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America was latc in industrializing Industrialization only really began after thc
Governinent dccided on an official policy of westward expansion Thc 'coiiquest of the
West' clepended on an improvement and extension of tlie infrastructure, i e digging canals
and putting down rails In this period of territorial and industrial cxpansion, a new wave of
Irish immgrants was to play a key role i supplying thc necessary manpower

When accounting for Irish immigration to tlie United Statcs it is important to
distinguish between different waves and groups who neither arrived at tlie same time nor
followed the same patterns of settlement, adaptation and assimilation Irish Protestants
(mainly of Scottish descent), frustiated by the discrimination of Prcsbyterians in
Ascendancy Ireland, started arriving even in thc mid-18th century, pcaking in the years
after Wolfe Tone's failed republican rebcllion in 1798 By contrast, Irish Catholic
mmnugration did not get seriously under way until tlie beginning of tlie 19th century,
culminating dramatically, however, in mid-century when the Great Famine forced a
million and half to leave the island Protestant immuigrants had mostly been people leaving
Ireland for want of land and political rights. As English speakers, they weie quick to
assimilate in the new world and were, morcover, capable of living isolated from
compatriots wherever land and economic opportunity were offercd Hence many of thein
would end up as settlers immediately behind the receding western liontier The mayority of
Catholics, however, had been driven out of Ireland by sheei econoinic and physical
hunger As Gaelic speakers they werc socially dependent on eacli other in tlie new
anglophone world which thcy oftcn would regard with as much suspicion as they had
reserved for English speaking landlords and goveriiment officials at home Conseqnently,
most members of this wave of immigiaiits would settle in the ethnic ghettos in
northeastern cities

Theii massive presence here was to cause some of the first serious confrontatioiis in tlie
history of thc United Statcs betweeii ‘natives’ and cthnic immigrants, but it also helps to
explain why the story of Irish imnugration to thc United States, though beginning in
glooin, was lo become a stoiy ol a successful integiation 1nto inainstreain American
society This also appears from Thomas H O’Connor’s latest book, a political history of
the Boston Irish O’Connor himself identifies as such, and is a professor of history at one
of the academic strongliolds of Irish America, Boston Collcge

The thesis of the book is, in shoit, thai 1t was the early social rejection of Irish
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immigrants by the establishcd economic uppei class of Protestant Yankees which was to
determine the political fate of the ‘capital’ of New England Foi this conflict taught the
liish of Boston, and otliei citics ol the Northeast, to orgamize politically This piocess
began after thc Civil Wai when tliey succcedecl in turning Jeffcison's and Jackson’s
disciedited Democratic Paily mto an instrument foi theii own adaptation to an
industrializing America, a stratcgy fully described and documented by Noel Ignatiev in his
recent award wmmng study, How the Irish Became White (1995)

Based in the ghetto network of churches, clubs and bars, the sometimes ruthless nnd
always populist ethnic class politics of Irish party bosses would turn out to be an effcctive
stiategy against Anglo-American 'biahinins' By virtue ol their sheet numbei and well
oiled (and infamous) ‘political machines’ — tlie boss of the local piccinct (such as John F
Kennedy's grandfather) acting the role of mediator between the individual and collective
interests of his district and the municipal govciiinient — they were ablc lo force the leaders
of the Protestant Yankee establishment fi1st to share and later lo yield political power With
the election ol John F Fitzgerald (Rose F Kennedy's father) as mayor of the city in 1905,
the Boston Irish would take full control over tlie city and use tlieir political power to
further theit own social and economic aspirations

For nine decadcs tlie Irish possessed a political inonopoly in Boston unequaled m any
otliei American city Tn this unbioken 'mayoi itarian' ieign tliere would be colorful friends’
friends and ghetto populists lilte James Cuiley (iecently portrayed by Jack Bcatty in The
Rascal King The Life and Times of James Michael Curley, 1992), who dominated the
political scene in Boslon during thc first four decades of this century After thc Second
World War, liowevei, more ‘modern’ style politicians like John B Hynes, John F. Collins
and Ray Flynn would take over and build the 'new Boston ’ After Flynn’s electoral defeat
in 1993, tlie office of mayor went to an Italian Ameiican for tlie first time in Boston
history The election of Thomas M Menino showed that tlie Irish today no longer make up
a social and political snity in Boston Cven from thc 1950s the most successful among
thecm had inoved out from the ghettos and mto the suburbs and had gained access to the
world of higher finance and big business, which used to be a Yankee reserve

The social, economic and political changes of the 1960s in tlie US caused tensions
between the liberal Irish middle class living in tlie ethnically mixed saburbs and the more
traditional and culturally conseivative woiking class Irish, who had remained in tlie innei
city ghetto Among the latter there was little sympathy ror inany ofthc liberal causcs ol the
1960s and 1970s Witli their limited social experience in ethnically insulated
neighborhoods, they would feel betrayed, for instance seemng their 'own' inayois launch
projects olurban development threatening tlie future of their ghetto which once had given
them their identity and self-assuiance as a group Or wlien they tried to enfoice racial
integration in municipal schools by bussing children to and from ethoic neigborhoods

It is by adding a wider historical pcrspective to his 'political history” of Boston thal
O’ Connor succeeds in writing a book which is of more than local inteiest Tlie general
history of Tiish mmmigration to the Uiiited States has been written by William Shannon
(The American Irish, 1966) and Keiby Miller (Emigrants and Exiles, 1985) and tlieir
political history by Steven P Eiic (Rainbow’s End Irish Americans and the Dilemmas of
Urban Machine Politics, 1840 1985, 1988) and James B Walsh (The Irish America’s
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Political Class, 1976). O' Connor’s portrait ol the Boston Irish represents a new tendeocy
m the study of the history of Irish Americans Now our attention is directed towards the
icgional and local nuances in the strategies of assimilation of this first huge wave ol ethnic
imomgrants to the United States (sce,e g , David M Emmon, The Butte Irzslz Class and
Ethnicity m an American Mining Town, 1875-1925, 1989, and Dennis Clark, The Irish and
Regional Cultures, 1986).
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