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FOREWORD
By Alan and Fidelma Croghan, residents of Ballymoe, Ireland
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I
t is not where you live, but where you are from, that shapes a person’s 
early life. Edward Flanagan, born in Leabeg, Ballymoe, Ireland on the 
border of the counties of Roscommon and Galway, was certainly shaped 
by his early life experiences. Born into a rural farming community in 

1886, when Ireland was still under British rule, Edward, a sickly 
child, grew up with a strong and deep sense of family, 
faith, community, justice, work ethic, and belonging. 
All of these were ingrained in him, and as he went 
through childhood, adolescence, and early 
adulthood, these values remained with him 
and shaped his adult life.

Growing up in a large family, he experienced 
a loving environment, the discipline of daily 
work, the working together for the greater 
good, and the rewards that all of these 
brought to the family. As a part of a rural 
community, he would have worked in the 
fields with his family and their neighbours. It 
was common for families to work together at 
harvest time or on the peat bog saving turf, which 
provided the winter warmth in all Irish cottages of 
the time. While these tasks were vital and absolutely 
necessary for the survival of the rural community, they 
provided Edward with valuable life experiences which he later drew 
upon in his own work.

The fields in which he worked were also the fields in which he played and 
prayed. While caring for his father’s flock of sheep, he had the opportunity 

to experience the beauty and wonder of nature around Ballymoe. Farming 
methods, nature, and animals went on to play a very important role in 
Edward’s later life as he used his life experiences to great effect in the 
early days of Boys Town. His early education at Drimatemple National 
School and his weekly visits to Saint Croan’s Church gave Edward  

a strong foundation and informed him of the importance of education 
and prayer.

While the physical infrastructure of Ballymoe may have 
changed since Edward grew up here, what has not 

changed is the sense of community, the importance of 
family life, and the faith of its people. The small cottage 
where Edward was born, while no longer habitable, still 
stands to this day. In reading many of Edward’s writings, 
the words that constantly appear are family, parents, 
community, prayer, youth, faith, example, dreams, God, 
character, hope – all of these were part of his life in 

Ballymoe. The community of Ballymoe is rightly proud of 
their most famous son. They are proud that such a small 

rural community, based on the pillars of family, community, 
and faith, enabled a person of such integrity and kindness to 

have a positive effect on so many lives. His life and legacy are 
honoured in Ballymoe in the form of the beautiful Father Flanagan 

Memorial Garden adjacent to Saint Croan’s Church. 

The acorns that fell to the ground in the fields around Ballymoe produced 
many great oaks. Edward Flanagan – the sickly child from Leabeg who 
became Father Edward Flanagan of Boys Town – from an acorn to an oak, 
was one of the mightiest.
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A FEW REFLECTIONS 
from the Artist, Michael Buckley
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Being of Irish heritage, visiting Ireland was 
always one of my lifelong dreams. 

When the opportunity to make the trip 
came about as part of a Boys Town project 
to create a photo history of Father Edward 
J. Flanagan’s birthplace and upbringing, I 
began my preparations by researching my 
family tree and learning about my family’s 
original roots.

I was amazed to find out that a majority of my 
Irish ancestors came from southern Ireland 
– the opposite side of the country I would 

be visiting and shooting. This gave me an even deeper love of Ireland and 
an insight into my ancestors’ immigration to America.

With all of the United States to settle in, my family chose to come to the 
farm country of the Midwest. Being the son of a farm boy, I have many fond 
memories of visiting the Iowa farm where my father grew up and where his 
grandfather homesteaded. 

I also have many connections to Boys Town. A long-time neighbor and family 
friend was a graduate of Boys Town. A childhood friend’s father directed 
the Youth Care department at Boys Town for many years. And my aunt – my 
father’s older sister – was a juvenile court judge in Omaha who had a very 
special place in her heart for Boys Town and the children who lived there. 

The opportunity to photograph the homeland of Father Flanagan in August 
of 2018 was a great honor for me.

From the minute I landed in Ireland, I was both very excited and very nervous. 
Driving on the opposite side of the road. Navigating across a new and 
unfamiliar country. Making sure I captured the best images possible of the 
places where Father Flanagan spent his early years. What could go wrong?

But the closer I got to Ballymoe, the town closest to Father Flanagan’s 
childhood home, the more relaxed I became. The beautiful, deep-green 
surroundings reminded me a lot of the countryside back home in Nebraska 
(only with much narrower roads). Rolling into Ballymoe was a relief because it 
signaled the start of my adventure to explore the early life of Father Flanagan.

I quickly realized the community and landscape around Father Flanagan’s 
boyhood home had changed very little since his last visit to Ireland in 1946 
(two years before his death). One man who still lived in a neighboring 
home had attended a ceremony marking the priest’s return that year. He 
remembered Father Flanagan visiting his former home, which at the time, 
was starting to lose its thatched roof and was no longer habitable. The years 
since have taken their toll on the structure, but the walls of the old Flanagan 
home are still standing. In a way, those walls are symbolic of how the spirit 
of Father Flanagan lives on and is highly revered in his native land. 

It is my hope that through the photos in this book, you can appreciate 
and be inspired by the same sights, wonders, and beauty that so greatly 
influenced Father Flanagan in his formative years. Most importantly,  
I hope you can imagine yourself standing in the same places where  
Father Flanagan played, prayed, worked and learned, first as a child,  
then as a young man preparing to embark on the noble mission of protecting, 
valuing, and caring for children around the world.



FROM A SHEPHERD BOY TO THE FOUNDER OF BOYS TOWN

E
dward J. Flanagan was born on July 13, 1886, in a two-room stone 
cottage in rural Ireland. He was weak and had difficulty breathing, 
and the midwife informed his parents he would not live through the 
night. His paternal grandfather refused to accept this 

prognosis, and cradled the infant all night, sitting before 
the cottage’s fireplace. The next morning, the baby’s 
parents were overjoyed to discover that their son 
had survived.

Growing up in Ireland with his ten siblings, 
Edward suffered numerous illnesses. Even 
so, at age eight, he was assigned the job 
of tending the sheep. Each morning, he 
would rise early and head off to the fields, 
sometimes by himself and sometimes with 
his father. During the day, he helped free the 
sheep when they became tangled in the briars 
and kept them safe from predators. To pass the 
long hours, he read the novels of great writers like 
Charles Dickens and his Bible. 

In school, Edward’s teachers would often comment on 
his constant daydreaming and his inability to focus on his 
lessons. Through hard work and dedication, he was able to graduate 
from high school with honors. At age eighteen, he made two life-altering 
decisions. The first was to immigrate to America. The second was to 
become a Catholic priest. In 1904, he entered Mount Saint Mary’s College 
in Emmitsburg, Maryland. His professors were not impressed by his academic 
work and wrote that he talked too much and did not hold any real promise 
for the future.

After graduating from Mount Saint Mary’s College, he entered Saint Joseph’s 
Seminary in Dunwoodie, New York. Along with his seminary studies, he 
began to volunteer in the hospitals of New York City’s infamous “Hell’s 

Kitchen.” He would often see hundreds of homeless children roaming 
the streets at all hours. The strain of his studies and his work in 

the hospitals soon affected his fragile health, and he was 
hospitalized. After one year in the seminary, his poor 

physical condition forced him to leave. 

To regain his health, he moved to Omaha, Nebraska, 
where members of his family now lived. He later 
applied for and was accepted to study at the 
Gregorian University in Rome. Sailing for Europe, he 
had great hopes to finish his studies and become 
a priest. In Rome, he threw himself into his classes, 
and once again began to volunteer to help homeless 

people on the streets of the city. But the pressure of 
his schoolwork once again proved to be too much for 

his delicate health, and he fell ill. He left Rome after one 
year and returned to Omaha.

With the love and support of his family, he again was able 
to recover. From 1908 to 1909, he worked in the bookkeeping 

department of the Cudahy Meat Packing Company in Omaha. The setbacks 
he had encountered did not discourage him from his dream to become a 
priest and help people. In the fall of 1909, he entered the Royal Imperial 
Leopold Francis University in Innsbruck, Austria. In the clean, fresh air of 
the Austrian Alps, his health improved, and he was careful not to exceed 
his physical limitations. For extra money, he worked in a bookstore, and he 
and his fellow seminarians climbed mountains and explored the Austrian 
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countryside in their free time. He later described these experiences as some 

of the happiest times of his life. 

In 1912, he was ordained a priest in Innsbruck, Austria. Returning to Nebraska, 

Father Flanagan was first assigned to a parish in O’Neil, and then was 

later transferred to Omaha. In Omaha, he saw hundreds of homeless men 

wandering the downtown streets. Vowing to help them, he opened homeless 
shelters. While many men were thankful for his help, others – usually those 
who were mentally ill or substance abusers – would often physically attack 
him. After helping thousands of destitute men, Father Flanagan eventually 
realized he was meeting their physical needs but was too late to change 
their sometimes-destructive behaviors. 

In a photo from around 1908, John and Honora Flanagan pose with eight of their eleven children, including  

(front row, from left) Edward, Michael, Patrick, (back row, from left) Delia, Theresa, James, Nellie, and Susan.
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FROM A SHEPHERD BOY TO THE FOUNDER OF BOYS TOWN continued

Homeless boys soon began to show up at his shelters. These were boys no 
one wanted; they lived on the streets, stole what they needed to survive, and 
were often in trouble with the law. He knew these children needed someone 
to care for and guide them, and in 1917, he opened a home for boys in a 
rented house in downtown Omaha. The home he created was open to all 
boys, regardless of their race, religion, or background, a concept that was 
unheard of at the time.

On his own to raise funds to keep his home open, he suffered great stress 
and worry. He eventually moved the home to a farm outside Omaha, and 
the new community became known as Boys Town. By the early 1930s, the 
combined hardships of the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl droughts 
left Boys Town on the verge of closing. But as would happen time and again, 
supporters of his cause to help children would rally around the priest and 
provide funding to keep Boys Town open. 

For the next two decades, Father Flanagan ran Boys Town and worked to 
change the way children were treated. He publicly spoke out on the need 
for children to be loved, valued, educated, and prepared for life, and his 
humanitarian efforts made him famous around the world. After World War II, 

he was sent by the United States government on missions to aid the children 
of Asia and Europe who had been orphaned during the war. Before he left 
on his mission to Europe, he told his family and close friends that he felt he 
would not return to his beloved Boys Town. Years of hard work had taken 
their toll on his weak constitution, and he was completely exhausted. 

On May 15, 1948, at age sixty-one, Father Flanagan passed away of a 
massive heart attack in Berlin, Germany. His passing was mourned by world 
leaders, celebrities, and the general public. When his body was returned to 
Boys Town, thousands of current and former citizens of the home passed 
by his casket and attended his funeral Masses. His body was interred in 
the Catholic chapel, where it remains today. 

In the years since Father Flanagan’s death, Boys Town has continued to 
grow and re-invent itself to meet the changing needs of America’s youth. 
Today, Boys Town carries on Father Flanagan’s mission as one of America’s 
largest child and family care organizations.

In 2012, a Cause for Canonization was opened by the Omaha Archdiocese 
in order to have Father Flanagan proclaimed a saint.
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Eighteen-year-old Edward Flanagan (left) and his older 

brother Father Patrick Flanagan upon their arrival at 

New York’s Ellis Island in 1904.
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Flanagan Home  
Made of Stone and Substance 

On July 13, 1886, in County Roscommon, near the rustic village of 

Ballymoe, a frail, tiny baby was born to John and Honora Flanagan. 

The infant was not expected to live through the night. But the love and 

warmth of the small Flanagan home sparked what may have been the 

first of the many “miracles” little Eddie Flanagan would experience and 

thrive from in his life. 

The dwelling, measuring only forty feet by sixteen feet, was dwarfed by 

the immense lands that surrounded it. The pastures and fields provided 

the Flanagans with their livelihood, making them, by comparison, 

one of the “richest” families in the area. The home was the center 

of the community where relatives and neighbors would gather for 

dancing and song, for joyous get-togethers, and for “American Wake” 

celebrations to send off loved ones on their journey to America  

or Australia.

Today, the land remains mostly unchanged from the days when young 

Eddie would wander and explore the lush, green world around him, 

praying his rosary or studiously reading a novel. The River Suck still 

gently flows by the meadow where the remains of the Flanagan 

homestead rest. The bog near the river bank, where Eddie and his 

father or siblings would help dig and gather the peat that would warm 

their home during the cold winters, is now covered in a pine grove. But 

the peat still grows, and the soft heather covers the bog in beautiful 

lavender blooms. Livestock still graze the pastures where Eddie and 

his father shepherded their own cattle and sheep, a constant reminder 

of the region’s deep agricultural roots. 
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T
he Flanagan family home lay in the 

shelter of a hill, just below the crest as it 

sloped gently down to the river. The grasses 

grew tall around the house, which rested in the 

shadow of several large trees that shielded it 

from the harshest of the Irish wind and rain.
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A thick blanket of moss and 

ferns shroud the trees and 

decaying vegetation in a bog 

near the Flanagan homestead.
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L 
ong before he rose to prominence 
and attained international acclaim for 
his revolutionary work with America’s 

abandoned and orphaned children, Father 
Edward Flanagan was an Irish farm lad, growing 
up in the emerald pastures of his homeland, 
learning the lessons of life on a parent’s knee 
and in nature’s bosom.

Born into a large and loving family, Father 
Flanagan’s childhood was one of stories and 
songs, work and wonder. Edward was the 
“little shepherd boy,” keeping watch as sheep 
and cattle grazed the gentle slopes and lush 
valleys near the village of Ballymoe. Remarking 
on his rural upbringing, Father Flanagan fondly 
recalled a life “full of beauty and loveliness.” 

Now, in Father Flanagan’s Ireland, Birthplace 
of a Dream, photographer Michael Buckley’s  
vivid and poignant images capture those 
pristine landscapes and ancient edifices that 
were young Edward’s constant companions 
more than a century ago and which retain 
their unspoiled splendor today. The weathered 
limestone of his birthplace; the waterlogged 
lands where his tender hands gathered peat; 
the rock altars where his ancestors found 
spiritual sustenance; the schools where faith 
and fact converged; the rivers and fields where 
God’s handiwork blossomed; and the villages 
where inequality and opportunity merged.      

In the heart of the Irish countryside, in spaces 
that have inspired generations of artists, 
poets, and philosophers, the seeds of Father 
Flanagan’s virtuous life were sown. This 
photographic journey is an illuminating and 
intimate look at the Ireland of the great priest’s 
youth, the land where he lived and labored, 
the land where he is remembered and revered.Boys Town, NE 68010,  BoysTownPress.org
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