




















PAGE 52 NEW YORK 1R1ISH H15TORY

The most prominent on the nationalist side
was Thomas Ainge Devyr (1806-1887). The
Brooklyn Eagle obituary stated:

Surrounded by the evil conditions of
the time and country in which he lived,
he early became convinced thar abso-
lute ownership of land was the great and
fundamental evil of sociery. In 1836
he published a pamphlet in which he
declared that the only title of a man to
the land lasted in his natural wants. In
1837 he went to London to advocate
what he described as man’s inherent right
to the soil. He found employment there
as editor of the Irish department of the
Constitutional, a radical morning paper
on which Thackeray and Dickens were
employed. After the failure of the Chartist
uprising at Newport, Mr. Devyr, as one of
its leaders, was compelled to seek a home
in the United States, narrowly escaping

arrest on the charge of high treason.>

Thomas Ainge Devyr settled in the Williamsburg
section of Brooklyn in 1840 where he established
a weekly newspaper. He continued publishing,
becoming editor and proprietor of the Fenian
Brotherhood in 1867 and later a staff editor of
the Zrish World from 1876 to 1881. He also
constructed a large dock for his contracting
and docking business and was prominent in
Williamsburg real estate, at one time owning
more than 400 lots in the area.’®

At least two of Devyr'’s five sons and two
daughters were also born in Donegal. One of
them, Rienzi Devyr, was also a large real estate
owner in Williamsburg, and together with
his brother Tom was one of the early stars of
Brooklyn baseball in its formative years. His sis-
ter Cecilia became a prominent member of the
Shaker community and used her literary ability
to promote the cause of her community. Better
known was Mary A. Devyr who as “Madeline S.
Bridges” was a well-known poetess and magazine
writer.”3¢

Reverend William Morrison, rector of All
Saints Church, Seventh Avenue and Seventh
Street in Park Slope, was born near Gartan,
Co. Donegal. His family were supporters of

the Jacobite cause, and after the collapse of the
last Stuart rebellion in Scotland in 1745, they
fled to Ireland “for political reason.” The family
remained liberal in Irish politics, and the rev-
erend’s father was an early backer of the British
Liberal Party and continued to “support Mr.
Gladstone when he adopted his home rule policy
for Ireland.” Reverend William Morrison made
a nostalgic trip home to his native place in 1903
and sent letters back to his Brooklyn friends
about his four-week holiday in Donegal. While
decrying the poverty of his native place and the
fact that the country seemed to be over-policed,
the liberal traditions of his family combined with
his American residency caused some local unease:
I preached one Sunday in the old par-

ish church at a hamlet called Church Hill.

Dean Bailey of Raphoe (since deceased)

had charge of the parish, and I was greatly

amused when my old time friend, Hugh

Hay, Esq., told me how fearful the good

dean was least, being an American, 1

should seriously, in all probability, disturb

the peace of the church by the introduction

of American ideas, which were one with

the English. I preached all the same, and I

trust I disturbed nobody.”

The Orange Lodges in Brooklyn represented
the opposite to the moderation of the liberal
Protestants like Morrison. John Edgar Walker,

a Health Department chemist and native of
Rahan, Dunkineely, was at age 19 already the
Grand Master of one of Brooklyn’ biggest lodges,
the Greenpoint Purple Heroes. Over the next fif-
teen years, he held office of one sort or other and
frequently had charge of the social events of the
society. Curiously, there is no record of any Irish
music or entertainment at any of the dances and
entertainments during this time, but “highland
flings” or “Orange selections” were usually on the
program. Walker was also a member of a semi-
secret society of anti-Catholics called the Sons
and Daughters of Washington which was active
in the post-World War I period.*®

Like their Catholic fellow immigrants, most
Brooklyn Donegal Protestants took little inter-
est in Irish politics, but concentrated on raising
families and contributing substantially to the
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shared by other family members, for as long as
sixty years or more.*

Although the number of obituaries of these
Donegal Protestant immigrants is comparatively
small, they seemed to have made a substantial
impact on the development of Brooklyn. Andrew
Colvin owned a dairy in the Irishtown district
where he settled about 1860.4! A fellow immi-
grant nearby, Robert Atchison, had first worked
on river boats on the Mississippi in the 1820s
before coming to Brooklyn to start a carting busi-
ness and to become one of the pioneer organizers
of St. Michael’s Episcopal Church near the Navy
Yard.** Charles McCrodden was an oysterman
who kept beds at Canarsie Bay to supply the
insatiable appetites of the city for a favorite snack
of old New York.# Joseph Lowrey, a Bath Beach
Hotel owner and real estate holder, left an estate
of $318,000 in 1901.4 William McElhinney, a
wholesale milliner with a business in Manhattan,
was for thirty years Sunday school superinten-
dent and President of the Board of Trustees of his
Brooklyn Presbyterian congregation.® Andrew
Mowbray, a native of Ballintra, established a
livery business in downtown Brooklyn in 1876
and was the first trader of horses in the borough.
His very successful business was patronized by
many prominent individuals of the day. Mowbray
was also an acquaintance of Sir Thomas Lipton,
whom he called an “Irish Knight” in praise of
Lipton and his racing yacht, “The Shamrock.”
Although mildly unionist in his Irish politics, he
was the author of a romantically nostalgic poem
about his “native land” on the occasion of his visit
to Ireland in 1909.% Like their Catholic fellow
immigrants, Donegal Protestants were engaged in
a wide variety of occupations including a compos-
itor, a gilder, a machinist, a dry goods salesman,
brewery employee and a merchant tailor.

OTHER DONEGAL NOTABLES

No one popularized County Donegal at the turn
of the twentieth century as much as the prolific
writer and poet Seamus MacManus. MacManus
wrote mainly about his home county in a way
that awakened the sense of place and culture.
The weekly Brooklyn Life described his stories
“as illustrating the wit, the cleverness, the humor
and the pathos of the emotional Irish charac-

ter.”¥ Moreover, they dealt with real people and
not with banshees and other subjects from Irish
folklore. MacManus was a frequent visitor to
Brooklyn where he was welcomed in the parlors
of the literati for intimate evenings where he read
his poems and stories. In 1899, he was given a
farewell reception at the home of Mrs. Robert
Teir Davidson in Bushwick Avenue:
The affair was chiefly literary and
artistic. Mr. MacManus read selections
from his recently-issued book, “Thro’ the
Turf-Smoke,” and that most popular of
his poems, the quaint “Caera big Yeilish”
(“Dear Little Sheep”). Mrs. Davidson
sang some delightful Irish ballads and
Miss Lottie Davidson played Irish melo-
dies on the violin, with piano accom-
paniment. Mr. George Debye made a
humorous speech of congratulation and
farewell to the guest of the evening.*®

MacManus returned to Brooklyn frequently.
The Brooklyn newspapers printed excerpts from
his work and he was called upon to give formal
lectures around the city. MacManus was popular
with the sympathizers of the Sinn Fein move-
ment, advocates of independence for Ireland,
and consequently appeared on platforms spon-
sored by societies like Brooklyn’s Gaelic Society, a
group promoting the study and cultivation of the
Irish language. In 1912, MacManus lectured in
downtown Brooklyn at the old Imperial Theater
before an audience that included the president
and many members of the faculty of St. John’s
College (then in the borough, now St. John’s
University), and language revivalists.”” While
MacManus was known both in America and
around the world, several individuals achieved
much more modest fame for their artistic
achievements.

In the next decade, an individual from
Donegal who achieved more infamy than fame
arrived in Brooklyn. In 1924, a new pastor came
to the prestigious Janes Methodist Church in
Brooklyn’s Bedford-Stuyvesant. He was forty-
four years old Thomas Hugh Gallagher, a gifted
preacher and organizer who was at the peak of
his ministerial career. He had, in just four years,
doubled the size of his previous church’s mem-
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pletely deflated Meehan was forced to admit
he may have been a bit weak in the memory
department.®®

In the first decade of the twentieth century,
there seems to have been a large increase in
the number of emigrants returning home for
a summer trip to visit the land of their birth.
The weekly New York 7rish Advocate noted the
departure of hundreds of Donegal-born pas-
sengers aboard steamships that provided speed
and comfort for the first time to travelers of
modest means. These trips were sometimes
highly celebrated events. In 1907, the friends
of Bridget Quinn assembled in a Brooklyn hall
to bid farewell at a party that included dancing,
singing and violin, banjo and mandolin play-
ing. Her friends took turns singing Irish ballad
“ditties” and doing humorous recitations. Two
songs were especially written in honor of Miss
Quinn, one of which was entitled, “When
You're Gone, my Dear Irish Lassie, My Heart
Will Yearn for You.”® John O’Neil, who had
arrived in Brooklyn in 1904, made his journey
home to Donegal in 1924 that was preceded by
a party in Sheepshead Bay. His friends present-
ed him with “a silver covered album, with the
pictures of the various members of his family,
which he will take to his mother.”®!

Welcoming parties were thrown for arriving
visitors from Ireland as well. Elizabeth Mooney
from Aranmore, on a trip to visit her cousin in
1912 in the Williamsburg section, was given a
house party there simply because her arrival coin-
cided exactly with the twelfth anniversary of her
cousin’s immigration.®? Another house party was
given to arriving immigrant Margaret Meehan
in 1921 at the Bedford-Stuyvesant home of a
cousin and a number of Meehan relations.®
These gatherings contrasted sharply with the one
for William Quigley, whose Brooklyn immigrant
children had awaited his arrival at the dockside.
Quigley, although on board, was nowhere to be
found and the supposition was made that he had
drowned or had gotten on shore unobserved.
The call went out to family and friends within a
hundred miles of the city, and this was aided by
newspaper articles about the missing Donegal
man. After five days, the family finally received
word that their father had been sent to the

almshouse after he had wandered about the city
unable to tell anyone the address of any of his
children. The family was soon reunited.*

Homesickness for the home county
extended itself occasionally to the offspring
of immigrants. Assistant District Attorney Joe
Gallagher traveled to Killybegs in 1924 to visit
the birthplace of his mother where he got to
play the role of a privileged tourist of the cen-
tury before grouse hunting on the neighbor-
ing hills. “Mr. Gallagher’s fame had preceded
him, and friends for many miles around came
in to welcome him.”®5 Children’s Court Judge
George O’Keefe was given a shipboard party
by relatives and friends before he proceeded
on a voyage to Moville and then a motor trip
through Donegal “happy at the prospect of
visiting the places in Ireland where his parents
were born.”%¢

It was only in the twentieth century that the
westbound finality of travel across the Atlantic
began to change, thanks to the ease of frequency
and lower cost of ocean travel. Perhaps then,
there was a closeness between the old land and
the new that is not even present in this age of
instant worldwide internet communication. John
S. Crosby, speaking at the annual dinner of the
St. Patrick Society of Brooklyn in 1906, jokingly
referred to the interchangeability of Brooklyn
and Donegal for many families:

He caused a laugh by thanking his for-

bears for arranging that he should be born

in this country and saved the trouble of

immigration. Even if he had been born in

County Donegal, he said, he would have

been in the United States by this time.

In addition to its social and emotional sig-
nificance, being from Donegal was important
in other respects. In 1874, Brooklyn was once
again the scene of a highly contested municipal
election in the area between Brooklyn Heights
and Red Hook, the old 6th and 12th Wards.
Place of birth in Ireland was still sometimes a
factor when it came to politics. County of origin
was a factor in a candidate’s suitability in areas
where there were concentrations of immigrants
from one or just a few counties. Red Hook was

the stronghold of the Cork immigrants and their
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bloc vote could spell victory or defeat at the polls,
but their influence was often lessened when all
the other counties could combine against them.
According to a report in the Brooklyn Review
during November, 1874:

The nominations on the Democratic
side, for those wards, are not made by
the General Committee, they are made
in Ireland and the name of the candi-
date is sent over by mail. Phil Clare is a
“long-tail,” and Coffey is a “Far-down,”
The “long-tails” were notified that they
must stand by Clare. It seems thar Phil’s
ancestors originally came from a place
called the Rocks of Van Duren [sic], in
the north of Ireland. When the Far-
downs heard who Phil was they refused
to endorse Coffey. Coffey told his con-
stituents that they did endorse him, and
thus secured the Far-down vote. Election
day Billy McGivney, a friend of Clare,
received a letter from Donegal saying
that the people of that section (the North)
had resolved after 12 hours of delibera-
tion, to allow the candidates to stand on
their own merits.®®

At first glance this story seems rather far-
fetched, but Phil Clare was in addition to his
political power the head of the Ancient Order
of Hibernians, a secret fraternal society whose
passwords were sent from Ireland. Donegal
was a powerful center of Hibernian activity
at the time and a major factor in the ruling
body known as the Board of Erin. Perhaps if
Clare had actually been from Donegal, rather
than apparently from Longford (long-tail =
Longford), he may have been more successful.
This side of the city was not particularly strong
in its Donegal contingent in any case.

Less than a year later, a Mary McElevey,
gave testimony in a Brooklyn courtroom that
confirmed that all was not perfectly harmonious
between the Irish county groups:

Mary McElevey rtestified that she
resides at No. 44 Main Street (Irishtown,
ed.), and the wife of Matthew McElevey:
went to Miss Baird’s house at the invita-
tion of her mother, with my child in my

arms: while there, and during a conver-
sation, I made some remark about the
Donegal folks when Mrs. McCluskey
threatened to hit me with a boot: can’t
say whether she did or not: and thereupon
Mys. Baird came up and struck me a blow
on the nose with her fist: she lefi the room
and went down the stairs and met me in
the entry, where she again hit me on the
nose: I then left.%

As newcomers who spoke differently than
native-born Americans, it was understandable
that many foreign-born were reluctant to fully
express themselves in public. In 1890, John J.
Roche of the Central Labor Union addressed
an organizing meeting for the cartmen, an
occupation where many Donegal immigrants
were to be found. Roche stated that every
member had the right to be heard and, indeed,
there was an obligation on the part of mem-
bers to speak up:

Let me say get up and express himself
when he is at his meeting as best he can.

Do not be afraid, if you are German,

that you will be laughed at, or if you

are a ‘Far Down’ or a ‘Connaughtman,’

or even a ‘Donegal man,’ (laughter and

applause) and I see some of the Donegals’

here to-night. The man who laughs or
jeers ar another that he knows is trying

to convey his ideas in his own way to

the meeting which he is connected with

is no fit member for organized labor.

By expressing your opinion in your own

crude way you will become educated and

you will educate others.”

Sectional bitterness certainly dissipated by
the turn of the twentieth century. Edward T.
O’Loughlin, a columnist in the Zimes Union, in
answering a correspondent of Italian origin who
complained that a majority of Italians in public
office in Brooklyn seemed to come originally
from just one section of Brooklyn, referred to
the Irish, who by this juncture in time seemed
to handle their old country origins humorously:

It seems they have sectional feelings
over there, just as we have at times in the
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United States. Just like men from differ-
ent parts of Ireland. Just as a fellow from
Leitrim thinks hes better than another
from Donegal. (When just between you
and me, none of them can touch old
Mayo).”!

Few Irish counties were even recognized by
most Americans, but Donegal was perhaps
more so because of the fame of its tourism and
the literary contributions of MacManus and
others. Donegal tweed was long a by-word in
clothing and all types of woolen products were
advertised regularly by the clothing and depart-
ment stores. Donegal was a familiar word, even
if it was not pronounced correctly. Curiously,

a want ad appearing in the Brooklyn Eagle in
1901 puts the “No Irish Need Apply” lament
somewhat into the dust:

Wanted — TO DO COOKING,
WASHING AND IRONING, a young
girl; must be experienced and well recom-
mended: salary $20; one from County
Donegal, Ireland, preferred. Apply ar 213
Sterling place™

Donegal partisanship could sometimes be
something an individual wanted to shed. One
of the distinctive, although relatively rare, sur-
names of Donegal was Whoriskey. For Edward
Sarsfield Whoriskey, whose grandfather emi-
grated from Donegal, the name had become
a problem. He appeared in Brooklyn county
court in 1918 to petition a name change it
to Waters, a loose English translation of the
Gaelic name. Edward Whoriskey found that
Americans didn’t think his name was Irish at all.
He claimed it had cost him several employment
positions and his sister found it difficult to get
certain lodgings the previous summer because
of her name. The Brooklyn court granted the
request routinely ending a thousand years or

more of Donegal heritage.”

DONEGAL AND THE IRISH IMMIGRANT STORY
In the history of Irish immigration to
America, there were hundreds of places where
colonies from one or more of the various Irish
counties were established. When these settle-
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ments were at their height, when hundreds
or thousands of Irish exiles clustered together
to form tight communities, they resembled a
part of the old country moved almost intact
to the new. But inevitably, in the course of
just a few decades the colonies disappeared,
the immigrant generation passed away and
their descendants, for the most part, with
little inkling of what was lost, began to forget
even the place In Ireland where their ancestors
came from. The story of the Donegal people
in Brooklyn was a small, but significant, part
of the Irish immigrant story.
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