






NANO NAGLE 

A WOMAN FOR HER TIMES--A WOMAN FOR OUR TIMES 

Nano Nagle (christened Honora) was born in 1718 of a long
standing Catholic family at Ballygriffin near Mallow in North 
Cork. At the time, it was unlawful for Catholics in Ireland to 
open a Catholic school in Ireland; and the same law forbade 
them to travel overseas for their education. The Nagles also 
had a branch of the family who were merchants in Cork city, 
with strong connections on the Continent, particularly in 
France. It was through these channels that Nano and her 
sister Ann were able to travel to Paris, smuggled, perhaps, in a 
cargo ship, where they received a full Catholic education and 
also enjoyed a sophisticated life in French society. But there, 
Nano also saw the plight of the poor, and this changed her 
forever. 

After their father's death, she and her sister returned to Ireland 
where they found widespread poverty. When Nano discovered 
that her sister Ann had given away a valuable piece of silk to 
relieve a distressed family, it set her thinking about how she 
herself might serve the poor. At first this sent her back to Paris 
to find her vocation, as she though, in praying for them as a 
member of a religious order. However, it was while she was 
there that a perceptive spiritual director advised her to return to 
Ireland and take up the education of deprived children there. 
She went back to Cork, to set up her first little school for the 
poor, in a rented mud cabin in Cove Lane, in defiance of the 
law, and in complete secrecy at first. Her secret was soon 
discovered by her brother. Although he was very angry with 
her at first, because of the risks involved, he later became 
reconciled and gave her his full support. 

The first school in Cove Lane had about thirty children, all the 
poorest of the poor, in accordance with her purpose from the 
beginning. Support and pupils soon poured in; within a year 
the numbers had risen to two hundred: there were five schools 
for girls and two for boys. She was known as "the lady with the 
lantern," for she used a lantern to guide her through the narrow 
alleys as she went among the poor. 

By the time of her death in 1784 she had set up a whole 
network of such schools in the city, with over four hundred 
pupils in seven parishes. To support them she used her own 
considerable wealth, inherited after the death of her uncle 
Joseph, and when even this ran out, she became a beggar on 
the streets, at times looking so poor that she was offered alms 
for herself by passing strangers! Her lantern has now become 
the symbol of the Presentation Sisters all over the world. 

The Presentation Sisters 

In the early 18th century new seeds of God's 
creative dream were planted in the heart of a 
young Irish woman named Nano Nagle who 
went on to become the Foundress of the 
Presentation Sisters in Ireland in 1776. Four 
pioneering Sisters among Nana's followers, 
Sisters Bernard Kirwin, Magdalen 
O'Shaughnessy, Xavier Maloney and 
Xaverius Lynch, carried her vision and spirit 
to the shores of Newfoundland in 1833. They 
came at the invitation of Bishop Michael 
Fleming to establish a school that would offer 
improved educational opportunity for girls and 
young women in St. John's. Nana's vision 
had birthed a response that was both broad 
and penetrating. Since 1883, the 
Presentation Sisters have continued to 
respond to this call. Academic learning, 
spiritual development/religious education and 
a deep appreciation for the arts and music 
were central to the education ministry among 
students, teachers and parents. 
Today the Presentation Sisters and 
Associates, in collaboration with others who 
have the same care and compassion as that 
of Nano Nagle so many years ago, can be 
found ministering in areas such as pastoral 
ministry, spiritual direction, education, justice 
issues, the environment, the great universe 
story, counseling and healing energy. 

For more information about the Sisters, please visit: www.presentationsisters.ca/ 
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