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1

Diaspora

Ireland and the World

Gerald O’Hara arrived in Savannah, Georgia, in 1822, at the age of 21, with nothing but the clothes on his back, ‘two shillings above his passage money and a price on his head’. He had fled his native County Meath after killing ‘an English absentee landlord’s rent agent’ who had insulted him by whistling the opening bars of an Orange ballad. In Savannah he joined two older brothers, long ago exiled for their own activities involving preparations for rebellion and a cache of hidden weapons. Beginning life in America as humble waggoners, they had established themselves as wealthy merchants. Their younger brother, however, did better still. In a late night, whiskey-fuelled poker game, he won the deeds to a failing cotton plantation 250 miles inland, located dangerously close to territory still inhabited by potentially menacing Cherokees. Over the next ten years Gerald succeeded in building this unpromising prize into a profitable venture, and in establishing himself as a respected, if rough-tongued, member of landed society. His social ascent was confirmed when, at the age of 43, he married Ellen Robillard, twenty-eight years his junior and the daughter of an old French family in Savannah.

Thirty years after Gerald O’Hara, in 1853, the 19-year-old Patrick Durack, born in County Clare, arrived with his family in Britain’s oldest Australian colony, New South Wales. After working for ten years on a smallholding bought with money earned during a foray into the gold fields of neighbouring Victoria, he relocated to the southwest of the new colony of Queensland. A prolonged drought that killed off the livestock they had brought with them took him and his associates close to disaster. Within a few years, however, they had built up a fortune by staking their claim to land that they could then sell on to later, less enterprising settlers, and by cannily investing in the first towns to take root in the region. Yet in 1883 Durack made the astounding decision to hazard everything he had gained by moving again, setting out with his relatives on a twenty-eight-month trek across 3,000 miles to Kimberley in northwest Australia, bringing with them more than 7,000 cattle to form the basis of a new ranching empire. By the 1920s the family controlled over seven million acres of land, and Patrick Durack’s son was one of the region’s representatives in the Australian parliament.

Only one of these two men actually existed. Mary Durack’s Kings in Grass Castles, first published in 1959, is a lightly fictionalised account of the life of her grandfather Patrick Durack. Margaret Mitchell, author of Gone with the Wind, born in Atlanta in 1900, also had an Irish-born grandfather on one side, and an Irish great grandfather on the other. But the Gerald O’Hara of her celebrated novel, with his violent past and his estate founded on a late-night poker game, was a product of her imagination.

Why then should Gerald O’Hara and Patrick Durack be mentioned together? What links the two men, one lightly fictionalised, the other wholly invented, is the prominent place that each holds in a national epic of his adopted country. Gone with the Wind, first published in 1936, remains America’s most celebrated work of historical fiction. Mary Durack’s family saga is widely regarded as a classic celebration of Australia’s pioneering origins. Each tells the story of a society created, by force of will, out of a wilderness. And in each case the central figure in this act of creation is an Irish immigrant. In each case, moreover, it is the character’s Irishness that provides the driving force behind his relentless urge to build and to acquire. Mary Durack, writing for an audience that was still firmly part of the British Commonwealth, does not go so far as to have her grandfather leave behind him in Ireland a dead representative of English tyranny. But Kings in Grass Castles begins by outlining the memories of ‘ancient wrongs and of glories still more remote’ that the Duracks brought with them from their homeland. Later chapters several times return – particularly at those awkward moments when some acknowledgement is required of the way in which the family’s Australian triumphs were founded on the clearance of the Aboriginal population – to the status of their Irish protagonists as underdogs and victims of colonial oppression. In Gone with the Wind, Irish history becomes, much more directly, the force that drives Gerald O’Hara. The only literature with which he is familiar is the patriotic verse of Thomas Moore, and the only history ‘the manifold wrongs of Ireland’. In Georgia, his only local enemies are the MacIntoshes, ‘Scotch-Irish and Orangemen’, who own an adjacent plantation. O’Hara calls the mansion he establishes on his property Tara, after the reputed seat of the ancient kings of Ireland, and he tries to explain to his sceptical daughter the importance of what he had built there. ‘Land is the only thing in the world that amounts to anything, for ’tis the only thing in this world that lasts … to anyone with a drop of Irish blood in them the land they live on is like their mother.’1

Not all of the details from these two best-sellers need to be taken at face value. Some of those who emigrated to the United States, Australia and elsewhere did so, like Gerald O’Hara, as political exiles. But far more were driven, or attracted, by a flight from poverty, or the hope of economic betterment. Many Irish Australians prospered, but few achieved the fabulous wealth of a Patrick Durack. Few Irish Americans, equally, made their home in the American South, and fewer still became plantation owners. Any proper account of the Irish diaspora, equally, must look beyond the examples of both Patrick Durack and Gerald O’Hara to recognise that the global Ireland that emerged during the nineteenth century was Protestant as well as Catholic. But taken together Gone with the Wind and Kings in Grass Castles, tales from separate hemispheres, are powerful testimony to the worldwide impact, across the nineteenth century and beyond, of emigrants from a small island on the periphery of western Europe. And the true story of that impact is in many respects as remarkable as anything invented by either Mary Durack or Margaret Mitchell.

The appearance of stereotypical Irishmen as key figures in two national epics from opposite hemispheres is a testament to the massive scale of emigration from Ireland during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and to the way these migrants helped to shape the societies in which they settled. Between 1821 and 1901 around six million men and women moved permanently to another country. By 1961 another two million had followed. Population fell from a peak of just over eight million in 1841 to not much more than four million in 1926. By the end of the nineteenth century, two out of every five people born on the island were living beyond its shores. The largest number were in the United States, where they were by this time only one of a multiplicity of ethnic groups. But the Irish and their descendants also made up a quarter or more of the population of Australia. In Canada and New Zealand they constituted almost one-fifth, and there were smaller Irish settlements in Argentina, South Africa and elsewhere.2

The background to this outward movement, without parallel elsewhere in the Western world, lay partly in Ireland itself. It contained one spectacularly successful industrial region, centred on the northeastern city of Belfast, home at the end of the nineteenth century to two of Europe’s largest shipyards. But it was otherwise a poor and underdeveloped country, lacking the industrial and urban growth that elsewhere in the United Kingdom provided a living for a steadily expanding population. In addition Ireland suffered, between 1845 and 1851, a devastating famine that drastically reshaped its economy and its population history. But the scale of Irish emigration was also a response to developments beyond its shores. The international economy of the nineteenth century was being transformed by three developments: industrialisation, the filling up of sparsely inhabited parts of the globe by settlers of European origin, and the knitting together of diverse parts of the world into a single complex system of international trade. It was this new world to which the Irish emigrated and which, equally important, opened up to receive them.

The extent to which Irish emigration was inextricably linked to the birth of a new economic order became evident at a very early stage. In 1834 a rising young barrister, George Cornewall Lewis, received a commission to investigate the Irish migrant population, numbering between three and four hundred thousand, that over the previous few decades had settled in various cities of England and Scotland. His report was a classic depiction, from above, of an urban underclass. The Irish, in his account, occupied the very lowest level of the economic system. Their employment was mainly in unskilled labour, or in work ‘of a coarse, repulsive and often unwholesome character’ that the established population were unwilling to undertake. Yet their degraded condition, Lewis insisted, was not due to any discrimination. If they lived in poverty it was because they chose to work no more than was required for a bare subsistence, spent any spare money on drink, and lacked the steadiness of character required to graduate to skilled employment. They were also a threat to the wider society: their tolerance for squalor and their willingness to crowd into substandard housing made them a menace to public health, while their drunkenness and brawling threatened to overwhelm a police establishment designed to preserve order among a more tractable native population.

To the modern reader all this has a depressingly familiar ring. Exactly the same depiction of immigrants as a threat to the morals and stability of the host society, and as the authors of their own misfortunes, can be encountered, in different parts of the world, at any time across the past two centuries. In two respects, however, Lewis showed himself to be a shrewd, rather than a merely prejudiced, observer. The first is his conviction that what he described was something entirely new. In earlier eras, he pointed out, people from advanced societies had colonised less developed parts of the world, as the Spaniards had done in South America. Here, however, was something different: ‘a less civilized population spreading themselves, as a kind of substratum, beneath a more civilized community; and, without excelling in any branch of industry, obtaining possession of all the lowest departments of manual labour.’ The second is his equally clear recognition that this ‘less civilized population’, whatever problems it had created, had been essential to the massive commercial and industrial growth that in recent decades had transformed British society. Their irregular habits were to be regretted. ‘But it is to be remembered … that they came in the hour of need, and that they afforded the chief part of the animal strength by which the great works of our manufacturing districts have been executed.’3

Lewis was discussing the recent short-distance movement of Irish people to Great Britain. What gives his report a significance beyond the immediate circumstances of early nineteenth-century Glasgow or Manchester is that he was writing on the eve of a great age of migration, in which the pattern of mobile labour he described was to be replicated across the greater part of the world. In the century after 1840, nearly sixty million Europeans were to cross the Atlantic. More than two-thirds went to the United States or Canada. But millions of Italians and Spaniards also became tenants on the large estates created by the opening up of the Argentinian pampas, and replaced liberated slaves on the coffee plantations of Brazil. During the same period around twenty-nine million Indian and nineteen million Chinese immigrants found their way to all corners of the Pacific Rim and beyond, labouring on the tea, sugar, rubber and tobacco plantations of Cuba, the West Indies, Malaya, and East Africa; in the gold and mineral mines of southern Africa; and in the mines and on the railways of America’s West Coast. Later, after the Second World War, it was the turn of the richer countries of western Europe to turn to emigrants from their former colonies, or from their poorer neighbours in or close to Europe, first to rebuild their economies, then to take advantage of the long economic boom that followed the return of peace. In 1975 one in seven manual workers in Germany and Great Britain was a migrant. And in all these cases the typical destiny of the migrant has been the same – to become part of a ‘substratum’, a despised and ill-treated underclass set apart from a society that resents their presence yet is unable to do without their labour.4

An emphasis on manual labour as the driving force for the creation of a new world economy might at first seem odd. The nineteenth century, after all, was the great era of technological innovation, especially in the use of steam power. But technology had its limitations. Steam engines could drive the machinery required for simple, repetitive tasks such as spinning or weaving, and could propel railway engines across land and ships across oceans. But the railway lines along which those engines ran still had to be constructed by traditional methods, with shovel, pick and sledgehammer. The same was true of the roads and canals that provided alternative forms of inland transport, and of the ports and docksides where ships berthed, while the goods they transported still had to be loaded and unloaded at warehouses, piers and railheads. The cities that were the centres of the new civilisation, whether built from the ground in a former wilderness or expanded to engulf long established but often modest townships, had likewise to be constructed street by street, house by house, brick by brick. And where Europeans settled new lands there were forests to be cleared, prairies to be broken up, wells dug and fence posts sunk.

In previous centuries there would have been an obvious solution to this need for labour. In the period between Columbus’s first westward voyage and 1820, Europeans established control of a large part of the Americas without the need for mass migration. But that was because the two and a half million or so white settlers who crossed the Atlantic in those three hundred years were accompanied by around ten million enslaved Africans. It was these captives and their descendants who cleared ground for the coffee plantations of Brazil and the cotton plantations of what became the Southern United States. Even in the Northern states, unfree Black workers played a large part in the task of converting a natural landscape into an environment fit for European habitation. In New York City, in the mid-eighteenth century, Black slaves performed at least one-third of the physical labour that kept the city going. All this makes it easy to understand why the Western world was so reluctant to abandon coercion. Slavery continued in the United States up to 1865, in Brazil and Cuba to the 1880s. And even where slavery had been abolished, other forms of bound labour continued, like the indentures imposed on Chinese and Indian migrants, or the use of transported convicts to complete the first stage of the colonisation of Australia, and of Indian prisoners, both criminals and political troublemakers, to clear land and erect buildings across Britain’s Asian possessions. Over time, however, the political pressures to abolish slavery became impossible to ignore, and none of the other forms of bound labour available came near to meeting the demand. Instead what emerged was an international trade in people, providing the free but cheap labour essential to the continued growth of the emerging world economy.5

This is the background against which the experiences of the eight million men and women who left Ireland between the early nineteenth and the mid-twentieth century must be understood. They were migrants in an age of mass migration. If very many among them became part of the bottom tier of the labouring population of more affluent societies, this should not be seen as licensing some exclusively Irish narrative of victimhood. It was a logical outcome of the economic forces that redistributed them around large parts of the globe. It was also a destiny that they shared with tens of millions of others, many even more disadvantaged. If the Irish were distinctive it was for two things: their status, noted by George Cornewall Lewis, as the pioneers of a wholly new type of mass migration, and the impact, out of all proportion to their numbers, that they made in their new homelands.

From one point of view, then, the story of the migrant Irish is of disadvantage and exploitation. Their condition can be summed up in the language that Karl Marx used to characterise the navvies (many themselves Irish immigrants), unskilled workers who constructed the roads and railways of Victorian Britain: they became ‘the light infantry of capital, thrown by it, according to its needs, now to this point, now to that’. But there is another side to the picture. The nineteenth century was also the era in which Europeans, of all nationalities and social classes, asserted their superiority over other races. As settlers on newly opened lands, in Australia, New Zealand and British North America, the Irish became accessories in the great nineteenth-century land grab whereby European societies extended their possessions at the expense of Indigenous peoples. The same was true, on a smaller scale, in Argentina. The Southern Cross, a newspaper of the Irish community there, carried articles denouncing the seventeenth-century colonisation of Ireland by British settlers. But the paper also, with no sense of contradiction, offered enthusiastic accounts of the success achieved by Irish immigrants on fertile lands ‘so lately won from barbarism to civilisation’ – in other words by the clearance of the Indigenous population. In the United States, by the second half of the nineteenth century, the Irish, like most other new immigrants, were concentrated well away from the frontier. But there too, whether in the cities of the East Coast and Midwest or in the generally more open society of the West Coast, they emerged as prominent defenders of white supremacy. In a world of racial hierarchies and ruthless territorial expansion, the migrant Irish must be recognised as both victims and, inescapably, oppressors.6

*

George Cornewall Lewis’s remark about ‘animal strength’ put the focus on heavy manual labour. But the trade in people that developed during the nineteenth century was never solely about men. Women, in fact, became even more clearly a commodity to be shipped across long distances in the service of economic development. In both agriculture and manufacturing they were a cheaper and, generally, more biddable workforce than men. They were cheaper still when they worked from home. The clothing trade, for example, was a major part of the new manufacturing economy, and everywhere it depended on legions of women tending factory machinery, or labouring hour after hour on monotonous, repetitive and poorly paid work, stitching and sewing. Immigrant women also provided the greater part of the cheap domestic labour that sustained more affluent households across Canada, the United States, Australia and New Zealand, providing the essential foundations for a culture of leisure, genteel sociability, philanthropy and social activism.

In colonies of settlement, where migrants were sought not just as workers but to populate new lands, the recruitment of women alongside men became even more important, as a means of avoiding a dangerous gender imbalance. A pamphlet in 1849 spelt out the reasoning behind plans to ship hundreds of young women from Irish workhouses to New South Wales. The absence of female society ‘has made the settlers wild, reckless men; it should be the province of the young women who now emigrate to win them back to home ties and duties, and to revive in their hearts many pure and hallowed feelings, which have long lain dormant.’ An even cruder attempt at demographic engineering took place nearly ten years later in British southern Africa, where the colonial government was seeking to secure newly annexed lands on the eastern frontier of the Cape Colony. The first step was to settle more than 2,000 German mercenaries recruited to serve in the Crimean War (1853–6) but who were now no longer needed. The second was to begin providing these men with wives by importing 153 young single women, again recruited from Irish workhouses. In the event, most of the young women concerned showed little enthusiasm either for the inhospitable countryside of ‘British Kaffraria’ or for a population of foreign ex-soldiers who were already proving to be ill-suited to farming. Instead they moved to Grahamstown and other urban areas, where they quickly found employment in domestic service.7

The willingness of these former workhouse inmates to reject the destiny mapped out for them as instruments of colonial social engineering should not surprise. One of the most striking features of nineteenth-century Irish emigration, distinguishing it from the wider global migrations of which it was a part, was the appearance of women as independent actors. European migration was predominantly male. Seven out of every ten emigrants entering the United States between 1900 and 1909 were men. The female minority, moreover, came mainly as members of family groups. Emigration from Ireland initially followed much the same pattern. After 1850, however, Ireland became the only European country to send almost as many women as men across the Atlantic, the great majority as single women rather than as wives or daughters. This pattern of independent female migration was of central importance, giving Irish diasporic communities a stability they would not otherwise have had. In particular it helps to explain why Irish rates of return migration were so low: there was no need to return home to find a bride from one’s own ethnic background. In the case of the United States there is also the suggestion that the typical life cycle of a female Irish emigrant – a period of domestic service followed by marriage – gave the families thus created a familiarity with American domestic culture that would never have been achieved by husbands employed in manual and semi-skilled work.

The idea of an Irish diaspora was popularised in the 1990s by the Irish president, Mary Robinson, who in 1995 addressed a joint session of the two houses of the country’s legislature on the theme ‘Cherishing the Irish Diaspora’. Among academic historians the term has caused some unease. Diaspora came into common use through the Greek version of the Hebrew scriptures, where it was employed to describe the repeated episodes in which Jews believed that an angry God had allowed their ancestors to be violently uprooted from their homeland. Applied to the two million or more people who fled Ireland during and immediately after the Great Famine of 1845–51, the suggestion of a catastrophic visitation has an obvious relevance. Applied to the much longer history of Irish emigration, from the early nineteenth century to the 1950s, the term is more problematic. By casting Irish migration in terms of diaspora, there is an obvious danger of succumbing to what one writer has memorably described as MOPE: a reading of history in which the Irish appear as ‘the Most Oppressed People Ever’. But some notion of a forcible dispersal is necessary to capture the exceptional, even pathological, character of the outflow that continued long after an apparent economic normality had been restored.8

Diaspora, moreover, has a second implication. Dispersed around first the Mediterranean and then the wider world, Jews retained a strong sense of their condition as exiles, and of a shared connection with a lost homeland. Here again the Irish case offers obvious parallels. In North America, Australasia, Argentina and elsewhere Irish immigrant communities shared a transnational culture. Whatever the location, the pages of their newspapers were filled with the same material: news reports from Irish papers, poems, stories, slices of popular history. Successive nationalist movements sought to create support organisations in the main centres of Irish settlement, and from the late nineteenth century regular overseas tours, raising funds and promoting the cause of Irish self-government, were central to the success first of the Home Rule movement and then of the more radical republicanism that replaced it. More powerful still, as a force reaching into the heart of every overseas Irish community, was the Catholic Church, dominated throughout the English-speaking world by bishops and priests of Irish birth or descent, and offering these expatriates a potent blend of ethnic and religious identity. Once again, however, as with the Most Oppressed People Ever, some caution is needed. The image of a people defined by Catholicism, nationalism and a deep sense of historical grievance applies to only one part of the Irish immigrant population. Protestant Irish emigrants, too, had their international network, in the Orange Order and the worldwide circulation of the Belfast Weekly News, providing a militantly Protestant perspective on the affairs of the homeland. Yet Orangeism outside Ireland tended to shed its ethnic character, becoming a more broadly based Protestant fraternal association. And Irish Protestant immigrants in general were far more likely than their Catholic counterparts to be quietly absorbed into the mainstream culture of the societies in which they settled. Irish Catholic emigrants, meanwhile, may have brought with them memories and attachments that formed the basis of stronger transnational networks. But continued attachment to the cause of Irish self-government took very different forms in the United States, in Canada and in Australia or New Zealand. There was no single Irish exile mentality.

These are some of the complexities that the chapters that follow will explore. Accounts of the main centres of Irish settlement – the United States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, with a briefer discussion of Argentina and Great Britain – examine the shared allegiances and cultural traits that constituted a transnational emigrant culture. But they also draw attention to the different experiences of these separate Irish populations. In addition they give a place to those who were not part of the Catholic nationalist culture that most Irish emigrants carried with them overseas. In seeking to explain the extraordinarily high level of emigration from Ireland, the discussion will have to distinguish a series of phases: the years after 1815, when the number of people seeking a new life outside Ireland climbed to new levels, and a disposition to emigrate spread from its traditional base in the province of Ulster to most parts of the island; the Great Famine of 1845–51, when emigration became for many a flight from disaster rather than a search for opportunity; and the century that followed, when those emigrating were no longer driven by fear of starvation, but made choices determined by a rigid social system. It ends in the present century, when many of the traditional landmarks of the Irish diaspora have disappeared, and when a widening gulf has come to separate the people of an affluent and secular Ireland, now a receiver rather than an exporter of emigrants, from those they were once taught to see as their exiled kin. Yet as recently as the 1990s the legacy of the Irish diaspora was sufficiently strong to make the affairs of Northern Ireland a central concern of American foreign policy. And today a global image of Irish identity persists, even if it is one that Gerald O’Hara or Patrick Durack would only partly recognise.




2

The Beginning of Mass Migration

Emigration from Ireland was not a new development of the nineteenth century. Living on an island on the western periphery of Europe, with regular commercial traffic to both continental Europe and North America, its people were never imprisoned by geography in the way that the peasantry of southern and eastern Europe long continued to be. From the Reformation onwards, close ties of religious affinity linked the Catholic Irish to their coreligionists in continental Europe, creating a steady stream of migrants – merchants, students for the priesthood, and recruits for the armies of the Catholic powers. So it was an Irish-born priest, Henry Edgeworth of County Longford, who as Abbé de Firmont attended Louis XVI on his way to the guillotine, while at almost the same time, on the other side of the world, Sligo-born Ambrose O’Higgins was viceroy of Peru, where he had gone as a servant of the Spanish king. Other Irish emigrants made a more direct journey west: between 1718 and 1776 an estimated 150,000 crossed the Atlantic to Britain’s North American colonies. The majority of these migrants were Presbyterians from the northern province of Ulster. These were already a mobile group, mostly from families who had settled in Ireland during the second half of the seventeenth century or even later. As a Bible-reading people who prized education and literacy, as commercial farmers and artisans rather than as peasantry, and as inhabitants of the Irish province with the closest trading links with the American colonies, they possessed the information, the resources and the confidence to respond to superior opportunities opening up on the other side of the Atlantic. In America they established a particular place for themselves as active, land-hungry pioneers, initially in western Pennsylvania, then in western Virginia and the Carolinas, and in what was to become Kentucky. An analysis of the census of population taken in 1790, based on the frequency of certain surnames, suggests that between one in seven and one in six of the white population of the newly independent United States were of Irish origin, and that more than two-thirds of these were of an Ulster Presbyterian background. In the thirty years following the end of the American War of Independence in 1783, these settlers of the colonial era were to be followed by another 150,000 emigrants from Ireland, with seven out of ten once again coming from Ulster.1

This well-established but geographically and culturally limited pattern of transatlantic migration continued after 1815. But it was now supplemented, and eventually overtaken, by a more broadly based outward movement. The first signs of what was to come were in 1816. The previous year an eruption at the Tambora volcano in Indonesia had propelled a thick blanket of ash into the upper atmosphere, creating a worldwide ecological crisis. To contemporaries 1816 was ‘the year without a summer’, when crops struggled to grow in wet, sunless fields. Emigration from Europe to North America rose threefold; a Belfast newspaper saw the flight that took place as ‘a spectacle without a parallel since the time of the Crusades’. In Ireland dysentery and typhus, running through a starving population, prolonged the crisis. Around 14,000 emigrants left Ireland for North America during 1816–7 and an unprecedented 20,000 in 1818. Numbers fell back from 1819, as news arrived of bank failures and industrial recession in the United States, but not to the same extent as in other parts of Europe. And from the mid-1820s they began a sustained climb. Some 115,000 emigrants left for North America between 1826 and 1830, and 244,000 during 1831–5. There was a further pause, in response to another American recession, during 1838–9. But overall, between 1815 and 1845, close to a million emigrants left for North America, three times the number that had done so in the preceding hundred years.2

At the same time that numbers multiplied, the culture of emigration expanded far beyond its traditional centre in Presbyterian Ulster. The surge in numbers during 1816–8 followed a longstanding pattern. Two-thirds of all emigrants in these years sailed from the Ulster ports of Belfast, Derry and Newry, and contemporaries believed that most of those leaving were Protestants. Twenty years later, on the other hand, Ulster was providing half or fewer of Ireland’s emigrants. By this time, too, it was generally accepted that the majority of Irish immigrants were now Catholics. Over the next decade the geographical range became wider still. Of those arriving in New York, by this time the most important American point of entry, between 1835 and 1846 more than two-thirds still came from the commercialised and relatively prosperous provinces of Ulster and Leinster. One in eight, however, came from the much poorer western province of Connacht, previously insignificant as a source of emigrants.3

The massive increase in emigrant numbers, and the extension of emigration from its traditional base in Protestant Ulster to the greater part of the island, reflected tightening economic circumstances. From the 1730s to the mid-1810s Ireland had enjoyed a long wave of rising prosperity. Economic expansion was initially based on exports of beef, pork and butter to the British and French colonies of the Caribbean. Then, just as the agriculture of the newly independent United States had begun to displace expensive transatlantic imports in the Caribbean, an expanding market opened up closer to home, as the agriculture of industrialising Britain failed to keep up with the needs of a rising population no longer working on the land. The good times reached a peak between 1793 and 1815. As the long war with Revolutionary and Napoleonic France closed off other trade routes, Irish farmers had this expanding British market, further swollen by increased demand from the army and navy, largely to themselves. With the coming of peace, however, prices fell to around two-thirds of their wartime peak. Meanwhile what had looked like a healthy manufacturing sector began to weaken. Irish firms producing cotton, wool and other products, catering mainly to a local market and without local supplies of coal, failed to compete with the much larger enterprises emerging in Scotland and England. The exception was the manufacture of linen, where the development of machine spinning ensured the survival of Ireland’s most important manufactured product. Dependence on coal, however, meant that the new factory-based industry was based mainly in Belfast, the most convenient port for imports, and its immediate hinterland. Elsewhere the availability of cheap mill-spun yarn wiped out the earnings of wives and daughters in poorer households, who for decades had supplemented precarious family incomes by spinning flax into thread in their own homes.

The Ireland of the 1820s and 1830s was not a society in economic collapse: that was to come after 1845. Studies of the physical height of convicts and military recruits suggest that the Irish poor, three-fifths or more of the population, were in fact more physically robust than their counterparts in urban, industrial England. Among the better off – middling and large farmers, merchants and shopkeepers, artisans in trades not yet being undermined by cheap imports – rising imports of tea, sugar and tobacco indicate a gradual rise in living standards. But there was nevertheless a pervasive sense of opportunities contracting. In County Antrim, a government inquiry was told in 1835, the people emigrating were still ‘in tolerable circumstances’. However they had become afraid that if they remained in Ireland ‘the badness of the times might render them unable to go’. The shutting down of options affected in particular the younger generation aspiring to set up their own households. The Andersons, for example, were five sons born in the early 1800s to John Anderson, a farmer at Lisnamuck near the town of Maghera in County Londonderry. A generation earlier the family might well have provided one or two emigrants to North America, while the rest found a livelihood at home, on the land, in linen weaving, or in some other trade. Now, in the changed circumstances of the 1830s, this Ulster Presbyterian family adopted what was, by the second half of the nineteenth century, to become the survival strategy of farming households across Ireland as a whole. One son, William, remained in County Londonderry, working the family farm, while the other four made their way to the United States. John sailed to Quebec with his wife in 1832, and five years later he and his brother David were in Ohio. Robert, born in 1807, had already set up a household of some type in Ireland, but in 1840, three years after the death of his wife, he and his brother Joseph likewise set out for America, leaving Robert’s two sons in the care, first of his parents, then of their Uncle William.4

Rising emigration was a response to diminishing prospects. But it was also a product of a widening awareness of opportunity beyond Ireland. By the early nineteenth century several decades of dramatic economic growth, combined with the country’s political integration into the British state, had created a well organised commercial society, crisscrossed with roads, canals and, from the 1840s, railways, and with a dense network of towns and villages. The late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries also saw important changes in Irish popular culture. There had been a dramatic growth in the demand for education. More than three out of five men born between 1811 and 1820 – the most likely potential emigrants of the 1830s and 1840s – and more than two out of five women in the same age group, could read. With literacy came a switch from Irish to English language: already by the 1830s only just over a quarter of all children grew up in a household where enough Irish was spoken for them to acquire the language.5

Literacy and the adoption of English do much to explain how, within just a couple of decades, familiarity with emigration and the opportunities it offered spread from a cluster of northern counties to the greater part of the island. But the drive for schooling, and for mastery of the language of power and status, were also evidence of a wider shift in mentality: a growing determination on the part of ordinary men and women to adapt to the demands of a rapidly changing world. It is a shift powerfully illustrated by developments in popular politics. The 1820s were the decade of the great campaign for the removal of the remaining restrictions on Catholic political activity – mainly the right to sit in parliament. Under the dynamic leadership of the lawyer Daniel O’Connell, hundreds of thousands of small farmers and artisans mounted a successful agitation that astounded observers in supposedly more advanced political societies such as England and France, staging giant public meetings and mass petitions, and eventually casting off deference to reject the control that landlords had long exercised over the votes of their tenants. Around the same time observers began to comment on the retreat of magic from the Irish countryside. Belief in fairies and in charms and spells, attendance at holy wells, and the observance of great seasonal festivals like St John’s Eve (midsummer) and Lughnasa (harvest) were all in decline. A whole culture of beliefs and practices that had promised some sense of control over an imagined network of unseen forces was falling into disuse. Instead, as the lengthening passenger lists of the emigrant vessels made clear, growing numbers of men and women were finding alternative ways of coping with the unsatisfactory realities that surrounded them.6

Tightening economic circumstances and a growing awareness of the opportunities that existed elsewhere drove up emigrant numbers. But it is also important to recognise the extent to which emigration, once it got under way in new areas, developed its own momentum. The first emigrants to leave an area faced a largely unknown future. But their letters home provided advice, encouragement and promises of assistance to those who were to follow. A parish priest in County Cork, regularly called on to read letters received by illiterate parishioners, was struck by their positive tone. ‘The general observation they make’, he reported in 1845, ‘is that there is no tyranny, no oppression from landlords, and no taxes.’ With increased passenger traffic the facilities available to intending migrants also improved. Traditionally travellers had bought their passage from an individual ship’s captain or a merchant who had chartered a particular vessel. By the 1820s, however, specialist passenger brokers regularly advertised places on a range of projected sailings. The main firms were based in Liverpool, Belfast and Dublin, but they employed networks of local agents, mainly shopkeepers or other dealers, in towns across the countryside. Shipping companies and brokers also began to offer facilities that enabled those who had already emigrated to assist relatives or others still in Ireland in following in their footsteps. By the mid-1830s the Liverpool firm of Fitzhugh and Grimshaw was receiving £6,500 annually in bank drafts and other remittances from their agents in America; of that annual amount, £2,500 was to be forwarded as cash remittances in sums of £1 to £10, while the rest was to pay for tickets to allow friends and relatives to join the sender in the United States.7

Rising emigration on the scale seen in Ireland from the 1820s was potentially a matter of interest to the government. The country’s population had grown by more than half in thirty years, from 4.4 million in 1791 to 6.8 million by 1821. A few decades earlier, in 1798, the pioneering demographer Robert Malthus had argued that human populations had an inbuilt tendency to grow faster than the resources needed to sustain them, until at length they were brutally cut back by plague, war or famine. Ireland, as hopes of an industrial revolution faded while numbers continued inexorably to rise, seemed poised to bear out every part of his grim prediction. In the early 1820s the idea of emigration as a possible escape from the Malthusian trap briefly gained the attention of two key figures, Henry Goulburn, the Irish chief secretary, and Robert Wilmot Horton, under-secretary of state for war and the colonies. With their support, Peter Robinson, a successful Canadian-born businessman and brother to the attorney general of Ontario (at this stage known as Upper Canada), brought more than 2,500 settlers from County Cork and adjoining areas to the Canadian province between 1823 and 1825. The scheme, given that Robinson recruited mainly among paupers and recently evicted tenants, was surprisingly successful: a study of one of the places of settlement found that 45 per cent of the farms created in the 1820s were occupied by the same families forty years later. But success was achieved by generous financial support, at what subsequent governments regarded as prohibitive expense. There was also the argument that anything that reduced the pressure on resources within Ireland would simply encourage more improvident ventures into marriage and parenthood, so that the space created would quickly fill up again. Two later commissions of enquiry, into poverty in 1833–6 and into the occupation of land in 1843–5, nevertheless included state-assisted emigration in the bundle of reforms they recommended. But with so many continuing to leave the country each year without the need to lay out public money, their recommendations were quietly ignored.8

Landlords too had, in principle, an interest in emigration. During the long period of prosperity up to 1815 lax management and the pressure of population had encouraged the creation, through subletting and subdivision, of multiple small plots yielding little more than enough potatoes to feed a family. Subsidised emigration offered the possibility of consolidating largely worthless holdings into rent-paying farms. In 1831, for example, the agent of the Caulfield property in County Roscommon spent £723 to facilitate the emigration of thirty-six heads of families who between them had occupied fifty acres of land, for which they had paid an insignificant £46 a year in rent. But emigration on a scale large enough to make a real difference was expensive. The Wyndham estate in County Clare spent £7,634 between 1839 and 1847 to facilitate the departure of 1,582 individuals. For most landlords, burdened by mortgages and other encumbrances built up during the years of agricultural prosperity, spending of this kind was out of the question. There was also the very real risk that any attempt to move the rural poor off the patches of land they clung to, even with the offer of assistance to emigrate, would meet with violent resistance. Instead, the most that could normally be expected was that a landlord would not place obstacles in the way of a tenant anxious to leave the country. In County Cork, for example, a magistrate reported in 1836 that landlords who evicted a tenant generally forgave the arrears of rent, allowing him to sell livestock, furniture and other goods in order to pay the passage of himself and his family.9

The great majority of the rising number of emigrants leaving Ireland in the thirty years after 1815 thus paid their own way. In 1827 a passage to Canada cost between £2 and £3, while the minimum fare to New York was £5 from an Ulster port and £4 from Liverpool. By the 1830s the fare to the United States from Liverpool had fallen to between £2 10s and £3, but Quebec could be reached for only £1 10s. Up to 1842, passengers also had to find a further thirty or forty shillings for provisions. In Ulster, and to a lesser extent in some other districts, a tenant was recognised as having a right of occupancy which he could sell to whoever succeeded him. This ‘tenant right’ was another reason why Ulster remained for so long the main source of emigrants. Elsewhere substantial tenants could still realise the necessary funds by the sale of livestock, standing crops, agricultural implements and furniture. Tradesmen and shopkeepers could likewise sell off premises, stock, tools and household goods. The many occupiers depending for a bare subsistence on small plots of land, on the other hand, faced difficulty in scraping together even the much-reduced fares of the late 1830s. A report from County Leitrim in 1836 described how the ‘sons of small farmers of four or five acres … embarrass their parents very much’ by pressing them to sell livestock in order to fund their passage. Where labourers were concerned, wages could be as low as six pence per day in winter and were rarely more than one shilling. Even the very cheapest passage thus represented the earnings from fourteen weeks or more of full-time work at average wages; the £10 to £12 for a family was wholly unattainable. For them the most likely escape from the bleak prospects they faced at home was the short sea crossing to Liverpool or Glasgow, with perhaps the hope of accumulating enough money there to make the onward journey across the Atlantic.10

This complex pattern of costs and resources meant that the Irish travellers crossing the Atlantic were a disparate group. Around one in five of the passengers arriving at New York during 1820–48 and Boston during 1822–39 were aged fourteen or younger. However, emigration by whole families – not surprisingly, considering the cost – was rare. Instead a little under half of passengers (45 per cent) travelled alone. Some of these would have been single migrants. But contemporary accounts make clear that others would have been married men leaving behind wives and children whom they hoped to send for once they had established themselves and begun earning money. Most of the remainder travelled in groups of two or three, suggesting that these were siblings or other relatives travelling together, married couples, either childless or with a single child, or single parents with one or two children.11

Another striking feature of the profile of these early emigrants is the role of women. Among immigrants from Ireland arriving in United States ports in 1831, there were only 559 women for every 1,000 men. Among those travelling in family groups the numbers were roughly equal. Among single migrants, however, men outnumbered women by about two to one. Men, in other words, still predominated, and those Irish women who did emigrate most commonly travelled as wives, sisters or daughters. But attitudes were beginning to change. Ten years later the ratio of women to men had risen to 788, significantly higher than the figure for England (538) or Scotland (575). There were good economic reasons why Irish women were more ready than others to take to the emigrant ship. The replacement of the cottage spinning wheel by the giant water-and steam-driven machinery of Belfast and the surrounding area, and the failure of factory-based manufacturing to thrive in other parts of the country, sharply reduced the opportunity for women to find employment, and with it their prospect of marriage. But contemporaries also reported what they saw as a dramatic change in outlook. ‘It is really amazing’, a County Cavan land agent commented in 1845, ‘to see the number that are going, when six or eight years ago there was scarcely a female emigrating.’ As with other emigrants the reports sent home by predecessors seem to have been a major influence. A County Westmeath farmer who frequently acted as recipient of letters to local families was struck by the many letters reporting the opportunities that local women had found on the other side of the Atlantic. The willingness and ability of these and other Irish females to join their male counterparts in responding to diminishing possibilities at home by turning to the greater opportunities available in a wider world points forward to the second half of the nineteenth century, when Ireland stood out among the nations of Europe for the number and independence of its female emigrants. And it is further confirmation that the sudden rise in emigration from Ireland from the 1820s was the result, not just of poverty and despair, but of widening horizons and a weakening of restrictive traditions.12

The drivers of rising emigration were economic and cultural change within Ireland. But the mass movement of people was possible only because of the inexhaustible demand for settlers and workers in the expanding economy of the United States. The journeys that Irish migrants took were likewise shaped by the requirements of the Atlantic economy. The goods carried east from America to Europe – principally cotton, tobacco and timber – took up substantially more space than the textiles and other manufactured goods that Britain and Europe exported in return. A human cargo provided both income and the ballast needed to keep a vessel stable. In the early years of mass departure, Irish emigration was closely tied to the Canadian timber trade, where during the Napoleonic Wars the forests of British North America had taken over from those of the Baltic as the main source of British imports, so that the capacious holds of returning vessels offered plentiful cheap accommodation. British ships were also allowed to carry more passengers than their American counterparts, reinforcing the price differential between the Canadian and American routes. Better-off passengers preferred to travel on the less crowded American vessels. But between 1826 and 1835 more than two-thirds of Irish emigrants, even the majority planning to move on to the United States, sailed to a Canadian port. By the early 1840s, however, a rising proportion of transatlantic traffic, including such former staples of the direct trade between Ireland and America as cotton, flaxseed and timber, was funnelled through two emerging megaports, New York on one side and Liverpool on the other. The concentration of commercial traffic on this single route meant both cheaper fares and more regular sailings, so that there was no longer an incentive to use British North America as a stepping stone. In 1844, on the eve of the Famine, some 38,000 Irish arrived in the United States, compared to only 18,000 in British North America.

Changing patterns of transatlantic trade also determined the places from which Irish emigrants departed. As emigration spread to other parts of Ireland, the Ulster ports lost their dominance: by the late 1830s Cork had displaced Belfast as the main port of embarkation, while Sligo and Limerick had also begun to send out significant numbers. It had also become more common for ships leaving major British or Irish ports to call in at smaller harbours, such as Westport in County Mayo, to pick up additional passengers. By the 1840s, however, the dominance of the New York–Liverpool route meant that Irish ports no longer attracted the same number of large ocean-going vessels seeking a returning cargo. More affluent travellers might still choose to sail from Belfast or Dublin, willingly paying an extra ten shillings or so for the convenience of a direct passage. Those forced to count every penny, on the other hand, could pay as little as a shilling for a passage to Liverpool, where they could be sure of finding regular and affordable sailings across the Atlantic. By the early 1840s this was the route taken by well over half of all Irish transatlantic emigrants, and four-fifths or more of those heading for the United States.13

Paying only the cheapest fare, and admitted on board primarily as ballast, the Irish emigrant could expect only the most basic accommodation. The ships that carried growing numbers to Liverpool were the steamers that from the 1820s had revolutionised the Irish trade in live animals, so that passengers stood on the open deck sharing space with cattle and pigs. To prepare ocean-going cargo ships for passengers, sailors constructed a lower deck in the middle of the hold, creating a compartment between the storage area for provisions and any cargo and the upper deck of the vessel. In this area, known as steerage, they would then knock together wooden berths, generally measuring 6 feet by 6, each to provide sleeping space for four persons. The only other furniture was long tables running between the berths, at which the passengers ate. Sanitation was provided by communal buckets, emptied overboard as they filled. Travellers brought their own straw mattresses. They were also responsible, up to 1842, for bringing their own food. After that date ship owners were required to provide each passenger with a weekly ration of seven pounds of bread, biscuit, flour, oatmeal or rice. Alternatively, in recognition of the preponderance by this time of the poor Irish, they could provide the equivalent in potatoes.14

The ships that thus transported the first great wave of European immigrants to America during the 1830s and 1840s have acquired a lurid reputation. And there is little doubt that conditions were often grim. A typical ship of 400 tons would have had a lower deck of around 95 by 25 feet. Into this space the first British Passenger Act, in 1803, allowed a captain to cram 200 passengers, rising to 300 from 1828, then falling back to 240 from 1835. In practice, ship’s manifests often understated the true number sailing, and enforcement was rudimentary. In this crowded, hastily constructed accommodation, steerage passengers endured a voyage that typically lasted six or seven weeks. Their choice was to remain in the gloomy, cramped and airless space between decks, or to crowd onto whatever portion of the top deck was open to them, exposed to all the weather offered. During a storm they were forced to remain below, with closed hatches, enduring the tossing and pitching in the overcrowded darkness. At the same time, references to ‘coffin ships’ and comparisons with conditions on the vessels that carried slaves from Africa are wide of the mark. Of just under five million Europeans who set out for United States ports between 1820 and 1860, around 45,000 died at sea, about 3,000 were lost in shipwrecks, and an unknown number, somewhere between 16,000 and 39,000, died soon after arrival from diseases contracted aboard ship. In other words 98 per cent of those who set out reached their destination alive.15

Potential Irish emigrants, looking across the Atlantic, had the choice of two very different destinations. In British North America a long-established French population had created solid urban centres in Quebec and Montreal, along with mature agricultural settlements on the banks of the St Lawrence River. Large parts of the British provinces, however, remained thinly populated and underdeveloped. The Earl of Durham, reporting in 1837 on recent political unrest in British North America, saw the Canadian–United States border as separating two different worlds. On the American side ‘good houses, warehouses, mills, inns, villages, towns and even great cities are almost seen to spring up out of the desert’. On the British side, in contrast, was found ‘a widely scattered population … separated from each other by tracts of intervening forest, without towns and markets, almost without roads’. Even on opposite shores of the Great Lakes, the difference was apparent in the number of ships on the water and the provision of harbours and landing places. So stark a contrast helps to explain why a large majority, around two-thirds, of those who chose the cheaper sailing to a Canadian port went on to cross the border into the United States. Some, however, stayed. By 1842 British North America had around 160,000 Irish-born inhabitants.16

For those who came to stay, a major attraction was the huge areas of virgin land being opened up for settlement, particularly in Ontario, along a corridor bordered by the Great Lakes to the south and the great mass of partially exposed rock known as the Canadian Shield to the north and west. Those who had come with some capital could buy immediately; others initially worked as labourers, either on other men’s land or in non-agricultural occupations, while they built up the means to buy a holding, generally on reasonably easy terms of payment by instalments. In doing so they committed themselves to years of gruelling labour. Trees had to be cut down, one at a time, with axes, the brush between them cleared, and the ground broken up in preparation for a first crop. Meanwhile settlers endured freezing winters, the menace of wolves and bears, and the absence of even the most basic social amenities. The government of Ontario’s chief agent for emigration admitted in 1837 that a settler on wild land ‘can hardly expect in his life-time to see his neighbourhood contain a population sufficiently dense to support mills, schools, post-offices, places of worship, markets or shops’. But the long-term investment did in the end pay off. By the time of the Canadian census of 1871 the Irish stood out as both the largest and the most successful of all the ethnic groups engaged in farming in Ontario.17

The harsh life of a farmer on virgin land was not for all. Already by 1824 around one-sixth of the population of Quebec City was Irish-born. By 1842 perhaps a quarter were of Irish birth or descent. In Montreal the Irish population rose from around 1,000 in 1821 to three times that level just four years later, and to 12,000 by 1851. These urban Irish Canadians, particularly the Catholics among them, tended to be concentrated in specific, generally poorer, districts of their town or city – Griffintown in Montreal, the waterfront district of Quebec, Corktown in Hamilton, Ontario – and to be employed mainly in unskilled or at best semi-skilled manual work. On the other hand the large numbers moving on to the United States, and the attraction for so many others of new lands in Ontario and elsewhere, meant that those who remained in the towns had the benefit of reasonably good wages. In Quebec a government emigration agent, reporting in 1831, pointed to the receipts of the city’s savings bank as evidence of the prosperous condition of immigrant workers. ‘I have experienced very great satisfaction in witnessing the decent deportment and well-dressed appearance of the vast body of Irish servants and labouring classes that attend the Rev. Mr M’Mahon’s church on Sunday, some of whom, perhaps only a few months previous, landed with scarcely a shoe to their foot.’18

Irish immigrant life in Canada also had its rougher side. Protestants and Catholics brought with them the sectarian animosities of their homeland, leading to occasional violent clashes. Itinerant Irish labourers employed in canal building or in the lumber trade shocked observers by their willingness to engage in pitched battles among themselves or against outsiders. In the neighbourhood of Bytown (later Ottawa), during 1835–7, the Shiners, former canal workers turned lumbermen, fought vicious battles against their French rivals for control of the district’s waterways, then allowed themselves to be enlisted by a local merchant as strong-arm men supporting his attempt to gain control of Bytown politics. Nevertheless, the overall verdict of contemporary observers on the contribution of Irish immigrants to the development of the colony was favourable. ‘The Irish’, the deputy postmaster general for British North America reported in 1837, ‘above any people, most readily conform to the new habits of life and labour which obtain in the Provinces; and it is found, also, that instead of the recklessness which is generally considered as belonging to the Irish character in their own country they become careful of their earnings, and go on progressively improving their circumstances.’19

The larger body of emigrants who went on from Canada to the United States, or sailed there directly, also had the option of seeking to acquire land. The frontier continued to move westwards, but the opportunities were there for those with the energy and commitment to seize them. This was the case, for example, with the brothers John and David Anderson. In 1837 they had well-paid work on farms in Ohio, earning $144 and $126 a year, along with their keep. By 1841 they had saved enough to buy uncleared land and to begin the grinding task of turning forest into farmland. ‘We are quite well here’, they reported to their brother in Ireland, ‘but we earn our bread by the sweat of our brow.’ The timber ‘stands pretty thick on our land’ and in the previous summer they had sold 1,200 bushels (more than 9,000 gallons) of ash produced by their clearing and burning. By the 1850s, however, John was living comfortably enough, on a farm of just over a hundred acres, to contemplate semi-retirement, while David had a well-established business producing cheese. A third brother, Robert, who had arrived in 1840, had also done well, building up 240 acres in Indiana. Only the fourth brother, Joseph, had failed to prosper, for which his brother David blamed his wife, who was ‘too full of notions’.20

The Andersons were Ulster Protestants. They were thus part of a tradition that by this time extended over more than a hundred years. But emigrants of other backgrounds also made their way onto the land. David Curtin, from Bruree in County Limerick, had arrived in Quebec at about the age of 20. Because he spoke both Irish and English fluently, he was able to establish himself as a ganger, hiring other immigrants to work at quarrying stone. He moved to Detroit, where he married, and then, around 1837, to Greenfield, near Milwaukee, where he bought a farm. This was, much more than the Ohio of the Andersons, very much a frontier settlement. Curtin’s son Jeremiah recalled being snapped at by a wolf when he stood, aged three, in the doorway of their cabin, and his mother almost picking up a rattlesnake sitting on her windowsill, which she mistook for an iron ring. But two of Curtin’s brothers-in-law bought land nearby, establishing the nucleus of an Irish colony, and he himself was to become a justice of the peace and superintendent of the local school.21

The contribution of Irish immigrants to the settlement of the westward moving frontier is not at first sight impressive. In 1850 the Irish-born in Wisconsin accounted for just 7 per cent of the population, in Minnesota 4.5 per cent, and in Illinois 3 per cent. But it is important to remember that, contrary to legend, first-generation Americans of any kind made up a small proportion of the frontier population; the great majority of settlers were American-born. A better measure is the Irish share of the foreign-born population. In Wisconsin the Irish provided one in five of those born outside the United States. In Illinois the figure was two out of five, and in Minnesota almost half.22

Alongside the continuing movement of Irish settlers to the frontier, however, observers in the 1830s and early 1840s – before the disaster of the Famine – had begun to draw attention to the growing number who instead opted for a life of labour off the land. Some chose to settle in or close to their point of arrival. In New York, increasingly the main port of entry for immigrants, the Irish share of the city’s population rose from well under 10 per cent in 1830 to just over a quarter by 1845. Others became part of a mobile labour force, in lumbering, road building, and above all in the massive canal building projects that by 1860 gave the country 4,254 miles of waterway. As the projects reached completion the large bodies of labourers they had brought together often became the nucleus of an Irish working class in the towns and cities growing up along the route. The Irish presence in Chicago began when navvies who had been employed in digging the Illinois and Michigan Canal settled there after work finished in 1842. In Massachusetts, similarly, labourers brought in to create the improved and extended network of canals and mill races that for a time helped Lowell to become the premier textile centre of the Northeast stayed on to become part of the labouring population of the growing town. In Buffalo, at one end of the great Erie Canal linking Upstate New York to the Great Lakes, a whole district to the south of what was now a rapidly expanding inland port city was to remain up to the 1950s a distinctively Irish quarter, again founded by former canal workers. In these towns, and elsewhere, the Irish continued to be associated with the toughest and most demanding manual work. In Buffalo, for example, the first businessman to experiment with a steam-powered elevator to be used for unloading grain from ships was told by competitors that ‘Irishmen’s backs were the cheapest elevators’.23

Irish women, meanwhile, were also finding their place in the American economy. One early opening, at a time when free Black women were not yet present in sufficient numbers to be serious competitors, was domestic service. By 1846 between 7,000 and 8,000 of the 10,000 to 12,000 servants in New York City were Irish. Since most servants lived in, this was an occupation primarily for young, single women. Others, in New York and elsewhere, found employment in the garment industry, labouring as needlewomen, paid by piecework, in workshops or in their own homes. Married women contributed to the family income by taking in washing, by catering to boarders, or by peddling fruit and groceries on street corners. Over time, as factory production spread, Irish women began to be recruited by textile mills and similar large-scale, mechanised enterprises. In Lowell, for example, from the 1840s, Irish women began to find work in the town’s cotton mills. Their employment, however, coincided with a sharp fall in the status of Lowell’s factory workers. Employers turned to the Irish in response partly to growing competition from other centres, and partly to increased industrial militancy amongst the existing workforce, the American daughters of farming households in Lowell’s rural hinterland. Abandoning earlier ideals of a paternalistic and humane factory system compatible with republican notions of equality, they turned instead to the exploitation of the cheap and, for the moment, biddable labour of immigrant Irish women.24

The growing numbers of Irish emigrants that set out for British North America in the years after 1815 owed their freedom to seek new lives on the other side of the Atlantic to specific circumstances: the development of a huge west to east trade in timber, and a concern to strengthen Britain’s hold on its possessions north of the Great Lakes. No other part of the empire, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, offered similar opportunities. The plantations of the West Indies had long settled on enslaved Africans, rather than poor white immigrants, as the manpower best suited to crushing labour in tropical conditions. India, with a dense population and its own already well-developed commercial economy, required military, political and fiscal control, not people. A minor exception was the Cape of Good Hope, seized from the Netherlands during the war against Napoleon. This was important primarily as a staging post on the sea route to India, as well as a trading hub for products from other Indian Ocean territories. Some settlement was nevertheless desirable, as a counterweight to the Dutch who made up most of the existing European population, and also to secure the colony’s eastern frontier, where the cattle-herding Xhosa people had been driven beyond the Great Fish River. In 1820 the government provided free passage and grants of land to promote the settlement of some 4,000 emigrants. These included a small contingent, 325 divided into four parties, from Ireland. The colony was not a success. Early wheat crops were destroyed by the fungal infection known as rust, while in autumn 1823 a prolonged drought gave way to devastating floods. A visitor in 1825 found the settlers living in dire poverty. Three shoemakers from Longford reported that they were unable to pursue their trade because the majority of their neighbours went barefoot for lack of money. From the mid-1820s a switch from tillage to more environmentally appropriate cattle farming, along with the writing off of money owed to the government for seed, tools and rations during the early years, allowed those who remained to progress towards reasonable prosperity. But by that time close to half of the 1820 settlers had abandoned the land for work in Cape Town and other urban centres.25

Eastern Australia, claimed for Britain by James Cook in 1770, played a different, and much more important, part in the history of the Irish diaspora. The 12,000 mile voyage discouraged conventional settlement by voluntary migrants. When it came to finding a replacement for the lost American colonies as a penal settlement, however, distance became a positive advantage. The foundations of Irish Australia were thus laid almost exclusively by convicted criminals. The first fleet of six transports, carrying 543 male prisoners and 189 women, arrived at Botany Bay in January 1788. The first vessel to sail directly from an Irish prison, the Queen with 133 men and 22 women, left Cork in mid-April 1791 and arrived in Sydney on 26 September. By 1828 New South Wales, with a total population of less than 40,000, had around 8,000 Irish-born inhabitants, of whom no more than 500 had come to the colony as free immigrants. In all 30,000 or so men and 9,000 women were dispatched from Ireland between 1788 and 1853, to New South Wales up to 1840 and thereafter to Van Diemen’s Land (later Tasmania). There were also an estimated 8,000 Irish-born prisoners convicted in the courts of the British mainland. A minority, by one count between 6 and 8 per cent, had been transported for political offences, or for crimes of protest such as cattle maiming or writing threatening letters. The majority, however, had been convicted of minor offences such as theft; for seven out of ten it was their first recorded offence.26

Transported offenders arrived in New South Wales as prisoners bound to forced labour. For many, this was the rough beginning to a new life. Convict discipline could be brutal. Francis McNamara, transported for a robbery in Kilkenny in 1832, was flogged a total of fourteen times during his fifteen-year sentence, endured three and a half years at hard labour in irons, and spent seven more in a facility for particularly recalcitrant convicts on Van Diemen’s Land. A well-behaved male convict, on the other hand, could expect to be given, halfway through his sentence, a ticket of leave that allowed him to take paid work. He could thus hope to begin his life as a free man with some savings, and experience of local farming methods or of other types of work. Up to the mid-1820s, male ex-convicts could apply for a grant of thirty acres of land, increased to fifty acres in the case of a married man. By the 1830s the authorities had become alarmed at the number of letters from former convicts regaling friends and relatives in Ireland with accounts of the prosperity they enjoyed. In 1838 the Irish chief secretary went so far as to ask the senior Catholic clergyman in New South Wales to restore some of the dread the penalty had been intended to inspire by publishing a pamphlet on The Horrors of Transportation. Female convicts did not have the same opportunity to acquire land or set up in business, and they remained highly vulnerable to sexual exploitation by employers. But once they gained their freedom, the uneven gender balance in the convict population improved their chances both of finding well-paid domestic work and of contracting advantageous marriages. Some women transported for arson in the 1840s and early 1850s freely admitted that they had deliberately sought transportation to improve their circumstances.27

As its role as a dumping ground for convicts approached an end a more settled and self-regarding New South Wales, along with the new, non-convict provinces of South Australia and Victoria, turned instead to subsidised immigration by free settlers. The first schemes addressed the multiple social evils thought to arise from the acute shortage of women in the Australian population. In March 1831 fifty girls and young women from the Foundling Hospital in Cork, established to provide for abandoned children, were added to a convict transport bound for Sydney. The following year the Red Rover carried 202 women between 14 and 27 years old, the majority coming from the Foundling Hospitals in Cork and Dublin and the Houses of Industry, institutes for the relief of the destitute, in the same cities. After 1836 the focus changed again, to subsidising the passage of family groups. South Australia, proud of never having been a convict colony, and aggressively Protestant, made little effort to recruit in Ireland. In New South Wales, on the other hand, the convict past deterred potential British settlers. Instead it was the Irish who came forward willingly: between 1839 and 1851 there were over 37,000 assisted passages from Ireland, almost half the total. By 1846 one-quarter of the population of New South Wales was Irish-born. The numbers were modest in terms of overall emigration from Ireland. But already before the gold rush of the 1850s convict transportation and assisted emigration had between them laid the foundations for another Ireland in the southern hemisphere.28

Beyond the boundaries of the British Empire, men with an eye for profit were similarly quick to take advantage of the opportunities created by the emerging trade in immigrants. After the United States purchased Louisiana from France in 1803, the sparsely populated and hitherto neglected territory of Texas became the new frontier zone between Anglo and Latin America. After 1823 the government of newly independent Mexico, anxiously eying its aggressively expansionist neighbour, began to offer generous grants to entrepreneurs who would contract to settle immigrants on Texan land. Among those who came forward were two pairs of Irishmen. One partnership, comprising John McMullen and his son-in-law James McGloin, had been born in the northwest of Ireland, in Donegal and Sligo, while the other two speculators, James Power and James Hewetson, were from the southeast, Kilkenny and Wexford. All four were merchants who had come to Mexico for business reasons and integrated themselves into Mexican society. McMullen and McGloin recruited their immigrants among Irish families who had already crossed the Atlantic, mainly to New York. Power, on the other hand, returned to his native Wexford and used local contacts to recruit a party of between 250 and 350 to accompany him from Liverpool to the Gulf Coast. Around one-third never made it to Texas. Some deserted along the way; others died, many in a disastrous outbreak of cholera. In the end the 210 individuals who in 1834 received grants of land in the colony Power established around the former mission station Nuestra Señora del Refugio, located a few miles inland from the port of Copano, included not just Irish but Americans, Canadians, British and European settlers. Meanwhile McMullen and McGloin created their settlement on a new site, San Patricio de Hibernia, where sixty Irish-born and twenty-three Mexicans received grants of land. Neither of these ventures inspired the continuing stream of incomers they might have hoped for. But the Refugio Irish, in particular, recruited from among the farmers, merchants and tradesmen of the relatively prosperous Irish southeast, flourished in their new environment, particularly after Texas in 1846 became part of the United States. By the 1860s, as Texas cattle ranching entered into its golden age, at least a third of the large-scale stock raisers in Refugio county were of Irish background. One of them, Thomas O’Connor, a nephew of James Power who had come to Texas as a teenager in 1833, became the owner of half a million acres, making him one of the richest men in the state.29

Further south, in Argentina, the collapse of Spain’s colonial empire created similar opportunities. For the Irish this was not wholly unknown territory. Already before independence, Irish and British merchants had engaged in an illegal but lucrative trade across the River Plate from the Portuguese-ruled territory of present day Uruguay. Irish soldiers took part in British military expeditions in the region in 1806 and 1807, and some remained when the army withdrew. A few years later the South American wars of independence attracted further fighters from Ireland, some inspired by ideals of international liberation, others by the prospect of adventure and profit. In 1822 an Irish veteran of these wars, John Thomond O’Brien, originally from County Wicklow, signed a contract with the Argentine government to recruit Irish emigrants to be employed on public works and rewarded at the end of their service with plots of land. The British government, reluctant to antagonise Spain, had still not recognised the new Argentine state and intervened to block O’Brien’s mission. Over the next few years, however, Irish entrepreneurs active in Argentina turned to their homeland to recruit workers for their businesses and landed estates. Two of the most prominent were the banker and merchant Thomas Armstrong, and Patrick Browne, owner of a meat packing business.30

In Argentina, in contrast to Texas, Irish migration, once begun, became self-sustaining. By 1864 Fr Anthony Fahy, the priest responsible for the Catholic Irish of Argentina, claimed that his flock, comprising the Irish-born and their descendants, numbered 30,000. Conditions in Argentina were favourable to Irish migrants. An export-based trade, first in sheep, then in cattle, was expanding rapidly, and land was easily available as the new government ruthlessly dispossessed the Indigenous population in the hinterland of Buenos Aires. But there was also a strong element of chain migration, as letters from early migrants, offering advice and assistance, encouraged others from the same district to follow. Irish Argentina thus had a strong regional character. Armstrong was from a prominent landed family with lands on the border between the midland counties of Westmeath and Longford, and he recruited his migrants from that area; Browne sought his workforce in his native district of County Wexford. A twentieth-century genealogical study found that just under three-quarters of the 3,667 original migrants identified had come to Argentina from the counties of Longford, Westmeath and Wexford. In the 1850s William Mulvihill, a grocer in the town of Ballymahon, County Longford, acted as agent for the River Plate Steamship Company, supplying prospective immigrants with tickets that would take them to Liverpool and on to Buenos Aires. This distinctive movement of small and medium farmers, mainly Catholic, from the Irish midlands continued up to the 1870s. Thereafter emigration to Argentina continued on a smaller scale, but the immigrants were now mainly businessmen and white-collar workers, with roughly even proportions of Catholic and Protestant.31

By the 1840s a new Ireland beyond the seas was beginning to take shape. Given that between four and five times as many immigrants went to the United States, either directly or through Canadian ports, as stayed in British North America, the 160,000 Irish-born recorded in the different Canadian provinces in 1842 suggests an Irish-born population in the United States of somewhere over 700,000. In Australia, New South Wales alone had 48,000 Irish-born inhabitants in 1846. Adding the 400,000 Irish-born living in Great Britain, it seems safe to say that one in seven of the 9.5 million Irish-born no longer lived on the island of Ireland. By comparison the few thousand Irish in Argentina were numerically insignificant. But the establishment of a sustained chain migration from a group of mainly rural counties in the Irish Midlands to such a distant and, initially, unfamiliar destination is further evidence of the openness to new opportunities created by a changing culture.

All this raises the question of what would have happened if there had been no Irish Famine. Between 1831 and 1841 the population of Ireland rose by only 400,000, from 7.8 to 8.2 million. The 426,000 emigrants departing for British North America and the United States, in other words, had cancelled out the greater part of the natural increase in population, through an excess of births over deaths, that would otherwise have taken place. If these trends had continued, the population of Ireland in 1851 would once again have shown only a moderate increase – perhaps, if emigrant numbers continued to rise, no increase at all. Emigration, in other words, was not just creating an Ireland overseas, it was well on the way to bringing population growth under control and averting the sort of disaster foretold by Robert Malthus. Before this could happen, however, the appearance in Europe of Phytophthora infestans was to give the history of the Irish both at home and abroad a decisive new direction.
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