James Irwin; Irish Emigrant Agent,

New York City, 1846—1858
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During the Great Famine Migration of 1845—
1854, more than a million men, women and
children fled Ireland, traveled across the
Adlantic Ocean and flooded into New York
City." Arriving in large numbers, the Irish
soon inundated the City’s already inadequate
infrastructure.? For most, the Quarantine
Establishment on Staten Island was the place
where immigrants first came into contact with
official representatives of their new country.
In 1758, the New York State Legislature
had established the Quarantine in response to
fears about yellow fever.? By 1844, it had
evolved into an integral part of the immigra-
tion business, a sophisticated bureaucratic
money making machine that processed over
50,000 immigrants a year. Friedrich Kapp,

who immigrated to New York in 1850 and
later became a Commissioner of Emigration,
described it as a “system of legalized robbery,
the headquarters of which was city hall.”
During this time, immigrants confronted
not only disease and poverty, but also con art-
ists, hustlers and just plain thugs—often
called “runners”—who shipping agents and
boarding house owners hired to fleece the
immigrants. As the historian Terry Coleman
noted in Going to America, “The purpose of
the runners was to rob the emigrants, which
they did in four ways. First, by simply steal-
ing whatever luggage could be stolen.. .sec-
ond, by seizing luggage, carrying it...to a
boarding house, and there demanding with
menaces a great fee...third, by taking a cut
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from the boarding-house owner for bringing
him customers...fourth, by selling river,
canal, or railroad tickets to take emigrants to
the interior. This was much the most profit-
able line of business, much more so than
stealing heavy trunks containing rags.”> What
made the runners even more reprehensible
was that they were often fellow countrymen
who spoke familiar dialects in order to lull
the newcomers into a false sense of security.

The business of the runners was often
violent. One emigrant advocate testified:
“These runners represent the interest of all
the various taverns and forwarding lines.
Each party [brings] with them their bullies
to fight off their opponents, and the emi-
grant becomes bewildered. As there is fre-
quently bloodshed upon such occasions, the
strongest party [carries] off the emigrants.”®
One of the more notorious forwarding
agents, James Roach, kept a party of fighting
men called “the sixteen” who were sent out
to enforce the more reluctant emigrants.” To
meet the challenge posed by these runners,
wealthy philanthropic immigrant advocates
formed “Emigrant Societies” and hired their
own agents to do battle with the runners.
One of these emigrant agents was James
Irwin, a landed proprietor from rural Ireland
who shortly after going to America found
himself at the point of the spear of the great-
est migration in modern history.

PRE FAMINE IRELAND AND GOING TO
AMERICA

James Irwin was born in County Roscommon
in western Ireland in 1803. Irwin was the third
son of a wealthy landowner.® Not having
attended a university or joined the military,
Irwin found himself in the unenviable predica-
ment of being a “non-inheriting son.” Since a
landowner’s estate was passed down only to the
oldest son, “the landowner’s greatest difficulty
was in finding suitable employment for his
younger sons. The last thing he wanted was to
have them hanging about at home with noth-
ing to do but fight, hunt, seduce the tenant’s
daughters and discuss speculatively amongst
themselves the gaveling clauses of the anti-

Popery acts.” One solution was to become a
“middleman.”

When Cromwell invaded Ireland in
1649, he threw out many Catholic landown-
ers and distributed their lands to his support-
ers back in England, many of whom did not
want to move to Ireland. To oversee their new
estates, these “absentee landlords” hired dis-
placed members of the Irish upper classes who
wanted to maintain their gentrified life-style
by living off the difference between the rents
they paid and those they received.'® These
“middlemen” had a reputation for hard living
and even harder drinking. When they were
not managing their landlords’ estates they
were hunting and racing their horses about
the countryside. In 1827 Jonah Barrington,
who was himself a “non-inheriting son” but
who had gone to college and later became a
judge, wrote a scathing portrait of them:
“They generally had good clever horses, which
could leap over anything...and carried large
thong whips heavily loaded at the butt end so
they were always prepared either to horsewhip
a man or knock his brains out as circumstanc-
es might dictate. These half mounted gentle-
men...exercised hereditarily the authority of
keeping the ground clear at horse races, hurl-
ings and all public meetings.”** Despite the
low esteem in which middlemen were held,
since Irwin had no professional training or
college education, becoming a middleman
was one of his few options.

In 1825 the twenty-three year-old Irwin
married Sabina Dowling, the daughter of a
wealthy Catholic property owner. That same
year he also obtained a lease on a 160-acre
estate, Roundfort, from an absentee landowner,
the Reverend John Hunt.!? Irwin was now a
“landed proprietor” and while he may have
shared some characteristics with Barrington’s
half mounted gentlemen, such as a love of
horse racing and hunting, he was nevertheless
expected to make Roundfort profitable.

A rather large man for his time, Irwin
stood over six feet tall, and contemporaries
described him as having a ruddy complexion,
blue eyes, black hair, and brown whiskers."?
Like many landed proprietors, Irwin allowed
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Vol. 28, 2014



tenants to live on the property in exchange for
tilling the land or laboring on the estate. In
1837, a worldwide recession made farming less
profitable, and absentee landowners pressured
proprietors to evict tenants in order to turn the
land over to more profitable uses such as graz-
ing cattle and sheep. The result was that a pro-
prietor literally became a “man in the middle”
subject to the constant tension between land-
owner and tenant, which often erupted into
violence.

Between 1826 and 1845, Irwin and his
wife, Sabina, produced eight children.'*
Although Irwin was not intimidated by the
threat of conflict, as a family man he was con-
cerned by increasing episodes of “agrarian vio-
lence” perpetrated against proprietors by secret
societies, such as the Molly Maguires.” In
1845, frustrated by crop failures and the unre-
lenting pressure from his absentee landlord
and fearing the escalation of violence in
Roscommon County, Irwin decided to seek
his fortunes in America.

In May 1845, Irwin settled his lease with
John Hunt.*® And, in June, with his family of
eleven including his widowed mother-in-law,
he left Roundfort and began the long journey
to America. That week the Roscommon Journal
reported that “the meadows and the crops
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present a luxurious appearance, and never have
we witnessed a better prospect of a plentiful
harvest.”"” Only a few weeks later the potato
blight appeared and the crops failed, ushering
in the infamous Irish Potato Famine.

On July 2, 1845, Irwin and his family set
sail from Liverpool on board the Yorkshire, one
of the fastest packets ever to cross the Atlantic
Ocean. After an uneventful voyage, they
arrived in New York City on July 30, 1845.'%
Since it was summer, the Yorkshire had to
anchor off Staten Island in the area known as
the Quarantine. Like thousands of other
immigrants who arrived that summer, Irwin
and his family were examined on board their
ship by the City’s Health Officer, Dr. Henry
Van Hovenburgh." Just a few weeks earlier,
the New York Tribune had reported that “Dr.
Van Hoovenburgh, Health Officer at
Quarantine, on Tuesday between sunrise and
sunset, boarded vessels having on board 2,687
steerage passengers.””® At $1.50 a head, Van
Hovenburgh had become rich running the
Quarantine. But as the Yorkshire sat in the
Quarantine that hot July morning, in addition
to the doctor, the ship was also boarded by Mr.
Bartholomew Hart, the Quarantine Agent of
the Irish Emigrant Society.

The Irish Emigrant Society was formed, in

—Scene at the Irish Emigrant Office in Ann street,

Illustration:

Scene outside the office
of the Irish Emigrant
Society, New York
Weekly Herald, July
12, 1845.Courtesy of
the Corvis/Bettman
Archives.
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1841, as an outgrowth of
the Friendly Sons of St.
Patrick, a social and politi-
cal organization that includ-
ed several aging rebels from
the failed Irish Rebellion of
1798.2' Unlike the Friendly
Sons, which had a political
agenda, the goals of the
Irish Emigrant Society were
philanthropic. Two weeks
earlier, a front page story in
the New York Weekly Herald
stated that in contrast to
other political groups, the
society’s focus was “solely
on the welfare of the friend-
less emigrant.”? The society
afforded advice, provided
information about the
whereabouts of relatives and
friends, and helped to find
employment. Most impor-
tantly, the Irish Emigrant
Society also offered protec-
tion by hiring its own
agents to combat the nefari-
ous runners.

Bartholomew Hart had already learned
that being the outdoor agent of the Irish
Emigrant Society was not for those who avoid-
ed confrontation. Shortly after he had been
hired that spring, Hart was involved in an
assault at the Quarantine and the Society had
to intervene with the Health Officer to restore
good relations.”® Only a few weeks later, in July
1845, Hart again was involved in a conflict
this time over the ferries that had been sanc-
tioned by Van Hovenburgh to take immi-
grants into the city. The ferries were a constant
source of abuse for immigrants. One ferry cap-
tain when asked why he had abandoned 200
immigrants to stand in the rain overnight at
the Quarantine Dock had replied: “They are
as well off there as in the city.” Hart had
complained to the Executive Committee of
the Irish Emigrant Society that “many incon-
veniences arise from the steamer Gazelle carry-
ing off passengers from the Block at the

25

Quarantine ground at unreasonable hours.”
Thomas W. Clerke, President of the Irish
Emigrant Society, met with Van Hovenburgh
at the Health Officer’s City Hall office and
tried to persuade the doctor to intervene. But
Van Hovenburgh declined. The steamers were

just too large a part of his business.*® Hart was
told he would have to go take care of the prob-
lem himself.?”

The job of the outdoor or quarantine
agent was to board vessels at the Quarantine
and give information to the immigrants.?®
When Hart boarded the Yorkshire on July 30,
1845, he gave Irwin and his family a number
of pamphlets and directions to the offices of
the Irish Emigrant Society in downtown
Manhattan. According to a writer for the
New York Weekly Herald, the offices of the
Society were easy to locate “by the crowds of
persons standing about the door, sitting on the
neighboring doorsteps, or strolling within
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Tllustration:

Gregory Dillon (1782—
1854) who left
Jamestown, County
Roscommon, after the
1798 rebellion, was the
[first president of the
New York City based
Emigrant Industrial
Savings Bank, as well
as president of the Irish
Emigrant Society.
Courtesy of the
Archives of Irish
America, New York
University.
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Hllustration:

View of the Quarantine
Jfrom the Quarantine
Block. A Manhattan
bound ferry is leaving
Staten Island while
piraguas visiting the
ships in the Quarantine
are in the foreground.
The Fever Hospital is in
the center, while the
Yellow Fever Hospital is
to the upper right. A
ship, with a tall mast, is
anchored at right. From
Leslie’s Illustrated
Newspaper, September
11, 1858.

Author’s Collection.

point-blank distance with their hands in their
breeches pockets— the favorite posture of the
loose and ready boys of the green isle.”
Located in the shadow of PT. Barnum’s
famous museum at the corner of Ann Street

and Broadway, the offices were conveniently
situated near City Hall Park. Once inside the
office, Irwin met Gregory Dillon, the man
who was to set the course of the rest of his life.
Gregory Dillon, the vice president of the
society, had been born and raised only five
miles southwest of Roundfort. At eighteen
years old, Dillon and his brother had partici-
pated in the unsuccessful United Irish rebel-
lion of 1798, and had been forced to leave
Ireland. Dillon had worked hard to establish
himself in his new country. During the War of
1812, he served with New York’s First
Regiment. Afterwards, he moved to Augusta,
Georgia, where he became a successful mer-
chant. In the 1830s when he returned to
New York, he was a wealthy man, and he
became engaged in variety of philanthropic
interests including the Irish Emigrant Society.
Dillon was taken with Irwin and his fami-
ly. Re-iterating the Society’s philosophy that
immigrants would be more successful if they
left the city and headed west, Dillon urged

Irwin to seek his fortune near Chicago,

Illinois. Irwin followed Dillon’s advice, and
during his journey up the Hudson River by
steamboat, and then over to the Great Lakes
by canal, Irwin observed first hand many of
the abuses inflicted by shipping agents on
immigrants as they traveled to the Midwest.
Whether Irwin arrived in Illinois too late to
start an “agricultural venture” is not known,
but after only a short time in Chicago, he and
his family returned to New York City in the
late winter or early spring of 1846.%°

Upon his return to New York City, Irwin
immediately sought out Dillon for help with
finding work. Irwin’s timing could not have
been better. Bartholomew Hart, the agent who
had greeted the Irwins the previous summer,
had been dismissed during the winter.
Although there had been several applicants for
the job, Gregory Dillon suspected that Irwin’s
background and experience would come in
useful in dealing with runners and unruly
boarding-house keepers. As a former landed
proprietor, Irwin had the social skills to suc-
cessfully interact with established power bro-
kers like Dillon, while as a former “half
mounted gentleman” Irwin was not above get-
ting his hands dirty “keeping the grounds clear
at public gatherings.” When the Society’s exec-
utive committee met on April 3, 1846,
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Gregory Dillon, “the Chairman of the
Committee to appoint an Agent for the
Quarantine for the coming year, reported the
name of Mr. Irwin as fit and suitable for that
situation” at a salary of $30.00 a month and
ferriage.!

PRE- FAMINE QUARANTINE AGENT, 1846
Although the potato blight had a significant
impact on the 1845 harvest, the response of
relief efforts successfully staved-off widespread
starvation.®” The spring and summer of 1846
saw an increase in the total number of immi-
grants, but it had not overwhelmed the pro-
cess. As the outdoor agent, Irwin’s daily
routine included checking in at the office to
determine which ships had arrived in
Quarantine, and getting reports on which
boarding-houses had caused trouble the night

before. Then, after collecting his logbook in
which he would record which ships and
boarding houses he visited along with any
complaints and their resolutions, he walked
the few blocks from City Hall Park down to
the Battery and boarded a ferry for Staten
Island. A town had grown up around the ferry
landing on Staten Island and a six-foot-high
brick wall surrounded the Quarantine. In
order to enter the Quarantine, Irwin had to
check in with the gate-keeper who would then
arrange with the Health Officer’s boatmen to
take him on a piragua to visit the ships
anchored off shore.

In 1846, the Quarantine Establishment
consisted of thirty acres situated on a steep hill
dominated by three prominent brick hospitals.
A long, three-story “fever hospital” was situated
near the water and had porches and verandas
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Illlustration:

Map of the Quarantine,
1845. The Passenger’s
Block is in the bottom
center; the doctor’s
residence fronts the large
garden. In 1845 the
ferry landed at the
Steam Boar Wharf, to
the center left, just above
the compass point. Today
the ferry lands to the
bottom right. Map of
the Marine Hospital
Ground, Staten Island,
reduced from a survey,
made by John Ewen
(March, 1845), by
Daniel Ewen, New York
City Surveyor. Today the
ferry lands to the bottom
right at the foot of South
Street. Courtesy of the
Lionel Pincus and
Princess Firyal Map
Division, The New York
Public Library, Astor,
Lenox and Tilden
Foundations.
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Tllustration:

Page from the Minute
Book of the Irish
Emigrant Society for
April 3, 1846. On
this day, James Irwin
was hired as the
outdoor or quarantine
agent. From Emigrant
Savings Bank

Records, Manuscripts
and Archives
Division, The

New York Public
Library, Astor Lenox,
and Tilden

Foundations.
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the winter, when few ships arrived, two of the

hospitals were closed; even in summer the hos-
pitals were rarely full. 3

Irwin quickly discovered that within the
Quarantine establishment, the Health Officer
was lord and master. Not only did the gate-
keeper have to clear all visitors with the Health
Officer, but every ship’s captain had to check
with Van Hovenburgh. In addition, every

7“110/41}1&/

from which patients could enjoy the fresh air.
Another, larger three-story “Yellow Fever
Hospital” had a prominent cupola capped with
a statue of a sailor looking out to sea, a remind-
er that this had been the original Marine
Hospital. Further up the hill sat a smaller
“Small Pox Hospital.” In addition to the hospi-
tals, there were residences for the Health
Officer, his assistant physicians, the steward, a

farmer, and six houses for bargemen.® During ~ small vessel such as a lighter or barge or ferry
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that wanted to transport passengers from the
Quarantine to the city also had to be cleared
by the Health Officer or his staff.?> For years
the city had levied a fee on every immigrant,
especially those who were healthy. Paid to the
Health Officer, these fees were supposed to
cover the expenses of those who were sick. A
City Hall clerk was responsible to keep track of
the fees paid, but records were poorly kept and
corruption was rampant. As a result, the

Health Officer was one of the most lucrative
political jobs in New York.?¢

Irwin soon learned that being the
Quarantine Agent for the Irish Emigrant
Society could be a violent occupation. In May
1846 Irwin boarded the British sailing ship
Leitia Haynes at the Quarantine, “for the pur-
pose of giving the Irish immigrants the neces-
sary advice and information...when he was
violently interrupted and opposed by the mate

handwriting. As Office
Agent, Irwin was
responsible for keeping
“The Order Book, the
Applicants Book, the
Day Book, the Daily
Journal, Ticket Book,
and the Minute Book.”
Only the Minute Book
has survived. From the
Emigrant Savings
Bank Records, The
Manuscript and
Archives Division, The
New York Public
Library, Astor, Lenox,
and Tilden

Foundations.
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Tllustration:

Map of Quarantine,
1849. Note the changes
since 1846 (see
preceding map). New
hospitals have been
constructed above the
Yellow Fever Hospital,
the Passenger Block is
connected to the shore
by a pier and a new
cemetery can be seen to
the upper right. A new
cemetery can be seen in
the upper right which is
the site of the new
memorial park on
Staten Island.

From “Communication
from the Committee
Appointed by the House
of Assembly at its last
Session,” New York
State Assembly Doc. 60
(Albany, 1849).
Courtesy Countway
Library of Medicine,
Harvard University.
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who ordered him ashore.” According to news-
paper accounts, “Mr. Irwin showed his creden-
tials, and offered to leave and asked for a boat
to take him back to shore, but the mate
refused and ordered Mr. Irwin to be thrown
overboard, and proceeded to drag him towards
the forward part of the vessel, and would he
believes, have executed his threat, but for the
direct interference of the passengers.” After a
steamer took Irwin back to the city, he went to
the offices of the Society who had the mate
arrested and thrown in jail overnight at the
Tombs. The mate was subsequently released
and no formal charges were filed. The Irish
Emigrant Society complained to the Executive
Committee of Prisons that the magistrate had
refused to hear the case. In what was to
become a recurrent theme for those who
opposed the Irish Emigrant Society, the magis-
trate accused Irwin of being a troublemaker,
stating that “it was a mere rivalry between pas-

senger agents and brokers, and that they must
not expect the police to interfere in their
squabbles.”?”

Throughout the summer of 1846, Irwin
continued to board incoming ships, visit
boarding houses, and undermine the activities
of unscrupulous runners. For thousands of
Irish immigrants, James Irwin was the first
friendly face they met when they arrived in
America. Meanwhile, the society was trying to
improve its organization to more efficiently
handle the increasing demand for its services.
The original charter for the society stated that
it was incorporated for the purpose of afford-
ing “advice, information, aid and protection to
Emigrants from Ireland,” ¥ but by far the
Society’s most significant activity was helping
immigrants send money back to Ireland. %
While the handling of remittances was not a
problem for successful merchants like Dillon
and the other wealthy members of the
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Executive Committee, money would increas-
ingly be a problem for the Society’s financially
naive agents.

In July 1846, the Irish Emigrant Society’s
Office Agent, who had only been on the job a
couple of months, failed to accurately account
for the money in petty cash and he was sum-
marily dismissed.* Gregory Dillon asked
Irwin if he was interested in the job, and in
August, Irwin became the Office Agent for the
Society.* While Irwin’s timing in obtaining
the position of Outdoor Agent might have
been impeccable, his timing in becoming
Office Agent could not have been worse. In
August 1846, Ireland’s potato crop failed
again. This time, the impact on immigration
was immediate and catastrophic.

BLACK ‘47 OFFICE AGENT

On the evening of August 3, 1846, Mr.
Cooper, a resident of Markree Castle in
County Sligo, in western Ireland, observed “a
most singular cloud resembling a thick fog”
extending over the east of the Ox Mountains.
“It differed from a common fog in being dry
instead of moist, and in having, in almost
every instance, a disagreeable odour. That same

evening the blight fell upon the whole side of
the mountain.”? Soon it was clear that the
potato crop in Ireland had failed for a second
year in a row. This time the results would be

devastating. While the previous year’s crop fail-

ure had been partial, the failure of 1846 was
nearly total. The relief efforts in 1845 were
considered successful; however, the failure of
the British governments relief efforts in 1846
was almost criminal. It was now a certainty
that many in Ireland would starve during the
coming winter and that an international disas-
ter was developing.®

The impact of the famine on New York
City was immediate as the pattern of immigra-
tion changed. Rather than waiting for summer
to board a modern packet ship to cross a rela-
tively calm Atlantic, immigrants embarked on
any kind of vessel that could get them out of
Ireland.* In addition, landlords began clearing
their lands by enforcing a policy of forced emi-
gration which funneled hundreds of starving
tenants onto ships contracted at minimum
prices. This meant sailing in overcrowded and
substandard ships with inexperienced captains
and crews who tried to cross the stormy North
Atlantic during winter. Immigrants, already

Tllustration:

View of the
Quarantine from the
Quarantine Dock. The
Fever Hospiral is ro the
left, the Yellow Fever
Hospital (with the
statue of a sailor on the
roof) is in the center,
and the Small Pox
Hospital is to the far
right. From Valentine’s
Manual of the
Corporation of the
City of New York
(New York, 1859).
Authors Collection.

e

Vol. 28, 2014



PAGE X2 NEW YoRK 1R15sH H1STORY

malnourished and sick, found themselves on
ships with inadequate provisions and no medi-
cal care. In a single season thousands of pas-
sengers perished on what came to be known as
“famine ships.”® Those immigrants who sur-
vived and made it to New York, especially the
very young and very old, were often sick and
needed medical attention. It was not long
before the newly arrived overwhelmed the hos-
pitals at the Quarantine.

The first of the “famine ships” began
appearing in New York during the fall and
winter of 1846-1847. In January 1847, over
4,000 immigrants arrived at the Quarantine.*
This figure was far above the number seen in
any of the previous winters. As the historian
John Duffy indicates, “although the three
quarantine hospitals had only 850 beds, dur-
ing one nine month period the admissions
totaled 7,000,” forcing the construction of
haphazard shanties and mass graves at the
Quarantine. Many immigrants, who made it
out of quarantine after their initial exam, fell
sick soon afterwards and were admitted to the
city’s hospitals and almshouses taxing those
facilities as well. The death rate from typhus or
“ship fever” throughout the city reached epi-
demic proportions.*”

In New York, the Irish Emigrant Society
office became a crisis center for the Irish com-
munity. Many of the State’s most influential
citizens came to visit Gregory Dillon and the
other members of the society to strategize a
response to the crisis in Ireland. Collecting and
sending money back to Ireland became a pri-
ority and the volume of transactions flowing
through the office increased. Occupying a par-
ticularly critical position in the office during
this time was James Irwin, who as Office
Agent was essentially the office manager. He
supervised the other agents, kept track of all
correspondence, recorded minutes of meet-
ings, and most importantly, managed the flow
of cash through the office.

The offices at 6 Ann Street were inade-
quate to handle the increasing crowds of immi-
grants, and in the spring of 1847, the Society
moved two blocks away to larger accommoda-
tions at 22 Spruce Street. James Irwin and the

Irish Emigrant Society continued to try to pro-
vide what help they could to the throngs of sick
and destitute immigrants who sought their
help, while city officials continued to thwart
the system. In the first eleven months of 1846,
there were over 100,000 arrivals but less than
$10,000 was collected because of the corrupt
and ineffective management of the immigrant
traffic.*® Gregory Dillon and other emigrant
advocates lobbied both the city and state for
tighter regulation over the runners and their
employers, but corrupt city officials resisted
reform. Finally, in the spring of 1847, Gregory
Dillon and his colleague, Andrew Carrigan,
were successful in getting the state legislature to
pass an act establishing the Commissioners of
Emigration. Their duty was to take over all
aspects of immigration including the
Quarantine.”” As a compromise to those who
had opposed any reform, the membership of
the Commission was composed of politicians,
ship owners, and the presidents of two of the
emigrant societies. This arrangement almost
guaranteed future controversies surrounding
the Commission’s management.

Given the volume of transactions that were
taking place during this period, it was inevitable
that Irwin would fall behind in his bookkeep-
ing. In the summer of 1847, he was accused of
not keeping an accurate account of the petty
cash. Although an investigation cleared him of
any wrong-doing, he was removed as Office
Agent.* Since Irwin had already demonstrated
his effectiveness to the society as their outdoor
agent, with Gregory Dillon’s support he was re-
assigned to his former position.

In the early summer of 1847, when Irwin
returned as outdoor agent to the Quarantine,
he hardly recognized the place. The sweet
smell of sickness hung over the compound.
Emaciated men and women lay on the ground
outside hastily constructed and already over-
crowded temporary hospitals. A pier had been
extended out to the passenger dock to make it
easier to carry litter patients ashore. Recently
dug burial trenches lined the northwest corner
of the compound to handle the hundreds of
dead from what has come to be known as

“Black *47.75!
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progress was slow at best. The

adversarial relationship between
the runners and the emigrant
agents had always been tense.
Allegations flew back and forth
that the Society’s agents were no
different than the runners they
were hired to oppose. James
Roach, one of the most notori-
ous of the shipping agents, stated
that “it is the general opinion
among forwarding houses that
the agents of all the emigrant
societies are engaged in forward-
ing passengers, and most of the

emigrant forwarding houses try
to get their influence.” This
was to become a recurring issue
in a system where the laws were
vague and the potential for graft
was great. Proving or disproving
the conflicting claims often was
an exercise in futility.

On October 27, 1847,
Irwin was called to testify before
a committee that had been set
up by the State of New York to
investigate the “frauds and impo-
sitions upon foreign immigrants

“IRWIN»

6-25-X-1/12

arriving in this state.” Irwin was
unequivocal in his denial that
emigrant agents were in collu-
sion with forwarding companies:

The Commissioners of Emigration now
controlled the Quarantine and the Health
Officer no longer had any authority except
within the hospital. This left a power vacuum
which only aggravated the competition among
boatmen and runners for transporting healthy
immigrants into the city. Irwin continued to
be aggressive in combating the runners. In
August, the Society filed a complaint against
“Cornell and others for assault and battery on
board the steam boat Hercules with full power
to prosecute.”

The establishment of the Commissioners
of Emigration was an attempt to gain control
over the abuses of the runners, but with the
runners’ employers sitting as Commissioners,

James Erwin [sic] sworn. [
am agent of the Irish Emigrant Society
of the city of New-York. The books pro-
duced before the committee are the
books of the society. One of them is the
book of arrivals; the other is the com-
plaint book, in which is entered the
complaints made ro the society by emi-
grants, all which of is in my hand writ-
ing. I have investigated all of the cases
entered in the book. I do not know of
any person connected with any emi-
grant societies are connected with any
Jforwarding offices.>*

The committee declined to enter Irwin’s
complaint book into the record, stating that

Photo:

A temporary cemetery
placard marks the
location of the Irwin
Jamily grave site in
Queens’ Calvary
Cemetery. Author’s
Collection.

Vol. 28, 2014



PAGE X4 NEW YOoRK 1R15sH H1STORY

their report was “already too voluminous, and
quotations would be more repetitions of what
has already been mentioned.” It did however
cite the case of Anne Steele who had been
robbed while staying in a boarding house.
Irwin had been sent as outdoor agent to inves-
tigate but was unsuccessful in getting the
boarding house owner to reimburse the young
immigrant.>

In April 1848, the state legislature passed
a sweeping law to regulate the immigration
business. Runners and boarding house keep-
ers would now be licensed, and the
Commissioners of Emigration were autho-
rized to appoint their own outdoor agents or
inspectors “to board vessels from foreign
ports at the quarantine ground...for the pur-
pose of advising such emigrants, and putting
them on their guard against fraud and impo-
sition.”” The Irish Emigrant Society had
already begun to cut back on its non-financial
services, and was well on its way to transition-
ing into what it is today, a bank. It was only a
matter of time before the Society’s own “out-
door agent” would be phased out. At the
September 22, 1848 meeting of the Executive
Committee of the Irish Emigrant Society, it
was directed that “the office of the outdoor
agent be vacated after the 1 day of
November and Mr. Irwin be notified.””

Irwin, however, was barely affected.
Gregory Dillon, who was a Commissioner of
Emigration himself, was not about to let go of
one of his most trusted agents and it was not
long before Irwin was working for Dillon
again, but now as an agent of the
Commissioners of Emigration.

COMMISSIONERS OF EMIGRATION AGENT
The establishment of the Commissioners of
Emigration in 1847 and the subsequent law
of 1848 regulating the immigrant business
came at a time when the number of immi-
grants increased dramatically. The famine in
Ireland continued to bring misery and starva-
tion to the Irish people, while the failed politi-
cal revolutions of 1848 drove thousands of
Germans to leave Europe. According to a state
committee report, “The number of passengers

who arrived at the port of New-York, and for
whom commutation money was paid, in the
year 1848, was 189,176; in the year 1849, the
number reported was 220,603; in the year
1850, the number liable to bonds, was
212,796; and in the year 1851, the number
was swelled to 289,601.78 Unfortunately, the
Commission did not have the resources to
take proper care of all those who needed help,
and it struggled to procure adequate build-
ings, food, and other necessities to handle the
incredible number of people secking assis-
tance. Some critics charged the Commission
was inefficient in handling its money.
Regardless, the Commission was hard pressed
to demonstrate any significant improvement
in the services it provided compared to the
system it was attempting to replace. The
intrinsic conflict of interest in the organiza-
tion of the Commission almost guaranteed
there would be confusion and continued cor-
ruption and abuse. Runners were now
required to be licensed, which, in effect legal-
ized their unethical behavior. As the
Commissioners tried to apply increasing pres-
sure on the runners, the forwarding compa-
nies and boarding house owners who
sponsored the runners began a campaign to
push back against the Commissioners and
their employees, including Irwin.

In response to the political pressure
applied by the forwarding agents, yet another
committee was convened by the State
Assembly to investigate an allegation that the
Commissioners “have exercised unfairness and
partiality in the discharge of their duties
towards runners, forwarders, boarding house
keepers, and contractors...and that their sub-
ordinates employed to advise emigrants on
their arrival, and others in the employ of the
Commissioners, have been in collusion with
and under pay by those against whose imposi-
tion, if any, they had been appointed to guard
emigrants.” In Going to America, Terry
Coleman noted that the investigating commit-
tee was “full of dubious witnesses exonerating
themselves and accusing the others.”® He
described one of these “dubious witnesses,”
Charles Gallagher, as someone who was “mak-
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ing allegations of corruption against all and
sundry.”®" Gallagher testified that, “I have seen
a contract made by Mr. Hinds (a shipping
agent with close ties to the President of the
British Emigrant Society) where he agreed to
pay...Mr. Irwin, attached to the Irish
Emigrant Society office, 22 Spruce Street. ..
Mr. Irwin has recommended passengers to me,
and I have paid him for it. This fact...I report-
ed to some of the commissioners, to John E.
Devlin and I think to G. Dillon.”® Another
runner, Charles Cook, testified that he also
saw a contract whereby Irwin would get
$80.00 to be split with the clerks in the Irish
Emigrant Society for sending emigrants to the
firm of Wilkie and Hinds.®® The law of 1848
specifically proscribed against agents of the
Commission taking money for their services,
but at the time Gallagher and Cook were refer-
ring to Irwin was still employed by the Society,
which had no such proscriptions. Another for-
warding agent, Isaiah Selover, testified that the
clerks in the Commissioners’ office (James
Irwin and James Fagan) would send immi-
grants to John Allen a rival forwarder.* Fagan,
who was later the lead agent for the
Commission testified, “I was in the habit of
recommending passenger’s to Mr. Allen’s
Office; I was directed to recommend passen-
gers to Mr. Allen’s office by the commissioners
because he forwarded them at the lowest
rate.”® The Investigating Committee ultimate-
ly decided that “a perusal of the testimony in
the case of Irwin will show that there is not
sufficient (evidence) to maintain the charge as
to him while in the employ of the
Commission.” Although dealing with runners
was just as nasty as it had always been, Irwin
was about to become involved in an even more
unpleasant aspect of the immigrant business.
With the flood of immigrants making
their way into the city, the original office of the
Commissioners of Emigration near City Hall
quickly became inadequate. This was particu-
larly true in the winter when freezing tempera-
tures made finding suitable shelter imperative.
Hundreds of immigrants, denied access to the
already overcrowded Emigration Office, would
gather in City Hall Park and threaten to riot.%

The New York Herald sent an undercover
reporter to investigate the situation.”” In
response to pressure from the press, temporary
shelter was found for the “houseless and home-
less wanderers.” James Irwin must have made a
good impression on the reporter for he was
singled out for his kindness. The Zrish
American Weekly reported that “a humane,
most intelligent and able assistant (Mr. Irwin)
is now to be found at the Emigration Office
using the mildness of a christian and the lan-
guage of a gentleman. ..where before were
employed brutality and vulgarity.”*®

But the solution was only temporary. In
December 1850, the Commissioners pur-
chased two large buildings at the northern
edge of the Five Points neighborhood to serve
as a “Labor Exchange and Information
Service.” The five story buildings on Canal
Street sat in the shadow of the huge New York
and New Haven Railroad Depot and had once
housed a carriage business. Originally the
Labor Exchange was intended to function as
an employment agency similar to the role the
Irish Emigrant Society had fulfilled.
Unfortunately, when the Labor Exchange
opened for business on February 7, 1851, it
was the middle of winter and there was not
much work to be found. Hundreds of men,
women, and children crowded into the rooms
at Canal Street and ended up staying several
days and nights. According to a New York
State report, “Emigrants temporarily relieved
there...are quartered in rooms comparatively
remote from the street, up narrow stair ways,
without bannisters in some instances, through
different rooms; the buildings themselves
being dilapidated to some extent, and being
shut in on the rear by houses or enclosures, so
as to prevent egress on that side, while the
locality of these buildings is one most liable to
destructive fire.”® On some nights, there were
over 1,500 crammed into buildings that
should have had no more than 500.

Not all the immigrants were innocent peo-
ple looking for a better life. Some were crimi-
nals and there was often mayhem and fighting,
especially if alcohol was involved. Irwin, who in
addition to being an agent was also assigned as
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a clerk at the Exchange, found himself in the
uncomfortable position of having to maintain
order, not against runners but against some of
the immigrants he had signed on to help.
Allegations were made that the clerks of the
Commissioners were too harsh, and that some
went around brandishing whips, but the inves-
tigating committee concluded that “no more
physical force should ever be used in such
establishments than may be necessary and rea-
sonable to ensure proper decorum and the
observance of established regulations.””

Then, in January 1852, tragedy struck. In
order to accommodate the ever-increasing
numbers of people in the winter, the
Commissioners were putting up immigrants in
several buildings near the Exchange, including
one at the corner of Canal Street and Center
Street. On Saturday, January 10, 1852 over 450
men, women, and children were crowded into
the small building, when someone cried “fire.”
In the panic that ensued, dozens of people were
injured and six were killed, including four chil-
dren. An inquest ruled that the tragedy was an
accident but clearly the Commission had failed
in its duty to protect immigrants by not afford-
ing them proper quarters.” Dillon, Irwin, and
all those associated with the Commission must
have been bitterly disappointed and frustrated
that they were falling behind in their efforts to
help their fellow countrymen.

The committee, investigating the
Commission, reported in the summer of 1852.
It recommended several reforms including
changing the membership of the commission to
reduce conflicts of interest, improving account-
ing practices in the collection of fees, and pro-
viding cleaner facilities for the Labor Exchange.
In general, though, it praised the Commission
and its employees for doing the best that could
be done under the circumstances.”

After 1852, the successive waves of immi-
grants finally began to diminish as Ireland
slowly recovered from the famine. By 1853, the
Commission was exerting more effective con-
trol over the immigration problem. Gregory
Dillon, while continuing to be a member of the
Commission, focused more of his attention on
his new position as president of the recently

established Irish Emigrant Industrial Bank.
Sadly, Dillon did not live to see the implemen-
tation of his ultimate goal, the establishment of
an enclosed Emigrant Reception Center that
would prevent runners from coming in contact
with the immigrants. On March 3, 1854
Gregory Dillon passed away, and the Irish com-
munity mourned his passing.”® For James Irwin
it meant the loss not only of a good friend but
also of his strongest advocate.

When the Emigration Reception Center
was opened at Castle Clinton in 1855, a major
blow was dealt to the runners and those who
had hired them. Now that an eight-foot fence
protected the newly arrived immigrants, the
need for the services of an emigrant agent such
as Irwin diminished considerably. By then,
James Irwin was a citizen of the United States,
having taken advantage of the naturalization
law which granted citizenship after a five year
residency.”* Although he continued to be listed
as an “agent” in the New York City directories
through 1858, he only worked part time. In
the United States Census of 1850, Irwin listed
his occupation as “carpenter.”

Like many Irish immigrants of this period,
Irwin paid a physical price for the years spent
working at the flashpoint of the great migra-
tion. The historian Kerby Miller quoted one
Irish-American’s assessment of the prospects of
long-term survival for an Irish immigrant dur-
ing the famine migration: “A man who labors
10 or 12 years in America...becomes old
before his time and dies unheeded.”” On July
3, 1858, at the age of fifty-four, James Irwin
passed away. A month later the residents of
Staten Island burned to the ground one of the
last vestiges of the original immigrant business,
the Quarantine Station. A new era in the his-
tory of immigration was about to begin.

James Irwin’s funeral service was held in his
home on July 4, 1858, and the following day
the family buried him in Calvary Cemetery on
a Queens County hillside overlooking
Manhattan Island. Today no marker identifies
his gravesite. But James Irwin’s death was not
completely “unheeded.” In addition to his
descendants, which included three generals, a
Medal of Honor recipient, and a granddaugh-
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ter who married Col. Robert McCormick of
Chicago Tribune fame, Irwin’s legacy also
included the thousands of immigrants whom
he welcomed to a new country by offering
them protection and a friendly hand at a time
of incredible stress and suffering.”®

The author expresses his appreciation to
the great, great grandchildren of James Irwin
for providing him access to the Irwin Family
Papers.
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