
For All New Yorkers

I
a city as ethnically diverse as New York,

it is essential that a politician be sensitive
to the needs of many different groups. At

the same time, it is impossible for an individual
to ignore his or her own ethnic background and
simply blend into the melting pot for the sake of
impartiality. How then, can mayor of New York
City be equitable to all people while remaining
supportive of his own ethnic group? This was
precisely the task which faced William O'Dwyer, Illustration:
the last Irish-born Mayor of New York City who Co. Mayo native and New
governed from 1946-1950. During his four and York City Mayor William

half years in office he exhibited strong support
for Irish and Irish-American causes, yet always

from left to right, Joseph F

remained focused on creating improvements that BECOMING MAYOR OF NEW YORK
would benefit all New Yorkers. Consul General of Ireland

mination in Ireland helped him greatly once he
when he was a boy living in Bohola, County arrived in New York at theage of twenty in 1910. City Hall, June 1949.
Mayo, Ireland. In 1897, when O' Dwyer was just Upon his arrival, he rented a room in a Bronx Courtesy of Marion R.

seven years old, he witnessed families around him apartment building and took a job delivering gro-
Casey, from the collection

fighting powerful and cruel landlords for the
right to remain on their land. O'Dwyer later

FitzPatrick.
whatever jobs were available. He joined the plas-

recalled this terrible scene:
Evictions were the most heartless things Building, and also worked as longshoreman and

in the world when they were evicted, as a bartender at the Hotel Vanderbilt.5 In 1917 he
and thrown out and their houses burned,
even in the middle of winter, the neighbors

followed in the footsteps of many Irish immigrants
before him and became a member of the New

were told, "Now if you harbor them or York City Police Department. For the next seven
feed them or give them house-room, we'll years he walked a beat by the Brooklyn waterfront
throw you out and burn your house." while studying for his law degree at Fordham

University.® After another seven years of practicing bachelor's degree in

He began to learn firsthand about the seeming- law, O' Dwyer was appointed Magistrate in 1932.7
History from New York

ly impossible struggles of the lower classes against all
too powerful governments. Some years later his

In 1939 he was elected District Attorney of Kings
University in May, 2002.
She is currently teaching

County, and it was there that he entered the public Global Studies at Murry

father, who was a teacher, fought against the practice
of nepotism by the Catholic Church in order to

eye. His prosecution of criminals in the gang
Murder, Inc. resulted in seven men, including the

in Manhattan while pur-
suing her master's degree

protect the jobs of educators through unionization.? in History at Hunter

From the day his father went to Dublin to lobby for chair.® After witnessing Manhattan's Republican College. Her research on

his cause, O'Dwyer took note of the difficulties that District Attorney, Thomas E. Dewey receive his inspired by Professor
working-class people were forced to endure. From party's nomination for governor in 1938, Marion R. Casey.

these events he developed "a feeling for the Tammany Hall, the hub of New York's
oppressed against the oppressor" that he would Democratic party leadership (run almost exclusive- © 2002. Published with per-

carry with him for the rest of his life.3 ly by the Irish since 1870) decided to capitalize on mission of Marie Sarro.
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'Dwyer's experiences with conflict and self-deter-
'Dwyer's interest in public service began

Garth Healy, and James J.
Comerford (Kilkenny),

ceries.4 Over the next few years, O'Dwyer took
of Rita McLoughlin

terers union and helped to build the Woolworth
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Bergtraum High School

notorious Louis Lepke, being sent to the electric
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the crime-fighting reputation of one of their own.
In 1941 they gave O' Dwyer the nomination for

Deal party's Newbold Morris, who was back by

mayor.' It was the tenth time in succession, dating
Mayor LaGuardia. 16

back to 1909, that the Democrats nominated a LENDING SUPPORT TO IRISH NEW YORKERS
candidate of Irish decent for mayor. 'o However,

unsuccessfully against the popular ly after the end of the Second World War. At this

then took a leave of absence from his duties as
time, the City was faced with a new and particu-

District Attorney to serve in World War II. There transition from a war time economy to a surge in
he made the rank of Brigadier General and was

appointed by President Roosevelt to head the
population growth attributed to the return of

United States section of the Allied Control
thousands of soldiers, and their subsequent cre-

Commission for Italy." He returned to America in
ation of families. A great increase in population

in 1945, just in time to receive the Democratic
presents many challenges to a municipality with
an increased need for housing, schools, hospitals,

party's nomination for mayor once again. and more funding for public welfare programs.
In an effort to balance the Democratic ticket

ethnically, Tammany Hall's leaders announced
that a Manhattan Jew named Irwin Davidson

LaGuardia was finishing his last term, Bill
O'Dwyer paid him a visit at City Hall. LaGuardia

would run for City Council President, and a had the mayor-elect sit in his chair and said to
him, "Now, you have inherited a perpetual

Democrat, he would receive the backing of the
headache."1 Indeed, many pain-staking tasks lay

city's Irish voters, and that he was likely to receive
the majority of the Italian votes as he had in 1941.

roles as an Irishman and the City's political leader.

In fact, it was only the Jewish voters who did not
give the majority of their votes to O'Dwyer in the

work in lending his support to Irish Americans,
many of whom helped to get him elected. The

previous election. 13 These Jewish voters were loyal
to the American Labor party (the ALP), and

Gaelic American was one paper that frequently

O'Dwyer wanted their support in the upcoming
wrote about O'Dwyer, his actions, and his contri-
butions to Irish Americans and those back in

election. Tammany, on the other hand, advised Ireland. A close examination of the newspaper
O'Dwyer to keep his distance from the ALP
because of its Communist affiliation. However, in

demonstrates that O'Dwyer gave very strong
show of support to the Irish Americans and their

an unprecedented show of independence for an social, political, and civic activities. In the 1920s,
Irish Democrat with political aspirations,

president of the United Irish Counties Association

1904 to coordinate social and athletic events
that he take an Italian, Vincent Impelliteri, as his
running mate for City Council president.

among the individual county associations within

to show unwavering support to the group. In

Joseph in order to restore the ethnic balance. 14
March, 1947, he was asked to install the associa-

The public now perceived him as a man who was dinner which also honored the memory of the
independent of the Tammany bosses, while the
ALP support gave him the image of a liberal and 1916. He had this to say to those present:
friend of the working class.15 He was victorious in
the race, receiving the largest plurality that the Ireland. There was too
City had ever seen, with 285,738 more votes than

much spirit in his

the combined total of both Jonah Goldstein, the
body; there was too much of a giant in the
men of his time.... Partition was forced
upon the people of Ireland at the point of
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O'Dwyer took office in January, 1946, immediate-
O'Dwyer ran
incumbent Republican, Fiorello LaGuardia, and

larly challenging set of problems ranging from the

After the 1945 election, while Mayor Fiorello H.

Bronx Italian, Lawrence Gerosa, for comptroller. 12
O'Dwyer knew that as an Irishman and a

ahead for O'Dwyer as he attempted to balance his

Shortly after taking office, O'Dwyer set to

O' Dwyer defied Tammany Hall. He contacted
O'Dwyer had served as vice president and later

ALP leader Vito Marcantonio who pledged the (the U.I.C.A). The organization was founded in
ALP nomination to 'Dwyer on the condition

O'Dwyer agreed and then bumped his candidate
New York City.18 As mayor, O'Dwyer continued

for comptroller, Gerosa, for the Jewish Lazarus
tion's new president, James J. Comerford, at a

martyred Padraic Pearse, killed by the British in

Pearse wouldn't settle for a partition of

Republican-Liberal-Fusion candidate and the No



a gun, but it is not too late for an agree-
ment to be reached in the position of
Ireland as supposed to be guaranteed by
the Atlantic Charter.19

In fact, it was quite common for O’Dwyer to
visit the circles of many other Irish organizations.
When he started on the campaign trail in 1945, he
met with the Ancient Order of Hibernians (the
A.O.H.), and vowed that as mayor he would ask
for the return of the six Northern Ireland counties
to Ireland.20 (The issue of Irish unity seems more
like one to be discussed in a presidential campaign
than in a mayoral election race, but O’Dwyer was
intent from the beginning on using his position to
further the interests of Irish Americans.) In April,
1947, he shortened a vacation in California so that
he could return to New York and attend a show of
Irish music and dance hosted by the Carmelite
priests who were associated with movements for
Irish independence.21 In May of the same year,
O’Dwyer received a standing ovation at the
American Irish Historical Society dinner when he
arose to present poet Padraic Colum with the
Society’s Gold Medal for outstanding achievement.
Just moments before, the chairman of the Dinner
Committee, Terence J. McManus had said of the
mayor, “Mayor O’Dwyer inherited a difficult situa-
tion when he became the City’s Chief Magistrate.
The way he has handled his position challenges the
admiration of citizens throughout America.”22 In
fact, it was events such as these, those meant to
show support for the movement for Irish national-
ism (uniting the thirty-six Irish counties, including
the six that became Northern Ireland after Britain’s
Partition of the island in 1921), that earned
O’Dwyer a reputation as a man who was not afraid
to stand up for what he believed in.

The Gaelic American repeatedly praised
O’Dwyer for his blatant support of Irish and
Irish American causes. A September, 1948 article
announced that O’Dwyer would be the principal
speaker at an anti-partition rally, commenting:
“The Mayor is one of the very few elected public
officials in the United States who have fearlessly
and consistently backed the Anti-Partition pro-
gram.” 23 At that anti-partition rally, O’Dwyer
told a packed house at Carnegie Hall:

I look forward with a great deal of
pleasure to one evening now and then

when I can be relieved of the trouble of all
the races that make up our city and spend
a half hour with my own flesh and blood
to talk about Ireland. It is a privilege for
me to come here to talk about the injustice
that keeps Six Counties of the little island
that is the cradle of our race under the sub-
jection of our traditional enemy.24

The Gaelic American reported that he then
urged other leaders to disregard their fears of
political consequences and follow his lead: “He
urged his audience to utilize every lawful means
to bring about the complete freedom of Ireland
and declared that it was the duty of all officials
with Irish blood in their veins to speak out for
her cause in high places where it would be most
effective.” 25 And as any effective leader would,
William O’Dwyer led by example.

At an Anti-Partition Rally in 1947 which
was sponsored by the U.I.C.A. and the A.O.H.,
O’Dwyer referred to the partition as one of the
“rankest examples of injustice in the world today
and a disgrace to civilization.” 26 He ended his
speech with a call for the New York Irish to con-
tinue their fight for the restoration of the six
counties to Ireland. Later that year at the Irish
Race Convention, O’Dwyer reminded his listen-
ers that taking the oath of citizenship to the
United States did not necessitate relinquishing
cooperation and sympathy with the aspirations of
the people of Ireland. In response to O’Dwyer’s
emotional speech in which he also proclaimed
that, “autonomy is the right of the children of
heaven,” 27 the Northern Ireland Minister of
Home Affairs responded by saying that the
speech was, “false propaganda of certain advo-
cates of Irish unity…Mayor O’Dwyer is not
aware that the union of north and south would
debase standards of living of every man and
woman in Northern Ireland.”28 Despite this criti-
cism, O’Dwyer continued to display his support
for Ireland, her leaders, and the struggle for a
thirty-two county Ireland.

DIGNITARIES RECEIVED AND NOT RECEIVED

In his capacity as Mayor of the City of New York,
O’Dwyer was able to act as a diplomat, hosting
many Irish dignitaries at City Hall. The Gaelic
American was quick to report the travels of these
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individuals. One of the major events in the Irish
community to take place during the O’Dwyer
administration was the arrival of two Irish foot-
ball teams in New York for the All-Ireland foot-
ball final. The major competition had never
before been held in the United States. O’Dwyer
described the event as a “red letter day for the
Irish in America.” He went on to add: 

The Irish in New York are only one
unit in the complex make-up of our great
city: but they have made a notable cultur-
al contribution to the life of America, and
the contest on September 14th will be
added evidence of the virility, tenacity,
and sentiment of the Irish race.29

During this time the mayor was invited to
Mexico to celebrate Mexican Independence
Week beginning September 12. However, the
game held such significant that O’Dwyer
informed Mexican officials that he would not be
able to arrive in Mexico City until September 15,
just in time for the official observance.30

One of the most celebrated guests to be
received by the mayor was the former Irish prime
minister, Eamon DeValera, who merited a ticker-
tape parade.31 In September of the same year, the
new Irish prime minister, John A. Costello, also
paid a visit to Gracie Mansion.32 Daniel P.
Morrissey, Ireland’s minister for industry and
commerce, arrived at City Hall in January, 1949.
Mayor O’Dwyer congratulated the minister on
advances made despite the country having been
for centuries “despoiled by a foreign invader.” 33

In March, the Irish minister of external affairs,
Sean McBride, the son of an Irish martyr killed in
the struggle for independence, came to the city.
On this occasion, O’Dwyer proclaimed:

The Republic of Ireland was recognized
by the nations of the world on Easter
Monday this year: but we know that the
recognition of a Twenty-Six County
Republic does not fulfill the aspirations of the
Irish people. We know that there will not be
complete freedom in Ireland until the
British Army of occupation is withdrawn
and until the six historic North-Eastern
Counties are restored to the rest of the land.34

However, it was perhaps a guest not received

by Mayor O’Dwyer who received the most atten-
tion. In April, 1950, the Northern Ireland Secretary
Sir Basil Brooke visited the U.S. and was refused at
City Hall. The liberal magazine The Nation com-
mented, “As though he were Mayor not of New
York but of his native Bohola in County Mayo,
Mr. O’Dwyer truculently announced that the
Prime Minister of Ulster [sic] would be received
at City Hall only over his dead body.” 35

The articles in The Gaelic American provide an
insight into the ways in which Irish Americans
responded to William O’Dwyer’s actions. The fact
that the paper was so diligent in reporting his activ-
ities displays just how significant his support was to
the Irish American community and the degree of
pride taken in his actions by his own people.

Upon reviewing these documents, it is
apparent that Irish Americans saw O’Dwyer, and
he also saw himself, as an individual in a prime
position to champion the causes of their people.
His Irish constituents were not only approving,
but also thankful and appreciative of his efforts,
as evidenced by their drive to have him reelected
in 1949.36 The American Irish Citizens
Committee for the Reelection of William
O’Dwyer stated that newspapers who once sup-
ported O’Dwyer were vilifying him in the hopes
that a representative of the privileged class
(Newbold Morris) would replace him. A letter to
committee members asked:

WHY THIS SUDDEN CHANGE?
Is it because—
He saves all of the people and not a

choice few?
He has raised civil service wages to a

decent living standard?
His rent control bill has prevented

gouging of tenants?
He has built Public Housing for

193,000 people? 37

The letter urged voters to consider
O’Dwyer’s record when voting, and not to be
misled by these publications.38

Despite the gestures of support he lent to the
Irish-American community, O’Dwyer could nei-
ther politically nor personally accede to the
requests of all Irishmen. He chose his own bat-
tles, and more than once rejected requests from
the homeland. People in and around O’Dwyer’s
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birthplace of County Mayo often sent letters
requesting the mayor's personal assistance. While

of New York sent a telegram on March 12, 1946,

these letters demonstrate that people in Ireland
which read, "We protest against public reception

genuinely believed that they had a friend in the
and presentation to Winston Churchill who was

Irish mayor an ocean away, they were
responsible for letting loose the Black and Tans on

not alone.
It was reported in 1947 that the mayor was the deaths of thousands of Irish Men and Women."
receiving between seven thousand and fifteen
thousand letters each month.39 People wrote to
the mayor from all over the world requesting

others similar to them and spoke at a City Hall

money, jobs, and even romantic dates. It would
reception honoring the former British Prime
Minister. 'Dwyer's aides advised him to recall

have been impossible for O'Dwyer to honor all
requests, especially those that involved the writ-
ing of a personal check. Most of the letters

City; for example, his grandfather Leonard W.
Jerome was instrumental in establishing the "Riot to accept

received a form letter response explaining that: Relief Fund" to benefit the families of the New
The Mayor daily receives numerous York City police officers that were killed in the

requests for donations...and much as he
and honor

may be in sympathy with a cause in which
appeal is made to him, since he could not

family's contributions and mentioned that the fund
had survived as the New York Police and Fire

possibly accede to all requests, he feels that Widow's Fund. His remarks also included the fol-
in fairness to all who write him he must lowing words in praise of Churchill:
follow a uniform policy to which exception As Mayor of New York, I have the sig-
is not made.40 nal honor of extending an official welcome

Churchill not
to our most distinguished visitor. In wel-

Such responses were also sent in regard to
requests for O' Dwyer's support from the Irish

coming him, I desire to recall to you,
though am sure you too remember-the

as an Irishman,
Centre Club$ which was described as a social,
educational, and cultural gathering place for New

time not long ago when he captured the
hearts and admiration of the world. In the

York's Gaels, and to the Green Cross, an Ireland- early dark days of the war when the
but in his

based foundation which gave financial assistance
to the families of Irishmen imprisoned in British

nations of Europe trembled before the

jails.42 As a result of the mayor's official policy, he
rejected almost all requests for financial support

fear engulfed the people of the world his
official capacity

clarion voice rallied them to a stubborn
and assistance, and his support for the Irish and resistance. His ringing phrases instilled

new hope in the hearts of freedom-lovers
as the mayor of

ances and speeches. and his zeal begot in them new courage.
His tenacity was an inspiration.44

LOYAL TO HIS POSITION
New York City.

While O'Dwyer was well aware of the disap-
appearances were not at all pleasing to Irish-
Americans, largely resulting from his desire to
remain loyal to his position as mayor of the City of

community in the wake of this controversial

New York and the representative of a vast and var-
speech, he still chose to accept and honor the dig-
nitary not as an Irishman, but in his official

more difficult for 'Dwyer than in 1946 when
capacity as the mayor of New York City.45 Some
fifteen years later, O'Dwyer would comment on

Winston Churchill planned a visit to New York the event, saying, "I recognized the world-wide

speak at a reception honoring England's Winston
position of Churchill, and my position as mayor

Churchill as a leader and diplomat, the Irish-
of the City. I had no love for Churchill because of

American community flooded City Hall with their
his action in the Irish picture, but I also felt it was
my duty as mayor of the City to receive him."46

NEW YORK 1R1SH HISTORY

Ireland (Anglo-Irish War 1920-21), and causing

'Dwyer disregarded these statements and many

O'Dwyer chose
Winston Churchill's family roots in New York

1863 draft riots.$ O'Dwyer discussed aspects of the

Winston

onslaught of Hitler's Armies and a terrible

Irish-Americans was limited to public appear-

There were indeed times when 'Dwyer's speaking
proval he would face within the Irish-American

ied conglomerate of people. At no point was this

City. Upon hearing the news that 0'Dwyer would

letters of outrage. Clan na Gael and IRA Veterans

Vol.16, 2002
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While O'Dwyer was never heavily criticized by
neutral on the situation and attempt to bring

the local newspapers for supporting Irish causes,
about a resolution that would once again bring

he often took heat for what many perceived as
unity to the Party. Several days later the Cardinal
issued an amended statement that called not for

favoritism towards the Catholic Church. One the general support of religious schools with public
such instance was in 1949 when O'Dwyer joined
Cardinal Spellman, head of the New York

funds, but rather the use of public funds for specif-

Archdiocese in calling for State Department
ic auxiliary expenses not having to do with religion
such as transportation, health aids, and non-reli-

Catholic clergymen imprisoned in Hungary
gious textbooks. When asked for commentary on

allegedly for his dealings with corrupt landlords.
the new proposal, Mrs. Roosevelt replied,

As the New York Times reported, "Mayor The Mayor made several other attempts to
ensure that he landed somewhere in the middle

do all he could to prevent the 'lynching of the of the religious spectrum. Letters from Catholic
clergy requesting 'Dwyer's support were treated

guilt in the matter, many resented O'Dwyer's in the same manner as was all other mail. One
alliance and involvement with the Church in mat-
ters such as these. One radical newspaper went as

note came from a Catholic priest working in
remote Panamanian mission with the desire to

far as to ask O'Dwyer, "Is it your theory that any build a schoolhouse for the poverty-stricken
trial of a Catholic Cardinal should be denounced
because : Catholic Cardinal can do no wrong?"48

native people. In addition, O'Dwyer also
received a letter from a midwestern Catholic

Mayor O'Dwyer often found himself in the school requesting funds to purchase a school
center of extremely difficult political decisions per- bus,50 and request for aid from the National

Conference of Catholic Charities, 51 All such
circumstances did O'Dwyer lend unconditional requests were answered with letters of regret.
support to Cardinal Spellman or to the Catholic
Church. Wherever possible, he attempted to dis-

In addition to remaining impartial, O'Dwyer

tance himself from situations that could portray
took very specific measures to create a fair repre-
sentation of other faiths within his administra-

him as either favoring the Church, or betraying it.
In August, 1949, just few months after the

tion. At the dedication ceremony of the
headquarters of the United Nations in 1947,

once again. Both the senatorial and mayoral elec- world dignitaries, Cardinal Spellman was the only
tions were approaching in November, and con- clergyman available to give remarks. The Mayor

Cardinal Spellman was publicly promoting the
received a letter from the Bishop of the Episcopal
Diocese of Central New York which read:

notion that parochial schools should receive federal I should respectfully like to draw to
funding, an idea which did not sit well at all with your attention the fact that the United
Eleanor Roosevelt, a major player in Democratic
Party leadership. With the election just a few

Nations is a world organization in which
all are concerned and that to look upon
the Roman Catholic Church as the only

where he stood on the issue. 'Dwyer understood
that siding with the Cardinal would weaken his

branch of religion worthy of representation

image as an impartial and tolerant politician in the
on such an occasion is unworthy of a great

eyes on non-Catholic Democrats, and that on the
city whose administration presumably

contrary, siding with Roosevelt would alienate mil-
believes in the democratic process.

lions of the city's Catholic voters with interest in
The Protestant Council of the City of New

parochial schools. Without full Democratic sup-
a York also sent a letter requesting that the Mayor
agree to the "representation of at least the three

port, Republican victories in the upcoming elec- major faiths at any official functions where any
tions seemed likely. After taking vacation to clear members of the clergy are invited to partici-
his head, O'Dwyer decided ultimately to remain
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0'DWYER AND RELIGIOUS ISSUES

action to free Cardinal Mindszenty, another

"I… think it a…fair statement. "49

O'Dwyer called on Secretary of State Acheson to

Hungarian Primate.™47 Regardless of Mindszenty's

taining to religious matters. However, under no

Mindszenty affair, the spotlight was on O'Dwyer which involved Mayor O'Dwyer and several

troversy was brewing within the Democratic Party.

months away, all eyes turned to O'Dwyer to see

pate."s3 O'Dwyer responded to both letters indi-
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lem. It's a White problem. We made it.
ed to the ceremony but that only Cardinal They didn't. A partial solution lies in

schools. When adults are bigoted, it's hard
if in the future he contacted the Protestant to change them. But children can be
Council directly, they would gladly provide him
with 1 clergyman from their side of the fence."55

taught democracy while they are young.
It'll take three generations of educating
school children to wipe out racial and reli-

The Mayor
made

Bensonhurst which demonstrated the confidence that long. We'll do what we can in the
that New York's Jewish community had in the meantime. 60
Mayor. It read in part, "Permit me to take this

unprecedented
occasion to express to you our heartfelt wishes and
divine blessings in your new office as mayor of the

When advisors suggested that the rising
crime rate in Harlem be countered by adding

attempts to
City of New York. We are sure that your adminis-
tration will improve the welfare of all classes and

promote racial
groups, and bring about lasting achievements that

gested the provision of better housing and eco-

will be a pride for our city."$6 The letter further
equality in the

requested that O'Dwyer send a letter of encour-
arranged for the Lewisohn Stadium, part of City
College, to be donated for an evening to a protest
and demonstration on behalf of Isaac Woodard, a

anniversary edition of the congregation's newslet- black man who had his eyes gouged out by police
in the South.62 The entire event was organized

believed the
was not one of the larger or most important in the
City, and that he should stick to the official policy

and run by black residents of Harlem, and it was
the first time the City had donated the use of a city was

and deny the request. However, the Mayor decid- venue for such an event.
ed to send a message of congratulations.57

Mayor O'Dwyer also did what he could to
The Mayor also made unprecedented carrying on an

attempts to promote racial equality in the city.
advance the position of Jewish people in New official policy
York City and around the world. He gave a radio

Later in life, O'Dwyer stated that he believed the

address discussing the plight of Jews in the wake
city was carrying on an official policy of racial dis- of racial

of the Holocaust. And as member of the War out to make changes in the everyday lives of
Refugee Board he created measures to ease Jewish blacks. He acknowledged that while the housing discrimination.
entry into America and pushed for the United
States to support the creation of a Jewish home-

shortage was difficult on everyone, it was particu-

land in Israel.58 Members of the City's Jewish
larly troublesome for blacks, who were prohibited

community praised him for his work to gain
from residing in certain housing projects. In

recognition and acceptance their religion. The
Jewish National Fund had 'Dwyer's name

prohibited discrimination in public housing. In an
effort to promote greater equality, Mayor

"helpful in bringing about the decision of the
from Harlem, as Deputy Housing Commissioner.

United Nations of November 29, 1947, for the
Jones took O'Dwyer on car rides through the

creation of a Jewish State. "59
slums of Harlem, opening his eyes to the plight of
black New Yorkers. Subsequently, O'Dwyer was
able to solicit funds from private sector donors for
cartage that helped resident volunteers literally
clean up their communities.64

taking steps towards bettering the social and eco- Through his position as a public figure,
nomic situation of the City's black population. William O'Dwyer lent his supportand influence
Discussing the poverty that most blacks suffered to the Irish Americans as well as many of the City's
at the time, O'Dwyer stated:

It's a mistake to call it a Negro prob-
disadvantaged minorities, such as black and Jewish
residents. However, aside from his gifts of speech

NEW YORK 1R1SH HISTORY

cating that clergy from all three faiths were invit-

Spellman accepted. $4 He was in turn assured that

Early in his administration, O'Dwyer received
a letter from Congregation Tifereth Torah of gious prejudice, but wire not going to wait

more police officers to the area, O'Dwyer sug-

nomic opportunities for the residents.61 O'Dwyer

agement to be published in the twenty-fifth
city..he

ter. 'Dwyer's aides advised him that the temple

crimination."* During his administration he set

response, O'Dwyer prepared a local law which

inscribed in the Sefer HaMedinah, the new vol-
ume of the Golden Book of the fund for being

O'Dwyer appointed Ray Jones, a black politician

O'DWYER AND RACIAL ISSUES
Mayor O'Dwyer also received recognition for
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tries vital to the public interest, and within each
politician led to an administration of great change
for the city. The records of his accomplishments as

industry listed unions under contract, and the

mayor illustrate just how much he accomplished
expiration dates of such contracts. They would
then send communications to both union repre-

in the names of all New York City residents. sentatives as well as the companies and businesses

Within
Within just few weeks of taking office, that hired them thirty days before the expiration of

the contracts in order to urge negotiations. The
when the Transit Workers Union (the T.W.U.),
threatened to strike if they did not receive a large

city would also offer mediation and arbitration

weeks of wage increase. 45 These workers, mainly Irish émi-
services to those that requested it. In July, 1949,
arbitration was accepted by labor and manage-

taking
grés, had long been underpaid, and O'Dwyer ment in an eight day strike of three-thousand
knew that if a strike of subway workers were
allowed, the city would be severely crippled.

employees of the New York City Omnibus
Corporation. «8 The mayor also used tripartite citi-

office,
president of the Congress of Industrial

tives of labor, industry, and the public to mediate
disputes of great importance to the city, and avoid

which the T.W.U. belonged. Murray was success-
costly and disruptive work stoppages.

was faced
ful in calming the seas between 'Dwyer and IMPROVEMENTS AND ACCOMPLISHMENTS

with a labor
and O' Dwyer had passed his first test. Later,

Aside from keeping the subways operating,

'Dwyer would negotiate an increase in the sub-
way fare in order to give these workers a wage

crisis when increase that would be competitive with the rising
cost of living. Since the inception of the subway

had prepared contracts that would create a second

system, the fare had been five cents, and O'Dwyer
airport (the first being LaGuardia Field) in New

the Transit favored a raise to ten cents, opposed by virtually all
York City. By the time O'Dwyer ascended to

New Yorkers. His only other option was to make
office, it was apparent that the city could not
afford the cost of construction of the new Idlewild

Workers
up the difference by taking from other depart-
ments. After leaving office O' Dwyer ultimately
explained his rationale for his decision, "The deci-

major repairs were already needed at LaGuardia.

Union sion I made was to raise the fare to ten cents. It had
nothing to do with the politics of it, it was just

lines already signed regarding the airfields at

threatened question of being fair and just to the service of all
Idlewild was met with great criticism in the airline
industry. However, others praised him for recog-

city departments. "% This decision was understand-

to strike.
ably ill received by New Yorkers, who had been
avoiding a fare increase for over fifteen years. And

"used up all the city's available funds for construc-

this would not be the last of Mayor O'Dwyer's
tion, at the expense of schools and social services

struggles with workers and their unions, on the
which the citizenry needs more than a grand new
airport. "6? The Port Authority offered a deal to the

one hand, and his public image on the other.
After discovering the difficulty it took to deal

City in which they would take the titles to both

with such labor crises, the mayor responded by
airports and assume responsibility for their main-

creating the Division of Labor Relations, a com- al, not wanting the City to lose control of its

disputes and avoiding strikes that would be detri-
airports or any of its commercial waterfronts

mental to the City. The group's stated purpose was
indefinitely. However, he eventually negotiated a

to, 'avert, or at the very least to settle quickly,
deal in which the airports would be leased to the

strikes and work stoppages in industries essential to
Port Authority for fifty years. The agreement stip-

the health, safety, and welfare of the people of the
City of New York."87 They made lists of all indus- LaGuardia Airport, and Floyd Bennet Field by

Vol. 16, 2002

NEW YORK 1R15H HISTORY

and diplomacy, 'Dwyer's work ethic and role as a

Mayor O'Dwyer was faced with a labor crisis

O'Dwyer was able to avoid such : disaster by con-
tacting an old friend, Philip Murray, the national

zens panels comprised of outstanding representa-

O'Dwyer Organizations (the C.I.O.), the umbrella group to

T.W.U. leader Mike Quill. A strike was averted,
William 'Dwyer's terms as mayor saw other sig-
nificant improvements in the realm of transporta-
tion. Mayor LaGuardia, at the end of his term,

Airport (now J.F.K. International), especially since

'Dwyer's decision to break contracts with air-

nizing that honoring these contracts would have

tenance and repair. O' Dwyer rejected the propos-

mittee charged with monitoring potential labor

ulated that, "Improvement, development, opera-
tion, and maintenance of Idlewild Airport,
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the Port Authority and at its expense will be in the
public interest."7 Now the city would have a

dollars, the city's free public school system far

first -class airport without any capital expenditure.
overshadows all other non-revenue-produc-

A major accomplishment of the O'Dwyer that the governments of many states and
administration was the increase of the number of
housing units made available to residents. With

foreign nations fall far behind it in budget-

the war's end, veterans were returning home to
New York in droves only to find that there were no

volume of activity. It is undoubtedly the
largest city school system in the world.74

accommodations available to them. O'Dwyer
himself testified before a federal legislative com-
mittee on behalf of a new national government school system was suffering particularly badly

from wartime cutbacks. Not a single school had
would have provided funds for low-rent housing
for veterans, but Congress did not pass the Act in

been constructed in the city since 1943. One of

1946 nor when it was reintroduced in 1949. This his first orders of business was to have$151,121,000 allocated for construction of seven-
was apparently due to Congress' regarding
President Truman as a lame duck, and therefore others. At the end of the four years, twenty-two
seeing no need to cooperate with his initiatives.
Nevertheless, O' Dwyer was committed to making

school projects accommodating 23,101 pupils

sure veterans had a place to go in New York City.
had been completed and opened for use, while

twenty-eight projects seating 30,722 pupils were
He continued this fight and spoke at the 1947 under construction, and twenty-five projects pro-
United States Conference of Mayors urging politi-
cians throughout the nation to pressure Congress ready to be placed under contract.75 O 'Dwyer's
to allocate federal funds to municipalities exclu-
sively for housing veterans." Locally, he began the

administration also inaugurated the High School

first local rent control program to prevent the laws
of the Air, program which broadcast instruction

of supply and demand from placing tenants at the
mercy of their landlords. He also continued build-

school children who were supplied with receiving
sets through the generosity of individuals and

ing efforts with city funds, despite the belief that
the government should have been doing some-

community agencies.7 Programs were also insti-

thing to alleviate the crisis caused by the housing
shortage. By 1949, the city had forty-two new

adjustments to their school life including the
assignment of additional teachers for remedial

public housing projects underway, with federal aid instruction in reading, and the establishment of
attached to only one, at a cost of $410 million to workshops and study courses to help teachers who
the City.73 Later that year, with the election of have large numbers of such students.77
Harry S. Truman as President of the United States,
a long awaited Housing Act was passed. However,
the city had already completed 47,600 apartments

steps towards improving the health of New
Yorkers. Most notably, his administration was

on its own despite the tremendous economic bur-
den the construction placed on the city. After his

instrumental in thwarting a smallpox outbreak

career as mayor had ended, O'Dwyer himself con-
that caused the deaths of several people. The

sidered his record in the development of housing
mayor was photographed getting his inoculation,
aswere many Broadway performers, in an effort

to be one of his greatest achievements. to get the word out to citizens. Great measures

important improvements was his work to better
were also taken to obtain ample supplies of the
necessary serum. In the end, a great catastrophe

the city's school system. In 1950, the New York
City Board of Education was described in the fol-

was averted.78 Also in response to the general

lowing terms:
complaint that hospitals were overcrowded and

In magnitude of operations, in extent of
physical plant and in demand on taxpayers'

the Out-Patient Program as well as the Home
Care Program, which cut the hospital population

NEW YORK 1R1SH HISTORY

ing municipal agencies. Indeed it is so vast

ary expenditures, personnel employed and

When O'Dwyer took office in 1946, the

housing measure.?"1 The Taft-Ellender-Wagner Act

ty-five new schools and the modernization of still

viding seats for 21,170 pupils were being made

over the radio to over 400 homebound high

tuted to help Spanish-speaking children make

Lastly, 'Dwyer made several significant

Perhaps one of Mayor O'Dwyer's most

understaffed, 'Dwyer's administration initiated
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substantially." O Dwyer was also forced to deal
with the understaffing of many city hospitals. As 3
a result of substandard salaries, long working
hours, and heavy caseloads, many workers 4 "The Big Bonanza," Time, June 1948, 25.

resigned leaving the hospitals with less than fifty
percent of the needed staff. In 1946, O'Dwyer

5 "Rise to Mayoralty Began 6 Years Ago," The New York
Times, 7 November 1945, 2.

supersede the then existing six-day, forty-eight-
hour week. &o He also initiated a $600 or twenty-

The New York Times Magazine, 3 February 1946, 44.

five percent salary increase for nurses, bringing 7
the annual pay to $2400. By the end of the term,
he had spent $38 million on new facilities and

8

improvements in health care. "t
Politics In The City (New York: Columbia University

many New Yorkers the jobs, homes, health care, Press, 1993), 55.

and quality of life that they desperately needed in
the years after World War II. He was an independ-

10 Ibid.

ent and strong politician, dedicated to improving
the City that he called home. Aside from his educa-
tion and skills, O'Dwyer also had the personality

12 Chris McNickle, To Be Mayor Of New York, 55.

that is necessary for effective leadership. Moreover,
he had the life experience and charisma needed to
relate to almost any one of his constituents. One
friend recalled that he had a rare ability to draw the
attention of everyone as he entered the room, and 16 James A. Hagerty, "Record Plurality," The New York
connect with a personal comment or remark, Times, 7 November 1945, 1.

regardless of his closeness to the individual.82 When
asked later in life what he felt constituted a great

17 William O'Dwyer, Beyond The Golden Door, ed. Paul
O'Dwyer (Jamaica, New York: St. John's University,

First, he must inspire people, and sec-
1987), 228.

ondly, he must be willing to discern some- 18 John T. Ridge, "Irish County Societies," The New York

how what the people want, so that he can
give them what they want-define it for
them more clearly than they themselves 1996), 291.

know…and thirdly, he should have the
power whether by word of mouth, and it

19 "Comerford Installed As President United Irish

generally is, or by writing, the power to be
Counties By O'Dwyer-Stands For Republic For All
Ireland," The Gaelic American, 22 March 1947.

the type of a personality that can impress
people. That, to me, is more or less the
essence of leadership.83

He Will Ask For Restoration of Six Counties," The
Gaelic American, 20 October 1945.

21 "Carmelite Priests Arrange Fine Show for

of his suggested qualities. Entertainment," The Gaelic American, 26 April 1947.

22 "American Irish Historical Society Awards Gold Medal

Notes Presentation," The Gaelic American, 10 May 1947.

transcript, Oral History Research Office, Rare Book
and Manuscript Library, Columbia University, New The Gaelic American, 25 September 1948.

York, New York, 220.
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leader, 'Dwyer responded:

Irish, Ed. Ronald H. Bayor and Timothy J. Meagher
(Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press,

20 "O'Dwyer Out for Irish Freedom Tells Brooklyn AOH

O'Dwyer himself appeared to have all three

to Padraic Colum Mayor 'Dwyer Makes

1 William O'Dwyer, interview by John Kelly, 1960-62,
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