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Introduction  

The Indelible Marks Left by Reverend Michael J. Byrne 

 

 The Reverend Michael Joseph Byrne left indelible marks 

during his life, much of it accomplished during a twenty-

one-year pastorate at St. Ann’s Catholic Church in Lafa-

yette, Indiana.  Byrne also earned a national reputation 

for Irish eloquence during many speaking engagements 

throughout the country and abroad.  Although it has 

been nearly one hundred years since his death in 1921, 

residual effects of Father Byrne’s powerful influence are 

evident to the present day.   

The most notorious local example would be the 

priest’s pulpit declaration of war in 1906 against local 

corruption in Lafayette, particularly within the bounds of 

the Wabash Avenue Neighborhood.   Hours of fascinat-

ing research into the life of Father Byrne inspired a 

desire to preserve one of Lafayette’s greatest forgotten 

legacies.    

It was said of Michael Byrne that he was a “big-

bodied, big-souled man” who loved books and a true 

friend.  The proof that he had many friends lies in the fact that he was voted the second 

most popular gentleman in Lafayette, Indiana in 1906.  Having arrived in the city a mere 

five years earlier is a testament to his wild popularity with ordinary people.  His love of 

books led to a vast array of knowledge that he used to help and serve others throughout 

his life. 

Byrne also loved children and made it obvious shortly after his arrival in Lafayette. 

A crying baby had interrupted a speech he was giving during a banquet.  Sensing the 

parents’ embarrassment, Byrne humorously interjected his approval. 

“That’s all right, I was at a ballgame this afternoon and did a little hollering myself.  

It makes you feel better.” This was the type of down-to-earth tone Father Byrne set from 

the beginning. 

Byrne created a legacy by fiercely guarding the parish flock, and, also by interacting 

with people outside his faith and political affiliation.  He gained the trust and respect of 

local, state, and national leaders, and was called upon by many of them for advice in 

civic affairs.  He was not shy about giving opinions, and he did so in a way that garnered 

respect from potential opponents.     

Byrne’s legacy is obviously worth preserving. His example is something from which 

posterity can learn. There was no shortage of material with hundreds of newspaper articles 

written from around the country about the legendary influencer.  This work highlights 



 
 

2 
 

some of the places he visited, people he touched, and some of the words he brilliantly 

spoke.   

A few of Byrne’s attributes noted include eloquent speaker, strong leader, firm will, 

a defender of children, kind, gentle, generous to a fault, and one who had vast patience 

for the frailties of humanity.  Byrne changed the course of history for countless souls, and 

in so doing, left the world a better place.  Countless tears around the globe were shed on 

the day that Michael Joseph Byrne was suddenly called to his heavenly home.  Upon his 

death, the bell at St. Ann’s Church tolled 62 times, once for each year of Father Byrne’s 

well-lived life.  

Father Byrne was magnificently and poignantly eulogized in the January 15, 1921 

edition of the local newspaper:  

 

“No biographical sketch, however, accurate and complete, could to justice to the 

life story of the Rev. Michael J. Byrne, beloved priest of St. Ann’s parish, whose death, 

occurring after a long period of suffering, is chronicled in this issue of the Journal and 

Courier. 

Father Byrne, as a clergyman, stood high in his holy profession, having been held 

in great esteem by his fellow priests and his congregation.  As a pulpit orator, he had 

few superiors and as a church executive, he combined administrative skill with unusual 

ability in leadership.  Outside the church, he was a man among men, tolerant, democratic, 

sympathetic, practicing in his daily life all that he preached from his pulpit. 

Sham and deceit, he despised with all the ardor of one who shuns these practices 

himself and, consistently, refuses to allow them to go unchallenged.  When Father Byrne 

took a stand upon any question involving differences of public opinion, he was firm and 

fearless in defending his position, and there was never any doubt as to his earnestness and 

sincerity.   

Among the achievements which featured his life work should be mentioned his 

upbuilding of St. Ann’s parish, his labor in the field of charity, his contributions to the 

historical department of the Ancient Order of Hibernians in which was recognized as a 

figure of national importance.  Nor should his interest in manly sports be overlooked.  An 

athlete himself in his boyhood, he never failed to lend generous support to the cause of 

clean athletics. 

The loss occasioned by his death is not felt in his parish alone.  The entire 

community mourns his passing and cherishes the memory of this kindly, keen-witted, 

successful churchman.” 
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Irish Roots & American Legacy 

 

Even though Michael 

J. Byrne was born in Amer-

ica, he was fiercely proud of 

his Irish heritage.  His father, 

Peter Byrne, immigrated to 

America from County Carlow, 

Ireland, in 1838 at the age of 

21, along with his parents and 

eleven siblings.  Peter’s par-

ents died a short time later, 

leaving the care of the family 

to James Byrne, the elder son.  

After James died in 1847, the 

responsibility of caring for the large immigrant family fell to Peter, the second oldest 

surviving child, and so began the legacy of the Byrne family in America. 

 Peter was able to purchase a small farm near Bunker Hill in Butler County, Ohio, 

where a log cabin, built by a Miami Indian, became the Byrne family homestead.  After 

establishing himself in the community, Peter married Mary Hannagan, also an Irish immi-

grant, in 1847.  He applied for United States citizenship, which was approved in 1848.   

 Peter and Mary engaged in the hard labor of 

clearing the land and building up the farm, which led to 

much success.  Peter gained the reputation as a “universal 

favorite with the many people he had met.”  The Byrne’s 

accumulated a full section of land with many barns and 

several orchards.  Mary gave birth to four sons and two 

daughters, including Michael Joseph Byrne, in 1858.   

Like all their sons, Michael worked hard to help 

make the Byrne family farm successful, but he eventually 

yielded to a higher calling.  After receiving an extensive 

education, Byrne continued to grow spiritually as he 

learned under the tutelage of the Rt. Reverend Bishop 

Joseph Dwenger of the Fort Wayne parish in Indiana.  The 

opportunities of which he took advantage helped catapult 

his illustrious career as a noted scholar, influential leader, 

and spiritual mentor.  Michael would become the most 

popular priest to serve in Lafayette, Indiana.   

 

 

Bishop Joseph Dwenger 

  County Carlow 
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The Long Road to Priesthood 

 

Byrne enjoyed reading and took every opportunity life offered to study and learn.  

His fledgling adult years were filled with much success in academic studies and sports.  

By age 16, he was ready to venture out into the world after acquiring his first job as a 

teacher.  

Byrne earned a degree from St. Mary’s Institute in Dayton, Ohio before spending 

a year at St. Mary’s prep school in Cincinnati.  His studies continued at Niagara University, 

where he spent six years before graduating in 1883.  His desire to become a priest led 

him to Baltimore and St. Vincent’s in Beatty, Pennsylvania from 1883 to 1888.  Byrne 

was ordained as a Catholic priest in June of 1888 at the age of 29.  He would become 

known throughout the country as Father Michael J. Byrne.  

 

 

Byrne, the Competitor: Byrne vs. Sharlow 

 

While in college, Byrne excelled in sports.  An avid baseball player, boxer and 

yachtsman, Byrne garnered ample news coverage on sports pages for many years during 

his tenure as a student athlete and community leader.  Little did he know at the time that 

his athletic training would be used for a higher purpose.   

Byrne was a fierce competitor.  He once issued a public challenge to sports rival, 

Henry Sharlow, to row a boat race.  The July 10, 1883 evening edition of the Buffalo 

Evening News published the summons prefaced with a headline that read, “Byrne versus 

Sharlow.” 

“Michael J. Byrne, the well-known oarsman, called at the Evening News office this 

morning and deposited $20 in support of the following challenge to row a boat race with 

Henry Sharlow: 

 

‘Editor Evening News:  

 I hereby challenge Henry Scharlow to row a two-mile single scull race for 

$50 a side, the race to take place on the Erie canal or other water as agreed upon.  I 

have deposited a forfeit of $20 with the Evening News where I will meet Scharlow or 

his representative to make further arrangements.  This challenge will remain open for two 

weeks.’ 

       M. J. Byrne 

       Buffalo, July 10. 

 

Scharlow accepted the challenge and met Byrne on July 23, 1883 at the newspaper 

office.  Terms were discussed and settled as reported in the newspaper, “Mr. Byrne had 

challenged for a race for $50 a side, and Mr. Sharlow wanted it for $100 a side.  After 

considerable discussion, Mr. Sharlow put up a forfeit of $25 for a race for $100, giving 

Mr. Byrne a week to make the match.” 
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The young men signed an agreement on August 1, 1883 for a single scull race 

scheduled for September 10, 1883 on the Erie Canal, for $100 a side.  They each put up 

a forfeit of $50. 

There was much anticipation of the big race in Buffalo, New York.  The September 

10, 1883 edition of the Buffalo Evening News expressed the excitement in a report 

headlined, “Today’s Boat Race,” which laid out the details for the race. 

A follow-up article on September 11, 1883, reported on the results of the exciting 

news.  The headline read, “The Sharlow-ByrneRace Declared a Draw.” 

“The single-scull race between Michael J. Byrne and Henry Sharlow, the would-be 

champion oarsmen of this city, came off on the Erie Canal yesterday afternoon, and like 

most of the contests that have been rowed on, the canal turned out unsatisfactorily.  The 

race was for $100 a side and grew out of the defeat of Byrne by Sharlow on the 4
th

 of 

July last.  There was a large crowd of interested spectators watching the contest from 

along the banks of the canal and on the bridges.  The course was from the Genesee Street 

bridge to a stake boat anchored 175 feet below the foot of Jersey Street, one mile and 

return.  A meeting of the interested parties was held at the office of the referee yesterday, 

when Sharlow won the choice of positions, choosing the city side and $10 more a side 

was put up.  Mr. John B. Greene was chosen referee.  W. E. Hingston and Henry Huff 

were named as Sharlow’s judges and James E. Noonan and John B. Edmunds acted in 

the same capacity for Byrne. 

The men made their appearance shortly after five o’clock…Just upon the start each 

man put up an additional $25, making $125 upon a side.  The start was a good one but 

Sharlow had a trifle the advantage.  Before they had gone six lengths, Byrne caught a 

bad crab which gave Sharlow a lead of half a length, but steering badly, he let Byrne 

come up on even terms an eighth of a mile from the start.  Just after passing the railroad 

bridge, Byrne caught another bad crab, almost upsetting, and this gave Sharlow nearly a 

length the lead.   

Niagara University 
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When a quarter down the way, Byrne steering a little wildly for am oment, Sharlow 

obtained quite a lead, being almost directly in front of Byrne.  The stake boat was turned 

with Sharlow at length or more ahead.  On the home journey, Sharlow had the race will 

in hand, for although Byrne kept him busy, he finished the two miles a clear length ahead 

in 15 minutes, 20 seconds.  As soon as Byrne reached the judge’s boat, he claimed a 

foul, and immediately Sharlow put in a counter claim. The judges adjourned to the boat 

house to hear the side of each party.  Mr. Noonan claimed the race for Byrne on a foul.  

He claimed that Sharlow crossed over into Byrne’s water, running his boat at right angles 

to the tow path, thus preventing Byrne from getting ahead of him.  While pulling into 

this position, Sharlow ran afoul of a canal boat near the foot of Virginia Street, and Byrne 

ran into Sharlow.  Previous to this, Byrne ran into Sharlow while in Byrne’s water.  Mr. 

Sharlow not being present, and no one appearing to put in his claim, the meeting adjourned 

until this morning at Mr. Greene’s office.  The stakeholder announced that he would not 

give up the money to either party until another race had been rowed, no matter what the 

decision of the referee might be.” 

 

The Rematch Ends with a Clear Winner 

 

The rematch was scheduled for the following Monday at 5 p.m.  The results of 

the race were reported in the September 18, 1883 edition of the Buffalo Evening News 

under a headline that read, “Byrne Defeats Sharlow, with a subhead declaring, “The 

Postponed Race Proves to be a Fair, Square Contest.” 

 “The postponed race between Michael J. Byrne and Henry Sharlow was rowed 

yesterday afternoon.  The race was fair and square and everybody agreed in the wisdom 

of the stakeholder’s decision to make the men row the race again.  The men secured an 

even start at 5:12 and Sharlow set the pace.  It was too fast for him, and when they had 

rowed half a furlong, Byrne forged ahead gradually, increasing his lead to five lengths at 

the stake boat and about seven lengths at the finish.  The two miles were rowed in 15:13. 

The officers of the race were the same as last Monday except that James G. Muldoon 

was the timer.  The race was followed by the tug, H. L. Fairchild, so that the officers 

might be in a position to see everything that might occur.  Edward W. Drew, the 

stakeholder, held $220, which he paid to Mr. Byrne within half an hour after the conclusion 

of the race.  Referee Green held a further sum of $90, which he said he would pay over 

today.  It was the subject of general remark among Mr. Green’s friends last night that the 

race was so satisfactory in every respect.  Mr. Green has been very unfortunate in having 

some trouble in races in which he has officiated on previous occasions.” 

 

Captain Byrne to the Rescue 

 

Michael Byrne did not hesitate to use his athletic gifts to help others during the 

midst of an 1884 natural disaster caused by great floods in the Ohio Valley.  One might 

surmise that God had gifted him with these abilities for such a time as this.      
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The February 12, 1884 edition of the Buf-

falo Evening News reported that thousands were 

compelled to ask for help, and many were to the 

point of starvation. 

“The work of rescuing life is now an 

important one.  The first call upon Buffalo was 

made last night when the following dispatch was 

received: “Newport Ky., Feb. 11.  Michael J. 

Byrne, Captain West End Rowing Club, 406 

Fargo Avenue: Come to Newport at once.  Do 

not delay.  Send eight boats and eight men.  The 

river is higher than ever known and is rising one inch an hour.  Signed, William H. 

Horton, Mayor.”  

Eight young oarsmen, including Captain Michael Byrne, immediately responded to 

the distress call.  Putting aside their own safety, the crew set out on dangerous waters to 

rescue stranded strangers along the Ohio River.  News accounts reported details of the 

rescue mission. 

“Captain Byrne and the crew were each presented with a ring, a new rubber 

overcoat and rubber boots.  The brave fellows give graphic accounts of the scenes 

witnessed.  The nearest they could get to Cincinnati was Chester Park, 16 miles distant.  

They had to row the entire distance up stream, against a current of 15 miles an hour.  

When they came within sight of Cincinnati, the bridge was lined with people, who shouted 

as the boats crossed over to Newport.   

They were the only crew that had dared to cross since the Cleveland life-saving 

crews, four days before, the river was so full of floating houses, barns, trees and other 

debris.  They promptly reported to W. H. Horton, mayor of Newport, who furnished them 

with complete suits of rubber cloth and sent Messrs. Gourley, Green and Peterson to 

Dayton, two miles above Newport, where they rendered efficient aid to the poor of the 

town. 

Messrs. James Murphy and John Staggers 

cut holes in the roof of some of the houses in 

order to get food to the occupants and remove 

them to places of safety.  They rescued a man 

from a mortar box, which was rapidly filling. 

Then they chased a house thirteen miles 

down the river to rescue a woman from the roof.  

The rescue was watched with interest by thousands 

lining the banks, who cheered the men as they 

landed her safe in their own boat.  The men say 

they were well treated and wish to return thanks to Mayor Horton and the members of 

the relief committee who so kindly looked to their welfare.” 
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Father Byrne Serves His Country 

 

 Father Byrne served his country as an Army chaplain during two wars, including 

the Spanish-American War in 1898 and World War I. 

 During the Spanish-American War, Byrne served under Col. Winfield T. Durbin, 

who later became the 25
th

 governor of the state of Indiana. 

 Governor Durbin was known for his support and implementation of anti-lynching 

laws.  In 1902 he invoked the law against white caps and removed from office numerous 

law enforcement officials and replaced them with Indiana militia officers.  

 During World War I, Byrne served under Captain Thompson and Major Ed Jackson 

at Camp Purdue in West Lafayette, Indiana.  Byrne entered service on April 28, 1918 in 

spite of physical ailments that plagued the priest during that time period.  

 

A Spiritual Calling for Michael J. Byrne 

 

Ordained as a priest on June 29, 

1888 after Bishop Joseph Dwenger gave 

the holy order at the Cathedral in Fort 

Wayne, Indiana, Reverend Byrne began 

his career serving the church at Fort 

Wayne at age 30.   

The priest was assigned to St. 

Mary’s Church in Union City, Indiana, 

and although he served there only a 

short time, its parishioners were sad that 

he was reassigned to St. Ann’s Church 

in Lafayette.  The transfer was sched-

uled for May 6, 1901. Some members suggested circulating a petition to retain the revered 

priest, but in the end, the bishop’s decision would be final. 

The folks at St. Ann’s Church in Lafayette also had a hard time saying goodbye 

to their beloved priest in anticipation of the pending changes.  Father P. F. Roche, who 

had been assigned to serve as rector of the Cathedral parish in Fort Wayne, Indiana, was 

given a fitting goodbye tribute; however, it didn’t take long for Father Byrne to win the 

hearts and minds of all who came to love him.  

 

Father Byrne Plays Cupid 

 

 Father Byrne continued to accept offers to speak to various organizations throughout 

the state and country as years passed.  He once addressed a younger crowd on the topic 

of “Societies in General” on June 11, 1907 to the Catholic Order of Forester’s. The levity 

he brought to the crowd was pleasing to his audience.   
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 “Boys are not so bashful as they used to be,” declared Father Byrne, at the banquet 

held in St. Anthony’s Hall in Haughville, while pointing to his own experience as a priest 

at St. Ann’s Church in Lafayette. 

 “I have seventeen weddings still on hand for the month of June,” he offered as 

proof.  “These young men have taken on the first step toward organization,” he stated.  

“They have started a society of their own.” 

 “All you young men should become organized,” he continued.  “All you young 

women should help them—become helpmeets and start the organization of society.  Why, 

Adam was a most ungainly fellow until Eve came along and smiled upon him, then he 

became a changed being.  Don’t wait until you can raise a mustache and change your 

face.  Some men cut their mustaches off in order to become handsome, while still others 

can not raise a fuzz and must go unhandsomely through life.  Delay not for these things, 

but get busy.  While on this subject I might add that the Irish, the Polish, and the 

Germans are great organizers.”  

 

Father Byrne Honors 107-year-old Member at Her Death 

 

 Father Byrne conducted last rites for many parish-

ioners, but there was one memorable funeral service that 

he likely never forgot.  Nancy Tigue was a fixture at St. 

Ann’s Church and was known throughout the country as 

the oldest woman living in the state.  Both Tigue and 

Byrne could speak fluent Gaelic, and both enjoyed the art 

of Irish storytelling.   

Tigue had been prominently featured in advertise-

ments for an ailment potion that were printed in newspa-

pers throughout the country and was well-known. She 

died suddenly on June 26, 1906 at the ripe old age of 

107. It was reported that she died “with a prayer and 

smile on her lips.” 

 Her death and life were reported in newspapers 

throughout the country, including the June 26, 1906 edi-

tion of the Indianapolis News.  

 “[Special to The Indianapolis News] LAFAYETTE, Ind., June 26 –St. Ann’s Roman 

Catholic church was filled with people this morning, who came to attend the funeral of 

Mrs. Nancy Tigue, age 107 years, whose death came without warning at midnight.  Sat-

urday, in accordance with her wish, the ordinary rites of the church were carried out, high 

mass being celebrated by the Rev. M. J. Byrne, pastor of the church. 

 Tigue’s life began in the eighteenth century, bridged the nineteenth century, and 

ended in the twentieth.  She died as she lived, quietly and peacefully with a smile on her 

wrinkled face and a crucifix clutched in her hands.  The good sisters at St. Anthony’s 
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Home for the Aged, wept when the end came, for they had come to know the old woman 

intimately and to love her.  Today at the funeral they were among the chief mourners. 

 Mrs. Tigue was beloved by all who enjoyed her acquaintance.  Sixty years ago, 

she moved here with her husband, Patrick Tigue, who preceded her to the grave thirty-six 

years ago.  She was born in Seaport, County Mehoe, Ireland, March 15, 1799.  Her 

maiden name was Nancy Rafferty.  A few hours before her death she was in full possession 

of her faculties.  On her 107
th

 birthday she danced a jig for callers and told them stories 

of her early life, of the battle of Waterloo and the war in Ireland. 

 She was never sick in her life, but in 1900 she fell and broke her wrist.  The 

injury had a peculiar effect.  It deprived her of her senses.  She could not see, hear, or 

talk.  But the loss was only temporary.  By the power of prayer, she said her sight and 

hearing returned.  She attributed her long life to hard work and abstinence from medicines 

and luxuries.  She talked well and could entertain a room full of people.  She was a 

great reader and the Bible was her favorite book.  She was active for a woman of her 

age. 

 Her death came without sickness.  It was a gentle parting and those about her 

scarcely knew she had gone, so quiet and peaceful was the end.  Her last words were 

uttered in prayer.  She said she was ready to go and smiled as the death tremor came.  

Her body was buried in St. Mary’s cemetery and a monument will mark the spot.” 

 

The Byrne-Style Reformation of the Plank Road 

 

 As Father Byrne settled into his pastoral role, he quickly 

learned that the parish neighborhood had a notorious reputation 

for crime, including drunkenness, gambling, and prostitution.  

News accounts described the First Ward as being “the refuge 

of disreputable characters driven from other parts of the city.”  

Saloons ran in absolute disregard of the law, keeping open 

day and night as well as holidays and Sundays.  Dozens of 

prostitutes worked Wabash Avenue, formerly called the Plank 

Road.  It soon received a reputation as the “Bloody Plank 

Road.”  St. Ann’s Church, situated at the corner of Wabash 

and Green Streets, was exposed to the rampant crime.  The 

lawbreakers were a source of great annoyance to police and 

priest.   

Father Byrne took shepherding the flock to a new level.  He not only waged war 

with stern words, but he also used a bit of muscle.  At one point during the struggle, he 

was forced to defend matrons of his church with his own fists.   

Hoodlums, who were harassing lady parishioners, soon found out that Father Byrne 

packed a mean punch, a skill he learned during his days as a boxer.  The women 

complained to Father Byrne that they had been accosted by drunken men while walking 

St. Ann's Church 
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to church.  Upon the conclusion of the service, Father Byrne reportedly found the unruly 

men and struck them to the ground with his fist. 

It may have been the last straw as the bold priest began taking swift action in 

attempts to rid the area of rampant crime.  On August 23, 1903, the gentle man with a 

strong personality declared war on corruption from the pulpit.  Byrne’s declaration of war 

against crime made headline news.   

 

Father Byrne Gets Physical in War Against Crime 

   

The startling news followed a headline that read, “Father Byrne in War Against 

Vice.” The sub-headline made another bold declaration: “Former Fort Wayne Priest Begins 

an Active Crusade at Lafayette.”  

“Lafayette, Ind., Aug. 25,--Father M. J. Byrne, pastor of St. Ann’s Roman Catholic 

Church in this city, has inaugurated a crusade against the lawless and disreputable places 

and persons which, for years, the rest of the city has crowded upon his parish.  He finds 

the Sunday laws defied by certain saloons and numbers of unlicensed liquor stores.  He 

finds disorderly houses increasing in numbers and their occupants increasing in boldness 

and he declares the girls and boys of his parish shall not be polluted by those influences 

without protest from him. 

Father Byrne is a conspicuous character in this locality.  An Irishman by birth, he 

is a traveler and a scholar, an eloquent pulpit orator and a man of strong personality.  He 

believes in muscular Christianity.  One time when a group of quarreling men stopped in 

front of his church, disturbing the night and insulting the sanctuary, he went out and 

buffeted them to the last one, knocking down two of them with good right swings and 

then rounded up the entire outfit and read them a lecture on decency which they shall 

never forget. 

He is locally famous for his sayings.  One is, “There is nothing nobler than an 

honest and sober Irishman, but there is no room in heaven or earth for a loafer.” 

The region in which St. Ann’s Church is located is what is locally known as “The 

Plank.”  On the city map it is called Wabash Avenue.  In the old canal days, a plank 

road led into town along that highway—the best road in the state of Indiana.  It paralleled 

the canal.  The boats tied up there and the men drank and fought, and the women 

flourished from one end of “The Plank” to the other. 

Something of the flavor of the old days still lingers in the vicinity.  To this day 

a man in a plug hat can get a fight in four minutes on “The Plank.”  In election times, 

it is a delight to the scrapper and a might hard field for the challenger to labor in if he 

is against the boys.  The activity of the fighter in this district has caused no end of 

trouble to the police for years past. 

No one who knows him can accuse Father Byrne of being a fanatic or puritan.  

He is a big-bodied, big-souled man who loves good books and a true friend.  He is a 

‘mixer’ and finds relaxation telling stories to the men in the engine-house, in visiting horse 

race or in chatting with children of St. Ann’s parish. 
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About three years ago, Father Byrne made a journey through Europe, visiting Ireland 

and continuing as far as Rome.  His frequent lectures since attracted a general attention 

at St. Ann’s.  A revision of parish lines about the same time threw a new element into 

his care—a rather well-to-do class of people that had formerly worshipped at St. Mary’s. 

When new parishioners and their children came down Second Street to mass or to 

service, they passed places unknown in other parts of the city.  And the priest resolved 

to ‘clean up’ the region in which his church and school were located.  In his fight he 

will be opposed by many rich property owners who profit from the rentals of bad 

tenants.  And he will be fought by many who enjoy a benefit by the clandestine trade in 

liquor and in unrestrained intermingling of the sexes without ordinary regard for public 

decency. 

But the whole reputable portion of this city is with him, and all honor the priest 

who dares attempt a task which has been considered impossible – the reformation of ‘the 

Plank Road’ region.” 

 

Father Byrne Given Police Power 

 

The power of the pulpit was no small thing in Byrne’s war 

on crime.  The priest also took advantage of the many political 

connections he had made throughout the years.  

Mayor George Durgan bestowed police power upon Father 

Byrne to use in his crusade against lawlessness, and he did not 

hesitate to use it.  Byrne also enlisted the help of a powerful 

member of his church flock, Tippecanoe County Prosecutor Daniel 

Flanagan, to help round up and prosecute the lawbreakers. 

Father Byrne became a legend that was talked about 

throughout the state several years after he made the notorious 

pulpit declaration against crime.  This write up in the June 28, 

1912 edition of the Indianapolis Star described Byrne’s reformation 

efforts.   

“One of the most sought-after men from Indiana is the 

Rev. Michael Byrne, pastor of St. Ann’s Church at Lafayette. Father Byrne is a yachtsman, 

a football player, an expert on the baseball diamond, a boxer, and an all-around ath-

lete.  And he is also an ardent Democrat, and from the moment he arrived until the last, 

he declared that Indiana would furnish the next Democratic nominee for President.  Father 

Byrne once received many complaints from members of his church that they were insulted 

on the way to and from church by a gang of roughs on the Plank Road, which is the 

red-light district of Lafayette.  So, one day, Father Byrne went down to the Plank Road, 

pulled off his coat and gave two of the ringleaders a fearful beating, and after that, he 

had no more complaints.  Mayor Durgan gave him police power, and he is the only 

ecclesiastic policeman attending this convention; for that matter, he is the only one in the 

country.” 
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Byrne’s Compassion Displayed in Holy War on Drugs 

 

            Father Byrne’s crime-fighting reputation caught the interest of local and 

regional newspaper reporters.  W. H. Blodgett, a writer for the Indianapolis News, and 

friend to Byrne, interviewed the priest in 1912 about some of his extraordinary experi-

ences.  The headline read, “Former Whiting Priest Tells of Cocaine Fight.”   

The following story reflects the compassion that Father Byrne felt toward those who 

were involved in activities that he fought against.  Byrne may have carried a big stick, 

but the heart that wielded it was much bigger.  The fist that knocked rebels to the curb 

was also there to lift them out of it.   

The story, published in the July 11, 1912 edition of The Times of Munster, Indiana, 

led with the headline, “Former Whiting Priest Tells of Cocaine Fight.” 

“The Rev. Michael L. Byrne of Lafayette, formerly of Whiting, and his fight to 

save drug victims were the subject of an interesting article by W. H. Blodgett, staff 

correspondent of the Indianapolis News this week.  The article, in part, was as follows: 

“One of the men in Indiana who is making a determined fight against cocaine and 

the evils that it brings, is the Rev. Michael Byrne, priest in charge of St. Ann’s church 

here.  Father Byrne is a practical preacher.  He looks out for the bodily good of his 

people as well as their spiritual welfare and it does not make any difference with him 

whether they were members of his church or not.  When he meets a ‘down and outer’ 

he does not feed him on tracts or invite him around to prayer meeting, but he puts his 

arm under him and holds him up and maybe gives him a drink if he thinks the man 

really needs it.  In the end the poor chap gets back to his old form and the good priest 

is satisfied.  That is just the way he is carrying on the fight against the cocaine habit 

wherever he meets it.” 

 

Byrne Relates Hammond Experience 

 

            “Before taking charge of St. Ann’s Church in Lafayette, Father Byrne was 

the priest in charge of Whiting, and in his congregation eleven different nationalities were 

represented.  As way of getting into closer touch with his mixed members, the priest 

obtained a vacation and went to Europe where he visited every one of the eleven countries 

represented in his congregation—studied the people and their habits. 

            “Do you find much cocaine used among the foreigners?” he was asked.  “Yes 

and no.  I found that the Slavs are great users of cocaine; they use it for a stimulant, a 

narcotic, and, also for an intoxicant.  In fact, they are the only people I ever knew that 

engaged in cocaine drunks.  The stuff is abhorred by the Poles.  I never knew a Pole to 

use it in any form.  The old original Irishman will not use it either – I mean the real 

old bog of Ireland mick, he will not touch it, nor will his daughter, nor his son, nor his 

wife.  But the third generation of the Irish, I am sorry to say, are taking up the use of 

cocaine.” 

            “The American Irish,” I suggested. 



 
 

14 
 

            “That’s what you might call them,” responded the priest, “and there is 

certainly work for the church to do in the ranks of the third generation of the Irish.” 

            “The cunning of these coke fiends is something extraordinary,” continued 

Father Byrne. “One of them—a woman from Hobart—was put in the jail at Hammond 

and officers found that she was getting the stuff and using it, and they could not tell how 

she got it.  After a long time, they found out.  When her friends would come see her, 

she would have them take a ring to a jeweler’s, under the pretense of having it fixed.  The 

ring would come back to the jail in a small box.  Inside the box and under the ring 

would be cocaine, and this cocaine she would hide under the nails of her fingers and toes 

and it was a long time before the officers could keep the stuff away from her.   

            Father Byrne is also president of the Lafayette Board of Charities and the 

jails and poorhouse come under his jurisdiction. 

            “There is not such much cocaine used among the poor as you would 

imagine,” he replied in answer to the question.  “In the first place, it is a very expensive 

habit, and very poor persons cannot indulge in it.  I find very little of the habit among 

the real poor with whom I am thrown in contact with a great deal.  They have not the 

money to buy the stuff.  In our poorhouse, I think there are only ones I ever saw in the 

jail were transients the police had picked up.  No, it is the people with money that indulge 

themselves the most in this habit. 

            Father Byrne believes with many others that there should be a strict law 

against the sale of the drug under any conditions, and that the law should be rigidly 

enforced. 

            In his cozy little study, the Rev. Father told of the battle he is making 

against the most deadly of all habits, and he believes that because of his efforts Lafayette 

is cleaner of it than most cities of its size. 

            “Did you ever have the drug come close to you,” I asked. 

            “You see that picture there,” said Father Byrne, pointing to an oil painting 

of himself made when he was a younger man than now.  “The young woman who painted 

that is in some criminal institution somewhere in this country and cocaine put her 

there.”  There was a look of sorrow in the priest’s eyes and a tremble to his lip as he 

tried to hide his emotion. 

“I will not give her name,” said he, “because maybe she will come out of all this 

yet.  But it is one of the most harrowing stories I ever knew.  I was at Ft. Wayne at 

the time I met this young woman as a communicant in my church.  She had been highly 

educated in England at an English convent, I believe.  She came to Ft. Wayne, found 

boarding with a prominent Catholic family of that city and was employed at the store of 

Robert Dewalt—she had charge of a counter.  If I remember rightly, I noticed that she 

acted queerly occasionally, but did not think much of that at the time.  During the time 

she was at the Dewalt store, she painted that portrait and she frequently made presents to 

the different churches of articles made from laces.  Suddenly the crash came.  The young 

woman was charged with stealing lace from her employer.  She had become a confirmed 

kleptomaniac, and she had stolen the lace that she had made into presents for the 
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churches.  Of course, everyone who received one of these presents settled, investigations 

were quietly dropped, and the young woman disappeared.  She went to Chicago, became 

notorious and was finally sent to prison as a thief.  Then the story came out.  When she 

reached New York from England she was taken sick and a doctor gave her cocaine to 

relieve her sufferings.  From that she acquired a habit and today she is a wreck and a 

criminal.  But for that drug she might have been one of the foremost portrait painters of 

the country.” 

 

Father Byrne’s Scary Experience on the Empress of Ireland Steamship 

 

 Father Byrne took a voyage on 

the famous ocean liner, the Empress 

of Ireland, in 1907 along with several 

friends, including Daniel Flanagan, 

Mr. and Mrs. Stephen J. Hannagan 

and son, Harry, Mrs. Grover Gagen, 

P. L. Fitzgerald, John Laydon, and 

Tim Harrington of Lafayette. 

  Seven years later, in 

the early of hours May 29, 1914, the 

ship sank near the mouth of the Saint 

Lawrence River following a thick fog with the Norwegian collier SS Storstad.  Of the 

1,477 people on board, 1,012 died, making it the worst peacetime marine disaster in 

Canadian history.  Many books have been written and documentaries made about the 

sinking of the Empress of Ireland.   

 After the tragic accident, Father Byrne recalled his own trip and a terrific storm he 

and his shipmates encountered seven years earlier.  The account was written up in 

newspapers throughout the state, along with the headline, “Father Byrne and Party Once 

Sailed on the Empress of Ireland.” 

  

“LAFAYETTE, Ind., May 30—Seven years ago a party of well-known Lafayetteans, 

accompanied by friends from Chicago, Indianapolis, Crawfordsville and other places, crossed 

the Atlantic Ocean on the steamship Empress of Ireland, which met with such a terrible 

disaster early Thursday morning in the Gulf of St. Lawrence.  News of the sinking of the 

handsome big ship with 1,000 lives lost, brought dismay to the hearts of the local members 

of the party.  Headed by the Rev. M. J. Byrne, who arranged the trip, the Lafayette 

people and their friends went to Ireland and spent several weeks there.  Most of them 

were of Irish birth, and they went back to the Emerald Isle to visit the scene of their 

childhood.  The members of the party left here in July, 1907, and sailed on Friday 

afternoon, July 12, for Liverpool, embarking at Quebec.  Sunday at sunset they sailed 

through the straits of Belle Isle into the Atlantic.  For two days following they were 

caught in a gale that terrified all on board the ship.  The steamer was not in danger, but 
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the passengers were all sick and scared.  The trip back home on the same ship was 

uneventful.   

Father Byrne said today: “It is 

a great pity such disasters have to hap-

pen.  The Empress of Ireland was a 

fine ship and we enjoyed our voyage 

on the vessel despite the terrible storm 

we passed through.  The ship was in 

fine condition when we made our trip.  

The north coast passage is quite dan-

gerous at all times, there being fogs 

and icebergs to contend with.  On our 

way over we passed several big bergs 

in the gulf of St. Lawrence.” 

 

 

Father Byrne Builds “Finnvara” Priest House in Tribute to Irish Settlers 

 

 Father Byrne had an idea to build a new priest’s home just south of St. Ann’s 

Church.  He had ample experience overseeing construction projects as he had spearheaded 

the building of a church and school at previous church assignments.  He was also good 

at raising funds.  Byrne quickly raised $25,000 to build what was said to be the finest 

priest’s house in the Midwest.  

Empress Wreckage 
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The new construction of a beautiful brick and stone building with a handsome 

interior was completed in 1908.  Byrne called his new home “Finnvara,” in reference to 

an Irish folklore king. 

 Byrne hosted an open house gathering at the “stately mansion” for thirty of his 

closest clerical friends on December 10, 1908, which included a “sumptuous five-course 

dinner.”  The festive event was chronicled in the Lafayette Courier and reprinted in other 

regional newspapers.  The headline read, “Father Byrne Dines Clergy,” with a subheading, 

“Pastor of St. Ann’s a Gracious Host—Bishops Send Tender Messages of Regret—Names 

from Old Erin Chosen for Various Apartments.” 

 (Lafayette Courier.) “Finnvara,” the handsome new home of Father M. J. Byrne 

adjoining St. Ann’s church on Wabash Avenue was the scene of a happy gathering of 

brother clergymen today, some thirty of his clerical friends enjoying a sumptuous five-

course dinner at high noon, after which the afternoon was spent in visiting the various 

apartments of the rectory and admiring the design and classic arrangements.   

The affair was in the nature of a housewarming for Father Byrne’s closest friends 

among the Catholic clergy and was most enjoyable.  Dinner was served in the beautiful 

dining room and nothing was lacking to make it complete.  There were three tables each 

adorned with carnations and smilax, which also decorated the chandeliers and sideboard.  

The pink shaded lotus-blossum gloves of the electric lights cast a pleasant glow upon the 

tables.  Artistic souvenir menu cards were presented to the guests, each card bearing a 

fine photograph of the new rectory.  The various dishes and viands were selected from 

the choicest of Irish legend—the refreshments were from the green hills of Armagh and 

the cellars of Innisfall.  The post prandium was spent with choice cigars and conversation.” 

 

Tribute to Settlers 

 

“The inspection of the fine new building was a source of great pleasure to all who 

followed Father Byrne through the handsome apartments.  Each room has a name inscribed 

in letters of gold over the doorway, the names all being Gaelic, and in selecting them 

Father Byrne exhibited his customary genius.  The inscriptions were all designed by Father 

Byrne to revive the old Irish names and to leave an impression upon the members that 

the parish house is the fairest monument of the race of old settlers, who years ago made 

their stand here in the days when the old Wabash Canal was being built and have gathered 

the men and women of the Gael to tell folklore over and over and to keep alive the 

memories of Limerick, Kerry, and Donegal, to kneel in quiet prayer to a God who 

delivered them from the hand of the oppressor.  They have lived, but few of them, to see 

this new home, for their “soggarth aroon” stands out with its ‘Finnvara” to mark their last 

grand work in the cause which never dies, their faith.” 
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Rooms Inscribed in Gaelic 

 

 “To the right of the entrance of the spacious hall is “Glen Mama” (the valley of 

flowing water).  To the left is the commodious library, “Slan Vara” (health rest).  To the 

rear is the most enticing dining room, “Binn Barra” (sweet abode).  To the rear on the 

right is “Alanna” (darling) Father Byrne’s den.  Off the hallway is “Spa Baeg) (little 

fountain) the first-floor lavatory.  On ascending to the second floor, the first room is a 

large bedroom, “Ivyleavy,” connected with its study, “Glen Adan.”  To the south is Father 

Byrne’s bedroom, “Soggarth” (priest), connected with the bathroom, “Spa Mor,” large and 

commodious.  To the rear is a large spare room, “Koshlaun” (the castle), and nearby is 

the house-keeper’s apartments, “Colleen,” ending with a retiring room, “Eileen.”  The 

interior of the house is all finished in natural wood, the lower floor being oak and the 

upper floor poplar. The furniture and fixtures are beautiful and artistic and handsome rugs 

cover the floors.  The lighting is splendid, and the windows are large and numerous.  The 

parish house is said to be the finest in the middle west. 

 

Father Byrne’s Significant Role in the Ancient Order of Hibernians 

 

 Father Byrne was very active in the Ancient Order of Hibernians (AOH) throughout 

his adult life.  He served as a board member in several roles, including state chaplain for 

many years, secretary, and vice president.  Byrne received the high honor of being 

appointed the national director of the Ancient Order of Hibernians in September of 1899, 

making him the only director from west of the Alleghenies.  As director, Byrne acquired 

national and international influence and fame as leader of a powerful international fraternal 

and political organization.   

The AOH is a national Irish Catholic fraternal organization founded in New York 

City in 1836.  The name was adopted by Irish immigrants and its purpose was to act as 

guards to protect Catholic churches from anti-Catholic forces in the mid-19
th

 century, and 

to assist Irish Catholic immigrants, especially those who faced discrimination or harsh 

working conditions.  The AOH became an important focus of Irish American political 

activity.  Father Byrne was no stranger to politics and used his influence to stand against 

oppression and discrimination wherever it reared its ugly head, whether locally, nationally, 

or abroad.  

 An early record of Bryne’s participation in the organization was recorded in the 

March 18, 1899 edition of the Indianapolis Journal.  Thousands of people, decked in green 

attire, attended the popular St. Patrick’s Day parade and festivities in Indianapolis where 

Father Byrne was scheduled to give the keynote speech.  The atmosphere was lively and 

the weather lovely on that day.   

 The procession began at Capital Avenue and Washington Streets.  Several bands 

played patriotic Irish and American tunes as they moved through the streets.  Father Byrne 

shared a carriage with Mayor Taggart and other dignitaries.  The parade moved west on 

Washington Street from Capitol Avenue to Blackford Street, countermarching on Washington 
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Avenue to Maryland Street, east on Maryland to Illinois, north on Illinois to Washington, 

east on Washington to New Jersey, countermarching on Washington Street west to Alabama 

Street to Market Street,  and west on Market to Tomlinson Hall.  

 While the hall was filling up the bands played, “Wearing of the Green” and other 

Irish songs that “stirred the patriotism of many a true Irish heart.”  On the stage sat many 

prominent Irish citizens and members of the Catholic clergy, along with city officials. 

 Before Father Byrne was introduced to the crowd, Mayor Taggart said that he 

hoped that by another year the heel and hand of tyranny would be removed from Old 

Ireland.  

 

Father Byrne’s Address: Irish are Lawful Descendants of Kings and Queens  

 

 (Indianapolis Journal—March 18, 1899.)  “Rev. Father 

Byrne spoke of the significance of the day and of the 

love which every Irish heart has for the memory of those 

heroes who have fought for Ireland.  But they also have 

a love for America and the American flag.  The speaker 

said that if it became necessary for him to turn and fight 

against the fatherland he would do it for old Columbia.  

He stood ready to raise his hand against any country in 

defense of the gallant stars and stripes.  He believed that 

St. Patrick’s Day is the greatest day in the history of 

men.   

The Irish, he said, never forget their heroes.  He 

recalled that on February 23 last, according to the daily 

press, but five cities in the country celebrated the anniversary of the birth of Washington 

to any extent.  St. Patrick’s memory, the speaker declared, is as green today as it was in 

the days of Ireland’s greatness.   

“The Irish race,” he continued, “has been an imperial race.  When the Irish race 

clings together with united purpose there will never be an enemy that will drive it to 

retreat or compel it to surrender.  In 1813 Daniel O’Connell said that all Irishmen should 

beware of disunion.  They should remember that disunion and separation of opinion has 

caused the ruin more than once of the Irish cause.  I need not today tell Irishmen of their 

heroes.  They know them and they love to call their names.  England has never been 

able to snatch from the hearts of Irishmen the inscribed words of St. Patrick, ‘that you 

may never give up your faith.’  One reason why Irishmen are not more united is because 

they don’t know enough of their long line of descendants.  If you only knew it, fellow 

men you are the lawful descendants of kings and queens.  The reason an Irish man cannot 

be conquered is because he is a kingdom in himself.  It is a proud and beautiful moment 

to an Irishman when he can say, ‘I have lived another anniversary of dear old St. Patrick.’” 

“There are Irishmen under every sun.  The press tells us that they are in China 

controlling the police forces of the men that were with Hobson in his hour of need—

    Daniel O'Connell 



 
 

20 
 

Murphy and Kelly.  We do not hear of their being rewarded for anything.  We hear of 

Hobson being kissed and promoted, but not Murphy and Kelly.  But in the hearts of 

Irishmen their names are inscribed.  Oh, my dearly beloved countrymen, I appeal to you 

that it is your duty to stick together until the last dying ember will fade on the great 

horizon of your lives.  You have not yet fully realized what power you may be for good.  

I think you need leaders and when they call you don’t fail to obey.  Daniel O’Connell 

speaking for the liberty of Ireland is still alive in the minds of his people.  England still 

seeks the destruction of the Celtic race by destroying her colleges and by wiping out her 

language, but the Ancient Order of Hibernians, God bless them, have erected a chair in 

Washington, in our own Catholic University, to teach the Irish language.  We will continue 

to defy England and set her back in the niche that history has already provided for her, 

because the robber, the murderer and the thief must someday get his just due.”  These 

remarks by Byrne were frequently interrupted with applause. Father Byrne’s speech was so 

enthralling that he was asked to speak at this St. Patrick’s Day event for subsequent years. 

 

Byrne Declares Sympathy with Boers 

 

 Father Byrne was among the signers made at Washington, D.C., by the Ancient 

Order of Hibernians in January of 1900, whereby the organization publicly declared sym-

pathy with the cause of the Boers. 

 Between October 11, 1899 and May 31, 1902, the British Empire fought the Second 

Boer War against two independent Boer states, the South African Republic, and the Orange 

Free State, over the Empire’s influence in South Africa.  The Boers were independent, 

self-governed republics in the last half of the nineteenth century created by Dutch-speaking 

inhabitants of the Cape Colony.  This area is what is now the country of South Africa. 

 

Father Byrne Credits St. Patrick for Bringing Christianity to Ireland 

  

Father Byrne, a regular speaker at the annual St. Patrick’s 

Day celebration in Indianapolis, devoted his attention in 1903 to 

the spiritual good of St. Patrick’s presence in Ireland.  He said the 

patron saint of the Emerald Isle deserves credit for the country’s 

glory and that the Irish people were worthy successors to the Irish 

peasants who were converted to the Christian faith by St. Patrick.  

 Some of his words were recorded by the Indianapolis Journal 

on March 18, 1903: 

 “Our nature teaches us to love good and truth, and the great 

saint we memorialize today was a hero in truth and a saint in 

goodness.  In life and dying he has immortalized himself, and the 

world sets up a shrine to do him reverence exceeding great.  We 

can do no better than to hold him up as an ideal of greatness and 

ability for emulation by succeeding generations.  The great St. 
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Patrick was one of those rare characters refreshing to light upon in the study of history, 

whose life- lines were cast among an ordinary people.  The story of his life is an old 

one.  It would be incredible if it were not true.” 

 “Father Byrne then told the story of St. Patrick’s life.  He told of his birth and 

youth, and when a young man, unknown to the world and unsophisticated in its peculiarities 

he was cast among a pagan people in the north of Ireland as a herder of cattle, he 

remained a Christian, and his one solace among his abiding sorrows was his Christianity.  

After several years, St. Patrick was returned again to his own people, and while there an 

inspiration to his soul caused him to listen to the voice of God and return to Ireland, 

where he converted the pagans to the faith of Christianity and impressed them with the 

truth of the Word of God and brought them into the fold of Christ.  Father Byrne reviewed 

the work of St. Patrick in Ireland and spoke of the inspiration his work had given to the 

Irishmen who, seceding from the pagans, brought to the truth by St. Patrick, furnished the 

world with greatness of its men who rejoiced in their ancestry. 

 

 

Father Byrne Leads American Boycott of Dublin Exposition 

 

  

In the spring of 1907 Father Byrne began planning a trip to Dublin, Ireland to visit 

the Dublin Exposition planned for the July.  He convinced a large number of prominent 

Indiana Irishmen to accompany him on the trip; however, when they arrived they learned 

that Irishmen had decided to boycott the fair based on their belief that it was an English 

scheme “to gild over Erin’s woes by demonstrating to the world the industrial prosperity 

on the island, or in other words, to attempt to show the world that Ireland is prosperous 

and contented without home rule.” 

 There was great angst among the Irish at that time over the issue.  Their view was 

that English landlords owned and controlled all the large industries of Ireland, and they 

felt they could send a message that Irishmen would not be controlled or used in a political 

way. 

   Irish Exhibition 1907 
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Father Byrne Honored with Canon Appointment 

 

 Newspapers throughout the country reported the news that Reverend Michael Byrne 

had been made a canon of the Greek Catholic Church of Syria.  The appointment was 

made by Bishop Matatois Haggair of Sidon (Syria), who met Father Byrne while he was 

visiting relatives after having visited relatives at the Eucharist Congress at Montreal.  The 

appointment gave Byrne the title of monsignor or abbot and the privilege of wearing the 

royal purple and the pectoral cross.  The appointment was made on Christmas day in 

1911, making him the third priest in the United States to have received the honorary office 

from the Greek Church. 

 

 

Father Byrne Takes Firm Stand Against Sale of Green Pigs 

 

 

 Father Byrne led a charge in March of 1912 against the sale of 

toy pigs colored green that were being displayed in many local houses 

as emblems in honor of St. Patrick’s Day.  Byrne took offense at the 

sale of the pigs and declared it to be a sacrilege and insult to the Irish 

race. 

 “The pig,” he says, “has place in Irish history, but stands for the suffering and the 

poverty of a people who preferred to descend to the habitation of swine rather than 

surrender their birthright, their religion, their freedom and their manhood.  The old monkey 

face, the clay pipe, the green whiskers and the pick and shovel were bad enough, but the 

green pig is beyond endurance because it strikes at the very thing which is dearest to the 

heart of every Irishman, his liberty and his church.” 

 Byrne suggested that loyal Irishmen throughout the country should revolt against 

the new form of ridicule. 

 

 

Father Byrne Celebrates Silver Jubilee 

 

 Newspapers throughout the state reported on Father Byrne’s Silver Jubilee on June 

20, 1913.  Plans for the celebration were reported by the local newspaper and picked up 

by the Indianapolis News with a headline, “Pastor of Lafayette Catholic Church Will Be 

Honored.” 

 “LAFAYETTE, Ind., June 20—Arrangements are being made for the celebration, 

June 29, of the silver jubilee of the Rev. Michael J. Byrne’s ordination to the priesthood.  

Father Byrne is the rector of St. Ann’s church in this city. 
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 On Sunday, the 29
th

 at 10 o’clock, the religious observance of 

the jubilee will begin.  Father Byrne will set as celebrant of the 

solemn high mass, and the Right Rev. Bishop, Herman J. Alerding 

will attend.  The other officers of the mass will be a number of 

newly ordained priests.  After the service the services the clergy 

will be entertained at dinner at the parish house, Finnvara.  The 

young people of the various societies of the church will go to holy 

communion in a body. 

 On Tuesday, July 1, there will be a general gathering of 

citizens and clergy to greet the jubilarian on the lawn of his home.  

A banquet will be served, and Judge Marcus Kavanaugh, of Chicago; 

Dr. Andrew Morrissey, of Notre Dame, and Judge Connelly, of Detroit, will speak.  Daniel 

P. Flanagan will speak for the congregation of St. Ann’s.    

 Father Byrne was born at Hamilton, Ohio, in October, 1858.  He received his 

education at St. Mary’s business college, Dayton, Ohio; the Philosophy house, Baltimore, 

and the Benedictine seminary, Beatty, Pa.  He has served at Ft. Wayne, Chicago, at places 

in northern Indiana, and came to St. Ann’s from Ft. Wayne in 1901.  Recently he was 

named as an honorary canon of the Catholic church in Syria.” 

  

Father Byrne Honored with Special Jubilee Gift 

 

 During the midst of the jubilee celebration on July 1, 1913, Byrne 

was presented with a certified check for $1,250 with a purpose to 

purchase an automobile in tribute from members of the congregation and 

other friends of Father Byrne.   The presentation speech was made by 

Daniel Flanagan, attorney, and close friend to the priest.    

 More than 2,000 citizens visited Father Byrne’s home to congrat-

ulate him that day, and Judge R. P. DeHart spoke eloquently of Father 

Byrne’s work.  It was a day to remember for the popular priest. 

 

Father Byrne Hurt in Automobile Accident 

 

 Three years after purchasing the automobile, Father Byrne was involved in a serious 

car crash.  On May 10, 1916, while traveling near Battle Ground, another driver smashed 

into the rear of the clergyman’s car, jolting Byrne from the driver’s seat, causing him to 

hit the windshield with great force.  The resulting injuries were a strained back and injured 

knees.    

 Byrne had been traveling with Walter Parker of Whiting, Indiana, in a Knights of 

Columbus automobile excursion to the Tippecanoe Battlefield and other points of interest.  

Parker received bruises during the accident.  There were about forty cars in line, all 

carrying visiting knights.  A bad spot in the road made it necessary for the vehicles to 

stop, which resulted in the rear end collision with Byrne’s car.   

      Bishop Alerding 

    Daniel P. Flanagan 
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Baseball Pioneers Visit Father Byrne 

 

 Had Father Byrne chosen a different path for his life he might have become a 

famous baseball player.  In fact, Byrne was once a “national leaguer” and made a few 

longtime friends during his short-lived baseball career.   

Lafayette was the scene of a special reunion in 1915 when a few of Byrne’s famous 

baseball friends came to town.  The event was written up in newspapers.  The February 

19, 1915 edition of the Indianapolis Star ran the headline, “Diamond War Horses of Early 

Days Have Reunion in Lafayette.” 

“LAFAYETTE, Ind., February 19—Lafayette was the 

scene of a very interesting reunion of old professional baseball 

pioneers yesterday, when “Cap” Adrian Anson, the veteran Chi-

cago star, met his old friend Hugh Nicol, a former Chicago 

player, and later physical director of Purdue; M. J. Byrne, rector 

of St. Ann’s Church, and at one time a National leaguer, and 

Charles “Bumpus” Jones, a local restaurant proprietor, another 

old professional star.   

In the early eighties the four men played against one 

another in different games.  Anson was captain of the Chicago 

White Socks: Nicol played with Chicago, and St. Louis also.  

Father Byrne was at that time catcher on the Pittsburg team, and at the same time studying 

for the priesthood.  Jones was pitcher on the Cleveland team.”  

Adrian “Cap” Anson played in the National Association a record 27 consecutive 

seasons and was regarded as one of the greatest players of his era, becoming one of the 

first superstars of the game.  Anson spent most of his career with the Chicago Cubs 

franchise, then known as the “White Stockings” and later the “Colts,” where he served as 

the club’s manager, first basement, and later as a minority owner.  

Anson was one of baseball’s greatest hitters and likely the first 

to reach over 3,000 career hits.  He was inducted into the National 

Baseball Hall of Fame in 1939. 

Hugh Nichol was a Scottish-American professional baseball 

player.  He played in major league baseball as an outfielder for 

the Chicago White Stockings, St. Louis Browns, Cincinnati Red 

Stockings, and the Cincinnati Reds.  At the height of his career 

in 1887, Nichol had stolen 138 bases that year.   

Nichol went on to manage the Browns in 1897, and later 

became the head baseball coach and athletic director at Purdue 

University.  He also scouted for the Cincinnati Reds during the 

summers beginning in 1911.  He resigned from Purdue in 1914 

after accusations that the American football team played like 

“rowdies.”  He died in Lafayette, Indiana on June 27, 1921.  

   Cap Anson 
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Charles “Bumpus” Jones was a starting pitcher for the Cincinnati 

Reds and New York Giants who threw a no-hitter in his first major 

league appearance with the Reds on October 15, 1892.  Jones remains 

the only player in Major League history to pitch a no-hitter in the first 

game.  After leaving the major leagues, Jones continued to pitch profes-

sionally for the Grand Rapid Rippers and Sioux City Cornhuskers in 1894.  

He also pitched for the Columbus Senators from 1896 to 1899.  Jones 

finished his minor league career with the St. Paul Saints in 1901. 

 

 

Father Byrne Creates Lafayette Athletic Association 

 

 With the help of a few friends, Father Byrne combined his organizational skills, 

love of baseball and children, and formed the Lafayette Athletic Association to give young 

boys opportunities to play sports.  In 1909, Byrne raised $5,000 as capital for the for 

conduct a baseball club.  The incorporators for the association were Michael J. Byrne, 

James W. Scholer, Patrick L. Fitzgerald, Charles F. King, and Daniel P. Flanagan. 

 Local baseball was still going strong in 1920s due to Father Byrne’s organization 

and desire to help youngsters succeed.  The local newspaper kept track of the exciting 

wins and losses.  On June 1, 1920, the Journal and Courier ran a headline on the sports 

page that read, “Hillers Win Two from Plank Road. 

 “The Fourth Street Hillers took a double bill from the Plank Road nine yesterday 

afternoon on the Fourth street diamond winning the first game 12 to 7 and the second 10 

to 8,” began the news story.  “Cavanaugh and Alting formed the battery for the victors.  

Roache and Brooks did the pitching and receiving for the losers.  Cavanaugh was largely 

responsible for the double win of the Hillers, getting ten strike outs.  Roache of the Plank 

Roaders struck out eight men and was given poor support in the pinches.” 

 

Father Byrne and the Hannagan Family 

 

 The Hannagan’s were a well-known Irish family in the Wabash Avenue Neighbor-

hood.  Father Byrne’s mother was a Hannagan, so it is likely Father Byrne formed an 

instant bond with members of the “lace curtain” Irish family.   

Byrne became especially close to Stephen J. Hannagan, who once traveled with him 

to Ireland as part of a delegation to attend the Irish World’s Fair.   They were also 

involved in the Ancient Order of Hibernians and attended yearly conferences. (see photo 

from Indianapolis News) 

  Hannagan held numerous political offices in Lafayette and was an ardent Demo-

crat.  At that time, Hannagan and Byrne were actively involved helping Irish immigrants 
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and their descendants combat anti-Irish prejudice that ex-

isted in the Irish ghetto known as the Bloody Plank Road.  

 The most famous member of the Hannagan family 

was Stephen J. Hannagan’s nephew and namesake, Steve 

Hannagan, the local boy who became a famous public 

relations pioneer and built groundbreaking publicity cam-

paigns for Coca-Cola, the Indy 500, Miami Beach, Sun 

Valley, Las Vegas, Union Pacific Railroad, and the 1940 

presidential campaign. 

 Dr. Michael Townsley put the Hannagan family on 

the map with the publication of his book, Steve Hannagan, 

Prince of the Press Agents and Titan of Modern Public 

Relations, published in 2018.   

 Steve Hannagan was a baby when Father Byrne 

arrived at St. Anne’s. His parents were Irish immigrants.  

The family home was located at 259 Green Street in Lafa-

yette, Indiana, just off the Plank Road, now known as 

Wabash Avenue.   

His mother, Johanna Enright Hannagan, was known as “Aunt Jo” to family and 

friends.  She spent a lot of time at St. Ann’s church, attending daily mass and daily 

prayers, so she had the opportunity to get to know Father Byrne on a personal level.  

Aunt Jo thought of herself as “queen of the parish hall.”  She organized potluck dinners, 

cleaned the church building, and served priests, nuns, widows, and lost souls, according to 

Townsley. 

 

 

Father Byrne and the Egan Family 

 

Joseph, Sr., and Mary Egan, Irish immigrants, lived 

next door to the Hannagan family.  The lives of the Egan 

family were also impacted by Father Byrne.  [The writer is 

descended from this couple as a third-generation great-grand-

daughter.] 

Mary (Hayes) Egan grew up in the home once owned 

by her parents, Michael and Kate (O’Donnell) Hayes, Irish 

immigrants from Limerick and County Clare.   

Joseph had come to America in 1872 after the death of his parents to live with 

relatives.  His mother’s family, the Collopys, lived in Chicago, and Egan would often 

travel from Indiana via train to visit them.  

He once had a goal of studying for the priesthood, but life took a different turn 

for the orphan. According to family members, Egan had worked on a farm in Benton 

County, Indiana, and helped care for the famous racing horse, Dan Patch.    

   Dan Patch 
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Egan first married Jane Lynaugh in Fowler, In-

diana; however, she died a few years into the marriage.  

He later moved to Lafayette, Indiana, where he married 

Catherine “Kate” O’Donnell. 

The couple had six children, Bess, Nellie, Tom, 

Joe, Jenny, and Kitty. It was discovered after reading 

Townsley’s book that Kitty Egan and Steve Hannagan 

had an interesting relationship during their younger days 

while Father Byrne pastored at St. Ann’s Church. 

“While the other boys at St. Ann’s were out 

looking for a good fight, Steve was back in the neigh-

borhood romancing Catherine “Kitty” Egan, who was 

Hannagans’ next-door neighbor,” wrote Townsley.  “She 

was a quintessential Irish lass with blue eyes, chestnut 

hair, freckles, and a pleasant face.  Her father had been 

killed in a rail accident when she was three years 

old.  Since government assistance was not available 

in those days, she and her mother survived on the 

kindness of others.” 

According to Townsley Steve Hannagan and 

Kitty Egan were quite the pair.  They once caused 

a big stir by climbing to the top of St. Ann’s church 

steeple to swing on the bell – “to the annoyance of 

Father Byrne.” 

“When Father Byrne investigated, they would 

hide in a dark corner of the belfry,” Townsley wrote.  

“He never figured out why the bell rang at such 

odd times and why the sound was muffled when it 

did ring.”  The pair were known as two of St. 

Ann’s “sweetest kids,” so it’s likely they were never 

suspected by Byrne. 

Sadly, the young romance ended in high 

school, according to Townsley, when Kitty became 

embarrassed that she did not have a proper dress to 

wear to Hannagan’s Jefferson High School prom.   

The Hannagans’ were considered “Lace Cur-

tain Irish” while the poor Egan family were known 

as “Shanty Irish” after the tragic death of her father. 

 

 

 

 

Kitty Egan 

     Steve Hannagan 
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The Tragic Death of Joseph Egan, Sr. 

 

 Father Byrne had been assigned to St. Ann’s parish for six months when the tragic 

railway accident occurred.  Byrne was on an overseas trip during that time and did not 

return until a week later. The event was chronicled in newspapers throughout the state and 

would forever change the lives and futures of Egan family members.  Father Byrne 

ministered to the Egan family for the remainder of his days.  The tragedy was reported 

in the local newspaper: 

 

 

Joseph Egan’s Injuries, Received at Fowler, End in Agonizing Death 

 

The Lafayette Daily Courier, Tuesday, November 5, 1901 

 

 

 Joseph D. Egan, of this city, 

sustained injuries of a horrible na-

ture at Fowler late yesterday after-

noon, and as a result died in St. 

Elizabeth hospital seven hours later.  

He had been working at Kentland 

and went to Fowler late yesterday 

afternoon to catch the Big Four pas-

senger train to Chicago.  Egan was 

a trifle late in reaching the depot 

and grasped a hand rail on one of 

the cars just as the train was pulling 

out.  It was on one of the vestibule 

cars and he was unable to swing himself upon the steps.  Losing his hold, he was thrown 

between the platform and the cars, bystanders being unable to render any assistance.  

Several cars passed over his body and he was frightfully crushed.  The train was stopped 

and the wounded man was carried into the depot.  Dr. A. G. Neighbor making the 

examination, he found that his right arm had been cut off just below the shoulder.  His 

right leg was broken in two places.  His head was horribly bruised and he had sustained 

internal injuries.  The 12:58 train this morning brought the unfortunate sufferer to this city 

accompanied by Dr. Neighbor, who announced that there was no possible chance of his 

recovery.  The citizens ambulance conveyed Egan to St. Elizabeth Hospital where in great 

agony he died shortly after 8 o’clock this morning.  For a number of years, he had been 

a resident of this city, his home being at 254 Smith Street.  Mrs. Egan is a sister of John 

A. Hayes of the firm of Hayes and O’Brien.  The man whose death occurred this morning 

was the victim of many serious accidents.  Some years ago, he fell from a train and had 

one of his arms broken.  Afterwards he had broken a leg.  It was not set properly, and 

he always walked with a slight limp. 

 Egan was about 45 years old and leaves a widow and six children. 
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Father Byrne’s Health Woes 

 

 The first mention that Father Byrne was seriously ill came on August 6, 

1908.  The natural athlete was diagnosed with heart trouble after suffering from “the grip” 

during the previous winter.  He had attended the national convention of the Ancient Order 

of Hibernians prior to experiencing chest pains and was taken to St. Elizabeth Hospital in 

Lafayette, Indiana where he received care.  Father Byrne rebounded and went on with an 

exhausting schedule. 

Byrne had suffered with heart issues for several years even though he persevered 

with a building project while attending to his priestly duties.  

The work load had finally taken its toll, so Byrne sought respite for his health 

woes at Manitou Islands in Michigan during the summer of 1917, and upon his return 

stopped in Hammond, Indiana to visit the Rev. Edward Barrett, pastor of All Saints Church, 

when he was stricken with chest pains.  Byrne was taken to Chicago for medical attention 

and released a few days later.  Byrne did not waste time before volunteering for service 

as chaplain during the Great War.     

His heart condition worsened in August of 1920 when he again became seriously 

ill and hospitalized at St. Elizabeth Hospital in Lafayette.  Once again, the following 

January Byrne was hospitalized due to heart trouble. 

For a while it appeared that he would recover as there were reports of a rebound 

during his hospitalization.  He was in good spirits that evening and had eaten a hearty 

meal.  The critical change came quickly.  He died a few seconds at 8:40 p.m. on Friday, 

January 14, 1921 after summoning the sister in charge of his care.   

The news of Byrne’s sad death was first relayed 20 minutes later by the tolling of 

the bell in the belfry of St. Ann’s Church.  The bell rang out 62 times, once for each of 

Byrne’s 62 years of life on earth.  The beloved priest of St. Ann’s Church had been 

called to his eternal home.   

“In heaven there are no loafers,” Father Byrne would say, and Heaven certainly did 

not receive one that day.   

Father Byrne is gone, but his steadfast influence remains, especially in the historic 

Wabash Avenue Neighborhood where he served for nearly two decades.  The life of this 

good and faithful servant of Christ should be emulated and the history preserved.  Father 

Michael J. Byrne left the world a better place.  

   

 



 
 

30 
 

 


