The First Irishman in New York
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n the autumn of 1643, the French mis-

sionary Isaac Jogues landed at New

Amsterdam following a six-day jour-
ney down the North (Hudson) River. He
came almost straight from Hell—a/most only
because he had spent an intervening month
and a half under the protection of the com-
mandant at Fort Orange (Albany), 142 miles
upstream. Father Jogues and twenty-two
French and Huron companions had been
captured the preceding year by a Mohawk
Iroquois war party. Badly beaten and horribly
mutilated, they were staked to the ground
with hot coals thrown on them and their bod-
ies punctured repeatedly with sharp augers.
A few of the party were summarily executed.
Others were slowly burned alive (Martin 1885,
71-110). After thirteen months in captivity,
Jogues was finally ransomed by the Dutch at
Fort Orange, acting as proxies for their French
allies (Martin 1885, 149-52).

Jogues was the first Catholic priest to walk the

streets of officially Calvinist New Amsterdam.
That distinction, plus reports of his terrify-

ing ordeal and the terrible deformities he

bore, raised considerable interest amongst the
townsfolk. Violent, fatal disputes had already
raged between New Amsterdam’s European
settlers and their Native American neighbors.
Of course, the savage taking of civilian life

was not unique to the Western Hemisphere.
Contemporaneously in Ireland, thousands met
grisly deaths.

Father Jogues wrote of the nineteen-year
old settlement, “On the island of Manhate, and
in its environs, there may well be four or five
hundred men of different sects and nations:
the Director General told me that there were
men of eighteen different languages; they are
scattered here and there on the river, above and
below, as the beauty and convenience of the
spot has invited each to settle” (Jameson 1909,
259-60). A weeping Polish man, a Lutheran,
came to the priest and kissed his mutilated
hands repeating the words, “Martyr of Jesus
Christ!” A Portuguese woman showed him
pictures of the Blessed Virgin and of Aloysius

Gonzaga, a fellow Jesuit beatified a few years

Hlustration:

A view of New Amsterdam
published in Europe by
Joost Hartgers early in
the 1600s. The engrav-
ing is intended to show
the Dutch fort at the

tip of Manbattan, the
surrounding settlement,
and typical Dutch and
Native American vessels.
Courtesy of New York
Public Library.
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Duke of York’s proprietorship when an atmo-
sphere conducive towards Catholicism prevailed,
he is referred to herein principally as William
Goulding.

AN INDENTURED SERVANT IN VIRGINIA

On August 21, 1535, a 22-year old passenger
manifested as William Golder became one of
152 “Persons to be transported to Virginia by
the George, [under the command of ] Mr. John
Severne, after examination by the Minister of
Gravesend” (Coldham 1988, 163). His name
and age appear on the passenger list imme-
diately following that of his master (Hotten
1874, 124). He was the indentured servant of
a man fifteen years his senior, Edward Abbs.
Once in Virginia, the spelling of both names
altered—Abbs became Abbes, and Golder
became Goulder (McCartney 2007, 77). They
were just two of some two-thousand immi-
grants who sailed for Virginia that year, greatly
swelling the colony’s European population,
which grew from less than fifteen hundred in
1624 to an estimated five thousand by 1635
(Coldham 1987, ix—x).

Indentured servitude was a standard prac-
tice used to populate American colonies, both
Dutch and English. An indentured servant was
in actuality an all-purpose employee whose pas-
sage was paid by a sponsor, either fully or in
part. Servants incurred an obligation to work
a certain number of years but, during terms
of their indentures, they could be bought and
sold similarly to slaves. During the term, the
employee received food and clothing, and
learned farming and/or a trade. At the end of
the contract, the servant became a free person
who might be granted some land and who
could acquire the right to vote subject to the
laws of the jurisdiction (Morison 1965, 82).

When master and servant agreed, it was a
boon to both parties. When they did not, it was
likely a constant, sore vexation. Broadside ballads
printed in London as early as 1612 alternately
extolled the virtues of Virginia:

Where Capons are so cheap, and Eggs
are in such plenty
Also such Fowl and Fish, and other
things most dainty :

As Pigs, Veal, Lamb, and Venison, if
Travellers speak truly,
Which is the cause so many go, and
travels to Virginny.

(Bodleian. 40 Rawl, 566(165).)

They also lamented a servant’s existence in the
colony:
1 have playd my part, Both at Plough
and Cart,
In the Land of Virginny, O:
Billets from the Wood, Upon my back
they load,
When that I was weary, weary, weary,
weary, O.
(Bodleian. Douce 2(219a).)

Indentured servants in the early English col-
onies of America came from a wide variety of
social segments within Britain and Ireland.
The majority were voluntary émigrés, free
persons who wished to settle on the far side
of the Atlantic to better their circumstances
but who could not afford the price of pas-
sage. Involuntary servants constituted the
other large group and included “those sent
under the arbitrary exercise of royal pre-
rogative or by court sentences,” including
outright criminals, paupers, vagrants and dis-
solute persons, as well as many poor children
(Ballagh 1969, 34-35). Included in the latter
mix were many political prisoners. Morison
(1965, 82) writes,

“James I began, and Oliver Cromwell
and the later Stuart kings continued, the
business of transporting to the colonies
Scottish and Irish rebels taken in civil
wars... Most of these unfortunates were
sent to the West Indies. .. but some went to

Virginia, Maryland, and New England.”

Goulding’s relocation from Ireland to England
and subsequent emigration to America, there-
fore, could have been by design or through
poverty, a result of anti-government activity or
because of conviction for a petty crime; but,
almost surely, it was related in some way to the
large-scale, political and sectarian based land
redistribution ongoing in Ireland.
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Hlustration:

Willem Kieft held prima-
ry administrative responsi-
bility for New Amsterdam
1638-1647. He granted
religious dissenter Lady
Deborah Moody and her
associates permission to
settle Gravesend in 1645.
Kiefts relations with
Native Americans dete-
riorated into war, and

he was soon succeeded by
Peter Stuyvesant. Courtesy
of Manhatan.NL.

Edward Abbes and William Goulding
appear to have had a satisfactory relationship
in the vicinity of Elizabeth City near where the
James River empties into Chesapeake Bay. In a
will signed August 24, 1636, Abbes bequeathed,

“To William Goulder, my man, one year and

a half of his time in case my wife and child be
dead” (Withington 1980, 262). Abbes died
shortly afterwards and his wife, Sarah, subse-
quently returned to England. On May 23, 1637,
Sarah Abbes, “presented her late husband’s will
to probate officials, noting that he had died in
Virginia” (McCartney 2007, 77). Whether she
remained in Britain or subsequently traveled
back to Virginia is not known. Also unresolved
is the date on which the Irishman finally became
free. The key to that question is the length of

his indenture, which could have varied between
two and eight years with a three to five-year term
considered average (Ballagh 1969, 49-50; Kenny
2000, 9).

According to Father Jogues' biographer, the
Irishman reached New Amsterdam from “the
Virginia coast” while the Jesuit was awaiting
passage to Europe (Martin 1885, 154). Exactly
where Goulding resided in the years immediately

prior to his arrival in New Amsterdam is not
known. Employment prospects in Virginia were
good because labor was very much in demand,
but, given the colony’s profitable tobacco cul-
ture, most men preferred to become freeholders,
and land grants were frequently stipulated in
contracts between servants and masters (Ballagh
1969, 84-85). Colonial records show that, in
1637, Thomas Weston conveyed land in Charles
River Shire' to a William Golding (Greer 1912,
130). Perhaps Weston had secured the Irishman’s
indenture and was then granting him his first
piece of real estate in America. What is certain,
though, is that in 1641 the Virginia House of
Burgesses began a legislative campaign that
barred “popish recusants” from holding office
and likewise disenfranchised Roman Catholics
(Billington 1964, 7). Virginia was quickly turn-
ing hostile while Manhattan stood open and
accommodating.

IN NEW AMSTERDAM AND NEW YORK
Despite the difficulties he had encountered pre-
viously because of his religious beliefs, Goulding
did well in New Amsterdam. On June 4,1644,
he’ married a widow, Anna Catharyn Smith,
in the Dutch Reformed Church (Cook 1996,
236, 247; Purple 1890, 12). The couple had
at least four children: William, Joseph, Hester
and Nicholas (Riker 1999). On September 15,
1646, he’ purchased the southwest end of Govert
Loockermans and Dirck Cornelissen’s farm, the
land immediately below where the Manhattan
anchor of the Brooklyn Bridge now lies (Stokes
1915-28 VI, 117).

Goulding’s primary identity in
New Amsterdam was that of an Anglophone. At
about the same time Father Jogues heard his con-
fession, the Irishman came in contact with one
of the more extraordinary women of early colo-
nial America, Lady Deborah Moody, a “woman
of considerable wealth and education” from
Wiltshire, England (Stockwell 1884, 1). Moody
was an Anabaptist who had been admonished
by the court in Salem, Massachusetts for
opposing the practice of infant baptism, and
in June 1643 she and some like-minded follow-
ers decided to move to the more liberal New
Amsterdam.
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Hlustration:
A reproduction of the
geographical settlement
plan for Gravesend
created by Lady
Deborah Moody. The
town was a planned
community, one of the
[first for Europeans in
North America. It was
bisected by rwo main
roads and surrounded
by a wooden palisade.
Under English control
in 1683, the town of
Gravesend was incor-
porated into the newly
formed Kings County.
Courtesy of Annenberg
Learner.
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ences to Charles II, King of England, and the
States-General, ruling body of the Netherlands.
Acknowledging that pressure on his colony

both from within and without was too great,

on November 15, 1663 Director-General Peter
Stuyvesant ( who had succeeded Kieft) effec-
tively ceded the English towns of Long Island,
Gravesend included, to New England (Brodhead
1853 1, 723-24).

Always with a ready eye for property invest-
ment, Goulding was one of the approximately
twenty men from the towns of Gravesend,
Flushing, and Jamaica who in December 1663
“went secretly in a sloop to the Raritan River for
the purpose of buying land from the Neversinks
and Raritans” (Brodhead 1853-87 1, 724).

During the late summer of the follow-
ing year, an English fleet sailed into the upper
bay surrounding New Amsterdam, leveled its
cannon on the Dutch fort, and demanded the
surrender of the town. Peter Stuyvesant wisely
agreed to terms on September 8, 1664. New
Amsterdam was renamed New York after its
new proprietor, James Stuart, Duke of York,*
and Goulding continued in a position of public
trust. In 1673, he’ was recorded in New York
colonial documents as an ensign of the militia

(Brodhead 185387 11, 646).

At some point, William and Anna
Catharyn parted company, she going
to I—Iempstead6 to live with a son by
her first husband (Stillwell 1887). The
exact cause is not known but the fol-
lowing incidents may well have had
some bearing. The Council Minutes of
New Amsterdam for February 12, 1642
record “Domine Johannes Megapolensis
requests, that Anna Smits’ an Anabaptist,
should be restrained from using slan-
derous and calumniating expressions
against God’s word and his servants”
(Brodhead 1853-87 XIV, 155-56). Ten
years later, on May 5, 1652, Anna was
found guilty of defaming a fellow villager
and was admonished judicially. When a
further offence occurred, she was called
before the court and convicted again on
September 13 (Cook 1996, 237). Anna
was then ordered “to stand in ye yrons half an
hour, with a paper on her breast declaring her

to be a publick disturber of ye peace, and if any
further trouble from her, she to be put out of
ye town” (Stockwell 1884, 12).

LOCAL TRADITION

The events laid out thus far are derived from
colonial records but what follows is local
tradition—oral history lying somewhere
between journalism and legend. It is worth
repeating mainly because it is not implau-
sible. In 1887 and 1888, the Kings County
Journal weekly newspaper published a series
of articles by William H. Stillwell on the
settlement of Gravesend. One of these, pre-
served in a box of clippings at the library
of the New-York Historical Society profiles
William Goulding, stating that “tradition”
holds he returned to Ireland following the
Restoration in the hope of receiving a mon-
etary settlement under the Act of Explanation
(1665), which granted partial relief to Irish
Catholics who had been deprived of lands.
The mention is particularly intriguing
because the number of the Irishman’s prop-
erty transactions in America is substantial.

On March 14, 1649, for example, he bought
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and sold a farm in Gravesend on the same
day, and by 1657 he had nine acres of farm-
land under cultivation in Gravesend (Stillwell
1887). In 1667, he began acquiring acreage
in Middletown, New Jersey (Stillwell 1887).

Though the exact date of William
Goulding’s death is undetermined, Cook (1996,
247) believes he died sometime between 1680
and 1682, quoting a reference made to his estate
in court documents dated June 30, 1682.

HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE

Though the first image of William Goulding
is just a snapshot of a faceless young migrant
freshly landed at New Amsterdam’s seaport
seeking religion as a tonic for his spirit and

a salve for his fear, he quickly develops into

a more defined figure. Academic inquisitive-
ness and simple human interest raise questions
about the unknown details of his circuitous
route to Manhattan Island, while surviving
records prove him to be the earliest document-
ed Irish permanent resident in what is now the
City of New York.

Estimates of the numbers of Irish who
emigrated to America during the seventeenth
century range widely from between 50,000 and
100,000, with about three-quarters of the total
thought to have been Catholic (Kenny 2000, 7;
Miller 1985, 137). But, as Kevin Kenny (2000,
7) writes, “Virtually no evidence has survived
on these Catholic settlers.... Mainly young, sin-
gle, rootless males, they seem to have blended
into the general population rather than estab-
lishing themselves as a separate ethnic group in
America.” Goulding’s life in New Amsterdam
and New York validates that synopsis, and
through him can be seen many of the reasons
why the seventeenth-century Irish assimi-
lated rather than coalesced. His allure is only
enhanced with the understanding that, during
his life in America, he was confronted with
many of the challenges and choices encountered
by early Catholic Irish settlers; yet he survived,
prospered, even triumphed.

The concept of exile or banishment from
the native land has suffused the literature
of Ireland and Irish America for centuries
(Miller 1985, 3-8). The word “exile” appears

often in Irish song lyrics and other litera-
ture, sometimes with the use of considerable

poetic license. In Goulding’s case, though, it is
entirely clear that he was not a willing immi-
grant but a true outcast. After first establishing
himself in Virginia, he was driven from that
new home by a second scheme for religious
persecution and land clearance. In cosmopoli-
tan New Amsterdam, he received communion
from the mutilated hands of a future saint.
However, once Father Jogues departed for
France, the Irishman was again on his own,
severed from his religion. Catholics, along
with other high-church Christians, experience
God principally through sacraments delivered
by ordained clergy. With little hope of ever
again receiving absolution and communion,
he faced the prospect of a life of lonely prayer
well beyond the reach of the Church. In
response, the Irishman chose a path that led
to his assimilation into the diverse Protestant
population of mercantile New Amsterdam.

Catholic-to-Protestant conversion cer-
tainly was no rarity in seventeenth-century
Ireland. Setting aside issues of belief, it was a
pragmatic solution that diminished the likeli-
hood of persecution, secured the ownership
of land, and conserved family wealth. But it
was also an extreme measure that represented
far more than the acceptance of a foreign

Hlustration:

Peter Stuyvesant was
selected in 1645 by

the Dutch West India
Company to succeed
Willem Kieft as director
of New Netherland. His
administration began in
1647 and lasted until
1664 when English war-
ships threatened destruc-
tion of New Amsterdam
and the Dutch lost the set-
tlement. Stuyvesant lived
out his life in New York
City. He died in 1672,
and his body was
entombed in St. Marks
Church-in-the-Bowery.
Courtesy of New York
State Archives.
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