Famine Relief from the Garden City to the Green Isle

Harvey Strum

The Great Famine in Ireland led to philanthropic efforts by
Irish-Americans and non-Irish Americans to alleviate the suffering
by raising money to ship food to Ireland. Word of the famine condi-
tions in Ireland, Scotland and the European continent appeared in the
American press during the winter of 1846-47, and Americans orga-
nized relief efforts that culminated in the shipment of food, clothing,
and money to Ireland that left America in the Spring and Summer of
1847. Citizens of Chicago and other communities in Illinois joined in .
this voluntary national effort to aid the Irish and Scots. As William . ;

Cushman, Treasurer of the Irish Relief Committee of Ottawa, Lazalle

County, observed: “Be kind enough to receive this small pittance as . -
an assurance that we will always be your friends in adversity to the - -
extent of our means, and if you should have the misfortune to lose
another crop, part of ours . . . is at your command, free to the poor.”! -

News of the potato blight in Ireland first reached the United ..
States during the winter of 1845-46, and limited efforts to raise funds

ey

began in Boston, New York, and a few other port cities. When word &

arrived in the summer of 1846 of good potential crops the limited .
interest in aiding Ireland quickly evaporated. Then, in the fall of -
1846, the situation turned bleak and relief organizations in Ireland, !
Scotland, and England solicited contributions. The Society of Friends
(Quakers) established a Central Relief Committee in Dublin in -
November 1846. American relief committees, like those in Chicago,
Galena, Ottawa, and Springfield channeled relief primarily through -
the Dublin committee.

Often, Irish immigrants sent funds directly by mail to family
members or contributed to Catholic churches, which sent the aid to
Ireland via New York Bishop John Hughes. Again, as William
Cushman noted in Illinois, “we have many of your countrymen here
who have contributed largely to relieve their relatives remaining in
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your country; scarcely a mail leaves but what has taken some contri-
butions for two months past”> In Chicago, Charles McDonnell
reported that in February 1847 he forwarded $500 to Ireland, “the
remittances of Irish laborers to their suffering friends at home.” The
Chicago Journal praised Irish laborers for contributing what they
could to aid their brethren in Ireland. Bishop William Quarter, of
Chicago, the first Irish born bishop of the Garden City, also noted that
“several who have near relatives in Ireland have sent remittances to
their relief. Many of the Catholics of this Diocese have done so.”
Some of the funds were sent by individuals to Ireland while other
parishioners forwarded funds through the Catholic clergy in
Chicago, as Catholics in other cities, like Boston and New York, did
to aid starving Ireland.

Initially, American reaction developed slowly because the
press focused on the Mexican-American War (1846-48), and newspa-
pers did not devote much attention to the distress in Ireland until the
arrival of the Arcadia at Boston with news about the famine in
November 1846. As the Chicago Western Herald reported in December:
“From Ireland the accounts continue to be most distressing . . . They
are starving. Frantic looking women and children . . . quite feeble
from starvation.”® Readers in other parts of Illinois read similar
accounts. For example, a story in the Galena Northwestern Gazette
included a reprint of a letter from County Roscommon, Ireland.
“Treland is visited from north to south, from east to west, with a most
direful famine: the poor are living in many parts on cabbages and salt,
and many of them dying on the highroads, in the fields, and in the
towns, of Irish cholera.” Reports appeared in the press throughout
the United States about the desperate situation in Ireland.

News of the distress led to public meetings in East Coast
cities, like Brooklyn, New York, Philadelphia and Boston, but most of
the fundraising came from the Irish communities or from Quakers
reacting to an appeal from the Dublin Committee. The arrival of the
packet Hibernia in mid-January in Boston followed by the Sarah
Sands two weeks later brought further grim reports of mass starva-
tion in Ireland. Summaries of these reports appeared in the Illinois
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press. In Galena, for example, the Northwestern Gazefte reported that -
the news from the Sarah Sands from Ireland was that “the poorer peo- -
ple are daily starving to death.”” An Irish immigrant girl wrote a
Chicago newspaper that she had received a letter from her sister “too -
poor to reach this happy land. In it was detailed so many heartrend-
ing particulars of the famishing neighborhood in which I had lived
that it took me hours and hours with tearful eyes to read.”® These
grim accounts acted as the catalyst that changecl the public mood in
the United States from “apathy to action.” o

In early February, meetings were held in various cmes llke
Philadelphia and Boston, calling for action. The first meeting to get
national attention took place in New Orleans on 4 February.
Newspapers across the country reprinted details of the New Orleans
meeting and a speech by Henry Clay, a former presidential candidate
and Whig leader, on behalf of famine relief for Ireland. A few days
later, a mass meeting in Washington, chaired by Vice-President -
George Dallas and attended by many members of the House of .
Representatives, Senate, and Supreme Court made a national appeal
to organize relief committees to collect contributions for Ireland and -
Scotland. In response, hundreds of relief committees were organized
across the country, including Chicago, Galena, Springfield, Joliet,
Naperville and Ottawa, to raise funds and ship food and clothing to
Ireland. By publicly endorsing famine relief the nation’s major polit-
ical leaders blessed and encouraged a nationwide campaign of vol-
untary philanthropy and provided the catalyst to motivate local busi-
ness, civic, and financial Jeaders to join and lead the pubhc s response
to the famine in Ireland and Scotland.” . :

This did not, however, lead the federal govermnent to grant—
ing direct aid to the Irish. Congressman Washington Hunt, a Whig
from upstate New York, introduced a bill for $500,000 to purchase and
ship foodstuffs to Ireland, but the bill died in committee. Two weeks
later, on 26 February 1847, Senator John Crittenden, a Whig of
Kentucky, introduced a similar bill in the Senate which ran into oppo-
sition from Democrats and from Democratic President James K. Polk,
who considered it unconstitutional to approve foreign relief aid from

390



public funds. While the bill passed the Senate it died in committee in
the House, ending the effort to provide direct government aid. Funds
for famine relief would have to come from individuals channeled
through voluntary relief committees, like those in Chicago and
Galena. A few weeks later, Congress bowed to pressure from petition
campaigns in Boston, New York, Albany and Philadelphia and
approved a limited proposal in early March to allow warships, frigate
Macedonian and sloop of war Jamestown, to carry relief supplies from
the ports of New York and Boston, respectively to Ireland and
Scotland. The failure to provide direct aid made it appear, according
to historian Timothy Sarbaugh, that Polk and Congress “failed the
starving Irish” by only contributing “two war-torn vessels.”"

Meanwhile, the national meeting in Washington directly led
to the organization of famine relief committees in Chicago and other
Illinois communities.” In mid-February a drive began in Chicago to
organize public meetings as a preliminary step to establishing a
famine relief committee and raise funds for Ireland. As the Chicago
Journal wrote: “relief for the suffering poor of Ireland - The wail of
this ill-fated land is wafted to our ears on every breeze.” The Journal
reminded its readers that many who were “cradled in the Green Isle
are with us - our neighbors, our friends.”"

Irish immigrants began settling in Chicago in significant
numbers about ten years before the famine, brought to the city by the
construction of the Illinois and Michigan Canal in 1836. They settled
in Bridgeport and in Kilgubbin, “a Northside slum full of lawlessness
and raw mud alleys.”" Many who settled in Kilgubbin came from
three estates by the same name in County Cork. These displaced
Irish peasants raised chickens, cows, and geese near their Chicago
shanties. Other immigrants settled in poorly constructed shacks near
the lake, known as the Sands, remarkable for “blind pigs and bawdy
houses.””* Newspaper editorials and police reports frequently men-
tioned the area in negative terms as another Irish slum.

By 1850 half of Cook County’s population came from abroad,
and 54% of Chicago’s population was foreign born. The 6,000 Irish in
- Chicago constituted about 20% of the city’s population, and the
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German immigrants made up another 20%. At the end of the 1840's,

22% of the Irish in Illinois lived in Chicago, but within a decade
Chicago would become home to four times as many Irish as the rest
of the state.

Many of the Irish, who settled in Ch1cago in the 1ate 1830’3
and early 1840's because of the suspension of work on the canal,
depended on public and private charity. Mayor Benjamin Raymond
contributed his salary in 1839 to provide poor relief to “suffering
Irish workers.”” In addition, the Ladies’ Benevolent Association,
representing the city’s Protestant churches, raised funds and distrib-
uted relief to destitute immigrants, and as reported in 1847 most
were Catholics “from Ireland and Germany.”* A Baptist newspaper
reminded the Protestant women that the Irish “will die for bread, if
the ladies of other congregations” did not help them.” By 1848, the
widespread poverty of Irish Chicagoans led Bishop William Quarter
to organize the Hibernian Benevolent Aid Society to aid poor Irish
immigrants.* The leadership consisted of prominent Irish-
Americans willing to help poorer and more recent immigrants. This

was a beginning of Irish organizational structures that would grow .

significantly in the 1850's and 1860's as the Irish population of
Chicago increased.

The 1840’s in Chicago saw not only an increase in Irish asso-
ciations, but reflected a trend in the city created by its ethnic diversi- -
ty. In 1846, Scots organized the Illinois St. Andrew’s Society; in 1847 -
the English established St. George’s Society; the Germans founded
Chicago Volksfreund in 1846 and in 1848 lilinois Staats-Zeitung,
German language newspapers; and Jews created the first synagogue
in Chicago in 1847, Kehilath Anshe Mayriv (Congregation of the Men
of the West). The ethnic and religious institutions created in the
1840’s and 1850’s reflected the growth and diversity of the city.®

Canal construction brought Irish immigrants all along the

route of the Ilinois and Michigan Canal. Because of the Panic of 1837 =

the state eventually suspended work on the canal due to lack of ~
revenue and paid off Irish contractors and laborers with scrip to pur-
chase land “establishing the Irish as a permanent feature of the north-
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