Some notes on the “Wireless” at Ascot

Dear Fr Field,

As per your request as Visitator, I am happy to submit a few notes which may serve for your edification and the edification of those a long way away who, through prejudice or reason, with sincerity or otherwise, have shown an interest in the question of telegraphy without wires, installed at the Procure of the Missions, Ascot, Dutruc St. Randwick.

1. You know the origin of this affair. Fr Shaw did not invent telegraphy without wires. Like many other inventions of Branly and Marconi he was interested in this, and moreover he was interested in a practical way, and after having perfectly understood the theory, he got down to the practical, and perfected many areas of the existing systems.

2. Right from the start I have to say that both Fr Shaw and I have been tempted by the idea with the hope of sharing telegraphy without wires with the missions. In the beginning it was only a confused idea; but this idea quite rapidly took shape and certain improvements were made. As these progressed better than we had hoped for, we came to the conclusion, that this telegraphy could at the same time be a source of revenue for the congregation in general, and more especially for the Procure and the Missions. The Procure in fact has been endowed with a great debt which threatens to last and increase, especially since the procurators have no source of revenue and no surplus of funds. If therefore there could be some idea of getting money through this whole affair, it would be perfectly justified, and as far as I can see, the means for realizing this idea would be perfectly legitimate. The job for a Superior is to strive to diminish the debts of his house, even those debts that he himself has not contracted. There was nothing else that we could really do to diminish these debts. Beg? I’d be too ashamed. Publish the Annals? Not worth it. Anyway, there is already an Australian Annals. Write books? A bit of a risk – as with the “penny dreadfuls”. Say more Masses for stipends? We don’t have much connection with the outside world, and no one will give us Masses to say. In fact the only person that people know from the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart is Fr Tréand. Preach? Give Missions and Retreats? Even if we were capable, we are already committed to the Little Sisters of the Poor, and the elderly. So we don’t have any other resource of income. All that we can do is pay the interest on our debt, interest that absorbs a large slice of the allocation from the propagation of the Faith. In using his brain and his intelligence for gaining a profit, Fr Shaw has found an honest means of gaining resources, and on my advice, it would be a pity to thwart this means.

3. Here in effect is how this business developed. After the first trails, Fr Shaw needed to construct necessary instruments for new experiments and perfect them further. But he didn’t have a penny, and not much experience as an engineer. He joined up with a young electrical engineer, who for the love of science and friendship for Shaw, gave him three to four hours of his time each evening. Together they experimented and realized their hopes. Word got around. Everyone wanted to see what was happening. A timber construction company gave them a gift of all the timber needed to raise a mast 130 feet. Some time later a storm came and wrecked the mast. Condolences and offers of help came immediately. Catholics and Protestants from Randwick offered more money. Fr Shaw drew out about £50 and began the erection of a140 ft high steel tower. Much admiration and support came with the construction of the tower, and individuals offered their services and their experience. Fr Shaw couldn’t employ everyone for lack of funds, but thanked them. Upon that, an engineer who had already proved himself as an inventor and constructor, finished his contract with a company who was exploiting him and getting rich at his expense. By not renewing his contract he lost his place to work in. When Fr Shaw heard of this he offered to lease him part of the land that we had acquired, adjacent to the procure, and which was really useless to us. Fr General can support me when I say that from the beginning I never had the intention of keeping this land, and that I only bought it so that we could reserve a right of passage to our place. We therefore immediately resold the land conditionally to a neighbor. However this neighbor never fulfilled the stipulated conditions, and so we were free to dispose of this land. It’s this land that we have leased to Mr. Kirkby, the engineer in question. Evidently he then wanted to build on this land, but we refused, because by building a house on this land he had a quasi-right over this land, something I could not allow. So the Procure itself decided to build a workshop which belongs completely and absolutely to the procure, or to the congregation. Simply speaking we lease the land and the building to Mr. Kirkby. This rent of £2 per week has already paid off the workshop, and we only have to pay off the tower, (about £40). And so now we have a revenue from him alone, allowing us to pay the interest on our debt.

4. Once the workshop was built, Kirkby established himself with all his own tools  and machinery for production, together with his two sons and some other workers, and he set about making his inventions: instruments of electric fire alarms etc, etc. Evidently Fr Shaw saw no need to communicate his plans of instruments and to propose to him to build them. Full of enthusiasm, Kirkby saw a good deal, and proposed this arrangement: “give me your invention and I will work; but evidently I will have to pay my time and my work. Better still, I will build your instruments, I will sell them and I will give you a share of the profits. Or else, in return for the help which you have given me, I propose to give you a share of the profit on all my inventions and constructions.” Fr Shaw consulted with me, and without hesitation I told him to accept.

5. In regard to this an objection is raised as to the vow of poverty. Here is what I think. a) I don’t hide the fact that certain members have scruples about this, as people make mountains out of molehills. b) But I would listen to these scruples if there were ground for them, but there are none. c) The vow of poverty speaks about possessing things, but not about using them. Here we are neither possessing them nor using them. If there is possession, it is by the Congregation, and I don’t think there has ever be an objection about this. It’s alright for Congregations to have debts, but not alright to have the means. d) Moreover, the vow of Poverty defends the use of things without permission; here, permission has been given by me acting as pro-superior with the right to give permission. I have had perhaps the temptation of not giving permission for each particular case, but Fr Shaw has my general permission, and I don’t think he will abuse it. He has talked to me over all the details. e) What right does Fr Shaw have in sharing his profits? Good question. He is acting for all or for nothing. Where would Fr Shaw get the money to pay for the construction of his instruments? Not from the Procure funds, and that’s for sure. Kirkby is offering him a share of what the instruments will bring in: we have accepted this from the outset. It was a matter of taking or leaving; either from the instruments or from the profits, or the instruments which were very expensive and which could never be sold. Kirkby agrees to carry all the risks; it was very generous on his part, seeing that Shaw, without working (except by using his brain), without any pain, without risks, will receive his share whilst Kirkby runs all the risks. But also in this case, there are some that find it exorbitant that Kirkby pockets half. To make it more just, Kirkby most generously gave to the procure that portion of the real and tangible profits that he has made. That’s a straight out gift that he has made to us. Since when have we refused gifts when we don’t have to pay for a particular luxury? Shaw has no risk. The procure, that is to say the society has not invested a single farthing in this; all is profit; no speculation. As long as Kirkby has orders to execute, there will be profit; when there will be nothing more to do Kirkby will pick up his baggage and go and search his fortune elsewhere. We’ll obviously lose the rent on the land and the workshop, and a share of the profits, but nothing would be contracted in the business.

6. What complicates, or seems to complicate the situation is the fact of the constitution of the company, and the place of Shaw in the company. First of all, this company in registering with the government, like all companies, has to be in Australia, and is a Limited Company. It has the name: Maritime Wireless Co. Ltd. It is formed by Kirkby, by a public accountant, and some young men working in the Kirkby’s workshop. There are no members outside the place. Kirkby has given his tools, and the others have given a certain sum of money which in total mounts to very little. The true capital of the company are the tools and the arms of the workers. The accountant looks after the affairs of the office as an attorney. At the first meeting of the company Shaw was unanimously nominated as president. He objected saying that he could not accept having given nothing and had nothing to give the company. But they replied saying that all they wanted was “His brain” and his name and in his quality as a president and allowed him a greater number of shares (on a capital that does not exist in current money but only in uncertain products). So, it’s a gift which each member deducts from his salary and from his profits…when they come. On my advice, Fr Shaw accepted on the condition that his name did not appear. This was accepted in principle, though this clause was not rigorously observed because of the name of the company. The word wireless in Sydney and in Australia is immediately linked with Shaw: “the wireless priest”, or in the style of the papers, “the wireless cleric”. The word wireless was chosen to afford some help to the company, and to attract attention and the attention of as many as possible. But in fact, Fr Shaw hasn’t any other function in the company than to create, perfect, imagine, propose, approve and finally to open his mouth to avail himself of the profits which cost him nothing, except the work of his head. Fr Shaw could die, and the profits would go to his successor, and if the company should close down, then it’s goodbye and the place closes down. There is no question of bankruptcy because each person in the Limited Company is responsible for his own part; the real part of each one is the work whilst the deposited money is so small that it’s almost a sham; the part of Shaw is his name and his brain work. Once more the society has nothing to lose and all to gain. Shaw or no Shaw the company carries on. Would it be wise to voluntarily go without a perfectly honest and legitimate profit due to the talent of a member of the society, clear profit for the society without any strings attached…and give all to the devil and let the outsiders profit from the work, the intelligence, and the talent of Fr Shaw. The wireless is only one part of the work of the company, and as up till now nothing else has been done except the wireless, there has not yet been a profit. But I am convinced that the profit will come just as much from this side too.

7. In fact, navigation companies and their subsidiaries want these engines of communication. Soon without doubt a law will compel all the companies to install the wireless on passenger liners. The government is pushing for the erection of a group of stations on the territory and in the islands. Many companies have made offers to the Government which has not yet made a statement. A group of squatters and farmers and plantation workers in the islands also want the wireless. Finally, a splendid occasion has arisen for using the wireless in the mission of New Guinea, and of forcing the government in giving us preference. This occasion was the unhappy expedition of the vice-governor of New Guinea, Smith. Fr Shaw suggested to the government that he would go and look for him…You know the story, and Fr General has been following this carefully from newspaper cuttings which Fr Tréand, in charge of the priests at Randwick, had been collecting. Fr Shaw had my approval in this matter mainly because he didn’t ask me in person; originally some of the men from the company were going to go. However, just before the ship left, the government wrote directly to Shaw and told him to take charge of the expedition himself. Stirred up by the hype generated by the newspapers and by the response of the government, Fr Shaw came to me and told me “I’m going, and doing this off my own bat”. …Honestly, I said nothing, and I made no objection. If he had asked me formally, how could I refuse under these circumstances? You must remember that the expedition had my full approval. It was only the departure of Shaw himself that made things difficult. In the excitement of the moment, he took it on himself to leave. In this he certainly showed obedience, not by formally disobeying, but by not asking me for a permission which he certainly would have been given. In brief, in a day and a half he prepared for departure, loading his machines, and left … The expedition failed, in the sense that those who were lost found their own way home by themselves. But the success was real in the sense that three stations were erected, not mentioning the one on the Merry England. Judge Murray was enthusiastic for what had been done, and for what was proposed. He really wanted Shaw’s wireless system in New Guinea, and during his visit to the federal government in Melbourne he tried to get approval and acceptance for the stations already established and for others to be built. With this obtained it will be very easy to endow the missions with wireless. This could have only happened the way Shaw did it.
8. Because of the great electrical force which it disposed of, the Maritime wireless company received requests from the municipality of Randwick for electric lighting for the community. Should the business take off, the Procure would reap great profits by the fact that Fr Shaw was president of the company. All the members of the company were in favour of pushing the matter which would be a gold mine for them without any risk. There was also the question of an aeroplane. Fr Shaw had conceived an idea, and drew up plans; it is a very new system in which he drew up a proper plan. He showed it to a Swiss engineer at the workshop. Things exploded. After having seen Fr Shaw’s plan, he swore that he he too had his plan and that the model already built was working marvelously. And, his plan and his model were absolutely along the same lines as those of Fr Shaw. The government offered a prize of £10,000 for a flying machine invented by an Australian and made in Australia. The Swiss didn’t have a chance. He therefore consented to patent his invention under the name of Fr Shaw, and if this won the prize, of sharing half the prize with Fr Shaw. Nothing more eventuated.

9. Now, what of the impression made on the public through this connection of Fr Shaw with all these stories. By the public I mean the ordinary folk outside, both Catholics and protestants, and the Australian clergy. I don’t include in this term those of the house, who are more content in putting down a confrere. We should begin with the Cardinal. His eminence is so much in favour of Fr Shaw as a man, a priest, a religious and inventor. I don’t say this as a recommendation for your eyes, because you are probably not impressed by this; but I had to tell you to show you the favorable impression made outside this house; his eminence has also offered financial assistance to Fr Shaw, as well as all possible encouragement. It would be very easy to get an opinion from the Cardinal. And also, if you want to know what I think (and don’t take this the wrong way) I am certain that the Cardinal would be very much against us if Fr Shaw could not continue in the way he is going. The impression on the clergy is also quite favorable: they are very proud that one of their men has the admiration of the public, and they say this to all who want to hear it. The rest of the public are also full of praise and encouragement. The papers too are full of praise, and what is more remarkable, even “The Sun” which is interested in a rival wireless company, has given liberal praise. So, no scandal, but on the contrary, for here is a clergyman who works as they say. What people say doesn’t really count, you say; that’s true. But it is more than just what people say. All Fr Shaw had to do was open his hand to receive handsome amounts of money. He refused these sums of money, and he did the right thing. I’ll just say a word about the dispositions of some of our confreres who pretend to be scandalized and would really want Fr Shaw to be restrained and arrested. Why? It is beyond my comprehension. But I know that some put on a mysterious and chaste look when wireless is mentioned as though it was some sort of witchcraft. It shows by the very fact they don’t talk about it, and don’t talk about other things that Fr Shaw does. And yet on the other hand, I don’t know why, they come to Fr Shaw to ask about their 200 shares (£200) in the electric light company, and also ask to put in the devices and specifications for electric lighting at Douglas Park. I speak strongly against these people because I sense and resent strongly their talk and their actions. I have no scruples in this regard. Certainly, I don’t want to make Fr Shaw a model. I know him quite well, and I admire his qualities regretting that he is not perfect. … My candid impression is that the thief calls out “Thief” to distract attention from himself. These are my thoughts. I am happy to have expressed what is in my heart.

10. What has become of the procure with the occupation of Fr Shaw? You saw how the procure functions. Neither I nor Fr Shaw are perfect, but  I would like to flatter myself by saying that the work is being done, and done as well as the anemic  state of our funds would allow. All the demands come from the missions, and though they are not precise, they leave me quite cold (in the beginning they made my blood boil)….

11. I nearly forgot to mention a fact I spoke to Fr General, and which you have seen with your own eyes. That was the granting of lodgment to three young men who work at the wireless or other inventions with Fr Shaw. It is a work they do at night after having worked during the day in their ordinary occupations. This evening work is not remunerated. They do it out of love. They pay rent of 30/- a week, more than the missionaries pay. I think that it is a good means to help us pay the heavy taxes that come about from this big house. These young men fit in quite well, and are not an encumbrance. They know that in case of need, they have to vacate their rooms for missionaries passing through, and on certain occasions not to eat at table with us as they normally do.

12. There in all sincerity are all the facts. All that others may say or write can only be approaching the truth and distorted. They haven’t seen with their own eyes, nor heard with their own ears. All their knowledge comes from their prejudices, of old moldy sentiments, false appearances, of suppositions etc etc.

13. Again, a matter of fact. The Marist Brothers, the Christian Brothers, the Jesuits, one after the other have come to see, consult, and ask if we could give a practical class for them. It is not them who will speak badly about the wireless. Our men are the ones against it.

7 May 1911

J. Guis msh, procurator
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