Irish Immigration

Adapted From:  http://www.historyplace.com/worldhistory/famine/america.htm
Throughout the Potato Famine years, nearly a million Irish arrived in the United States. Famine immigrants were the first big wave of poor refugees ever to arrive in the U.S. and Americans were overwhelmed. Upon arrival in America, the Irish found the going to be quite tough. With no one to help them, they immediately settled into the lowest rung of society and waged a daily battle for survival.

The roughest welcome of all would be in Boston, Massachusetts, a Protestant city with a population of about 115,000. It was a place run by descendants of English Puritans, men who could proudly recite their lineage back to 1620 and the Mayflower ship. Now, in 1847, the city was swamped with 37,000 Irish Catholics arriving by sea and land.

Rich Bostonians pointed and laughed at the first Irish immigrants stepping off ships wearing clothes twenty years out of fashion. They watched as the newly arrived Irishmen settled with their families into neighborhoods that became exclusively Irish near the Boston waterfront, then in the North End section and in East Boston. Irishmen took any unskilled jobs they could find such as cleaning yards and stables, unloading ships, and pushing carts.

The Irish often fell victim to greedy landlords. Boston landlords who divided apartment dwellings into cheap housing, charging Irish families up to $1.50 a week to live in a single nine-by-eleven foot room with no water, sanitation, ventilation or daylight.

In Boston, as well as other American cities in the mid-1800s, there was no enforcement of sanitary laws and no fire safety codes. Landlords could do as they pleased. For example, a three-story house along the waterfront that once belonged to a prosperous merchant could be divided-up room by room into housing for a hundred Irish, bringing a nice profit.

The extra Irish immigrants would settle into the gardens, back yards and alleys surrounding the house, living in wooden shacks. Sometimes people lived in musty cellars with low ceilings that partially flooded with every tide. Old warehouses and other buildings within the Irish neighborhoods were hastily modified into apartments using flimsy wooden partitions that provided no privacy.

The unsanitary conditions were breeding grounds for disease, particularly cholera. Sixty percent of the Irish children born in Boston during this period didn't live to see their sixth birthday. Adult Irish lived on average just six years after stepping off the boat onto American soil.

There were only a limited number of unskilled jobs available, so intense rivalry quickly developed between the Irish and Bostonians over these jobs. In Ireland, a working man might earn eight cents a day. In America, he could earn up to a dollar a day, a tremendous improvement. Bostonians feared their jobs would be taken by hungry Irish willing to work for less than the going rate. Their anger, combined with growing anti-Irish and anti-Catholic feelings among all classes in Boston led to 'No Irish Need Apply' signs being posted in shop windows, factory gates, and workshop doors throughout the city.


Anti-Irish Sentiments 

Adapted From:  http://www.historyplace.com/worldhistory/famine/america.htm
U.S. immigration records show that by 1850, the Irish made up 43 percent of the foreign-born population. Many remained in cities. New York now had more Irish-born citizens than Dublin. Upon arrival, the Irishman and his family would usually go straight to the 'Irish quarter,' locate people from their homeland, and settle in among them.

Unlike other nationalities that came to America seeking wide open spaces, the Irish chose to huddle in the cities partly because they were the poorest of all the immigrants arriving and partly out of a desire to recreate the close-knit communities they had cherished back in Ireland. Above all, the Irish loved each other's company, enjoying a daily dose of gossip, conversation, poetry and story telling, music and singing, and the ever-present jokes.

Wherever they settled, the Irish kept to themselves to the exclusion of everyone else, and thus were slow to assimilate (assimilate means “to become part of society”). Americans were therefore slow to accept the Irish as equals, preferring instead to judge them by stereotypes: drunken, brawling Irishmen in cartoons were published in newspapers of the day. Irish immigrants were also mocked for being mindlessly loyal to their Catholic leaders in place of any allegiance to America.

The sheer numbers of Irish pouring into the U.S. meant that Catholicism was on the verge of becoming the single largest Christian religion in America. Many American Protestants felt that if the numbers of Roman Catholics were increasing, then the power and influence of the Pope in America was also increasing.  They thought that threatened America's political independence. Fear of the Pope thus became fear of the Irish and resulted in violence.

Angry anti-Catholics formed a third political party nicknamed the 'Know-Nothings,' seeking to prevent Irish immigration.  The movement was most successful in Massachusetts, which elected Know-Nothing candidates to every statewide office in 1854, including governor. Throughout America, anti-Irish sentiment was becoming popular. Newspaper advertisements for jobs and housing in Boston, New York and other places often ended with "Positively No Irish Need Apply."

