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Dedication 
 

On April 22nd, 1928, Sarah Jane Quinn stood on a dock in Belfast, 

Northern Ireland, waiting to board the Montnairn. She was eighteen, the oldest of 

seven children, had a pound in her pocket, and was destined for Quebec, 

Canada. She joined the chorus of thousands of female Irish emigrants who left 

home to secure a better economic situation for both herself and her family back 

in the old country. She spent the better part of the next decade first as a 

domestic in a private home, and then as a waitress in the service industry. A 

good portion of her income was sent back home to support the family left in 

Ireland. 

 Sometime in her late twenties, she met and fell in love with a man from 

Cleveland, Ohio who was in Quebec on a work assignment. They married, 

moved back to the United States, and Sarah gave birth to a daughter, Barbara 

Sue. Her husband Martin was drafted, and served overseas in Sicily during the 

second World War as part of the Army Corp of Engineers. Upon his return home 

after the war, and for reasons beyond Sarah’s control, they divorced. 

 An immigrant, alone and without many marketable skills, Sarah 

managed.1 She took up work in a local restaurant, the same employ she had left 

in Canada. She and Barbara were poor. At first, Sarah rented a bed in a house. 

Then she secured a room in a house. Finally, she provided an apartment for her 

and Barbara when Barbara was in the sixth grade. Sarah never owned a car, a 

                                                           
1 Sarah Jane (Quinn) Straka became a United States citizen on November 12th, 1943.  
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house, or a large bank account. The American Dream eluded her through no 

fault of her own. But she held fast to her Catholic faith, and to the family that 

would emerge when Barbara married. 

 Sarah Jane was my grandmother. I didn’t know the woman described 

above. By the time I knew Sarah, she was an elderly grandmother. She loved her 

grandchildren, Johnny Carson, and her faith. I spent many Saturdays with my 

grandmother. She made the best cup of tea, always had candy in the candy dish, 

and her ham and butter sandwiches were legendary. We would laugh about the 

Johnny Carson show from the previous night, and watch old Jerry Lewis, Elvis 

and Godzilla movies. One year, I had given up television for Lent. She absolved 

me from my Lenten observance, cautioning me not to tell my mother. She said 

that Lent had no hold in Grandma’s house. 

 She never spoke of home. I never thought to ask her about it. I wasn’t 

raised in the Irish community of Cleveland. I was raised Catholic, and I was 

raised in Grandma’s living room, on her davenport, on many a Saturday 

afternoon. She was not only my grandmother, she was my friend and companion. 

She died when I was seventeen. While she was alive, we never learned about 

our Irish family in the old country. 

 In 2006, after an exhaustive genealogical search initiated by my mother, 

Barbara Sue, we connected with our long-lost family in Ireland. In October of 

2006, my mother and I traveled to Ireland to meet our cousins and Grandma’s 

youngest sister, Veronica. (Picture 1) We visited the Quinn family plot, sat in a 

pew of the church where she probably attended Mass, and spent an afternoon on 
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the property where she was raised. (Picture 2) The picture included is the only 

structure on the property that still survives from Grandma’s time. The family who 

now owns this property is also named Quinn. We drank the best tea, and ate 

butter and ham sandwiches, just like Grandma used to make. We concluded the 

visit properly with a drink.  

 I cannot adequately express the impact this visit had upon me. I also 

cannot understate the appreciation I have that John Carroll University gave me 

an opportunity to explore Irish history as a program of study. This study was 

congruently personal and scholastic. I wasn’t raised in the Cleveland Irish 

community, so understanding of my heritage came at a much later date. But I am 

the proud descendant of a strong, Irish immigrant woman who eventually made 

her home in Cleveland, Ohio. It is, therefore, my extreme honor to dedicate this 

thesis on Irish immigrants in Cleveland in 1850 to my ancestor, my grandmother, 

my childhood companion and friend: Sarah Jane Quinn Straka. You are the 

bravest woman I have ever known. I love and honor you, and I thank you for my 

heritage. 
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Picture 1: Barbara Sue, Aunt Veronica and myself 

 

Picture 2: Shed on the Quinn estate 
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Introduction 
 

There is an Irish memorial on the west bank of the Cuyahoga River. This 

memorial was commissioned by the Cleveland Famine Memorial Committee and 

dedicated by the Greater Cleveland Irish Community on September 16, 2000. Its purpose 

is to honor the Irish immigrants who settled in Cleveland during the Great Hunger (An 

Gorta Mor).  

The Great Hunger or the Great Famine (depending upon which side of the 

debate you choose) was the impetus for the large migration from Ireland during 

1845-1852.1 Some Cleveland sources argue that the Great Hunger spurred the 

large migration of Irish to Cleveland, Ohio.2 The depopulation of Ireland during 

the Famine was dramatic.3 Many left Ireland during 1845-1852 to escape death 

and disease. This migration stands in contrast to the typical labor emigration 

patterns of the Irish to the United States during other eras before and after the 

Famine period.  

Almost half a million people currently living in Northeastern Ohio claim 

some type of Irish ancestry.4 I am one of them. But how many of us understand 

                                                           
1 Scholars differ on the exact end date of the Famine. Crop failures existed into 1850, 

and migration continued well after the crops recovered.  The website for Irish Great Hunger 
Museum publishes the date range for the Great Hunger from 1845-1852, and refers to the 
Famine as “the worst demographic catastrophe of nineteenth-century Europe.” “Famine Folios,” 
accessed June 1, 2017, http://ighm.org/famine-folios/. Scholars do agree on the mass exodus of 
people. Cecil Woodham-Smith, The Great Hunger: Ireland 1845-1849 (London: Penquin Books, 
1991), 206-207. Kerby A. Miller, “Revenge for Skibbereen: Irish Immigration and the Meaning of 
the Great Famine,” in The Great Famine and the Irish Diaspora in America, ed. Arthur Gribben 
(University of Massachusetts Press, 1999), 181. 

2 Reverand Nelson J. Callahan, Irish – The Encyclopedia of Cleveland History, accessed 
July 5, 2016, http://ech.case.edu/cgi/article.pl?id=I6. 

3 I will detail the population decline in the Emigration chapter. 
4 John Myers & Judith G Cetina, PhD., Images of America: Irish Cleveland (Charleston: 

Acadia Publishing, 2015), 7. 

http://ighm.org/famine-folios/
http://ech.case.edu/cgi/article.pl?id=I6
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the circumstances and the reasons why our ancestors left Ireland? Why did they 

emigrate? Did they have a choice? Why did they settle in Cleveland, Ohio? Did 

they bring their cultural traditions with them? These are questions that I have 

asked myself concerning my Irish ancestry. These questions also serve as a 

platform for this thesis.  

Purpose and Thesis Project 

 I intend to accomplish two things in the pages that follow. Firstly, I shall 

produce the “original” component of this thesis by filling a gap in scholarship 

pointed out by Irish historian Gerald Moran (outlined in the section below). I shall 

use the scholarship of Regina Donlon (also explained below) as my guide. 

Secondly, I shall use elements from the history of nineteenth century Ireland as 

well as emigration statistics and data from the United States census from 

Cleveland to demonstrate that (female) Irish immigrants by 1850 had not 

emigrated primarily for political or religious or even familial reasons, but as part of 

a larger wave of labor migration. 

Disciplines Relevant to this Interdisciplinary Project 

 This scholarly work is a combination of several disciplines including 

history, emigration theory, demography, women’s studies, and Irish American 

studies. The Humanities Program at John Carroll University is an inter-

disciplinary program. The courses incorporate several disciplines within their 

structure, and these disciplines are often integrated to support the main topic. I 

follow a similar approach throughout this thesis. However, here I discuss briefly 

the disciplines that I use. 
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 Historical perspective is evident throughout this thesis. I incorporate 

history in the chapters on Ireland, emigration and Cleveland in 1850. The Ireland 

chapter highlights rural society in the early nineteenth century, specifically 

examining the role of women. Irish and emigration historians provide analysis for 

the various migration waves in the emigration chapter. A concise history of 

Cleveland, Ohio is included in the Cleveland chapter. 

 Migration theory is discussed in the chapter on emigration. The waves of 

migration from Ireland to the United States up to 1850 were a form of 

employment or labor migration. The Famine of 1845-1852 was an exception. I 

will demonstrate in the chapter on the Irish Immigrants in Cleveland in 1850 that 

the Irish immigrant community did follow the typical pattern of labor migration.  

 I used Grounded Theory Methodology in my demographic analysis of the 

populations of Cleveland, Ohio and the Irish immigrant community in 1850. 

Grounded Theory Methodology is used primarily in the social sciences. This 

method allows the researcher to gather data, examine this data, and then form a 

theory based upon the results.5 I use this methodology in correlation with the 

1850 United States Federal Census. I constructed profiles based upon the 

extrapolated data and incorporated these profiles into charts. I applied this 

methodology to the general population of Cleveland, the Irish immigrant 

community, and Irish immigrant females. 

                                                           
5 Kumar Ravi Priya, “Chapter 7: Grounded Theory Methodology,” Accessed June 10, 

2018. http://www.mheducation.co.uk/openup/chapters/9780335244492.pdf, 69-70. 

http://www.mheducation.co.uk/openup/chapters/9780335244492.pdf
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 I wanted to highlight the Irish woman in this study. The Irish female was 

the focal point in several sources throughout my research. She was integral to 

the rural society in Ireland. She sometimes migrated as a single woman to 

provide economic provision for family members back home. Fertility and 

marriage patterns centered on the female perspective in the resources I 

consulted. This focus influenced my demographic comparison between the rural 

Irish society and the Irish immigrant community in Cleveland in 1850. 

Relevance Scholarship and a Review of the Literature 

 Irish history, Irish immigration, and female Irish immigration have been 

thoroughly researched. Irish history and immigration to the United States have 

been studied by many scholars including Kerby A. Miller, Jay P. Nolan, and 

Arnold Schrier. Kerby A. Miller is an American historian and Professor Emeritus 

at the University of Missouri. His research focus is modern Irish history and Irish 

immigration. He served as a visiting lecturer at Queen’s University in Belfast in 

1985-86. He was awarded the J.S. Donnelly award at the American Conference 

for Irish Studies in 2004. Jay P. Nolan is a Professor Emeritus of History at the 

University of Notre Dame. Nolan was a Fulbright Professor at University College 

in Cork, Ireland in 1986. He taught a course for over 15 years at Notre Dame on 

the Irish in America. Arnold Schrier was a Professor of History at the University of 

Cincinnati. His research documented letters written by Irish immigrants in the 

United States. He worked with Seán Ó Súilleabháin of the National Folklore 

Commission of Ireland in to produce “Questionnarie: Emigration to America.” 
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This collection is currently available online through the University College Dublin 

website.6  

Hasia R. Diner, Margaret Lynch-Brennan, and Janet A. Nolan have written 

female Irish immigration studies. Hasia R. Diner is the Paul and Sylvia Steinburg 

Professor of American Jewish History at New York University. She has written 

extensively on female Jewish immigration. Her book, Erin’s Daughters in 

America: Irish Immigrant Women in the Nineteenth Century focuses on Irish 

female emigration to the United States.7 Margaret Lynch-Brennan has a PhD in 

American History from SUNY Albany. She is an independent scholar and her 

focus is Irish female immigrants who worked as domestics in the United States. 

Janet A. Nolan received her PhD. in History from the University of Connecticut in 

1986. She was an Assistant Professor in History at Loyola University Chicago 

until her retirement in 2009. Her research included Irish American history, 

emigration and Irish women in America. 

The missing piece in this corporate body of research is the study of Irish 

immigrants in the communities they settled in. My thesis provides this missing 

piece for Irish immigrants in Cleveland in 1850. Gerald Moran published an 

article in 2016 that included a discussion of this absence.8 He argued that 

because of the large number of Irish migrants during the second half of the 

                                                           
6 https://digital,edc.ie/view/ivria:32418.  
7 Hasia R. Diner, Erin’s Daughters in America: Irish Immigrant Women in the Nineteenth 

Century (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1983). 
8 Gerard Moran, “Shoveling out the paupers: The Irish Poor Law and assisted emigration 

during the Great Famine”, in The Famine Irish: Emigration and The Great Hunger, ed. Ciarán 
Reilly (Dublin: The History Press Ireland, 2016), 22-40. 

https://digital,edc.ie/view/ivria:32418
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nineteenth century, historians have only recently begun to examine the “regional 

varieties” of the places the Irish emigrated to.9 He further stated that it has only 

been recent scholarship that has begun to examine this mass exodus of people 

in relation to the background of the Irish, their destination location, and what 

happened to these groups once they arrived.10 

 Regina Donlon is a scholar who is part of this new discussion.11 Donlon 

recently published an article on Famine-era immigrants in Toledo, Ohio.12 She 

used Grounded Theory Methodology in conjunction with the United States 

federal census data to “establish and construct a profile of the Irish immigrant 

community in Toledo during the second half of the nineteenth century.”13 She 

supplemented the quantitative data she gathered from the census with qualitative 

resources to define the immigrant experience in Toledo during this time period. 

She asserted that the census schedules were a valuable tool for interpreting the 

makeup of post Famine-era immigrant communities. These schedules, according 

to Donlon, present the ability to answer certain basic questions about the Irish 

immigrant community.14 

 The Irish immigrants of Cleveland in 1850 have not been profiled in this 

manner. The purpose of this study is to fill the particular void of scholarship in 

                                                           
9 Moran, 22. 
10 Ibid, 22. 
11 Donlan received her PhD in 2014 and is currently the Irish Research Council 

Postdoctoral Research Fellow at the National University of Ireland in Galway. 
12 Regina Donlon, “Constructing an immigrant profile: Using statistics to identify Famine 

immigrants in Toledo, Ohio, 1850-1900,” in The Famine Irish: Emigration and the Great Hunger, 
ed. Ciaràn Reilly (Dublin: The History Press Ireland, 2016), 131-145. 

13 Ibid, 132. 
14 Ibid, 132. 
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this area. The census of 1850 is an ideal starting point for a few reasons. The 

population of Cleveland in 1850 was just over 17,000. The low population is 

manageable for a thesis project. The 1850 census was the first enumeration of 

every household member.15 It was also the first census that required the state of 

birth for every person in the dwelling. This allowed me to target the Irish 

immigrant population with a high degree of accuracy. 

 This study is unique for Cleveland but is part of an emerging scholarly 

discussion. The methodology I present throughout can also be applied toward 

other research topics. It can be used to study other Irish immigrant populations in 

any given city in the United States in 1850. It can be applied to other immigrant 

groups in Cleveland in 1850. Finally, this research study can be used as the 

baseline, or starting point, for future studies on the Irish immigrant population in 

Cleveland. A researcher can apply this method in conjunction with the 1860 

census and beyond to chart changes or similarities of the population. 

Methodology 

 Regina Donlon’s project is groundbreaking within the scholarly discussion 

on Famine-era and post Famine-era immigrant population studies in United 

States cities. I adopted her methodology when I gathered the data from the 

census schedules. But there were points that my research method differed from 

Donlon’s. I want to describe the similarities and differences. 

                                                           
15 Prior enumerations only required basic questions on the head of household. 
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 Donlon used Grounded Theory Methodology as the basis for her research. 

Her definition of Grounded Theory Methodology coincides with the explanation 

described above. “This method essentially allows the collected data to form the 

theory itself rather than manipulating the data to suit an already existing 

premise.”16 She used the census data to construct definitions and 

“supplementary classifications” for the Irish immigrant population.17 Her definition 

of the Irish immigrant community was “only immigrants whose stated place of 

birth was Ireland.”18 She applied this definition to immigrants born in Ireland and 

their descendants. I followed her definition of an Irish immigrant.19 She also used 

Grounded Theory as a basis for defining her “supplementary classifications.” The 

classifications she used focused on gender and age categories within the Irish 

immigrant community.20 

I redefine her term of “supplementary classifications” to sub-classes. I also 

expand my sub-classes for the general population of Cleveland in 1850 and the 

Irish immigrant (female) population. I categorize the population of Cleveland in 

various groupings. These classifications include foreign and native born, place of 

birth, gender, age, and occupation for adults aged 15 years and older. The sub-

classes for the Irish immigrant population include gender, age, single adults, 

married and family units, occupation for male adults aged 15 years and older, 

                                                           
16 Donlon, 132. 
17 Ibid, 133. 
18 Ibid, 132. 
19 When considering Irish immigrant family units, my study defines an Irish immigrant 

family as: at least one spouse has to declare their place of birth as Ireland. 
20 Donlon, 133-136. 
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and women. I also detail the sub-classes for Irish women by probable singles and 

married. I examine the probability of domestic servants for single women. I 

include married women with more classifications including number of offspring, 

age differentiation from their spouse, and socio-economic status. (This sub-class 

is based primarily upon their husband’s stated occupation.) 

 There are several places where my research approach differs from 

Donlon’s. I redefine the Irish married couple and family unit. I focus only on the 

1850 census. I use the entire Irish population of Cleveland in 1850. I include an 

historical perspective instead of primary records from the immigrants. 

 I define an Irish immigrant as one whose birthplace was Ireland. However, 

I discovered that some married couples had a spouse not born in Ireland. 

Additionally, not all of the children in the family units were born in Ireland. I 

wanted these individuals included in this study. Therefore, I define an Irish 

married couple or family unit as part of the Irish immigrant community if at least 

one of the spouses declared Ireland as their birthplace. 

 I previously described the benefits of using the 1850 census. Donlon used 

a sampling of the Irish community between the years of 1850-1900. I use the 

entire Irish immigrant population of Cleveland in 1850. 

 Donlon supplemented her research with records written by or about the 

Irish immigrants in Toledo, Ohio. Cleveland has a limited collection of records for 
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the Irish immigrants in 1850.21 These sparse records focus on Irish males who 

were prominent in the community. I wanted to give this thesis a broader range 

and place the Irish community of Cleveland in 1850 within a larger perspective. 

This is why I chose to include an historical perspective of the rural Irish in the 

Ireland chapter. It is also the reason why I include the chapter on emigration. The 

inclusion of the historical perspective, along with the analysis of their migration 

waves provide me with the opportunity to examine whether they transplanted 

their culture from early nineteenth century Ireland into their new community in 

Cleveland, Ohio in 1850. 

Research Questions, the Argument, and the Evidence 

 The research questions are as follows. What is the historical portrait of the 

rural Irish person in the first half of the nineteenth century? Did economic need 

influence Irish emigration to the United States up to and including the Famine 

period? What are the demographics of the Irish immigrants? What opportunities 

did Cleveland, Ohio in 1850 present to the Irish immigrants? Did the Irish 

transplant their cultural traditions from Ireland into the Irish immigrant community 

in 1850 Cleveland? These questions serve as the roadmap for both the chapters 

following and for the central argument for this thesis.  

As noted above, the central argument follows. The Irish migration from 

their homeland to the United States was a form of labor migration. The 1,900 

                                                           
21 The Hibernian Guards are one example. The Irish American Archives Society has 

recently released their book The Day We Celebrate: 175 Years of Cleveland’s St. Patrick’s Day 
Parade.  
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Irish adults chose Cleveland, Ohio in 1850 because Cleveland had ample 

employment opportunities and was a small, multi-cultural city. As the Irish settled 

in Cleveland, they transplanted parts of their cultural lifestyle into their immigrant 

community.  

 There are three chapters in this thesis that complement the final chapter. 

The first three chapters are Ireland in the First Half of the Nineteenth Century, 

Emigration Patterns from Ireland to the United States, and Cleveland: A 

Demographic Analysis. The final chapter uses the models derived from the 

previous three and intertwines the data from the census schedules to produce 

the title of this thesis: The Irish Immigrant Community in Cleveland in 1850.  

 The chapter on Ireland profiles the rural environment. Ireland in the early 

nineteenth century is not unique from other agrarian societies in Europe prior to 

industrialization. Ireland had cottage industries and rural population explosions 

that were common in agrarian societies. However, Ireland was not only rural, 

Ireland was poor. Ireland did not industrialize as other countries during the time-

period. Marriage and fertility practices were influenced by the increased reliance 

upon the potato as the main food source. The typical family married young, had 

many children, and there was a significant age difference between the spouses. 

The males were generally semi-skilled or of the laboring class. Women 

contributed to the economic well-being of the family in a variety of ways. The 

prominent occupation among both married and single women was domestic 

service. The poverty and the lack of urbanization created opportunity for 
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migration. Indeed, the lack of gainful employment in this agrarian society 

encouraged migration. 

 The purpose of the emigration chapter is two-fold. I will briefly explore and 

define employment or labor migration. The use of emigration theory explains the 

reason for Irish immigration. I will describe the various emigration periods. I will 

demonstrate that as the eras progressed, emigration was an economic necessity. 

I will also show the changing demographics from era to era. These demographics 

include skill set, marital status, and the high percentage of singles and women. 

These demographics are useful when comparing the profiles of the Cleveland 

Irish. Cleveland’s Irish community in 1850 was young, with a significant single 

population, whose main occupation was labor.  

 The chapter on Cleveland provides a brief history of the city up to 1850 

and an overall demographic composite of the populace derived from the census 

data. This combination provides the opportunity for me to suggest some concrete 

probabilities for Irish settlement. The historical perspective demonstrates that 

travel to the city was efficient. Cleveland was not a crowded metropolis like the 

cities on the east coast. It also had plenty of employment opportunities. 

Cleveland in 1850 had a commercial economy. The population demographic is 

young, multi-cultural, with a healthy mix of professional, skilled, semi-skilled and 

laboring classes.  

 I use the census schedules in the final chapter to build a composite of the 

Irish immigrant community. Their socio-economic status was primarily labor with 

a small representation of semi-skilled. The gender differentiation slightly favored 
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females. There was a notable single population among the Irish. However, the 

majority were married, and many had families. Their population was young. The 

typical age was under 40. Children represented nearly half of their community. 

Married couples were also young. The age gap between the spouses was 

statistically greatest from zero to three years. Their family size ranged from zero 

to three, with zero children being the most prevalent. The Irish in Cleveland in 

1850 included young married couples, and primarily the laborer class. These 

traits followed their cultural lifestyle from Ireland. The traits that were uncommon 

to their heritage include the age gap between the spouses and the small family 

size.  

 I complete this thesis with a brief conclusion. In this summary, I present a 

concise overview of how the research presented in each chapter answers the 

research questions and supports the central argument. The compilation of this 

document, and the research therein, supports the title of this thesis: “Tracing 

Their Journey: A New Beginning for Irish Immigrants in 1850 Cleveland.”    
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Figure 122 

  

  

 
 

                                                           
22 “Cleveland, Ohio (2000),” Irish Famine Memorials, accessed May 31, 2017, 

https://irishfaminememorials.com/2014/01/16/cleveland-ohio-2000/. 

https://irishfaminememorials.com/2014/01/16/cleveland-ohio-2000/
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Chapter 1: Ireland in the First Half of the Nineteenth Century 
 

Introduction 
 

I begin this thesis with a chapter on Ireland for a few reasons. First, this 

segment will answer the research question: What is the historical portrait of the 

rural Irish person in the first half of the nineteenth century? William Forbes 

Adams argued that to understand the Irish immigrant experience, it is necessary 

to examine the history and culture of Ireland prior to emigration to gain a 

perspective on the reasons for migration.1 Secondly, this historical portrait 

speaks to the central argument. It will tell us what parts of the Irish cultural 

lifestyle the Irish transplanted into the Irish immigrant community in Cleveland in 

1850.  

 This chapter includes an overall synoptic history of Ireland, specifically 

during the first half of the nineteenth century. It presents a snapshot of Ireland 

and women in this rural culture during this time period. What we seek to 

understand here is the society in which the Irish lived. Some of the discussion in 

this chapter involves factors that involved both men and women. These include 

population changes (increases), poverty, the potato and the Great Hunger. The 

portion of the research specific to women focuses on marriage patterns, marriage 

age and age differences from her mate, children and economics. All of these 

topics contribute to an analysis of the research questions and the central 

argument.     

                                                           
1 William Forbes Adams, Ireland and Irish Immigration to the New World From 1815 to 

the Famine (Baltimore: Geological Publishing Company, Inc., 1980), 2. 
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Much of the information in this chapter includes secondary source material 

from historians who have studied women in Ireland, Irish emigration in general 

and the Great Hunger. To accompany their expert assertions, excerpts from both 

the “Poverty Before the Famine”2 and the “Questionnaire: Irish Famine (1845-

1852)” from the Irish Folklore Commission have been consulted.3   

Rural and Poor Ireland 

 Ireland in the 1800s was primarily a rural, agrarian society. The Industrial 

Revolution had taken hold in England during the late 1700s. As industrialization 

took place, changes in economics, politics and agriculture occurred in England. 

After 1800, these policies favored England’s interests – not Ireland’s. Ireland 

remained largely rural and agricultural.4 The 1835 report, “Poverty Before the 

Famine,” concluded that the primary occupation in Ireland was agriculture.5 Janet 

A. Nolan calls this lack of industrialization in Ireland an “incomplete 

modernization.” And it was this incomplete modernization that contributed to the 

drastic demographic and economic changes in Ireland during the nineteenth 

century.6 The small amount of industry that did exist in Ireland was in the North. 

Dublin, Wexford, Cork and Limerick also boasted a minimal amount of industry.7 

                                                           
2 “Poverty Before the Famine, County Clare 1835: First Report From His Majesty’s 

Commissioners for Inquiring Into the Condition of the Poorer Classes in Ireland,” was a report 
conducted by England in the early 1830s concerning the poverty conditions in Ireland. 

3 The “Questionnaire: Irish Famine (1845-1852)” was an oral history project conducted in 
1945 by the Irish Folklore Commission in commemoration of the 100-year anniversary of the 
onset of the Great Hunger. 

4 Janet A. Nolan, Ourselves Alone: Women’s Emigration from Ireland 1885-1920 
(Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1989), 10-11. 

5 “Poverty Before the Famine,” First Report. 
6 Nolan, 9.  
7 Margaret Lynch-Brennan, The Irish Bridget: Irish Immigrant Women in Domestic Service 

in America, 1840-1930 (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2009), 25.  
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 But Ireland was not only rural, Ireland was poor. “The 1841 census 

showed that the vast majority of the population lived in rural areas and about 50 

percent of rural families lived in the poorest type of housing, consisting of single-

room cabins made of mud.”8 The “Poverty Before the Famine” report determined 

that the poorer classes of Ireland encompassed nearly the entire population.9 

  Vagrancy was increasing, showing that poverty was making a strong 

foothold in Ireland. For example, a shopkeeper named Hynes testified that 

vagrants in the parish of Abbey were about 30, but only two were recognized as 

locals. Per his testimony, the number of summer vagrants had increased 

significantly over the previous 20 years. As the 1835 inquiry noted: "The 

acknowledged increase of vagrancy is attributed to the increase of a population 

which has no other means of subsistence than the tilling of land."10 

  Inheritance practices also contributed to poverty among Ireland’s rural 

poor. Partible inheritance, the practice in which the parents would leave their 

landholdings to all their children, effectively divided the land into smaller and 

smaller holdings. “By 1841 over 80 percent of all land holdings in Ireland covered 

less than fifteen acres and fully 45 percent of all tenant-held farms averaged less 

than five acres in size.”11 

The Potato and Population 

                                                           
8 Lynch-Brennan, 2. 
9 “Poverty Before the Famine,” First Report.  
10 “Poverty Before the Famine,” Parish Abbey and Oughtmanagh.  
11 Nolan, 15. 
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  The potato provided nutrition, and it was a low maintenance, sustainable 

crop. It could be grown in almost any type of plot, including hillsides. Its yield 

could sustain families as it could be grown in sufficient quantities. The potato was 

part of the Irish diet. This included all social classes. However, by the beginning 

of the nineteenth century, it was the rural poor who had become completely 

dependent upon the potato as their main food source. In previous years, they 

had been able to supplement their food sources with oats.  

Lynch-Brennan asserts that by the early 1840s, almost 40% of the Irish 

were relying on the potato as their sustenance year-round.12 Seán Ó Conaill 

reported that 90% of the people in his parish of Ballylobby, County Tipperary 

lived on 10 acres or less, and relied upon subsistence farming. Their diet 

depended entirely upon the potato, as oats and wheat were grown and sold to 

pay their rents.13 Micheál Mac Mathgamhna reported that there were 

approximately 40 families in his district of Kilcornan, County Limerick, with most 

landholdings being two acres. Food was "potatoes and thick milk for breakfast 

and porridge for supper."14 Liam Ó Danachair stated in the Famine Questionnaire 

that rents in the village of Athea, County Limerick prior to and during the Famine 

were high. "Farm produce was sold to pay the landlord. Potatoes were the chief 

food with 'skim' milk, "thick" milk or sour milk. Very little bread was used."15 

                                                           
12 Lynch-Brennan, 7. 
13 “Questionnaire: Irish Famine (1845-1852),” Irish Folklore Commission, UCD Delargy 

Centre for Irish Folklore and the National Folklore Collection, Accessed March 6, 2017, 
https://digital.ucd.ie/view/ivrla:20162, Seàn Ó Conaill, 28. 

14 “Questionnaire: Irish Famine,” Micheál Mac Mathgamhna, 87-89. 
15 “Questionnaire: Irish Famine,” Liam Ó Danachair, 63. 

https://digital.ucd.ie/view/ivrla:20162
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 It was the lumper potato that became the crop of choice.16 It was of 

inferior quality, but it grew well anywhere in Ireland.17 Mrs. Wirelid reported in the 

“Questionnaire: Irish Famine” that the potato was "so plentiful that they were 

pitted by the ditches."18 “The fleshy tuber could be grown anywhere, even on the 

most miniscule of plots, and contained just enough nutrients to sustain the life of 

the poor.”19 However, it was also this lumper potato that was highly susceptible 

to the blight when it began in 1845-46.20 

 Population increase during the first half of the nineteenth century was 

rapid. This increase occurred across Europe.21 But Irish scholars believe that the 

potato crop was the major cause for this increase in Ireland. “The cause of this 

rapid population rise is not entirely clear, but the survival of more people in the 

absence of warfare, Irish potato culture, and the reduction in deaths owning to 

disease may have been factors.”22 Nolan contends that the introduction of the 

potato, or the “spread of potato cultivation after 1750 helped to increase the 

population boom of that time period.”23 Census data from 1841 reports the 

population of Ireland at 8,175,124.24 

                                                           
16 The lumper potato is a small, white potato that is easily cultivated because it can grow 

in almost any type of soil. In particular, it can grow in soil that is deplete of nutrients, and still 
produce a generous crop.  

17 Lynch-Brennan, 8. 
18 “Questionnaire: Irish Famine,” Mrs. Wirelid, 83. 
19 Diner, 6. 
20 Lynch-Brennan, 8. 
21 Klaus J. Bade, Migration in European History (Madlen: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2003), 

2. 
22 Lynch-Brennan, 22. 
23 Nolan, 10. 
24 Diner, 8. 
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 Diner states that the population increase occurred in Ireland because it 

remained rural while other countries were industrializing. The economic 

opportunities in other countries such as England during the time period were 

non-existent in Ireland. The population swell was not due to an increase in 

foreign inhabitants. Furthermore, emigration from Ireland prior to and including 

this period was common. “This tremendous growth occurred without any 

industrialization or increase in economic opportunities and without any influx of 

foreigners.”25 This population boom occurred among the poorest classes.26  

The potato was the mainstay diet for these poorer classes. Scholars 

assert that the potato had a direct influence on this population increase. Two 

specific areas where the potato influenced population increase were marriage 

tendencies and fertility rates. “Before the Great Famine, more likely than not an 

Irish peasant or laborer married young.”27 “As the Irish became potato eaters by 

the end of the eighteenth century, they also began to marry earlier. The poor, in 

particular, saw no reason not to marry spontaneously.”28 Early marriage was 

associated with the poor classes that included cottiers and poor laborers.29 

Fertility rates corresponded with the early marriage rates.30 The potato, per 

                                                           
25 Diner, 5. 
26 Ibid, 7. 
27 Ibid, 6. 
28 Ibid, 6. 
29 Cottier is another term for Irish peasant who rented a very small parcel of land, 

generally two acres or less.  
30 This is a logical conclusion. The probability of larger families increases with younger 

marriage statistics. When this practice occurs across a general population, then a population 
increase is eminent. However, Irish scholars relate this increase to the dependence upon the 
potato diet. 



21 
 

Diner, helped to increase these rates.31 Women in this economy married and had 

children “because the potato cultivation allowed the establishment of new 

households.”32  

Irish men and women married in their mid-twenties from the late 

eighteenth century through to 1830. This marriage pattern was common 

throughout Europe. However, as the Famine approached, that age lowered 

among the poor Irish. The median age would increase to 29 for women and 34 

for men after the Famine.33 As for fertility and children, “In an agrarian society, 

children were economic assets and a woman’s fertility was vital to her family’s 

survival.”34 

Irish Women in Pre-Famine Years 

 Women, and in particular poor women, contributed a great deal to the 

economic stability of their families. It was necessary for all members of the family 

to contribute financially. The woman’s contribution could be the difference 

between stability and starvation for herself and her family in pre-Famine 

Ireland.35 Single and married women in rural Ireland earned money to help 

support their families.36  

 The cottage industry was the major source of extra income for the rural 

woman during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. These 

                                                           
31 Diner, 6. 
32 Nolan, 11. 
33 Ibid, 12-13. 
34 Ibid, 29. 
35 Diner, 13. 
36 Ibid, 26. 
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industries “dotted the Irish countryside as wives and daughters wove frieze and 

then fashioned them into garments, gathered turf to warm their homes, and 

raised chickens.”37 Cottage industries (from linens to everyday items) were 

common throughout Europe during this time period, and it was often the principal 

income for the landless.38 Women worked on their farms. Their labor was not 

restricted to the upkeep of the house or care of the children. They would work in 

the fields, carry peat, migrated for seasonal work, ran cottage industries, and 

even begged if necessary.39  

Subsistence farming had not always been the primary means of 

supporting the rural family. Cottage industries such as egg and poultry sales, 

home cloth production, and dairy making (butter, etc.) helped to pay the rents 

and were mostly governed by women.40 Liam Ó Danachair testified to the validity 

of these cottage industries in the Irish Famine Questionnaire. "A great deal of 

butter was made in the parish and sold at markets."41 Women used to pay their 

rent monies with the income from their cottage industries. So, without these 

incomes, rent monies would go unpaid.42  

British goods began to compete with and overwhelm these cottage 

industries in the 1820s.43 Changes in textile production and dispersion in Ireland 

                                                           
37 Diner, 13. 
38 Bade, 3. 
39 Nolan, 30. 
40 Ibid, 14. 
41 “Questionnaire: Irish Famine” Liam Ó Danachair, 65. 
42 Nolan, 31. 
43 Ibid, 14. Increased goods production in the rise of the Industrial Revolution and 

changes in British laws contributed to this competition. 
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also suppressed the cottage industries and caused the poor to be more reliant on 

subsistence farming.44 This was confirmed by the “Poverty Before the Famine” 

report. Thomas Scanlan recalled the textile cottage industry, and how Irish 

women benefited. He described how women used to work long hours at the 

spinning wheel in their home to produce products that were sold at fairs. The 

money earned contributed to their rent payments. “There is nothing of that kind 

now, and a woman is lucky if she can get employment two months of the year in 

the fields.”45 

 Domestic service was a popular form of employment for women.46 In fact, 

“domestic service was the most usual waged occupation for females in Ireland.”47 

Domestics were employed in both rural and urban settings and engaged in tasks 

that included both indoor and outdoor duties. They were generally hired at fairs, 

and it was not uncommon for them to be married, although the tenure of their 

work would require separation from their families.48 Domestic service was the 

major form of outside employment for Irish women during most of the nineteenth 

century.  

 Women also gained employment in both the industrial textile industries 

and shop work, even though these occupations were very prohibitive and 

exhaustive. Where a woman lived determined what type of employment she 

                                                           
44 Nolan, 31. 
45 “Poverty Before the Famine,” Parish Abbey and Oughtmanagh. 
46 Many Irish females chose this type of employment in the United States. 
47 Lynch-Brennan, 29. 
48 Ibid, 29. 
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might acquire.49 Women were not treated as equals when they did acquire 

employment in the public sector. They were, “marginalized in the workforce and 

seen as temporary workers, where their labor was devalued, and they got paid 

less than men, even for work of equal value.”50 

The Great Hunger and Greater Poverty 

 The pre-existing conditions discussed above reached their breaking point 

with the arrival of the Great Famine, spurring emigration on an unprecedented 

scale. “The Great Famine of the late 1840s has generally been considered the 

event in Irish history which sent shock waves throughout Irish society.”51 The 

Famine of 1845 was not the first famine in Ireland, nor was it the last. Famine 

and potato crop failures were recorded in Ireland in 1740, 1879-86, 1890, 1897 

and 1904. However, no crop failure before or after devastated the population of 

Ireland as did the Great Hunger.52 At least one million people died due to 

starvation or disease. Nearly three million were enveloped by sheer poverty. 

Many fled.53 Diner equates the Famine of 1845 with “starvation, disease and 

destruction.”54 

 There are many reasons why the Great Hunger of 1845 was so 

devastating. Over-population and reliance on the potato were two reasons. Poor 

administration on behalf of the British government was another. All combined to 

                                                           
49 Lynch-Brennan, 158-160. 
50 Luddy, 160. 
51 Diner, 2. 
52 Nolan, 23. 
53 Diner, 2-3. 
54 Ibid, 2. Actual emigration statistics will be discussed in the next chapter on emigration. 
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create the perfect storm. The British government concluded a two-year inquiry 

into the status of the poor in Ireland in 1835. The king of England had required 

the commission to determine “whether any, and, if any, what further remedial 

measures appear to be requisite to ameliorate the condition of the Irish Poor, or 

any portion of them.”55 The Irish poor were no longer an issue just in Ireland. 

They had begun to be a concern in England as the poor began to crowd into the 

depressed areas of Liverpool and Manchester – increasing the poor populations 

there and taxing England’s resources. The commission did produce 

recommendations. However, these suggestions were not readily implemented in 

Ireland. England was more concerned about reducing its welfare debt than 

enacting change to improve the lifestyle of the poor. The result was the 

introduction of the workhouse system in Ireland based upon the British model.56  

The Irish Poor Law of 1838 introduced the workhouse into Ireland. There 

were 130 “administrative divisions, designated unions, each of which constructed 

its own workhouse.”57 During the Great Hunger, the burden of relief was placed 

upon these workhouses. In January 1847, the English government decided 

(because they did not want to assume fiscal responsibility for the starving 

inhabitants of Ireland) that those who were needy would not be recipients under 

                                                           
55 “Poverty Before the Famine,” First Report. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Luddy, 7. 
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the Poor Law. The Poor Law was to be funded by the landlords and property 

owners.58 The result of this would be mass evictions, death, and emigration. 

 The outcome is unanimously understood as devastating regardless of the 

causes. The Famine eradicated the social fabric of rural society that had existed 

in pre-Famine Ireland. However, the Protestant landlords themselves were not 

the sole aggressor. There were not just inadequate responses in terms of relief 

on behalf of the British government. There were reports of Catholic head tenants 

who were heartless in their treatment of the landless poor. Many of these 

Catholic head tenants evicted the farmers and laborers so they could protect 

their land holdings. Even family affections turned cold. Husbands abandoned 

their wives and children. Children neglected aging and sickly parents. Parents 

deserted starving children.59 

The Famine affected the land holding system in Ireland. “The Famine 

wreaked havoc with the land holding system in Ireland, producing a profound 

change in every Irish institution, and particularly in the Irish family.”60 Diner’s 

assessment agrees with Kerby Miller’s. Margaret Lynch-Brennan furthers their 

assessment. She argues that almost 75% of the Irish population were peasants 

prior to the Famine. She believes the Famine affected every societal class in 

Ireland, but that it eradicated the cottiers and caused massive depopulation. 

“Approximately two million people disappeared, one million died, mainly from 

                                                           
58 Cecil Woodham-Smith, The Great Hunger: Ireland 1845-1849 (Penguin Books: 

London, 1991), 227. 
59 Miller, “Revenge for Skibbereen,” 183. 
60 Diner, xvi. 
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diseases that included typhus, relapsing fever, and dysentery rather than from 

starvation.”61  

 The “Questionnaire: Irish Famine (1845-1852)” supports the secondary 

source material concerning poverty, death and emigration. Seán Ó Conaill stated 

that "an unusually thick 'blight' fog settled on the potato-crop about the end of 

July 1845. It worsened in '46 and finally in '47 destroyed the entire crop." He also 

declared that many died in his parish of Ballylobby because of cholera and 

starvation. "It was no uncommon sight to see persons dead by our roadsides, in 

fields or even beside their own houses." He confirmed that the Famine affected 

90% of the peasantry in the parish. The result was the loss of land holdings and 

mass emigration.62 Mrs. Wirelid reported that prior to the Famine, potatoes were 

"so plentiful that they were pitted by the ditches." The next year they were rotten. 

There were large populations in the area prior to the Famine, according to local 

reports. But by the time the report was commissioned in 1945, there were many 

ruins of homes. Many people emigrated to the States or Canada.63  

Mrs. Ellie Foley recorded that the blight "appeared in the form of a fog in 

the month of August," and happened during the growth of the crop. It returned for 

three years. The dead lay by the side of the roads. The living buried the dead 

where they lay without coffins. “Those who survived emigrated to America."64 

The common and recurring themes of these reports were: the potato failed, there 

                                                           
61 Lynch-Brennan, 23. 
62 “Questionnaire: Irish Famine,” Seán Ó Conaill, 27-28. 
63 “Questionnaire: Irish Famine,” Mrs. Wirelid, 83. 
64 “Questionnaire: Irish Famine,” Mrs. Ellie Foley, 142-144. 
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was mass devastation in terms of hunger and death, and many of those who 

survived emigrated. 

Conclusion 

 The majority of Irish were landless, either unskilled or laborers. Women 

did contribute significantly to the economic stability of their households. The 

predominant job category for women was that of domestic. The rural Irish 

married young. Their fertility rate was high, and there was a significant age 

difference between the spouses.  

 This portrait has tremendous significance when considering the Irish 

immigrant community of Cleveland in 1850. They brought many of these cultural 

traits with them. These include the occupation of laborer for the male, and the 

occupation of domestic service for the single female. The Irish immigrant 

population of Cleveland was young. However, there are two major differences 

between the Irish immigrant community of Cleveland in 1850 and the rural Irish of 

the first half of the nineteenth century. As we shall see in what follows, married 

Irish immigrants in Cleveland had small families, and the age difference between 

spouses was not significant. 

   



29 
 

Chapter 2: Emigration Patterns from Ireland to the United States 
 

Introduction 
 
 Irish emigration to the United States was not new in the mid-nineteenth 

century. Emigration out of Ireland existed for many generations. I explore some 

of the patterns of emigration from Ireland to the United States prior to and 

including the Great Hunger in this chapter.1 This examination answers two of the 

research questions that were posed in the Introduction. Did economic need 

influence Irish emigration to the United States up to and including the Famine 

period? What are the demographics of those Irish who were migrating? I shall 

also provide evidence to support the central claim of this thesis. The Irish 

emigrated from their homeland to the United States primarily as a form of labor 

migration. 

 This section begins with an explanation of labor migration. This description 

provides the foundation for understanding the Irish emigration patterns in 

general. It also supports the content of the specific periods of Irish migration and 

the resulting demographics of the groups migrating during these periods. I have 

separated these emigration waves into specific eras for a few reasons. First, it 

follows the pattern established by Irish emigration historians such as Kirby A. 

Miller and Jay P. Nolan. Both of these scholars separated their analysis of Irish 

migration into particular time periods. Another reason is specific to the 

                                                           
1 I address the patterns of emigration up to 1850 in this chapter. The Famine ended in 

1852, and mass emigration out of Ireland to the United continued into the early part of the 
twentieth century. The emigration data I use and reference in this study included 1850 and 
beyond. 
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demographic profiles I establish. By isolating these time periods, I am able to 

draw attention to the characteristics of those who migrated within each era. 

 I have specific denominators for the people in each migration cycle. I 

examine the port of entry from Ireland to the United States and the projected 

destination of these emigrants upon arrival. I include the gender and age groups 

of the emigrants. I review their marital status. I explore the skill levels of the 

emigrants and the jobs they obtained once in the United States. I take the results 

of the demographic analysis and form a basic model for each emigration period. 

These models will answer the research questions specific to this segment, 

demonstrate the statement posed in the central argument, and provide the 

opportunity to compare the general traits of the migrating Irish with the Irish 

immigrant community in Cleveland in 1850. 

 I formed these models primarily from the writings of specific scholars who 

have published materials concerning Irish emigration to the United States. Some 

of these authors have written on Irish immigration in general.2 Others have 

published specifically on Irish female emigration to the United States.3 I 

consulted the “Questionnaire: Emigration to America” from the Irish Folklore 

Commission to supplement the historical perspective. 

Labor Migration and the Irish 

                                                           
2 There are many scholars who have written extensively on the topic of Irish immigration 

to the United States. The scholars used specifically in this thesis are David Fitzpatrick, Kirby A. 
Miller and Jay P. Nolan. 

3 The experts on female Irish immigration that I chose to include in this study are Hasia 
R. Diner, Janet A. Nolan and Margaret Lynch-Brennan. 
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 People have migrated for centuries, and for various reasons. “In virtually 

all areas of life and work, a large number of people covered ground, in one way 

or another, either voluntarily or against their will.”4 Europe experienced 

depopulation during the early nineteenth century in areas affected by wars, 

famines and epidemics.5 Tragedy or ultimate survival are not the sole reasons for 

emigration. Economics also influences migration. This is known as employment 

migration. The most prominent type of employment emigration is labor 

migration.6 The Irish migrated due to wars and famines. But their primary reason 

for leaving their homeland was economic need. This chapter supplies evidence 

for that claim, but its foundation was laid in the preceding chapter on Ireland. 

 Ireland in the early nineteenth century was primarily rural and poor. The 

landless class comprised the majority of the population. This class was unskilled, 

relied upon the cottage industries to pay their rents, and experienced a 

population increase due to their dependence upon the potato as the main source 

of food. All of these characteristics are typical of a rural, agrarian society with 

limited or eroding opportunities. This lack of opportunity would eventually make 

employment migration more urgent.7 

 Irish scholars contend that the potato influenced the increase in population 

among the rural Irish. But Klaus J. Bade broadens this perspective. He argues 

that fertility rates in rural areas in the peasant classes works in tandem with the 

                                                           
4 Bade, 2.  
5 Ibid, 2.  
6 Ibid, 2. 
7 Ibid, 3. 
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trend of their exclusion from landholding rites.8 He supports the fact that cottage 

industries were the principal income for the landless in Europe at the end of the 

early modern period. These industries supported fertility increase because 

children were incorporated as part of these industries. This “proto-industrial 

domestic production” would counter the need for labor migration until the cottage 

industries were done away with by industrialization. Furthermore, the increasing 

population would outgrow the capacity of the surrounding resources to support 

the increase.9  

Emigration in General  

 There are a few points Irish experts agree upon concerning Irish 

emigration. The first is that emigration from Ireland to the United States did not 

begin and end with the Famine. Emigration to America stretched back to the 

Colonial period. Jay P. Nolan believes that the Battle of the Boyne, which took 

place in Ireland in 1690, was a catalyst for emigration to North America at the 

end of the seventeenth century and into the eighteenth century.10 Nolan 

estimates that approximately 250,000 emigrants migrated from the Ulster region 

in Ireland to the colonies on the Atlantic seaboard of the New World prior to the 

American Revolution.11 Hasia R. Diner agrees that migration from Ireland to 

Colonial America did exist, but her figures differ a bit from Nolan’s. Diner 

                                                           
8 Bade, 3. Klaus J. Bade is the Chair of Modern History and Director for the Institute for 

Migration Research and Intercultural Studies at Osnabruck University. 
9 Ibid, 3-4. 
10 Jay P. Nolan, The Irish Americans: A History (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2008), 4. 
11 Ibid, 4. The island of Ireland is divided into four provincial regions: Ulster in the north, 

Connaught in the west, Munster in the south and Leinster in the east. Please see Appendix 2 for 
a provincial map of Ireland. 
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estimates that emigration during the Colonial period was very low, never 

exceeding 5,000 per year.12 Their numbers differ from one another, but they 

agree that Irish emigration took place during the American Colonial period. 

(Figure 1) 

The Famine of 1845-1852 increased the number of emigrants leaving 

Ireland. This is the second point scholars acknowledge. The numbers and the 

date ranges vary. But the consensus is the Famine was the impetus of the vast 

decline in the population in Ireland beginning in the late 1840s. “From 1840 to 

1860 two million Irish immigrants settled in the United States.”13 Nelson Callahan 

& William F. Hickey also agree that the Famine greatly increased emigration from 

Ireland to the United States.14 Kirby Miller argues that between 1845 and 1855, 

over 2.1 million Irish, roughly one-fourth of the island’s pre-Famine population, 

emigrated overseas. His research indicates that nearly 1.9 million of these 

emigrants came to North America.15 (Figure 2) 

It is clear why emigration increased during the Famine. “The Famine 

Emigration, the exodus from Ireland, in which hundreds of thousands of Irish, 

with fever on the one hand and starvation on the other, fled from their country 

because to remain was death, is historically the most important event of the 

                                                           
12 Diner, 207. 
13 H.J. Desmond, “A Century of Irish Immigration,” American Catholic Quarterly Review col. XXV 

(August 1900):  519. 
14 Nelson J. Callahan & William F. Hickey, Irish American and Their Communities in 

Cleveland (Cleveland: Cleveland State University, 1978), 38, 
https://www.clevelandmemory.org/irish/index/html.  

15 Miller, “Revenge for Skibbereen,” 181. 

https://www.clevelandmemory.org/irish/index/html
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Famine.”16 Cecil Woodham-Smith’s exhaustive coverage and report of the Great 

Hunger included chapters specifically detailing the emigration wave from Ireland 

during this period.17 The reports of disease, starvation and dire circumstances of 

these Famine emigrants are devastating.  

Jay P. Nolan reports that nearly half of the population of Ireland relied on 

the potato for their main source of food.18 While the blight began in 1845, it was 

the crop of 1846 that experienced a near 90% failure.19 The winter of 1846-47 

was horrific for the poor of Ireland. Cholera and starvation were firm realities by 

1848. Nolan argues that during the Famine, “emigration became a flood” and 

“from 1845-1855, more people left Ireland than in the prior 250 years.”20  

While Margaret Lynch-Brennan acknowledges that this mass migration 

that occurred during the Famine period would affect both Ireland and the 

countries the Irish flocked to, it would be Ireland that would forever be changed 

by this exodus.21 When referring to excerpts from an autobiography of Peig 

Sayers (1936) concerning the Famine, Patricia Lysaght states, “It is a stark and 

startling reminder of the enormity, complexity and implications of the calamity on 

                                                           
16 Woodham-Smith, 206. 
17 There are many scholars who have researched and written on the Great Hunger. Two 

such contemporary and prominent experts are David McNally and Christine Kinealy. The reason 
for the use of Woodham-Smith is because she spent considerable time in her work on both 
emigration and the conditions of the emigrants both during passage and once in country. 
Kinealy’s work focuses a great deal on the Famine within Ireland, and the condition of the poor 
classes both during and after the Famine.  

18 Jay P. Nolan, 69. 
19 Ibid, 67. 
20 Ibid, 74. 
21 Lynch-Brennan, 23. 
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a number of levels, which befell many parts of that time and which has, to a 

greater or lesser degree, affected the Irish psyche ever since.”22  

Trends in Emigration from Ireland to the United States 

 The research from scholars who have studied Irish emigration trends to 

the United States are condensed into specific time frames. These frames are 

further divided into the following eras: Colonial or pre-American Revolutionary; 

Post-American Revolution; Nineteenth century in general, pre-Famine nineteenth 

century, and Famine-era nineteenth century.23 Their research produces 

demographic composite data. 

Colonial/pre-American Revolutionary 

 The Colonial or pre-Revolutionary migration includes the years beginning 

in the early 1690s and continuing roughly until the early 1770s. The Battle of the 

Boyne in Ireland in 1690 and the resulting year of uprisings thereafter left the 

Irish countryside bruised. Many Irish died, and their lands were scarred as a 

result of fighting. The result was the stream of migration out of Ireland, as war is 

one of the reasons for migration. But war was not the only cause for emigration 

during this era. Political changes brought about by England also influenced the 

flight. England wanted to break the Gaelic Irish stronghold in the Ulster region of 

Ireland.24  

                                                           
22 Lysaght, 22. The Famine of 1845 not only influenced the decline in the population in 

Ireland, it affected the land inheritance patterns previously established, re-arranged family units 
and changed the cohesive rural communities that existed prior to the blight. 

23 I define pre-Famine as 25 years prior to the onset of the Great Hunger, or roughly 
1820-1845.The Great Famine is defined as 1845-1852.  

24 The Gaelic Irish represented the former political, social and cultural systems that had 
existed in Ireland for many centuries. The Stuart monarchy in England sought to colonize Ireland. 
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The Earl of Tyrone, Hugh O’Neil, had vacated Ulster during the Flight of 

the Earls in 1607. However, a strong Catholic presence had remained in the 

Ulster region where he had once ruled even after he left. The English imported 

Scottish farmers to settle the land in an effort to usurp this Catholic dominance. 

These Scots were the backbone of the Ulster Plantation.25 They were mainly 

Presbyterian. However, the official church of Ireland was the Anglican Church. 

The Penal Laws, while intended to disenfranchise the Catholic majority, also 

worked against the Presbyterian peoples who had settled in Ulster.26 One such 

condition of the Penal Laws was the required tithe of all Irish peoples to the 

Anglican Church. The Penal Laws, through the Sacramental Test Act of 1704, 

disenfranchised both the Catholic and the non-Anglican Protestants from public 

and military offices.27 It is not surprising that the majority of the people who chose 

to emigrate during this time were from Ulster. 

 These Ulster Irish were mainly Presbyterian. A good number of these 

emigrants were single. However, for a brief period around 1720, many married 

couples and families emigrated. Many single peoples who emigrated were 

indentured servants. Initially, these peoples settled in the major port cities of 

                                                           
This included an attempt to eradicate these traditional systems. The northern province of Ulster 
was still ruled by a Gaelic Earl known as the Earl of Tyrone. Ironically, the English crown had 
helped to establish Hugh O’Neil in this role.  

25 The Ulster Plantation was a colony created by England on Irish land. England 
confiscated the lands vacated by those who had left Ireland during the Flight of the Earls and 
settled Scottish people in this territory. 

26 The Penal Laws were a serious of laws instituted by England that attempted to force 
conversion to the Anglican Church - the state church of England. 

27 This law stated that to be eligible for public or military service, one must take 
communion in the Anglican Church. 
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Philadelphia and New York City. Eventually because of their farming trades, they 

would venture inland and settle in the Appalachian mountain region. These 

emigrants, with the exception of the indentured servants, had money and 

generally paid for their own passage. This financial freedom provided the 

opportunity to move beyond their port of arrival and travel inland.28 

Post-American Revolution  

 The post-Revolutionary period began around the early 1780s.29 The Irish 

emigrant in this cycle began to show some differences from the earlier emigrants. 

The American Revolution began in 1775. The majority of emigrants during the 

pre-Revolutionary era came from Ulster. Most of the Irish during the post – 

Revolutionary era were departing from Dublin, with approximately one-third 

coming from Ulster. Philadelphia, the largest city in the United States at that time, 

was the major port of entry. New York City was the second most popular port of 

entry.  

A transition in both skill sets and financial prosperity of the emigrants 

began in this era. Many males claimed professions in skilled trades such as 

physicians, printers, tailors, artisans and merchants. However, there was an 

increase in the poor and laboring classes. This begins the trend in labor 

migration as labor emigration is characterized by unskilled labor30  

                                                           
28 Jay P. Nolan, 4-25. Kerby A. Miller, Emigrants and Exiles: Ireland and the Irish Exodus 

to North America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 27. 
29 The era would continue into the early nineteenth century. The demographics of this 

time period blend slightly into the nineteenth century era.   
30 Bade, 5. 
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By 1800, Philadelphia claimed that 12% of their total population was Irish. 

Their prosperity level ranged from professional and skilled to desperately poor. 

Ben Franklin remarked about those migrating without skills. They were 

“extremely poor, living in the most sordid wretchedness, in dirty hovels of mud 

and tar, and clothed only in rags.”31 

Nineteenth Century in General 

 The nineteenth century migration patterns continued to transition 

demographically. Fitzpatrick highlights a few of these major transitions. First, he 

notes that the skill level continues the shift from professional, skilled or farmer to 

relatively unskilled. This increase in unskilled laborers will explode during the 

Famine-era migration, but Fitzpatrick argues that the trend began early in the 

nineteenth century. He also points out that there are aspects of Irish emigration 

that are drastically different from other migrating ethnicities. One such difference 

is that the Irish did not commonly travel in family groups. As mentioned 

previously, an unusually large number of Irish migrated as singles.  

The practice of chain migration began in this period.32 Chain migration 

worked in tandem with the migration of singles. One member of a family would 

emigrate and established him/herself with housing and a job. He/she would work, 

save, and send money back home. The money was used in a variety of ways. It 

would pay bills, make rent payments, or secure the passage of another family 

                                                           
31 Cited by Jay P. Nolan, 25-28. 
32 Fitzpatrick, 7-30, Lynch-Brennan, 48. 
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member across the Atlantic to join the family member already in the United 

States.  

The sister who went to Boston brought over as soon as possible younger 
sisters or brothers who had not yet made the break with the Irish 
countryside. The young man in New York saved his money often deferring 
marriage so that his brothers could join him and together they could 
finance the migration of yet some other sibling. These patterns were so 
common and so widespread as to constitute a chain of sibling migration 
that linked Ireland to the Irish settlements in the United States, England  
and elsewhere.33 
 
The pattern repeated itself until all the eligible family members had 

migrated. Often, only the very old or young remained behind. The money was 

sent to Ireland with the American letter.34 These letters usually continued to the 

aging family members back in country until their death. American money would 

continue to flow back to Ireland as a means of financial support.35 

The practice of chain migration is inherent to labor emigration. It also 

provides the opportunity for cultural traditions established in the former region to 

be transferred to the new. Labor migrations “were stabilized by family or group-

related migratory traditions, sometimes over generations.”36 Bade argues that 

chain migration established patterns between the points of origin and destination. 

                                                           
33 Diner, 15-16. 
34 The letters from America to Ireland were called the American letter by the family and 

community members in Ireland who received them. The American letter was an event for a 
community. The letter was often read publically to the entire household or village. 

35 “Questionnaire: Emigration to America,” Irish Folklore Commission, UCD Delargy 
Centre for Irish Folklore and the National Folklore Collection, Accessed March 20, 2017, 
https://digital.ucd.ie/view/ivrla:32418, J. O’Keeffe, 306-331 & Joseph Wade, 58-59. 

36 Bade, 4. 

https://digital.ucd.ie/view/ivrla:32418
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The importance of this was to re-establish the cultural traditions of the migrating 

people.37 

Pre-Famine Nineteenth Century 

The pre-Famine era began approximately 25 years prior to the onset of 

the Great Famine.38 This era of migration witnessed the continuation of previous 

trends along with the transitioning to others. The number of migrants began to 

rise significantly in comparison to previous years. Hasia R. Diner supplies an 

estimation of the number of Irish migrants during this period. 

At least seven hundred thousand people abandoned the thirty-two 
counties of Ireland between 1825 and 1844. As early as 1841 a half 
million Irish-born men and women had decided to settle permanently in 
England and Scotland, while in the same year, over ten thousand new 
arrivals to the port of Boston listed Ireland as their birthplace. In the 1831-
41 decade a half million Irish emigrated.39 
 

Most of these emigrants were from Ulster, although there was an increase from 

Leinster.40 Jay P. Nolan indicated that the post-Revolutionary phase included a 

large number of emigrants from Dublin. By contrast, the pre-Famine period 

emigrant was predominantly from a rural area.41  

There was a mix of Protestant (Presbyterian) and Catholic immigrants.42 

The Ulster Irish (Protestants) settled in similar areas as their predecessors had in 

the Colonial era such as rural Western Maryland, Virginia and the Carolinas. 

                                                           
37 Bade, 4-6. 
38 Roughly 1820. 
39 Diner, 4. 
40 Recall that Ulster is the province in the north, and Leinster the province in the 

southeast of Ireland. 
41 Woodham-Smith, 207, Jay P. Nolan, 37. 
42 Woodham-Smith, 207, Jay P. Nolan, 37, Lynch-Brennan, 40.  
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They also settled in Savannah, Mobile and New Orleans. However, the Irish 

Catholics settled most often in the port cities along the Eastern Atlantic. New 

York City exceeded Philadelphia both in population and in the destination 

location for the Irish during the pre-Famine period.43 

 Fitzpatrick noted particular demographic changes taking place during the 

nineteenth century. These included the skill level of the migrants, their marital 

status and their gender. The pre-Famine era saw an increase in the number of 

people who exhibited these changes. There were a small number of farmers of 

Scottish descent and some skilled migrants.44 By 1840, approximately 60% of 

the emigrants were unskilled. Most of these unskilled were Irish Catholic 

laborers.45  

This era witnessed a jump in the single category, and specifically the 

single female group. While Lynch-Brennan claims that single women in this era 

were showing an increase, Jay P. Nolan suggests that almost half of the 

emigrants in this time period were either single men or women, with almost 40% 

female.46 Many of these female emigrants were domestic workers.47 Domestic 

service was a means of labor migration for rural women into urban 

environments.48 

                                                           
43 Jay P. Nolan, 37. 
44 Woodham-Smith, 207. 
45 Jay P. Nolan, 37. 
46 Lynch-Brennan, 40, Jay P. Nolan 37. 
47 Lynch-Brennan, 40. 
48 Bade, 5. 
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 Some of the emigration trends in the nineteenth century continued to 

follow the trends emerging from previous periods. The major reason for migration 

was financial. People wanted to better their lot.49 There were economic changes 

taking place in both Ulster and Leinster. These economic changes, along with 

crop failures, were compelling reasons for migration.50 Crop failures (including 

the potato) took place in Ireland in 1800, 1807, 1816, 1822 and 1839. These 

blights influenced emigration among the rural Irish.51  In addition, people either 

had the money to pay for their own passage, or family members in country were 

funding the emigration. This would change dramatically during the Famine. 

Famine-era of the Nineteenth Century 

 The Famine-era migration out of Ireland took place between 1845 and 

1855. The demographics established in previous migrations were completely 

altered. Most people migrated prior to the Famine-era with the intent to improve 

their economic situation. They were starting over. They had the financial 

resources to do so. Opportunity was not the reason people migrated during the 

Famine-era. They left Ireland during this period because of necessity. Hasia R. 

Diner describes the demographic portrait of the Famine-era emigrant. 

Those who migrated during and just after the Famine, more than those 
before or those afterward, represented the landless and the poor, who just 
could not remain at home. During the Famine married couples with 
children immigrated more readily than they had before and certainly than 
they would later, emphasizing the aberrant nature of the immigration of the 

                                                           
49 Woodham-Smith, 207. 
50 Jay P. Nolan, 40. 
51 Diner, 4. 
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Famine years. Thus, during the Famine, one sees less clearly the true 
trends of the Irish movement to the United States.52 
 
Most scholars agree that the Irish immigrants of the Famine-era were of 

the landless, poor and peasant classes.53 The reason they migrated was simple. 

They wanted to survive and avoid starvation or death.54 They needed 

employment to avoid starvation, and there was none to be had in Ireland. These 

migrants were generally unskilled.55 They obtained employment in labor positions 

such as factory or mill work.56 Irish females filled positions as domestics, cotton 

and textile factory workers, as clerks, shop workers and seamstresses.57 This 

wave settled predominantly in urban areas. Their major port destinations were 

New York City, Boston and Philadelphia. They did not venture too far inland 

because of their lack of resources.58 Bade argues that the “hungry forties in 

Ireland” encouraged migration due to starvation and poverty based upon pre-

existing conditions such as the loss of cottage industries and overpopulation 

among the landless masses.59 

 This massive influx of poor Irish immigrants produced a negative reaction 

among the native populace in the United States. Previous waves of Irish had 

some financial resources and were skilled. They were able to weave themselves 

into the fabric of American society without attracting much attention to 

                                                           
52 Ibid, 31. 
53 Woodham-Smith, 215, Diner, 31, Miller, 183; Jay P. Nolan, 74-75. 
54 Woodham-Smith, 206 & 215, Miller, 183. 
55 Woodham-Smith, 215, Jay P. Nolan 74-75. 
56 Diner, 40.  
57 Ibid, 50. 
58 Ibid, 39. 
59 Bade, 37. 
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themselves. But nativism was high during this era, especially among the 

Protestant, native-born, middle and upper classes. Nativists favored an anti-

immigrant policy. What was unique in this migration, according to Woodham-

Smith, was that “unskilled paupers were migrating to areas where the people had 

higher skill sets and not such a tolerance for abject poverty and sub-standard 

living conditions.”60  

The Irish arrived poor, poorer than other immigrants who came at the 
same time. Their overwhelming peasant background equipped them for 
only the most menial of work that commanded the most paltry of wages. 
The clearly articulated anti-Catholic, anti-Irish hysteria that swept America 
over and over again in the nineteenth century compounded their misery 
and constricted their chances for job mobility.61 

      
 Men and women migrated during the Famine-era. There were married 

couples, families and singles. Nevertheless, the Famine did influence the first 

large scale migration of single women.62 Even though single Irish females had 

been migrating during previous eras, the Famine increased their numbers. Diner 

notes that the Famine “stimulated a massive female exodus.”63  

 There was another trend that deviated from former Irish migration waves. 

This trend relates to funding. Travel was previously financed either by the 

migrants themselves or by family members. By contrast there were many 

organizations that helped poor, Irish peoples emigrate during the Famine.64 

                                                           
60 Woodham-Smith, 206-207. 
61 Diner, 107. 
62 Jay P. Nolan, 74-75. 
63 Diner, 4. 
64 Government assisted emigration occurred in Ireland during the course of the nineteenth 

century. However, this government assistance was not widely used until the second year of the 
Famine. After the crop failure of 1846, the winter of 1846-47 was devastating. Organizational 
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Some of these such organizations included the Poor Law Guardians, the prison 

board and the Irish Pioneer Immigration Society.65  

Gerard Moran estimates that nearly a half million people were helped by 

official bodies during the 1800s, with 67,000 being helped by the Poor Law.66  

The revision of the Poor Law in Ireland essentially shifted responsibility of care 

for the starving Irish poor from the English government to the property owners in 

Ireland. It was cheaper, in many cases, for these property owners to ship these 

poor overseas, essentially ridding themselves from the burden of care. 

Therefore, landlords in Ireland also provided emigrants with financial assistance 

for migration. It was lucrative for these landlords to pay for passage of these 

poor. This action would free the land for productive financial return. These vacant 

plots could be used for either agriculture or pastoral purposes.67 

Emigration Questionnaire 

 Many Irish immigrants who arrived in the United States during the Famine 

period were illiterate. Some of these immigrants did not speak English.68 Since 

these migrants did not read or write, they could not leave written records 

behind.69 However, it is possible for historians to be aware of particular aspects 

                                                           
support increased during the Famine years. This support included both governmental assisted 
programs and private organizations. 

65 Diner, 71. 
66 Moran, 22-23.  
67 It is well documented that exports of agriculture and meats continued steadily during 

the Famine. 
68 Jay P. Nolan, 75. 
69 Some did read and write, and some did leave records behind in the guise of letters 

home, also known as the American letter. These letters were not always kept as historical 
records. 
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of the Irish immigrant experience such as chain migration, the American letter 

and the American wake. Oral history projects provide valuable information. 

These oral history projects aid historical research when primary sources are 

unavailable. The “Questionnaire: Emigration to America” published in 1955 by 

the Irish National Folklore Commission is an example. 

American historian Arnold Schrier decided to inquire into some of the 

folklore that surrounded Irish emigration to America.70 There were many tales 

surrounding emigration that could not be fully verified by historical records. He 

recognized that many of the stories had faded from memory. However, he 

believed that some of these memories were still accessible via oral tradition in 

the various parishes in Ireland. He wanted to capture these oral histories before 

they became obsolete.  

He partnered with Seán Ó Súilleabháin of the National Folklore 

Commission of Ireland in 1955. Together, they compiled a list of questions and 

distributed this list throughout the Republic and Northern Ireland.71 Schrier and Ó 

Súilleabháin were very specific in their inquiries. They wanted to know the 

reasons why people emigrated. They requested demographic information on the 

emigrants. They inquired about letters sent back to Ireland, their content and if 

any letters still existed. They asked if the letters contained money. They wanted 

to know how the money was used.72 The collected responses from this 

                                                           
70 Chain migration, the American letter and the American wake are examples of this 

folklore.  
71 See Appendix 3 for the complete list of questions for “Questionnaire: Emigration to 

America.” 
72 This is just a sampling of some of the questions asked. 
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“Questionnaire” contributed to Schrier’s book, Ireland and the American 

Emigration 1850-1900. The full collection from the “Questionnaire” is available on 

the University of College Dublin’s Digital Library website.73  

There are a few concerns about this collection that need to be recognized. 

The date of the publication of this “Questionnaire” is 1955. There is more than a 

100 year gap between the onset of the Great Hunger of 1845 and this 

“Questionnaire.” Schrier understood that most of the available information 

received was based on oral tradition. The histories of the peoples had been told 

and retold in the districts. Stories can change and be embellished with time or the 

storyteller.  

Another concern is the available information specific to Famine-era 

emigrants. This thesis deals specifically with pre-Famine and Famine-era Irish 

immigrants in Cleveland. Most of the questionnaire’s responses describe post-

Famine emigration. However, there are some responses that specifically discuss 

the Great Famine. Some of these responses speak about the blight, the 

starvation, the devastation, and subsequent emigration. These stories are too 

rich to be excluded. This oral tradition needs to be included because there is a 

void of written records from the Irish immigrants in Cleveland in 1850. There are 

challenges in using an oral history piece, and any researcher needs to be mindful 

of those challenges. But the inclusion of this “Questionnaire” gives the Famine-

era Irish immigrant a voice.  

                                                           
73 https://digital.ucd.ie/view/ivrla:32418. 

https://digital.ucd.ie/view/ivrla:32418
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One such example is the response of J. O’Keeffe. His response is 

representative of the data that is available concerning both the Famine and Irish 

emigration to America during the Famine-era, and it supports historical research 

concerning the Famine and emigration. His recollection gives a voice to the 

Famine-era emigrant. J. O’Keeffe was from Munster. He emigrated to America in 

the early part of the twentieth century. He returned to Ireland many years later. 

O’Keeffe acknowledged that to tell his story, he had to rely on “memory and hear-

say.” He recalled that many emigrated during the 1850s. He confirmed that this 

wave of emigrants were either poorly educated or uneducated. Many of these 

emigrants could not read or speak English.  

O’Keeffe confirmed that chain migration existed. He affirmed that chain 

migration helped family members back in Ireland afford the passage to America. 

He attended many American wakes. He remembered public readings of the 

American letter. The letters from America were very frequent. It was evident that 

the migrants had to work hard in the United States, but they did prosper there. If 

the letter contained money, it was used for a variety of purposes. These 

purposes included rent payments, loan payments and tickets for passage. 

(Schrier indicated that “…prepaid passage tickets….paid for more than 75 

percent of all Irish Emigration in the fifty years following the Famine.”)74 O’Keeffe 

stated that the American letters were not kept. Generally, these were only held 

                                                           
74 Arnold Schrier, Ireland and American Emigration (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 1958), 106-107, 111. 
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dear by the emigrant’s parents. The letters were destroyed after the parent’s 

death.75 

Conclusion 

The waves of migration from Ireland to the United States changed the 

landscape of rural Ireland. These waves also altered the landscape of the United 

States. This immigration force helped build the infrastructure of the United States 

in the mid-nineteenth century. Transportation systems were expanding across 

the United States in mid-century. David Fitzpatrick argues that the Irish served as 

a necessary labor force for these systems. 

Immigrant workers became an economic necessity in Britain and the New 
World during the nineteenth century. Less fastidious than the native-born, 
they were cheap, industrious, mobile and adaptable. Since most 
immigrants were young adults, the receiving economies benefitted from 
acquisitions of a labour force of “Instant Adults” reared elsewhere. 
Immigration was essential to the rapid expansion of cities and industrial 
undertakings.76    
 
The Irish immigrant helped to build roads, canals and railroads.77 Building 

contractors readily used Irish labor. These building projects encouraged 

emigration. It was not unusual for contractors to recruit workers in the Irish 

newspapers in cities such as Dublin prior to a large building project in the United 

States.78 As Fitzpatrick argued, Irish immigrant labor was cheap and reliable. 

 War and crop failures did influence Irish emigration. But the primary 

reason for migration of the Irish to the United States was economic need. In the 

                                                           
75 “Questionnaire: Emigration,” J. O’Keeffe, 306-322.  
76 Fitzpatrick, 31. 
77 Irish labor helped in the construction of the Ohio and Erie canals. 
78 Woodham-Smith, 246. 
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beginning, it was to better their lot. However, as the waves of migration 

progressed, labor migration became the reason for resettlement. This fact is 

supported by such demographic traits as the rise in unskilled laborers, women 

seeking employment as domestic servants, and the practice of chain migration. 
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Figure 1: General Emigration Estimates 

 
* H.J. Desmond gave the figure of 780,719 for the decade of 1841-1850; but he also reported a total of 2 million between 1840 and1860. 
** Nelson J. Callahan & William F. Hickey gave a total of 4 million for the entire nineteenth century. The 4 million has been dispersed evenly over the graph. 
*** Hasia R. diner approximated 1 million emigrants between 1821-1850 and 3 million the last half of the decade. The numbers have been divided evenly 
according to time period. 
**** David Fitzpatrick gave an estimate of 8 million from 1800-1921. 
***** Margaret Lynch-Brennan gave the following stats: from 1835-1839: 30,000 per year and almost 40,000 in 1840. This estimate was combined. Between 1816 
and 1917 she estimated between 6,000 and 9,000 per year. I took the medium of these and multiplied by 10 for the decades listing 75,000. 
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Figure 2: Emigration Numbers for the Famine Period 
 

 
 
* Hasia R. Diner's stats were not evenly distributed: she gave stats of 120,000 for both 1845 and 1846 combined; and the remaining Famine states were a 
combined 1 and 1/4 million. These are broken out here for charting purposes. This author has evenly distributed them. 
**Jay P. Nolan gives a rough estimate of approximately 1.5 million for the entire Famine period. He then breaks down approximate estimates per year starting with 

1846 and ending with 1851. The data inserted for 1848 is my estimate; all Jay P. Nolan stated was the number in 1848 was huge 
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Chapter 3: Cleveland – A Demographic Analysis   

Introduction 

The focus of this chapter is Cleveland, Ohio in 1850. In this segment I 

shall provide an overview of the establishment and growth of Cleveland, Ohio 

from 1796 through 1850. This synopsis offers a perspective on Cleveland and its 

economic and social development.  

Cleveland transitioned from the western frontier to a flourishing city with a 

developing economic base between 1796 and 1850. Cleveland was home to just 

over 17,000 residents in 1850. This total represents both native and foreign-born 

inhabitants. The margin between native and foreign-born in Cleveland is very 

close. Nearly 46% of Cleveland’s population in 1850 was foreign-born.1  

This percentage seems disproportionally high since Cleveland was not a 

port of entry for immigrants because of its inland location. While 1850 was near  

the end of the Great Hunger in Ireland, mass migration from Ireland to the United 

States was escalating. Many Irish were pouring into major ports like New York 

City and Boston. Most Irish emigrating during this time did not have the financial 

means to travel further inland and remained in their ports of entry. Yet the 1850 

Federal Census for Cleveland records that there were nearly 2,200 Irish included 

in the population of just over 17,000. Nearly 2,200 men, women and children 

claimed Ireland as their place of birth.2 The Irish were the second largest 

                                                           
1 I extrapolated this data, and the data that follows, from the 1850 census schedules. 
2 “1850 United States Federal Census: Cleveland, Ward 1,” Ancestry.com, Accessed 

June 15, 2016, http://interactive.ancestry.com/8054. “1850 United States Federal Census: 
Cleveland, Ward 2,” Ancestry.com, Accessed June 18, 2016, 

http://interactive.ancestry.com/8054
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immigrant population in Cleveland in 1850. This is a significant statistic for a 

small, mid-west city.3  

Cleveland in 1850 was not an industrial town.4 One could argue that it was 

not a ‘destination location’ by any means. And yet a chapter on the city of 

Cleveland, Ohio is essential to this thesis. First, it will answer the research 

question: What opportunities did Cleveland, Ohio in 1850 present to the Irish 

immigrants who were living here? Furthermore, this segment will provide 

evidence for the central argument: The 1,900 Irish adults chose Cleveland, Ohio 

in 1850 because Cleveland had ample employment opportunities and was a 

small, multi-cultural city. 

Cleveland in 1850 provided opportunity for Irish immigrants. I demonstrate 

this statement using two disciplines. The first is an abbreviated but conclusive 

history of Cleveland from 1796 through 1850.5 The second is a demographic 

analysis of the 1850 United States Federal Census data. I extrapolate the data 

from the census record and convert this information into readable models or 

charts. These charts include occupational listings for both genders, age group 

analysis, gender analysis, and examinations of both the native and foreign-born 

segments of the overall population. The native and foreign-born models also 

                                                           
http://interactive.ancestry.com/8054. “1850 United States Federal Census: Cleveland, Ward 3,” 
Ancestry.com, Accessed June 21, 2016, http://interactive.ancestry.com/8054.   

3 See Appendix 4 for a map of the United States in 1850. 
4 See Appendix 5 for Schedule 5: The Products of Industry in the 1st Ward in Cleveland, 

Ohio in 1850. There are 19 industry related businesses listed in this schedule. 
5 The city of Cleveland in 1850 was originally part of the Western Reserve. Therefore, 

this history will include the initial period of the Western Reserve. 

http://interactive.ancestry.com/8054
http://interactive.ancestry.com/8054
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explain Clevelanders’ point of origin.6 Finally, these models and charts detail the 

top ten places of birth for Cleveland residents, with special consideration given to 

gender and age differentiation for this category. 

It is irresponsible to proceed without discussing the challenges of using 

census data research. Janet A. Nolan in her book Ourselves Alone: Women’s 

Emigration from Ireland: 1850-1920 presents an argument about the 

complications of finding reliable research on female Irish emigration. She argues 

that accurate and reliable materials are not readily available. These women did 

not often leave behind records such as journals, letters, etc.7 Nolan maintains 

that in the absence of primary source documentation, researchers must rely on 

emigration and census data. “Since it is concerning with the lives of those least 

likely to record their experiences, social history must depend on quantitative 

evidence when qualitative documentation is not available.”8 Therefore, according 

to Nolan, our main sources must be emigration and census data. Nolan is right. 

Reliable, primary sources for the (female) Irish immigrant in Cleveland in 1850 

are absent. One must indeed rely on a quantitative analysis of the United States 

Federal Census to uncover details about their emigration practices. 

The recorded details in the 1850 Federal Census of Cleveland, Ohio is 

incomplete. One example is the occupational field. Not all the adult males listed 

                                                           
6 The census question can trace this: “Place of Birth, Naming the State, Territory or 

Country.” It doesn’t trace an individual’s travels throughout the United States or elsewhere, but it 
is conclusive for their point of origin. 

7 This was true for the female Irish immigrant community in Cleveland in 1850. They did 
not leave behind letters or diaries. 

8 Nolan, 4-6. 
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have a recorded occupation.9  There is a lack of uniformity and sometimes a 

generalization for this entry. Also, the occupational statistic is inconsistent. For 

example, both attorney and lawyer are listed as occupations.10 Furthermore, the 

generalized job category of merchant is ambiguous. Other fields such as the 

place of birth, date of birth, or part of the name are sometimes blank. However, 

the census did provide me with a vast amount of data, incomplete as it is. This 

material provides information about the residents of the city of Cleveland in 1850, 

as well as the various immigrant sub-groups. 

A Brief History of the Western Reserve 

 Cleveland in 1850 consisted of three wards east of the Cuyahoga River. 

Cleveland in 1796 boasted a much different landscape. Fifty years brought about 

the transformation of a wilderness into a bustling market center, with a 

developing waterfront and an ethnically varied populace. 

Cleveland’s location was part of the western frontier of the United States 

in 1796. The Connecticut Land Company had purchased a large tract of land in 

the Northwest Territory known as the Western Reserve. This expanse included 

what is currently Northeast Ohio within the borders of Pennsylvania on the east 

                                                           
9 Census instructions dictated that only free male occupations needed to be included. 

Female occupations were recorded sporadically. Of the 17,025 persons recorded in the census, 
there are 5,333 adult males. Of these adult males, 4,408 had a reported occupation. 925 of the 
adult males either did not have a listing, or the listed stated unknown or none. There were 5027 
adult females in the 1850 Census. Of these, only 33 were reported to have an occupation, and 
4,994 were either left blank for this field, or were listed as unknown or none. 

10 This inconsistency was a recognized issue: “The occupations are not distinguished in a 
manner calculated to result in any correct conclusions.” J. D. B. DeBow, The Seventh Census of 
the United States: 1850 (Washington: Robert Armstrong, Public Printer, 1853), iv. See Appendix 
6 for a complete listing of the recorded male occupations within the state of Ohio in the 1850 
Federal Census. 
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to the Cuyahoga River on the west, Lake Erie on the north, and the forty-first 

parallel line in the south. This company sent a prospecting team in July 1796 to 

survey the land and map out a town center. When they arrived at the northern 

mouth of the Cuyahoga River, they discovered almost a half mile of 

swampland.11 Moses Cleaveland was the man in charge of this expedition. Once 

he returned to the east and reported on his survey, he never set foot again in the 

Reserve.  

 Early settlement of the Western Reserve was meager. It was not a 

hospitable place to live. Due to the swampy inland area, malaria was rampant 

and stunted its early growth. The Western Reserve was incorporated as part of 

the United States in 1800. There were approximately 1,500 residents in the 

Reserve at that time. That same year, Trumbull County was created and 

contained all the territory of the Western Reserve. The county seat was in 

Warren.  

Cleveland, a part of the former Western Reserve, was included in 

Trumbull County as a township. Trumbull County was included in Ohio when it 

attained its statehood in 1803. Cuyahoga County was created by the state of 

Ohio in 1807, and Cleveland became its county seat in 1809.12 Cleveland’s 

population in 1811 included only 18 families.13 Cleveland became a village in 

                                                           
11 Callahan and Hickey, 57, 135. 
12 Carol Poh Miller and Robert A. Wheeler, Cleveland: A Concise History 1796-1996, 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), 15-17. 
13 Ibid, 17. 



58 
 

1815, and its population by 1820 boasted 605.14 Two major events transformed 

Cleveland from a struggling village outpost to a developing city. These events 

were the War of 1812 and the building and completion of the Ohio & Erie Canals. 

 The economic environment of Cleveland improved considerably from 1812 

through 1824. Cleveland emerged as a trade center during the War of 1812. The 

soldiers camped in the hamlet and supplies for the war effort were stored in 

Cleveland. Commercial opportunity in Cuyahoga County also increased. This 

was due in large part to the increase in lake traffic during the war, and wholesale 

and retail trade that was taking place.15 There were only 34 houses and 

businesses in Cleveland in 1814. But beginning in 1815, development began to 

expand and in 1824 “separate residential districts began to emerge.”16 

 Rapid and radical change took place in Cleveland between 1825 and 

1845. These changes included the economy and population growth. The digging 

and completion of the Ohio and Erie Canals was in the center of all this change. 

Cleveland in 1825 was the edge of the western frontier. Most of the population of 

this time were native-born Americans. Political service was considered a “self-

perceived duty” and neighbors knew each other. Cleveland was a different place 

by 1845. The western frontier was then 1,000 miles west of Cleveland. Nearly 

50% of the population were immigrants. Political parties ran most of the 

elections, and the neighborhoods had expanded. People were strangers to one 

                                                           
14 Poh Miller and Wheeler, 21-23. 
15 Ibid, 26. 
16 Ibid, 27. 
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another.17 The census of 1830 for Cleveland was 1,075. By 1840, it had 

multiplied nearly six times to a population of 6,701.18 

 The northern terminus of the Ohio & Erie Canals was built at the mouth of 

the Cuyahoga River in Cleveland.19 Cleveland’s citizens including Alfred Kelly, a 

native-born American of Irish descent, advocated for the north terminal to be in 

Cleveland.20 This development severely improved the economic outcome of the 

city. With the completion of the Erie Canal in October of 1825, Cleveland 

essentially became a trading center between Detroit and Sandusky in the west, 

and New York City and Buffalo in the east.  

The Ohio portion of the canal was not yet built in 1825, but workers were 

already streaming to Cleveland. A $5,000 grant was given to Cleveland to further 

develop the harbor.21 These improvements to the harbor served to increase lake 

traffic and contribute to the economic development.22 City leaders, in 1827, 

decided to fill in the “last bend of the meandering Cuyahoga River – which at the 

time emptied into the lake near present-day 54th street.” To fill this in, they hired 

laborers to dig a new route that would provide a more direct access to Lake 

Erie.23 Cleveland’s expansion was imminent. 

                                                           
17 Poh Miller and Wheeler, 31. 
18 “Cleveland and the Ohio and Erie Canal,” Irish American Archives Society, Accessed 

July 5, 2016, https://www.irisharchives.org/.  
19 Poh Miller and Wheeler, 31. 
20 “Cleveland and the Ohio and Erie Canal.” 
21 Poh Miller and Wheeler, 31-33. 
22 Ibid, 34. 
23 “The Irish and the Angle,” Irish American Archives Society, Accessed July 5, 2016, 

https://www.irisharchives.org/.  

https://www.irisharchives.org/
https://www.irisharchives.org/
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 Who were these workers who streamed in to fill these laboring positions? 

Many were temporary employees who moved on after the job was finished.24 A 

good number of these transients were Irish. “The canal workers, who included a 

considerable number of Irish, did not settle in Cleveland.”25 While the Irish had 

been in the Western Reserve prior to the building of the canal, the expansion of 

the canal brought many Irish laborers into the area. Immigrants in general in this 

era filled positions that native-born Americans would not. David Fitzpatrick further 

argues that the Irish immigrant “…. clustered in regions of expanding 

employment.”26 Cecil Woodham-Smith agrees that the Irish immigrant helped to 

build roads, canals and railroads.27  

 All manner of commercial opportunity opened after the establishment of 

the canal. “Cleveland became the headquarters for wholesale – merchants who 

bought, transported, warehoused, and resold groceries, textiles, and other 

supplies, intended for a web of destinations, fanning both inland and outward 

toward the entire Great Lakes region.”28 “From 1827 to 1840, the Ohio Canal was 

the exclusive avenue to the lake and to canal connection in the east.”29 “By 1830, 

Cleveland had 138 dwellings, 13 stores, and 15 warehouses as the banks along 

the river became a wholesale district.”30 Cleveland in the 1830s began to look 

                                                           
24 “The Irish and the Angle.” 
25 Poh Miller & Wheeler, 39. 
26 Ibid, 34. 
27 Woodham-Smith, 246. 
28 “Cleveland and the Ohio and Erie Canal.” 
29 Poh Miller and Wheeler, 34. 
30 Ibid, 35. 
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less like a frontier stop or village. It was incorporated as a city in 1836.31 The free 

population schedule of 1840 Federal Census recorded over 6,000 residents. The 

free population recorded in 1850 almost tripled to just over 17,000. 

 Cleveland in 1850 was a commercial center with a booming population. 

Investments from the east helped the city to prosper. Improvements to the harbor 

had significantly increased the commercial value of the area. People were 

moving to Ohio. People were having children in Ohio. Cleveland in 1850 was on 

the verge of greatness. The Civil War would bring increased prosperity to the 

region in much the same manner as the War of 1812 had. The building of the 

railroad would elevate the economy of Cleveland. Cleveland would soon boast 

millionaires’ row and host such families as the Carnegies and the Rockefellers. 

Cleveland’s industrial base would expand, and its borders would 

incorporate Ohio City, Newburgh Heights, and areas west of the Cuyahoga 

River. The population in 1850 would more than double to just shy of 44,000 in 

1860. While Cleveland might not have been a port of entry for immigrants, there 

were compelling reasons for many, both native-born and immigrant, to travel to 

Cleveland because of these economic opportunities. 

Cleveland and the 1850 Census Data 

 The United States Federal Census of 1850 was the seventh census 

conducted. This federal census differed from prior enumerations in two major 

respects. It was the first census that listed the name and statistical data of every 

                                                           
31 Poh Miller and Wheeler, 36-38. 
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member of the household. Prior census data recorded only the statistical data for 

the head of household. Secondly, it was the first census that asked the state of 

birth for every member of the dwelling. These additions are pivotal in constructing 

a demographic portrait of Cleveland. The data provides several differentials. 

These include foreign and native-born calculations, origin points for migrations, 

age, gender and occupation.  

 The populace of Cleveland in 1850 was varied. Poh Miller and Wheeler 

estimated that nearly 50% of Cleveland’s population in 1845 was composed of 

immigrants.32 The reported data on the 1850 schedule supports this estimate. 

(Figure 1) Migration patterns are determined based upon the state of birth 

listed.33 This information gives a perspective on the origination point of the 

population in 1850. (Figure 2) The majority of the population originated in either 

Europe, the Midwest, or the east coast. There are 68 places of birth listed for the 

residents of Cleveland in 1850. Almost half of these only have ten people or less 

claiming birth for those states. (Figure 3) The top three - Ohio, Germany and 

Ireland - account for just over 61%. 

Gender and age data reveal that there was almost an equal number of 

males and females, but that the population was young. Nearly 86% of the 

population was 40 years of age and younger. Of this total, just over 39% were 

                                                           
32 The phrase used throughout this portion of the analysis for those persons not born in 

the United States is foreign-born. 
33 It is not possible to trace point of entry to the United States, nor places where the 

current population may have lived outside of Ohio based upon the census data. However, we can 
gain perspective on the point of origin. 



63 
 

children.34 (Figures 4-7) A more detailed analysis is available when the gender 

and age models are combined with the top ten places of birth. These models 

show that an equal ratio of males to females exists across the spectrum, except 

for those claiming Ireland as their place of birth. The Irish female immigrant 

outnumbers her male counterpart. Also, 24.46% of the total 29.26% of residents 

claiming Ohio as their place of birth are children. This demonstrates that as 

people were migrating to Ohio, their families were expanding here. (Figures 8-10) 

The instructions for the 1850 Federal Census only required that 

occupations for the adult male population be recorded. However, there were a 

small number of women’s occupations also reported. The census listed 5,333 

adult males, with 4,408 reporting an occupation.35 There were approximately 400 

different occupations listed. Many of these had 1-40 males associated with that 

given occupation. The top occupation is laborer. The top reported occupations 

include professionals, unskilled and semi-skilled, merchants and sailors. These 

occupational listings agree with the economic outlook of Cleveland in 1850. 

(Figure 11) There were 5,027 adult females recorded in the 1850 census, 33 of 

whom had an occupational listing. This accounts for less than one percent. The 

occupations reported were common to the type of work for a woman in 1850. 

(Figure 12) 

Conclusion 

                                                           
34 The age categories were defined as follows: 1-15, 16-29, 30-39, 40-49, 50-59 and 60 

years and older. The 1790 census categorized free white males as either 15 years and younger, 
or 16 years and older. I used this to define the age of children (0-15) for this thesis. 

35 925 adult males either did not report or were listed at unknown or none. 
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The census data and resulting charts give a demographic overview of the 

population of Cleveland in 1850. It tells the following story. Cleveland was an 

almost evenly mixed community of native and foreign-born peoples. The gender 

differentiation across both ethnicity and age was relatively even. The population 

was overwhelmingly young with 86% of the individuals being aged 40 or younger. 

The socio-economic status was generally middle class, skilled or semi-skilled 

peoples, with a generous mix of laborers and professionals. The secondary 

sources painted a picture of Cleveland as an emerging city. The census data of 

1850 agrees with this assessment. Cleveland was a young, vibrant, multi-cultural 

city with relative economic opportunities in 1850. The demographic overview 

answers the research specific to this chapter. What opportunities did Cleveland, 

Ohio in 1850 present to the Irish immigrants who were living there? Furthermore, 

this overview satisfies the statement posed in the central argument. The 1.900 

Irish adults chose Cleveland, Ohio in 1850 because Cleveland had ample 

employment opportunities and was a small, multi-cultural city. 
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Figure 1: Foreign-born vs. Native-born36 

 

Figure 2: Regional Places of Birth37 

 

                                                           
36 The combined percentage is 99.21%. Less than one percent of the population did not 

have a response listed for place of birth. 
37 Appalachia is defined as Kentucky, Pennsylvania, Tennessee and Virginia. The 

Midwest is defined as Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, Missouri, Ohio and Wisconsin. The 
southern U.S. as Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South 
Carolina and Texas. East coast is defined as Connecticut, Delaware, District of Columbia, Maine, 
Maryland, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Rohde Island and Vermont. 
North America (non – U.S.) is defined as Canada, Halifax, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, 
Newfoundland. Non – Europe is defined as Africa, Ceylon, Madagascar, Russia, West Indies and 
New Zealand. Europe is defined as Belgium, Bohemia, Denmark, England, Europe, France, 
Germany, Holland, Ireland, Isle of Man, Italy, North Wales, Poland, Scotland, South Wales, 
Sweden, Switzerland, Wales and Prussia. 
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Figure 3: Top 10 Places of Birth  

 

Figure 4: Overall Gender Differentiation  
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Figure 5: Overall Adult/Child Differentiation  

 

Figure 6: Gender & Age Differentiation  

 

Figure 7: Age Groupings by Gender  
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Figure 8: Gender Differentiation for Places of Birth  

 

Figure 9: Adult/Child Differentiation for State of Birth 
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Figure 10: Gender & Adult/Child Differentiation for Places of Birth 

 

Figure 11: Top Reported Male Occupations 
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Figure 12: Top Reported Female Occupations 
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Chapter 4: The Irish Community of Cleveland in 1850 
 

Introduction 
 

Previous chapters provided the following. Ireland in the early nineteenth century; 

emigration from Ireland to the United States and the resulting demographics; a concise 

history of the city of Cleveland prior to 1850; a demographic overview using data collected 

from the 1850 Federal Census. Each of the previous chapters are valuable for this 

segment. They provide historical perspective. Likewise, it will provide additional evidence 

for both my claim that the Irish migration to Cleveland was primarily to find employment 

(i.e. labor migration) and that the Irish transplanted parts of their cultural lifestyle into their 

immigrant community as they settled in Cleveland. 

I utilize the 1850 United States census data for this chapter in a similar method as 

I did for the previous chapter on Cleveland. I extrapolate the data from the census record 

and convert this information into readable models or charts. The charts in this segment 

are specific to the Irish population of Cleveland in 1850. These models provide a 

statistical analysis of the Irish immigrant community.   

The use of federal census data to analyze ethnic subgroups has 

precedent. Scholars Gerard Moran and Regina Donlon both used census data in 

their research on Irish communities.1 Donlon focused on gender and age sub-

categories in her article. She used United States federal census data to 

specifically identify Irish immigrant residents in Toledo, Ohio during the latter part 

of the nineteenth century. My analysis focuses solely on the 1850 United States 

                                                           
1 Moran, 22-40, Donlon, 131-145. 
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federal census. There is a reason for this. This study of the Irish immigrant 

populace in 1850 Cleveland is original. Therefore, this thesis will provide a 

baseline that can be used for further analysis of the Irish in Cleveland beyond 

1850. The 1850 census is an ideal place to begin because of the size of the 

population. The population of Cleveland in 1850 was 17,000; extrapolating 

demographic information from a city that size is both reasonable and 

manageable. 

The analysis in this chapter begins with a detailed exploration of the Irish 

immigrant populace in Cleveland in 1850. This query into their community at 

large along with inquiries concerning female Irish immigrants. The specific 

elements of the Irish immigrant community incorporate the statistics concerning 

single and married individuals, gender breakdown, age categories, age 

differentiation between married couples, and the number of offspring in families. 

The occupational status of Irish males is covered, along with an examination of 

probable domestics among single, female Irish immigrants.  

My definition of the Irish immigrant throughout this thesis is “only 

immigrants whose stated place of birth was Ireland.”2 My analysis follows 

Donlon’s criterion when defining an individual immigrant. The immigrant in this 

examination must have reported their place of birth as Ireland to be considered 

an individual member of the Irish immigrant community. This is absolute for 

single persons or widows.  

                                                           
2 Donlon, 132. 
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Family units are different. Immigrant family units in this study sometimes 

include a mate who was either a native-born person or a non-Irish immigrant. 

The offspring in family units were often a mix of native and foreign-born children. 

Therefore, when considering family units either with or without offspring, one of 

the married persons must have declared their state of birth as Ireland to be 

considered a member of the Irish immigrant community. The offspring of these 

family units are considered part of the immigrant family unit regardless of their 

birthplace. 

The Irish immigrant community of Cleveland in 1850 

Synopsis 

 The census information provides us with a composite sketch of the Irish 

immigrant community in Cleveland in 1850. I categorized the data for this 

composite by gender, age, and occupation. I then isolated these to extrapolate 

additional information such as marital status and family units. Furthermore, the 

data affords significant demographics concerning Irish immigrant women. This 

section will begin with a synopsis and then proceed through a detailed analysis of 

the relevant demographics. 

 The total population of the Irish community was 3,221. This number 

includes men, women and children whose declared state of birth in the census 

record was Ireland. It also includes the sum of children born to Irish immigrant 

persons.3 

                                                           
3 Those who declared Ireland as their state of birth in the 1850 census in Cleveland was 

2,191. 
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 The number of Irish adults was 1,930 or 59.92%.4 There were 919 males 

and 1,011 females. The total number of adults included 1,018 married, 592 

single, 110 widows, and 210 adult children who lived with family units.5 The sum 

of Irish children was 1,291 or 40.08%.6 There were 632 males and 659 female 

children. The age of this population was relatively young. Children accounted for 

nearly half of the group. The percentage of adults between the ages of 16 

through 39 was 48.80%. Almost 90% of this community was under 40 years old. 

 The occupational status of the reporting males was overwhelmingly 

unskilled.7 The top reported occupation was laborer at 40.92%. Mary Canning 

was the only female who had a listed occupation.8 Approximately 36.76% of the 

321 single females were possible domestics.9 

                                                           
4 Adults are defined as those persons aged 16 years or older. Likewise, children are 

defined as those aged 15 years or younger. These percentages are based upon the Irish 
community, with the total being 3,221 persons. 

5 Married is recognized in this study as two adults of the opposite gender living in the 
same dwelling with an identical surname. While it was a common practice for siblings to migrate 
together, it is not possible to determine sibling groups by the data provided in the census. Also, 
some of the married adults were not born in Ireland. They were included in this number if their 
spouse declared their state of birth as Ireland. A single is recognized as an individual living in a 
dwelling without another person with an identical surname living in the same dwelling. All single 
persons must have declared their state of birth to be Ireland. A single is recognized as an 
individual living in a dwelling without another person with an identical surname living in the same 
dwelling. All single persons must have declared their state of birth to be Ireland. A widow is 
recognized as an adult who does not have another adult of the opposite gender but does have 
younger persons with the identical surname living in the same dwelling. Adult children are 
recognized as those who are aged 16 years or older and living in the same dwelling with a 
married couple or widow with an identical surname. 

6 Children born inside and outside of Ireland. 
7 There were 919 adult males in the Irish immigrant community. Of these, 721 reported 

an occupation in the census data. 
8 Mary reported her occupation as dress maker. 
9 Determining the probability of domestic service for single females will be examined in 

the next section.  
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 There were 1,011 Irish women. This number includes 321 single and 511 

married persons in addition to 93 adult children and 86 widows. Of these married 

women, 394 had at least one child. The median number of children was between 

zero and three. Age difference between spouses was greatest between zero and 

three years. 

 The demographic synopsis for the Irish immigrant community of Cleveland 

in 1850 is as follows. They were the second largest immigrant group in 

Cleveland. They were young. Most of them were under 40 years old and females 

outnumbered males. While there was a significant single adult representation, 

there were more married people in this community than singles. Married women 

had relatively small families and were not much younger than their spouses. 

Their socio-economic status was unskilled. 

Gender 

 A significant fact reported throughout the eras of Irish emigration was the 

number of Irish women who left Ireland up to and during the Famine period. They 

migrated in larger quantities when compared to other immigrant groups in the 

United States. They also often migrated as singles. When I examined the adult, 

single, widow and children subgroups, I discovered that females did outnumber 

the males. However, the percentage difference is slight.  

 As I previously reported, the total quantity of adults was 1,930. The 

percentage comparison of women to men favors the women slightly: 52.38% to 

47.62%. (Figure 1) Singles accounted for 592 persons. The percentage 

differential for this sub-category is just slightly higher at 54.22% to 45.78%. 



76 
 

(Figure 2) Widows numbered 110 persons. The females dramatically overwhelm 

the males at 77.27% to 22.73%. Lastly, the children’s sub-group total was 1,291. 

Here again, the span between the genders is slight: 51.05% female to 48.95% 

male.  

 David Fitzpatrick stated that Irish females were either on par with or 

surpassed males in emigration numbers.10 The Irish immigration population in 

Cleveland in 1850 reflects Fitzpatrick’s conclusion. While the percentages are not 

dramatic, they do favor the female Irish immigrant. These numbers also coincide 

with the gender demographic for the overall population of Cleveland in 1850. 

Cleveland women slightly outnumbered men with a difference of 51% to 49%. 

The gender demographic of the Irish immigrant community agrees with both 

emigration trends and the population of Cleveland in 1850. 

Age 

Age was not a focal demographic in either the studies of rural Ireland or 

the various emigration periods. The exception was the marriage age among the 

poorer classes.11 However, age is a notable demographic factor for both 

Cleveland and the Irish immigrant community in 1850. I noted in the Cleveland 

chapter that nearly 86% of the population was under the age of 40. Children 

under 15 years old accounted for 39.07% of the overall population. Adults 

between the ages of 16 through 29 reported at 30.61% and those aged 30 

                                                           
10 Fitzpatrick, 7.  
11 Age for Irish married couples will be covered in more depth later in this chapter.  
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through 39 at 16.38%. Cleveland’s adult population aged 40 years or older only 

represent 13.94%. 

The synopsis in this chapter recorded that almost 90% of the Irish 

immigrant population was also under 40 years old. (Figure 3) Children reported 

at 40.08%. Adults aged 16 through 29 reported at 33.31% and those aged 30 

through 39 at 15.49%. Irish immigrants aged 40 years or older only represent 

11.09%. 

Age variance shifts when the adult population is isolated according to 

singles, married, widowed and adult children.12 Single persons had the greatest 

totals among the 16 through 29 age group. This percentage was significant at 

78.72%.13 The married sub-group was greatest between the 16 through 29 age 

range at 39.01%, and the 30 through 39 age group at 38.11%.14 If these are 

combined, then the total is 77.12%. Widows reported in a higher age category.15 

They were the highest between 30 and 59. This percentage was 69.91%. Adult 

children all reported under the age of 40, with nearly 97% between the ages of 

16 through 29.16  

What does this age data tell us? This information demonstrates that the 

Irish immigrant community mirrored the overall population of Cleveland when 

considering age. The Irish were the second largest immigrant community in 

Cleveland in 1850 after the German immigrant population. However, they only 

                                                           
12 The total amount of adult Irish was 1,930. 
13 The total number of singles was 592.  
14 The total number of married was 1018.  
15 The total number of widowed was 110. 
16 The total number of adult children was 210.  
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represented 12.85% of the total residents.17 The age demographic is notable 

because it tells us that the Irish immigrant community coincided with the 

Cleveland community when considering age. This demographic could have 

contributed to a smoother transition for the Irish as they settled themselves in a 

new environment. 

Occupation 

 The census in 1850 only recorded occupations for males. While this may 

initially appear limiting, there is possibility for analysis. The reported male 

occupations in Cleveland supply an indication of the economic opportunities 

available for the Irish immigrant community. Furthermore, when I examine the 

reported occupations for the native males, I can predict the probability for single 

Irish females who possibly served as domestic servants. 

 Cleveland in 1850 was a growing city with a blossoming merchant 

economy. The completion of the Ohio and Erie canals had improved 

transportation for both people and products into the city. The development of the 

waterfront along Lake Erie and the Cuyahoga River provided opportunity for both 

skilled and unskilled laborers. The overall socio-economic status of the city was 

middle class. There were many skilled or semi-skilled peoples, with a generous 

mix of laborers and professionals. However, the number one listed occupation for 

the city of Cleveland in 1850 was laborer. There were 4,408 reported 

occupations in the census data for 1850. Laborer accounted for 610. 

                                                           
17 This percentage only includes those who declared their state of birth as Ireland. 
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 There was a transition in the occupational status of Irish emigrants from 

the early periods to the Famine-era. Skilled and semi-skilled persons migrated in 

greater numbers in the earlier eras. By 1840, nearly 60% of the Irish entering the 

United States were unskilled.18 The “Poverty Before the Famine” report, which 

was conducted in the 1830s, had concluded that nearly the entire population was 

composed of the lower classes.19 Margaret Lynch-Brennan had argued that 

landless laborers made up nearly 75% of the population of Ireland prior to the 

Famine.20 As the periods of emigration progressed, labor migration became the 

prominent reason for immigration. 

 There were 919 adult Irish males in Cleveland in 1850.21 Of this number, 

721 had a reported occupation. (Figure 4) Laborer was the top reported 

occupation, with a percentage of 40.92%. The occupations that follow laborer 

drop sharply in percentages. However, what this data suggests is that the male 

Irish community in Cleveland in 1850 was following the national emigration trend 

for unskilled occupations. This number also corresponds with the top occupation 

listed for Cleveland overall.  

The reported occupation of laborer demonstrates that there was 

opportunity for the Irish male to find employment in Cleveland in 1850. This also 

suggests that labor migration was the motivation for emigration and settlement in 

Cleveland. Finally, this statistic speaks directly to part of the central argument of 

                                                           
18 Lynch-Brennan, 40.  
19 “Poverty Before the Famine,” First Report. 
20 Lynch-Brennan, 23. 
21 Those declaring Ireland as their state of birth. 
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this thesis. The Irish male was transplanting an aspect of their cultural lifestyle as 

laborer into their immigrant community.   

 Females did not have representation in the occupation demographic of the 

1850 United States census. However, I can project a probability when 

considering domestic servants among the single Irish immigrant. “Domestic 

service was the most usual waged occupation for females in Ireland.”22 In 

Ireland, domestics were employed in both rural and urban settings.23  

Cleveland’s economy in 1850 was primarily middle-class with a mix of 

professional and laborering peoples. These middle-class and professional 

segments could provide an opportunity for single, Irish female immigrants. As in 

the case of the Irish males, this also suggests that Irish females were emigrating 

as a form of labor migration. It also indicates they were transplanting this specific 

cultural transition into their immigrant community in Cleveland in 1850. 

 There were 321 single, female Irish immigrants in Cleveland in 1850. 

Determining their occupation is speculative. However, I can also project the 

probability for their occupation as domestics based upon their declared 

residence. Domestics served in a home in a variety of roles. They served as 

nanny, as cook, and as maid. The probability for an Irish domestic servant in this 

study was based upon whether a single Irish female was living with a family of a 

different surname, had a socio-economic status of semi-skilled to professional 

status, and may have had children. (Figure 5). 

                                                           
22 Lynch-Brennan, 29.  
23 Ibid, 29.  
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 There are probable examples of domestics within the census records. One 

such example is Margaret Dorsha, aged 19. She lived with the Whittlesey couple. 

The head of household was a lawyer from Connecticut.24 Another example is 

Bridget Delaney, aged 20. She lived with the Pomeroy family. The head of 

household was a stone dealer from New York. They had four children under the 

age of 10.25 Both of these Irish women lived with a native family, there were no 

other Irish listed in the home, and the heads of household were professionals. It 

is therefore likely that these two single Irish women were employed as 

domestics. 

Singles 

 The single demographic is pertinent to this chapter because it reflects a 

trend that was unique to Irish emigration. Single men and women migrated from 

Ireland to the United States throughout all the eras of emigration.26 Many of the 

Irish emigrating in 1840 were single. Almost 40% of these were women.27  

 The Irish community in Cleveland in 1850 did have a significant single 

population. There were 592 single Irish men and women. Their sub-group 

represents 18.38% of the Irish immigrant community. The gender ratio favors the 

females, who represent 321 of the stated 592 total, or 54.22%. Of the 271 single 

Irish males, 193 reported an occupation in the census data. (Figure 7) The males 

were primarily employed in unskilled positions such as laborer, waiter or sailor. 

                                                           
24 See Appendix 7 for the 1850 census schedule for Margaret Dorsha.  
25 See Appendix 8 for the 1850 census schedule for Bridget Delaney. 
26 Diner, 31.  
27 Jay P. Nolan, 37 and Lynch-Brennan, 40.  
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These are occupations that could have carried over from Ireland. These were 

also occupations that would have allowed them opportunity to obtain employment 

in Cleveland. 

Married 

 Family demographics in rural Ireland had several key points. Ireland was 

rural with nearly 75% of the population composed of landless laborers. The poor 

classes married younger than the middle class, particularly during the time when 

potato cultivation was high. Early marriage was associated with the poor classes 

that included cottiers and poor laborers. Fertility rates among the poorer classes 

was higher than the middle classes. These Irish had larger families because 

children contributed to the economic stability of the family in rural Ireland.28 

Fertility rates corresponded to economic establishment in an agrarian culture.29 

There tended to be a significant age difference between spouses. 

 There were 1,018 married Irish in Cleveland in 1850. They represented 

31.61% of their community. There were more married persons with children (788) 

than without (230). The number one reported occupation for married males was 

laborer followed by semi-skilled occupations. (Figures 7 & 8) This trend coincides 

with the occupations of the Irish immigrant community at large and the single 

male segment. These positions mirror male employment statistics from Ireland. 

This demonstrates, as it did with the single category, that the Irish were 

                                                           
28 Diner, 6.  
29 Nolan, 29.  
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transplanting their cultural traditions. It also suggests that labor migration was a 

motivation for emigration and settlement in Cleveland.  

 The family demographics of the Irish immigrant community echo the 

majority of those reported in rural Ireland. The age of married persons does favor 

a younger statistic.30 (Figure 9) Married Irish between the ages of 16 through 29 

reported at 39.01%, and those from age 30 through 39 at 38.11%. The combined 

percentage is 77.22%. The age of married Irish was younger, and it reflected the 

overage age statistic for Cleveland. This also coincides with the marriage 

demographic of Ireland. 

The age differential between married spouses is minimal on an average. 

(Figure 10) This statistic in one of the two demographics that differed from the 

traditional lifestyle of the rural Irish culture. The highest percentages occur 

between one to three years (24.75%) and four to six years (23.58%). Nearly 50% 

of married Irish had only an age differential of one to six years. Family size was 

modest. (Figure 11) The second figure that differed from the familial demographic 

was the number of children recorded for Irish immigrant families in Cleveland in 

1850. Zero children ranked the highest at 22.59%. The median family size was 

between zero and three children at 76.81%. These two statistics are examples of 

the cultural traditions not reflecting the customs established in Ireland. 

 Family size is a determinate that is speculative when researching census 

data. The reported information cannot tell us where an immigrant entered the 

                                                           
30 The census data does not record the date of marriage. We can only examine the 

declared age at the time the enumeration took place. 
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United States, who they traveled with, or whether the family unit remained 

together after arrival. Such an example is the Whigham family. The Whigham 

family entered the port of New York City on June 11, 1847. Their unit consisted 

of both parents and eight siblings.31 However, the United States census record 

for 1850 Cleveland only recorded three of the siblings: Mary, Sarah and 

Isabella.32 The census data does not explain the separation or where the 

remaining family members were. 

Conclusion 

 Klaus J. Babe commented on the establishment of cultural traditions 

between the points of origin and destination. He stated that the importance of this 

was to establish patterns that could lay the foundation for the traditions of the 

culture of the migrating peoples to be transplanted from their home country to the 

destination location. His summation speaks to the research question and 

resulting statement in the central argument concerning the Irish immigrant 

community in Cleveland in 1850. 

 The Irish immigrant community transplanted the majority of their cultural 

lifestyle from Ireland to Cleveland in 1850. Their socio-economic status was 

primarily labor with a small representation of semi-skilled and probable domestics 

among the single females. There was a notable single population. The majority 

were married, and many had families. The married population was young. These 

                                                           
31 See Appendix 9 for the passenger list for the Tennessee listing the complete Whigham 

family. 
32 See Appendix 10 for the 1850 Cleveland census record for Mary, Sarah and Isabella 

Whigam. (Note the slight difference in the spelling of their last name).  
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are the traits that were transplanted. The traits that were uncommon to their 

heritage include the minimal age gap between married persons and their small 

family size. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



86 
 

Figure 1: Gender Breakdown: Adult Irish Immigrant 

 

Figure 2: Gender Breakdown: Single Irish Immigrant 

 

Figure 3: Age Group Breakdown: Irish Immigrant Community 
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Figure 4: Top 15 Occupations: Male Irish Immigrant Population 

 

Figure 5: Possible Domestics – Single Female Irish Immigrant 
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Figure 6: Top 7 Occupations – Single Male Irish Immigrant (Reporting) 

 

Figure 7: Top (5) Occupations – Married Males with Offspring33 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
33 There were 394 married Irish males with offspring. Those who reported an occupation 

in the census data were 349. 
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Figure 8: Top (5) Occupations – Married Males no Offspring34 

 

Figure 9: Age of Married Persons – Irish Immigrant Community 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
34 There were 115 married Irish males without offspring. Those who reported an 

occupation in the census data were 78. 
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Figure 10: Age Difference Between Spouses 

 

Figure 11: Number of Offspring 
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Conclusion 

The following research questions have shaped the foregoing study. What 

is the historical portrait of the rural Irish person in the first half of the nineteenth 

century? Did economic need influence Irish emigration to the United States up to 

and including the Famine period? What are the demographics of the Irish 

immigrants? What opportunities did Cleveland, Ohio in 1850 present to the Irish 

immigrants? Did the Irish transplant their cultural traditions from Ireland into the 

Irish immigrant community in 1850 Cleveland?  

The central argument is this: The Irish migration from their homeland to 

the United States was a form of labor migration. The 1,900 Irish adults chose 

Cleveland, Ohio in 1850 because Cleveland had ample employment 

opportunities and was a small, multi-cultural city. As the Irish settled in 

Cleveland, they transplanted parts of their cultural lifestyle into their immigrant 

community. 

The Ireland chapter provided an historical portrait of the rural Irish in the 

first half of the nineteenth century. This chapter was pertinent because there was 

a lack of primary sources from the 1850 Irish immigrants in Cleveland. The 

historical perspective provided what Gerald Moran identified as the background 

of the Irish. Here is the summary of that portrait. The majority were part of the 

landless masses, mostly unskilled and/or laborers. Women did contribute 

significantly to the economic stability of their households. The predominant job 

category for women was that of domestic. The rural Irish married young. Their 
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fertility rate was high, and there was a significant age difference between the 

spouses. This portrait was used to gauge whether the Irish were transplanting 

their culture from Ireland into their immigrant community in Cleveland in 1850. 

The Ireland chapter also provided a historical understanding of why the 

primary impetus for Irish immigration was employment. The lack of economic 

opportunity available in Ireland spurred employment emigration throughout the 

first half of the nineteenth century. 

The emigration chapter addressed the following research questions. Did 

economic need influence Irish emigration to the United States up to and including 

the Famine period? What are the demographics of those Irish who were 

migrating? It also demonstrated the following statement posed in the central 

argument. The Irish migration from their homeland to the United States was a 

form of labor migration. 

War and crop failures did influence Irish emigration. But the primary 

reason for migration of the Irish to the United States was economic need. In the 

beginning, it was to better their lot. However, as the waves of migration 

progressed, labor migration became the reason for resettlement. This fact is 

supported by such demographic traits as the rise in unskilled laborers, women 

seeking employment as domestic servants, and the practice of chain migration. 

Demography and history were combined in the Cleveland chapter to 

answer the research question: What opportunities did Cleveland, Ohio in 1850 

present to the Irish immigrants who were living here? Furthermore, this segment 

supported the following statement posed in the central argument: The 1,900 Irish 
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adults chose Cleveland, Ohio in 1850 because Cleveland had ample 

employment opportunities and was a small, multi-cultural city. 

A look at Cleveland provided several observations. It was an almost 

evenly mixed community of native and foreign-born peoples. The gender 

differentiation across both ethnicity and age was relatively even. The population 

was overwhelmingly young with 86% of the individuals being aged 40 or younger. 

The socio-economic status was generally middle class, skilled or semi-skilled 

peoples, with a generous mix of laborers and professionals. The secondary 

sources painted a picture of Cleveland as an emerging city. The census data of 

1850 agrees with this assessment. Cleveland was a young, vibrant, multi-cultural 

city with relative economic opportunities in 1850.  

The final chapter on Irish immigrants to Cleveland questioned whether the Irish 

transplanted their cultural traditions into their immigrant community in 1850 Cleveland. 

One can conclude that the Irish did indeed transplant much of their culture. Their socio-

economic status was primarily labor with a small representation of semi-skilled and 

probable domestics among the single females. There was a notable single population. 

The majority were married, and many had families. The married population was young. 

These are the traits that were transplanted. The traits that were uncommon to their 

heritage include the minimal age gap between married persons and their small family 

size. 

 The description above of the Irish immigrant community in Cleveland in 

1850 is the “regional variety” that Gerald Moran alluded to in the introduction of 

this thesis. Moran understood that the background of the rural Irish, and Irish 
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emigration out of Ireland up to and including the Great Hunger had been 

researched with great acuity. But he highlighted the lack of research on the 

communities the Irish settled in after they emigrated. This study answers that 

question for Irish immigrants in Cleveland in 1850. This concludes a piece of Irish 

immigrant history. Tracing Their Journey: A New Beginning for Irish Immigrants 

in 1850 Cleveland.  
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Appendices      

1. List of questions for the “Questionnaire: Irish Famine (1845-1852)” 

2. Provincial map of Ireland 

3. List of questions for the “Questionnaire: Emigration to America” 

4. Map of the United States in 1850 

5. Schedule 5: the Products of Industry in the 1st Ward in Cleveland, Ohio in 
1850  

6. Recorded male occupations for the state of Ohio in the 1850 Federal 
Census 

7. United States 1850 census schedule for Margaret Dorsha 

8. United States 1850 census schedule for Bridget Delaney 

9. The passenger list for the Tennessee listing the complete Whigham family 

10. The 1850 Cleveland census record for Mary, Sarah and Isabella Whigam 

11. United States 1850 census schedule for Mary Duncline 

12. United States 1850 census schedule for Margaret Kelly 

13. United States 1850 census schedule for the Atwell family 

14. United States 1850 census schedule for the Cathcart family 

15. United States 1850 census schedule for the Halloran family 
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1. List of questions for the “Questionnaire: Irish Famine (1845-1852)”1 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 “Questionnaire: Irish Famine (1845-1852),”, Questions. 
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2. Provincial map of Ireland2 

 
 

 

 

                                                           
2 “Map to Show Counties of Ireland,” Meath County Library, accessed November 21, 

2017. http://www.mcresearch.com/County_Louth/Divisions/mapprov.htm.  

http://www.mcresearch.com/County_Louth/Divisions/mapprov.htm
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3. List of questions for the “Questionnaire: Emigration to America”3 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
3 “Questionnaire: Emigration to America,” Questions. 
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3. List of questions for the “Questionnaire: Emigration to America” 
(cont….) 
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3. List of questions for the “Questionnaire: Emigration to America” 
(cont….) 
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4. Map of the United States in 18504 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                           
4 “Map of the United States in 1850,” Learn NC, Accessed December 3, 2017. 

http://www.mc-research.com/County_Louth/Divisions/mapprov.htm. 

http://www.mc-research.com/County_Louth/Divisions/mapprov.htm
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5. Schedule 5: the Products of Industry in the 1st Ward in Cleveland, 
Ohio in 18505 

 
 
 

 

                                                           
5 “Schedule 5 – Products of Industry,” Ancestry.com, Accessed October 31, 2017. 

https://www.ancestry.com/interactive/1276/32804. 

https://www.ancestry.com/interactive/1276/32804


103 
 

5. Schedule 5: the Products of Industry in the 1st Ward in Cleveland, 
Ohio in 1850 (cont…) 
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6. Recorded male occupations for the state of Ohio in the 1850 
Federal Census6 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           

6 DeBow, 861-862. 
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6. Recorded male occupations for the state of Ohio in the 1850 
Federal Census (cont…) 
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7. United States 1850 census schedule for Margaret Dorsha7 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
7 “1850 United States Federal Census: Cleveland,” Dorsha. 
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8. United States 1850 census schedule for Bridget Delaney8 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           

8 “1850 United States Federal Census: Cleveland,” Delaney. 
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9. The passenger list for the Tennessee listing the complete Whigham 
family9 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
9 “All New York, Irish Immigrant Arrival Records, 1846-1851 Results,” Ancestry.com, 

Accessed February 15, 2015, http://search.ancestry.com/. Note the slight spelling difference 
in the last name. This is not uncommon.  

http://search.ancestry.com/
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10. The 1850 Cleveland census record for Mary, Sarah and Isabella 
Whigam.10 
 

                                                           
10 “1850 United States Federal Census: Cleveland,” Ancestry.com, Accessed 

February 15, 2018, http://interactive.ancestry.com/8054.  

http://interactive.ancestry.com/8054
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