


England, which is another type of a free-reed
instrument with similarities to the accordion.
Early accordions quickly became “the instru-
ment of the people” because they were inex-
pensive and loud enough to be played for
dancers. Providing a melody and chord accom-
paniment, accordions replaced many tradi-
tional instruments throughout Europe.
Uilleann bagpipes in Ireland, musette bagpipes
in France, and the recorder in Serbia all lost
popularity to the new accordion.

The true Irish traditional instruments are
the uilleann pipes, flutes, harp, whistle, and
fiddle. Accordions and other forms of free-reed
instruments are latecomers to Irish music.
Harmonicas, or mouth organs, melodeons,
accordions, and concertinas were introduced
into Ireland in the second half of the nine-
teenth century (Breathnach, 1996, pp. 65-87.)
The Irish often referred to the one-row accor-
dion as a melodeon. Relatives in American
often sent melodeons to their relatives or
brought them back on visits. The melodeon
was relatively inexpensive, easy to play, and its
punchy sound was ideal to play for set dancers.
It was also suitable to play for waltzes, flings,
mazurkas, barndances, marches, and polkas.
Because they were sturdy and louder than
most of the more traditional fiddles, flutes,
and uilleann pipes, melodeons became the pre-
ferred instruments for crossroads dances

(Moloney, 1992, pp. 69-70).

Tae AOH anD PaArRADING

The Irish-American community in New York
has been long associated with parades and
marching bands. The first New York

St. Patrick’s Day celebration occurred in 1762
when an Irish unit in the service of Great
Britain marched to a celebratory breakfast on
March 17. The tradition has continued for
250 years. To have a parade, however, you
must have participants and, one would hope,
music to entertain the marchers and the on-
lookers. Music also helps to keep everyone in
step. Throughout the long history of the Irish
in New York, the Ancient Order of
Hibernians (AOH) and other Irish groups
have provided both marching units and

bands to accompany them for parades.

The Ancient Order of Hibernians was
originally founded in 1836 at St. James
Roman Catholic Church in Manhattan as a
fraternal and social organization. A major part
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of its founding mission was to safeguard the
new Irish immigrants from hostile nativist
groups in New York society. The organization
grew throughout the United States and now
has some eighty-thousand members in forty-
sIX states.

The AOH Division 9 organization in the
west Bronx was one such group that came
together in 1944. Division 9 was located in
Highbridge, which was then an Irish neighbor-
hood in an Irish borough. In the Bronx, the
Irish-born population grew rapidly from
12,820 in 1900 to a high of 42,709 in 1940.
By 1950, the number of all-Irish New Yorkers

living in the Bronx rose to twenty-six percent of

the population. With their American-born off-
spring, the Irish American community was a
substantial percentage of all the residents of the
Bronx. Sacred Heart grammar school had more
than two-thousand students in a main building
and several annexes (see Feighery, 2010, p. 40 ;
see also Feighery, 2011, pp.33-39).

The Division’s founding in 1944 proved
untimely as many young men in the neighbor-
hood were in the military. But with the end of
the war, activities within the Irish community
returned to normal, and Division 9 continued
to grow. In 1952, the Division bought a build-
ing at 152 Union Place off Ogden Avenue for
$10,000. The building consisted of two six-
room apartments on the second floor and a
large store on the ground floor, which was
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decline, another AOH Division 9, this one in
Manhattan, was starting its band. The AOH
Division 9 in Manhattan was in the nearby
heavily Irish American neighborhood of
Inwood. In a photo of the new band, several
members of the old Highbridge band are
clearly to be seen. Were they recruited from
the existing band or did they join at the end
of the Highbridge band? Unfortunately, a
definitive answer is not available. However, it
seems that some of the members who joined
the Inwood band left the Highbridge band as
it was dissolving.

‘Two musicians who currently teach the
button accordion to youths in Pearl River and
Yonkers (New York communities with large
Irish American populations) were recently pre-
sented with a suggestion that starting an accor-
dion band would be good for the young
musicians.’ The suggestion was not received
favorably. Perhaps the era of the accordion
band is gone from New York forever.

Endnotes

1 Iwould like to thank all those who have helped
me in researching this article, especially those
associated with or the former members of the
AOH Division 9 Band: Terence P. Winch;
James T. Winch; Felix Dolan; Mary Mackessy
Donoghue; Al Flynn; Sean McMahon; John
Fitzgerald; Martin Halpin; Frank McKenna (AOH
Div. 9 Manhattan); Thomas Beirne (AOH Div. 9
Manbhattan). I would also like to thank two experts
on the history of the Baldoni-Bartoli and F.H.
Walters accordions, Paul Goff, Ph.D. and Ted
McGraw. Their assistance was invaluable.

2 Police precincts maintain statistics on the ethnic/
racial makeup of their areas, and the community-
affairs officer for the 44th Precinct, which covers
the Highbridge, Mt. Edan, and the Morrissania
neighborhoods, recently stated that the precinct’s
non-Hispanic white population was 1.4% of the
total population of 139,563. In effect, as of 2011,
there were almost no non-Hispanic whites living
in the 44" Precinct.

3 In 2011, Pearl River in Rockland County had a
large and active AOH hall and the second largest St.
Patrick’s Day parade in New York State.
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