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Introduction by Bill Keogan

In 1974 my father, Bernard S. Keogan, wrote

down some memories of his parents who had

emigrated from Ireland during the nineteenth
century. The memories are presented here
mostly as he wrote them; I have made only a
few minor editorial changes. My father’s rec-
ollections of his parents’ personalities and

time. Later, Julia was supported by her two
eldest sons, who never married. They eventual-
ly purchased a house in Queens and lived with
their mother until her death in 1944.

My father writes that Julia and her hus-
band John were religious and passed their

Catholicism on to their children. When
thinking about this, at first I was a bit sur-

day-to-day activities present the
experiences of a particular immi-
grant family—coming to
America, working, raising a fami-
ly, and persevering in the face of
death. When interweaved with
other such narratives, such as
those available in the Glucksman
Ireland House Oral History
Collection at New York
University, these stories form the
textured fabric of social history.
My grandparents, John
Keogan and Julia Callahan, seem
to have led fairly typical lives for
Irish immigrants to New York.
Julia arrived at age sixteen in 1881. As the
oldest child in a large family, it is likely she

was sent to America both to reduce the

number of people the family needed to feed
and to be a source of income for the family
(see below). She worked as a domestic for
nine years after she arrived in America.
When John came to New York, early on he
may have worked on the horsecars. He
seems to have been a steady man, if some-
what severe. After marrying in 1890, John
and Julia had ten children, six of whom sur-
vived to adulthood.

The big change in the family’s life came
when John died in 1907, leaving Julia to
raise their children. From my father’s
description below, Julia seems to have been a
fairly cheerful person, who dealt with her hus-
band’s death by taking up laundry work for a

prised that none of the five sons
who survived into adulthood
became a priest. Upon further
consideration, I saw that eco-
nomic practicalities played a part
in this. It was only in the next
generation that three of their
granddaughters would enter the
religious life. Similarly, education
seems to have been viewed most-
ly in economic terms. Even
before John's death, there was no
thought of their older children
completing high school. At least
three of the first four children
took short commercial training

and then went to work. Only one of Julia’s
children eventually completed college and
then went on to law school.

My father, though an avid reader, would
only get his GED in his fifties, after which I
believe he took a few college courses. Again,
it would be some of John and Julia’s grand-
children who would go to college, and then
mostly into education related fields.

My father told me that his mother never
visited Ireland after she left and had no incli-
nation to do so. We had no contact with any
relatives in Ireland. My father did not belong
to any Irish American organizations. We did
not listen to Irish music or read Irish newspa-
pers. I did wear a green tie on St. Patrick’s
Day, but was taken to watch the parade only
once, and my mother had to explain to me
why a number of groups had banners that
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never thought of her as being stupid.
Somehow, she learned all the things she need-
ed to know to run a house and a large family,
and she was contented doing it. She had good
instincts and good qualities and was trained
in a hard school, and these saw her through.

My mother never lost her brogue. She
seldom called me anything but Berrnarrd,
never Bernie. Occasionally when fooling she
might call me Barnie Owen or Briany Gajoy.
I can't remember if I ever asked her the signif-
icance of these two names.

My brother John was always John, not
Johnny or Jack. My brother Frank’s real name
was Thomas. He was named after my father’s
brother. For some reason, my mother did not

like Uncle Thomas, so Frank was called by his

His mother married again, this time to
Terrance Brady (about 1865), and their chil-
dren were Kate, Margaret, James, Philip,
and Bernard.

Thomas and John Keogan and their sister
Kate Brady came here before the rest of the
family, who followed later. When the rest of
the family came, they went to live in Ansonia,
Connecticut, but my father and his brother
seemingly stayed in New York. There was a
good relationship between my father and his
mother and her other children, his step broth-
ers and sisters.

MARRIAGE AND Famiry LIFe

My parents were married in 1890, and my
father lived till October 1907, when I was three

second name,
Francis. My sis-
ter Mary was
never anything
but Mary. Phil
was sometimes
called Philip,
but mostly Phil.
Charlie, mostly
that, occasional-
ly when fooling,
Charless.

She used
the words “hell” and “damn.” I can’t recall
her using such expressions as “son of a
bitch,” but she might have. Never any
obscenities. She used to laugh at my pronun-
ciation of “cow;” she claimed I said “caow.”
She probably picked up some Americanisms.
One I remember was “boy-oh-boy.” Her ren-
dition was “byes-a byes.” The word “impossi-
ble” she pronounced “unpossible.”

JouN KEOGAN—BIRTH AND FAMILY

He was born in Killeshandra, County
Cavan, Ireland on May 9 1860. Monetarily,
his parents were a little better off than their
neighbors. His parents were Thomas Keogan
and Rose Smith. They had two sons,
Thomas (the elder) and my father (John).
After my father was born, his father (my
grandfather) was killed by falling off a horse.

years old. There
were ten chil-
dren; six lived
to adulthood,
two died
young, and I
think two oth-
ers died in
childbirth as I
never heard
much about
them. I think
one of my
father’s jobs was working on the horsecars. At
the end I know he worked in a brewery, Miles
Ale.

My cousin, Mary Lane, of Ansonia
Connecticut, told me that his (John
Keogan’s) mother (our grandmother) was well
read. On that basis I assume that she saw to it
that her children had at least a basic educa-
tion, and if this is so, my father probably
went through elementary school. Definitely,
he could read and write.

Joun KEOGAN'S PERSONALITY

When writing about my mother I said she
thought my father a fine man, a good hus-
band and a good father. I don’t think that
those of his children who grew up under his
jurisdiction felt the same. From what little
they said about him he was stern and would
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Street scene in
Killeshandna,
Co.Cavan, where John
Keogan was born. Photo
probably taken during
the late nineteenth
century. Courtesy of
Emenrald Lle Gifts.
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