
 

 

 

Bill Shanahan 

by Michael O’Dwyer 
 

Bill Shanahan was born on 22 March 1897 at Kilkarney, Ballinure, County Tipperary. He was the second son, 

and third eldest of four children, of Tom Shanahan and Mary Shanahan (née O’Grady). His father was native of 

Kilkarney, and his mother was native of Archerstown, Thurles, and they got married on 27 June 1892 in St 

Peter’s Church, Moycarkey. Bill Shanahan went to the local Noan National School and later married one of his 

classmates and childhood sweetheart Josephine Bulfin, from Noan. He had been in the National Army before 

joining the Dublin Metropolitan Police on 13 November 1923, which merged with the Garda Síochána in 1925. 

He first came into prominence as an athlete at the Irish athletics championships in 1917, jumping 5 ft 10 in. 

(1.78 m) as runner-up to David Buckley, Rylane, County Cork, in the high jump at the Markets Field, in 

Limerick. The following year the Irish athletics championships were held at the same venue and Bill Shanahan 

won his first national title when successfully winning the high jump event. During his athletic career he won a 

total of sixteen Irish titles in such events as the high jump, long jump, triple jump, standing high jump, standing 

long jump, three standing jumps, 120 yd hurdles, pole vault, all-round championship and decathlon. He was 

runner-up eighteen times including in the pole vault six times, high jump five times and javelin three times. He 

competed in the decathlon at the 1924 Olympic Games in Paris where several of his attempts were an 

improvement on his home form. His points total for the decathlon was 4,931 points (today’s tables) and he 

finished nineteenth overall out of thirty-six starters in the two-day event. Bill Shanahan is one of the few 

athletes to have competed in all three of the Tailteann Games in 1924, 1928 and 1932. He won the standing high 

jump at these games in 1932, in a tie with Tom Power, native of County Waterford. He was promoted to the 

detective branch in October 1934. Detective Bill Shanahan and Detective James McSweeney (born in Dublin) 

were carrying State mail by motorcycle on 7 May 1940 when they were attacked on Holles Street by armed men 

from a car, and though both were severely wounded by sub-machine gun fire they beat off their attackers by 

returning fire with their revolvers. They managed to injure the gunman who had emerged from the car to seize 

the mail. He was helped back to the car by his comrades, and the car sped away leaving the mail still in the 

hands of the detectives. While in hospital later that day they were both promoted to detective sergeant, and the 

following year on 9 October 1941 they was awarded the Scott Gold Medal, a medal awarded for acts of bravery 

by members of the Garda Síochána. Detective Sergeant Bill Shanahan died in Jervis Street Hospital, Dublin, on 

29 May 1954, aged fifty-seven, and is interred in Ballinure cemetery. His brother Tom Shanahan who played 

for the Tipperary team that won the 1916 All-Ireland senior hurling final is also interred in Ballinure cemetery. 



  

Titles Won at Senior National Championships: 

 

Gaelic Athletic Association Championships 

1918  High Jump     5 ft 9 in. (1.75 m) 

1919  High Jump     5 ft 10 in. (1.78 m)  TIE 

1920  High Jump     5 ft 11 in. (1.80 m) 

1920  Long Jump     21 ft 5¾ in. (6.55 m) 

1920  Triple Jump     44 ft 6½ in. (13.57 m) 

1920  All-Round Championship   23 points 

1921  High Jump     5 ft 9 in. (1.75 m)  TIE 

1922  High Jump     5 ft 9 in. (1.75 m) 

1922  Standing High Jump    4 ft 3 in. (1.29 m) 

1922  Standing Long Jump (without weights) 9 ft 6 in. (2.89 m) 

1922  Three Standing Jumps (without weights) 29 ft 6 in. (8.99 m) 

 

 

National Athletic and Cycling Association Championships 

1925  120 yd Hurdles    17.0     

1927  High Jump     6 ft 2 in. (1.88 m)  TIE 

1927  Pole Vault     10 ft 3 in. (3.12 m) 

1927  Decathlon     -     TIE 

1928  High Jump     5 ft 11 in. (1.80 m) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


