his final report on the mission had been critical of Br Othrain. 42
His next report is addressed to Mgr Le Roy and through him to the Director of
the Holy Childhood from whom financial aid for their mission schools was expected.
Naturally the main emphasis is on schools. He mentions that as Fr McDermot is
'Minister General for schools' it is for him to send the general report, and he mentions
that as Br David Doran feels that he is growing old he asks to be sent to Ogboli to
work with Fr McDermott. He could do great services in the school there. So one
senses that already Fr Shanahan is in command and at ease with general strategy and
the ordinary nitty-gritty of human relations and that he shows a compassionate
approach to his men. 43
The major problem, however, aired by Fr Shanahan and singled out for
publication in the Bulletin General, was significantly the future of schools in the
colony. His message in that extract was decidedly upbeat:
A good victory for us this very day! In a big meeting presided over by the
High Commissioner himself, it has been decided that all schools in Southern
Nigeria, irrespective of their confession, will be equally favoured by the
Government. Now, thanks to the work done by our confreres, our schools,
recently visited by the inspectors, have been declared excellent and up to the
standard of the grand 'Institute' of Calabar where the Presbyterians have
worked for 60 years, and where the Government has expended thousands of
pounds sterling.
A jury of three members has been named by the Government to provide a new
programme for all the schools of this part of the protectorate where our
establishments are situated, and to determine the subsidies that should be
allocated to each school. I am a member of that commission: it is a good
affair for us. 44
It sounds somewhat ironic that Fr Shanahan, who had stated in his official application
for being allowed to make his profession in the Congregation that.he had no ambitions
to spend his life in the classroom - that he was longing to go to work on the missions,
now found himself gradually forced to the conclusion that the future of the mission
depended on the .success of their schools. Fr Lejeune had already come to that
conclusion when he wrote to Mgr Le Roy saying that schools were so important that
if they could not staff them themselves that a request should be made to the Christian
Brothers to open a high school as the government and commercial firms would be on
the look out for well-trained personnel. The mission would need such advanced
students to act as catechists and in time the parents would be influenced by their
children. Education is the future solution for evangelisation in Africa - East as well as
West. 45 But it would take time to realise this dream.
In his next few letters the main preoccupations are impending changes in
government policy in the matter of hospitals and schools - all matters confronting the
new Prefect Apostolic and calling for well thought-out decisions. The government had
new plans and regulations for the running of hospitals. They were envisaging handing
over control of a hospital to the Sisters of St Joseph of Cluny, but there were some
problems about the Sisters not being ready to undertake such work. Fr Shanahan,
who sees this offer as a new form of evangelisation, is not afraid to suggest that it
might be time to enlist the services of another religious society to cope with this new
situation:
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It seems that the question of the hospital has been misunderstood by the Very
Rev. Mother of the St. Joseph Sisters. Yet Fr. Lejeune had sent the conditions
. imposed by the Government. It is one of these conditions which causes
difficulties. The Government demands that the Sisters of the Hospital go home
every year. It is the sine qua non condition for their presence in the hospital.
Being given the great influence which the Sisters will very quickly have on the
natives, the great spiritual good they will be able to do, it would perhaps be
good for them to accept for some time the conditions which are imposed and
accepted on both sides. The chief medical officer told me the other day that
they intend to establish several hospitals in the colony, beginning with
Onitsha, and they want to ask the Sisters to take charge of them. It is a good
opportunity to help the people of the Lower Niger. And now that the financial
resources are so limited, it is a question which demands though{ If the St.
Joseph Sisters cannot accept the present conditions, would it not be desirable
to find another congregation of 'Hospital Sisters' who would accept them? 46
This was to be a problem that was to occupy him for many years to come.
One of the official chores to which Fr Shanahan had to attend was to draw up the list
of personnel and the works being undertaken by the Mission for publication in the
Etat du Personnel or Directory of the Congregation for 1906. There were five mission
stations in all. Delcina had now ceased to be listed These were served by 10 priests,
seven Brothers, 8 Sisters and 12 official Catechists. Two members are listed as being
home for a break in France, Fr Lena and Br Anthere. About Nsugbe in particular he
wrote that the priest in charge was Fr Herry assisted by Br Eucher, that there were
two catechists, twelve boarders, fifty day students and forty adult Christian students.
The total number of students attending the mission schools is given as ca 700 and the
number of Catholics in the Prefecture is calculated as ca 2,000. 47 This was not a lot to
show for a mission begun in 1885 and certainly not a mission that could expect to be
raised to the status of a Vicariate with a resident bishop. With the limited number of
personnel there was little hope of a rapid expansion in the foreseeable future unless
some new approach was taken, and with Shanahan in charge that. could be counted on
sooner rather than later.
The health of his missionaries was a major concern for Shanahan considering
the paucity of their number and the vastness of the area to be served. One of his key
men, Fr Louis Lena, had to return to France due to illness and, as Fr Shanahan had to
remark on the fact that he had not received any letter from headquarters since he had
been appointed Prefect, he added that a word from Fr Lena would have pleased him.
To soften the hint as it were he added, "The Whites and Blacks are unanimous in
speaking of the good he has done. All of them are anxious to see him come back." Br
Anthere, who had worked in Delcina, had also returned ill to France. But the really sad
news that Fr Shanahan had to report was that his other confrere at Dekina, Fr Paul
Herry, was terminally ill with tuberculosis and that he would have to return
immediately to France. 48 As against all these casualties he was glad to report that Br
Hermes, one of those who had arrived in Nigeria with the founder of the Mission, was
still going strong and "anxious to do all he can".
Seeing what was needed to expand their evangelisation work was to have
more men and more money Fr Shanahan put his case strongly in his first report to
Propaganda Fide as early as December 1905. Having outlined the mortality rate and
the ravages inflicted on so many of his little team he makes the case for several more
men and for the money to provide proper accommodation for them. He also lists the
recent expansion through schools manned by lay catechists, but again these had to be
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paid. He gives facts and figures to back up his case. It is clear from this report that he
had not merely a vision for the future but a clear grasp of detail. 49
Back home in France the Congregation was facing other problems. The
virulent anti-clerical measures taken by the Combes regime had almost threatened the
existence of the Congregation. Under the level-headed leadership of the Superior
General, Mgr Le Roy, the worst of that storm had been weathered and though many
of the houses and works of the Congregation had ceased to operate an effort was
made to carry on as normal. One major decision that had to be taken, namely whether
or not to convene the General Chapter of the Congregation which according to Rule
was due to be convened in 1906. It was decided to go ahead with this event and the
venue was fixed for France. Among the official delegated were all the heads of
missions. In that capacity Fr Shanahan was summoned to attend the Chapter
scheduled for July 1906. 50
As Fr Shanahan set out for Europe he took along with him Fr Paul Herry,
whose brief tryst with life on the missions was over. As they called to Freetown they
were joined by Bishop John O'Gonnan, who had been appointed the first Vicar
Apostolic there in 1903. The last time Shanahan had been in contact with Dr
O'Gorman was when he had served as assistant Master of novices during the year in
which Fr Shanahan had done his novitiate. In the meantime he had served in the
senior scholasticate in the USA
Having arrived in England Fr Paul Herry went to the Spiritan community
house in Prior Park, Bath, where Fr Joseph Lichtenberger, his former superior in
Dekina, was acting for the moment as bursar. Fr Paul was later to move to a
sanatorium in France for medical attention. His case was terminal and as death
approached he asked to be taken to Langonnet in his native Brittany to die among the
members of the Congregation. Fr Herry died on 5 August 1907 aged 30 years.
Having arrived at Liverpool on 16 May 1906 Dr Shanahan crossed over to
Ireland and went direct to the Provincialate at Clareville from where he had set out for
Africa in September 1902. The following day he wrote to Mgr Le Roy to announce
his arrival and his plans:
Yesterday 16 May I disembarked at Liverpool at the ' same time as Mgr
O'Gorman, a Sister from Freetown and poor Fr Herry. The last mentioned is
very ill - so ill that I did not think he was capable of making the journey to
Paris. So he is gone by Express to Bath, (Prior Park where the Congregation
had recently acquired a house) spend a few days to regain his strength.
I have come here to Ireland in order to see if there is any means to
acquire any help for our poor mission. There are so many bishops around here
at the moment that the chances of acquiring any resources are very slim.
Would you be so kind as to agree that I accompany Mgr to Rome. The
purpose would be to make our mission and our needs known viva voce, and
perhaps also to obtain some lines of recommendation from a Cardinal for
bishops in Ireland and England. That is a favour for which I would be very
grateful.
There are many Fathers and Brothers here who are willing to come to
Nigeria. I have not seen them all yet. If you are willing to say the word go they
would do so with a heart and a half ·
I hope to go to Paris in a few weeks. At the moment I am so fatigued from the
long journey. I hope to write a longer letter in a few days when I get over the
effects of the sea voyage.
As no journal has survived from that community we must depend on entries made by
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Fr Ebemecht in the Blackrock College community journal. Fr Ebemecht informs us
that Bishop Allgeyer arrived on 15 May from East Africa. Two days later he had this
entry:•
Fr Shanahan arrived last evening at Clareville. He dined here today. He looks
well. This was on of the coldest days of the whole year. The wind from the
north was icy and killing. Impossible to face it.
19 May: Mr James O'Connor, Barrister, sent his motor car to be at Dr
Allgeyer's disposal as yesterday.
Today the motorcar brought Fr Shanahan and F Ebenrecht to Mount Sackville,
where they dined with Fr Healy (Provincial) who was there for confessions ...
Fr Ebenrecht returned for the 5 o'clock confessions by motorcar to
Chapelizod. The Bishop and party returned under a teeming rain, 'Yet to skin.
For Fr Shanahan, who later loved to travel the roads of Ireland in the 'Isis' - the
motorcar lent to him by his sister - this was the first occasion for him to enjoy, if we
may use the word, travel by motorcar.
The following day Bishop O'Gorman arrived at Blackrock and is recorded as
having said the College mass for the students. While there are several references in
the following days to both Bishops O'Gorman and Allgeyer there is no reference to Fr
Shanahan. One takes it for granted that he had gone to stay with his family in
Maynooth and perhaps in Tipperary. As he called to his relatives in Templederry
where motorcars were as yet a rarity he borrowed a horse to go on a journey.
Unfortunately he got caught again in a downpour which lasted so long that he was
drenched to the skin and decided to call in to a house on the roadside. As the rain
persisted he was offered lodgings for the night but beds were scarce and not wanting
to disturb the family he sat by the fireside to dry his clothes. The woman of the house
sat up with him listening through the night to his stories about Africa.
From a letter written by Br Osmond_ Healy, who was stationed at Clareville at the
time, we learn of one bit of recruiting done by Fr Shanahan for his mission. Br
Osmond had served for a period in The Gambia in charge of the mission primary
school. Unfortunately he and the French superior did not see eye to eye about the way
the school was to be run with the result that Br Osmond found himself adrift. Having
returned to Ireland he was for the moment serving in the Provincial house where he
made it his business to speak to Fr Shanahan. Both being from Tipperary Fr
Shanahan felt he could do business with Br Osmond in spite of his reputed irascible
temper. He was delighted to be able to offer him a place in his mission. Br Osmond
wrote immediately on 23 May 1906, to the Motherhouse to be allowed to accept the
offer. All were relieved by this tum of events. 51
For June 5 Fr Ebenrecht has the following entry:
For dinner at 5 o'clock in No. 5 Room (the Reception room where Fr
Shanahan had attended his first retreat as priest in 1901 ). Present were Mgr
Allgeyer, Mgr O'Gorman, Mgr Moysteen (Wales), Fr J. Shanahan, Monsig
Fitzpatrick, Monsig O'Donnell and a number of priests including St Mary's,
Rathrnines, and Clareville. Before the dinner a group was taken of our two
bishops and Fr Shanahan as a parting souvenir. They may well say, "When
shall we three meet again?"
8 June, Friday Mgr Allgeyer left from Clareville by morning mail. Mgr
O'Gorman said the 7.15 am mass here and he dined with us - his parting
dinner. Fr Shanahan was with him. Both left by evening mail.. .. The Lord
Lieutenant and her Ladyship travelled by the same packet across.
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From the account published in the Bulletin General we learn about the main events of
the Chapter which began with the reading of a lengthy report on the Congregation
since the last Chapter ten years earlier. The various commissions then got down to
discussing the problems facing the Congregation in the coming years. This was
followed by the elections of the incoming administration.
The heads of missions reported in some depth to the Superior General and to
the Counsellor with special responsibilities for Missions, namely Fr J-B Paschal. Then
the Bishops, availing of their presence in Europe, set off for Rome to report to the
Congregation of Propaganda and to make a case for funds for their mission. Fr
Shanahan accompanied Mgr O'Gorman, who had done his studies in Rome, in order
to familiarise himself with the landscape and officialdom of Rome.
On his journey to Rome Fr Shanahan stopped off at Suze in the Italian Alps where St
Joseph's Apostolic School, which originated in France, had taken refuge from the
Combes anti-clerical regime. This was the school that had been attended by Joseph,
1886-89, when it was located in Beauvais. While staying in Suse he wrote a letter to
his father on the back of a postcard picture of St Joseph:
"My Dearest Father,
It was at the foot of this statue of St Joseph that I said my first prayers in
France twenty-one years ago, prayers in which your name and Mother's were
surely mentioned. The French persecution has driven St Joseph from France.
Fancy my delight to see the good St Joseph once again here in the heart of the
Italian Alps. Needless to say, your name with Mother's, not forgetting Bridgie,
Dan and all the absent ones, were once more mentioned in prayer before the
venerable saint. May his blessing and protection ever be with you.
On Monday I go to Rome. Don't forget me in the Rosary. I want to obtain
very special assistance, which humanly speaking, I won't get; but if you pray
hard to St Joseph I am sure all my wishes will be realised - the more so as
they are for all those I love, at home, and for those other ones equally dear to
me in distant Africa.
Good bye for the present, with my best love to Mother and all at home. St
Joseph's blessing on us all, and he is your own Saint, Father. Do not forget it.
He will be your best friend to the end."
He also wrote a note to his brother Dick whose study of the ancient classics would
have empathy with other aspects of the life around Suse:
To Mr R. Shanahan, Templederry, Co. Tipperary.
"This is the heart of the Italian Alps, where the smallest mountain is seven
thousand feet high, the highest about thirteen thousand. Winter is there above
on the top of the hills, and here within a few yards away one would imagine is
the most beautiful of the Italian summers; grapes, cherries, fruits of every
description are just outside my window, and even the bees are not wanting! A
grand opportunity to study the "Georgics" - the doughty Roman warriors
alone seem to have changed. One of them carried a bag of mine yesterday, ten
yards; ten franks asked - a small battle; the warrior defeated - threatened to
tell Caesar to get the lictors to haul me up. Where will you hear from me next?
J.S.s2
While in Rome Bishop O'Gorman and Fr Shanahan - as well as the other heads of
missions - stayed at the French Seminary, Sta Chiara, which was under the direction
of members of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit.
Having returned to Ireland Fr Shanahan naturally wanted to relax with his own
family members in Maynooth and Templederry. While in Tipperary he called to
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Rockwell. Unfortunately the only contemporary reference we find to his visit is in the
Juniorate Journal where there is this entry for 14 September: "Mass was celebrated
this morning in St Joseph's by Revd Fr Shanahan, Vicar (recte Prefect) Apostolic of
S. Nigeria."
The Juniorate journal at Blackrock is a bit more informative about when Fr Shanahan
called there on 10 October 1906:
6.30 pm Conference from the Rev. Fr Shanahan, Vic. Ap (sic) of Nigeria.
a) The Irish Apostle to Europe of old; now to Africa
b) Some different cases of baptisms amongst the blacks, young and old
c) The happiness of the Missioner
Sat 13 Solemn Benediction given by Fr Shanahan
Not having a financial account of his own in Ireland Fr Shanahan was. happy to do
business through the bursar at Blackrock. The College account book gives us a
glimpse of some of the expenses he incurred at this time.
Fr Ebenrecht had his own angle on Fr Shanahan's visit to Blackrock
October 15 Monday Fr Shanahan and Br Osmond Healy are preparing to start
for Africa. The Brother, formerly in S. Leone (recte The Gambia) is going to
the Lower Niger with the Pro Vic Ap Fr Shanahan. Fr Ebenrecht obtained
from some convents second-hand vestments, cope etc. which they take with
them.
Tuesday Fr Shanahan is packing up for L Niger. Fr Ebenrecht gave him
vestments etc, etc. received for the missions in reply to articles in the Irish
Catholic.
Wed Fr Shanahan and Bro Osmond Healy left this evening for Liverpool by
the Northwall boat. Fr Superior and Fr Ebenrecht saw him off. There were 10
fathers and Brothers to see them off at the North Wall.
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