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yan Library of Tona College possesses

a vast collection of research material

on the Irish in early America, collect-
ed by MichaelfJoseph O’Brien.! This collection,
some 25,000 pages of typed, printed and written
material, constitutes O’Brien’s research efforts to
illustrate the contributions of the Irish to the
development of America. The section on Irish
teachers in America is some seven-hundred
pages of manuscript material dealing with the
original thirteen colonies, plus Ohio, Kentucky
and Illinois. This paper describes the significant
presence and educational accomplishments of
the Irish schoolmasters in New York City. The
reader, however, should come to a realization of
O’Brien’s love of his people and his efforts and
ability to portray the contributions of the Irish
to the development of early America.?

Michael J. O’Brien was born on April 5,
1870, in the town of Fermoy in County Cork,
Ireland. He was educated in the Christian
Brothers’ school in Fermoy, worked for a time in
Ireland, and arrived in New York City on July 4,
1889. Shortly after landing in New York he
obtained a position with the Western Union
Telegraph Company, from which he retired in
the mid-1930s. Soon after his arrival he came to
the conclusion that the Irish contributions to
early America had been neglected, and he began
his research, a project which occupied most of
his leisure time for his remaining years.

THE PENAL LAWS AND EMIGRATION

In considering Irish contributions to education
in early America, it is necessary to examine the
status of schoolmasters in Ireland after the enact-
ment of the penal laws in the late seventeenth
and early eighteenth centuries. Under British
rule the Irish had long been the victims of unjust
laws. Beginning in 1695, however, the British
authorities sought to deprive the Irish people of

the opportunity of an education. Ultimately, it
became treason to support education, build
schools, or even send a child to be taughtin a
neighbor’s home. A reward was offered if a
schoolmaster was found guilty of practicing his
profession. The penalty for such a conviction
“was transportation as a ‘convict’ to the West
Indies or to the American plantations.” The pur-
pose of these penal laws obviously was to keep
the Irish “in darkness and ignorance, through
the destruction of the schools and the banish-
ment of the schoolmasters.” Irish men and
women dedicated to education had no alterna-
tive but to leave their native Ireland; and many
migrated to the American colonies. Fortunately
in America at that time there was no govern-
ment system of education or restrictions upon
teachers. Many resumed their educational call-
ing and, with no love for Great Britain’s oppres-
sive laws, helped to develop the love of
independence that America offered.’

In regard to the effects of the penal laws,
O’Brien cites the following about an incident in
the British House of Lords:

It is related that on one occasion when

a member of the English House of Lords

tauntingly referred to the Irish peasants as

“rude and ignorant,” Lord Byron

answered promptly and with that bitter

sarcasm for which he was noted: “Aye,
well may you call them ignorant, my

Lord, when you burned the schoolhouse

and hanged the schoolmaster!” That pithy

reply from a generous Englishman was the
quintessence of the story of the Irish school-
master in his own country under the oper-
ation of the Penal Laws, a piece of
legislation that was described by Edmund

Burke as “one of the most frightful engines

of oppression that the perverted ingenuity

of man could conceive!™
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Irish pedagogues settled in significant num-
bers where a large number of Irish settled,
including New York City. Some schoolmasters
were employed as private tutors in homes of the
wealthy. As a general rule private tutors were bet-
ter educated and frequently taught foreign lan-
guages, philosophy, astronomy, and higher
mathematics, in addition to the rudiments of
education. Irish teachers, not highly educated,
taught in common schools where
they were confined to imparting
the rudiments of education.’

FARLY SCHOOLMASTERS IN
NEw York
As far back as 1704 Thomas
Flynn not only performed the
occupation of “chirugeon” (sur-
gery) but had opened a school in
Wind Mill Lane, now Cortland
Street. There is no record that he
had any training as a teacher, or as
a surgeon for that matter. When
announcing the opening of his
school, Mr. Flynn expressed the
desire “that his pupils would not have to travel
too far up town” for their education. In recogni-
tion of his contributions the “minutes of the
Meetings of the Common Council of the City of
New York” indicate “that on May 27, 1702,
Thomas Flin (sic) was admitted Freeman” of the
City. Obviously Thomas Flynn was a prominent
citizen of New York City before 1704. From
1725 to 1731 the Reverend Thomas Colgan, an
Irish Protestant clergyman, directed the “Charity
School” that was part of Trinity Church. In 1732
Thomas Colgan was appointed Pastor of Grace
Church in Jamaica, Long Island, where he also
taught at a school until his death in 1755.¢

Miles Reilly was another of the early Irish
schoolmasters. O’Brien could not find the date
of his arrival from Ireland, but stated, with great
certainty, that he was a private tutor in New York
in the second quarter of the eighteenth century.
The fact that he taught foreign languages meant
that he was well educated. In 1734 the French
ship Eglinton was blown off course and forced to
land in New York City. Mayor Thomas Lurting
called upon Reilly as “Interpreter” and “Linguist”

when conversing with the vessel’s captain.” A
cotemporary of Miles Reilly was Ireland-born
James Magrath who opened a school in Dock
Street. In 1740 he is mentioned as a physician
and medical lecturer.® When Miles Reilly died
in 1774 the New York Gazette “referred to him
as a gentleman of great learning and physician
of the most exalted eminence.”®

In 1748 Cornelius Lynch conducted a
school in Stone Street where he
taught writing, arithmetic, vulgar
and decimal fractions, navigation,
surveying, mensuration and
merchants” accounting.'® He died
in 1753 and was buried in Trinity
churchyard. His headstone reads:
“Cornelius Linch (sic), died May
21st, 1753, aged 45 years.”"" At
the New York City surrogates
office the will of John Wilson,
schoolmaster and born in Ireland
is on record. The will is dated
September 12, 1749, and
probated ten days later. Wilson
appears to be a native of County

Monaghan, as he bequeathed his estate to
“William and Margaret, children of me and my
wife, Mary, and living at Aughna Malagh in
County Monaghan, Ireland.”*?

James Farrell appears to have been a versatile
eighteenth century schoolmaster, based upon his
advertisement in the New York Mercury.® The
advertisement reads in part that James Farrell
will begin teaching “reading, writing, arithmetic,
vulgar and decimal, logarithmically and instru-
mental, merchants’ accounts, carefully and expe-
ditiously” in the house of Mrs. Elizabeth Witt
on July 12, 1756.4

One of the prominent private schools for
some years prior to the American Revolution was
conducted by Thomas Carroll. His school was
originally in Broad Street and then moved to
Wall Street, where it was patronized by the lead-
ing families of the City. Apparently he was a
teacher of rare ability and enjoyed a great reputa-
tion for educating the young. In a newspaper
advertisement he portrayed his depth of knowl-
edge and versatility. On May 12, 1766, the fol-

lowing advertisement appeared:
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Western Union
Telegraph building in
New York City in the
late 1880s. Michael
O'Brien began working
at the company soon
after his arrival in the
city in 1889. Courtesy
of Library of Congress.

Vol.23, 2009


















and the number of publications over a period of
many decades. His research into the contribu-
tions that Irish schoolmasters made to the devel-
opment of early New York City demonstrates he
spared no efforts to inform all Americans of the
role played by the Irish in early America. This
became a labor of love over a period of some sixty
years, and for the most part Michael Joseph
O’Brien succeeded in his chosen objective.

Notes

1. Michael Joseph O’Brien passed away on November 4,
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America. The Michael J. O’Brien papers are part of the
Brother Charles B. Quinn, C.EC., Ph.D., Irish
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guage.
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New York Genealogical and Biographical Record, Vol. 15,
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