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“I had rather be what I am, a member of the Negro race, than be
able to claim membership with the most favoured of any other
race.” African Americans, in Washington’s view, should pursue a
strategy of self-help, directing their own destiny, uplifting them-
selves, and establishing black institutions like Tuskegee and the
Negro Business League. Like Delany, Washington urged blacks to
pursue economic success. Before he sailed to Europe on a vacation
in 1910, he resolved not to enter a single palace, gallery, cathedral,
or museum. “I find markets more instructive than museums,”
he explained. As an educator, Washington had little respect for
what he called “mere book education.” He wanted his students to
study “actual things,” to acquire a practical education. Industrial
training would be the path to economic independence and racial
equality. “Let there be in a community,” Washington predicted, “a
Negro who by virtue of his superior knowledge of the chemistry of
the soil, his acquaintance with the most improved tools and best
breeds of stock, can raise fifty bushels of corn to the acre while his
white neighbor only raises thirty, and the’white man will come to
the black man to learn. Further, they will sit down on the same
train, in the same coach and on the same seat to talk about it.”!

By the end of the nineteenth century, however, the possibil-
ity of progress for blacks was distressingly remote. Racial bor-
ders had been reinforced by class and caste. Most black farmers
were sharecroppers or tenants, working a white man’s land with
a white man’s plow and a white man’s mule. “Every colored man
will be a slave, & feel himself a slave,” a black soldier had warned
during the Civil War, “until he can raise him own bale of cotton
& put him own mark upon it & say dis is mine!” By this mea-
sure of freedom, blacks were still “slaves.” During the 1890s,
new Jim Crow laws buttressed segregation by defining more pre-
cisely the “Negro’s place” on trains and streetcars and in schools,
parks, theaters, hotels, and hospitals. Proclaiming the doctrine
of separate but equal in the 1896 ruling of Plessy v. Ferguson, the
Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of segregation. Poll
taxes and literacy requirements for the suffrage were effectively
disenfranchising blacks, and hundreds of blacks were annually
being lynched. This era was brutally repressive—what historian
Rayford Logan described as “the nadir.”®?

FLEEING
“THE TYRANT’S HEEL”

“Exiles” from Ireland

¥
ALIBAN COULD ALSO have been Irish. As we noted in
chapter two, like Caliban, the Irish were dispossessed of
their island by the English Prosperos. The Irish, too, were
picted and degraded as the “Other”—as “savages,” outside of
vilization,” and “wild.”
* Fleeing English oppression in the nineteenth century, millions
f Irish crossed the Atlantic to America. Thus, the age of Jackson
itnessed not only Indian removal and the expansion of slavery, but
180 the great influx of immigrants from Ireland. Suddenly, blacks
i the North were competing with Irish workers. “Every hour sees
5 elbowed out of some employment to make room perhaps for some
lewly arrived immigrants, whose hunger and color are thought to
,‘Ve\them a title to special favor,” Frederick Douglass complained.
ite men are-becoming house servants, cooks, stewards, common
Aborers and flunkeys to our gentry” Then he warned that Irish
amigrants would soon find that in taking “our vocation,” they had
g *50 assumed “our degradation.” But Douglass found himself empa-
hizing with the Irish. During a visit to Ireland in the 1840s, he
Biwitnessed the terrible suffering inflicted by the Potato Famine and
as “much affected” on hearing the “wailing notes” of Irish ballads
fihat reminded him of the “wild notes” of slave songs.!
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Behind the Emigration: “John Bull Must Have the Beef”

The Irish described their migration to America in Gaelic terms:
deorai or “exiles,” dithreabhach or “homeless,” and dibeartach
or “banished people.” “Dod eigean dom imeacht go Meirice,” they
explained, “I had to go to America,” or “Going to America was a
necessity for me.” A contemporary noted: “There’s such a cling-
ing to the country that they would rather live on anything rather
than go.” But they were forced to leave their island. Their songs
told mournful tales of exile in a foreign land:

Such troubles we know that have often
Caused stout Irish hearts to roam,. . .
And...sons from their homes were drove....

The hills and the valleys so dear to my heart;

It grieves me to think that from them I must
part.

Compelled to emigrate far, far o'er the sea.?

Feeling like the “children of Israel,” the Irish were driven
from their beloved homeland by “English tyranny,” the British
“yoke” “enslaving” Ireland. The conquerors were seen as “savage
tyrants” and “cursed intruders.” The movement to America was
“artificial,” explained one Irish immigrant, because the poverty of
Ireland had been created by English colonial policies. “Foul Brit-
ish laws,” they declared, were the “whole cause” of their emigra-
tion. Time and again, the Irish complained that they were being
pushed out of their country by their oppressors:

T would not live in Ireland now, for she’s a
fallen land,

And the tyrant’s heel is on her neck, with her
reeking blood-stained hand.

There’s not a foot of Irish ground, but’s trodden
down by slaves,

Who die unwept, and then are flung, like
dogs, into their graves.’

The emigration was rooted deeply in the history of English
oppression. Beginning in the twelfth century, English conquest

!

i
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f Ireland led to the confiscation and transfer of lands to English

onjzers. By 1700, the Irish owned only 14 percent of Ireland.

subsistence farmers, the Irish were forced to rent or lease land

om Enélish landlords. Then, in the late eighteenth century, the

andlords decided to make their estates more p'roﬁtalgle. There-

¥ '?e,:tiley initiated a campaign to transform .the island’s economy
nto a “cattle civilization.,” By enclosing thel? estates .and evict-
g peasant families, landlords shifted from 1*:111age agriculture to
anching. Between 1820 and 1840, livestock increased at a faster
e than the population, and cattle exports more than quadru-
Jed. The conversion of land from tillage to grazing meant that
0 perceht of the laborers previ0141s1y needed for planting and har-

i ad become superfluous.

eél%::zglgndlords soughlt); to bring Ireland into the British mark.et.
pdue to increased beef production between 1750 and 1810, Ir.1sh
o ports rose from two million to six million British pounds. Du'n.ng
visit to Ireland in 1771, Benjamin Franklin reported th?.t British
olonialism and its emphasis on exports had reduceq the Irish people
A0 “extremely poor” tenants, “living in the most sordid Yvretchec},ness,
dirty Hovels of Mud and Straw, and clothed only in Rggs. r;‘he
rish had been forced to survive on “Potatoes and Buttermilk, with-
ut Shirts,” so that the “Merchants” could export “Beef” to England.

...the Landlord calls for rent,

The flood which over-spread the Land, has
caused them to lament,

And yet John Bull must have the Beef, let it
be cooked or raw,

We're told by each big English thief: we -
darsen’t break the law.

[

By the 1830s, according to an observer, Irelz.md had deyel.opec.l a
profitable export economy. But, he added., this cozgmerqa?gatmn
of agriculture was accompanied by a “visible deterloratlon” “m the
conditipn of the “labouring classes and of the small farmers.” “Prog-
ress” for the landlords meant pauperization for the peasants.

Ireland’s oppressors soon must know, they
can’t for ever last, .

Landlords [have] been cruel for generations
past,
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What right have they to claim the soil which
never was their own,

When thousands now are starving and
evicted from their home 25

“Misery, naked and famishing,” reported visitor Gustave de
Beaumont in the 1830s, was “everywhere, and at every hour of
the day.” The typical single-room cabin of an Irish family con-
sisted of four walls of dried mud with a straw roof and a hole cut
in the roof for the chimney. Inside lived the father, mother, chil-
dren, and sometimes a grandfather or grandmother. There was
no furniture in this “wretched hovel”; a single bed of straw served
the entire family. “Five or six half-naked children [could] be seen
crouched near a miserable fire, the ashes of which [covered] a
few potatoes, the sole nourishment of the family.” The squalor
was oppressive, stifling, “What a Country this [was] to live in,”a
farmer complained, where Catholics were “only breathing, afraid
& scarcerable to raise their heads.”

But there was an alternative, Rather than “toil and starve

like slaves,” they could emigrate to “the Land of Promise.” A song
explained:

My father holds 5 acres of land, it was not
enough to support us all,

Which banished me from my native land, to
old Ireland dear I bid farewell.

My holdings here I can’t endure since here
no longer I can stay.

I take my lot and leave this spot and try the
land of liberty.

By the thousands, Irish were leaving for America, where there
was “room for all—employment for all and success for many.”
Letters from friends and family in the United States glowingly
described riches “growing like grass” and the boundlessness of a
country where there was no tyranny or oppression from landlords.
Between 1815 and 1845, one million Irish came to America.”
During this period, however, most Irish endured their hard-
ships at home. Rather than emigrate, many became spalpeens,
or migratory workers, leaving their cottages each spring for agri-
cultural or construction labor within Ireland, then returning to

X
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ir families in the fall with “the rent money sewn inside t'hf:ir
othes,”J Their earnings, while meager, enabled many families
farm small plots and grow potatoes. By the early 1840s, 1.5he
ral poor were existing mainly on potatoes; between late spring
and the:time of harvest, many were eating only one meal_ a day.
metimes they cooked their potatoes only partially, keepl_ng the
kores ‘or “bones” of the potatoes raw in order to digest then: foc?d
tnore slowly. These hardy peasants believed they could survive in
their Homeland forever, for a family could produce a year’s supply
of potatoes on one acre of land. “What did we eat?” said an Irish
tmmigrant. “Well, just potatoes.”®
* Then suddenly, a little-known fungus appeared and changed the
course of Irish history. Although potato crops had been attacked by
plant diseases in past years, a new blight destroye.d about 40 per-
gent of the crop in 1845. “Coming on the harvest tlmc_a. . Fhe crops
Jooked splendid,” a farmer said as he recalled the beginning of the
flaming, “but one fine morning in July there was a cry around that
gome blight had struck the potato stalks.” As the leaves blackened
and crumbled, the air became “laden with a sickly odor of decay,_ as
if the hand of death had stricken the potato field, and... everythmg
growing in it was rotten.” Returning annually, the dead!y 'dlsease
continued its relentless devastation. By 1855, some one million peo-
. ple had died from hunger and sickness.? .
The Great Famine intensified the already terrible suffering.
Unable to pay their rent, thousands of families were evicted. For
imany landlords, the famine offered an opportunity to'convert more
land into fields for grazing. The evicted peasants angrily denounced
heir oppressors:

"Twas famine’s wasting breath,
That winged the shaft of death,

And the landlord, lost to feeling,
Who drove us from our sheeling. ...\

During the famine years, Ireland continued to export grain
‘and cattle to British markets. Half the people of Ireland could
have been fed with the livestock exported in 1846: 186,483 cattle,
6,363 calves, 259,257 sheep, and 180,827 swine. Throughout ths
fountry, however, one could see “famished and ghastly s’l,:ele.tons,

“cowering wretches almost naked in the savage weather, f:hlldrer:
With “their faces bloated yet wrinkled and of a pale greenish hue,
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rounded by «

Desert a land of curse and slave,
Of pauper woe. .
Poor Eire now is all a grave. .. 11

the blackening of the potatoes
That drove us over the seq 12

Sad was the day we said farewel]
Dear natipe land, to thee: ’
And wandery forth to find ;zome
Beyond the stormy seq. ’
Hard then our fate; fast flowd the tears
We tried to hide in vain, ,
At thought of those we left b;hind
And might ne'er see again.3 ’

e
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¥
sing was traumatic. “The emigrant is shown a berth,” the

més reported, “a shelf of coarse pinewood, situated in a noisome
ngeon, airless and lightless, in which several hundred persons
Fboth sexes and all ages are stowed away on shelves two feet qne
ch above the other, three feet wide and six feet long, still reek-
g from’the ineradicable stench left by the emigrants of the last
yage.” On one ship, according to a witness, hundreds of passen-
rs lay together like sacks, motionless. Some were dead, while
pthers were sick, feverish and delirious, scarcely able to turn in
their narrow berths. Tens of thousands of travelers died during
the passage or immediately after arrival.4
The terrible blights finally ended in 1854, but the commercial-
ization of agriculture, the eviction of families from their lands,
and the decline of Irish crafts due to the importation of British
manufactured goods continued to pauperize the Irish peasantry
& - and depopulate Ireland. A contemporary described his country’s
/ melancholy condition: “This grass grown road, over which seem-
' ingly little, if any, traffic passes, is a type of solitude everywhere
. found. Tillage there is none; but in its stead one vast expanse of
pasture land extends. Human habitations are rarer than the bare
walls of roofless cottages. Where once a population dwelt...see
how lonely and untrodden are these roads.” In the 1860s, an
American consul reported that there were “many thousands of
* strong young men” who sighed for “food & employment in the US,”
“and would gladly embrace any opportunity of removal from the
misery & starvation” in Ireland. Between 1855 and 1900, two
million more Irish came to America.!s

An “Immortal Irish Brigade” of Workers

Pushed from Ireland by economic hardships and famine, the immi-
grants were pulled to America by prospects of jobs. They provided
labor for the construction of canals and railroads, connecting the
different economic regions of the country. Watching them work on
the National Road in Pennsylvania, a farmer described them as
an “immortal Irish brigade, a thousand strong, with their carts,
wheelbarrows, shovels and blasting tools, grading the commons,
and climbing the mountainside...leaving behind them a roadway
good enough for an emperor to travel over.” Irish laborers helped
to build waterways, including Connecticut’s Enfield Canal, Rhode

Island’s Blackstone Canal, and most important, New York’s Erie
Canal, described by Reverend Michael Buckley, a visitor from
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Ireland, as “one of the grandést pieces of engineering ever seen
in'the world” and “proof” of “Irish talent.” Standing knee-deep in
water while cursing swarms of mosquitoes, the workers dug and
shoveled earth as they sang:

When I came to this wonderful rampire, it
filled me with the greatest surprise,

To see such a great undertaking, on the like I
never opened my eye.

To see a full thousand brave fellows at work
among mountains so tall,

To dig through the vallies so level, through
rocks for to cut a canal.’®

Irish workers built thousands of miles of rail lines such as the
Western and Atlantic Railroad from Atlanta to Chattanooga and
the Union Pacific segment of the transcontinental railroad. All
day they were ordered: “Now Mick do this, and Mick do that”
And they shouted back: “The divil take the railroad!” As they laid
tracks, they tuned their bodies to the rhythms of a work song:

Then drill, my Paddies, drill —
Drill, my heroes, drill,

Drill all day, no sugar in your tay
Workin’ on the U. P. railway.

(At night, they continued to feel the vibrations of the sledgeham-
mers in their hands and arms and to hear the pounding ringing
in their heads. Exhausted, they tried to rest:

When I lay me down to sleep,
The ugly bugs around me creep;
Bad luck to the wink that I can sleep,
While workin’ on the railroad.

The Irish became disposable workers. The pervasive presence
of the Irish in railroad work produced the popular saying that
there was “an Irishman buried under every tie.” Indeed, the Irish
had high accident rates, for they were frequently assigned to the
hazardous jobs. A Connecticut ax manufacturer explained that
he employed the Irish as grinders because the death rate due to

-
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P'accidents was so high he had difficulty finding “Yankees” to do
“this dangerous work. “My father carried the mark of .the quarry
 to his grave,” wrote Elizabeth Gurley Flynn. “When he was a boy,
' working in a quarry in Maine, carrying tools, the sight of one eye
f was destroyed by a flying chip of granite.” Time and again, news-
f papers reported accidents—“an Irishman drowned—an ‘Irish-
§ man crushed by a beam—an Irishman suffocated in a pit—an
Irishman blown to atoms by ‘a steam engine—ten, twenty Irish-
i men buried alive in the sinking of a bank...” Yankees regarded
the.Irishman “as one made to work,” reported Reverend Buckley.
i “Where they want labour they will engage Paddy as they would a
§ “diayhorse.” An Irish worker recalled how he labored “so severely”
& digging cellars, “up before the Stars and working till darkness,”
“driven like horses” to be “a slave for the Americans.” Working in
¥ the mines of Pennsylvania, Irish miners “sucked up” the black
I dust into their lungs as they dug the “bloody coal.”!8
. ;"ifrish laborers, an immigrant complained, were “thought noth-
" iflg:of more than dogs...despised & kicked about.” They lived in
“clumsy, reugh and wretched hovels,” made with “roofs of sod and
grass” and “walls of mud,” observed Charles Dickens during a visit
to the United States. “Hideously ugly old women and very, buxom
young ones, pigs, dogs, men, children, babies, pots, kettles, dung
hills, vile refuse, rank straw and standing water, all wallowing
together in an inseparable heap, composed the furniture of every
dark and dirty hut.” America turned out to be a nightmare for
many Irish immigrants. A song expressed their disappointment:

1 got a letter from a relation

Telling me to hasten across the sea,

That gold was to be found in plenty there

And that I'd never have a hard day or a poor
one again.

Alas, when I landed
I made for the city without delay;
But I never saw gold on the street corners—

Alas, I was a poor aimless person cast
adrift:¥®

The Irish found themselves not only exploited as laborers but
also pitted against workers of other races, including the Chinese.
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In New England, Irish workers in the shoemaking industry
were struggling against low wages and the introduction of labor-
eliminating machines; consequently, they organized the Secret
Order of the Knights of St. Crispin. The Crispins quickly became
the largest labor organization in the United States; in 1870, it
had a membership of fifty thousand. Demanding higher wages
and an eight-hour day, the Crispins went on strike at a shoe
factory in North Adams, Massachusetts. The owner, Calvin T.
Sampson, fired the disgruntled workers and pursued a strategy
of divide-and-control by driving a “wedge” between himself and
the strikers.?¢

This “wedge” turned out to be a contingent of seventy-five Chi-
nese workers from San Francisco. Brought to North Adams as
scabs to break the Irish strike, they were housed in dormitories
inside the locked and guarded gates of the factory yard. Within
three months after their arrival, the Chinese workers were pro-
ducing more shoes than the same number of white workers had
been making before the strike. The success of Sampson’s strat-
egy was celebrated in the press. “The Chinese, and this especially
annoys the Crispins,” the editor of The Nation wrote, “show the
usual quickness of their race in learning the process of their new
business, and already do creditable hand and machine work.”?

The Chinese were held up as a model for Irish laborers. Writing
for Scribner’s Monthly, William Shanks compared the Chinese to
the Irish workers. The Chinese “labored regularly and constantly,
losing no blue Mondays on account of Sunday’s dissipations nor
wasting hours on idle holidays,” he reported. “The quality of the
work was found to be fully equal to that of the Crispins.” Through
the use of Chinese labor, Sampson had widened his profit mar-
gin: the weekly saving in labor costs was $840, or $44,000 a year.
These figures inspired Shanks to calculate: “There are 115 estab-
lishments in the State, employing 5,415 men...capable of produc-
ing 7,942 cases of shoes per week. Under the Chinese system of
Mr. Sampson, a saving of $69,594 per week, or say $3,500,000 a
year, would be effected, thus revolutionizing the trade.”??

In their response to Sampson’s “wedge,” the striking Crispins
tried to promote working-class solidarity by organizing a Chi-
nese lodge of St. Crispin. Watching this initiative to build Irish-
Chinese unity, the editor of The Nation commented: “Chinese
lodges and strikes will come in time when enough Chinamen are
collected together in any given place; but the prospect appears not
immediately flattering at Nori:lh Adams.” Based on self-interest
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rather than an ideological commitment to class solidarity, this
attempt to unionize the Chinese workers quicl?ly collapsefl. At
a meeting in Bostpn, white workers turned against the 9h1r:ese
labérers, condemning them for reducing “American labor” to “the
Chinese standard of rice and rats.”? o
Sampson’s daring action had a sobering effect on st.rlkmg
workers at nearby shoe factories. Ten days after the arrival of
Sampson’s “Mongolian battery,” Parker Brother§, Cady Broth-
ers', Millard and Whitman, and E. R. and N. L. Millard were able
to force their laborers to return to work with a 10 percent'wage
cut. Commenting on the significance of Sampson’s exper.lmertt
of substituting Chinese for Irish laborers, a writer for Scnbn?rs
Monthly observed: “If for no other purpose'tha'n the br(?akmg
up of the incipient steps toward labor combinations ax}d Tra'de
Unions’...the advent of Chinese labor should be hailed with
warm welcome.” The “heathen Chinee,” he concluded, could be the
“final solution” to the labor problem in America.* o '
While they were contrasted with the Chinese, _Irlsh immi-
grants found themselves compared to blacks. The I'rlsh were ste-
reotyped as “a race of savages,” at the same level pf 1ntfll1gence as
blacks. Pursuing the “lower” rather than the “higher plea§ures’,,
seeking “vicious excitement” and “gratification merely‘_amlmal,
the Irish were said to be “slaves” of their “passions.” Since sex-
wal ‘restraint was the most widely used method of birth control,
the large families of these immigrants seemed to prove a lack of
self-control: “Did wealth consist in children, it is well known, that
the Irish would be rich people....” In a sermon called “The !)an—
gerous Classes,” Reverend Theodore Parker of Boston claimed
that some people were “inferior in nature, some perhaps only
behind us in development” on “a lower form in the great sc.hoo’l, of
Providence —negroes, Indians, Mexicans, Irish, and. thq 11%‘{e. A
southern planter stated that slaves were like the ].:I‘IS}.I in their
subserviency, their flattering, their lying, and their pllfermg'as
traits common to the characters of both peoples.” An.Enghsh
traveler reported that both the Irish and blacks were v1ev&ted as
outcasts: “To be called an ‘Irishman’ is almost as great an .msul.t
as tg be stigmatized as a ‘nigger feller’....” Sometimes the immi-
grants were described as “Irish niggers.”? -

Like blacks, Irish workers were condemned for their al_leged
negative traits. They were dismissed from'their jobs for laznzess,
gambling, drinking, and “other debaucheries,” as well as for “lev-
ity” and “impudence.” A saying claimed: “It’s as natural for a
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Hibernian to tipple as it is for a pig to grunt.” Their “idleness”
and “brutal leprosy of blue Monday habits,” it was argued, ren-
dered them unreliable as workers and kept them impoverished.
Like the “giddy multitude” of seventeenth-century Virginia, the
Irish were chastised as an unruly and disorderly class. In Jersey
City, Irish workers were denounced by a newspaper editor as “a
mongrel mass of ignorance and crime and superstition, as utterly
unfit for its duties, as they [were] for the common courtesies and
decencies of civilized life.” Irish children, moreover, were seen as
“undisciplined” and “uninstructed,” “inheriting” the “stupidity of
centuries of ignorant ancestors.” At school, they allegedly emitted
a “pungent odor”—the “fumes of New-England rum.” The Mas-
sachusetts Board of State Charities calculated that it would take
two or three generations to “correct the constitutional tendencies
to disease and early decay.” Worried about the alarming presence
of a largely Irish working class, Horace Mann was determined
to educate the children in order to save the masses from “falling
back into the conditions of half-barbarous or of savage life.”26

Many Irish saw parallels between themselves as a degraded
people and blacks in bondage. In Ireland, they had identified
themselves as the “slaves” of the British, and many supported the
abolition of slavery in the United States. In 1842, thousands of
them signed a petition that declared: “Irishmen and Irishwomen!
treat the colored people as your equals, as brethren.” But Irish
sympathy for black slaves seemed to disappear with the Atlantic
crossing. In America, many of them became antiblack. Freder-
ick Douglass criticized the Irish immigrants for abandoning the
idea of “liberty” they nurtured in their homeland by becoming
“the oppressors of another race” in America. Irish freedom fighter
Daniel O’Connell shared Douglass’s disappointment. Chastising
the immigrants for their racism, O’Connell declared: “It was not
in Ireland you learned this cruelty”?’

In America, the Irish found themselves stereotyped as ignorant
and inferior, and forced to occupy the bottom rungs of employ-
ment. In the South, they were even made to do the dirty and haz-
atdous jobs that masters were reluctant to assign to their slaves.
A planter told a northern visitor that he had hired an Irish gang
rather than use his own slaves to drain a flooded area. “It’s dan.
gerous work,” he explained, “and a negro’s life is too valuable to
be risked at it. If a negro dies, it’s a considerable loss, you know.”
In the North, Irish repeatedly fought blacks for jobs as waiters
and lorigshoremen. During the 1830s, a Philadelphia newspaper
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reported that the Irish were displacing blacks as hackney coach-

- 28
¥ men; draymen, and stevedores.

As they competed against blacks for employment, many Irish

3 immigrants promoted their.whiteness. “In a country of the whites

where [white workers] find it difficult to earn a subsistence,” tl}ey
asked, “what right has the negro either to preference or to equality,

orto admission?” Targets of Protestant nativist hatred identify-

ing them as Catholic, outsiders, and foreigners, the Ir1§h .new;:ﬁr{l-
ers sought to become insiders, or Americans, by clalmlng their
membership as whites. A powerful way to transform theu"r i)lwn
identity from “Irish” to “American” was to .attacl.i bllacl.is. T us,
blacks as the “Other” served to facilitate their assn{ulatlon.

Reacting to Irish hostility, blacks callefi th.e1r tormeiltors

“white niggers.” They resented being tolt’i, by 1mm1grants to :ﬁve
the country of their birth and “go back” to Afru.:a, a place e ey
had never been.?® Blacks complained that thg Irish were taking
jobs from them. “These impoverished and destitute beings, trz:ns-
port:ad from the trans-Atlantic shores,” a l?lack observed, arg
crowding themselves into every pla.cg of business and 1ab}cl)r, anS
driving the poor colored American citizen out. A19ng the w arves,
where the colored man once done the whole busmess of shipping
and-unshipping—in stores where his services were once ﬁ'gn—
dered, and in families where the chief places were ﬁllsg by him,
in all these situations there are substitutefl forelgners. .

As Americans, many blacks aimed nativist barbs aga1n§t tl'xe
Irish foreigners. “Pat O’Flannagan does not have the 1Sast th:ing 12'
the world against Jim from Dixie,” a black o]oserved, but it h1 tn.t
take Pat long after passing the Statue of Liberty to learr_l t;dat hl
is popular to give Jim a whack.” Black.s scornfully descx;lb(;1 e
Irish as “hyphenates” and mocked their accent as suqh a :ﬁv;;
brogue that it sounded as if they hafi marbles in their mou s(i
“Tt is to be regretted,” black journalist John E. Bruce observed,
“that in [America] where the outcasts——tl_le scum of: ]‘Eu.ropejap
society —can come and enjoy the fullest social a1_1d pohtlcai{prlw-
leges, the Native Born American w.ith wooly .han; 3azmd dark com-
plexion is made the Victim...of Social Ostram'sm. . Lt

Victims of English prejudice and repression in Irglan , the
Irish in America often redirected their rage in a pecking. ord(;)r.
“They [the Irish] have been oppressed Snough themselvc}e)s to be
opptessive whenever they have a char'lc.:e, commented an o sertw{er,
“and the despised and degraded condlt}on of the blacl.gs, presenting
to them a very ugly resemblance of their own home circumstances,
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naturally excites in them the exercise of the disgust and contempt
of which they themselves are very habitually the objects. .. .” View-
ing blacks as “a soulless race,” some Irish said they “would shoot
a black man with as little regard to moral consequences as they
would a wild hog.” The Irish opposed suffrage for blacks, fearful
this would set “the Niggers high.” Complaining that blacks did not
know their place, they shouted: “Down with the Nagurs!”ss
Irish antagonism toward blacks exploded during the Civil War.
Many Irish were angry at President Abraham Lincoln for expand-
ing the aims of the war to include emancipation. Condemning
abolitionism as “N iggerology,” many Irish immigrants were will-
ing to support the war only to preserve the Union. “Let the nig-
gers stay in the South!” Irish workers shouted. They had been
warned by the Democrats during the 1860 election: “Vote against
Abraham Lincoln, or you will have negro labor dragging you from
your free labor.” “Let the four millions of slaves in the South be
set at liberty...and we should very soon have...a terrible conflict
between white labor and black labor. ... The unemployed slaves
will be found among you in sufficient numbers to compete with
you at your wharves and your docks, and in every branch of labor
in which white people alone are now employed.”3+
During the Civil War, New York Democratic politicians warned
that the Republicans were willing to “spend” Irish blood to win the
abolitionist war and that freed blacks would be transported north
to “steal the work and the bread of the honest Irish.” Similarly, an
Irish newspaper, the Boston Pilot, aroused the fears of its readers:
“We have already upon us bloody contention between white and
black labor.... The North is becoming black with refugee Negroes
from the South. These wretches crowd our cities, and by overstock-
ing the market of labor, do incalculable injury to white hands.”3
The Irish became angry when a new draft law was enacted
to bolster sagging enlistments in the Union Army. In July 1863,
a mass meeting in New York City protested the law’s provision
that allowed a draftee to avoid military service by paying $300
or providing a substitute. This law clearly discriminated against
the working class. Many of the first draftees were Irish, poor men
unable to pay the fee. Irish rioters stormed and burned the draft
office. Then they turned on blacks. “Vengence on every nigger in
New York,” the rampagers screamed as they assaulted blacks in
the streets. One of the victims, William Green, said later: “They
stripped me naked...they had a rope to hang me, and a man saved
me.” General rampage exploded as mobs vandalized and- pillaged

£y

1 ibi i liquor store. “Some three or
i ‘erby-stated, describing the looting of a :

guZ‘stout boys with clubs attacked the windows and brok'e .t?}elzm
i in; they then smashed in the doors; then the crowcll) Iju:}izd u};mt?sr
b it i d in about 10 mi

i pitched out boxes of cigars and bot.tles, an .
flli?hﬁuse was on fire.” The riot continued for four days. Finally, ag
army regiment rushed to the city from Gfet!:ysburg and rels:(l)lred
g order. By then scores of people had been injured and 105 killed.

Condemning the “revolting, fiendish, covs.rardly, cruel” trfggnile;{:
of “the poor unfortunate negroes,” an I.r1sh newspaqgr(,l. o Met
ropolitan Record, declared tha!; “a su;:gz'lor race should dis

vent their passions on an inferior one.

Irish “Maids” and “Factory Girls”

Labor competition between the Irish and bl.acks.v&_'tas ﬁe;lcelou}
the-domestic services. According to an English V}Fl oz, e poez
ers'were willing to “let negroes be serva.nts:, and if no neglt'S h{
let Irish fill their place.” In 1830, the majority of the servanIriSh
New York City were black; twenty years later, they were rish
women. Daughters of farmers in Ireland, they had be.c(;)me mthe
in America. In the textile towns of Lowell and Providence, they
factory workers.

be‘(i‘\?ff)r: than Ii,alf of the Irish immigrants were women, cff)nGlpe;{eSd
to ohly 21 percent of southern Italians and 4 percen{; 0 dr(Iarisli
In New York City in 1860, Irish ‘women oqtnum ere rish
men— 117,000 to 87,000. This massive migration of women

saluted in a song:

O brave, brave Irish girls,

We well might call you brave .
Should the least of all your perils
The Stormy ocean waves.>

eland, the struggle for economic survival had a part.lcu-
larhilngact on women. Increasingly after 1815., f:armers pract;lc:ii
impartible inheritance: their land was not divided am}t:ng the'r
sons but left to only one. Conseq}lently, many sons 'atl | e
choice but to emigrate. “If you }iiivll‘defa {a:”mézric:isgﬁvi(;migrant

ither is going to have a heck of a lot,
Z(}):ﬁ;ilf;gliSo Igbegin to realize tha:t 1l Wou_ld have '2‘(;1 go i'o‘r;f(i
where.” Women, too, came to a similar realization. They fo
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Iri¢h immigrant women became upiquitous as maids. In the |

, ‘ that many noninheriting sons lacked the resources to marry and "' 1850s,.they represented 80 percent of all female household labor-

that their own possibilities for marriage were extremely limited

unless they had dowries. Marriage rates declined:. by 1841, 44
percent of the men and 36 percent of the women aged twenty-six
to thirty-five were single. Many young women felt gloomy about
their futures in terms of marriage and family. “There is no-fun
in Ireland at all,” lamented a young woman; “the times are very
lonesome...there are no one getting.married.”s8

The times were also hard on women economically. The commer-
cialization of agriculture and the decline of Irish cottage manu-
facturing, such as weaving, left thousands of women excluded
from, the economy. “Laws made by men shut them out of all hope
of inheritance in their native land,” an observer noted. “Their
male relatives exploited their labour and returned them never a
penny as a reward, and finally, when at last their labour could not
wring sufficient from the meagre soil to satisfy the exertions of

ers in New York City. Irish women went west to San Frangslcp
4 wherﬁe,,_ they, like many Chinese men, bec:a\me servants. In Ca 11;-
fornia, Dennis Kearney led an anti-Chinese labor movefa‘nlle.nﬁ
‘charging that the Chinese threatened the employrf‘lent ({V ris

women. “The Chinese Must Go!” shouted Kearney. “Our Women

d by Coolie Labor.™!
Ar](ﬁar]i:;;g:si)(:sen Zntered domestic servic.:e in greater numbers arg;l
prop(;rtions than women of other immlgraqt groupi. In 1900;1 i
percent were classified as “servants and waitresses,” compare " g
ohiy 9 percent for Italian female wor}{ers. A Boston study rep(g'ﬂe1
that more than two-fifths of the immigrant women who enterei ?;
city in 1905 and 1906 became servants and that they were a moi1
all Trish. Jewish and Italian women seldom begame domestic work-
ers: “Ttalian women were more likely to take in boarders because

the then rarely permitted their wives to Yvork' as mz.;tid.s, .cleamng
women, or factory hands,” explained historian Virginia ”gaqs-
Mciaughlin. “The Italian ideal was to keep women a.t home: .
Unlike Italian women who came to America with their us-
bands or fathers, Irish immigrant women tended to be unmarrlelti
and unattached to families. Hence, they were attracted to v}vlor
th,z;t offered housing and meals. “Single women can get alc?ng I:ere
Better than men as they can get employment more rea‘dﬂy than
meﬁ;” an Irish laborer in Philadelphia wrote home to his sisters.
“For instance liveing out girls or as the. [yJ are called at hom(le{ ser-
vant girls gets from eight to twelve shillings per week and keep,

’ ally-these girls were incontinently packed across the ocean.”s®
‘ To these daughters of Erin, possibilities for marriage and
,‘l money were waiting for them across the ocean. “Every servant-
i maid thinks of [America as] the land of promise,” the Cork Exam-
" iner announced, “where. .. husbands are thought more procurable
! i than in Ireland.” A dowry was not necessary here. “Over in Ire-
S land people marry for riches,” a woman wrote from Philadelphia,
‘ I “but here in America we marry for love and work for riches” On
e this side of the Atlantic, women could find jobs, especially as
”{’ maids. Guidebooks for prospective Irish immigrants announced
' that servant girls in America were paid from eight to sixteen .dol-

, : of American money.... Labour-
! ]fl lars a month and offered enticing prospects: if a domestic worker tha_!; is from two to three dollars . ine dollars per week....
R ! ; : ing mens wages averages from six to nine dollars p
N saved half her wages and its accumulated interest, she would be o g ” a mens.™3
i ’; rich within ten years. Indeed, many maids had “in the course of % But their work is not near so steady as wo ] 1 t
H | yoars. y Y % For these women, service work offered more than shelter, suste-

nance, and money: it also provided an introduction to American cul-
ture. Irish women had come to settle permanentl_y, :fmd haq to adapt
to American society. “Certainly, they had to be_gln 1.mmedla}tely. the
prqcéss of acculturation on their own terms,” historian Hasia Diner

noted, “and domestic service provided perhaps the 1}’1423t intimate

i twenty or thirty years, by faithful industry and moderate econ- &
M omy become owners of from three to five thousand dollars.”

f]‘ She being inclined to Emigrate her wages

1 ; did demand,

s ” To sel‘j]%zltuatwn o America’s FREE glimpse of what middle-class America was really like.
i \ :

hed to their employers and their
| This undaunted Female hearing that a ship Some servants became attache

‘ l NS k with Mrs. Carr,”
a r’;! at Dublin Quay, fal.r(lllhes.l I }glot jmpiralceqf(:of %I;el;?ll] ?Olliizzlc‘l to cook good, and
. w .
v | Had Xiz;:z;sed for Servants to go to ':ﬁ;n %Izl’, arxi?i then $4. I was in that house as cook and nurse for J
i ” A

s i as my interests. I
"‘ ! [ She bid farewell to all her friends. ... twenty-two years.... Mrs. Carr’s interests w y
L3
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took better care of her things than she did herself, and I loved
the children as if they was my own.” But, while they lived inside
middle-class American homes, Irish maids were still outsiders.
Their relationship to the family was a hierarchical one of upstairs
and downstairs, masters and servants, They were present but
invisible in a very intimate setting. Far from their own parents
in Ireland, many of them hungered to belong to the families of
their employers. “Ladies wonder how their girls can complain
of loneliness in a house full of people, but oh! it is the worst kind of
loneliness—their share is but the work of the house,” a domestic
servant said. “They do not share in the pleasures and delights of
a home. One must remember that there is a difference between a
house, a place of shelter, and a home, a place where all your affec-
tions are centered.” Another servant echoed: “What Iminded...was
the awful lonesomeness. I went for general housework, because I
knew all about it, and there were only three in the family.” But
the family members, “except to give orders,” had “nothing to do
with me. It got to feel sort of crushing at last.™5
Moreover, the work itself was demanding and often demean-

ing. As they cooked, cleaned, laundered, and took care of the chil-
dren, servants were required to wear caps and aprons, badges
of social inferiority. Most worked as live-in servants, available
on a beck-and-call schedule around the clock, usually for seven
days a week. Their employers “bossed” them “everlastingly” and
wanted them to be “on tap from six in the morning to 10 or 11 at
night.” One servant complained about her employer: “She had no

more thought for me than if I had been a machine. She'd sit in her

sitting-rpom on the second floor and ring for me twenty times a

day to do little things, and she wanted me up till eleven to answer

the bell, for she had a great deal of company.” The servants felt

like “prisoners,” always “looked down upon.” The daughter of a

maid protested: “I hate the word service, We came to this country

to better ourselves, and it’s not bettering to have anybody order-

ing you around! If there was such a thing as fixed hours and some

certain time to yourself, it might be different, but now I tell every

girl I know, ‘Whatever you do, don’t go into service.’™6

The nature of domestic service involved what sociologist Stephen

Steinberg termed “the exploitation of the whole person.” The ser-
vant lacked privacy, for she lived and worked in her employer’s
home. Her character and manners were scrutinized for approval.
In this sense, it was not Jjust her labor that was purchased but the
laborer herself. This lack of personal freedom was the reason why

L3
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E' one*Irish woman chose to work in a factory rather than in “the

b “service™

It’s freedom that we want when the day’s work is done. I know some
nice girls...that make more money and dress better and everyth(ling
for being in service. They’re [house servants] and have 'I:hurs ay
afternoon out and part of every other Sunday. 1.3ut they’re never
sure of one minute that’s their own when they’re in the house. Ogr
ﬂday is ten hours long, but when it’s done it’s done, and we can do
what we like with the evenings. That’s what I've heard from evell',y
nice girl that ever tried service. You're never sure that you,r sou (si
your own except when you are out of the house, and I couldn’t stan

that a day.*”

On the other hand, the factory Workex: had her lab(.)r approprlateg
only at the workplace. “Though the textile worker mlgh.t be re’c,h;f:e
to a commodity, paradoxically, her inner self w%s left 1nta'ct. ac;
tory work, however, was also difficult to “stapd. Denouri:mg sutc "
labor as “especially fatal to women,” Archbishop J_ohn talllncast }(:e
Spalding declared that there were “few saddeg sights ?‘I:h e
poor women of the cotton mills of New Englan J’ so many o . e ¢
“Irish girls, whose cheeks once bloox.ned with health as f're?i ant
fair as the purity of their hearts.” Irish women were prepoil1 I?ali-
in the New England textile mills of Lawrepce, Holyoke, Fa nge(i
and pther towns. In Lowell, the City of Slz‘mdles, they ?t;pz:esijll e !
58 percent of the total textile workforce. The gray mills mF1 an
chester [New Hampshire],” remembered Elizabeth Gu.rley R3.fnn,
“stretched like prisons along the banks of the Merrl_ma(;: ' 1\;(}511;

Fifty percent of the workers were wome;n..._. Manyhhveth in the
antiquated ‘corporation boarding houses, relics of when he m.11

were built. Our neighbors, men and women, rushed to the (rlm ks
before the sun rose on cold winter days and returned after dark.

They were poorly dressed and poverty stricken.™®

‘In the dusty and noisy mills, the women fslt their h(iadi ha(tid
become “empty of sense and their ears.. .deaf“; anstantly i tzi.ln d-
ing and tying knots, they suffered backaches “until 1':hey (;s : e(lir
minds and ran amuck.” Far from the rural cou.ntrys_ld.e pf re atr} ,
they had become tenderers of machines, their activities routin-

ized and measured by the clock.

When I set out for Lowell,
Some factory for to find,
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I left my native country
And all my friends behind.

But now I am in Lowell,
And summon'd by the bell,
I think less of the factory
Than of my native dell.

The factory bell begins to ring
And we must all obey,

And to our old employment go,
Or else be turned away.

Come all ye weary factory girls,
I'll have you understand,

I'm going to leave the factory
And return to my native land.

The “factory girls” also worked in dangerous conditions. On Janu-

ary 10,1860, a terrible tragedy occurred at Lowell’s Pemberton
Mill. A building suddenly collapsed, trapping nine hundred work-

ers, mostly Irish women; then a fire broke out, adding to the terror
and destruction. One hundred and sixteen women were seriously
hurt while eighty-eight were killed. The list of victims included
many daughters of Erin.4

Irish women were heavily employed in the sewing trades. “No

female that can handle a needle need be idle,” a young woman
in Philadelphia wrote home. By 1900, a third of all seamstresses
and dressmakers in the United States were Irish' women. Work
in the garment industry was repetitious and dirty, and the wages
were pitifully low. “I am a good seamstress and work hard,” one
woman explained. “I try but I can not make over $1 per day. I pay
rent for my machine, $2.50 per month. Am not able to afford to

ride on street cars, therefore I have to walk, and if I happen to be

one minute late, I have to walk up long flights of stairs and am

not allowed to go on the elevator.”s°

Still, for many Irish women, America was a land of opportunity.

“My dear Father,” a daughter wrote from New York in 1850, “I must
only say this is a good place and a good country.... Any man or
woman without a family are fools that would not venture and come
to this plentyful Country where no man or woman ever hungered or

ever will and where you will not be seen naked... ” Similarly, in the
A Y

;:5; gamé year, Margaret McCarthy Wroi_;e hor_ne to her family: “C(:lm?
you all Together Couragiously and bid a.tdleu to that l.ovely latnd o

I our Birth” where there was so much misery, oppression, and deg-
radation..She enclosed twentydollars, urging her father to clear
[ away from “that place all together and the Sooner the Better.
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For these women, America represented not only jobs and
wages but also economic self-sufﬁciency—.—freedom from Sigpen(i
dency on fathers or husbands. “I am ggtt},ng along splendi ar;
likes, my work...it seems like a new life,” one of them wrot;,;a bo
her younger sister in Ireland. “I will soon have a trade a1(1:1 t;
mbre independint. ... You know it was always what I wanted so
have reached my highest ambition.” Thomag McCann wrote home
about his sister: “Maggie is well and likes this Country. She W?ullld
not goback to old Ireland for any money.” WhaF Magglq esgzema y
vaiued.,was the “independence” she had found in America.

’ “Green Power”: The Irish “Ethnic” Strategy
! . -
i rant women were mainly confined to domestz,lc service ar}d
gﬁﬁﬁf jvork. Their daughters, on the other hand, did not fol‘lzw. IE
their occupational footsteps. In 1900, only 19 percent of the Iris
women born in.America worked as servants or laundresses, comt-:
pared to 61 percent of the immigrant gengratlon. An emplo%ﬁen
agent reported that most immigrant Irish women were i 1der-
ate: “In fact they are the only class I know of that cannot read or
write.” But their daughters, he added, were educated an(_i shunged
domeéstic service. Increasingly, young women were entering white-
collar employment as secretaries, nurses, and teachers: By 1910i
Irish-American women constituted one-fifth qf all publ1c53sg:hoo
teacﬁers in northern cities and one-third in Chicago alope.

These advances for Irish women reflected a.broader I.)atter,fl of
Irish success—a rise out of the ranks of “the gl‘ddy multitude.” By
1900, two-thirds of the Irish were citizens by blrth,. gnd they were
better educated and had greater occupational mobility t}}an their
parents. In Boston, for example, 40 percent of those born in Amer-
ica had white-collar jobs in 1890, compared to only 10 percer%t f:or
the immigrants. The family of John Kearney.of Pogghkeep.sw,
New York, represented this pattern. After arriving in Ame.rlcai;
Kearney worked as an unskilled laborer and then be(':ame ajun ‘
deafer; one of his sons rose from postal clerk to supermt.endent o
city streets, and another son went from grocery .clerk to 1nspe::tor
of the city’s waterworks. “My children [are] doing first rate,” an
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Irish immigrant proudly declared, but “if they were back there
[in Ireland] what would they be?754
By the edrly 1900s, Irish Americans were attending college
in greater proportion than their Protestant counterparts. They
had even begun to enter Harvard University in substantial num-
bers. Initially, the students at this elite school resented the Irish
presence, but gradually they came to accept the newcomers. Presi-
dent Abbott Lawrence Lowell viewed the Irish favorably and high-
lighted Harvard’s role in assimilating them into American society.
“What we need,” he had explained earlier, “is not to dominate the
Irish but to absorb them.” We want them to become “rich,” he added,
“send their sons to our colleges, and share our prosperity and our
sentiments.” In his opinion, however, such inclusionism should
be reserved for certain groups. The “theory of universal political
equality,” he argued, should not be applied to “tribal Indians,”
“Chinese,” or “negroes under all conditions, [but] only to our own
race, and to those people whom we can assimilate rapidly.” Lowell
added that the Irish were unlike Jewish immigrants: they were
Christian as well as culturally similar to Americans of English ori-
gin. The Irish could, therefore, become “so merged in the American
people” that they would not be “distinguished as a class.”®
What greatly enabled the Irish to “merge” into the mainstream
was the fact that they were “white” and hence eligible for natural-
ized citizenship. Their rates for becoming citizens and voters were
the highest of allimmigrant groups. They wanted to become Amer-
icans, for they had come here as settlers rather than as sojourners:
only 10 percent of them went back to Ireland, while Italians had a
return rate ranging from 40 to 60 percent. “The outstanding fact”
about thé Irish “return tide was its minuteness,” observed histo-
rian Arnold Schrier. “Compared with the vast numbers who left
Ireland it was a mere trickle.” The Irish entry into citizenship and
politics was facilitated by their language skills. “The Irish had one
advantage which other immigrants did not share—they did not
have to learn to speak English,” recalled Elizabeth Gurley Flynn.
Thus “they more easily became citizens,”s¢
Unlike the Chinese immigrants who were barred from natural-
ized citizenship and the blacks who were largely disenfranchised,
the Irish possessed the suffrage. The rise of Irish political power was
rooted in their pattern of settlement. A rural people in Ireland, they
became urban in America. In 1850, one in three Irish immigrants
lived in fifteen cities, including 134,000 in New York City, 72,000 in
Philadelphia, and 35,000 in Bostog. Thirty years later, one-third of
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4 New York City’s population was Irish. By 1885, Boston’s Irish Cath-

olic children outnumbered white Protestant child?en. Thjs” city was
no longer the “Boston of the Endicotts and the Wmth,r,'s(;ps but had
become “the Boston of the Collinses and the O’Briens. »
Asvoters, they consciously cultivated and promoted ,then' Green
Power.” Led by politicians like John Kelly, New York’s T_arpmarfliy
Hall helped elect the city’s first Irish Catholic mayor, William 2
Grace. By 1890, the Irish had captured most of the Democra}tll.c
party organizations in northern cities. In NevY York, Bo_ston, C'kl-
cago, and San Francisco, Irish political machu}es functioned 11. e
“Robin Hoods,” taking taxes from the Yanlsee middle class and giv-
ing revenues to the Irish through the pub.h'c payrolls. By 1?00, the
Irish represented 30 percent of the mumglpal employees in t}.1ese
cities: Through political machines, the Irish were a}b_le to get jobs
in the fire and police departments as well as municipally <.)v'vr.1ed
utilities, subways, street railways, waterW(?rks, port £ac1ht1es,
and in city hall itself. The “Irish cop” and “Irish fireman becan;)e
ubiquitous at this time. Irish political bosses also awarded pub-
lic works projects to Irish building contractors. As early as 1879,
Irish building contractors constituted a fifth of all cqntractors in
the country. An “Irish ethic” led these contractors to give Esreferen-
tial treatment to compatriot subcontractors and workers. .

Meanwhile, ethnic associations like the Ancient Order of Hiber-
nians and the Clan na Gael functioned as networks for employmept,
while skilled Irish workers monopolized many trades. and shared job
opportunities only with their countrymen. Emigratmn vx;as no llczn-
ger “like going into a City where you don’t know anybody,” a worker
wrote to a relative in Ireland. “Should your Brothex: Pgddy Con.le
to America, he can rely on his Cousins to promf?te'hls 1nterests. in
Procuring work.” Heavily concentrated in the bu1ldu'1g trades, In§h
workers became highly unionized. Many of the prominent leade.rs in
the labor movement were Irish—Terence Powdgrly of the Kl}lghts
of Labor, Mary Kenny O’Sullivan of the American Federathn_of
Labor, and Cork-born Mary Harris, the legend.ary labor act'1V1st
known as “Mother Jones.” Through this leader§h1p anc! the unions,
many Irish were able to experience what historian Dav1d. Moniiggm-
ery described as “the much celebrated rise fr_om rags to rlghes.

By 1900, the Irish occupied a significant niche in the skilled labor
market: 1.2 million were employed in the blue-collar trades, rep-
resenting 65 percent of all Irish workers: Most of these blue-collallr
laborers — 78 percent—were skilled. While the Irlgh compo§ed only
7.5 percent of the entire male workforce, they were disproportionately
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represented in the elite construction and industrial occupations-—
one-third of the plumbers and steamfitters, one-fifth of the stonecut-
ters and brass workers, and one-sixth of the teamsters and steel-
workers. Once they became members of: the privileged stratum of
the workforce, they monopolized the better Jjobs. Irish workers cam-
paigned to make American labor equal “white” labor. Irish “ethnic
solidarity” and influence in the unions enabled them to exclude the
“others” such as the Chinese and blacks. This Irish exclusion of racial
minorities from the skilled and high-waged jobs represented what
historian David Roediger called “the wages of whiteness.”60

Ironically, Irish social and economic success challenged their
ethnicity and sense of group unity. “How shall we preserve our
identity?” asked an Irish immigrant in 1872. “How shall we pre-
serve our faith and nationality, through our posterity, and leave
our impress on the civilization of this country?” The Irish Ameri-
can urged its readers to learn Gaelic so they could “feel more proud
and manly as Irish, and be more respected as American citizens.”
Even as the Irish immigrants took possession of America, many
of them reaffirmed their Irish identity by telling and retelling sto-
ries about British oppression in the homeland. Elizabeth Gurley
Flynn, for example, remembered how in the 1890s “the awareness
of being Irish came to us as small children, through plaintive song
and heroic story. The Irish people fought to wrest their native soil
from foreign landlords, to speak their native Gaelic tongue, to
worship in the church of their choice, to have their own schools, to
be.independent and self-governing. We drew in a burning hatred
of British rule.with our mother’s milk. Until my father died at over
eighty, he never said England without adding, ‘God damn her!’”6!

The immigrants had hoped to return to their beloved Emerald
Isle, but most of them stayed and struggled to make America their
new-homeland. Working as “factory girls” and railroad builders,
entering politics and businesses, and speaking English with an
“American accent,” they transformed themselves into Americans.
“The second generation here are not interested in their ances-
tors,” an immigrant stated, because “we have never told them of
the realities of life [in Ireland], and would not encourage any of
them to visit. When we left there, we left the old world behind,
we are all American citizens and proud of it.” For them, the ocean
was a psychological border, protecting them from bitter memo-
ries. “We have too many loved ones in the Cemetary here to leave
them,” an immigrant wrote. to her brother in Ireland. “We have
been here a long time—and it is home to us now.”s2
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«“FOREIGNERS IN THEIR
NATIVE LAND”
The War Against Mexico

¥

and as Irish men were helping to build a nationa}l system

of transportation, America’s frontier was adva.ncmg west-
ward toward the Pacific Ocean. The Market Re'volutlon was s.et-
ting in motion forces that would lead to the w_nolent a(.:qul.s1“t1;)1n
of territory from Mexico. During the war against Mexico in*the
1840s, many Irish immigrants served in the U.S: Armed Fogc%s.
Ironically, the Irish had been pushed from their homelan +by
British imperialism, and here they found themse¥ves becomln,g,~
Americans by participating in the conquest of Mexmo. Jefferson’s
vision of a continent covered with “a people §pe.ak1ng thf same 1{1111-
guage, governed in similar forms, and by_ similar laws wis belil%
realized. In the expanding American empire, however, the “peop e
were actually becoming more diverse: added to the blacks, Indi-

. . L
ans, and Irish were Mexicans.

ﬁl S IRISH WOMEN were working in Lowell’s textile amills

“We Must Be Conquerors or We Are Robbers”

The Market Revolution stimulated the expans'ion of the Cgtton King-
dom into Mexico, a sovereign nation bordering the United States



