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Bishop Shanahan with a group of seminarians in Kimmage 1920
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Ordained Bishop 1920

When Shanahan left Nigeria for Europe in July 1919 he had several pressing
objectives in mind. He was in urgent need of medical attention in the wake of his
punishing trek to the Cameroon, but he hoped to be sufficiently restored to health to
be able to participate in the General Chapter of the Congregation, which was
scheduled for the end of August. This being the first opportunity since the war for the
Congregation to take stock of its situation, it promised to be of special importance.
Fr Shanahan's main preoccupation, however, was to enlist some new personnel in
France and in Ireland. He was only too well aware that the harvest was great but he
also knew that the labourers were few in the aftermath of the War. Priests were
vitally needed. So also were Sisters who were specially dedicated to the missions.
Shanahan usually loved his journeys by sea; they allowed him to relax, to
regroup his thoughts and renew his flagging energies. This particular voyage
however, did little to improve his condition. After his famous four months punishing
trek to the Cameroon he had been hospitalised for some six weeks at Du.ala military
hospital suffering from intestinal trouble. When he had recovered he wanted to stay
on to catch up on the arrears of work as so many were absent from Nigeria through
illness. 1 He had also hoped to attend the ordination of his trusted catechist Joe
Delaney for whom he had requested an indult that he might be ordained without
having to go through the customary seminary training because of the shortage of
priests. The indult was late in arriving and Shanahan received orders from the Mother
House to come home immediately for a rest. 2 He had intended to go direct to Paris but
was booked for Liverpool. On arriving at Sierra Leone on the homeward voyage he
took seriously ill with a sudden attack of appendicitis accompanied with inflammation
of the bowels. His life was feared for. To the amazement of the doctor he managed to
get over to Dublin from Liverpool. On arriving on 4 August, he had to be taken direct
to St Vincent's Hospital where he was put under the care of Dr J.B. Magennis. He
was to remain in hospital all through the month of August and up till the middle of
September. At one stage there were even fears for his survival. 3 .
One consequence of his protracted hospitalisation was that he was unable to
attend the General Chapter to participate in the discussions and state the case for
Nigeria in the matter of its special needs. He was not the only Irish delegate from the
missions to miss the chapter through illness. Bishop John Neville had taken so
seriously ill during his voyage from East Africa that the medical team on board ship
feared for his survival and had him taken to hospital immediately on docking at
Southampton. Word was cabled to Ireland to have some one come over to take
charge of him. Fr Michael Downey, Superior of Blackrock, was commissioned to
undertake the mercy journey, that being his second such crossing in a matter of
weeks. On 16 July he had crossed to Holyhead to supervise the funeral arrangements
for Fr Thomas Pembroke, editor of the newly launched Missionary Annals and
director of Mission Promotions, who had died suddenly on the boat as he travelled to
England.
Another missionary bishop who had returned home for the Chapter, Mgr John
O'Gonnan, also required hospital treatment on arrival from Sierra Leone. He,
however, was discharged from hospital in time to travel to France for the Chapter.
Before leaving he was called on to perform a brief ceremony, namely to open
officially the Donnybrook Fair or Bazaar being held in the grounds of Blackrock
College. The main purpose of the Bazaar was to raise funds for the renovation of
Donnybrook church, but it combined also a Missionary Exhibition for the purpose of
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raising funds for the missions headed by Bishops Neville and O'Gonnan, and Fr
Shanahan.
. The idea of combining the Donnybrook Fair and a Missionary Exhibition
came from Sr Joseph Conception Vavasour, superioress of the Sisters of Charity at
Merrion Home for the Blind. Sr Joseph had long been a staunch supporter of the
foreign missions and had been among those who had volunteered in 1914 to go with
Fr Shanahan to open a community in Nigeria in order to help in the mission schools
etc. 4
This missionary exhibition must have been the first such public demonstration
of support for the foreign (pagan) missions at parish level, and it was symptomatic of
the dawn of a new era which had been introduced by the launching of the Maynooth
Mission to China a few short years earlier. The Senior Scholastics of the Holy Ghost
Congregation, who had been on holidays at Blackrock from Kimmage and St Mary's,
Rathmines, were naturally pressed into service as stewards etc. during the Bazaar,
especially in manning the Missionary Exhibition. One feature of the exhibition was
the putting on sale of the first-ever issue of the Holy Ghost missionary magazine
known then as the Missionary Record but soon to be renamed as the Missionary
Annals. The illustrations for this first issue had been taken care of by Fr Jim Burke,
science professor at Blackrock, who was soon to compose the 'Missionary Hymn'. Fr
Edward Leen had contributed an excellent article on the mission headed by his former
'prefect' and Dean of discipline in Rockwell, Fr Shanahan. 5 Ten thousand copies of
the magazine were disposed of during the fair.
The man mainly responsible for mounting the missionary exhibition was Fr
Thady O'Connor who had been director of the first teacher training college launched
in Nigeria at Igbariam, but due to ill health he had been forced to return to Ireland for
the moment. While recuperating he had taken an active part in the effort being made
to mount an effective missions-promotion movement in Ireland - a work that had
been begun by Fr John M Ebenrecht many years earlier and taken up by Fr Pembroke
in recent years. Fr Thady made good use of the 'magic lantern' for the projection of
slides on the missions, and in the production of these slides, copied from photographs
and books, he resumed his former partnership with Fr Jim Burke who had initiated
him into this arcane art when they were students together in Chevilly in France. Now
Fr Burke was endeavouring to train some of the younger generation, among them Mr
John Charles McQuaid, future archbishop of Dublin, who also manned one of the
stalls at the exhibition.
Another future archbishop - Shanahan's successor, in fact - Mr Charlie
Heerey, is mentioned in despatches at this period as 'auxiliary' or student in charge of
the senior scholastics then on holidays in Blackrock. He and his life-long friend, Joe
Horgan, are mentioned as being the handball aces at the sports they organised at
Blackrock during that summer. Fr Thady O'Connor is on record as having taken an
active interest in these sports. He provided a substantial contribution to the prize
fund. And later, when they resumed their studies in Kimmage and St Mary's,
Rathmines, they were pleasantly surprised to learn from the Director, Fr John
Kearney, that Fr Thady had arranged for them all to go on a picnic to Co. Wicklow at
his expense "in consideration of the strenuous work we did in preparation for the
Donnybrook fair and the Blackrock Carnival ... In the opinion of all it was by far the
most enjoyable outing that had been experienced by the Scholastics of either house
and for which they were all unanimous in offering a vote of thanks to the Rev T
O'Connor".
It was this generous, dashing and enterprising spirit, no doubt, that had
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endeared Fr Thady to Shanahan who had known him as a student in Rockwell. In the
months ahead he would be very close to Shanahan as he deputised for him while he
tried to cope with prolonged periods of inactivity when he was confined to hospital. 6
On leaving hospital Fr Shanahan had the option of staying with his sister, Mrs
Dawson, in Maynooth, or taking up residence in the Provincialate which at that time
was located at St Mary's, Rathmines, where the secondary school had been closed
since 1916.
In a brief letter to Mgr Le Roy as he regrets his state of health which had
prevented him from attending the General Chapter and the ordination of Fr Joe
Delaney on which he had set such importance he makes the comment: "It is good to
realise practically that one is nothing and that the small role we play in this world
counts for little ... "
Stationed also at St Mary's there were the students who were attending
courses at UCD or doing their philosophy course at home under the direction of a
special staff The house journal kept by these students enables us to keep tag of the
arrivals and departures of distinguished visitors even if we get no further information
about their business. From this journal we learn that Fr Shanahan was there for
dinner on 16 September 1919, and that the Provincial, Fr Con O'Shea, had arrived
home from the General Chapter. Bishop O'Gorman is mentioned as arriving the
following day. Nothing of what was reported to Fr Shanahan about the Chapter or
other matters of state has percolated into the journal jottings.
From other sources we gather that even while Shanahan had been confined to
hospital he had been busy with imaginative projects connected with his mission.
Having seen that one of his leading missionaries, Fr Thady O'Connor, was obliged on
medical advice to absent himself for two years from the tropics and that Fr Edward
Leen, the Director of the Senior Scholasticate had been advised also on medical
grounds, to take a total break from academia he came up with the suggestion that Fr
O'Connor be seconded to the Senior Seminary in an auxiliary role and that Fr Leen
take his place for the moment in Nigeria. From a long letter to the Superior General
we learn of his plans:
The doctor says Fr Leen is suffering from neurasthenia and is in need of a
complete change of work and environment and Africa would give that
change that is so necessary. Fr Provincial knows about the situation. I spoke
to him this morning and said to him how necessary it was to take immediate
precautions to safeguard the health and the life of this excellent priest. I
proposed to leave him Fr Thady O'Connor in exchange for Fr Leen. He
accepted ... Fr O'Connor could give valuable service to the Senior
Scholasticate in Ireland. He has the experience acquired during seven years
of hard work in Nigeria. He could strengthen more and more the apostolic
spirit among our Scholastics. His collaboration in the production of the
Missionary Record would be almost indispensable. The departure of Fr
Leen would be a veritable triumph for the missions over the Colleges
mentality. 7
In the same letter he refers to a major project that was very near to his heart,
namely namely the opening of negotiations to secure the services of religious Sisters
for work in Nigeria. He mentions that while in hospital he was already in
negotiations with the Irish Sisters of Charity about the matter and that he hoped to
have further news on that topic in the near future.
When home in Ireland in August 1914, Shanahan had been in contact with the
Irish Sisters of Charity who had given reason to hope that a group of Irish Sisters
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might come to Nigeria. The financial and other considerations were discussed through
the intermediary of the Mother Rectress of one of their communities, most likely
Mother-Arsenius of the Foxford community, but in the event no agreement had been
reached at the time. 8 Some of those who had volunteered, however, retained their
interest in the project. Shanahan's immediate contact in 1919 was again Sr Joseph
Vavasour, Mother Rectress of the community at Merrion. 9 She had kept up an active
interest in the foreign missions culminating in helping to launch the Missionary
Exhibition - known as The Donnybrook Fair - in August of that year. On visiting
Shanahan in hospital she offered to reopen the Nigeria project with the Mother
General, Mother Agnes Gertrude, who had been re-elected in 1915. A meeting was
arranged where a commission of Sisters who had studied Shanahan's proposition,
would discuss their reactions to it with him. It was suggested that a list of probable
volunteers for the Nigeria mission be drawn up. Mother Arsenius of Foxford
community of Sisters of Charity wrote to Mother Vavasour on 9 September outlining
the approach to take in the upcoming meeting with Fr Shanahan._ Shanahan himself
kept his superior General, Mgr Le Roy au fait with the negotiations for Sisters to
replace the Sisters of St Joseph of Cluny who had withdrawn from Nigeria. On 25
September he had a meeting with Mother Arsenius and Sister Charles Walker of the
Foxford community who were particularly favourable to the Nigeria project.
Shanahan had been requested to put his proposals in writing in order to give
the Mother General and her advisers sufficient opportunity to evaluate them. In his
written statement he gave the general statistics about the situation in the mission and
then went on to outline the areas of the apostolate where it was envisaged that the
Sisters might play a special role. Quoting from Shanahan's submission: to children
The work envisaged for them would be mainly catechetical instruction
and adults, preparing them for the sacraments; visiting the sick; teaching in
elementary schools; taking charge of sodalities and looking after churches.
Sisters trained in hospital work would be invaluable.
Having gone into some details about conditions of schools in the matter of standards
and remuneration, he comes to what was for him the special contribution that
religious Sisters alone at this stage could contribute to the work of establishing a
Christian ethos in Nigeria among womenfolk. "What is most needed," he wrote, "is
the general influence of the Sisters on the character of the girls. The women and girls
would respond to and appreciate the Sisters' efforts. There is great need for
sodalities ... "
Shanahan mentions in his correspondence with the Mother House that a
rumour had reached Ireland that he had been unfair in his treatment of the Sisters of
St Joseph of Cluny who had already been working in Nigeria. The Sisters had asked
for a clear statement about the situation. Shanahan went to some pains to assure them
that their case was entirely different. Being French they found it frustrating to have to
try to cope with conditions - particularly in schools - as a proper command of English
was required in a country where English was the official language. Furthermore,
their rule being too restrictive did not allow them to go out and about among the
people as required by the mission situation in Nigeria. Finally, their lack of numbers
made their contribution rather insignificant. There were only three of them there and
the only one who could take charge of the school was so ill that her life was feared
for_10
After his meeting with the Sisters of Charity Fr Shanahan was discharged
from St Vincent's for the moment. The Provincial, Fr O'Shea, wrote to Paris as
follows :
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Fr Shanahan has improved during the week. He has gone to the west of
Ireland to the college of the Missionaries to China (Dangan, near Shrule, Co
Galway). He returns today and next week the doctor will launch Roentgen
Rays (X-Rays) to see what is wrong with his interior. Dr Magennis will not
perform an operation until it is absolutely necessary and he is greatly
pleased with the improvement of his patient.
While Shanahan was awaiting a reply from the Sisters of Charity to his memorandum
he seems to have spent most of the time at St Mary's, Rathmines. There he had the
company of Fr Thady O'Connor and Fr Henry Gogarty, who was home on leave from
East Africa where he had been chaplain to the British forces during the war. Both
these men were making themselves available for talks on the missions as required.
There was also a stream of visitors calling on the Provincial, Fr Con O'Shea,
including the American delegates to the General Chapter, Frs Eugene Phelan and
Martin Hehir. Fr Shanahan is mentioned occasionally in the students' journal as
having given Benediction or having said the early mass for the students.
For 7 October 1919, the Feast of the Holy Rosary, we switch our listening
post to Kimmage Manor where besides the novices there were the students who were
studying theology. Fr Hugh Evans, as well as being Master of Novices, was Superior
of the whole community - Fr John Kearney being the Director of the Theologate. Fr
Evans had extended an invitation to dinner to the missionary prelates and some
dignitaries of the Irish province. For a breezy report on the function we turn to the
journalist, Mr Dan O'Sullivan, who was writing his account for an internal audience:
At 3 pm Dinner was served to the Missionary prelates Dr O'Gorman and Dr
Neville; Monsig Shanahan, Fr Provincial, Fr Downey and a few other men of
weight in the province who were invited to do honour to the occasion. Mr
Heerey (Charlie i.e.) and Joe Horgan, who were servers at the dinner,
informed us that the quality and quantity and variety of the viands left
nothing to be desired. We are happy to record that, in accordance with an
honourable tradition, cold water was the one and only beverage.
Again, following another honourable tradition, the journalist do~s not afford us any
crumbs of conversation gathered from that get-together.
Back again to St Mary's; the journalist there when recording the comings and
goings of the various members of the staff and visitors, notes that Fr Shanahan left on
the 12th October. We take it for granted that he went back to St Vincent's Hospital
for further checks with a view to possible surgery. It was at St Vincent's on the 15th
that he had his meeting with the commission of Sisters of Charity who were deputed
to examine his project for Nigeria and report back to the Superior General. They had
already studied his memorandum and listened carefully to his oral restatement of the
main points, before grilling him with a series of searching questions about the
practicalities of a project which was obviously near to his heart but which posed
serious problems for them. As this was not a case of being asked to start just an extra
work in the home situation which would be fairly familiar to them but a totally newstyle undertaking in a far-distant country with so many uncertainties involved, the
superiors felt that they had a grave responsibility to their society and to its members
not to embark on such a challenging undertaking without first having carefully
weighed up all the forseeable consequences.
A summary of what transpired at that meeting between Shanahan and the group of
Sisters makes it clear that the main sticking-point then was the question of the
maintenance of the Sisters once they were at work in Nigeria. They did not want to
be in a position where they would be depending on the charity of the diocese or the
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clergy. It was the tradition in their society to be materially independent and, though
they felt sure they could rely always on the support of the Holy Ghost Fathers
themselves, they mentioned the crux that might arrive if the particular territory were
to be handed over to others. They also saw difficulties in having to provide certified
teachers for schools coming under government inspection. Shanahan disposed of this
last objection by pointing out that the bulk of their apostolate would be outside the
classroom.
The lack of available personnel was to be seen as a more serious problem, and
it was pointed out in the report sent to the Mother General that the Sisters who had
already volunteered were by no means the most suitable to be entrusted with a
pioneering mission. Shanahan expressed his appreciation of the serious consideration
they were giving to these difficulties at this stage, rather than saying "Yes" now and
discovering the problems later. He added that he would be ready to accept with
equanimity the outcome of their deliberations whether it was for acceptance or
rejection of his proposals.
In the event, the reply sent to Shanahan, 24 October, was in the negative. It
has been suggested that one of the deciding factors in this decision was the lack of a
suitable leader available to take charge of this new and particularly challenging
foundation. The most obvious candidate was Mother Joseph Vavasour. She was
deeply committed to the cause of the missions, and was known to be capable, highly
intelligent, well educated, of excellent pedigree, being of a well-known old English
family who had suffered for their loyalty to the faith. She was also possessed of a
deeply religious outlook on life. But in spite of all these valuable qualities she was
felt to lack the common touch and the affability which would be necessary to unite
and inspire her co-workers in a new and possibly very demanding foundation. 11 She
was a close confidante of Shanahan and in spite of this negative response by her
society she would keep up her supportive contact with the foreign mission movement
in general and with Fr Shanahan in particular. We shall have occasion to witness that
later.
Shanahan allowed two weeks to elapse before he gave his written reply to
Mother Agnes Joseph, who had written to him on behalf of Mother General.
Naturally he was disappointed because of what he felt the mission was to lose, but his
faith in the overall guidance of the Holy Spirit in the work of realising the Kingdom
prevented him from entertaining any feelings of despair or recrimination. What he
wrote was, as always, guided by his respect for the facts of the situation and by his
deep faith:
I have to thank you for your kind letter of 24th October in which you tell me
that the Rev Mother General regrets that she is unable, at the present time, to
accept my invitation to send Sisters to Nigeria to help in the evangelisation of
the poor pagans. Were the difficulties referred to in your letter not so serious I
feel quite certain Rev Mother General would heartily come to the assistance of
thousands of African children, girls and women sorely in need of assistance
which Sisters alone can give. I shall never forget the burning apostolic zeal of
these Sisters of Charity whom it has been my privilege to meet. How
intensely they desire to bear their share of the burden and heat of God's work
in the Foreign Mission field! And, withal, how resigned they are to God's
holy will made knoMI to them through the voice of their superior. May the
Holy Ghost ever keep burning in their hearts the missionary spirit, one of the
most sanctifying and consoling of his many beautiful gifts ... 12
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In spite of this disappointing experience there were to be some clear indications in 1919
that the Spirit was again moving over the waters in Ireland in the area of a renewed
interest in the church's mission to what we now call The Third World. Those who
have taken a legitimate pride in Ireland's contribution to the Third World in more recent
times, and in particular its support for missionaries, may find it difficult to realise how little
enthusiasm there was for such causes at the beginning of the twentieth century. Those who
had the faith in France had wakened up early in the nineteenth century to the realisation that
they had a duty to help in spreading the faith outside their own country. Not merely did
missionaries set out for far away countries to evangelise the indigenous population, but the
faithful at home gave what support they could, spiritual and material.
When Pere Jules Leman CSSp came to Ireland from France in 1859 in search
of vocations for the foreign missions, he was surprised to find little interest in this
vocation among the laity and he received little encouragement from the parish clergy.
In 1866 Leman approached Cardinal Cullen for permission to circulate a brochure
among the public informing of the work being done for the foreign missions,
especially in Africa, and soliciting their help mainly by prayer. In the following year
some 8,000 of these leaflets were circulated, mostly through the good offices of
convents with which they had been in contact. A few years later he sent a circular to
priests and teachers looking for vocations to the priesthood and brotherhood in the
Congregation for service in the missions. There were far more responses from
teachers than from the clergy, which was the reverse of what he had experienced in
France. The cause of the missions was still seen as something depending on religious
societies founded for that purpose and not for the diocesan clergy. So it was to be an
uphill struggle to enlist popular support.
With the launching of of the Irish Catholic in 1889, Fr Ebenrecht, the bursar
at Blackrock College, who had for years tried to help missionaries from his slender
resources, tried to reach a wider public through his articles on the foreign missions
and the campaign he launched for collecting used stamps to raise funds for
missionaries. He met with some success, but it was still a matter of scraping at the
surface. This work had still a foreign flavour and had not taken any deep roots in the
Irish Catholic consciousness.
The 1914-18 War broke many moulds in the religious as well as in the secular world.
Horizons had broadened and communications had improved. The 1916 Rising,
though it had failed in its military and political objectives, triggered off new attitudes
about Ireland's role in the new world order which was unfolding gradually. There
was the beginning of a new spiritual identity. But there could be no effective
response to the call for Irish personnel to fill the voids left in mission lands by the war
until the national seminary in Maynooth was oriented in that direction, and there
would be no nation-wide support to back up missionaries until the Irish bishops and
the diocesan clergy were influenced to throw their weight in support of the foreign
missions cause. There were several events then happening that were to create a new
climate in this area.
Bishop John T Murphy CSSp, as he prepared to set out for his missionary
diocese in Mauritius, was asked to conduct the annual retreat for students and staff in
Maynooth in 1916. In the course of that retreat he gave a conference on the foreign
missions and made the remark that in the not-too-distant future Maynooth would be
approached to sponsor volunteers from among its newly ordained priests to work on
the missions. These remarks helped to confirm the intentions of some who were
already contemplating giving their services for the missions. This was a challenging
venture at that time, but the next two years saw a quiet revolution taking shape with
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the formation by Fr John Blowick and his companions of the Maynooth Mission to
China, significantly called after a great Irish missionary, St Columbanus. That was
already in 1918. The following year was to see further developments involving all
those engaged in the work of the foreign missions.
The Senior Scholasticate journal in St Mary's has this brief but pregnant entry
for 1 July 1919: "Fr Director (Fr Edward Leen, that is) was at a congress held in
Dalgan Park on Tuesday last." We are not told what transpired at that conference at
the house of the Columban Fathers, then located at Dalgan near Shrule in Co Galway,
but it was a straw in the wind that the Spirit was blowing.
Switching to the journal being kept at Kimmage by the Theology students we
find this historic piece of information for 22 October:
Fr Director (Fr Kearney, that is,) read for us an extract from the account of the
General Meeting of the Irish Bishops at Maynooth to the effect that, in
accordance with the suggestion of the Holy Father, they were establishing a
branch of the Missionary League already founded among the clergy of other
countries. Dr O'Gorman and Monsig. Shanahan were invited to the
conference at which this important step was decided on.
So at last matters were beginning to move with the help of some prodding from the
Holy Father. This Missionary League for priests, the Pia Unio Cieri as it was to be
known, had originated in Italy after the war and was given Pontifical status in 1918
when it was recommended to bishops throughout the world as one means of
furthering the cause of the missions at diocesan level.
Under this gentle pressure from Rome the Irish bishops, gathering for their
annual October conference, naturally turned to the men working in the mission field
and extended an invitation to them to attend the meeting where this new venture was
being launched. That Bishop O'Gorman was invited is not surprising, but it must
have been somewhat unusual for one not yet ordained a bishop to be given this
distinction. Monsignor Shanahan, to give him his proper title as Prefect Apostolic,
was of course the head of one of the most rapidly developing missions at that time,
and one that had some title to be looked on as an Irish mission, but perhaps Shanahan
owed his invitation on this occasion more to the fact that he was personally well
known to some of the bishops, Dr McRory in particular, and he was very close to
many of the Maynooth staff including the president, Monsig. James Mccaffrey, and
Fr Malachy Eaton.' He was indebted to his sister, Mrs Dawson, for his introduction to
the staff and students of Maynooth College because of their frequent visits to the
garage run by the Dawsons as well as availing of their taxi service.
Monsig McCaffrey, having struck up a warm friendship with with Shanahan,
took a special interest in his mission and his efforts to win the necessary support for
their efforts to bring the Gospel to the teeming millions there. He was made well
aware of the dire need for priests and was fhlly supportive of Shanahan's hopes of
attracting some of the young priests ordained at Maynooth who would be obliged to
apply for work in some foreign diocese before they would qualify for a vacancy in
Ireland. There was a surfeit of vocations in Ireland at that moment. Encouraged by
the generous response to the recent appeal for volunteers for the mission to China,
Shanahan felt that he was within his rights to make a direct appeal to the Irish church
for priests to be allowed to serve in Nigeria, at least on a temporary basis. To achieve
this objective he would have to secure the support of the Irish bishops. Monsig.
McCaffrey provided him with a golden opportunity to launch such an appeal to the
assembled bishops. He arranged that Fr Shanahan would be seated alongside
Cardinal Logue at the dinner given for the bishops and the visitors at the close of the
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October conference. This is how Shanahan himself recalled that occasion in later
years:
I became very friendly with the President ofMaynooth and discussed with
him my scheme for getting out secular priests to Nigeria. He was a great
missionary. One day he said to me: 'Next week there will be a dinner here for
all the Bishops of Ireland and the Cardinal (Logue) himself will be at it. You
come, and I shall put you beside the Cardinal so that you can get him
interested in your plan. But whatever you do, take a pinch of snuff if he asks
you, and sneeze as hard as you can!' Well, I came to the dinner and was put
beside the Cardinal. The meal progressed, but no opportunity arose of
talking about Africa for a long time. However, he turned to me at last and
said: 'Where are you from Father?' 'Nigeria', I said. 'Hot spot', he said.
'How long were you there?' I told him, and then immediately he said, 'By the
way, do you snuff?' 'I do, of course,' I replied. Thereupon he produced the
box, and I took a huge pinch which I snuffed as hard as I could and sneezed
and sneezed till the tears ran down my cheeks. The Cardinal chuckled and
said, 'Great stuff, it has the power of giving a hardened missionary a good
shaking up'. After that we got talking, and I unfolded my scheme. I offered
to give any young priest who would volunteer to come back with me a three
years' University course in the Apostolate, and to send him back to his
diocese better for the schooling. 'Why not make it five years?' said the
Cardinal, and rising he called for silence. He introduced me to the assembled
bishops, and told them I had something to say to them. Here was my chance,
and standing up I faced all the Bishops of Ireland, and spoke as I never spoke
before or since. When I had finished they agreed with my proposal, and gave
me permission to meet all the Maynooth students and to seek volunteers
among them. Afterwards, when I told the Holy Father of this incident, he was
deeply touched and declared that such generosity had not been heard of for a
long time in the Church, and that this was a unique offer and one worthy of
the missionary successors of St Patrick. 13 Shanahan had .now achieved what
he had dearly wanted, namely to be allowed to address the students of Maynooth,
setting before them the needs of the mission and the nature of the request he was
making with the full approval of their bishops. He would have to wait for a suitable
opportunity to be arranged by Monsig. McCaffrey for this address to the students. In
the meantime we catch glimpses of him from the pages of the journals kept by the
students at St Mary's and Kimmage, mostly again matters of comings and goings and
saying their early mass from time to time.
Occasionally there is a significant entry where we are left to read between the lines
for further information. For 18 October 1919, Feast of St Luke, we have this brief
statement: "Fr Shanahan said our mass. A meeting attended by Bishops O'Gorman
and Neville, Fr Shanahan and Fr Blowick, President of the Chinese Missionary
College, Dalgan Park.. " Again there is no hint as to what was discussed. There was
much to exchange in the matter of ideas about how to conduct promotion work for
their various missions without getting in one another's way. The new Missionary
League for Priests had to be planned, as responsibility for promoting it had been
passed on to Fr Blowick's organisation. The production of their respective
missionary magazines, the Far East and the Missionary Annals must have faced
similar problems and one notes that an article by Fr Edward Leen entitled 'Ireland's
Destiny' was published in the Far East soon after he had contributed his article on
Nigeria in the first issue of the Missionary Annals. Incidentally, Fr Leen seems to
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have undertaken too much work at this period, acting as director, professor, pursuing
a postgraduate course at UCD etc. On medical advice he was forced to resign his
post as director for the moment and to take a prolonged break from his intellectual
pursuits.
From the journals we learn that there were contacts also with the S.M.A.
Fathers who had not merely been for many years involved in Ireland and the African
missions but were very close neighbours to Shanahan in Nigeria Relations were very
cordial between the two missionary societies in Nigeria. Just then Bishop Broderick
SMA was about to perform the first-ever ordination in Nigeria for Shanahan' s
territory, namely that of Joe Delaney, who had gone to Nigeria as a simple catechist
and had given heroic services to the church there, performing many roles.
There are a number of references in the journals kept by the students at this
period to 'conferences' or talks given them by Bishop O'Gorman in St Mary's. The
one given on 23 October is introduced as follows: "Bishop O'Gorman gave a
conference on the Apostolic Spirit that prevailed in the country at present. He
ventured to say that the West Coast of Africa would in the next twenty years or so be
either Christian or Mahomedan." One gets the feel from these journal jottings that
the students and those addressing them were conscious that they were living in a time
of climactic change as regards the missionary movement. That was soon to be
confirmed by the issuing of the Apostolic Letter 'Maximum Jllud' by Pope Benedict
XV - a document that has been variously described as the 'Magna Carta ' of
missiology, and something that created 'an impression of a thunder clap in a calm
sky'. It was one of the many signs that the Spirit was moving over the waters to
inflame apostles once again with fire to spread the Kingdom.
The fact that Bishops O'Gorman and Neville and Fr Gogarty, future
missionary bishop, are mentioned on a number of occasions as having given talks and
slide-shows to the students about the missions whereas Fr Shanahan is conspicuous
by his absence, is at first sight puzzling. At this stage he was in fact far from being
well and was forced to return to hospital in mid-November. The first indication we
are given of the seriousness of his illness is when the journalist at St Mary's has this
entry for 20 November 1919: "Fr Leen is at home ill. Fr Heerey (Patrick, that is, who
replaced him as director of the scholasticate) announced that Monsig. Shanahan
underwent a very ~uccessful operation today in one of the city hospitals; he also asked
for prayers that the after-effects may be equally successful".
The first reference to Monsig Shanahan having been released from hospital is
in the journal at St Mary's where we find this entry for 5 January 1920, the Eve of the
Epiphany: "Football match. Frs Shanahan, Provincial, Evans, Kearney, Botrel and
Schmidt from Rockwell, here for dinner. Soiree." This may well have been a
reunion to celebrate Shanahan's return in good health. The Kimmage journal informs
us for 10 January that Fr Shanahan had arrived there and was expected to stay for a
week 'for the good of his health'. He had been invited by the Superior, Fr Evans,
who had known him well since his time in Rockwell as prefect and Dean of
discipline.
Shanahan was invited back to St Mary's on 16 January, Feast of the
Immaculate Heart of Mary, Refuge of Sinners otherwise known as Our Lady of
Victories. He was joined by Bishops O'Gorman and Neville. During the celebrations
a wire arrived from the shipping company in Liverpool announcing that the boat for
Freetown was due to sail in a day or two. The journalist penned these comments after
the hasty departure of Dr O'Gorman:
So Bishop O'Gorman took his departure this evening for the Dark
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Continent again. So sudden that we had not time to give him a worthy send
off as we would have liked. He has been with us practically all the time since
he came to Ireland, so we will miss his pleasant company. God grant him a
safe and pleasant journey to his destination and preserve him for many years'
work on the mission.
This prayer for the safe return of Bishop O'Gorman to his mission was no doubt
uttered lightly as a matter of course as with the end of the Great War in 1918 the high
seas were no longer seen to pose any great hazard to ocean-going craft. Unknown to
them at that moment a major catastrophe had happened at sea a few days earlier
involving a large group of missionaries going from France to West Africa, most of
them members of the Holy Ghost Congregation. Fr Shanahan had returned to
Kimmage to continue his convalescence there when the news filtered through as an
unconfirmed report from the press. Then, on 18 January, the journalist, Charlie
Heerey, made this entry: "This morning (Sunday) Monsig. Shanahan received official
confirmation of the report we heard on Friday that Mgr Jalabert.and 9 Fathers and 6
Brothers have gone down in L 'Afrique on their way to their respective missions. May
they rest in peace!"
This was particularly painful news for Shanahan. He realised, of course, the
great loss that would be suffered by the French missions which were already so
depleted in personnel as a result of the war; but having spent eleven years in France
and having known many of them personally he would have identified closely with the
victims of the tragedy and with their confreres. The death of Mgr Hyacinthe Jalabert,
in particular, would have been felt with special personal grief having had memories of
him at the director in the juniorate at Cellule. The journalist adds; "We are all
offering the prescribed suffrages for the repose of their souls." It was arranged that a
public mass would be offered for the victims of the tragedy on Thursday 22 January
1920. The venue chosen was Blackrock because of the greater facilities to cater for
the expected numbers. The principal celebrant on that occasion was naturally Bishop
Neville, the Deacon was Fr Paddy Heerey, the Director of the scholasticate, and the
Subdeacon was the young priest, Fr Denis Joy, who was due to travel with Bishop
O'Gorman to Sierra Leone but, because of the suddenness of the departure
announcement he literally "missed the boat" for that occasion. The journalist added
this note: "Fr Joy is the first priest who has finished in the Irish province to sail to
Africa. Good wishes to all; he leaves 26th."
When someone wrote to Shanahan from Nigeria to tell him that the Africans
had organised a collection to have three High Masses offered for the repose of the
souls of the missionaries he was very moved by the significance of this gesture. In a
letter to Paris he pointed out that this gesture in solidarity with missionaries not
connected with Nigeria gave the lie to the unfounded charge sometimes made that the
Blacks had no heart and no gratitude. "Here we have a practical rebuttal on this very
unjust accusation" he concluded. 14
During his rather prolonged stay in Kimmage, Fr Shanahan gave much of his
attention to the Theologians, not by way of formal 'conferences' but injoining them
for relaxed fireside chats. The journal kept by the students has several references to
these homely encounters. For Monday 19 January 1920 we read: "Monsig. Shanahan
amongst us for the recreation after tea and gave us a good insight into the 'humours'
of missionary life." For Tuesday the entry reads; "Mons. Shanahan enlivened our
recreation once more at 10.30 am." For Friday, the day following the Pontifical
requiem at Blackrock, we read: "After tea Mons. Shanahan came for a chat with us.
We sat around the study fire and so interesting was his description of missionary life
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that we were not satisfied at the end of the time allotted for recreation and conference;
so the auxiliary asked for permission and we remained till night prayer." Again for
the 25th we have this entry: "Mons. Shanahan came with us again for the recreation
after tea and gave us a great deal of useful information about the missions. It was 9
p.m. when he left us and even then we wanted him to stay on." So it was a clear case
of "Were not our hearts burning within us" as they heard him speak of the missionary
apostolate.
Our final quotation from the records of this stay of Shanahan in Kimmage is
quoted from the Students' Diary published as a serial in the Missionary Annals. Our
extract is taken from the February edition 1920:
We're having a great time with Monsig. Shanahan. He often comes to spend
an evening with us, and we have a real missionary talk. Monsig._is
bombarded with questions; he answers as he can; he narrates his experiences
in Africa; he tells stories of every description, comic, tragic, pathetic - and so
time flies. Late that night we sat chatting round the fire listening to the
account of his famous 'trek' to the Cameroon. Everyone was so engrossed
that even the Regulator forgot to ring the bell at the end of Recreation, so that
- 0 proh dolor - the hour of study time had gone before anyone noticed the
omission..
As yet Shanahan had not managed to arrange for his address to the students at
Maynooth. That opportunity presented itself in mid-February. We learn of the
outcome from a letter written by Shanahan himself22 February 1920 to Mgr Le Roy.
Here is what he says about that encounter:
On Monday and Tuesday oflast week I gave two conferences lasting an hour
each to the students of the national seminary in Maynooth. These were
supplemented by another conference given by Fr Thady O'Connor using his
slide projector. We were listened to with the greatest attention. And the
President (Monsignor McCaffrey) made an enthusiastic appeal to the students
to accompany us when we went back again for our distant mission. He gave
high praise to our Congregation for which he exgressed the greatest sympathy
on account of the recent disaster of the Afrique.
For a reaction from among the students we quote from an entry made by Patrick
Whitney, the future founder of St Patrick's Missionary Society:
Fr Shanahan pleaded for Africa - Nigeria. He will give a temporary mission
there for priests from Maynooth. There is immense work to be done and the
pagans are asking for baptism. The appeal went to my heart. If I can go God direct me. If I don't go there, Garret Pierce is asking for men in
Minnesota. By Patrick's Day it will be decided. St Patrick pray for me. 16
St Patrick's answer to that particular prayer was that Whitney not merely went to
Africa himself but he was to found a society for diocesan priests volunteering for
service in Africa, and that society was to be named after the National Apostle himself.
That opportunity to address the students of Maynooth College was of
special importance to Shanahan. He knew that there was little hope of getting from
the Irish senior scholasticate the extra personnel he needed so badly. Numbers had
been drastically depleted there as a result of the contract made by the Provincial Fr
John T Murphy to send some twenty senior students to complete their studies in the
USA to serve in the new parishes being set up for coloured people. This was part of
the deal with Mother Katharine Drexel in order to obtain the badly needed funds to
extend and maintain the senior scholasticate set up in Ireland in 1911. 17 Shanahan
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knew that he would have to be content with a mere trickle of young priests for years
to come as other missions and the home works would have to get their share. The last
of the covenanted students, Frank Nolan, left for the senior scholasticate at Ferendale
in the USA in autumn 1919. While awaiting his departure date, Frank designed the
cover for the frrst issues of the Missionary Annals.
Shortly after his address at Maynooth, Shanahan decided to set off for France.
Though the French province had suffered a cruel blow in the loss of 16 of its
missionary personnel in the Afrique disaster he still had hopes that the French
confreres on holidays from Nigeria would be allowed to return there. There were also
changes being planned by Rome regarding the actual frontiers of the Southern Nigeria
Mission that interested him. As both Bishop Neville and Fr Shanahan had missed out
for the General Chapter they were still due to make their official visit to the Superior
General, so they set out together for Paris on 2 March 1920.
Shanahan was to spend six weeks in France. He had much to discuss about his
own mission in Nigeria and about the Cameroon on which he was able to report in
detail as a result of his extraordinary ministry there at the request of the Holy See.
A major decision was then about to be taken at Rome about Southern Nigeria
itself. At last it was planned to upgrade its status from being a mere Prefecture
Apostolic to being a Vicariate with a resident bishop at its head. Names would have
to be submitted to Rome by the Superior General for this new office and as the
territory had been committed to the pastoral care of the Holy Ghost Congregation the
new bishop would normally be a member of the Congregation. The most obvious
candidate would be Shanahan himself, but only Rome could have the final word on
that.
One big problem area where Shanahan hoped for help was in the matter of
securing missionary Sisters. The departure of the last of the Sisters of St Joseph of
Cluny from Nigeria was reported to Paris by Fr Louis Ward as follows:
Rev Mother and Sr Clement are very ill for the past two months. The Doctor
says it is better that they go home as soon as possible. I hope the sisters will
return after a year's rest. We have far too much to do without having to carry
on the work of the convent. All the boarders have been placed in houses
belonging to our Christian women ... Would the Mother House approve my
new title "Rev. Mother Superior" as I am in charge of the convent... 18
Shanahan's failure to secure replacements from the Irish Sisters of Charity made him
look once more to French sources. What was needed was help from a society
specially dedicated to work on the mission rather than try to influence those whose
vocation lay elsewhere to take on what would be considered by them an extraordinary
apostolate. Just then Marie-Eugenie Caps was trying to launch such a French
missionary society of sisters with the help of some Spiritans and within a short time.
Mgr Le Roy got involved in expediting the approval by Rome of this society,
which was to be known as the Missionary Sisters of the Holy Spirit. 19 But this was
still in the future and Shanahan wanted missionary sisters right now, preferably
English-speaking Sisters. Just then he was informed about the Franciscan
Missionaries of Mary founded in 1877 in Rome with strong Irish connections in
recent years. Having got the required permission from the Superior General to issue
an invitation to these Sisters to come out to Nigeria he set about drafting a carefully
worded letter to be sent to the Mother General in Rome.
A typed French version of this letter written on 18 March 1920 was kept in the
General Archives in rue Lhomond and from it we see Shanahan' s careful attention to
detail as he gave an upbeat account of the mission while stressing the needs that only
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missionary Sisters with a knowledge of English could supply. Having given the
necessary brief historical and geographical details to put the Nigerian mission clearly
in the picture he gives the statistics that he knew by heart having supplied them to
Rome, to mission aid societies etc. namely, 25 missionaries, 600 catechists, 15,000
Catholics, 1,000 Christian families, 25,000 children attending 436 mission schools.
The big lacuna was that they had none to look after the very small children, the girl
students, the Christian womenfolk. Referring to the good work done by the Sisters of
St Joseph of Cluny he pointed out that the numbers supplied over the last twelve
years amounted to five, only three of whom remained on after the war. There was no
one to relieve them and worn out from many years continuous service they had been
recalled recently leaving only the Protestant ladies of Calabar to take over their type
of work. The convent, the chapel and school buildings were still in perfect order but
some 300/400 girls without teachers. A depressing situation indeed but the news that
the Franciscan Missionaries had novitiates full of aspirants, many from England and
Ireland, filled his heart with new hope. He then went into specifics as to the number
of sisters required - six for a start - their duties, their upkeep, the availability of good
food, medical facilities etc. A useful letter indeed for the historian of that period but
for Shanahan a burning apostolic situation to be remedied at the moment. 20
While revolving such matters in his mind in Paris Fr Shanahan received a letter from
one of the Irish Sisters of Charity in Merrion - most probably Mother Joseph
Vavasour who had come up with another of her original proposals in favour of the
foreign missions. This time Shanahan was not impressed. He was being asked to go
on a pilgrimage to Lisieux in Normandy to the grave of a Cannelite Sister who had
died in 1897 at the age of 24 years, and to bring all his problems about the missions to
her! This Carmelite - Sister Therese of the Child Jesus - had promised that she would
spend her eternity 'showering roses' on those who asked for her intercession, and
already by 1920 she had acquired the reputation of being a miracle-worker in earnest.
This was the belief among her most unlikely 'fans' - namely, the French soldiers who
had endured the dehumanising burdens of life in the trenches. Among these was one
Pere Daniel Brottier CSSp who had been forced to return to France from the missions
in Senegal where he had been valued as his right-hand man by Mgr Jalabert, well
known to Shanahan. Pere Brottier had volunteered to act as military chaplain and all
during the war Mgr Jalabert had prayed to Sister Therese to protect him for the great
work he had planned for him when peace was restored. In 1919, when Mgr J alabert
was in France for the General Chapter he assured Pere Brottier that he owed his
protection to Sr Therese to whom Jalabert had prayed each day for his safe keeping in
the trenches. Brottier was so convinced of this special protection that he dedicated
his new work for the orphans at Auteuil to the protection of St Therese with
miraculous results.
Shanahan, however, had no such confidence in this little Carmelite nun nor
did he have any reason to have. And then what would she know about the missions,
never having left her enclosed convent? He let Mother Vavasour know his reactions
to her proposal about that unorthodox pilgrimage, thinking that that would be the last
he would hear about the subject. Her hard-hitting reply with hints of incurring the
displeasure of heaven made him take an early train for Lisieux accompanied by
another unconvinced missionary - Fr Jules Douvry, who was home on sick leave from
Nigeria. They sought out Therese's grave to say a few perfunctory prayers as they
thought. In later years Shanahan described their experience as follows:
I shall never forget to my dying day the impression both ofus got at the grave.
We felt we were in a supernatural atmosphere, surely in the presence of
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something strange. We prayed there for a while, and it was while there I
realised for the first time how this little girl, who had never left her convent,
was nevertheless a great missionary and an exceptional friend of missionaries
in pagan lands. I asked her to place the cause of Nigeria before Our Lord. 21
On another occasion he amplified this incident, having seen it as of special
significance in his understanding of the missionary apostolate:
There seemed to be no prospect of getting either missionary Priests or Sisters
in Ireland. Early in 1920 I went over to France hoping to get them but all in
vain. While I was in Paris I received a letter from a very pious and zealous
Sister in Ireland in which she advised me to go to the tomb of the Little
Flower in Lisieux.
Much against my own wishes and with little confidence - I am sorry to say - I
went to Lisieux, and remained there three days. During that time I went
frequently to pray at the grave of the little missionary saint While there, I
realised for the first time how this little girl, who had never left her convent,
was nevertheless a great missionary and an exceptional friend of missionaries
in pagan lands. I asked her to place the case of Nigeria before Our Lord.
He amplified the story ofLisieux later on in a talk which was taken down verbatim by
a Killeshandra missionary nun, now dead:
"One day" he said "I got a letter from a great friend of mine, a Sister
of Charity in Merrion. She told me that I should go to Lisieux while I was
waiting, and there mention my requests at the grave of a young nun who had
died a very holy death and who had been granting extraordinary favours to
those who made their petitions through her. This friend of mine knew of my
anxiety to get nuns and priests for Nigeria and meant me to ask this young nun
of Lisieux to obtain them for me. We had heard of the holy life led by the
young Carmelite whose grave my friend wished me to visit, and as I liked to
do what she told me I suggested the visit to one of the other priests who was
with me. 'Go to Lisieux indeed!' he said, 'What would people say if they saw
two hardened old missioners like us going off on a pilgrimage to a convent
where some little nun with a lovely face died. Go to Lisieux! Aren't there
plenty of saints to pray to where we are?' 'Go to Lisieux indeed!' I echoed,
'What would we go to Lisieux for?' and I wrote to my friend in Merrion
putting to her the same arguments as my friend in Paris had made. Well, I got
back a letter - such a letter! - telling me that I had better delay no longer but
go at once and make reparation for the things I had dared to say about
someone whom God had evidently destined to become a saint etc, etc. I took
the letter to my friend and said I had decided to go to Lisieux, and he had
better come too in case there was anything in it at all and we might suffer
afterwards for our folly. Neither of us was very enthusiastic, and, lest anyone
might know, we were doing such a foolish thing, we got the earliest train we
could without saying a word to anyone. Well, we arrived at Lisieux and went
straight to the public cemetery. There sure enough we saw a grave decorated
with little medals and we guessed rightly that it was the grave of the Little
Flower. I shall never forget to my dying day the impression both of us got at
the grave. We felt we were in a very supernatural atmosphere - surely in the
presence of something strange. We prayed there for a while and, when we
left, I suggested that we go to the Convent, ask to see her living Sisters and
tell them of how disrespectfully we had spoken of their little Sister.
My friend was wild and said that would be the surest way of letting the whole
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world know we had been there as the nuns would write the news here, there
and everywhere immediately we left them. However, I was to make due
reparation and we went to the Cannelite Convent. There we spoke to the four
sisters of the young nun at whose grave we had been praying and I insisted on
telling them all that we had said. They just laughed and laughed. I told them
of my longing to get nuns and priests for Nigeria and they told me of their
little Sister's love for the missions. When I got back to Paris I had a lovely
letter from one of them and in it she said I am sure my little Sister will obtain
your requests. And how marvelously she has obtained them." 22
They visited the Convent where they met Therese's three sisters who
convinced them that their prayer for missionary helpers would be answered by their
sister. The three days spent on this pilgrimage to Lisieux were to haye a deep and
lasting effect on Shanahan. His contact with the young Carmelite's milieu and her
apostolic outlook affected his own approach to the missionary apostolate. Till then he
had been so preoccupied with seeking personnel for active work on the mission that
he had overlooked somewhat the contribution that could be made by the general
faithful who were never to put a foot on mission territory. The supportive power of
prayer in preparing the pagan world for the coming of the Kingdom was henceforth to
be a constant theme for him, and from then on he was known to address his audiences
as 'My fellow missionaries'. This was done, not as a mere formality but out of deep
conviction. And by coincidence that was one of the lessons underlined by Pope
Benedict XV in the Apostolic Letter Maximum illud launched 30 November 1919.
Another message stressed by Benedict XV, this time for heads of missions, was their
duty to make it a priority to foster vocations among the peoples they were
evangelising.
Some time would have to elapse before the climate was ripe for the
spontaneous growth of such vocations, but Shanahan himself had already been
preoccupied with this aspect of the apostolate. He had arranged in 1914 that two
promising young Igbo students, one being John Anyogu, future Bishop of Enugu, be
accepted at the juniorate of the English province at Castlehead, Lancashire. It was to
Castlehead that Shanahan was now heading. That little community had a special
links with Nigeria. Frs Patrick McDermott and Joseph Lichtenberger, when home
from Nigeria, had helped in the early days to get the school and the Brothers'
novitiate underway. It was from there that Joe Delaney had come to Nigeria to begin
his valuable work as catechist.
As Shanahan was leaving for England he received a letter from a young
secular priest in Dublin volunteering for his mission in Nigeria. This young priest, Fr
Tommy Ronayne, had been a student in Rockwell while Shanahan was Dean there.
Already the Little Flower was seen to be working miracles in favour of Nigeria as
promised.
Castlehead was from then to have a very special personal significance for
Shanahan: it was while he was staying there for a few days that the news came
through that he had been nominated bishop by the Holy See. There was naturally a
very joyous if modest celebration of the news which must have meant much to his
two fellow Tipperarymen, Frs John Heelan and Tim Cunningham, who were
members of the staff there at the time.
The official announcement of Shanahan's appointment was made in Rome, 12
April 1920 and and on the same day two other members of the Congregation were
appointed Vicars Apostolic, namely Mgr Raymond-Rene Lerouge for French Guinea
and Mgr Louis Le Hunsec for Senegal in succession to Mgr Jalabert.
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From the scholasticate journal at St Mary's, Rathmines, we learn that the news
of Shanahan's appointment was received by the Provincial, Fr Con O'Shea, on 14
April. The students were busily engaged that day preparing an edition of the
Missionary Annals for the post. So a news scoop had just been missed, but the next
issue informs us that there was joy all round at the news of the appointment, and by
then the extra good news could be added, namely that Monsig. James Mccaffrey,
President of Maynooth College, had kindly arranged that the episcopal ordination
would take place in Maynooth itself. This item of news was followed by the
comment: "How fitting, that it should take place at the Alma Mater of the Catholic
Faith". 23
As Shanahan returned to Dublin he took with him John Anyogu, one of the
two students he had sent to the junior seminary in Castlehead. He wanted him to
spend a few weeks in Dublin before returning to Nigeria to do his senior studies
under the direction of Fr Geoffrey O'Sullivan who had taken over from Fr Thady
O'Connor in conducting the Training College for teacher-catechists. John was to be
the first lgbo to be ordained priest and was later to be Bishop of Enugu.
The best news for Shanahan as he arrived back in Dublin was that a priest of
the Dublin diocese, Fr Thomas Ronayne, and Patrick Whitney, soon to be ordained,
had clearly signified their intentions of joining him for work in Nigeria. And
Whitney, who had previously confided his destiny to the care of St Patrick, now
attributed his clearance to be allowed to opt for Nigeria to the intercession of Sister
Therese! His bishop and his mother had given their consent to his decision. Writing
on 25 April 1920 to Paris Fr Louis Lena his former colleague in Nigeria, Shanahan
remarked:
You will be pleased to hear that the best student in Maynooth College is to
come out with me to Nigeria. I consider this one of the most important events
that has occurred for many years in favour of the African missions in the
British colonies. 24
Fr Tommy Ronayne's clearance to be able to offer his services for Nigeria must have
been particularly pleasing to Shanahan: he had known him as .a young student in
Rockwell where he was a contemporary of Fr Thady O'Connor and Fr Edward Leen.
Tommy had already expressed his purpose to go on the missions to join Fr Shanahan
but when he was declared delicate by the medical attendant in Rockwell in 1903 he
felt that this had put paid for ever to his missionary ambitions. His transfer to the
boarding school at Blackrock as from then was part of his parents' plans to make sure
that he gave up completely the idea of being a missionary. He later opted for the
Dublin diocese and did his theology at Maynooth College. The Archbishop of
Dublin, Dr William Walsh, gave him leave of absence to serve for one year in the
diocese of Sioux City, USA. When he returned to Dublin in 1916 he was soon
involved in the launch of the Maynooth Mission to China with Fr John Blowick, who
had been his classmate in Maynooth as well as having links with the diocese of Tuam.
Dr Walsh, however, would not allow Fr Tommy to join the Maynooth Mission
himself, no doubt because that involved a permanent commitment. He posed no
objection in 1920 however when Fr Tommy requested permission for a temporary
leave of absence to serve with Shanahan in Nigeria. 25
Fr Ronayne was ever devising new schemes for good purposes. Having
learned of Shanahan's vain search for religious Sisters to help educate a Christian
womanhood in Nigeria he came up with a novel proposal, namely that a laywoman
would volunteer to do the work the Sisters were expected to do. On 29 April he
introduced to Shanahan a young woman in his parish at Monkstown who was doing a
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midwifery course in Holles Street and would be available to go to Nigeria the
following year. The young woman's name was Mary Martin, the future founder of
the Medical Missionaries of Mary. Her life story was to be a glorious chapter in the
missionary history of Africa and elsewhere. 26
Many things had to be planned in preparation for the episcopal ordination in
Maynooth College, 6 June 1920. Naturally the Provincialate was chosen by
Shanahan as his main centre of operations while contacting the various people to be
involved and for being contacted himself by all those offering their congratulations
and their assistance. The Philosophers' journal at St Mary's, Rathmines, informs us
that he had arrived there by 21 April. For 21st of the month we are told there was a
celebration there attended by Shanahan himself and Frs Jules Botrel, Bernard
Fennelly of the Kimmage staff, Andrew Sheridan assigned to the Mission Band in
USA, and Fr Mulcahy SJ, rector of Clongowes Wood College. Shanahan owed his
acquaintance with Clongowes to the fact that his sister's son Michael Dawson was
then a student there.
There was a costly side to becoming a bishop. Writing to Fr Lena who had
been recently appointed First Assistant Shanahan said:
I am busy getting everything ready for the 6th. The cost will be at least £400
for the outfit alone!! Fr Faugere says the mitre cannot be done in time in Paris.
I am getting it done here. It will be all the same. I am most grateful to you for
having obtained the sum of 500 frs for getting it for me. 27
Shanahan gave much careful thought to what was to be displayed in his episcopal
crest as we can see from the outline of his ideas on the matter that he sent to Paris for
approval. 28 He saw himself as being part of the great missionary tradition of the Holy
Ghost Congregation, especially in Africa, so he felt that the emblem of the
Congregation should be displayed at the top of the left, namely the Holy Spirit
hovering over the Heart of Mary .. But he was also conscious of the missionary
exploits of the early Irish monks. Including the shamrock in his crest came more
readily to him having spent eleven of the most formative years of his life on mainland
Europe where he was reminded at times that he was representing his native country
for those around him. But the shamrock represented for him especially St Patrick and
his stress on the Blessed Trinity as the kernel of the Christian faith he had come at
such sacrifice to impart to the Irish people. No doubt as Shanahan emblazoned the
shamrock on his crest he recalled that incident in his early days in Nigeria when in
anger he threatened to walk out on his French confreres when they made fun of the
withered sprig of shamrock sent by his mother which he had proudly displayed on the
Feast of St Patrick And from then on others automatically associated Shanahan with
St Patrick as he seemed, more than any one else, to measure up to the traditional
image of the National Apostle. He wrote with regard to the symbol of the shamrock:
"It is Ireland which gives the first Vicar Apostolic to Nigeria; it is Ireland that must
supply the missionaries to do for Nigeria what St Patrick did for Ireland."
The inclusion of the Magi star arising over the river Niger again had the dual
significance of the field of his apostolate and the light of the faith which was to be
always the guiding star for himself and the people of Nigeria. He had originally
intended including the image of "a missionary in the act of baptising a Nigerian
representing the effects of Grace of God which at the moment is producing such great
results in Africa." This detail was omitted in the final draft of the crest due to artistic
considerations of space.
But it was particularly in the words chosen as his episcopal motto - Domine ut
videam - (Lord that I may see) that we find the real man revealed. That Shanahan
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always strove to have an open mind was so well known that the negative side of this
virtue was given as a proof of his weakness! His director in the senior scholasticate
in Rockwell had critically written of him: "II est des avis des autres," which was
meant in the context to say that he was inclined to be influenced too much by what
others said. And again at the end of his missionary career in Nigeria, the French
official visitor, Pere Soul CSSp, reported that he was prone to change his mind too
easily. The positive side of the coin was that Shanahan in his search for God's will
knew that he had to listen carefully to what the Lord was saying to him through others
as well as looking into his own heart. That he did try to listen to God in his own heart
was obvious to those who closely observed his air of recollection as he went about the
ordinary affairs oflife. The choice of that motto: Domine ut videam - Lord that I may
see- was to prove prophetic. He had learned to alter his outlook on the apostolate
through his introduction to the spirituality of St Therese of the Child Jesus. In the
not-too-distant future he would be making another pilgrimage to her graveside to
beseech the Lord through her intercession for sufficient eyesight to be able to
continue his missionary career. His own comment on his choice of biblical phrase is
highly significant.
In the Gospel for Quinqagesima is found the narrative of the miracle worked
by Our Saviour in favour of the poor blind man who made himself heard in
spite of the protestations of the annoyed by his cries - an image of Africa and
also of the Christians of Europe who possess Our Saviour themselves and
have no great worries about leading to him the blind or the poor pagans who
cry out Jesu, Filii David, miserere mei - Jesus son of David have mercy on
me.29
Once Maynooth had been fixed for the ordination ceremony, delicacy and diplomacy
would suggest that the main ordaining prelate should be a member of the Irish
hierarchy rather than a member of the Holy Ghost Congregation. That was the
approach taken by Fr John T. Murphy CSSp in 1916 when he had been allowed the
use of the pro-Cathedral in Dublin for his ordination as bishop of Port Louis in
Mauritius. Shanahan's first choice was Cardinal Logue, and Mgr Le Roy, the
Superior General, as assistant prelate together with Bishop Neville CSSp. In the
event neither McRory nor Le Roy were available for the date chosen. Then Shanahan
opted for what was a happy solution namely, two "neighbours' children" from
Shanahan's home'place, Dr Kelly, bishop of Ross and Dr Miller OMI, former bishop
of the Transvaal, together with the Irish Spiritan missionary bishop, Dr Neville CSSp.
Though the ceremonies and the singing would naturally be the prerogative of the
seminarians at Maynooth it was agreed that it would be appropriate that Fr Tommy
Ronayne should be the Master of Ceremonies for the occasion and Rev Patrick
Whitney should fill the role of Deacon at the Mass.
As the big day approached Fr Shanahan wrote to the Superior General, Mgr Le Roy:
"I offer up for Nigeria all the misery I am suffering as I face that ceremony which is
to take place next Sunday. I fear it more than the surgeon's knife ... " 30
There were some 600 students at Maynooth at the time and they had
automatic right to be present at the ceremony. A hundred places were reserved for
Shanahan's guests, members of his family and the Holy Ghost Congregation. Most
of the members of the three communities in Dublin are reported as having been
present. Those most anxious to attend were the senior students at Kimmage and St
Mary's but they were informed by the director at Kimmage on 8 May that "Mons.
Shanahan, being unable to invite us all to Maynooth for his consecration, had asked
for four delegates from the Senior Scholasticate. Hence those who are first in dignity
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have the privilege." The same procedure was followed for the philosophy students at
St Marys. Because school was still in progress at the time, only two delegates came
from Rockwell - one of them being Fr Edward Leen, who had been assigned to
Rockwell on a temporary basis while recuperating.
It would appear that Shanahan made another conscious decision to mark his
episcopal ordination. One notices that from 1920 on his official name in the Etat du
Personnel of the Congregation is Mgr Joseph-Marie Shanahan. This change of name
could only come from Bishop Shanahan himself. He had always had a special
devotion to St Joseph not merely because of he felt indebted to the Confraternity of St
Joseph which sponsored his education at Beauvais but also because St Joseph was
specially honoured in his own family. Now he seems to have made a deliberate
decision to put his new role as bishop under the protection of Mary.
Liturgists today when planning an important ceremony like to allow for an
element of surprise. Even if not altogether taken by surprise, the highlight for all
present at the Shanahan ceremony was the singing in public for the first time by the
students of the special hymn composed for the occasion, the 'Missionary Hymn' as it
has become known. It was composed by Fr Jim Burke, CSSp, science teacher at
Blackrock, at the suggestion and with help from Fr John Kearney, Director of the
Theo lo gate.
Fr Kearney and his junior confrere, Fr Burke, had developed a good team
relationship since they attended the College of Science courses together in order to
cope with the new science programme for secondary schools. Even when Fr Kearney
transferred to Kimmage in 1918 as Director of theology, they kept up their friendship
because of their mutual interest in music. They had both co-operated with Fr
Pembroke in the successful launch of the Missionary Annals. When Fr Pembroke
died suddenly after the successful launch of the first issue, Fr Kearney persuaded Fr
Burke to compose a fitting 'In Memoriam' hymn in his honour. That hymn, entitled,
'De Profundis' had been published in a subsequent issue of the Missionary Annals
and had met with immediate approval. Fr Kearney had since been urging Fr Burke to
follow up that successful number with a Missionary anthem, but the muse was rather
slow in responding. The prospect of Shanahan' s historic ordination at Maynooth
College provided the required impetus. It now meant working against time
composing, correcting and modifying according to the accepted norms of hymnology
at that time. Then there was the process of transcribing the music and having it ready
in sufficient numbers for the rehearsals at Maynooth. Just as the earlier hymn had
been based on a popular Welsh melody the music of the missionary hymn was based
on a melody from Charles Gounod's 'Redemption'. Gounod's work had been
produced in 1893 for the first time in Ireland in what is now known as the National
Concert Hall. That production had a special interest for some people at Blackrock as
the President, Fr Botrel, who had been a pupil of Gounod, had had an interview with
the composer in 1892. Fr Burke, who had been a student at Blackrock at the time,
was familiar with the melody and the words which he now used to splendid effect in
what has since been known as 'The Missionary Hymn'. In fact it is almost certain
that part of these words were used by the choir at Shanahan' s ordination as priest at
Blackrock. 31
The ordination ceremony at Maynooth went so well in all its details and in the
overall effect that the President of the College, Monsig. J. Mccaffrey, is reported as
having remarked that it was the finest episcopal ordination ceremony he had
witnessed in Maynooth. Recalling the occasion years later, Fr Edward Leen wrote: "I
remember seeing the Bishop after his consecration, moving down the chapel at
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Maynooth, with mitre and crosier... an impression of silent strength, every inch of a
Bishop and every inch a man. He was a fine figure and very impressive. He looked
like a man who had fought a hard battle, had triumphed, and was being crowned."
A writer in the next issue of the Missionary Annals tried to give some
impression of the effect of the ceremony on all present and though the language and
some of the sentiments seemed dated today one is left in no doubt that all present felt
they were assisting at an event with historical significance as a missionary prelate was
being hosted in the National Seminary for the first time. We quote an extract from
this article:
And the effect of all this was heightened by the splendid singing of the choir,
the solemn march of the music, and the grace, ease and perfection with which
those who were charged with the ceremonies carried out their task ...
Impressive it undoubtedly was - but it was more than impressive. One will
scarcely be accused of subjectivism in stating that the whole assembly was
thrilled with a strange emotion. The very atmosphere seemed charged and
vibrant with enthusiasm: for all felt they looked on a man who was not
succeeding to the government of a portion of Christ's empire, long held in
peaceful and secure possession bu the church, but one who was elected to
carry Christ's standard into territories that were to be rescued, by strong force
and stern fighting, from the hostile powers of darkness ... The newly-anointed
stood forth, not merely as a bishop, but as a warrior. The gleaming mitre was
the helmet which was to dismay, and the cosier the sword which was to smite
Satan and his legions. 32
There is no extant photographic record of the ceremony itself, but afterwards a
splendid group photo was taken against the background of the college buildings
showing the newly-ordained bishop seated among the little team of close workers
who meant so much to him at the time, namely Frs Thomas Ronayne, Thady
O'Connor, Bert Wilson, who had been provisionally allocated to Nigeria, and Patrick
Whitney,deacon.
From the press accounts we learn of the speeches made at the luncheon given
in Maynooth. Among the speakers were Dr Kelly the ordaining prelate, Monsig.
McCaffrey, the Lord Mayor of Dublin, Larry O'Neill, and finally Bishop Shanahan
himself. One notices a common theme - the linking of the modern missionary
movement of which Shanahan's ordination was taken as a symbol with the great
missionary tradition of Ireland before she became a conquered nation. In the toast to
the Pope stress was laid on the great loyalty shown to the Holy See by Ireland down
the ages even when it cost, and that was the theme underlined also by the Lord Mayor
who had just returned from Rome where he attended the Beatification ceremonies for
Blessed (now 'Saint') Oliver Plunkett. There was high praise for the Holy Ghost
Congregation, and an expression of sympathy and solidarity with the Congregation in
the wake of the Afrique tragedy earlier that year. And the hope was expressed that
the 17,000, given as the total number of Catholics in Southern Nigeria, would soon be
doubled. Shanahan, in acknowledging the compliments to himself, pointed out that
he was but a member of a team of missionaries whose dedication was so total that
their one ambition was to be found worthy to spend their lives in the service of their
adopted people and to die in their midst. These words re-echoed the final prayer of St
Patrick as expressed in his Confession. They have also a special relevance to
Shanahan' s story. His deep wish to be buried among the people he loved in Nigeria
seemed at one period not destined to be ever realised, but Providence was to see to it
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missionary should be - his work, his dangers and safeguards. It was better than a
week's retreat." Finally, the Kimmage journal mentions for 24 June one of
Shanahan's first episcopal engagements: "Mgr Shanahan, who left on Monday to
confer minor orders in the Maynooth ordinations, paid us a short visit before dinner
but he did not remain".
Shanahan's suggestion about the exchange between Fr Edward Leen and Fr
Thady O'Connor had been approved by the authorities. When it was made public
someone wrote in the journal on hearing of the news "We lose a good professor and a
good missionary".
Three young priests pronounced their official consecration to the apostolate in
Kirnmage at the end of June that year, namely Fr Dan O'Sullivan, who as journalist
had recorded Shanahan's frequent visits among them~ he was to receive his obedience
for Sierra Leone, Fr John McCarthy who was to be posted to Rockwell as director of
the juniorate there, and Fr Phil O'Connor who was to accompany Bishop Shanahan to
Nigeria where he was destined in his own quiet way to play a very significant role in
the years ahead.
Having been busily occupied ever since the ceremony in Maynooth, Dr
Shanahan was beginning to feel the strain. He wrote 3 July 1920 to the Superior
General:
Sorry for the delay in sending the photos and the Crest. It is so difficult to get
anything like that done here in Ireland ... I am so tired after the operation, the
consecration, all the conferences to be given about Nigeria etc. etc. that I feel I
need a few weeks quiet holiday. I am offered such. My family are renting a
house in Llandudno in the mountains of Wales and by the sea. If you have no
objection ...
No reply so far from the Franciscan Missionaries. The seminar on the
missions that was to be held at the Columban new house in Navan has been
postponed because of transport problems due to the disturbed state of the
country. Fr F .X. Lichtenberger has not sent the money collected for the church
in Onitsha. What is to be done about it?
Shanahan needed to hear some good news at this stage as he looked anxiously for
personnel for his mission and for the necessary funds to pay his five or six hundred
catechists. The following day he had some good news to report in his letter to Mgr
LeRoy:
·
With great pleasure I announce that the Franciscan Missionaries have accepted the
foundation in Calabar... They asked for a letter for Cardinal Rossum. I have
sent it, explaining why the Sisters of St Joseph departed from Nigeria and the
necessity for Sisters to take up the work they abandoned. Now all my wishes
are realised. We have missionary priests and sisters. 35
As Shanahan was by then counting his men - and women - he was also literally
counting his costs. Some of his thoughts and reactions at this juncture are left on
record for us in a letter he addressed to Fr Ronayne 13 July 1920 and which was
published by the editor of the Missionary Annals as part of his effort to raise the
necessary funds.
My Dear Fr Ronayne - We are sailing in September or October, provided
berths can be secured in the overcrowded Elder Dempster steamers. We shall
be sixteen in all: four priests who are sailing for the first time - yourself, Fr
Leen, Fr Whitney (lately ordained at Maynooth) and Fr Phil O'Connor.
You will be accompanied by six pioneer Sisters of the grand Order of the
Franciscan Missionaries of Mary. The contingent will be completed by six
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old Nigerians, who, like myself, are returning to their mission after a muchneeded holiday.
Sixteen missionaries for Nigeria! Never in the history of Africa did so
many set out together for the same mission field. must find sixteen hundred
pounds to pay the passage money and purchase the tropical outfit for these
sixteen missionaries. Missionaries do not get free tickets from the shipping
comparnes.
Perhaps you may know some friends sufficiently interested in missionary
work to be anxious to help us on our journey. Any assistance they give will
be most welcome.
You have my permission to make any appeal for funds you may think
advisable. I bless all those who contribute even the smallest sum in answer to
your appeal - Very sincerely in Christ. 36
When Dr Shanahan found that he could take a more prolonged break from all these
activities there was no place where he might relax better than in his native county, in
particular at Rockwell, which had so many memories for him. When he arrived there
on 18 August the Senior Scholastics were also in residence as it had been decided that
they would take their summer break that year far from the city. Times were troubled
then in Ireland and they got a taste of that as they set out to travel by train to
Rockwell. A search of the train by the military disturbed their carefully planned
schedule and caused their luggage to be mislaid. The peace of Rockwell soon
restored their equilibrium and they set about planning their om1 excitements. On one
occasion they were joined by Shanahan, who always seemed to be much at home in
their company. Their journal, which was assiduously written up even during the
recess, has this entry for 20 August: "Bonfire of brushwood at the Rock under the
presidency of Br Dalmas (Colgan). Among the interested spectators were the Rt Rev.
Dr Shanahan, Fr Cotter, and a few members of the community. We sang the
Soldiers' Song and the the Song for the Pope. Sunday: Dr Shanahan said the mass for
the public at 8.30 a.m."
Later, as Bishop Shanahan was finalising affairs before returning to Nigeria,
he paid a farewell visit to Rockwell. The Community journal has this note for 19
November: "Dr Shanahan, Vic. Ap. Of Nigeria, paid a flying visit. His brother Dick,
his sister Mrs Dawson with her husband and son accompanied him."
Earlier that summer while on a passing visit to Rockwell Shanahan was asked
by the Director of the Juniorate, Fr Paddy Walsh to address the students. Among
them was Jack Jordan, Shanahan's future biographer. This is how Fr Jordan recalled
that occasion in later years:
... Then in May or June 1920, a man stepped into the vacuum. He was Fr
Joseph Shanahan, just home from the mission field to be consecrated bishop
of Southern Nigeria ... He was an old Rockwell boy, and as such was
introduced to us in the study. The moment my eye fell on him, I felt riveted.
Nothing would have made me look at anyone else while he was there. A fine
figure of a man, erect and soldierly, the thrown-out chest of a paratrooper,
with the fine face and beard of a second St Patrick, he looked both the ideal
and the real missionary. He began to speak, low and throaty in the beginning,
flashing a smile of boyish enthusiasm to the boys around, instinctively
creating the right atmosphere as he covered his Rockwell past in a few
humorous remarks. Then, having secured his audience, he lifted his voice, his
mind, his face and even his gestures to where they obviously belonged - to the
apostolate. He talked about two places - Southern Nigeria and the
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Cameroons. He had a natural actor's flair for creating atmosphere. Soon we
were following him over rough mountain trails in the Cameroons, listening to
the cries of welcome of countless villages left priestless for five years owing
to the War, kneeling with him in adoration in rough bush churches throughout
the night, enjoying their marriage palavers and their quaint ideas about hell
and heaven, and about all sharing their lives, their sorrows and their joys. We
were transported, too, to the Igbo marketplaces, there to see pagan chiefs and
elders 'going to consult' before accepting the missionary. We heard the
packed churches of Owerri clamouring for priests, and the witch doctors of
Amagunze clamouring against them. It was all an invitation, an appeal, a
challenge and an inspiration. Before he finished, I had really found my
vocation and knew I would never change. Years afterwards, following in a
very insignificant way in his footsteps, both in Biafra and in the· Cameroon, I
often felt the greatness and the magnetism of the man. 37
Among the other schools visited by Shanahan in 1920 was Synge St CBS where Fr
Reginald Walker was then a young student. Reporting on this visit years later Fr
Walker wrote:
I remember him at that time paying a visit to the Christian Brothers school
where I was in the throes of Preparatory Grade. He was introduced by the
Brother Superior who told us of his work in Africa, and among other things of
"Shanahan's tackle," the most dread thing, it appeared, in the Munster Rugby
of his time. We could well believe it. With his great broad shoulders, his long
beard unflected by grey, his eyes burning with apostolic enthusiasm - above
all that marvellous smile - he was truly a figure to capture the imagination of
any boy. He captured ours. He captured us. 38
By the end of August Shanahan was back again in Dublin. At St Mary's he
performed his first ordinations for members of the Congregation, one for the
priesthood, James Flynn, and two for the deaconate.
As Shanahan saw hope for the future of his mission in these ordinations he
suffered a disappointment when he learned of the impending departure of one of his
missionaries, Brother Kevin Healy CSSp.
·
Brother Kevin, who after twelve years of active and valuable service under
Shanahan's direction in Nigeria, was now about to part company with him. John J.
Healy - to give him his original name - had originally opted to be a Brother in 1903
rather than go on for the priesthood on completing his studies at Blackrock College.
He so ardently wanted to spend his life on the missions in Africa that, to make more
certain that he wouold be sent there, he renounced any intention of being a priest lest
he be appointed instead to a teaching post in one of the colleges in Ireland! Shanahan
had plenty of evidence of his quality as catechist, teacher, manager of schools etc.
since his arrival in the mission in 1908, but recently Br Kevin had come to the
conclusion that he had always had a genuine vocation to the priesthood and that he
had renounced that vocation merely because of circumstances beyond his control at
the time. His change of mind seems to have been influenced by the impending
ordination of Joe Delaney who had been serving for years in Nigeria as a lay
catechist. 39 Shanahan was now faced with a dilemma. He had earlier facilitated and
encouraged Joe Delaney when he expressed his desire to be promoted to the
priesthood after several years' service in Nigeria. There was a difference, however,
between the two cases. The Constitutions of religious congregations in compliance
with Canon Law explicitly forbade the changing of lanes, as it were, once a member
had made his profession either as brother or as a candidate for the priesthood in a
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particular congregation. 40 If Br Kevin now wanted to go on for the priesthood he
would have to do so outside his own congregation. And as he wanted to continue his
service as a missionary in Nigeria the only practical option for him was to apply for
admittance to the Society of the African Missions, who were working in the
neighbouring territory. His valuable services would in consequence be lost to Bishop
Shanahan at a time when he was in search of much needed personnel. The matter of
Br Kevin's change of plans may have been discussed by him with Bishop Broderick
SMA, who had come to perform the ceremony of ordination for Joe Delaney in
Onitsha while Shanahan was on his way to Europe for the General Chapter. 41 The
details of the transfer to the senior house of studies in Cork may have been discussed
with Fr Slattery when he visited Fr Shanahan at St Mary's, Rathmines, some months
later. The details of the application for release from the Congregation were transacted
with the Motherhouse by the Irish Provincial, Fr Con O'Shea, but as Dr Shanahan
felt he had a duty to .his former missionary colleague he wrote a covering letter, 27
August 1920, to the Superior General requesting that there be no immediate formal
exclusion of Br Kevin from the Congregation, that the termination of his membership
be postponed till the last moment lest Br Healy should change his mind in face of the
possible obstacles and that he be able to return once more to his former mission. We
quote Shanahan's letter in translation:
Dear Mgr, Fr O'Shea passed on to me the documents concerning the
departure of Br Kevin from the Congregation. I send them with this present
letter.
The SMA fathers have given him to understand that they will accept
him once he is free to join. That is why he makes his request to leave us. But it
appears to me that if the conditions imposed appear to him to be too difficult
he will abandon his project of becoming a priest and remain on as he is.
I know that he deserves to be excluded by the very fact that he wishes to leave
the Congregation contrary to the advice of his superiors, but I ask you,
Monseigneur, to be so good as to wait till the last moment to sign the
document which separates him from the Congregation. Perhaps he may be just
suffering from a temptation and will have the courage to surmount it. I ask
this favour for a missionary who has worked generously in my mission during
thirteen long years. If at last he wishes absolutely to leave - then only would I
lose all hope of seeing him remain faithful to his vocation and to his
mission. 42
That Shanahan facilitated the transfer of one of his best missionaries to another
Congregation at a time when that was considered far from the normal practice
indicates that he was himself in Nigeria not for any human motives but in the interests
of the Kingdom of God as all mission heads had been reminded by Pope Benedict XV
in "Maximum Illud'. In the event, Br Kevin, by then Fr John J Healy SMA, was to
serve in Nigeria till his death in 1949 and was to be hailed as one of the great
missionaries of that pioneering era. 43 In later years, Fr Healy committed to paper
some of his recollections of Bishop Shanahan and these have proved a welcome if not
always reliable source in building up a clearer image of the man and his work.
Early in September Dr Shanahan set off for Rome where he was to make his
first official report as bishop or rather Vicar Apostolic. His report would be seen as a
very heartening one to be followed by a private audience with Pope Benedict XV.
Immediately after that audience Shanahan wrote to Mgr Le Roy announcing his great
joy on having been received so graciously by the Pope and mentioning that His
Holiness had given a very generous sum of money for his mission. For an indication
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of what transpired at that audience we turn to the brief extract from his letter to Mgr
Le Roy which was published in the Bulletin General.
Today, 12 September, I had the great joy and the singular honour of being
received in audience by His Holiness, Benedict XV. The Holy Father asked
me many questions about Nigeria and took a keen interest in the little statistic
of the ministry achieved there during the years 1910-15-20. He congratulated
the missionaries on their great work and c commissioned me to take back his
blessing to them and to all the good Christians there. If it were possible, he
added, he would like to do that in person. And what a magnificent gift. The
Holy Father presented me with a hundred thousand lire to help me to build the
first cathedral of the new Vicariate. 44
Shanahan at a later date expanded on this account as follows:
.
I presented to His Holiness a summary of the Sacred Returns of Nigeria for
the years 1910 -'15 -'20. He read them with intense interest and genuine
satisfaction, delighted to know that in the wilds of Africa and under the
equatorial sun the Kingdom of God was spreading among the poor Africans.
The Holy Father repeatedly blessed the missionaries who, regardless of fevers,
privations and death have left home and country to battle for Almighty God
and co-operate with him in the salvation of souls. He also blessed my
Christians and Catechumens with affectionate emotion. 'In this world', he
said, 'I shall never see them nor speak to them, but I wish you to convey my
blessing to them in each one of your 700 school-churches. I give it with all
the earnestness and affection a father's heart can conceive'. He was delighted
that Ireland, for which he has an extraordinary affection, is making such
efforts to go to the rescue of the millions of pagans who have not yet heard of
the name of Our Lord.
I besought the Holy Father to give a special blessing to the many friends
and benefactors of S. Nigeria and its missionaries. These benefactors, by their
generosity to the missionaries are, in the eyes of God, leading a real
missionary life. On account of that I recommended them earnestly to the Holy
Father, who gave them a special blessing associating them with the blessing
given to the missionaries and their neophytes. 45
While in Rome Dr Shanahan made a point of saying Mass 'in the crypt of St Peter's
on the altar erected over the tomb of the Prince of Apostles'. His reflection on that
visit was: "How narrow the span that separates today from the day when St Peter
lived with Our Divine Lord and spoke to him. The words of the Master are heard by
the missionary today as they were heard by those who are now the occupants of those
silent tombs: 'Go teach all nations ... and behold I am with you"'. 46
Another audience at Rome that Shanahan looked forward to with special
interest was an interview with the Superioress of the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary
to discuss the commitment they had already made to come to work in Calabar in
place of the Sisters of St Joseph of Cluny. Unfortunately, as the Superioress was away
in Brittany, no firm arrangements could be made for the moment.
Speaking of his satisfaction with his visit to Rome and the warm reception
given to himself and his missionary companion Fr Jules Douvry at the French
Seminary he gives expression to his great debt to his own Congregation. He
acknowledges that he owes all that he is to his religious family and that he realises
that he must be ever so grateful and strive to be worthy of such a mother. He
concludes this very personal letter with the good news that the Pope has given him
100,000 lire towards the building of the first cathedral of the vicariate at Onitsha and
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mentions that he and Fr Douvry are returning to Paris via Lourdes where they plan to
consecrate the Vicariate to Our Lady. 47
It would appear that his conversation with the Holy Father was not all about
the progress in Nigeria. The Pope was anxious to receive a first-hand account of what
exactly was happening in Ireland at that moment. He expressed himself very happy
to learn that Maynooth College had dealt so generously with him and with the foreign
missions. But he was worried about the political situation and in particular about the
moral implications of the hunger strike being carried out to such limits by the Lord
Mayor of Cork, Terence McSwiney. Shanahan is reported as having explained to the
Holy Father that Ireland, being bereft of military resources, had to rely on the moral
effect of the hunger strike in order to win international support for its cause as against
British coercive tactics; that McSwiney was in fact a martyr for the nation. The pope
is said to have been impressed by this version of the case and that he sent his blessing
and a plenary indulgence to McSwiney in his name. Shanahan did in fact make it his
business to gain access to McSwiney on his way home and delivered the Pope's
personal message. He did not make any public mention of this incident at the time
because of the troubled political situation but in later years he mentioned the details
freely in interviews with close friends. 48
One notices from the journals kept by the scholastics while Shanahan was
staying at Kimmage, Rockwell and St Mary's, that all were caught up in the
McSwiney cause and his worsening condition was followed with mounting interest.
When his death was announced, those attending the University took part in the
boycott of lectures as requested by Sinn Fein, and for 29 September we have this
entry: "High Mass at St Mary's by the Provincial, Fr Con. O'Shea, assisted by Fr
Dowling and Fr Fahey, for the repose of the soul of the Lord Mayor of Cork and as
well for those who died in Cork jail and who are daily giving their lives for Ireland."
In the scholasticate at Kimmage also a special mass was offered for that intention.
It was not surprising then that the scholastics were searched by the military as
they attended lectures next day at UCD. And one can understand that in this milieu
Shanahan would himself be deeply moved by the daily events though he would have
held aloof from any expressions of his political views. It has been frequently
remarked in this context, however, that the intense national spirit at the time worked
in favour of the foreign missions movement as if it were a tangible conductor of the
national identity. Shanahan himself was very occupied with his preparations for his
return to Nigeria with his own small army of dedicated soldiers. When he called to
Kimmage and was asked to address the scholastics on his audience with the Pope he
confined his remarks to what the Pope had to say about the progress of the mission in
Nigeria.
Shanahan was conscious that the approaching departure of his team for Africa
was something of a milestone in the history of Ireland's contribution to the foreign
missions. A few months earlier the first batch of Columban missionaries had set out
for China. On that occasion special prayers were offered in the senior scholasticate
for them. Incidentally, they felt that they had a special family link with these
pioneers as one of their own number, Timothy Quinlan, was a brother of the priest in
charge of this first group. Now was the tum of Africa with not merely the biggest
number ever to set out together but with the expected historic inclusion of six
missionary Sisters in the party. So Shanahan planned on getting his whole team
together in one community for a number of days where they could get to know one
another well, discuss their problems and plans - all in the atmosphere of a spiritual
'think-in'. He sent a telegram to Paris to alert the five French confreres who were
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planning to travel with him. He had also to write to the General bursar of the
Congregation to lend him 20,000 francs as he could find no one in Ireland who would
lend him such a sum. 49
The location chosen for this special get-together was Blackrock College.
Besides being the first community from which Irish Spiritan missionaries had set out
for India, Africa, the West Indies etc, it had the practical advantage of having
adequate accommodation in the one building, namely the 'Castle'. Williamstown
Castle, as it had been known, had been enlarged in 1906 in the expectation of a
continued role in the proposed new university deal. In the event the National
University of Ireland had no role for private colleges unlike the Royal University, so
the Castle was relatively empty by 1920. There would be little difficulty in providing
suitable accommodation also for the six sisters of the Franciscan Missionaries of
Mary promised by their Superior General in Rome. In the event the Sisters did not
arrive. Word was received that they would not be able to travel to Nigeria for the
moment. Naturally this was a big disappointment for Shanahan as one of the main
objectives of this reunion was to brief them in particular and smooth their entry into
mission conditions in Nigeria.
Relatively little is actually known about what went on during these five days
from 16 to 21 November 1920. The journal at Blackrock is of little help. The
community had been badly served in this area ever since the death of Fr Ebenrecht in
1914. What a dramatic picture Fr Ebenrecht would have left us, recalling the
coverage he had given away back in 1893 to the visit to Ireland by the founder of the
Nigeria mission, Fr Joseph Lutz. He had seen to it then that Fr Lutz had had his
portrait taken by a professional photographer, and again in 1906 he had arranged for a
photographer to come to the college to record the presence there of Shanahan recently appointed Prefect Apostolic of Southern Nigeria - together with Mgr
Allgeyer who had ordained him priest and Bishop O'Gorman of Sierra Leone.
Happily someone secured the services of a photographer on this occasion also to
make sure that a record of the historic group was available for publication in the
Missionary Annals.
Meagre as they are we transcribe the entries left for us 'in the community
journal at Blackrock:
16 November. Three Fathers arrived today from France to accompany Mgr
Shanahan to Nigeria, Frs Bindel, Groetz, Treich and later Fr Douvry. 21
November: Mgr Shanahan celebrated Pontifical High Mass, assisted by two
of his missionaries as Deacon and Subdeacon. Fr Provincial (Fr Con O'Shea)
preached at Benediction. A banquet was given in Mgr Shanahan' s honour to
which a few clerical friends were invited.
The journalist was so economic with his entries that he makes no mention of the other
happenings on that day that has marked it down in history as "Bloody-Sunday".
From the Juniorate journal at the college we learn the theme of the Provincial's
sermon: "And he gave to everyone of them commandment concerning his
neighbour.'' And from the same source we know that while the 'banquet' was in
progress the students played a Gaelic match which they did again on the 22nd when
Shanahan and his team left for Africa. This break with rugby was a sign of the
nationalistic temper of the times. That student journalist added this prayer: "God
grant them a safe voyage and many fruitful years of labour among the abandoned
blacks."
Writing somewhat later in the Missionary Annals Fr Bartholomew Wilson,
former military chaplain in the Great War, was more expansive as he tried to capture
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the historic aspect of the occasion:
... One hesitates to use the word "business-like" in referring to the aspect and
bearing of such apostolic men, but it combines well the idea of the serious,
earnest glance, the firm, energetic step, and the kindly, cheerful speech of
these priests ... Some had already worked in Africa; there tinges of grey in
their beards, others were fresh from their scholastic or academic studies. Some
among the missionaries spoke with a foreign accent - they were sons of
France, the Catholic France that, since the beginning of our persecution at
home, had borne, almost alone, the work of the Church in pagan lands.
Somehow it seemed even natural that they should fight side by side with us
now again in this glorious battlefield, for the old alliance that existed in the
past between our two races has always lived on in the spiritual life, nourished,
as it has been in the Irish Colleges transplanted during the penal days. We felt
that under Dr Shanahan it were noble to fight and die by their sides.
Moving on to the events of the closing day he writes:
We were still pondering his words at the end of Benediction when the clear,
young soprano voices rang out from the organ gallery in the soul-stirring
words of the Missionary Hymn. It seemed as if the child voices that lured
Patrick to our shores long ago were again pleading that their gift should be
shared with their poor little black brothers on the equator. .. On Monday we
assembled on Dunleary Pier. On deck stood a line of figures gazing wistfully
on the long line of lights that marked the shore of Ireland, and we, on shore,
with pride and gratitude, watched the big dark hull bear away the "Wanderers
of Christ" to the battle front of a war that has never ceased - to found,
perhaps, another stronghold like Iona or Bobbio beneath the southern stars.
Finally Fr Wilson reverted to the theme that returned from time to time on this great
occasion,.namely that they were witnessing a resumption to the great missionary
tradition of Ireland in the distant past
We had often tried to imagine the feelings of those who stood on the shores of
Derry or of Galway, or of Youghal, when the little black ships put out to sea
bearing these "Wanderers of Christ", PEREGRINl PRO CHRISTO, as they
styled themselves, to pagan lands. For thus they went, Columcille and Aidan,
Fursey and. Columban, Shiel and Virgil, Donat and Carthage, to build or to
reinforce the Irish Missionary strongholds that stretched from Ireland to
Tarentum, from Brittany to the Carpathians. What giants they must have
appeared to the boys who envied them on the strand and to the women who
blessed them and wept for them in turn on the thresholds! What feelings of
gratitude and pride stirred the manly hearts of our ancestors as they cast off
the cordage and waved them out of the creek! Gratitude that our race was
chosen for this glorious evangelisation, Pride that it proved worthy of the
choice. We shared, I think, a little of these latter feelings as we assisted in
Blackrock yesterday at the ceremonies of Farewell to Dr. Shanahan and his
nine Fathers en route to Nigeria. 50
For the last stage in their preparations the missionaries adjourned to the Provincialate
at St Mary's, Rathmines, to complete their packing. In this work they were assisted
by the more senior scholastics from Kimmage. One of these penned for publication
in the Missionary Annals this lively account of the hectic last minutes of the
preparations:
Friday - Dr Shanahan and his missionaries should be in Nigeria by this. There
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must be great reJ01cmg at the arrival of the new bishop and his nine
companions. I hope they have all the luggage safe with them; if it gives as
much trouble to get it into Africa as it did to get it out of Ireland, I pity them.
I never had so busy a time as the day before the missionaries set sail. I went
down to assist at the packing operations at St Mary's, but was amazed to find
the travellers' rooms in a state of incredible disorder. Things were piled up on
every piece of furniture: boxes, trunks and cases were spread around the floor
and parcels were arriving every minute to complete the respective outfits. We
took off our coats and set to work; clothes, boots, sun-helmets, raincoats,
medicine chest, camp bed, every thing in fact from an umbrella to a
handkerchief had to be carefully packed in the smallest possible space and in
the safest possible way. At last we had all the boxes labelled and the trunks
well roped; it was then that people began to remember all the things they had
forgotten, so we sent for another trunk to hold the afterthoughts. I don't
remember all the things we put in that box, but I know they included a large
package of Glauber salts, two footballs and a pair of boots to kick them with,
a thermal flask, quick-light lamp, a melodeon, and a lot of other queer things;
the last parcel to go in was from a young Missionary who said he had nearly
forgotten his library, as he brought up a bundle that contained Arregui, First
Aid Handbook, Dr Sheehan's Apologetics, The Jail Journal, The New Code,
The Ignatian Exercises and a pair of dumb-bells. I don't know if the owner
saw any connection between these last two items, but the collection as a whole
showed such wonderful versatility we could not refuse to find a comer for the
bundle ... 51
As Dr Shanahan had spent so much of his time at Kimmage where he was so highly
appreciated by the students of theology, he made it his duty to pay a brief visit to say
Goodbye to them just before leaving for the boat for Liverpool. Then it was work as
usual for the students as we are informed by the journalist: "3.45 p.m. sermon class,
the sermon being given by Mr (Charlie) Heerey". The subject for the case of
conscience on the following day was quite topical: 'The morality of hunger-strikes'.
The reader of the paper on that subject was Mr (Joe) Gilmore."
Fr Jean Feral, one of the French priests who was due to travel with them but
could not join the party at Blackrock, was waiting for them at Liverpool. Another
man, who would dearly have loved to return once more to Nigeria with them, was Fr
Thady O'Connor. The state of his health forbade his return to the tropics for the
moment but he would be busily engaged in all sorts of work in aid of Nigeria as he
joined the Promotions team working at first in Ireland and later in the USA.
From the Missionary Annals we learn that "After many unsuccessful efforts to
secure berths, Dr Shanahan and his brave Missionary band have had their wishes
realised at last. On No. 24 th they set sail for Nigeria in the 'SS. Ekan'".
As the missionaries left from Holyhead on 24 November 1920 the Missionary
Annals celebrated the event as a historic break through in the Irish mission to Africa.
Quoting Dr Shanahan's final words to those who came to see them off:
"May God bless you and bless the many friends in Ireland that have helped us
so generously. Goodbye to all. I will never forget you or them in my prayers
and my Masses." ... Profiting by the permission given to the passengers to
send letters ashore at Holyhead, as they sailed through the Irish Sea, Fr Phil.
O'Connor, the Benjamin of the crowd, favoured us with a short note: "Ship
overcrowded, 155 first class passengers, sea beautiful, no sea-sickness. A last
look at the hills of Wicklow and then 'Our Barque from Innisfail' bounds
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away. Goodbye to all, and thanks to all for the generosity and your kindness. 52
Many messages of goodwill were received from various quarters. Reporting on this
aspect of the departure the Missionary Annals had this comment:
Of the many farewell greetings received on the eve of his departure, none was
more cordially appreciated by Dr Shanahan than that which came from Dr Cleary of
the St Columban's College, Galway: "All in Dalgan wish you God speed." As was
shown by his Lordship's reply:
Ten Nigerian Missioners sailing from Liverpool today, thank you and all at
Dalgan for good wishes, which are reciprocated. This mutual greeting
indicates the warm and intimate relations that exist and have existed between
the Irish Missionaries to far-off China and the Holy Ghost Fathers in Darkest
Africa. May this bond of apostolic charity be strengthened more and more as
the years go by for thus united in spirit and in work, what an augury of faithful
results in distant pagan lands. 53
The greatest factor in the support work for the missions from then on was the
Missionary Annals both in the matter of raising funds and in arousing interest in and
indeed enthusiasm for the missions. In this way the seeds of vocations were
gradually being sown. Here is what the editor, Fr Michael Meagher, had to say about
the effect of the publicity given to Shanahan's missionary team:
But wider circulation is only one achievement of the Annals. Its interesting
articles have awakened in the hearts of thousands of our people sympathy for
our Missions, as well as the desire to lend a helping hand to those who labour
in that toilsome apostolate. It has besides been instrumental in bringing our
Missions and our houses of formation very substantial help in the form of
donations and burses. Of the £1,600 sought by and collected by Bishop
Shanahan and his valiant band of Missionaries to help them on the way to
Nigeria, the greater part was obtained through the medium of our little
monthly. But lastly, and above all, the Missionary Annals has helped to sow
the first germs of an apostolic vocation in the hearts of hundreds of our boys
and girls, and has, during the course of the year, led more than a dozen future
African Missionaries to our houses of formation. This last is the crowning
achievement of our year's work, and by itself more than amply repays our
labour and anxiety. 54
The Missionary Annals ensured that the growing number of missionary 'fans' were
kept informed about the voyage to Nigeria, the first impressions of those going out
for the first time, and their earliest experience of missionary apostolic work. The
leisurely pace of the ship gave ample time for those with a flair for the pen to put on
record their reactions, and the editor of the Annals was only too happy to receive such
'hot' copy. This was really the first time that Irish Spiritans had such a forum as
contrasted with their French confreres who had for long enjoyed the luxury of writing
and reading accounts of their missionary exploits in their own language. One senses
an enthusiasm and a relish for this newfound opportunity to communicate with their
confreres and with a sympathetic public and one feels in reading these letters to the
editor as if Africa was being discovered for the frrst time, and yet when they arrived
and experienced a Cead Mile Failte from the Christian community it was as if they
had travelled across the seas and discovered that they were at home again. Those
who had known Fr Edward Leen, in particular in his later years when he wrote only
about theological or philosophical topics in a style far removed from that of the
journalist, would be pleasantly surprised to read these early articles on the missions
written in a vein that is positively boyish in its enthusiasm for this new world of
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Africa.

Shanahan concentrated on his official correspondence. He sent his greetings
to Mgr Le Roy and reported on what was an excellent voyage. He also wrote a few
lines to Fr Con O'Shea, the Provincial, to thank him once again for all he had done
for him during his prolonged stay in Ireland: "Freetown, 5 December 1920: Thanks
for all the help when at home for so long a stay in the Province. I can never forget
how good you have been to me, how kind and how charitable. May God bless you
and the province."
As they stopped off at Freetown they were warmly greeted by Bishop John
O'Gorman and his team of missionaries. Feeling that this meeting of the missionaries
of Sierra Leone and Nigeria was a very special occasion the services of a professional
photographer were arranged so as to leave us with the splendid record of the visitors
and their hosts that was to see the printed page at frequent intervals over the years.
An ecstatic welcome greeted the party on their arrival at Calabar. The sight of
their new bishop in his pontifical robes really had the crowd beside themselves with
joy and for the moment they ignored his companions. It did not take Shanahan long,
however, to notice that some of the old hands who had been holding the fort during
his prolonged absence were now in need of urgent medical care. Fr Louis Ward, in
particular, who had supervised all the arrangements for their royal welcome, looked
so spent that he was despatched home to Ireland on the very boat which had brought
them out. Others were to follow in their turn in the not too distant future. Shanahan's
next letter to the Provincial, with which we close this climactic year, 1919-20, helps
us to realise the problems that had now to be faced:
21-1-'21 Onitsha. Leen is with me. Ronayne is at Calabar. Fr Whitney is
stationed at Emekuku with Dan Walsh. Phil O'Connor is at Anwa. Fr Ward
had to go home the week following Christmas. Now Fr Liddane is leaving us.
He was overworked and underfed at Ozobulu where he was all alone last
year... He must go home. In ali probability he will get all right. Will you get
him examined by Dr Jim Magennis. His nerves, never very strong, are
slightly unstrung... Br Osmond is to go home in February; he has spent 15
years in the mission and has done very useful work. I hope he will be back to
us in autumn... We hear nothing out here of what is going on in the old
country. I hope the trouble is ended and that peace has come back ... 55
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