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A special thanks to Jason Sherlock who was the leader behind this campaign. 

 

 

This would not have been possible without him and the many others who gave up a part of their time 

to make this happen. The final decision (which we accept), of the University Management Team was 

based on the recommendation from the University Naming Committee that the room will be a seminar 

room (classroom) in the School of Education in Honour of Galway John. 

  

   

July 2022   

https://doi.org/10.13025/q4nc-6e94


A proposal for Naming in Perpetuity   
   

To name a  Building, or  Hall, or Theatre, or Room in    

NUI Galway (University of Galway)  after the  

Benevolent Galway John (John Ward)   
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The short version of the Naming Proposal that was submitted to the University Naming Committee 

can be found in Appendix A. 

 

 



A proposal for Naming in Perpetuity 
   

The benevolent Galway John in his advancement of the University’s Values, Vision, and Mission.   

   

To know our hero will be put on the wall and engrained in NUI Galway 

will make us  feel at home at the University, 

something that we have never felt in the Education System. 

   

The Committee of Mincéirs Whiden Society would like to submit this proposal to the 

University Naming Committee. Galway John (John Ward) was born on Watery Lane, 

Bohermore, Galway, on the 18th of June 1913. He died on the 7th of January 1981 in Galway. 

John was a firm believer in the value of education. He tried his best in the way he saw fit to 

educate his community and indeed society, both formally and informally. Having instilled a 

lust for education amongst his children, they took steps to learn how to read and write, but 

despite many challenges, they still attempted to persevere. One of his children, the late Anne 

Sherlock, tried her best to learn how to read and write despite having Double Deficit Dyslexia. 

She instilled this desire to succeed within education in her children, who proceeded further in 

the education system. Galway John's Grandchildren made it into primary school and some into 

early secondary school. John's Grandchildren encouraged their children to succeed as they 

broke down some barriers and could make the next step, Jason Sherlock being the first of their 

children to make it into higher education in 2017. John's great-grandchildren have made it into 

University and are there due to his dream. Along with other Irish Travellers, they set up our 

Mincéirs Whiden Society to bring more with us. He has led his great-grandchildren to enter the 

University, currently to the level of a Masters's degree.    

   

   

Galway John is our Cerrah, which in our language, 'Cant', means flame or Fire. With 62 

grandchildren and over a hundred of great-grandchildren, John was seen as a leader of a 

clan within the community in Galway. As a Nomad, John camped in many spots along the 

road at the University's grounds and Galway City, including beside Galway Cathedral, Snip 

Avenue, and Lough Atala. Galway John contributed significantly to Galway's economy by 

being a tinsmith and a chimney sweep. A fluent speaker of the Cant language, an Ghaeilge, and 

English, John extensively knew of Ireland's ancient fables and proses. He could tell you a lot 

about life with songs and stories of the road. John regular met people with high status in 



Galway. John always stayed true to his identity and showed a positive side of our story to the 

settled community when at a time, primarily only the stereotypes were heard. At this time, Irish 

society was divided between Mincéir and Settled. Current statistics show that only 1% of the 

Irish Travellers hold a third-level qualification, with just 9% of Irish Traveller children 

completing the Leaving certificate compared to 86% of the settled population. Standing on 

the fundamental principle of liberation, empowerment, and jubilation through Education, we 

take our inspiration from Galway John as our society aims to increase these figures just 

mentioned significantly.   

   

Galway’s benevolent Galway John (John Ward) is a testament to us all for a strong work 

ethic, love for his family, and being proud of whom you are while having tremendous respect 

for others and differences. The University’s efforts to promote diversity have been very 

welcome in recent years. As the  President put it in an email on the 20th of January 2022, ‘a 

thriving university’ values ‘all experiences, traditions, gender identities and ethnicities. Let us 

recognise the contribution Galway John and the Irish Traveller People have made to our 

university and ensure that future students and staff will be encouraged to see their values and 

traditions reflected in our institution.   

   

The University has a long, proud history of recognising those of our community who were 

trailblazers and leaders like Alice Perry and Michael O’Shaughnessy. The naming of a 

university space after Galway John would demonstrate the University’s commitment to a 

diverse and respectful community. Galway John (John Ward) was, and still is, a familiar 

figure in the west of Ireland. As a chimney sweep, he plied his trade around the city and 

county of Galway and beyond as his father had before him. The photograph of him and his 

wagon near Galway, which George Smelch took in 1976, and published in Susan Smelch’s 

book Tinkers and Travellers, is iconic, with his bike, pipe, 26 sticks and two brushes.       

   

The Galway he lived in transformed under various National Development Plans in the 1960s 

and 1970s. Prohibitions on camps, anti-traveller sentiment, and an unwillingness by local 

authorities to house Irish Travellers – not to mention take account of their culture – were 

rampant in a city where new industrial and housing estates encroached on traditional camping 

sites. The setting up of the Galway Itinerant Settlement Council in 1967 marshalled support 

among the settled community, who wanted to see all the state citizens cherished equally. 

However, there was much opposition to them. In November 1967, for example, there were 31 



outstanding applications for housing from “persons living in tents or caravans”. The Council’s 

eventual response, the building of tigeens in Rahoon in 1969, was met with violence and 

protests. As the “Evening Press” said of John in January 1981 “He was the man who fought 

Rahoonery”. Propertied and developer interests were quite happy to allow the demonisation of 

our indigenous people to meet their financial plans. It is wholly appropriate that the University 

of Galway would honour a man who was a leader within his community, respected within 

the town and county, and strove at every turn to preserve his culture. In inculcating respect 

for Irish Travellers, and an interest in education among his children (which has seen his 

greatgrandchildren graduate from University, John embodied many of the values that this 

University aspires to).   

   

To rename a Building or lecture Hall after Galway John would be in line with policy QA206' 

Naming of University Buildings and Spaces'. We recommend that two buildings / Lecture 

Halls are named after the Irish Traveller People, Galway John, Big Biddy Ward, Tom Sherlock, 

or Anne Sherlock. The NUI Galway President had direct experiences with the late Anne. 

Imelda Byrne of Access and Riona Hughes of Societies Office also knew of Galway John and 

Big Biddy Ward. Many know of Tom Sherlock, who died in 2012.   

   

The key strategic value of Openness in Shared Vision Shaped by Values: Strategy 2020-25 

aspires to create a more inclusive culture for the Irish Traveller People. This renaming would 

help ensure that the naming of the University's built environment is more reflective of the 

social mix of the Irish population and could help break down significant cultural barriers to 

the Irish Traveller People progressing to Higher Education. Indeed, and as outlined in policy 

QA206, it would further evidence the University's desire to enhance equality, diversity, and 

inclusion on campus and advance its values, mission, priorities, and policies. Furthermore, and 

as outlined in our Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion Strategy 202025, it would further support 

the University's goal (Goal 4) to 'foster a campus culture which is welcoming, inclusive, safe, 

and free from discrimination.   

 

Galway John had the belief in the value of education and NUI Galway in every day he 

lived. As the naming of university spaces includes 'the recognition of those who have given 

outstanding service to the community, John Ward's legacy should be honoured. He was 

dedicated to the provision of education for the Irish Traveller People. The general principles 

that 'a naming must advance the University's values, mission, priorities, and policies are equally 



relevant to Galway John's legacy. John's actions demonstrated his commitment to ensuring that 

education is inclusive, equitable, respectful, and open, aligning with the NUI Galway 

University values-led strategy (2020-2025)  and the EDI Strategy (2020-2025).    

   

His belief in inclusive education directly indicates that his great-grandchildren have now 

completed undergraduate and post-graduate programmes at NUI Galway. His legacy also 

inspired the establishment of the 'Mincéirs  Whiden Society' by Irish Travellers in NUI Galway. 

These outcomes further adhere to the principle that an 'individual honoured should 

embody achievements or virtues that the University hopes its students would seek to 

emulate'.    

   

We want the University Naming Committee to acknowledge individuals who represent 

minority groups and have achievements or virtues that the University hopes its students would 

seek to emulate. As President hÓgartaigh commented on the recent Irish Traveller Ethnicity  

Day, “We will continue our determined work to welcome, support and vindicate the Irish 

Traveller People as a part a valuable and valued part of the life of our university”. Naming 

a university asset to recognise this minority group represents a tangible and visible symbol of 

this commitment. Knowing that Mincéirs Whiden Society wants to rename a lecture theatre to 

"Galway John" theatre and what John Ward stood for all those years ago fills me with great 

joy.  There is nothing better than feeling represented in this college in this way. It would 

motivate newly enrolled Irish Travellers with a sense of belonging. It can start many 

conversations or independent research when people stop and ask who "Galway John" was.   

   

Irish Travellers who have made that problematic step into 3rd level education have had 

opportunities that have never been imaginable, considering the obstacles faced within the 

community. NUI Galway has challenged those obstacles with Irish Travellers and gives full 

support throughout the learning journey. To further acknowledge Irish Travellers attending 

NUI Galway that this University welcomes people and accepts people from this community, it 

would be within the right to rename the lecture hall "Galway John". Galway John was known 

for his likeable persona in the Travelling Irish Community. The settled community have always 

held John in very high regard and seen him as a strong link between the travelling and settled 

community in attempts to accept each other's differences. Naming this lecture hall, Galway 

John will symbolise the healthy nature created between the two communities John tried to 

create by educating and sharing Irish Travelling culture. In this current era, education is still 



crucial in understanding differences. It would be a monumental day when Galway John is 

honoured with this Lecture Hall.   

   

It would be a great idea to name a lecture hall after Galway John. As an Indigenous person 

(Confederated Tribes of Siletz), I know how hard it can be to progress in a place where you do 

not feel you belong. Renaming a lecture hall after him would show Irish Travellers that they 

have a place here, and we think it could encourage participation in education. It would also be 

the first time (as far I know) a lecture hall was named after an Irish Traveller, which would be 

reason enough for the celebration by itself.   

   

It is imperative because we were forced, as a people, out of history, stripped of identity, and 

robbed of culture and language. This naming after Galway's Galway John will be an 

essential step toward correcting the historical wrongs. As a people, Nomadic, Indigenous, 

and Native, we deserve our place in history, society, and Ireland.   

   

This naming opportunity could be a momentous occasion as it will forge a positive and 

welcoming relationship for Irish Travellers, the University, and the university community.   

   

   

   

   

   



NUI Galway President Professor Ciarán Ó hÓgartaigh   

  



Mayor of the City of Galway, Cllr. Colette Connolly   

  



   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
  



Head of NUI Galway’s Access Centre, Imelda Byrne   

  
   

   

 



Deputy CEO, of Involve CLG, National Irish Traveller Organisation   

   

   
 



 

Deputy Speaker, Éamon Ó Cuív T.D.   
Renaming of Lecture Hall in NUIG   

I would like to support the request by the Mincéir Whiden Society for the naming of a prominent 

and well used theatre in the University after Galway John (John Ward). In a society that claims 

to be inclusive it is important that the Traveller community’s contribution to our society be 

recognised a t all levels. John knowledge of Traveller culture and life makes him the ideal 

candidate for this honour as does his great desire that the generations of Travellers following 

him would get the opportunity of a good formal education without losing the great  store of 

folklore and knowledge and values, central to Traveller culture. John never got the opportunity 

of going to formal University but like many great people before him he had gone to “University 

of Life” and shared the wisdom, skills, and culture he had with a wide audience. Universities 

to be attractive should reflect all sections of society and with the founding of the   

Mincéir Whiden Society in NUIG, as Ireland’s First Traveller University Society, it would be 

inclusive and appropriate that a person who came from the Traveller Community would be 

commemorated in a prominent place there. It would also hopefully give a clear indication to all 

Traveller students that they are welcome in the University and that they are an important and 

equal part of the diverse mix of ethnic groups there.   

   

Guim chuile rath ar an iarracht seo.   

Éamon Ó Cuív   

   

   

Minister of State for Heritage and Electoral Reform,  

Deputy Speaker, Malcolm Noonan T.D. 

  

‘In order to open access to opportunity to the Traveller community and to all ethnic minorities 

in Ireland, it is important that we open all doors to education. The naming of the lecture theatre 

in honour of Galway John, will send a positive message to all who are exploring life options in 

further education and to all of us who strive towards the advancement of social justice and 

equality’.   

   

Kind regards   

Malcolm Noonan   



   

Senator Pauline O’Reilly   

As the Green Party member of the Joint Oireachtas Committees on Education, Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science and Key Issues affecting the Traveller 

Community I fully support the proposal by the Committee of Mincéirs Whiden to have a lecture 

hall renamed after benevolent ‘Galway John’ (John Ward).    

   

   

Less than 1% of Travellers are in third-level education and only 167 adult Travellers have a 

third-level qualification. This suggests that Travellers have benefited less from the general 

improvement in education since the 1960s. Traveller culture is greatly underrepresented within 

the education system. Without representation it is easy to think that the voices, experiences, 

identity, and history of the traveller community doesn’t matter. ‘Galway John’ believed 

representation matters and set about garnering support for the Traveller community to enter 

education. He was a strong believer in the value of education and passed on his love of 

education to his family. His legacy has led to the setting up of the ‘Mincéirs Whiden Society’ 

by Irish Travellers in NUIG.    

   

Naming a lecture hall after ‘Galway John’ is a way to honour the tremendous work he has done 

in teaching and encouraging education in the Irish Travelling Community. Traveller history 

and culture does not feature in the current curriculum which leads to a sense of exclusion for   

Traveller students. ‘Galway John’ was a firm believer in the value of education and having this 

hall named after him is important to make Traveller students feel represented and included.    

   

In 2018, there were 61 Travellers in higher education with approximately 20 studying at NUIG. 

In the same year, the Mincéirs Whiden society - the first Traveller student society - was 

established. NUIG is the only university to include Travellers for the University of Sanctuary 

scholarships. The Mincéirs Whiden society aims is to increase Irish Traveller participation in 

third -level education while providing a safe and welcoming space on campus. A lecture hall 

named after ‘Galway John’ would contribute greatly to a sense of inclusion and representation. 

It is also a way of recognising and developing stronger links with the Travelling Community 

in NUIG and the contribution ‘Galway John’ made to Irish Travellers and education   

   

   
  



Deputy Speaker, Mairéad Farrell T.D.   

NUI Galway is in the heart of Galway City, it is a vibrant place, where many Galwegians and 

those from further afield come to learn and expand their horizons. To me all establishments 

supported by the state should without fail be as representative of the society in which they are 

as possible. I firmly believe that the changing of this Lecture Hall to honour and remember 

Galway John is an exciting opportunity to do just that. Indeed, the fact that students are coming 

together with enthusiasm to have this name changing in itself is support enough for it to happen.   

   

   

NUI Galway Students’ Union and The Union of Students in Ireland   

The Students’ Union fully supports the proposal to rename a lecture theatre after the late Galway John 

(John Ward) given that he embodied the University’s Values, Vision, and Mission of Respect, Inclusivity 

and Belonging – all key pillars of this University. NUI Galway, with many thanks to the members 

involved in the Mincéirs Whiden Society, has become a leader in inclusivity and has very clearly taken 

the lead, on  a national level, on Traveller inclusion in Higher Education. John Ward led his 

greatgrandchildren to enter the University level (so far to the level of a Masters's degree) and is the 

reason Irish Travellers in NUI Galway has set up the ‘Mincéirs Whiden Society’. With that being taken 

into account, I believe that renaming a lecture theatre after John, a prominent figure in the Traveller 

community, would go a long way in ensuring that Irish Travellers feel that sense of belonging and feel 

welcomed to come to NUI Galway, and to overcome barriers to accessing education. I believe that we 

would be taking a huge, progressive, leap into the future by become the first higher education 

institution in Ireland to make such a step. We implore this committee to strongly and carefully 

consider this request, and what it would mean to the Traveller Community. The Mincéir Whidens 

society, recently named by BICS as the Best Society in terms of its cultural and social strides, has 

contributed so much to our on campus community and this would be a poingnant way to recognise 

that. It is up to us to stand up against hate, and to instead promote respect and kindness.   

   

   

    

   

   

 

 

   



Chairperson of UCC Fáilte Refugees Society, Amano Miura   

   

   
   

    



Buildings or Lecture Halls of Galway John in Perpetuity   
 

The following is not exhaustive, but we hope it can assist the University Naming Committee.   

  

1. The Arts Millennium Building to The Galway John Arts building  

  

2. The IT Building to the Galway John IT Building.  

  

3. The Bailey Allen Hall to the Galway John Hall  

  

4. In the IT Building, the Lecture Hall, IT250, to An Téatar Galway John, IT250.  

  

5. Joe O'Higgins Lecture Theatre (ENG-G018) to An Téatar Galway John (ENG-GO18). We 

asked of this because there is also a Joe Higgins Research Room (in the Cairnes Building).  

  

6. The View, Áras na Mac Léinn, to  The Galway John Room, Áras na Mac Léinn.  

   

   

  

   

   

   
 

 

We fully respect the decision and expertise that the University Naming Committee Has. If none of 

the above are deemed suitable by the UNC, we kindly ask the Committee to Consider a place that 

is suitable. 

   

   

   

     

  

  

 

   



   
Photos of Galway John  (Family photos except for the Newspapers and Books 

outlined below)   
   

   

   

   

   

Galway John at the Roadside in Rahoon, 

Galway in the 1970s.   

   

   

   

   

   

    

    

    

    

    

Galway John with Father Christmas and his Chimney   

  Sweeps on Shop Street, Galway  City.    

    

PC: Galway City Tribune    

    

    

  

    

    

Galway John on the Main Poster of NUI Galway’s Irish    

Traveller Ethnicity Day Celebrations in 2021.       

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    



 

   

   

   

   

Big Biddy Ward (Galway John’s Wife), with President of  

Ireland, Michael D. Higgins in Quays Bar, Quay Street, Galway.   

   

   

   

   

    

Galway John and his Wife Biddy    

    

McDonagh’s Fish and Chips, Quay Street,    

Galway    

    

The item on the right is Big Biddy Ward’s Beady  

Pocket.  A sacred Cultural Item in the Irish  

Traveller Community.    

    

    

  

Galway John Tin smithing in    h   is Wagon       

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

                                                                               Galway John and his Wife with Family       



            

            

         

Big Biddy Ward (Galway John’s 

Wife), with her Family.   

   

   

    

Galway John and his Wife Big Biddy Ward in Stan’s Galway   

   

  

   

  

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this proposal.   
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