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F rom 1860 to 1863 a series of natu-
ral disasters limited the produc-
tion of potatoes, grain, and hay 

in Ireland. These declines in turn led to crop 
failures and a significant loss of cattle. By 1863 
major food shortages developed in Ireland. To 
compound this problem, the American Civil 
War negatively impacted manufacturing in 
Northern Ireland putting many cotton spin-
ners out of work and producing hardships for 
the urban working class population similar to 
the distress of the Lancashire textile workers 
in England. According to the New York Irish 
Relief Committee, an organization formed 
in May, 1862 to report on the crisis and to 
provide appropriate assistance, “in one manu-
facturing district alone, over nine thousand 
persons have been…without employment, and 
are now suffering a degree of wretchedness, the 
details of which are harrowing.” Reports from 
the Mansion House Committee in Dublin, 
the main public/private Irish relief commit-
tee headed by the Lord Mayor of Dublin, 

confirmed these concerns. As a result of the 
American Civil War, pauperism increased 
forty-five percent from February 1861 to 
February 1862 in the county of Armagh, 
Ulster. But all of the province of Ulster felt 
the impact of the American Civil War, and as 
the Mansion House Committee concluded “is 
now suffering severely from the effects of the 
American civil war.”

Fearing the privations of the unemployed 
workers in the north combined with three years 
of poor crops in agricultural districts would 
produce a disaster on the scale of the Great 
Famine, the New York Committee called on the 
people of the United States to contribute money 
and food to avert mass starvation in Ireland. 
Warning that action needed to occur because 
“there is every indication that a famine is 
impending, which unless averted, will be more 
extensive than that which occurred in Ireland in 
the years 1846 and 1847…,”1 Charles Daly and 
the New York Irish Relief Committee played a 
pivotal role in rousing the nation’s attention to 
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the plight of the Irish and encouraging dona-
tions for the famishing Irish. 

Three times in the nineteenth century 
New Yorkers and other Americans came to the 
aid of starving people in Ireland. The massive 
aid given to Ireland in 1846–48 has been docu-
mented. During the Great Famine non-Irish 
Americans organized a national campaign of 
voluntary philanthropy. And history shows that 
New Yorkers and the American people would 
come to Ireland’s aid again in 1879-80 during 
the years of the “Little Famine” in Ireland. Far 
less has been written about American assistance 
during the Civil War in the years 1862–63.

leadership in this crisis
In the crisis of 1860–63 many Irish-American 
political figures assumed leadership roles. 
While the Irish clergy in the American Catholic 
Church played a significant role in the Great 
Famine in soliciting donations, they played 
even more important roles in the later food 
shortages by soliciting and directing aid to 
Ireland. But, in the two shortages of the 
1860s and 1870s, Judge Charles Patrick Daly 
of New York City emerged as the leader of 
more secular committees that organized Irish 
relief. And during the food shortage in the 

Civil War years, most of the leadership came 
from within the Irish-American community 
which contributed a large part of the relief aid. 
Contemporaries considered Judge Daly a com-
petent and responsible individual to chair the 
New York Irish Relief Committee in 1862 and 
again in 1863. When famine hit the west of 
Ireland during the Little Famine of 1879–82, 
once again, Judge Daly accepted the leadership 
of the New York Committee in 1880.2

aid from outside new york
Ironically, in the food shortages of the 1860s, 
the Kentucky state legislature first proposed 
Irish aid. In late 1861 legislators drafted reso-
lutions “that in view of the want and famine 
impending in Ireland, and of our sense of 
humanity and gratitude to her brave sons, who 
by the thousands are periling their lives upon 
the battle-fields of liberty, in defense of our gov-
ernment and of liberty” the people of Kentucky 
instructed their senators and congressmen to 
support federal government aid to Ireland. 
While the resolutions reached the House 
Committee on Foreign Affairs, the appeal for 
the Irish got tabled and the federal government 
took no action on Kentucky’s proposals. The 
administration of Abraham Lincoln and the 
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During the Famine 
years, two American 
warships including the 
barque, Macedonian, 
shown above in the early 
1860s, carried provi-
sions from the United 
States to Ireland and 
Scotland. Courtesy of 
Library of Congress.

NYIHR_P16_Strum_V29_Final.indd   17 9/13/16   8:21 PM



Vol. 29, 2015

Republican majority in Congress welcomed 
the contributions of the Irish to the Union 
cause, but shied away from considering aid for 
the famishing Irish during the war. American 
presidents, whether Democrat James Polk dur-
ing the Great Famine or Republican Abraham 
Lincoln during the food shortages of the 1860s 
remained reluctant to ask Congress for foreign 
aid even in humanitarian crises.3 In the crisis 
of 1847 Congress did authorize two American 
warships, Jamestown and Macedonian, to carry 
some of the voluntary contributions to Ireland 
and Scotland. Again, in 1880 Congress sanc-
tioned the use of the warship Constellation to 
transport relief supplies from New York City 
to Ireland. However, in the 1860s Congress 
made no offer of American naval vessels to 
assist the Irish. 

In 1862 an effort developed in the 
northeast and Midwest to send aid to Ireland 
as a result of appeals from Father Jeremiah 
Vaughan from County Clare. Irish-Americans 
organized Father Vaughan committees to 
solicit donations from their countrymen and 
the general public for Irish relief. Two Irish-
American newspapers, the Boston Pilot and 
the New York Irish-American, promoted the 
cause publishing famine accounts in Ireland, 
editorial appeals, and reports of fund rais-
ing efforts from Boston to Chicago. An appeal 
from Father Vaughan to Clare men and friends 
of Ireland in America in January 1862 led to 
editorials in the Irish-American press calling for 
contributions.4 For example, New York’s Irish-
American urged the men of the Irish Brigade 
to aid the suffering poor of Ireland and heed 
Vaughan’s request. Irish-Americans in Boston 
mobilized the quickest and made a determined 
effort to send funds to Ireland. Other Irish 
communities across the North contributed. 
Thomas Healy, treasurer of the Boston com-
mittee, called on Irish-Americans: “go to work, 
and do what you can for Ireland this year.” In 
Lafayette, Indiana, the Fenian Brotherhood 
raised “a very large and munificent subscription 
for the relief of the suffering poor of Ireland.”5 
Similarly, in Chicago, the Fenian Brotherhood 
canceled a public demonstration and dinner on 
St. Patrick’s Day and agreed to have its mem-

bers contribute funds for the poor of Ireland. 
They acknowledged donations from non-
members and from women who gave out of 
their “small and well earned wages.”6

the new york effort 
Organized efforts to raise funds in New York 
City did not begin until May 21, 1862, when 
prominent Irish-Americans met at the Astor 
House to establish the Irish Relief Committee. 
Richard O’Gorman appealed to the audience 
noting that the situation in Ireland appeared as 
bad as in 1846–47. Judge Daly, who presided 
atthe meeting, expressed similar concerns 
about the crisis in Ireland. Daly expected lib-
eral contributions from the Irish-American 
community and from non-Irish in New York 
City.7 A few days later a second meeting at 
the Astor House reinforced the appeal for 
funds. Judge Daly gave a history of efforts in 
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1846–48 to help during the Great Famine. He 
observed that the people of the city and state 
had donated $242,000 and sent thirty-four 
ships with food to Ireland. Judge Daly remem-
bered that Americans regardless of religious 
denomination gave to Ireland. Episcopalians 
and Presbyterians gave as liberally for Irish 
relief as for other charities. “All denomina-
tions” he emphasized“were instrumental in the 
effort.”8 Richard O’Gorman confided that he 
heard from private sources that $8,000 had 
gone to the Mansion House Committee dur-
ing the present crisis primarily from servant 
girls and working class Irishmen to aid friends 
in Ireland. A third speaker called on the 
Catholic clergy to make an appeal in churches 
for contributions and the meeting approved 
the proposal. The meeting ended with a com-
mittee organized to draft a public appeal and 
solicit the aid of prominent merchants as in 
1846–47. Judge Daly hoped that merchants 
would heed the call and encouraged the 
appointment of merchants to the committee 
omitting local politicians.

While Irish-American leaders like 
O’Gorman and Daly portrayed the situation 
in Ireland as bleak as in 1846–47, the response 
fell far short in New York City this time. 
Frustrated, the Irish-American complained that 
while working class New Yorkers contributed 
to Irish relief many wealthy Irish-Americans in 
the city remained indifferent to the appeals for 
aid.9 The Irish Relief Committee issued a pub-
lic report on June 18, 1862 admitting defeat. 
Because of the Civil War “and demands by it on 
the resources of all classes it is…inexpedient to 
put into operation any general organization for 
the collection of contributions.”10

The Committee made one last appeal 
to the friends of Ireland to send funds to the 
Committee’s Treasurer Joseph Stuart who 
would forward the funds to the Mansion 
House Committee in Dublin. Judge Daly 
made a strategic error in not including local 
politicians on the Committee, angering 
Tammany Hall leaders who felt slighted. 
Merchants appeared less willing to donate to 
Irish relief in 1862, but a few months later 
the Chamber of Commerce and prominent 

merchants eagerly organized to raise funds for 
textile workers in Lancashire, England thrown 
out of work due to the Union blockade on 
southern cotton. The New York committee for 
the Lancashire textile workers sent $265,000 
to England by 1863.11 During 1862, much 
to the chagrin of Judge Daly,the mercantile 
community in New York City extended char-
ity to Lancashire textile workers but refrained 
from opening their purses for starving Irish. 
Prominent Anglo-American and Dutch 
American merchants may have found it easier 
to identify with the plight of the starving 
Englishmen than the starving Irish, especially 
since merchants had played an instrumental 
role in the drive for Irish relief in 1846–47.

leading the relief drive 
In 1862, it was the city of Boston rather than 
New York City that appeared to lead the drive 
for Irish relief. Through the summer months 
of 1862 Irish-Americans in other communi-
ties from Rochester to Chicago and St. Louis 
sent aid to Ireland. As an example, a group of 
charitable Irishmen in Lowell, Massachusetts 
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Alexander Stewart was 
exceptionally gener-
ous in supporting the 
Irish relief effort in 
New York. A native of 
Lisburn, he immigrated 
to New York in 1823 
and by the 1840s had 
become extraordinarily 
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particularly concerned 
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York for other Irish 
immigrants. Courtesy of 
Library of Congress.
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got together in June to solicit donations. 
Another group of Irish-Americans met in Fall 
River, Massachusetts, to contribute to the Irish 
poor. A public meeting held in St. Louis in 
June established ward committees to collect 
donations for the starving in Ireland. Aid came 
from America in 1862 but not on the scale of 
1846–47. Most of it came from local efforts of 
Irish Americans across the northern states. By 
1862 the Irish-American community felt com-
fortable and secure enough even in the middle 
of the Civil War to organize relief to their breth-
ren in the old country.12 Donations from the 
United States amounted to twenty percent of 
the contributions sent to the Mansion House 
Committee in 1862.

The crisis in Ireland continued for another 
year. After closing its books in August 1862 
the Mansion House Committee reopened in 
January 1863 due to severity of the food short-
ages and starvation in Ireland. Renamed the 
Central Committee for the Relief of Distress in 
Ireland, the Dublin-based committee headed 
by the Lord Mayor of Dublin, John Vereker, 
appealed for the Americans to resume their 
aid. This time Americans in the northern states 
responded with greater vigor than 1862 and 
provided over two thirds of the funds for Irish 
relief. As the Central Committee observed: 
“The United States of America, disorganized 
and afflicted even as a that great Republic is, 
with a wasting and deplorable civil war, has 
exceeded all its former generosity in the noble 
and touching exercise, this year, of its sympathy 
for our sufferings. ˮ13

greater success in 1863 
In 1863 the Irish depended heavily on volun-
tary contributions from the United States that 
came primarily, but not exclusively, from the 
Irish-American community. Irish Americans in 
New York City played a key role in organizing 
relief for Ireland in 1863. Led by Judge Daly 
they had far greater success than in 1862 in 
soliciting donations. Americans continued to 
call the Dublin-based committee the Mansion 
House Committee and sent their donations to 
the Dublin committee. However, some of the 

funds raised in Catholic churches by Catholic 
clergy went directly to the Archbishop of 
Dublin, Reverend Dr. Paul Cullen, for distribu-
tion via Irish bishops and parish priests.14

Continuing food shortages and distress in 
Ireland got the public attention in 1863 that it 
failed to get in 1862. This led to far more cover-
age in the press and a willingness to give from 
the Irish-American community. In addition, 
more funds were contributed from Protestant 
Irish and from non-Irish Americans, like the 
Scottish St. Andrew’s Society. Encouraging its 
subscribers to support the cause of Irish relief, 
the New York Herald told its readers: “A disas-
trous famine now threatens Ireland, as desolat-
ing as that which visited in 1846 and 1847. The 
horrors that overhang that unhappy island are 
appalling if speedy relief is not supplied to avert 
them.”15 Going further, the newspaper com-
mendedthree organizations in the city working 
for Irish relief and anticipated that New Yorkers 
would respond favorably to the solicitations 
for donations as they had to the campaignfor 
Lancashire workers. As it had during the Great 
Famine, the press in 1863 publicizedthe food 
shortages in Ireland, highlighted the activities 
of relief groups, and expected Americans, Irish 
and non-Irish, to contribute to the cause. While 
the press in 1862 refrained from an enthusiastic 
support of famine relief, the continued distress 
in Ireland led the press to join in a chorus of 
support. Local politicians endorsed the relief 
effortas they had in 1847, but federal and state 
politicians remained aloof from famine reliefin 
1863. During the Mexican-American War, 
state and federal political leaders, Whigs and 
Democrats, turned famine relief into a national 
philanthropic effort. Except for the Kentucky 
state legislators in 1861, Democratic and 
Republican leaders did not take the same role 
during the Civil War to aid the poor of Ireland. 

notable organizations and individuals
Three Irish-American organizations in 
New York joined forces and reached out to non-
Irish to raise funds for the Irish poor. The effort 
to collect money began in late March when the 
Friendly Sons of St. Patrick met at Delmonico’s 
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restaurant to solicit donations. They appointed 
an Irish Relief Committee “for the suffering 
Poor of Ireland” and informed Judge Daly that 
“you were appointed a member.”16 Of course, 
Daly agreed to serve and later became chairman 
of the fund raising campaign in New York City. 
Fairly quickly, the Friendly Sons raised several 
thousand dollars for Ireland. The Knights of St. 
Patrick held a similar meeting at Astor House 
and agreed to cooperate with the Friendly Sons 
and with the Ladies Irish Relief Association 
to publicize the food shortages in Ireland and 
the need for American contributions.17 The 
three Irish organizations called for a mass 
meeting early April to publicize the issue and 
collect donations. Women from Brooklyn and 
New York City in the Ladies Relief Association 
proposed a ball for Irish relief in mid-April. 
Women played a significant role in Irish relief 
in New York and Brooklyn. Bowing to the cul-
tural norms of the time, men filled the public 
roles of organizing the events sponsored by the 
Ladies Irish Relief Association. 

In New York City, merchant Alexander T. 
Stewart provided the largest single donation for 
relief in 1863. A native of Lisburn, Northern 

Ireland he immigrated to the United States, 
made a fortune in dry goods, and opened an 
early department store in Manhattan. By the 
mid-1840s Stewart felt confident enough to 
build the Marble Palace store that covered two 
acres in lower Manhattan. Stewart followed this 
triumph by constructing the largest store in 
the world. His even grander Iron Palace store 
extended for eighteen acres between Nine and 
Tenth Streets and Fourth Avenue. Covering a 
city block his new store opened during the Civil 
War. During the Great Famine he had con-
tributed $10,000 for Irish relief and had sent a 
cargo of food to Lisburn. Judge Daly informed 
John Vereker, Chairman of the Mansion House 
Committee, “that Mr. Alexander Stewart, a 
public spirited and wealthy citizen of the city, is 
now fitting a vessel with corn and bacon, at the 
expense of 15,000 dols (sic.) which he intends 
to distribute among the destitute of Lisburn.”18

Daly underestimated his generosity because 
Stewart spent over $30,000 in 1863 to help 
the people of Lisburn. Responding to an 
appeal from the Cotton Famine Association 
of Lisburn, Stewart chartered the brig, Old 
Hickory, sending it to Belfast with a cargo of 
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of Temple Emanu-el on 
Manhattan’s East Side 
was among the diverse 
contributors to the Irish 
Relief Fund that was 
noted by Judge Daly. At 
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third Street. Courtesy of 
New York Public Library.
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hams, bacon, and corn to aid the distressed 
weavers of Lisburn. Fitting out the two ves-
sels for emigrants from Lisburn he offered free 
passage to the United States. Old Hickory left 
Belfast on May 27, 1863 with 253 people and 
docked in Philadelphia on July 12. Looking out 
for his former countrymen Stewart made sure 
that every male aboard the two ships found 
employment upon arrival in the United States.19

The second vessel, the barque Mary Edson, 
left New York on May 18, 1863 loaded with 
corn and flour. Upon arriving in Belfast on June 
9 the cargo was put up for sale on June 20 at 
the Belfast Corn Exchange with the proceeds 
distributed to the needy of Lisburn by a special 
trustee committee created at Stewart’s request. 
Advertisements in the Belfast newspapers wel-
comed applicants for free passage to America. 
Trustees in Lisburn selected the winners who 
had to be between eighteen and thirty years of 
age and able to read and write. Some would 
be emigrants feared ending up fighting in Mr. 
Lincoln’s War, but the American Consul in 
Belfast, John Young, reassured them they would 
not be drafted on arrival in the United States. 
Approximately 130 people left on July 13 for 
New York.20 On arrival in New York in late 
August the distressed weavers expressed their 
gratitude to Stewart for his “most unparalleled 
act of Christian benevolence.”21 Stewart felt an 
obligation to Ireland for his success and decided 
to help the people from the community and 
region of Ireland he came from.

While Stewart prepared the aid he sent to 
Lisburn, the New York Irish Relief Committee 
began a series of fund raising events. Organized 
by the Knights of St. Patrick, residents of 
New York City and Brooklyn met on April 7 at 
the Academy of Music in a grand ball for Irish 
relief. Mayor George Opdyke of New York pre-
sided. Prominent guests on the stage included 
Judge Daly, Archbishop John Hughes, Mayor 
Martin Kalbfleisch of Brooklyn, General 
George McClellan, Brigadier General Thomas 
Francis Meagher, Richard O’Gorman, Horace 
Greeley, editor of the Tribune,and P.J. Meehan, 
editor of the Irish-American. When McClellan 
entered with his wife the band played “Hail to 
the Chief.” He gave the first speech, a tribute 

to the fighting ability of Irish-Americans from 
the Revolution to the Civil War. McClellan 
observed that the forces that led the Irish to 
flee Ireland while a “loss of Ireland has been the 
gain of America.” General McClellan gave the 
most popular speech that night for Irish relief. 
Archbishop Hughes followed and expressed an 
undercurrent of resentment among New York’s 
Irish that the city had contributed so much for 
the relief of the Lancashire workers when the 
plight of the Irish was far worse than the opera-
tives in England. Editors of two Irish-American 
newspapers in the city expressed the same 
sentiments. Judge Daly followed with a more 
diplomatic speech on the contributions of the 
Irish and the plight of the poor in Ireland. After 
the speeches members of the audience prom-
ised or gave contributions. Ward committees 
were created to solicit donations. The New York 
Times  accurately predicted the day before that 
the event would attract a full house with “the 
inducement of charity to the sufferers in Old 
Erin being itself more than enough to fill high 
the strong box at the door.”22

Other events were held in New York and 
Brooklyn in April and May to raise funds for 
Ireland. The Ladies’ Fund for Irish relief held 
a grand ball on April 14th at the Academy of 
Music. Many of the prominent individuals 
who attended the April 7 meeting showed up, 
including General McClellan. The women of 
Brooklyn and New York sponsored the event 
and the list of sponsors included the wives of 
Judge Daly, General McClellan, and General 
Meagher. The press reported many lawyers, 
judges, and members of the city government 
showed up for the twenty-five dances in sup-
port of Irish relief. Local newspapers considered 
it a “complete success” and “handsome sum of 
money will be added to the fund to relieve the 
distress in Ireland.”23

efforts from many sources 
Brooklynites sponsored their own meet-
ing to raise funds on May 13 for Irish relief. 
According to the Brooklyn Eagle, “there was 
a large attendance…more than two-third”’ 
of the audience were women which the paper 
credited to the “womanly instinct of charity.” 
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Mayor Kalbfleisch presided, gave the first speech 
and emphasized that Americans are “linked as 
are the people of Ireland, by so many ties of 
sympathy,kindness, and patriotism.” and citi-
zens of Brooklyn would add their mite for Irish 
relief. Judge Daly attended and told the audi-
ence that the New York Committee for Irish 
Relief had gotten contributions from average 
soldiers, privates, for $5 and $10 as well as from 
wealthier individuals who contributed from $50 
to $1,000. He praised Irish soldiers in the Army 
of the Potomac for their contributions as well as 
the many non-Irish in the city who supported 
the cause of Irish relief.24 Actually, among the 
contributions the committee received were $513 
from the Thirty-seventh New York Volunteers, 
$2 from an unnamed soldier at Camp Sickles, 
$55 from the crew of the Quaker City, $312 
from Fourth Regiment of Regulars, $133 from 
workers at the Manhattan Gas Company, $500 
from the St. Andrew’s Society (Scottish), $5,000 
from the Knights of St. Patrick, and $367 from 
the congregation of the Reform Temple Emanu-
El. Men in military service from New York units 

heavily contributed to the relief cause. As Judge 
Daly suggested there was a wide diversity in the 
amounts contributed. While the majority who 
contributed were Irish many fellow Americans 
donated as well.25 

Judge Daly actively corresponded with 
John Vereker in Dublin. He made it clear the 
New York committee would leave it up to the 
Dublin group to decide on how to distribute 
the contributions. New Yorkers expected their 
donations would be used to alleviate the suf-
fering in the agricultural districts in the west of 
Ireland and in the manufacturing districts in 
the north, but in any counties where the dis-
tress was the most extensive. Daly told Vereker 
that he expected the people of New York to 
donate and that “movements have also been 
made in other cities, which we anticipate will 
be extensively followed up throughout the 
Northern States.” He hoped that the American 
people would “do what may be in their power 
to alleviate”the suffering in Ireland.26 Follow 
up correspondence from Richard Bell, trea-
surer of the Irish Relief Committee, noted that 

New York Irish History page 23

Photo:  
Gerrit Smith provided 
the largest single donation 
to the Irish Relief Fund 
from upstate New York. A 
prominent social reformer 
and philanthropist, Smith 
served in the House of 
Representatives and ran 
for President three times. 
His wealth came from a 
family fortune that he had 
managed with significant 
success. Smith was a tem-
perance campaigner and an 
active abolitionist who gen-
erously supported causes in 
which he believed. Courtesy 
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“Irish soldiers now fighting the battles…in 
Virginia and elsewhere, are numerous and lib-
eral contributors.” Richard O’Gorman,another 
prominent member of the New York commit-
tee, acknowledged the contributions of women 
from the April ball. The Mansion House 
Committee passed a resolution congratulating 
the “Lady Patronesses of the New York Ball 
in aid of Irish distress” and expressing “lasting 
gratitude, the names of the fair benefactress-
es.”27 Richard O’Gorman also forwarded the 
contributions of the Father Matthew United 
Benevolent Society of New York City, a group 
of working-class Irish and non-Irish Americans 
suggesting that working-class Americans, espe-
cially the Irish-Americans, heavily contributed 
by donations and remittances to Ireland. The 
correspondence between the New York com-
mittee and the Mansion House Committee 
reinforced the connections between Dublin 
and New York and the lead that the New York 
City group took in 1863 in soliciting and 
sending aid to Ireland. Judge Daly played an 
instrumental role in reassuring the Mansion 
House Committee of American concern 
and that funds would come not only from 
New York but from all parts of the Union. 

Donations did come from Bangor, Maine to 
San Francisco. 

As noted earlier, some of the money raised 
went directly from American churches to Paul 
Cullen, Archbishop of Dublin. For example, 
Bishop Timon of Buffalo, sent funds col-
lected for “the relief of the poor of Ireland” in 
local churches to Cullen.28 One priest from 
his diocese wrote to Dublin to remind the 
Archbishop that the funds collected came 
from poor Catholics in western New York, 
but they were “nobly assisted by our American 
fellow citizens.”29 Even when the collections 
were made by the Catholic Church for Irish 
relief in 1863 non-Catholics joined in to help 
the Irish. Catholics in Rochester listened to 
Bishop Timon’s appeal to contribute for Irish 
relief, but Reverend Michael O’ Brien, pastor 
of St. Patrick’s Church, decided to forward 
funds donated in Rochester for “the relief of 
the starving Irish” to Archbishop Leahy of 
Cashel.30 Leahy acknowledged the contribu-
tions from Rochester’s Catholics for “suffer-
ing people of Ireland” and thanked them for 
sending $2,600. At the request of his bishop, 
the pastor at St. John’s Cathedral, Patrick 
Donahoe, sent $2,000 collected in the various 

Illustration:  
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churches in the Milwaukee, Wisconsin diocese 
to Paul Cullen.31 Bishop McFarland of the 
Hartford area apologized for the limited aid 
his flock could send due “to the troubles of our 
country and the fact that most of the Catholics 
in this section are but recent emigrants and 
very poor….” Also, he noted that “most of 
our poor people prefer sending directly to 
their poor friends.”32 Remittances from family 
and friends continued to go to Ireland from 
Irish immigrants and Irish-Americans during 
the Civil War, another component of the aid 
coming from America to the Irish during the 
bad years of the early 1860s. From the corre-
spondence with Paul Cullen it appears that the 
American bishops ordered the priests in each 
church in their dioceses to collect donations 
for the Irish. Aid came in from parishes in 
the Union and none of the aid came from the 
Confederacy. 

Outside of New York City some funds got 
channeled to Judge Daly and the New York 
Committee, but unlike 1847 most aid raised in 
other parts of the United States did not go via 
New York City. Instead local committees sent 
their aid directly to the Mansion House com-
mittee in Dublin. However, the largest single 
donation from upstate New York went to Judge 
Daly. Gerrit Smith, the prominent abolition-
ist, sent $1,000 to the New York Committee, 
and Judge Daly acknowledged “your most 
generous donation to the Irish Relief Fund.”33 
Smith contributed generously in 1847 for Irish 
relief. Some of the other interesting donations 
from outside the city were the $193 from 
the St. Patrick’s Mutual Society of Wheeling, 
West Virginia, $116 from the Seventeenth 
Wisconsin Infantry, and $341 from the 
Catholic Benevolent Society, Ogdensburg, 
New York. In 1847 a large part of the aid went 
as food and clothing that got shipped out of 
the port of New York to help the starving in 
Ireland and Scotland. However, in 1863, rela-
tively little aid went as food or clothing. Most 
of the aid went as dollars converted into British 
pounds.

support from communities and local 
leaders 
There were efforts to raise funds in commu-
nities throughout the Union for Irish relief. 
At a meeting in Chicago of the United Sons 
of Erin Benevolent Association  members of 
the Limerick Relief Association appealed for 
contributions. Because of the “poverty and 
sufferings endured in the west of Ireland for 
the last two years” they called upon Americans 
throughout the Northwest to aid the Irish.34 
There were several meetings in Chicago later 
in April that raised funds for Irish relief. A 
public meeting held in Detroit on April 24 
called for aid for the Irish. One of the ele-
ments that Detroit shared with other cities 
was the presence of the mayor. While national 
and state politicians were scarce at public fund 
raising for Irish relief in 1863 local political 
leaders tended to show up, whether in Detroit 
or Brooklyn, to endorse and support relief for 
the Irish. The meeting held in Detroit also 
emphasized an American theme raised in 1847 
by fundraising groups for Ireland that would 
reappear in 1863 and 1880. The chairman of 
the Detroit committee thanked the mayor for 
calling the meeting and then added “the meet-
ing was held, and men of every nation—every 
variety of opinion in religion and politics, were 
unanimous in the effort: Ireland’s claim on 
our sympathy was recognized by all.” Having 
established the ecumenical, non-partisan, and 
multi-ethnic nature of the meeting the com-
mittee chair went on to add that the people 
of Detroit asked that the contributions be 
distributed “without distinction of creed.”35 
Again, from California to New England meet-
ings were held for Irish relief. In San Francisco 
Irishmen and others met in March to raise 
funds. The good people of St. Paul Minnesota 
met in April, raised funds and expected addi-
tional aid to come “from parts of the state.” 
Thomas Howard, chairman of the Minnesota 
committee, asked that the Mansion House 
Committee distribute the funds “without 
reference to religion or locality,” a common 
theme Americans requested when donat-
ing to foreign causes.36 Rochester, New York 
responded with a series of meetings in May 
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1863 to the plight of the Irish. “Let us then as 
American citizens, native and foreign born,” 
argued the Rochester Democrat “meet together 
tonight and extend a generous helping hand 
to the people of Ireland in misfortune.”37 
Protestant and Catholic clergy participated in 
the fund raising. The local political leadership, 
including Mayor Michael Bradstreet,endorsed 
the effort making the campaign in Rochester 
ecumenical in membership with several veter-
ans of the 1847 campaign for Irish relief aid-
ing again in 1863. Members of the Rochester 
committee solicited donations from neighbor-
ing towns, like Greece, Lima, Palmyra, and 
Fairport and sent $5,000 to Ireland. 

“What is Boston doing? Is there no one 
to move on this matter? Are the suffering 
people to be remembered only in sentiments, 
parades, and speeches?”38 The Boston Pilot 
asked these questions because Boston led 
the famine relief campaign in 1862 when 
New York fell short. In 1863 campaigns began 
in New York, Philadelphia,and other cities. 
Soon, however, Boston started to raise funds 
for Irish relief. By early April meetings were 
held in Brookline, Brighton, and Boston. 
The Bostonians drafted a general appeal to 
the people of New England calling on every 
church “Catholic and Protestant—[to] act 
in this matter, for the sufferers are composed 
alike of both.”39 Friends of Ireland in Boston 
praised New York and Philadelphia for their 
relief work and called on every town in 
Massachusetts to create a local famine relief 
committee. The committee called on residents 
of New England to send their contributions 

to the Mayor Fredrick Walker Lincoln of 
Boston. Funds did come in from all parts 
of the state and from New England. Roman 
Catholic churches in Boston set aside April 
26 for collections for Irish relief. To help the 
cause, the Emmett Association of Boston 
requested the aid of Judge Daly. He agreed 
to travel to Boston to give a speech on the 
causes of the famine in Ireland at the Tremont 
Temple on April 29. Once again, Judge 
Daly provided leadership for famine relief. 
In 1863 New York led the way followed by 
the generous contributions raised in Boston, 
Philadelphia, and Newark as well as from two 
dozen other American cities. Americans did 
not raise as much money as they had in 1847. 
However, in the middle of the Civil War 
many Americans, Irish and non-Irish, listened 
to the appeals from Ireland and the pleas of 
Judge Daly and the New York Irish Relief 
Committee. In 1862 and 1863, but espe-
cially 1863, the Mansion House Committee 
depended on the generosity of the American 
people to feed the hungry in the north and 
west of Ireland. 

conclusion
Throughout the nineteenth century Americans 
participated in campaigns to aid the victims of 
famine, natural disasters, and pogroms abroad. 
American aid to Ireland in 1846–47 during 
the Great Famine, the crisis of 1861–63, and 
the Little Famine of 1879–80 was part of the 
Aid during the Great Famine—the first inten-
sive and internationally recognized example 
of American assistance abroad—became the 
American debut as a new player in interna-
tional philanthropy.
 The crisis of 1861–63 repeated the pattern of 
American willingness to assist those suffering 
abroad. Americans helped the Greeks in the 
1820s, the Irish in the 1860s, the Russians 
suffering from famine in the 1890s, and the 
Armenian victims of Turkish massacres of 
1894–96. Repeatedly, average Americans, like 
the Jewish congregation of Temple Emanu-
El, and wealthy Americans, like Alexander 
Stewart, contributed to those in need. Public 
officials considered foreign aid unconstitu-

Illustration:  
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tional, but supported the voluntary contribu-
tions of American citizens as appropriate form 
of foreign aid. 

Americans organized voluntary com-
mittees, like the New York Irish Relief 
Committee,to raise funds and send the 
aid abroad to the foreign country in cri-
sis. Historian Helen Hatton, in discussing 
Irish relief in 1847, concluded that “help 
came from every position and rank in North 
American society, touched by the plight of the 
helpless.”40 Again, in 1862 and 1863 maids, 
workers, and the wealthy contributed to Irish 
relief. According to historian Diane Hotten-
Somers, American aid to Ireland during the 
Great Famine began “America’s entrance 
into the international stage for humanitar-
ian acts.”41 In 1862–63 Americans continued 
their benevolence by providing twenty per-
cent of the aid reaching the Mansion House 
Committee in 1862 and sixty-five percent 
of the aid in 1863. In discussing the Great 
Famine historian Rob Goodbody concluded: 
“The donations from the United States 
were so great as to virtually overshadow all 
other sources.”42 In 1863 that proved to be 
the case again as American aid far exceeded 
aid from any outside source. The Mansion 
House Committee acknowledged the unique 
nature of American assistance and American 
willingness to help in the middle of the Civil 
War. Americans saw themselves as a people of 
plenty with an obligation to help and the Irish 
as worthy of American aid. Voluntary aid by 
the American people reflected the natural gen-
erosity of the free people of America and the 
values of American republicanism.

As a contemporary chronicler of 
American philanthropy observed: “The Irish 
people were bound to us by strong ties; they 
had offered their services freely for the war, 
and on every battlefield they had proved 
their valor and shed their blood.” Americans 
in the middle of the Civil War contributed 
to a number of domestic and foreign phil-
anthropic causes. In 1862-63 Americans 
gave $120,000 for Irish relief because “we 
could not turn a deaf ear to their appeals 
for help….”43 Judge Daly’s committee 

raised$30,000 and another $30,000 came 
from Alexander Stewart. Across the East River 
Brooklyn raised $15,000 and residents of 
other parts of the Union sent $45,000. People 
in the North also sent aid to the workers in 
Lancashire and Derbyshire and French opera-
tives who like the workers in Belfast, suffered 
from the Union blockade of southern cotton. 
America emerged during the Great Famine as 
the leading nation for international philan-
thropy. Despite the trauma of the Civil War 
Americans remained the leader in voluntary 
international aid—a people to people move-
ment based on the generosity and republican 
principles of the American public. Due to 
the poor harvests of 1861 and 1862 contri-
butions came in to Ireland from all parts of 
the world, but as historian Christine Kinealy 
concluded, “in 1863 the United States was 
the centre of these activities,” as once again 
the Americans assumed a lead role in interna-
tional philanthropy.44 John Vereker, chairman 
of the Mansion House Committee, expressed 
his gratitude to Judge Daly for the American 
donations, “your liberality will bring timely 
relief to thousands of families reduced to the 
last stage of want and misery” and “will render 
the name of America, ever dear to the Irish 
people, still dearer.”45
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