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		1		

LAD	OF	LEABEG

Leabeg
ounty	Roscommon	is	the	sheep	country	of	Ireland,	but	in	the	history	of
Ireland,	it	is	more	than	that.	It	is	the	site	of	the	ancient	Cruachan,1
where	fierce	battles	were	fought	in	the	pre-Christian	days	of	Ireland;	the

site	of	the	“Tain	Bo	Cuailgne,”2	the	epic	poem	of	the	ancient	Gaels	who	inhabited
the	island	at	the	time;	and	of	the	warrior,	Cu	Chulainn,	the	epic	hero	of	the	Irish
before	St.	Patrick	arrived.	It	was	in	this	historic	land,	on	the	western	border	of
County	Roscommon,	that	Edward	Joseph	Flanagan	was	born	on	July	13,	1886,3
just	across	the	Suck	River	from	the	Galway	village	of	Ballymoe,	on	a	piece	of	land
owned	by	an	English	landlord	for	whom	John	Flanagan,	the	child’s	father,
managed	the	estate.4

John	Flanagan	managed	the	farm	with	the	help	of	his	many	sons	and
daughters,	eleven	in	all.	Among	them	were	Patrick,	who	early	in	the	life	of	the
future	Father	Flanagan	went	off	to	the	seminary;	Nellie,	who	was	a	second
mother	to	the	younger	members	of	the	family;	and	Eddie,	the	eighth	child.	Their
mother,	Nora,	was	the	dominant	influence	in	young	Eddie’s	life	and	he	always
consulted	her	before	making	any	major	decision.

On	the	Sunday	after	his	birth,	Edward	Joseph	Flanagan	was	baptized	in
St.	Croan’s	Church5	in	nearby	Ballymoe	by	the	local	priest,	Father	William
Crofton.

The	family	farm	was	on	the	Leabeg	townland	of	County	Roscommon.	The
Flanagan	home	had	walls	white	limestone,	with	a	rough	exterior,	and	a	thatched



roof.	In	the	house	there	were	two	fireplaces	where	Eddie,	as	he	grew	older,	would
curl	up	with	a	book	or	just	sit	thinking,	occupied	with	his	own	thoughts.

Eddie	was	small	and	frail	when	he	was	born,	and	the	attending	midwife	had
warned	the	family,	“He	will	not	last	till	morning.”	At	one	point,	the	baby	turned
blue	and	purple,	shaken	by	a	convulsion,	and	it	seemed	the	end	had	come.

Suddenly,	as	the	other	family	members	watched,	the	grandfather,	Patrick,
took	the	convulsing	baby	in	his	arms,	unbuttoned	his	own	shirt,	and	placed	the
tiny	body	inside,	rocking	him	and	holding	him	against	his	warm	chest.	Then	he
spent	the	night,	the	baby	clasped	in	his	arms,	walking	up	and	down	in	front	of
the	fireplace.	By	morning,	the	child	was	calm,	and	the	family	looked	upon
Eddie’s	survival	as	a	miracle.6

From	that	moment	on,	the	whole	family	felt	there	was	something	special
about	Eddie,	especially	his	mother	and	older	sister	Nellie.	He	seemed	to	have
been	rescued	from	certain	death	and	they	would	always	remember	the	shaking
little	body	and	the	child	struggling	for	life.	They	believed	that	Eddie	had	been	set
apart	by	God	Himself.	This	was	a	conviction	Nellie	would	carry	with	her	to	the
grave.	Later,	when	that	destiny	was	made	clear	to	her,	she	would	be	at	her
brother’s	side	until	the	day	he	died.

Because	of	Eddie’s	frailty,	his	father	watched	over	him	with	special	care,	and
took	his	son	with	him,	even	before	Eddie	started	school,	as	he	looked	after	the
sheep	and	cattle.	During	Eddie’s	childhood,	he	was	outdoors	most	of	the	time.
When	he	started	school	at	nearby	Drimatemple	at	age	five,	Eddie	tended	the
sheep	and	cattle	with	his	father	or	his	brother	James,	before	and	after	school.	He
was	also	expected,	like	the	older	sons,	to	work	the	turf	banks	to	get	fuel	for	the
family	home.

The	family	had	faced	tragedy	before	Eddie	was	born.	His	brother,	Pat,	at	age
three,	had	been	paralyzed	from	toxic	poisoning	after	a	carelessly	administered
vaccination.	He	had	been	almost	bedridden	for	seven	years	when	the	family
decided	to	take	desperate	measures.	They	took	Pat	on	a	long	trip	to	the	shrine	of
Our	Lady	of	Knock	in	County	Mayo,	where	they	prayed	for	a	cure.	He	walked
out	of	the	shrine	unassisted.7	When	Eddie	was	born,	Pat	became	something	of	a
protector	and	mentor	for	his	younger	brother.	Pat	left	for	Summerhill	College
when	Eddie	was	six	years	old.	Eddie	was	determined	to	follow	his	brother	on	the
way	to	the	priesthood.

The	Leabeg	farm	was	an	enclave	of	fertile	land,	surrounded	by	heather,	moss,
and	peat.	Being	a	rather	large	estate,	John	Flanagan	had	a	hired	man,	John	King,



who	had	been	with	the	family	for	many	years	and	who	was	something	of	a
cranky	uncle	to	the	children.	He	loved	to	tell	stories	of	banshees,	leprechauns,
ghosts,	and	little	people,	and	the	children	would	gather	around	to	listen.	When
Eddie	was	older,	John	King	would	teach	him	to	fish	in	the	Suck	River	and	they
could	often	be	seen	along	its	banks,	gathering	their	catch	of	perch	for	the	family’s
evening	meal.

The	family	home	was	set	halfway	down	a	meadow	that	sloped	to	the	River
Suck,	a	short	distance	away.	It	was	forty	feet	long	and	sixteen	feet	wide,	with	a
small	bedroom	at	each	end	of	the	house.	The	main	room	was	a	combination
kitchen	and	living	room,	where	family	activities	took	place.	Set	against	an	outer
wall	were	two	“settle	beds”	that	were	turned	down	for	sleeping	or	used	for	sitting
when	neighbors	filled	the	house.	There	were	two	fireplaces	–	one	for	heating	the
house	and	one	for	cooking.

The	exterior	of	the	house	was	carefully	landscaped	with	flowerbeds	of
fuchsias,	rhododendrons,	daffodils,	roses,	and	violets	set	along	stone	walkways
and	walls,	with	stone	steps	built	casually	along	the	walls	for	easy	access	to	the
gardens.	Open	fields	beyond	the	gardens	led	down	to	the	river,	where	fish	were
plentiful.

The	closest	home	was	one	mile	away	and	the	Flanagan	home	was	known	as	a
“rambling	house,”	where	neighbors	would	gather	for	dancing	and	song,	for
neighborhood	get-togethers,	for	“American	Wake”	celebrations	when	friends	or
relatives	would	leave	for	America	or	Australia,	and	for	just	plain	talk	about
happenings	in	Dublin.	Occasionally,	there	was	a	ceili,	a	special	kind	of
celebration	that	drew	neighbors	from	miles	around.

When	Eddie	was	born,	there	were	seven	other	children	in	the	house	–	two
older	brothers,	Pat	and	James,	and	five	older	sisters,	Mary	Jane,	Nellie,	Kate,
Susan,	and	Delia.	Before	Eddie	was	ten	years	old,	three	other	children	were	born:
Nora,	Teresa,	and	Michael.8	By	that	time,	however,	Mary	Jane,	Nellie,	Pat,	and
Kate	had	left	home.

There	is	a	certain	genius	that	is	awakened	in	childhood,	and	this	awakening
is	dependent	upon	the	atmosphere	and	events	of	childhood	itself.	Within	the
intimacy	of	the	family,	great	dreams	are	born,	and	we	can	see	in	the	lives	of	a
Katharine	Hepburn	and	a	Louisa	May	Alcott	the	powerful	effect	of	family	life
and	family	associations	on	the	future	adult.	Mozart	was	a	musical	prodigy	at	six
and	Aloysius	Gonzaga	was	a	spiritual	prodigy	at	seven.	In	both	cases,	their	future
was	chosen	and	determined	by	the	atmosphere	and	events	of	their	childhood.9



In	this,	Edward	Joseph	Flanagan	was	extremely	fortunate,	for	he	was	born
into	an	ancient	Irish	family,	a	family	of	loving	intimacy	and	affective	warmth,10
at	a	time	when	the	Irish	consciousness	of	its	cultural	heritage	and	history	was
beginning	to	emerge	in	families	and	in	villages,	in	schools,	in	politics	and
literature,	in	art	and	in	music,	in	drama	and	the	theater,	and	in	those
neighborhood	and	family	gatherings	called	ceilis.11

In	Eddie	Flanagan’s	case,	this	awakening	was	extraordinary,	most	probably
because	of	his	proximity	to	historical	sites	such	as	Cruachan,	which	was	the
setting	for	the	classic	epic	of	early	Irish	history,	and	for	the	rich	and	luminous
religious	heritage	that	had	shaped	Irish	families	for	over	1,400	years.12

A	Rich	Family	History
The	Flanagans	of	Roscommon13	were	descended	from	Cathal,	the	second	son

of	Muireadhach	Muilleathan,	King	of	Connacht,	who	died	in	701	A.D.	Cathal’s
descendants	in	the	direct	line	became	royal	chiefs	of	Clann	Cathail	and	the
hereditary	stewards	of	the	Kings	of	Connacht.14	The	head	of	the	clan	was	one	of
the	twelve	great	Lords	of	Cruachan,	the	ancestral	headquarters	of	the	Kings	of
Connacht	at	Rathcroghan	in	County	Roscommon,	less	than	ten	miles	from
Ballymoe.15	The	name	“Flanagan”	apparently	was	the	nickname	of	a	red-headed
or	ruddy-faced	chief,	since	the	word	“flann”	in	Gaelic	means	red	or	ruddy.	The
Flanagans	were	of	royal	blood	with	their	own	Coat-of-Arms	and	family	crest,
emblazoned	with	the	motto:	Audaces	Fortuna	Juvat	(Fortune	Favors	the	Bold).16

The	Flanagan	family	was	blood	relatives	of	the	Kings	of	Connacht,	the	Royal
House	of	O’Conor,	which	distinguished	itself	in	Irish	history	from	the	second
century	when	the	dynasty	was	founded	by	the	mythic	Conn	of	the	Hundred
Battles.	He	ruled	half	of	Ireland,	and	after	his	death,	his	kingdom	was	divided
into	the	two	kingdoms	of	Ulster	and	Connacht,	the	rivalry	between	the	two	made
famous	by	the	“Tain	Bo	Cuailgne,”	the	epic	poem	of	ancient	Ireland.	Both	the
name	“Connacht”	and	the	name	“O’Conor”	are	variants	of	the	name	“Conn,”	the
founder	of	the	dynasty.

The	greatest	of	the	Kings	of	Connacht	was	the	warrior-king	Turlough
O’Conor,	who	ruled	Connacht	from	1106	to	1156.	During	his	long	reign,	he	tried
to	establish	himself	as	the	Ardri,	the	King	of	All	Ireland,	and	recruited	a	large
army	and	navy	to	war	against	rival	kings.	He	built	fortress-castles	all	through	his
domains,	from	Galway	Bay	to	what	are	now	Longford	and	Meath,	and



constructed	bridges	over	the	Shannon	River	for	the	easy	access	of	his	troops
through	his	territory.

On	his	death	in	1156,	his	son,	Rory	O’Conor,	continued	his	father’s	warlike
policies	and	fought	with	the	kings	of	Ulster	and	Leinster	for	the	High	Kingship.
He	defeated	the	King	of	Ulster,	but	the	King	of	Leinster	appealed	to	Henry	II,
King	of	England,	who	invaded	Ireland	and	began	the	Anglo-Norman	occupation
of	the	country.

After	the	defeat	of	Rory	O’Conor,	the	clans	of	the	Royal	House	of	O’Conor
were	reduced	in	status	under	Norman	rule.	The	clan	itself	was	and	remained
Catholic	after	its	fall	from	power	and	the	descendants	of	the	chiefs	of	Clann
Cathail,	including	the	ancestors	of	John	Flanagan	and	his	father	Patrick,
continued	to	reside	in	what	had	been	the	Kingdom	of	Connacht,	adjacent	to	or
in	the	vicinity	of	the	ancient	capital	at	Rathcroghan	or	in	the	vicinity	of	the
Clann’s	headquarters	in	County	Roscommon.

The	religious	life	of	the	Flanagan	family	was	centered	in	St.	Croan’s	Church
in	nearby	Ballymoe,	about	two	miles	away,	across	the	Suck	River	in	Galway.
St.	Croan’s	was	a	“half-parish.”	The	mother-church	and	parish	was	St.	Bride’s
Church	in	Ballintubber.	The	pastor	resided	in	Ballintubber	and	the	curate,	or
assistant	priest,	in	Ballymoe.	The	priest	at	the	time	of	Eddie	Flanagan’s	birth	and
baptism	was	Father	William	Crofton,	but	he	was	replaced	by	Father	James
Fetherstone	when	Eddie	was	three	years	old.	Father	Fetherstone	would	remain	at
Ballymoe	for	ten	years,	when	he	would	be	replaced	by	Father	Peter	Hughes,	who
would	tutor	young	Eddie	in	Latin,	Greek,	and	French	in	preparation	for
beginning	his	studies	for	the	priesthood.	Father	Fetherstone,	the	priest	of	Eddie’s
childhood	and	his	fondest	memories,	is	buried	on	the	grounds	of	St.	Croan’s
Church.

The	history	of	the	Catholic	Church	in	Ballymoe	and	vicinity	begins	with
St.	Patrick,	who	came	to	the	Ballymoe	barony17	after	spending	considerable	time
at	Cruachan,	the	ancient	capital	of	the	Kingdom	of	Connacht.	He	spent	seven
years	in	the	area,	founding	churches	and	leaving	behind	priests	and	bishops	to
stabilize	the	faith	in	the	territories	he	visited.	There	is	no	evidence	of	his	stopping
at	Ballymoe,	the	village,	but	he	did	found	churches	at	Castlerea,	ten	miles	north
of	Ballymoe,	at	Oran,	southeast	of	Ballymoe,	and	at	Roscommon,	to	the	south.
From	earliest	times,	the	village	owed	its	importance	to	its	location	beside	a
strategic	ford	of	the	Suck	River,18	in	the	northeast	corner	of	County	Galway.	The
church	in	Ballymoe	is	named	after	a	holy	virgin,	St.	Croan,	who	was	abbess	of	a



monastery	in	ancient	times	and	whose	memory	gave	the	name	“Kilcroan”	to	an
original	church	in	the	area.

Ballymoe	was	a	rural	village	with	four	pubs,	a	hotel,	a	courthouse,	a	police
station,	a	post	office,	a	Protestant	Church	and	a	Catholic	Church,	and	homes	for
about	30	families.	The	schools	were	outside	the	village,	across	the	Suck	River,
and	were	reached	by	crossing	a	bridge	over	the	river.	The	village	was	not	a	busy
commercial	center,	and	most	shopping	was	done	in	nearby	Castlerea	or
Roscommon,	reached	by	horse	and	wagon	or	horse	and	sidecar,	or	for	the	more
prosperous,	by	train	from	a	small	railroad	station	just	outside	of	town.

As	a	child,	Eddie	Flanagan	would	not	have	been	in	the	village	of	Ballymoe
very	often	except	for	Sunday	Mass.	His	local	school	was	not	in	the	village.	Rural
people	were	very	self-sufficient	and	most	of	their	food	and	needs	were	produced
on	the	land	or	in	the	locality.	Shopping	tended	to	be	concentrated	around	big
occasions	or	on	Sunday	while	coming	from	Mass.	Big	occasions	would	include
seasonal	farm	operations	where	help	was	needed,	the	arrival	of	important
visitors,	and	Christmas,	or	“Stations,”	where	neighbors	and	priests	were	invited
to	a	home	for	the	celebration	of	Mass.	The	Catholic	Church	that	Eddie	attended
was	an	old	cruciform	structure	on	the	site	of	the	present	church.	It	had	mostly
plain	forms	for	seating,	with	some	better	seats	toward	the	altar,	whose	owners
had	special	rights	to	seating	and	whose	rights	were	respected.	Ninety-nine
percent	of	the	population	of	the	area	was	of	the	Roman	Catholic	persuasion,	and
of	that	number,	ninety-five	percent	of	those	physically	able	to	attend	Mass	did
so.19

The	Flanagans	were	a	devout,	religious	family	and	attended	church	in	nearby
Ballymoe,	across	the	river	in	Galway.	The	Rosary	was	their	family	prayer,	and
often	when	they	went	looking	for	young	Eddie,	he	could	be	found	praying	his
Rosary	in	some	isolated	spot.	Sometimes	he	and	his	father	would	pray	the	Rosary
in	the	rain	as	they	searched	together	for	lost	sheep.20

Leabeg	was	one	of	the	thirty	townlands	in	that	half-parish,	the	townland
being	the	smallest	unit	“on	which	civil	and	church	affairs	were	organized.”21
John	Flanagan’s	official	designation	was	a	“herd,”	which	is	the	manager	of	a	tract
of	land	for	an	absentee	landlord.	In	this	case,	the	owners	were	with	the	Campbell
distillery	of	Scotland.22	They	lived	in	London	and	came	once	or	twice	a	year	to
monitor	the	care	of	the	Leabeg	farm	and	to	oversee	the	sale	of	their	sheep	and
cattle.	Part	of	the	income	of	the	sale	was	given	as	salary	to	the	manager.23

This	was	a	time	of	political	unrest	in	Ireland	over	land	reform,	since	most



rural	families	were	merely	tenants	on	their	land	and	had	to	pay	rent	to	their
landlords.	Rent	could	be	increased	at	any	time,	plunging	the	tenants	into	extreme
poverty	and	financial	distress.	Since	the	lands	were	often	incapable	of	producing
the	income	necessary	for	the	rent,	the	tenants	were	often	evicted	from	their
lands.24	Herds	like	John	Flanagan	were	assured	of	a	steady	and	stable	income,
and	he	had	his	own	plot	of	land	to	grow	potatoes,	vegetables,	and	oats.	He	could
also	graze	a	few	of	his	own	cattle	or	sheep	on	the	farm,	which	gave	him	a	steady
supply	of	cash.

The	herd	was	a	respected	professional,	his	experience	and	skills	essential	to
the	success	and	profitability	of	the	estate.25	He	looked	after	the	care,	feeding,	and
health	of	the	stock,	the	proper	fencing	of	the	property,	and	even	the	buying	and
selling	of	the	animals.	John	Flanagan’s	father,	Patrick,	had	been	a	herd	before
him	and	competent	herds	were	in	demand,	often	moving	from	smaller	estates	to
larger	ones.	It	is	most	likely	that	James,	the	second	Flanagan	son,	was	being
trained	to	follow	in	his	father’s	footsteps,	as	the	father	had	followed	his	father.
Part	of	the	herder’s	expertise	included	veterinarian	skills,	since	his	care	of	the
animals	demanded	ensuring	their	health	and	well-being.

The	Flanagan	family	was,	in	some	sense,	a	privileged	family	because	of	the
security	of	the	father’s	position	and	the	stability	of	their	income.	They	were
undoubtedly	generous	to	their	neighbors	and	friends	and	those	less	fortunate
than	themselves,	since	their	religion	mandated	this,	and	they	could	provide	for
the	education	of	their	children.

Eddie	and	his	father	were	very	close.	When	they	were	out	on	the	fields
tending	the	sheep	and	cattle	or	sitting	in	the	light	of	the	fireplace	at	night,	John
would	tell	his	son	adventure	stories,26	perhaps	of	Fergus	mac	Roigh	and	the	Red
Branch	Knights	of	ancient	Ireland	or	of	the	warrior	Cu	Chulainn	and	his	fierce
battle	with	his	rival,	Ferdia,	that	took	place	ninety	or	a	hundred	miles	from	their
home,	or	of	the	saints,	scholars,	and	patriots	he	read	about	in	his	books,	and	of
the	Irish	people’s	struggle	for	independence	going	on	all	around	them.27

Like	every	Irish	boy,	Eddie	knew	that	Ireland	had	been	pirated	for	over	a
thousand	years,	first	by	the	Vikings,	then	by	the	Anglo-Normans,	and	finally,	by
the	English.	In	1553,	invaders	destroyed	Clonmacnoise,	Ireland’s	center	of	art,
culture,	and	learning,	carting	off	or	burning	its	precious	books	and	art	treasures
and	leveling	dozens	of	buildings.	Leabeg	is	not	far	from	the	scattered	ruins	of
Clonmacnoise,	on	the	banks	of	the	Shannon	River,	less	than	thirty-five	miles
away.28



From	being	the	most	learned	people	in	Europe,	Ireland	had	been	reduced
over	the	centuries	to	poverty,	hunger,	and	destitution.	It’s	rulers	had	been
imprisoned,	murdered,	or	exiled,	and	its	land	and	treasures	of	art,	scholarship,
and	religion	had	been	pillaged.	For	all	of	these	centuries,	its	people	endured
political	occupation	under	a	cruel	and	oppressive	rule	that	aimed	to	stamp	out
every	vestige	of	their	unique	and	glorious	heritage.	In	spite	of	this,	the	idea	of	a
free	Ireland	never	died,	and	its	heroes	were	saints,	priests,	artists,	scholars,
soldier-patriots,	musicians,	poets,	slain	leaders,	teachers,	and	families,	many	of
whom	left	Ireland	in	despair	over	the	oppressive	living	conditions	to	seek	a
better	future.29

There	were	stirrings	of	these	things	in	the	Flanagan	home:	rumors	of	the
doings	of	the	Fenian	Brotherhood,	and	rebel	songs	sung	around	the	fire	by
strangers	or	neighbors	who	happened	to	pass	by.	Some	songs	were	tragic	and	sad
like	“Boolavogue,”	and	some	were	rousing	songs	of	rebellion.30

When	Eddie	was	six	years	old,	in	1892,	the	Flanagan	siblings	began	to	move
on.	Mary	Jane,	the	eldest	at	twenty,	married	Matt	Naughton	of	Castlerea,	and
Kate,	who	was	sixteen,	left	home	to	work	toward	a	teacher’s	certificate.	Brother
Pat,	fourteen,	left	to	begin	his	first	studies	for	the	priesthood	at	Summerhill
College	in	Sligo.	All	three	would	return	home	in	December	of	that	year	for	the
funeral	of	their	grandfather.31

By	1893,	there	had	been	two	deaths	in	the	family:	the	old	grandfather,
Patrick,	the	beloved	patriarch	of	the	family,	and	Honora,	a	daughter	born	in
1888,	who	died	a	year	and	a	half	later.	Meanwhile,	another	child,	Teresa,	had
been	born	in	1891.	Five-year-old	Eddie	started	school	in	Drimatemple	the	year
Teresa	was	born,	walking	the	two	miles	there	each	day	with	his	two	brothers	and
two	sisters.	The	road	to	the	school	was	well	traveled	and	bordered	by
overhanging	beech	and	elm	trees	on	both	sides,	their	tops	entwined	to	form	an
arch;	locals	called	it	a	“dark	road.”

When	neighbors	would	get	together,	or	the	men	of	the	families	would	meet
in	the	pubs,	there	was	always	talk	of	those	who	emigrated,	either	to	England,
Canada,	Australia,	or	the	United	States.	Most	had	left	for	the	United	States,	since
the	opportunities	there	were	the	greatest.	Even	the	young	men	studying	for	the
priesthood	were	advised	to	start	making	plans	to	join	some	diocese	overseas,
since	there	was	already	a	surplus	of	priests	in	Ireland.

Nellie	was	the	first	Flanagan	child	to	travel	over	the	ocean	water	by	ship	to
the	United	States.	In	1894,	her	mother’s	brother,	Michael	Larkin,	who	had



emigrated	to	New	York	several	years	before	and	was	a	successful	building
contractor,	returned	with	his	wife	to	Ireland	for	a	visit	and	it	was	decided	that
Nellie	would	return	with	them	to	the	United	States.	She	would	come	back	to
Ireland	six	years	later	with	glowing	accounts	of	opportunities	across	the	ocean,
and	when	Nellie	left	for	the	States	again,	her	sister	Susan,	age	eighteen,	would	go
with	her.

A	Life-Shaping	Childhood
Before	Eddie	was	eight	years	old,	four	members	of	the	family	were	no	longer

at	home.	In	1894,	a	younger	brother,	Michael,	was	born.	Now	there	were	only
seven	around	the	supper	table	and	Eddie	felt	even	more	alone	tending	the
animals,	keeping	the	cattle	out	of	the	bogs	and	the	sheep	out	of	the	briers.	But	by
this	time	he	had	discovered	the	world	of	books.	This	was	company	enough	for
him	in	the	long	hours	alone.	Eddie	came	to	have	a	love	for	solitude,	and	his	later
memories	of	his	homeland	of	Ireland	would	be	mostly	of	spending	time
outdoors.

It	was	common	knowledge	in	the	family	that	when	Eddie	finished	his
primary	school,	he	would	follow	his	brother	to	Summerhill	College	in	Sligo	to
begin	studies	for	the	priesthood.	From	his	first	days	in	school,	a	program	of
tutoring	was	set	up	for	him.	When	he	started	school,	he	was	tutored	in	the
evening	by	the	schoolmaster,	who	eventually	drank	too	much	and	lost	his
position.	After	that,	Eddie	was	tutored	by	his	brother	Pat	when	Pat	came	home
each	summer	from	Summerhill	College.	With	his	brother’s	tutoring,	Eddie	was
able	to	skip	three	grades	in	the	Drimatemple	school.	In	1899,	when	Eddie	was
thirteen,	he	was	tutored	by	the	local	priest,	Father	Hughes,	who	started	him	in
Latin,	Greek,	and	French,	all	on	the	same	day.	Over	the	next	two	years,	the	boy
could	often	be	found	studying	under	a	tree.	On	days	when	the	sun	was	shining,
he	would	carry	books	with	him	and	could	be	seen	walking	or	sitting	somewhere,
absorbed	in	a	book.	At	night,	light	would	last	until	eleven	o’clock,	so	he	was	able
to	read	well	into	the	late	hours.

Until	he	was	twelve	years	old,	Eddie	accompanied	his	father	on	long	walks
through	the	fields,	tending	the	sheep	and	cattle	and	learning	to	recognize	sick
animals	and	how	to	care	for	them.	Sometimes,	he	would	accompany	his	uncle,
Johnny	King,	on	his	rounds	and	the	two	became	fast	friends,	King	in	his	tight-
fitting	breeches	and	broken-stemmed	pipes,	regaling	the	boy	with	his	stories	of
banshees	and	leprechauns	and	the	boy	running	barefoot	through	the	fields,



shinnying	up	a	tree	or	two	or	chasing	the	sheep	dog	that	always	accompanied
him.32

By	the	time	he	turned	twelve,	Eddie	had	become	an	experienced	shepherd
and	asked	if	he	could	tend	the	sheep	and	cattle	alone.	His	wish	was	granted	and
he	traveled	over	the	vast	fields	of	Leabeg,	a	dog	at	his	side,	a	book	in	his	hands,
his	eye	alert	for	any	sign	of	danger	to	the	animals	in	his	care.	“I	never	lost	one,”
he	would	say	in	later	years.33

In	that	part	of	Ireland,	there	were	no	fences	and	pastures	were	divided	by
digging	ditches	and	piling	the	dirt	to	one	side.	On	the	piled-up	earth	were
planted	thick	hedges	of	hawthorn,	designed	to	keep	the	sheep	in.	Eddie’s	task	was
to	keep	the	sheep	in	the	open	and	away	from	the	hedges.	If	they	became
entangled	in	the	briery	bushes,	they	could	strangle	themselves	trying	to	get	out	or
bleed	to	death	from	the	sharp	thorns.34

One	afternoon,	he	heard	the	bleating	of	a	young	ram	that	had	become
ensnared	in	the	briars.	This	could	be	disastrous	for	the	family	economy,	for	not
only	might	the	sheep	be	lost	but	also	its	wool.	So	young	Eddie,	knowing	the	value
of	one	sheep,	began	to	extract	each	thorny	brier	from	the	animal’s	thick	wool,	his
hands	soon	bleeding	as	he	removed	them	one	by	one.	It	was	a	heroic	deed	for
one	so	young,	something	his	father	never	forgot.35

As	Eddie	grew	toward	his	teens,	books	were	his	constant	companions:
Dickens,	Sir	Walter	Scott,	Macauley,	or	the	work	of	some	other	literary	master
that	a	sister	or	brother	had	placed	in	his	hands.36	He	was	considered	the
bookworm	of	the	family	and	the	amount	of	knowledge	he	gathered	from	this
casual	reading	under	corn	stocks	and	on	the	peat	moss	was	considerable.37	It	was
from	these	days	that	he	acquired	a	passion	for	books	by	master	novelists,
historians,	poets,	and	experts	in	any	field	of	learning	who	opened	doors	and
windows	for	his	young	mind.

That	passion	for	books	was	encouraged	by	the	return	of	his	sister	Kate	to
Ballymoe	when	he	was	ten	years	old.	As	a	teenage	girl,	she	had	been	one	of	the
monitors	for	the	girls’	classroom	at	the	Drimatemple	school.	The	school	was
divided	into	two	sections,	one	for	boys	and	one	for	girls,	each	with	its	teacher
and	a	teenage	monitor.	The	monitors	were	paid	assistants	to	the	teachers	and
were	in	training	to	become	teachers	themselves.38	Kate	returned	home	to	teach
in	a	nearby	National	School	and	eventually	married	the	head	of	the	school,	Owen
Staunton.	She	remained	a	teacher	there	for	the	rest	of	her	life,	dearly	beloved	by
several	generations	of	students.	She	also	taught	and	tutored	her	younger	brother



Eddie,	supplying	him	with	books	and	encouraging	his	widening	interests	as	he
grew	older.39

The	most	profound	influence	on	his	future	work	was	the	family	intimacy
Eddie	experienced.	He	remembered	the	chimney	corner	in	the	kitchen	where	he
would	sit	and	think	as	a	boy,	a	teakettle	hung	above	the	fire	and	tea	always	ready.
As	an	adult,	he	would	recall	the	mist	in	the	dooryard	before	nightfall	came	to
Leabeg,	and	himself	in	a	corner	by	the	fireplace,	his	grandfather’s	blackthorn
shillalah	hanging	on	the	wall.	Hung	on	the	nails	of	the	plaster	wall	were	hats	and
coats	in	various	sizes,	new	pegs	being	added	as	each	new	Flanagan	child	came
along.	Suspended	from	the	ceiling	was	an	oil	lamp	of	crinkled	blue	crystal,	a
family	treasure,	perhaps	a	wedding	gift	to	his	father	and	mother.40

John	Flanagan	usually	began	his	day	at	five	a.m.	The	first	order	was	to	count
the	sheep	and	cattle,41	rescue	any	animals	that	had	strayed	away,	and	supervise
the	morning	chores.	The	girls	would	help	their	mother	get	breakfast	as	other
children	studied	or	practiced	their	music	lessons.	Each	child	was	expected	to	be
proficient	in	a	musical	instrument	since	music	was	an	important	part	of	family
life.	In	mid-summer,	some	of	the	children	would	be	sent	out	to	harvest
mushrooms.	After	breakfast,	it	was	time	for	school	and	the	Flanagan	children
would	make	their	way	over	a	well-worn	path	to	the	school,	a	mile	or	so	away,
accompanied	by	their	mother.	The	Drimatemple	school	was	one	of	the	National
Schools42	established	by	the	government43	for	the	education	of	Irish	children,
Catholic	and	Protestant.	At	Drimatemple,	the	teachers	were	Catholic44	and
taught	primary	school45classes	approved	by	the	state46	and	a	religious
curriculum	approved	by	the	Catholic	Church,	under	the	supervision	of	the	local
Catholic	priest.	Children	were	given	instruction	in	their	religion	and	prepared
for	the	reception	of	the	sacraments,	with	careful	attention	paid	to	their	church
attendance.47

The	religious	memory	of	the	Irish	people	goes	very	deep.	The	religion	of
Edward	Joseph	Flanagan	and	his	family	was	more	than	the	round	of	daily
devotions	and	parish	rituals.	It	was	part	of	the	culture,	the	landscape,	the	local
history,	almost	the	air	they	breathed.	Holy	sites	and	sacred	ruins	were	all	around
them,	some	within	walking	distance,	and	they	were	so	numerous	that	it	is	almost
too	tedious	to	list	them.48	Most	of	them	were	monasteries	and	churches,49
vibrant	centers	of	a	people’s	cultural	and	religious	life,	educational	centers	where
literary	and	artistic	works	were	created	and	diffused,	masterpieces	of
architectural	design,	which,	even	in	ruins,	reflected	something	of	their	original



artistry	and	grandeur.	Centuries	before,	they	had	housed	communities	of	men
and	women,	intent	on	God,	and	yet	reaching	out	in	service	to	people	of	every
walk	and	station.

In	spite	of	wars	and	persecution,	political	oppression	and	tribal	strife,	these
centers	lasted	for	centuries.50	Clonmacnoise,51	less	than	thirty-five	miles	from
Eddie	Flanagan’s	home,	was	finally	destroyed	in	the	16th	century.	It	had	lasted
for	over	a	thousand	years,	founded	by	the	luminous	St.	Ciaran	in	545.	The	ruins
on	the	banks	of	the	Shannon	are	but	a	small	remnant	of	120	buildings	that
housed	a	huge	monastic	community	of	artists,	artisans,	poets,	craftsmen,	writers,
cosmographers,52	linguists,	classical	scholars,	illuminators,	musicians,
mathematicians,	herbalists,	and	historians,	to	say	nothing	of	the	practical	arts	of
architecture,	engineering,	masonry,	agriculture,	and	economics.

These	literary	geniuses	left	their	mark	upon	the	poetry53	and	literature54	of
ancient	Ireland,	and	on	the	many	texts	being	carefully	collected,	translated,
codified,	and	preserved	by	the	Irish	Texts	Society.	Their	craftsmen	and	artisans
have	left	their	mark	on	the	high	stone	crosses	that	dot	the	land,	and	on	the
chalices,55	metalwork,	and	jewelry	discovered	in	bogs	or	other	secret	places.56

Their	poets	have	created	epics57	and	invocations58	and	lyric	poetry59

unparalleled	in	European	history.	Their	illuminators	have	left	behind	the	Book	of
Kells,	the	Book	of	Durrow,	the	Lindisfarne	Gospels,60	and	thousands	of	others	that
were	destroyed	when	the	Vikings	ravaged	the	monasteries	or	the	Normans	and
English	pillaged	in	their	rape	of	the	country.

It	is	a	sad	history	of	religion	driven	underground	and	kept	alive	by
generation	after	generation	of	schoolmasters,	bards,	sennachie,	priests,	nuns,	and
every	manner	of	patriot	and	tribal	chieftain.	Many	were	slaughtered	where	they
slept	or	were	driven	from	the	country,	imprisoned,	garroted,	drawn	and
quartered,	or	harried	from	county	to	county,	sometimes	living	in	caves	and
hovels,	their	hands	clutching	precious	manuscripts,	sacred	vessels,	their	harps,
and	collections	of	poetry.

For	the	Irish,	these	are	not	the	dead	relics	of	the	past	but	rather	living
monuments	of	a	future	that	never	was,	the	flowering	of	a	cultural	explosion	that
died	aborning,	the	blossoming	of	a	civilization	that	could	have	transformed
Europe.61	When	the	Vikings	destroyed	their	centers	of	culture	and	learning,	an
army	of	Irish	saints	and	scholars	took	with	them	many	elements	of	the	Catholic
faith	in	order	to	re-evangelize	Europe.

There	is	in	Ireland,	especially	since	the	days	of	the	Catholic	Emancipation	of



1829,	something	called	the	“generational	imperative.”	It’s	something	felt	by	every
Irishman	conscious	of	Ireland’s	battered	and	tragic	history	“to	assure	the	future
by	preserving	the	past.”	This	imperative	has	been	at	work	in	Ireland’s	homes	and
schools,	in	its	literature	and	drama,	in	religion	and	the	arts,	and	most	notably	in
its	struggle	for	independence	and	political	autonomy.	It	is	the	golden	thread	of
Irish	education	and	family	life,	the	family	life	that	Eddie	Flanagan	so	cherished
and	treasured,	which	became	the	foundation	and	cornerstone	of	an	educational
and	cultural	community	that	he	would	someday	plant	on	the	plains	of	Nebraska
U.S.A.

Before	and	after	school,	young	Eddie	would	accompany	his	father	tending
the	sheep	and	cattle,	assisting	his	brother	Jamie	in	the	care	and	feeding	of	the
animals,	and	tilling	the	family	vegetable	garden	where	produce	was	grown	for	the
family	table.

Years	later,	Father	Edward	Flanagan	would	describe	his	chores:	“Three	times
a	day	I	would	travel	over	the	immense	lands	of	Leabeg,	dangerous	bogs	to	the
north	and	south…	mostly	without	shoes…	saying	my	Rosary	as	I	went	along,
and	other	times,	as	I	grew	older,	reading	one	of	Dickens’	novels.”62	One	day,
during	his	first	year	in	school,	while	romping	in	his	bare	feet	through	the	grassy
pasture,	he	stubbed	his	foot	on	a	hidden	rock	and	suffered	a	sprained	ankle.	His
screams	brought	Johnny	King	to	his	side,	who	lifted	the	crying	boy	and	carried
him	into	the	Leabeg	home.	He	was	in	bed	for	several	days,	crying	from	the	pain.
His	sprained	ankle	would	bother	Eddie	for	the	rest	of	his	life.	In	later	years,	at
Summerhill	College,	it	prevented	him	from	joining	the	track	team,	but	he	was
able	to	excel	in	handball,	which	would	be	Eddie’s	favorite	sport	for	the	rest	of	his
life.63

Eddie	did	more	than	read	Dickens’	novels	on	the	300	acres	of	Leabeg.	In	the
summer,	there	were	blocks	of	turf	to	be	cut,	moved,	and	stored	close	to	Leabeg
house.	This	would	be	the	chore	of	the	boys	of	the	family	and	the	father.	With
brother	Pat	away	to	the	seminary	when	Eddie	was	six,	it	was	Eddie	and	his
brother	Jamie	who	would	tackle	this	task,	with	their	father	supervising.	It	was	a
complicated	project.	Cutting	the	peat	into	movable	blocks	and	storing	them
against	one	wall	of	the	stone	house	was	an	exhaustive	and	tiring	operation.	The
peat	had	to	be	stored	just	right	so	that	a	wall	of	peat	was	a	protection	against	the
cold	and	wind	of	winter.64

The	cutting	of	peat	was	usually	done	in	the	summer	and	the	blocks	were
stored	where	they	were	cut,	or	close	by,	until	the	time	for	“wintering	in”	came.



Since	the	land	was	not	their	own,	there	was	an	agreement	with	the	landowner,
who	lived	in	London,	on	how	payment	for	the	turf	would	be	made.	That	cost
could	be	offset	by	selling	some	of	the	family’s	peat	surplus	to	neighbors,	who
would	come	and	haul	it	from	the	bogs	in	horse-drawn	carts.

The	main	event	of	the	day	was	supper	in	the	candlelit	dining	room,	around	a
huge	mahogany	table,	with	plenty	for	all:	father,	mother,	grandfather,	and,	over
the	years,	eleven	children	gathered	for	the	evening	meal.	There	was	always	music
and	singing,	accompanied	by	piano,	melodeon,	concertina,	violin,	or	flute.
Before	evening	prayer,	everyone	would	sing	and	the	girls	would	play	their
musical	instruments.

In	later	years,	Eddie	developed	a	beautiful	baritone	voice,	and	he	was	known
to	use	it	at	family	celebrations.	It	was	here	that	he	acquired	his	love	of	music,
which	was	further	developed	when	he	attended	Summerhill	College.	There	he
made	his	first	acquaintance	with	the	young	John	McCormack,	who	was	also	a
student	at	the	college.	McCormack,	who	later	became	a	world-renowned	Irish
tenor,	had	his	first	performances	at	the	college,	which	Eddie	remembered	in	later
years.

As	he	grew	older,	classes	and	reading	were	not	Eddie’s	only	occupations.
There	were	rides	sometimes	to	Roscommon,	or	Castlerea,	ten	miles	away,	for
shopping	or	for	just	looking	at	a	larger	world.	It	was	also	fun	wandering	over
Leabeg,	with	a	dog	at	his	heels,	and	sometimes	with	a	neighborhood	boy.	When
he	was	twelve,	he	and	a	school	chum,	Jimmie	Coan,	went	fishing	on	the	Suck,	far
away	from	home.	On	one	of	their	jaunts,	his	friend	took	out	a	couple	of	old	clay
pipes,	lit	one	up,	and	offered	it	to	the	young	Flanagan.	Eddie	said	later	that	he
took	a	couple	of	puffs	and	found	himself	getting	a	bit	woozy.	Another	time,	his
friend	led	Eddie	into	something	even	more	daring.

Close	by	Ballymoe	was	the	estate	of	Sir	Nicholas	O’Conor,	an	important
public	figure	and	former	Ambassador	to	Turkey.	On	his	estate	was	an	apple
orchard,	and	the	boys	once	crept	into	the	orchard,	hoping	to	steal	apples.	Before
they	could	get	their	hands	on	the	fruit,	they	were	chased	by	the	owner’s
caretaker,	a	former	policeman,	who	was	guarding	the	property.	Jimmie	Coan	got
away,	but	Eddie	was	caught,	and,	crying	with	shame,	was	turned	over	to	his	older
brother	James,	who	reported	the	incident	to	their	father.	Eddie	got	a	good	licking
for	his	escapade,	but	his	biggest	punishment	was	facing	his	mother	when	she
returned	from	Galway.

The	family	was	sometimes	worried	about	the	quietest	of	their	children,	and
John	taught	Eddie	more	than	stories	of	saints	and	national	heroes.	He	taught



him,	as	Father	Flanagan	would	later	describe	it,	“the	great	sciences	of	life.”65
Somewhere	during	those	long	hours	of	tending	sheep	and	cattle,	John	Flanagan
explained	that	every	boy	is	like	a	stallion	and	that	someday	he	may	be	challenged
to	fight,	perhaps	against	the	oppressors	of	their	country,	like	many	of	the
national	heroes,	but	perhaps	just	to	prove	that	he	was	not	a	coward.

The	challenge	came	when	Eddie	was	crossing	the	fields	to	school	one	day	and
an	older	boy	challenged	him	to	a	fight.	“Come	around	tonight	and	I’ll	beat	you
up,”	the	boy	told	him.	Eddie	knew	the	boy	would	meet	him	as	he	crossed	the
field	on	his	way	home,	so	he	went	another	way	to	avoid	a	fight.	But	the	other	boy
caught	up	with	him	and	Eddie	stood	his	ground,	trouncing	the	bully	at	his	own
game.	Later,	when	the	bully	himself	was	threatened	by	other	bullies,	Eddie
became	his	protector.	“Fight	if	you	must,”	his	father	told	him,	“but	never	become
a	bully	yourself.”	It	was	advice	Eddie	would	remember	for	the	rest	of	his	life…
especially	when	the	bully	was	a	judge,	a	state	official,	or	a	law	enforcement
officer.

The	influence	of	his	family	on	Eddie	Flanagan	was	profound,	deeply	woven
into	the	very	fabric	of	his	thinking.	It	was	a	large	family,	seven	girls	and	four
boys,	each	member	a	marked	and	distinct	personality,	each	one	shaped	by	the
tenderness	and	tensions	of	family	living.	Through	all	his	later	years,	Father
Flanagan	was	strongly	bound	by	ties	to	his	family,	and	Boys	Town,	from	the	very
beginning,	was	a	family	project.	What	is	important	is	that	the	warmth	and
tenderness	of	the	Flanagan	temperament,	which	became	the	style	of	the	man,	the
wit	and	childlike	wonder	that	endeared	him	to	many,	and	the	resilient	toughness
and	bear-like	brusqueness	known	so	well	to	state	officials	and	juvenile
authorities,	were	products	of	Flanagan	family	living.

There	is	a	certain	originality	of	mind	that	comes	from	this	kind	of	family	life,
because	Irish	family	life	at	the	time	of	Eddie’s	boyhood	was	under	the	heel	of	an
oppressor	–	even	the	farm	they	lived	on	was	not	their	own.	The	Irish	are	by
nature	poets	and	deep	thinkers,	with	a	gift	for	metaphor	and	mystery,	and	the
unusual	turning	of	a	phrase.	They	look	at	the	world	obliquely	because	they	think
long	and	hard	at	what	they	do	and	because	of	the	conditions	under	which	they
live.	There	is	an	Irish	lore	that	has	never	died,	a	lore	preserved	in	the	hedge
schools	that	were	so	much	a	part	of	19th-century	Ireland,	and	in	the	homes	and
hearths	where	their	outlawed	religion	and	their	love	of	freedom	was	kept	alive	by
song	and	story	and	the	neighborhood	ceilis	that	preserved	traditions	as	ancient
as	Ireland	itself.

One	wonders	about	other	things	that	were	so	much	a	part	of	Ireland	at	the



turn	of	the	20th	century:	the	oral	traditions	of	Great	Blasket	Island	that	were
coming	to	light	at	this	time,	with	the	magic	names	of	Peig	Sayers,	Tomas	O
Criomhthan,	and	Gobnaiat	Ni	Chinneide	on	everyone’s	lips.66	Was	he	familiar
with	the	itinerant	storytellers,	the	Seanachai,67	who	were	common	in	Ireland	and
were	welcome	in	every	home	but	outlawed	by	the	English	gentry	since	they	kept
alive	the	rich	literary,	historical,	and	religious	traditions	of	the	Irish	people?
Eddie	Flanagan,	by	the	time	he	entered	Summerhill	College	in	Sligo	at	the	age	of
fifteen,	would	have	been	deeply	imbued	with	the	traditions	of	his	people	and
could	look	back	over	fifteen	centuries	to	the	heroes	and	icons	who	inhabited
those	centuries.

What	is	often	overlooked	is	that	classical	education	was	flourishing	in	Ireland
when	it	was	dying	on	the	continent.	Classical	education	was	taught	by	Irish
scholars	like	Marianus	Scotus,68	Virgilius	of	Salzburg,69	John	Scotus	Erigena,70

St.	Columbanus,71	and	a	host	of	others72	who	brought	it	back	to	the	continent
after	the	Barbarian	Invasions	had	devastated	Roman	Europe.	That	tradition	had
never	died	in	Ireland.	It	was	carried	on,	not	only	in	the	seminaries	and	locally
run	Irish	schools,	but	in	the	homes	and	hedge	schools	and	parish	rectories	where
scholars	of	the	stature	of	Patrick	Augustine	Sheehan	of	Doneraile	instructed
private	students	in	languages	and	the	classics.	It	was	his	brother	Pat	who
introduced	Eddie	to	Letters,	enabling	him	to	skip	three	grades	in	the	educational
ladder.	But	it	was	the	parish	priest,	Father	Hughes,	who	tutored	him	in	Latin,
Greek,	and	French.

When	his	young	mind	began	to	open	to	the	wider	world	of	learning	at
Summerhill	College,	Eddie	was	ready	for	the	vast	world	of	Catholic	and
continental	scholarship	so	aptly	described	in	Newman’s	“Idea	of	a	University,”
and	for	the	tough	meat	of	philosophical	reasoning	he	would	later	find	at
Emmitsburg,	Dunwoodie,	Rome,	and	Innsbruck.	Education,	even	in	the
secondary	schools	of	Ireland,	was	based	on	the	Trivium	and	Quadrivium	of
classical	education,	even	though	that	may	not	have	been	the	designation	given
them	in	the	school	curriculum.73

As	Eddie	reached	his	teenage	years,	the	Celtic	Revival74	of	William	Butler
Yeats	and	a	host	of	Irish	poets,	novelists,	and	historians	was	in	full	swing,	and	he
could	not	help	but	be	aware	of	this	blossoming	of	literary	genius75	going	on	all
around	him.	He	was	known	to	be	a	thoughtful	young	man,	occupied	with	his
own	thoughts,	with	a	peculiar	fascination	for	books.	Eddie	had	a	quick	mind	and
was	still	in	primary	school	when	he	took	up	the	study	of	Latin,	Greek,	and



French	and	immersed	himself	in	Scott,	Dickens,	and	Macauley.	There	was	a
strange	logic	to	this	intellectual	grooming.

“I	was	a	little	shepherd	boy,”	he	wrote	later,	looking	back	on	those	days,	“a
delicate	member	of	my	family	and	good	for	nothing	else.”	But	Eddie	knew	what
he	was	good	for	and	he	found	it	in	the	saints	and	heroes	his	father	had	told	him
about	on	their	long	walks	tending	the	sheep	and	cattle.	Perhaps	the	only	one	who
had	guessed	Eddie’s	logic	was	his	mother,	Nora,	who	heard	it	from	the	lips	of	the
priest	in	Ballymoe	one	Sunday	after	Mass	when	she	emerged	from	the	church
with	six-year-old	Eddie	at	her	side.

“And	which	one	of	your	brood	is	this	thoughtful	lad?”	Father	Fetherstone
asked	her.

“He’s	Eddie,”	she	told	him.
Placing	his	hands	on	the	boy’s	head,	almost	like	a	blessing,	the	priest	said,

“Someday	Eddie	will	be	a	priest.”76

Eddie	and	his	mother	looked	at	each	other,	but	not	a	word	was	spoken	about
it	ever	again.	Yet	the	mother	always	looked	upon	the	old	priest’s	words	as	a
prophecy	for	her	son,	as	she	watched	Eddie	poring	over	his	books	and	asking	for
new	ones	from	his	sister	Kate	and	brother	Pat,	when	was	home	from	school.
Eddie’s	decision	to	become	a	priest	came	out	of	a	decision	to	join	a	long	list	of
local	heroes	whose	names	and	achievements	stretched	back	to	figures	like
Patrick,	Columcille,77	and	Laurence	O’Toole,78	and	more	recently	Oliver
Plunkett,79	Patrick	O’Healy,80	and	Father	John	Murphy	of	Wexford.81

This	was	just	a	few	years	after	the	encyclicals	of	Pope	Leo	XIII	had	startled
the	late	nineteenth	century	with	their	call	for	social	and	economic	justice	in	the
aftermath	of	an	industrial	and	technological	revolution.	This	call	to	action	may
not	have	filtered	down	to	the	then-fourteen-year-old	Eddie,	but	it	was	part	of	the
world	he	was	entering	when	he	insisted	that	he	follow	his	brother	Pat	on	the	road
to	the	priesthood.	For	Eddie’s	mother,	his	decision	was	a	fulfillment	of	Father
Fetherstone’s	“prophecy.”	For	Eddie	Flanagan,	it	was	the	fulfillment	of	his	heart’s
desire.

“It	was	that	desire	that	took	hold	of	me,”	he	wrote	in	later	years,	“And	I	never
had	any	other	desire	at	any	time	in	my	life.”

A	Virtuous	Calling
The	dreamy	little	boy	who	tended	his	father’s	cattle	and	sheep,	whose	job	it

was	to	keep	the	cattle	out	of	the	bogs	and	the	sheep	out	of	the	briers,	who	loved



to	run	and	play	with	the	other	boys	of	the	village,	who	went	fishing	with	school
chums	on	the	Suck	River,	and	who	walked	to	school	with	his	older	brothers	and
sisters,	had	decided	very	early,	perhaps	at	the	age	of	six,	that	he	wanted	to	be	a
priest.

What	that	meant	to	Eddie	we	can	only	judge	from	the	stories	he	heard	about
the	priests,	scholars,	and	saints	of	the	golden	age	of	Irish	history,	from	the	books
he	read,	and	from	the	priests	who	were	part	of	the	Celtic	Revival	going	on	all
around	him.82

The	image	of	the	parish	priest	of	Ireland	in	the	19th	century	was	not	just	that
of	the	parish	administrator	and	celebrant	of	the	sacred	rituals	and	sacraments	of
the	Catholic	Church.	He	was	the	intellectual	and	cultural	leader,	as	well	as	the
spiritual	guide	and	religious	mentor,	usually	trained	in	the	classics,	with	a	wide
variety	of	intellectual,	pastoral,	and	pedagogical	skills.	Some	priests	were	patriots
and	martyrs,	who	opposed	in	their	own	persons	the	injustices	of	the	political
occupation	of	their	country.	Most,	however,	were	living	icons	and	embodiments
of	Irish	culture	and	history,	with	a	knowledge	of	that	culture	and	history	they
passed	on	in	ways	that	are	only	coming	to	light	in	our	time.

At	one	time,	there	was	a	price	on	their	heads:	five	pounds	for	turning	in	a
priest	and	ten	pounds	for	turning	in	a	bishop,	and	their	heroism	from
Elizabethan	times	through	Cromwell	and	the	Penal	Laws	was	legendary.

For	many	of	them	who	left	Ireland	for	missionary	work	or	for	service	in
dioceses	of	England,	Australia,	Canada,	or	the	United	States,	there	was	keen
surprise	and	disappointment	that	they	were	confined	to	the	sacristy	and
sanctuary,	where	the	use	of	their	personal	skills	was	severely	limited	and	where
they	were	expected	to	confine	themselves	to	doctrinal	matters	and	the	inner
affairs	of	their	parish	and	diocese.

Edward	Joseph	Flanagan,	with	a	naiveté	born	of	long	hours	of	solitude	on	the
fields	of	Leabeg,	and	from	stories	told	to	him	by	his	father,	fashioned	an	image	of
the	priest	that	was	epic	in	nature,	immersed	in	the	concrete	historical	situation	in
which	he	had	to	live,	looking	to	create	a	future	rather	than	merely	inhabit	it.	It	is
clear	from	everything	Eddie	said	or	did	that	he	never	had	any	other	concept	of
what	it	means	to	be	priest.	This	epic	sense	remained	with	him	until	the	day	he
died.	Later,	as	Father	Flanagan,	he	was	not	surprised	that	he	had	to	associate	with
presidents	and	five-star	generals	and	Hollywood	movie	stars	to	accomplish	his
task.	It	is	also	clear	that	he	walked	among	them	as	an	equal.

From	his	earliest	days	as	a	shepherd	boy	on	the	banks	of	the	Suck	River,



Eddie	became	aware	of	the	traditions	of	his	own	people,	and	from	the	songs	and
stories	around	the	hearthfires	and	the	colorful	itinerant	storytellers,	the
Seanachai,	he	caught	glimpses	of	a	glorious	past	of	which	he	was	the	recipient
and	heir.

The	liturgy	Eddie	experienced	from	the	tenderest	age	was	a	masterpiece	of
pedagogy	itself,	with	its	feast	days	and	liturgical	seasons,	its	daily	and	Sunday
readings	from	the	Latin	Vulgate,	translated	by	sermons	and	homilies	from	week
to	week	and	from	year	to	year.83	This	panorama	of	sound	and	ritual	is	a	feast	for
the	eye,	for	the	ear,	and	for	the	mind,	weaving	a	pattern	of	living	unmistakable	in
its	meaning.	It	was	a	timely	commentary	on	every	aspect	of	human	life	–	from
childhood	to	old	age,	from	adolescence	to	mature	adulthood,	from	courtship	to
marriage,	from	town	hall	to	marketplace,	and	from	the	peasant	in	his	hut	to	the
king	on	his	throne	–	if	one	listened,	pondered,	and	was	attentive	to	more	than
the	sound	of	the	words.	Its	aim	was	not	mere	instruction;	its	aim	was	to
transform	human	consciousness	to	an	awareness	of	the	Living	God	and	His
sovereignty	over	us.

Edward	Joseph	Flanagan	was	Catholic	to	the	core.	The	Catholic	Faith	was	the
lifeblood	of	his	whole	existence,	but	not	in	the	sense	of	being	narrowly	Catholic,
concerned	only	about	Catholics	and	Catholic	issues.	His	faith	had	become
theology,	a	reasoned	understanding	and	insight	into	the	personal	and	social
implications	of	what	he	believed.	In	his	growing	up,	in	his	journey	to	the
priesthood,	Eddie	had	to	face	again	and	again	contradictions	and	setbacks	that
forced	him	to	work	out	those	implications	in	the	most	trying	and	difficult	of
circumstances.	This	mature	and	luminous	faith	determined	his	purposes,	his
style,	his	methods,	and	his	manner,	and	his	faith	reached	out	to	every	human
being	in	distress	or	in	need	of	any	kind.	Kindness	to	every	human	being	he	met
was	his	way	of	life	and	Eddie	made	himself	the	living	embodiment	of	every	item
of	his	belief.	He	did	not	judge	others;	he	served	them	with	the	best	that	was	in
him,	and	in	a	sense,	washed	their	feet	because	Eddie	saw	in	them	a	living	image
of	the	God	he	served.

It	is	hard	to	express,	much	less	fathom,	the	powerful	bond	with	the	Living
God	that	the	Mass,	the	Eucharist,	builds	in	the	priest	who	immerses	himself	in
what	the	ancients	called	the	Sacramentum	Tremendum.	That	tradition	of
priesthood	was	the	backbone	of	Irish	Catholic	life	from	time	immemorial.	This
can	be	seen	in	the	rock	altars	in	the	side	of	hills	all	over	Ireland,	where	the	Irish
people	for	centuries	risked	their	lives	and	the	lives	of	their	priests	to	take	part	in
the	stunning	ritual	of	the	Mass.	Near	the	Leabeg	estate,	across	the	Suck	River,



close	to	where	Eddie	Flanagan	spent	hours	tending	cattle	and	sheep	and	reading
his	books,	there	is	such	an	altar,	and	he	could	be	found	there,	praying	his	Rosary
or	absorbed	in	prayer.	For	centuries	before,	the	Mass	Rock	had	been	the	place	of
worship	for	the	Irish	where	Mass	was	celebrated	in	secret.	Eddie’s	growing
awareness	of	a	Presence	greater	than	himself,	bound	up	in	the	Mystery	of	the
Mass,	is	not	unusual	among	Catholic	young	men,	especially	those	who	later
became	priests.	It	nourishes	a	fascination	with	God	that	is	the	heart	of	priesthood
and	a	consequent	deepening	of	an	interiority	out	of	which	such	a	person	begins
to	live	and	act.

That	young	Eddie	Flanagan	became	something	of	an	enigma	even	to	his	own
family	is	evident	from	their	remarks	and	observations	over	the	years,	and	as	time
went	on,	it	was	the	Living	Presence	of	his	God	in	the	wonder	of	the	Eucharist
that	drew	him	like	a	powerful	magnet.84	At	one	time,	and	several	times	after	his
ordination	to	the	priesthood,	Eddie	mistook	this	overpowering	thrust	of	his
whole	inner	being	as	a	call	to	become	a	Trappist	monk.	At	times,	Eddie	actually
expressed	a	regret	that	he	had	not	taken	this	step.85

Eddie	had	grasped	very	early	the	real	meaning	of	the	priestly	vocation	and
priestly	holiness,	and	he	pursued	both	with	an	energy	and	relentlessness	that
almost	burned	him	out	before	his	journey	had	scarcely	begun.	It	was	not	a
conventional	view	and	he	did	not	find	it	in	manuals	of	piety	or	ascetical	treatises.
He	got	it	from	a	companionship	with	his	Maker	that	was	developed	in	the	long
hours	of	tending	his	father’s	sheep,	with	a	book	in	his	hand	and	a	Rosary	in	his
pocket.	Eddie	had	acquired	something	in	those	long	stretches	of	aloneness	that
no	seminary	could	have	taught	him:	that	priestly	holiness	means	living	under	the
very	gaze	of	God.	His	ancient	forebearers	of	Early	Ireland	called	it	“the	hovering
of	God,”86	and	it	fostered	several	generations	of	“saints	and	scholars”	who
transformed	the	world	they	lived	in.	Somehow,	a	young	boy	with	his	books	and
his	beads	on	the	peat	bogs	and	flowering	heather	of	Ireland	captured	a	like	vision
and	left	behind	a	legacy	as	notable	as	theirs.

Boys	who	become	priests	are	often	minor	mystics	in	their	own	right.	There	is
some	secret	part	of	them	that	lies	hidden	from	even	those	who	know	them	well
and	there	is	a	secret	self	they	never	reveal	to	anyone.	Somewhere,	they	get	a	tiny
glimpse	of	God	and	they	dwell	in	a	solitary	aloneness	that	seems	to	envelope
them.

There	is	a	certain	kind	of	religious	expression	that	is	uniquely	Irish	and	it	can
be	glimpsed	in	the	relics	of	the	Irish	age	of	gold,	relics	that	fill	the	museums	and



heritage	centers	of	Ireland.	That	age	was	created	by	contemplative	geniuses	who
left	their	mark	on	the	great	Celtic	stone	crosses,	on	their	stunning	illuminated
manuscripts,	on	their	Ardagh	Chalices,	and	in	their	native	literature	that	rings
with	a	powerful	religious	passion.

It	has	been	preserved	in	the	songs	and	prayers	of	the	Scottish	Highlands
and	the	Hebrides,	where	people	still	pray	and	sing	invocations	taught	by	the	Irish
monks	from	Iona	or	Derry	1,500	years	ago.	These	were	collected	by	an	Irishman
named	Carmichael	into	a	huge	collection	called	“The	Carmina	Gadelica”87	fifty
years	before	Eddie	Flanagan	was	born.	They	express	the	kind	of	religious
devotion	and	passion	for	God	that	is	part	of	the	Irish	personality	and	partially
explain	the	kind	of	man	and	priest	Eddie	would	become	as	Father	Flanagan.

When	Eddie	was	a	young	boy,	the	Celtic	Revival	was	at	its	height,	and
although	the	literary	explosion	of	this	revival	was	its	most	prominent	feature,
there	was	a	religious	awakening	that	was	an	integral	part	of	it.	It	can	be	seen	in
the	work	of	Robin	Flower,	Eleanor	Hull,	George	Sigerson,	and	Kuno	Meyer,
whose	explorations	into	Irish	history	began	to	tap	the	written	religious
masterpieces	of	their	Irish	ancestors.	From	their	pens	came	vivid	translations	of
poetry88	and	tales	bearing	witness	to	the	luminous	sanctity	of	men	and	women
bearing	the	names	of	Patrick,	Columcille,	Brigid,	Brendan,	Ita,	Kieran,	Sedulius,
Ethna,	Columbanus,	and	Fanchea.

The	statement	of	St.	Columcille	is	typical:	“The	fire	of	God’s	love	stays	in	my
heart	as	a	jewel	set	in	gold	in	a	chalice	of	silver.”	And	every	Irish	child	was
familiar	with	the	“Lorica	of	Saint	Patrick,”	also	called	“The	Deer’s	Cry,”	with	its
lilting	lines:

I	arise	today,
through	the	strength	of	heaven,

light	of	sun,
radiance	of	moon,
splendor	of	fire,

speed	of	lightning,

swiftness	of	wind,
depths	of	sea,

firmness	of	earth,
strength	of	rocks…

and	its	stirring	invocation	to	Christ,	ringing	like	a	drumbeat	through	the



poem:

Christ	be	with	me,
Christ	before	me,
Christ	behind	me,
Christ	beneath	me,
Christ	above	me.

It	is	unlikely	that	Eddie	Flanagan	was	unfamiliar	with	these	poetic	and
religious	masterpieces	and	it	is	possible	he	may	have	known	them	in	their
original	Gaelic,	from	which	this	treasure	of	religious	devotion	was	drawn.	The
conviction	behind	them	was	straight	out	of	the	Psalms	and	the	Wisdom	books	of
the	Bible,	translated	into	the	Homeric	speech	and	poetic	phraseology	of	ancient
Gaelic.	They	were	part	of	the	repertoire	of	the	itinerant	Seanachai	and	of	the
hedge	school	masters	who	preserved	this	literary	heritage	for	generations.

When	Eddie	began	to	follow	in	the	footsteps	of	his	brother	Pat	to	Summerhill
College	in	Sligo,	he	was	fifteen	years	old.	Leaving	home	and	the	security	of	family
life	would	make	him	far	more	dependent	upon	his	own	judgment	and	initiative.
He	finished	primary	school	at	Drimatemple	in	the	spring	of	1901	and	planned	to
enter	Summerhill	College	in	the	fall.	There	was	money	set	aside	for	his	college
education,89	and	perhaps	also	money	provided	by	friends	and	relatives.	Having
two	priests	in	the	family	was	a	great	honor	and	other	families	were	happy	to
share	in	this	honor.

James,	Delia,	Teresa,	and	Michael	were	still	at	home,	so	there	were	two	sons
to	look	after	the	sheep	and	cattle.	Nellie	and	Susan	were	in	New	York,	Mary	Jane
was	married,	and	Kate	close	by.	We	do	know	that	Eddie	went	with	his	family	to
Castlerea	to	buy	a	new	suit	of	Donegal	Tweed	for	his	train	ride	to	Sligo	and
Summerhill	College.90	His	frail	health	was	a	constant	worry	to	the	family,
something	that	would	plague	him	for	the	rest	of	his	life.	But	the	tutoring,	the
wide	reading,	and	Eddie’s	intense	study	had	prepared	him	well.	He	would	breeze
through	the	five	years	of	secondary	school	in	three	years	and	graduate	with
honors	at	the	top	of	his	class.

Pat	was	home	for	that	summer,	talking	about	his	own	plans	with	the	family.
At	the	end	of	three	years,	he	would	make	the	momentous	decision	that	would	set
the	course	for	the	rest	of	his	life.

Patrick	Flanagan	had	left	home	in	1892,	when	Eddie	Flanagan	was	six	years
old,	to	begin	his	studies	at	Summerhill	College	in	Sligo.	When	Pat	was	home	in



the	summer	to	help	on	the	farm,	he	would	tutor	Eddie	in	the	basics	of	Letters
and	in	the	learning	skills	his	younger	brother	would	need	to	enter	Summerhill
College.

Pat	graduated	from	Summerhill	College	in	1896	and	prepared	to	move	on	to
All	Hallows	missionary	college.	Eddie	was	ten	years	old,	and	Pat	began	tutoring
him	in	the	primary	school	subjects	in	the	Drimatemple	school.	During	their
whole	lifetime,	the	brothers	were	close.	Later,	during	his	summers	home	from
All	Hallows,	Pat	must	have	spoken	to	his	brother	about	the	purpose	and	history
of	that	institution,	expecting	that	Eddie	would	take	his	seminary	training	there.

In	the	summer	of	1901,	Eddie,	who	just	turned	fifteen,	was	making	plans	to
leave	home	for	the	first	time.	When	Eddie	began	his	studies	at	Summerhill
College	later	that	year,	Pat	was	beginning	his	second	year	of	theological	studies	at
All	Hallows.	For	the	next	three	years,	they	would	be	together	every	summer,
sharing	ideas	and	hopes	for	the	priesthood,	discussing	their	studies	and	their
scholastic	progress,	and	reading	letters	from	their	sisters,	Nellie	and	Susan,	who
were	living	with	relatives	in	New	York.	As	a	matter	of	fact,	the	sisters	had
returned	from	America	in	1900	with	glowing	reports	of	life	in	the	United	States.

How	Eddie’s	studies	at	Summerhill	College	were	financed	is	only	a	guess.
One	version	says	John	Flanagan	sold	a	sheep	to	pay	for	Eddie’s	studies,	but	it	is
doubtful	that	a	sheep	would	bring	in	enough	money	to	pay	for	three	years	of
study.	It	is	possible	that	the	local	bishop	footed	the	bill	in	anticipation	of	Eddie
being	ordained	for	the	diocese	of	Elphin.91	Also,	Kate	was	home	in	Ballymoe,
employed	as	a	teacher	in	one	of	the	local	schools,	and	it	is	known	that	Eddie	and
Kate	were	close.	She	had	tutored	Eddie	in	his	last	four	years	at	Drimatemple	and
must	have	watched	her	little	brother	excel	in	his	classes.	It	is	also	not	improbable
that	both	Nellie	and	Susan	could	send	money	from	America,	where	they	were
gainfully	employed.

The	sale	of	the	sheep	could	very	well	have	financed	Eddie’s	new	suit	and
travel	to	Sligo,	with	perhaps	a	little	in	his	pocket	for	spending	money.	It	is
mentioned	that	he	frequented	the	sweet	shop	in	Sligo,	so	he	must	have	had	a	few
pennies	in	his	pocket	for	such	adolescent	pleasures.

Exodus	and	Goodbyes
Eddie	Flanagan	was	born	when	the	Great	Famine92	was	still	a	terrifying	scar

in	the	minds	and	memories	of	the	people	of	Ireland.	The	statistics	of	this
national	tragedy	are	grim	and	shocking,	even	160	years	after	the	event.



Agriculture	was	the	mainstay	of	the	Irish	economy,	with	three	million	people
depending	on	the	potato	crop	as	their	basic	food	supply.	When	that	crop	failed	in
1845,	one	million	people	died	of	starvation	and	one	and	a	half	million	left	the
country.93	The	economy	of	the	country	was	shattered	by	the	poverty	and
destitution	of	those	left	behind.

John	and	Nora	Flanagan	had	somehow	survived	the	national	tragedy,	but	the
memory	of	it	was	still	a	stark	reality	in	their	minds.	Even	for	a	competent
manager	like	John	Flanagan,	employment	was	unstable	and	there	was	always	the
fear	that	bad	times	would	come	again.	But	the	bonds	that	held	the	Irish
communities	together	in	love,	friendship,	and	goodwill	were	deeper	and	more
enduring	than	the	politics	and	economics	that	hovered	over	their	heads.	The
Irish	people	had	cultivated	an	underground	culture	for	centuries	and	their
unique	religious	and	national	heritage	was	held	together	by	customs,	social
events,	popular	movements,	and	cultural	icons	that	eventually,	after	the	Easter
Rising	of	1916,	gave	them	independence	from	an	oppressive	and	powerful
neighbor	and	planted	the	seeds	of	a	national	identity	that	had	been	outlawed	for
centuries.

The	poverty	and	desperation	of	the	days	of	the	Great	Famine,	and	the	cruel
discrimination	of	the	Penal	Laws,	still	hung	over	Ireland	like	a	dark	cloud,	for	no
one	knew	when	new	restrictions	on	Irish	freedom	might	be	handed	down	from
the	English	Parliament.	It	was	also	true	that	violence	could	break	out	anytime
and	that	segments	of	the	Irish	community	were	organizing	active	resistance	to
English	laws	and	government.	The	Young	Ireland94	movement,	begun	in	1842,
was	organized	as	a	protest	to	English	rule	and	very	quickly	developed	into	the
Fenian	Brotherhood,	led	by	Irish-Americans	and	aimed	at	overthrowing	English
rule.	The	first	outcome	of	this	freedom	movement	was	the	execution	of	three
Fenians	in	Manchester,	England,	in	1867.	The	three	became	known	as	the
“Manchester	Martyrs,”95	and	their	deaths	spread	political	discontent	all	over
Ireland.

This	political	discontent	broke	into	violence	in	1882	with	the	brutal	murders
in	Dublin	of	Lord	Cavendish,	the	Chief	Secretary	of	Ireland,	and	his
undersecretary.	Trying	to	stem	the	discontent	and	violence,	Prime	Minister
William	Gladstone	of	Great	Britain	in	1893	proposed	his	second	Home	Rule	Bill
for	Ireland,	the	second	in	his	four	terms	as	Prime	Minister.	The	first,	in	1886,
was	defeated	in	the	House	of	Commons,	and	the	second	was	defeated	in	the
House	of	Lords.	Already,	the	seeds	were	being	planted	for	the	Easter	Rising	of



1916,	which	saw	Ireland	at	war	with	England	and	her	brilliant	leaders	decimated
by	mass	executions.	Eddie	Flanagan	was	only	seven	years	old	when	the	second
Home	Rule	Bill	was	defeated,	which	saw	Gladstone’s	retirement	from	public	life.

In	1893,	in	the	wake	of	that	defeat,	the	Gaelic	League	was	founded	by
Douglas	Hyde96	to	revive	the	Irish	language	and	to	explore	and	recover	the	rich
traditions	of	Irish	culture	that	had	gone	underground	for	almost	a	thousand
years.	This	was	the	beginning	of	the	Celtic	Revival	under	the	leadership	of
William	Butler	Yeats,	Maude	Gonne,	Lady	Augusta	Gregory,	and	a	host	of	poets,
novelists,	historians,	and	artists.97

This	political	and	economic	instability	was	part	of	the	world	Eddie	Flanagan
would	enter	when	he	took	the	train	from	Ballymoe	to	Sligo	in	1901	to	begin	his
studies	for	the	priesthood	at	Summerhill	College.	The	Celtic	Revival	was	in	its
springtime	and	the	literary	renaissance	that	followed	was	accompanied	by	a
religious	revival.	This	recovery	of	Ireland’s	past	began	to	reveal	an	astonishing
period	in	Western	civilization	that	had	laid	hidden	for	over	a	thousand	years,	a
cultural	explosion	comparable	to	that	of	classical	Greece.98	This	mind-boggling
discovery	of	the	roots	of	Irish	culture	revitalized	the	Catholic	consciousness	of
Ireland.	There	began	to	emerge	from	the	dust	of	history	the	achievements	of
several	generations	of	artists,	poets,	scholars,	and	saints,	and	a	body	of	writings,
poetry,	artwork,	illumination,	and	music	that	created,	as	the	Irish	people	began
to	study	their	historic	past,	new	institutions	of	learning,	new	research	centers,
and	new	publications	like	the	Irish	Texts	Society	and	the	many	issues	of	the
Studia	Hibernica.	Moreover,	this	new	sense	of	Irish	identity	began	to	blossom	in
education,	in	literature,	in	theater,	and	in	the	arts,	fueling	the	passion	for
freedom	and	political	autonomy	that	had	been	smoldering	for	centuries.

Irish	families	kept	in	close	touch	with	those	who	had	emigrated.99	Since	the
parting	often	was	forever,	there	began	the	custom	of	the	“American	Wake,”100
held	when	someone	left	for	Canada,	Australia,	or	the	United	States.	This	was	a
gathering	of	family	members,	friends,	and	neighbors	for	a	tearful	farewell	to
those	who	were	leaving	for	a	new	life	far	away	from	home.	It	was	a	time	for
singing,	of	sad	farewells,	and	for	the	sharing	of	memories,	together	with	gifts	for
the	journey	and	the	promise	of	prayers.

Such	events	usually	meant	that	adult	children	were	leaving	parents	for	the
first	time	in	their	life	and	it	might	be	the	last	time	they	would	see	each	other.
Communication	from	distant	shores	was	unreliable	at	that	time,	mail	service
between	countries	was	uncertain,	and	the	final	destination	of	the	one	leaving



often	was	not	known.
An	American	Wake	began	at	night	in	the	house	of	the	emigrant	and

continued	until	the	early	hours.	The	young	emigrant	would	have	previously
visited	friends	and	neighbors,	letting	them	know	of	the	impending	departure.	All
who	were	close	were	expected	to	attend.101

There	was	always	some	kind	of	eulogy	for	the	one	departing	and	a	kind	word
or	two	on	the	sorrow	of	those	left	behind.102	At	the	same	time,	it	was	a	festive
occasion,	with	good	food	and	drinks	all	around,	and	settle	beds	spread
generously	for	seating	the	gathered	company.	There	was	singing	and	dancing
and	rousing	good	cheer,	with	“jubes,	reels,	quadrilles,	hornpipes,	and	Irish	step
dancing”	to	lighten	the	sadness	of	the	departure.	Next	morning,	family	and
friends	would	accompany	the	person	who	was	leaving	to	the	train	station	or
portside	for	a	final	farewell.

When	Nellie	Flanagan	left	with	her	relatives,	the	Larkins	of	New	York,	in
1894,	it	is	unlikely	there	was	an	American	Wake.	She	was	going	with	relatives,
eager	for	her	services	as	a	homemaker	and	her	destination	was	not	in	doubt.	It
was	almost	certain	she	would	return	someday	and	would	have	the	means	to	do
so.	(Nellie	did	return	in	1900	when	Eddie	was	about	to	begin	his	last	year	at
Drimatemple	school.	She	convinced	the	family	that	her	sister	Susan,103	who	was
eighteen,	should	return	with	her.104)

In	four	years,	brother	Pat	would	graduate	from	All	Hallows	College	in
Dublin	and	be	ordained	to	the	priesthood	for	service	in	the	United	States.	There
were	Irish	communities	all	across	America,	and	bishops	from	the	dioceses	where
the	Irish	had	settled	came	to	All	Hallows	every	year	to	recruit	the	newly	ordained
priests	for	service	in	their	diocese.105	The	family	reasoned,	why	not	let	Eddie	go
with	Father	Pat	when	he	headed	to	the	United	States?	Eddie	would	be	leaving	for
the	States	after	he	was	ordained	anyway,	so	why	not	have	him	take	his	studies	for
the	priesthood	in	the	country	he	would	eventually	move	to?

This	was	the	seed	of	Nellie’s	plan	to	bring	her	parents	and	the	five	younger
Flanagans	to	the	United	States.	She	would	be	back	in	four	years	to	take	the	next
step	in	carrying	it	out:	begging	that	Eddie	be	allowed	to	accompany	her	back	to
America.	First	Susan,	then	Eddie,	and	then	perhaps	the	whole	Flanagan	clan.

Sligo
“I	will	arise	and	go	now,	and	go	to	Inisfree,”	wrote	William	Butler	Yeats	in

1893,	eight	years	before	Eddie	Flanagan	set	foot	in	Sligo.	Inisfree	is	an	island	in



Lough	Gill,	just	outside	of	Sligo	City,	on	the	border	of	Leitrim.	In	Sligo,	the
young	student	Eddie	would	be	surrounded	by	some	of	the	most	historic	and
beautiful	landscape	in	all	of	Ireland.	Sligo	is	a	port	city,	open	to	the	Atlantic
Ocean,	with	ships	coming	and	going	all	the	time.106

Summerhill	College	was	a	preparatory	school	for	the	Diocese	of	Elphin,107
where	boys	received	a	classical	education	fitting	them	for	entrance	to	the
philosophical	department	of	a	theological	seminary.	Eddie’s	brother	Patrick	went
on	to	All	Hallows	in	Dublin,	but	there	were	other	choices:	Maynooth	in	Kildare
or	St.	Kieran’s	in	Kilkenny.	The	college	was,	as	it	is	now,	conducted	under	the
auspices	of	the	bishop	of	the	diocese,	by	a	competent	staff	of	secular	priests	and
laymen	as	professors	and	tutors.

Young	Eddie,	in	a	new	suit	of	Donegal	Tweeds,	took	the	train	from	Ballymoe
and	traveled	north	to	Sligo	City,	a	distance	of	forty	miles.	This	was	the	first	time
he	had	been	away	from	home	for	any	length	of	time,	but	Eddie	was	following	in
the	footsteps	of	his	brother	Pat,	who	had	traveled	the	same	road	before	him.

Sligo	City	was	a	bustling	business	center,	packed	with	history,	and	Sligo
Harbor	was	a	port	from	which	emigrants	left	Ireland	for	Scotland,	Canada,
Australia,	or	the	United	States;	during	the	famine,	they	had	departed	by	the	tens
of	thousands.	In	1588,	ships	of	the	Spanish	Armada	were	wrecked	off	the	coast	of
Sligo.	Many	crew	members	were	given	refuge	by	Irish	chieftains,	but	on	orders	of
the	English	Governor	of	the	Province,	both	Spanish	seamen	and	their	Irish	hosts
were	shot	and	hanged.	One	of	the	chieftains,	Brian	O’Ruairc,	Prince	of	Leitrim,
was	arrested,	sent	to	London,	and	executed	on	the	orders	of	Queen	Elizabeth.

It	was	at	Ballymote	Castle,	not	far	from	the	city,	that	Red	Hugh	O’Donnell
gathered	his	army	for	his	final	engagement	with	the	English	at	the	Battle	of
Kinsale	in	1601,	which	drove	him	in	to	exile	in	Spain,	and	to	his	tragic	death.
There	was	history	on	every	corner	and	Eddie	Flanagan	would	drink	it	in	during
his	walks	through	the	city.	Sligo	was	the	history	of	Ireland	in	miniature,	with
names	like	Queen	Maeve,	Patrick,	Columcille,	O’Conor,	de	Burgh,	MacDonagh,
Fitzwilliam,	Fitzgerald,	O’Hara,	O’Rourke,	O’Down,	Bingham,	O’Gara,	Davitt,
and	Yeats	all	part	of	the	fabric	of	its	history.	The	stories	that	Eddie’s	father	told
him	by	the	fireside	and	in	the	fields	of	Leabeg	would	be	brought	to	life	here	with
a	graphic	realism	and	a	powerful	understanding	of	the	human	drama	involved	in
that	history.	Eddie	had	to	work	out	for	himself	what	his	role	in	the	drama	would
be.

In	1901,	Eddie	would	meet	full	force	the	history	of	the	Irish	fight	for



freedom108	in	Sligo,	which	had	been	a	hotbed	of	rebellion	against	English
occupation.	Dark	mementos	were	everywhere.	In	1867,	a	warship	manned	by
Irishmen	who	had	fought	in	the	American	Civil	War	sailed	into	Sligo	Harbor,
hoping	to	take	the	city	as	a	beachhead	for	further	rebellion.	It	was	met	by	a
British	gunboat	and,	after	a	short	skirmish,	the	Irishmen’s	ship	returned	to	the
United	States.

In	1879,	an	Irish	patriot,	Michael	Davitt,	was	arrested	in	Sligo	by	British
authorities	and	imprisoned	in	Sligo	jail.	His	trial,	a	mockery	of	justice,	made
headlines	all	over	the	world.	The	English	government	was	forced	to	bring	about	a
gradual	land	reform.	The	Great	Famine	of	1845	saw	60,000	people	leave	the	port
of	Sligo	for	foreign	lands,	leaving	behind	over	a	million	dead	from	starvation	and
disease.	A	bronze	memorial	commemorates	the	tragedy	in	the	Famine	Graveyard
at	St.	John’s	Hospital	in	Sligo.

This	would	be	young	Eddie’s	introduction	to	a	larger	world,	a	world	quite
different	from	the	quiet	pastoral	life	at	Leabeg.	Other	mementos	told	their	own
story.	“Mass”	rocks	like	the	one	in	Ballymoe	dotted	the	countryside	of	Sligo,
reminders	of	the	days	of	the	Penal	Laws	when	Irishmen	could	not	own	land	or,
closer	in	time,	after	the	Great	Famine,	when	15,000	Irish	families	were	evicted
from	their	lands	by	English	landlords	and	forced	to	become	fugitives	in	the
surrounding	hillsides.	Eddie	would	be	reminded	that	Irish	priests,	risking	their
own	lives,	ministered	to	their	people	in	their	agony	and	danger.109

This	was	a	healthy	dose	of	history	for	this	fifteen-year-old	student	and	would
solidify	his	determination	to	become	a	priest	with	no	idea	of	what	might	lie
ahead	of	him.	The	Irish	Easter	Rising,	which	saw	hundreds	of	his	fellow	citizens
in	rebellion	and	their	leaders	executed	by	the	British	authorities,	was	only	fifteen
years	away	and	it	was	not	impossible	that	he	might	be	caught	in	this	wave	of
rebellion	himself.	What	Eddie’s	thoughts	were,	we	do	not	know.	Sligo	was	the
door,	not	only	to	a	new	world	and	a	new	experience,	but	to	any	number	of
possibilities	for	his	future	priestly	work.

His	brother	Pat’s	future	was	already	decided.	All	Hallows	Seminary	in	Dublin
was	founded	specifically	to	prepare	priests	for	missions	in	English-speaking
countries	to	serve	the	“Irish	of	the	Dispersion.”	Most	newly	ordained	priests
from	All	Hallows	were	destined	for	the	United	States,	where	most	of	the	Irish
emigrants	had	gone.	When	Eddie	entered	Summerhill	College,	Pat	was	already
halfway	through	his	studies	for	the	priesthood	and	Eddie	could	look	forward	to
joining	his	brother	as	a	candidate	for	the	missions,	or	to	entering	St.	Patrick’s



Seminary	at	Maynooth	or	St.	Kieran’s	Seminary	in	Kilkenny	for	service	in
Ireland.

It	is	possible	that	Eddie	had	already	talked	to	Pat	about	his	future	and	caught
something	of	the	spirit	of	the	founder	of	All	Hallows,	Father	John	Hand.110
Father	Hand	visualized	a	corps	of	apostolic-minded	priests,	trained	in	languages,
the	sciences,	literature,	theology,	sacred	eloquence,	the	arts	and	music,	and	a	host
of	other	skills,	prepared	to	carry	their	faith	and	vision	of	priesthood	to	the	far
corners	of	the	world.111	He	recognized	that	Irish	families	were	the	natural
seedbeds	for	the	kind	of	priest	he	was	looking	for,	since	religion	was	the	heart	of
the	Irish	home	and	Irish	homes	were	the	best	training	grounds	–	he	called	them
“petit	seminaires”	–	for	highly	motivated	and	dedicated	priests.	That	was
certainly	an	ideal	that	would	have	appealed	to	Eddie	Flanagan,	since	in	later
years	he	talked	about	his	Irish	home	life	in	exactly	the	same	terms.

It	was	not	only	the	landscape	of	Sligo	–	its	natural	beauty	and	historic
surroundings	–	that	came	into	view	as	the	train	from	Ballymoe	brought	the
shepherd	boy	from	Leabeg	to	the	threshold	of	a	new	world	and	a	new	experience.
Eddie	was	already	well-versed	in	Greek,	Latin,	and	French,	and	undoubtedly	in
the	literature	of	those	languages	as	well.	He	would	now	have	a	formal
introduction	to	sources	of	knowledge,	in	literature	and	history,	in	music	and	the
arts,	in	men	and	movements,	in	politics	and	polemics,	which,	in	the	quiet	of
Leabeg	and	Ballymoe,	had	been	only	a	faint	echo.

The	undercurrent	of	Irish	history	and	culture,	which	was	linked	to	a	desire
for	political	freedom,	was	alive	in	Sligo	as	it	raged	in	the	larger	cities	and	in	the
journals	and	national	institutions.	Out	of	Sligo	would	come	one	of	the	prime
movers	of	the	struggle	for	Irish	independence	and	one	of	the	founders	of	Sinn
Fein,	Father	Michael	O’Flanagan,112	who,	in	the	years	young	Eddie	attended
Summerhill	College,	was	on	the	teaching	staff	of	the	college.

Sligo	was	also	one	of	the	ports	from	which	the	Irish	by	the	thousands	were
leaving	Ireland	for	a	new	life	in	Scotland,	America,	Canada,	and	Australia,	with
news	filtering	back	from	ships	returning	and	from	letters	to	relatives.	There	was
much	talk	of	the	personal	freedom	in	these	countries	and	of	the	unique
opportunities	overseas.	It	is	well-known	that	young	Eddie,	during	his	years	at
Sligo,	carried	on	intense	conversations	with	a	steamship	ticket	agent	named	J.G.
McDermott,113	who	regaled	the	lad	with	stories	of	the	Irish	boys	he	had	sent	to
America	and	the	astonishing	things	they	had	accomplished	in	their	new	country.
One	of	these	successful	young	men,	known	to	everyone	in	Sligo,	was	W.	Bourke



Cochran,	a	graduate	of	Summerhill	College	thirty	years	before.	Cochran
emigrated	to	the	United	States	at	the	age	of	seventeen	and	became	a	lawyer	and	a
well-known	orator.	He	was	elected	to	Congress	in	1887.114

But	what	hit	Eddie	as	soon	as	he	stepped	off	the	train	in	Sligo	City	was	an
intense	homesickness	and	loneliness,	a	fifteen-year-old	boy	away	from	home	for
the	first	time,	on	his	own	in	a	strange	city,	knowing	no	one,	with	no	familiar	face
to	talk	to.	As	he	walked	up	Thomas	Street	toward	the	massive,	stark,	gray
limestone	structure	that	was	Summerhill	College,	he	was	surrounded	by	fog	from
off	the	Atlantic	and	assaulted	by	a	cacophony	of	sounds	from	wagons	hacks	and
jarveys	that	rattled	the	cobblestone	streets	and	the	cries	of	hucksters	with	their
two-wheeled	donkey	carts	loaded	with	fresh	fish	off	the	ocean,	hawking	their
wares.

Summerhill	College	was	set	on	a	hill	on	the	edge	of	Sligo,	on	an	elevation
overlooking	the	Cathedral,	in	a	Romanesque	style	that	mirrored	the	Cathedral
itself.	It	commanded	a	view	of	the	entire	city,	with	Sligo	Harbor	and	Rosses	Point
on	the	left	and	the	Benbulben	mountain	range	straight	ahead.	Away	in	the
distance	was	Lough	Gill	and	the	isle	of	Inisfree,	both	made	famous	by	William
Butler	Yeats,	who	spent	his	boyhood	in	Sligo.

The	college	grounds	covered	nine	acres,	with	four	terraces,	tennis	courts,	a
football	field,	a	cricket	crease,	and	a	track	course.	In	the	main	building	were
laboratories	for	chemistry	and	physics,	a	burrow	of	classrooms	and	living
quarters,	a	recreation	area	and	dressing	rooms,	administrative	offices,	and	a
chapel.	To	a	young	lad	from	rustic	Ballymoe,	this	was	quite	overwhelming.	The
president	of	the	college	was	Father	Martin	Kielty,	who	headed	the	school	under
the	authority	of	the	Bishop	of	Elphin.115

The	curriculum116	was	classical	education	at	its	best,	a	mastery	of	Greek	and
Latin	classics,	English,	German,	French,	Italian,	Celtic,	mathematics,	physics,
chemistry,	music,	mechanical	drawing,	history,	and	geography.	There	also	were
religion	classes	and	religious	devotions	and	daily	attendance	at	Mass.	The	three
levels	of	scholastic	achievement	–	Junior,	Middle,	and	Senior	–	were	to	be
covered	in	five	years.	Because	of	his	tutoring	at	home	and	his	extensive	reading,
Eddie	would	cover	the	three	levels	in	three	years,	graduating	at	the	head	of	his
class.

Eddie	would	indicate	in	later	years	that	it	was	a	lonely	time,	but	his
application	to	study	was	complete.	The	ankle	he	had	sprained	as	a	five-year-old
prevented	him	from	engaging	in	major	sports	like	tennis,	football,	track,	and



cricket,	but	he	did	excel	in	handball	and	did	a	lot	of	walking	in	his	spare	time.117

There	were,	however,	two	experiences	that	unsettled	Eddie	and	gave	him
much	to	ponder:	the	lockstep	discipline	of	the	school,	which	was	common	even
in	institutions	of	higher	learning	at	the	time,	and	the	urban	poverty	he	found	as
he	walked	through	the	city.	He	remarked	on	both	of	these	in	later	years,	seeing
no	necessity	for	the	first	in	the	education	of	boys	and	drawing	lessons	for	his
future	work	from	the	second.	Even	at	this	young	age,	Eddie	was	building	a
mountain	of	compassion	for	the	suffering	of	others	and	already	forming	keen
judgments	about	policies	and	institutions	that	would	guide	him	in	his	own	work.

The	lockstep	discipline	he	found	especially	cruel,	since	a	boy	could	be
expelled	and	his	future	compromised	by	a	juvenile	infraction	as	simple	as
smoking.118	He	carried	away	from	his	secondary	school	days	an	intense	dislike
for	institutions	of	any	kind	and	for	the	grind	and	impersonal	discipline	that	the
young	were	subjected	to	in	such	institutions.	He	would	always	remember	the	lost
and	lonely	Eddie	Flanagan,	the	new	boy	at	school,	and	the	sense	of	helplessness
and	lack	of	comfort	that	went	with	it.

The	stark	poverty	that	Eddie	saw	around	him	as	he	walked	the	streets	–	huge
families	crowded	into	makeshift	hovels,	with	small	faces	staring	at	him	through
open	doors	or	windows	–	was	something	he	would	remember	for	the	rest	of	his
life.119	An	even	more	shocking	sight	was	the	small	gangs	of	boy	ruffians	fighting
in	the	streets,	clothes	ragged	and	torn,	grubby	little	hands	sometimes
outstretched,	asking	for	a	“copper	or	two.”	It	was	a	grim	commentary	on	the
novels	of	Charles	Dickens	that	had	first	opened	his	mind	to	urban	poverty.120

But	all	was	not	grim	and	dreary	at	Summerhill	College.	Besides	being	an	avid
handball	player,121	excelling	in	this	sport,122	Eddie’s	baritone	voice	became	part
of	the	choral	group	of	the	college.	In	his	freshman	year,	a	senior	named	John
McCormack	was	delighting	the	college	and	Sligo	with	his	golden	voice,	not	only
at	church	services	like	Benediction	but	also	at	social	events	and	even	during	a
concert	in	the	Town	Hall	of	Sligo.	This	same	John	McCormack	would	later
delight	the	world	with	his	Irish	tenor	voice.	Eddie’s	and	John’s	paths	would	cross
in	later	years	when	McCormack	appeared	in	the	concert	halls	of	the	United
States.123

Summers,	Eddie	was	home	again,	with	an	outstanding	scholastic	record.
Each	summer	found	him	taller	than	the	year	before,	and	not	only	helping	his
father	and	brother	James	tend	the	cattle	and	sheep	and	cut	the	winter’s	supply	of
peat,	but	also	spending	afternoons	fishing	with	Johnny	King	on	the	banks	of	the



Suck	River.	Brother	Pat	was	also	home	summers,	closer	to	ordination	to	the
priesthood	and	undoubtedly	sharing	his	experiences	at	All	Hallows	and
expectations	for	his	future	as	a	priest	in	the	United	States.	Eddie’s	expectations
were	to	follow	Pat	to	All	Hallows	and	then	to	the	“Irish	of	the	Dispersion,”
wherever	he	might	be	assigned.

It	was	during	Eddie’s	years	at	Summerhill	that	the	novels124	of	Canon	Patrick
Augustine	Sheehan125	were	the	talk	of	the	seminaries	and	in	the	hands	of	every
priest	in	Ireland.	They	were	unprecedented	in	the	Irish	literature	of	the	time	and
had	made	Canon	Sheehan	a	household	name	in	Ireland	and	in	the	United
States.126	His	novels	were	about	priests,	about	the	education	of	the	clergy,	about
social	questions,	and	about	priestly	life.	These	novels	faced	and	discussed	some
of	the	critical	questions,	in	the	minds	of	the	Irish	clergy,	in	the	wake	of	the	Celtic
Literary	Revival	of	William	Butler	Yeats	and	his	literary	colleagues,	and	in	the
wake	of	the	political	ferment	generated	by	the	rise	and	fall	of	Charles	Stewart
Parnell.127

The	novels	spoke	to	the	religious	consciousness	of	the	Irish	people,	to	the
sense	of	nationalism	that	was	stirring	the	country	after	Home	Rule	had	been
denied,	and	to	land	reform	upon	which	the	economic	stability	of	the	country
depended.	These	questions	were	undoubtedly	discussed	by	the	Flanagan	brothers
when	they	came	together	each	summer,	and	perhaps	also	with	other	members	of
the	family,	like	their	sister	Kate,	who	was	a	teacher	in	one	of	the	local	National
Schools	and	kept	abreast	of	national	issues.

What	the	novels,	especially	My	New	Curate,	communicated	to	these	two
young	Irish	men	aspiring	to	the	priesthood	was	the	vision	of	a	priest	whose	only
limitations	were	his	own	efforts,	and	who	dug	deep	into	the	Catholic	and	priestly
tradition	for	new	models	of	priesthood.	This	image	was	not	lost	upon	the	teen-
aged	Eddie,	who	would	take	that	image	and	give	it	a	startling	new	direction.

In	Leabeg,	when	he	tended	the	sheep	and	cattle	and	dug	into	the	writings	of
Dickens,	Scott,	and	Macauley,	prayer	had	become	almost	a	second	language	to
Eddie	as	he	fingered	his	Rosary	and	opened	his	mind	to	the	gaze	of	God.	There
were	bouts	of	devotion	when	he	had	served	Mass	at	Ballymoe	for	Father
Fetherstone	or	rang	the	bells	and	swung	the	thurible	of	incense	for	the	stunning
ritual	of	Benediction.	Eddie	had	been	caught	up	in	these	moments	of	adoration
and	there	was	more	of	this	at	Summerhill,	where	feast	days	and	Sundays	were
not	only	more	festive,	with	more	voices	and	more	communal	participation,	but
also	held	a	deeper	and	fuller	experience	of	the	sacred	Mysteries	which	had



become	the	glowing	center	of	his	existence.	In	search	of	solitude,	Eddie	would
sometimes	go	down	to	Rosses	Point,	where	deep-sea	fishing	smacks	tied	up	and
captains	smoked	their	long	pipes	and	reviled	the	English.128	There	was	the	Holy
Well	at	Tobernalt,	“a	haven	of	peace	and	tranquility	(where)	cradled	in	a	wooded
grove,	clear	spring	waters	flow	from	a	cleft	in	the	rocks…	and	murmur	quietly
on	their	way	to	join	Lough	Gill.”129	Four	miles	from	the	shore	of	the	island
Inishmurray,	there	was	an	order	of	monks,	who	in	their	solitude	and	beehive
huts,	had	beeg	singing	praises	to	God	for	a	thousand	years	or	more.	Around	him
was	a	history	that	spoke	to	him	and	beckoned	to	something	deeper	than	the	here
and	now.

That	“something	deeper”	would	be	with	Eddie	until	the	end	of	his	days,	when
he	seriously	considered	entering	a	Trappist	monastery.	Those	“bare	ruined
choirs”	held	a	fascination	for	him,	where	monks	lived	in	solitude	intent	on	God
alone.	Eddie	would	always	have	an	attraction	for	high	mountains	and	monastic
solitudes	which	nourished	in	him	that	irritating	“impracticality”	that	made	him
the	despair	of	some	of	his	contemporaries.	His	contemplative	gifts	became	the
tools	for	a	rich	priesthood	and	were	the	seeds	of	the	daring	projects	and	bold
experiments	that	led	to	Boys	Town.	To	his	family	and	his	confreres	in	the
priesthood,	Eddie	seemed	to	dwell	in	a	place	apart,	with	an	inner	tranquility	and
strength	of	purpose	that	was	beyond	them.

We	do	not	know	if,	during	his	three	years	at	Summerhill,	he	was	taught	by
Father	Michael	O’Flanagan,	who	was	on	the	staff	at	the	time	as	a	teacher	at	the
college,	from	which	he	had	graduated	six	years	before.	We	do	know	from	Eddie’s
letters	to	Father	O’Flanagan	that	they	knew	each	other	when	Eddie	was	a	student
there.	The	tone	of	their	letters	indicate	more	than	a	passing	acquaintance.	When
Eddie	began	his	tenure	at	Summerhill	College,	Father	O’Flanagan	was	a	newly
ordained	priest,	fresh	from	the	seminary.	It	would	be	at	least	a	dozen	years	before
Father	O’Flanagan	would	become	a	strong	advocate	and	supporter	for	land
reform	and	Home	Rule	for	his	Irish	parishioners,	becoming	one	of	the	founding
leaders	of	Sinn	Fein.

On	January	31,	1904,130	Father	Patrick	Flanagan	was	ordained	to	the
priesthood	at	All	Hallows	College	in	Dublin,	and	immediately	returned	to
Ballymoe	for	his	first	Mass.	This	was	also	the	occasion	for	another	family
celebration.	Kate	Flanagan,	now	a	teacher	in	one	of	the	local	National	Schools,
had	been	engaged	to	Owen	Staunton,	principal	of	the	school	where	she	taught.
They	agreed	to	postpone	their	wedding	until	Father	Pat	could	officiate	at	the



service.131	The	wedding	took	place	at	Father	Pat’s	first	Mass	in	Ballymoe,	with
family,	friends,	and	neighbors	joining	in	this	double	celebration.	Undoubtedly,
Eddie	was	also	there	for	this	important	event	for	the	Flanagan	family.	He	was	in
his	final	year	at	Summerhill	and	would	be	home	for	good	at	the	end	of	the
scholastic	year	in	the	spring.	After	this	double	celebration,	Father	Patrick
Flanagan	would	leave	for	the	United	States	and	the	Diocese	of	Omaha,
Nebraska.132

On	returning	to	Summerhill	College,	Eddie	had	to	write	a	Letter	of
Intention133	to	the	head	of	the	school,	indicating	the	subjects	of	the	examination
he	would	be	taking	at	the	end	of	the	school	year.	In	order	to	pass	and	graduate,
he	was	required	to	pass	in	at	least	two	of	the	subjects	he	had	taken	for	the	three
years	of	his	attendance	at	the	school	–	Greek,	Latin,	English,	math,	and	one
modern	language	–	or	to	pass	in	one	of	these	subjects	and	two	other	subjects.	He
took	his	final	exam	during	June	or	July	of	that	year,	which	gave	him	time	for
extra	study	or	tutoring	by	Father	Hughes,	if	this	was	needed.	Eddie	not	only
passed	the	examination,	but	passed	with	honors.

As	the	summer	wore	on,	news	was	received	that	Nellie	would	be	returning
from	the	United	States134	for	a	visit	home.	The	whole	family	knew	the	reason	for
her	visit:	to	follow	through	on	her	proposal	four	years	earlier	that	Eddie,	upon
his	graduation	from	Summerhill	College,	be	allowed	to	accompany	her	back	to
the	United	States	to	begin	his	studies	for	the	priesthood	there.	She	most	probably
had	written	to	Eddie	himself	about	this,	since	he	was	known	to	carry	on	long
conversations	in	Sligo	with	a	ticket	agent	named	McDermott135	about	the	young
men	he	had	sent	to	the	United	States	and	the	letters	he	had	received	back	of	their
success	there.	Perhaps	for	the	first	time,	a	family	council	was	held.	Mary	Jane	and
Kate	were	close	by,	happily	married	now.	Father	Pat	was	in	the	United	States,	a
priest	of	the	Diocese	of	Omaha	in	Nebraska.	Susan,	a	nurse,	was	in	New	York,
taking	care	of	her	uncle,	Michael	Larkin,	who	had	health	problems.

Around	the	great	mahogany	table	sat	father	and	mother,	five	sisters,	and
three	brothers.	The	youngest	of	the	children	were	Teresa,	thirteen,	and	Michael,
nine.	James,	the	oldest	at	twenty-four,	was	the	only	son	working	on	the	land	with
his	father.

Nellie	was	persuasive,	helped	perhaps	by	a	letter	from	Father	Pat,	who	was
eager	to	have	his	brother	take	his	studies	for	the	priesthood	in	the	United
States.136	Eddie	could	study	for	the	Archdiocese	of	New	York,	at	the	diocesan
seminary	in	Yonkers,	not	far	from	where	the	Larkin	family	lived.	Their	uncle,



Michael	Larkin,	was	a	friend	of	Archbishop	Farley	and	would	be	happy	to	pay
the	expenses	for	Eddie’s	further	education.137

The	family	was	moving	forward.	Mary	Jane,	Kate,	and	Pat	had	left	home	in
1892,	Nellie	had	left	in	1894,	and	Susan	departed	in	1900.	It	was	inevitable	that
the	children	should	go	their	own	way	and	stake	out	a	future	for	themselves.	Only
James,	Delia,	Teresa,	and	Michael	remained	at	home.	Eddie	would	be	leaving	for
All	Hallows,	if	he	followed	in	Pat’s	footsteps,	but	then	would	go	to	some	faraway
diocese	in	the	United	States.	Perhaps	their	parents,	John	and	Nora,	saw	the
handwriting	on	the	wall.	Ireland	was	changing	and	the	fortunes	of	the	Flanagan
family	could	change	with	it.	The	decision	was	made	that	Eddie	would	go	to	New
York	with	Nellie	for	whatever	the	future	would	hold	for	him.

In	1903,	the	Irish	Land	Act,	also	known	as	the	Wyndham	Land	Act,138	was
passed	in	the	British	Parliament.	It	provided	for	the	purchase	of	land	owned	by
English	landlords	by	their	Irish	tenants	or	any	Irishman	interested	in	owning
land.	John	Flanagan	was	growing	old	and	the	position	of	“herd,”	the	basis	of	his
livelihood,	was	fast	disappearing.	This	new	act	would	hasten	it.	We	do	know	that
within	two	years,	John,	Nora,	and	their	four	children	still	at	home	would
emigrate	to	the	United	States.	Leabeg	and	the	family	home	would	be	bought	by
G.W.	Blake	Kelly,139	who	would	farm	it	out	to	William	Hanley.

Besides	the	future	of	Eddie	Flanagan,	the	future	of	the	Flanagan	family	may
well	have	been	a	topic	of	serious	discussion	around	the	great	mahogany	table.





The	remnants	of	Eddie	Flanagan’s	birthplace	and	childhood	home	in	Leabeg,	County	Roscommon,	Ireland.



The	village	of	Ballymoe,	County	Galway,	as	it	looked	around	1904,	the	year	Eddie	left	for	America.

The	primary	school	Eddie	attended	in	Drimatemple,	County	Roscommon.
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