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BY PATSY FITZMAURICE

Clonfi de National School, Colehill, Co.Longford.
How excited and proud I was that June morning 
more than 46 years ago when my teaching ca-
reer began!  Looking back now,when I started 
teaching in Clonfi de in 1965 the little school was 
reminiscent of”The Old Bush School”described 
by John O’Brien in his book”Around The Boree 
Log”. It was for sure “a queer, old, battered land-
mark that belonged to other years”.  It had “the 
seedy desks and  benches…..the spider-haunted 
ceilings …the bucket on the stool”. Yet I loved it. 
It was a mixed 2-teacher school with few facili-
ties, for though the ‘swinging sixties’ had arrived, 
life still refl ected the grim, harsh depression of 
the late fi fties. Children walked, sometimes sev-
eral miles to school. Games were simple, Boys 
played football in a fi eld behind the school, Girls 
played ‘tig’ in the yard. Teaching was geared to-
wards the Primary Cert., an examination at the 
end of primary schooling, long since abolished. 
Visitors were scarce. The parish priest called 
regularly to ensure the catechism was taught. No-
tice of  a “cigire” sent teacher and children into 
a panic! The Catechism examination too, caused 
a ‘stir’ annually. Religious knowledge was meas-
ured by questions and very accurate answers 
were expected. I recall the fi rst visit of the rever-
end school manager (R.I.P.), shortly after I took 
up my teaching position. After his dramatic en-
trance we all blessed ourselves in Irish, led by his 
reverence. He then intoned “Tháinig Aingeal an 
Tiarna le Scéal chun Mhuire”, expecting a cho-
rus of responses in Irish. Instead he was met with 
a stony silence. Looking towards me he put his 
head in his hands (for about two seconds which 
seemed like ten minutes !) and announced” a pa-
gan school”! By end of the day the children knew 
the Angelus as Gaeilge!  
 However, things were about to change and 
life was never to be so simple again. There had 
been rumblings for some time of the Depart-
ment’s plans to close down small schools and 
amalgamate them with larger ones…to improve 
the quality of education. I still wonder….Things 
changed dramatically in 1969 with the closure of 
hundreds of 2-teacher schools around the coun-
try, including Clonfi de and so I turned the rusty 
key in the door for the last time and that Sep-
tember. found myself in a new, modern school in 
the parish ... Colehill N.S.. I settled into my new 
surroundings and spent almost  two very happy 
years there. However I missed the intimacy and 
closeness of the small group and when the op-
portunity presented itself I took up a position, 
once more in a small school which escaped the 
amalgamation plan – Legan (Lenamore National 
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Another Year on my Journey to the Priesthood
 TONY GILHOOLEY

As the old saying goes how time fl ies 
when you are enjoying yourself. I 
didn’t realise I was enjoying myself 
that much - but I do realise time is fl y-
ing – it seems so short since I put my 
few words together about my journey 
to priesthood for last year’s review.
 After I bid farewell to Longford 
at Easter 2011 I commenced a Clini-
cal Pastoral Education course in St. 

< Vincent’s Hospital in Dublin.  This 
course lasted for twelve weeks and 
concluded in mid July.  It can be best 
described as a training course in hos-
pital Chaplaincy.  It uses the model of 
organic learning where a small group 
of students work together to help and 
critique the experience gained by each 
student as they work with patients as 
Chaplain Interns.  
 In mid September I returned to 

Maynooth to recommence the B.D. de-
gree programme.  My studies this year 
include a course in Systamic Theol-
ogy regarding Creation and Grace and 
Mariology. In ecclesial history we ex-
amine the period from Medieval times 
to the Reformation.  For scripture this 
year we study the Gospel of John and 
in Moral theology we take Bioethics 
which include topics like end of life 
issues, stem cell research, personal 

conscience and Morality in Civil law.
 My pastoral training this year will 
consist of a weekly visit to one of the 
prisons. I also have regular meetings 
with the Director of Formation and 
Spiritual Director so I have quite a 
busy schedule.
 I have very fond memories of my 
time in your parish and I want to as-
sure you that you have played a major 
role in my journey to priesthood.Tony Gilhooley

‘By Teaching 
We Learn’

 Towards the end of the 1990s a revised cur-
riculum arrived on the scene and with it the in-
troduction of many new subjects, some of these 
would make former teachers despair… S.E.S.E. 
and S.P.H.E and I.C.T. and Drama and Visual Arts. 
Many days of training were held in St. Joseph’s 
to prepare teachers for the introduction and im-
plementation of this new curriculum. To do so it 
became necessary to introduce white boards and 
inter-active white boards and P.C.s and lap tops. 
Today’s  children, raised in this age of technology 
became more expert at the use of these resources 
than many of us ’older’ members of staff, and 
many were like Jesus in the Temple….teaching 
the teachers. Gone forever is the blackboard and 
the ‘chalk and talk’….‘all changed…changed  
utterly’. Still, despite the constant changes in 
education, under the expert guidance of the ever-
smiling Mrs. Farrell the syllabus gets compre-
hensively covered and the standard of education 
in St. Joseph’s is unrivalled. Her care for children 
from “every nation under Heaven”  and her per-
fect understanding of her charges was, and is an 
inspiration to me, and her great sense of humour 
averted many a ‘crisis’.
 I derived my inspiration from the children. 
Their love of learning kept me going  through 
the years. When I read to them  and watched their 
wide eyed absorption, teacher and pupils were 
transported into a magical world all our own. I 
hope I fostered a lasting love of reading in them 
,a treasure throughout their lives.
 My years in St. Joseph’s were happy years, 
overall. I have a motley host of memories. I recall 
fondly the great occasions, Sr. Angela Bracken’s 
production of “The Wizard of Oz”, the various 
Christmas shows, the many performances of 
National Children’s Choir under the direction of 
the very talented Miss Marie Dolan, the 50th an-
niversary of the opening of the present school, 
and who could forget the day the inspector’s car 
went on fi re? I have never seen so many willing 
hands help to quench that fi re and send him on 
his merry way!
 A great spirit of friendship exists in the school. 
I thank St. Joseph’s for my livelihood as well as 
for happy times teaching there. I thank too the 
parents who entrusted their children to my care 
but my biggest thanks is to my students, working 
with them gave me such joy.
 In the great tragedies of my life, when our son 
and daughter died, St. Joseph’s, its staff and the 
Sisters of Mercy were a lifeline, a crutch. I am 
grateful to have had the privilege of being a 
member of staff and of teaching so many children 
over the years.
 Ach níl in aon rud ach seal. Dá fhad’an lá 
tagann an oíche ,ar aon nós an trathnóna - I Mí 
Meithimh seo chaite d’fhág mé slán go deo ag 
Scoil Naomh Iosaf. In the words of  Frodo, the 
old hobbit in “The Lord of the Rings”….”I will 
take the ring and go, even though I do not know 
the way”.

Docendo Discimus.”By teaching we learn” 
(Seneca c.4BC- 65AD)

On right is Patsy Fitzmaurice and eager students 
of St. Joseph’s National School and below 

Patsy is  pictured at her desk.

School). I was back in familiar surroundings…
but not for long. I was offered a position in St. 
Joseph’s in Longford, which I accepted, as my 
beloved daughter, Mary, was 4 years old  and I 
welcomed the opportunity of having her attend a 
school in our parish.
 1975, the year I was appointed to the staff 
of St. Joseph’s, a very different scenario to the 
present one. I remember nearing that fi ne estab-
lishment on the Dublin Road that fi rst morning 
with Mary (R.I.P.) feeling a pang for the little 
school I had left behind. However, the warm wel-
come afforded me by the then Principal, the late 
Sr. Scholastica Kenny, R.I.P. soon dispelled my 
fears and in no time I was settled and happy in 
my new surroundings.
  The Sisters of Mercy made up the majority of 
teaching staff in those days, maybe 21/22 Sisters 
to 6/7 lay teachers. In keeping with the Mercy 
ethos the Sisters cared for under-privileged chil-
dren by providing them with hot lunches and 
clothes and footwear where needed, all so dis-
cretely done. They delivered a quality education 
with commitment and enthusiasm and for no per-
sonal  fi nancial reward. The enrolment was more 
than double the present number, about 800 chil-
dren and every child wore slippers to keep the 
school clean. In the crowded yard the games of 
the day were ‘Dusty Bluebells’, Hopscotch’ and 
‘Fox and Goose’. There was no basketball court 
or football training or trips to the swimming pool. 
There was no uniform and so the sea of colour in 
the yard was contrasted only by the black habit 
of the Sister on yard duty. Sr. Scholastica was 
the Principal and under her expert guidance chil-
dren were taught in a caring, calm environment. 
There was no intercom, no photocopier and so 
everything was hand-written. Sewing, knitting, 

crochet and cookery formed an important part of 
the curriculum and the sisters were particularly 
skilled in this area,
 In 1976 a new extension to St. Joseph’s 
was opened to accommodate the ever-increas-
ing number of students. It was more glamorous 
than the existing building, having a washroom 
and cloakroom in each classroom, and a sports 
hall and a staff room too. The ‘new’ curriculum 
had been introduced in 1970 and with it many 
changes. The old ‘buailte’ of the Irish language 
was banished to be replaced by the present ‘h’ 
and a new style of ‘peannaireacht’ became com-
pulsory;’. A ‘holistic approach’ and ‘child-cen-
tred curriculum’ was to replace the old methods 
where learning was based on repetition. Hereto-
fore there was not much place for ‘Mol an Óige 
agus tiocfaidh sí’. Still, teachers had been as kind 
as the system allowed with inspectors breathing 
down their necks.
 Nothing is permanent and “the old order 
changeth…“.This change came about almost 
imperceptibly at fi rst. Sisters retired or resigned, 
to be replaced by lay teachers. Emphasis shifted 
further still from rote learning, from knitting and 
sewing, as computers and photocopiers edged 
their way into St. Joseph’s. A new set of values 
evolved. Inspectors’ roles became those of ad-
visers. New religion programmes were drawn 
up with singing and dancing and mime and 
movement which would have shocked the older 
Sisters had they been around to witness such 
change.1981 saw the retirement of Sr. Scholas-
tica and the appointment of Sr. Beatrice Ruddy 
as Principal. An erudite, calm quiet-spoken lady 
with multi talents, she remained in this role until 
1993 when she resigned and was replaced by our 
fi rst lay principal, Mrs. Loretta Farrell.

In an ever-chaning word, 
to have served for over 
46 years as a National School 
teacher is quiet unique and 
makes recently-retired Patsy 
Fitzmaurice one of a kind 

Patsy Fitzmaurice 
remembers .... 
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