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Introducing Bad Bridget

Bridget Jones was born in Ballykinave, near Claremorris, County Mayo, on 18 July 1888, one of twelve children. Her family called her Delia, short for Bedelia, an Irish variant of Bridget. Neither of Delia’s parents could write. Delia and her siblings all attended school when they could, but their labour was often needed at home or on their small twelve-acre farm.1

When Delia was eight, her father died from a stomach ulcer. This left Ellen as the sole parent to children ranging in age from seventeen years to four months, and it likely influenced Delia’s withdrawal from school a few months later, around the time that she made her Confirmation. Years later, Delia reflected that her childhood home ‘was always comfortable in every way’ and the ‘family always happy together’. But her childhood was not without further tragedy. Two of her siblings died in infanthood, and when she was a teenager an older brother was fatally injured by a train.

When Delia was around fifteen, her older sister, Mary, who was by then living in Massachusetts, paid for her passage to the US, and they were later joined there by a younger sister, Margaret. Two of Delia’s older brothers also emigrated, to England and Canada, and two younger brothers joined the British Army, serving in France during the First World War. The youngest sister, Ella, remained at home to look after their ageing mother.

Delia and her siblings were among at least 7.5 million people who emigrated from Ireland between 1815 and 1914.2 Ireland was the only European country to have fewer people at the end of this period than at the beginning.3 Emigration peaked in the 1840s and 1850s, when a potato blight brought starvation to a population largely dependent on the crop. Between 1845 and 1855, around two and a half million emigrants departed Ireland, more than had left across the previous 250 years.4 That flood of emigration continued into the post-Famine decades as generation after generation of Irish-born inhabitants left the island.

The number of girls and women involved in this exodus was remarkable. One in three emigrants from Ireland was female in the 1820s, increasing to around one in two between 1845 and 1885. Thereafter, up to the 1920s, a majority of Irish emigrants was female.5 This was at a time when immigrants who entered the United States were predominantly male.6 The vast majority of Irish emigrant girls and women arrived in North America unmarried.7

At around fifteen years old, Delia was young when she emigrated, but not exceptionally so: more than half of Irish emigrants from 1880 to 1916 were between fifteen and twenty-five years old.8 They often travelled alone, as Delia did.9 In 1883, the Children’s Aid Society in New York observed that it was ‘surprising to find how many young girls cross the ocean alone or perhaps with some home neighbor who is unable to do much for them when they land’.10 In 1897, a journalist from The New York Times who observed ‘large importation of Kathleens, Eileens, Delias, and Norahs’ arriving at the port noted: ‘The remarkable fact is that most of the young women come across without any attendant. Their passages are prepaid by relatives in this country, and they confidently expect to be met on arrival.’11 In our research we came across girls as young as seven years old crossing the Atlantic without relatives.

Unaccompanied girls and women faced specific challenges. Teenager Mary Ward left her widowed mother in Wexford and emigrated to Massachusetts on the James Foster Jr. in September 1864. She was treated on arrival for syphilis. She was certain she had caught it from a crew member, Robert Stafford, on board the ship because she had ‘been with no other man’.12 It is not clear if Ward’s relationship with Stafford was consensual, but female steerage passengers in the 1840s and 1850s were sometimes subjected to sexual assault.13 A concerned clergyman wrote to philanthropist Vere Foster from Carrick-on-Shannon, County Leitrim, in 1881, expressing support for some kind of chaperone scheme for emigrating girls: ‘I fully concur that something should be done to protect girls both on the passage and on their arriving for I fear there is a terrible amount of destruction done to poor unsuspecting girls in both places.’14

Most emigrants in the Famine and post-Famine years travelled on the back of the labour of a relative or friend already in North America – a phenomenon known as chain migration. Other migrants were funded by their Ireland-based families, often in anticipation that the outlay would later be returned in the form of remittances from abroad.15 Female emigrants were thought to be a good investment: they were able to secure jobs relatively quickly and were more likely than their male counterparts to send money home.16 Some Irish migrants participated in emigration schemes from landed estates, charities, workhouses or other institutions.17 Employers in North America also funded travel from Ireland. Margaret Haley, for instance, emigrated from Waterford to Lawrence, Massachusetts, one of seventy girls whose passage was paid by a Mr Chapire to work in his mill.18

Irish immigration in the nineteenth century permanently changed the population make-up of North America. In the 1850 United States census, the first to collect data on immigration, 2,244,600 individuals in a population of 23,191,876 were classified as immigrants. Of these, close to half were from Ireland.19 The Irish-born population in the United States peaked at 1,871,509 in 1890, and an additional 2,924,172 US-born inhabitants had at least one Irish-born parent.20 In Boston, the city where Delia Jones settled, around one third of immigrants were Irish-born by 1855.21 In the same year, over a quarter of the entire population of New York City was Irish-born.22 The Irish commonly congregated in neighbourhoods that, in the middle decades of the nineteenth century, were often seen as the worst slums. In one of these areas, New York’s Sixth Ward, which included the notorious Five Points neighbourhood, 3,492 residents were recorded as living in just ninety-nine houses, an average of more than thirty-five residents per house.23

Irish emigration to Canada was well-established by the time of the Famine. These Irish migrants were often attracted by the availability of land and the cheaper passage fare in comparison to the United States.24 The first Canadian census, in 1871, revealed that 24.3 per cent of the population was Irish-born.25 As a British dominion, Canada was especially attractive to Irish Protestants and drew a disproportionate number of emigrants from Ulster. The Orange Order and other organizations provided important migratory links.26 Two thirds of the Irish emigrants who settled in Toronto between 1825 and 1900 were Protestant.27

The dominant narrative of Irish emigration to North America focuses on those who came from humble beginnings in Ireland and made a better life for themselves. They or their children went on to become pillars of society. They became the Kennedys, a political dynasty, or the Eatons, who established Canada’s largest department store chain and revolutionized shopping, or the Kellys, from whom Princess Grace descended. Less famous but equally prominent in the narrative of Irish immigration were the girls and women who became loyal domestic servants and nannies, the nuns and teachers, the good wives and mothers who raised a generation of successful Irish Americans. And, while many certainly did, this narrative is nowhere near the whole truth.

As the Irish became more upwardly mobile, establishing themselves within North American society, there was no appetite on either side of the Atlantic to face up to the reality that many Irish female emigrants did not succeed – and that many ended up on the wrong side of the law. At a time when Ireland, north and south, is beginning to re-examine its treatment of women who were considered to have defied societal norms, telling the story of these women is crucial to our understanding of the Irish past.

The Bad Bridget Project

The centrality of emigration to Ireland’s history has resulted in much excellent research on Irish migration and the diaspora abroad.28 But criminal and deviant Irish women have not been a major feature of that scholarship. We spent six years trawling archives and historical records, mainly in New York, Boston and Toronto. We found huge numbers of Irish women who got jobs but were later fired, women who haunted the bars and drinking saloons, mothers who had their children taken away or who gave them up, and girls and women who were considered to be sexually immoral. These are the women we collectively dub Bad Bridget, and there were hundreds of thousands of them in the police stations, courthouses and prisons of North American cities.

Why did we decide to title our project Bad Bridget? By the mid-nineteenth century, the name Bridget or Biddy was widely used in North America to refer in a general way to Irish women. The Brooklyn-based Catholic newspaper The Tablet judged in 1914 that it was to St Brigid that ‘the daughters of Erin owe their deathless legacy of virtue, which has made the name of Irish women the world over synonymous with purity and virtue’.29 This myth of the pure and chaste Irish woman fitted with Christian ideals, as epitomized by St Brigid (or Bridget), the female patron saint of Ireland. On the other side of the dichotomy was the stereotype of the blundering, drunken, quick-tempered and uncivilized ‘Bridget’, a common object of ridicule in the theatre, newspapers and other Northern American mass culture of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.30 This Bridget, depicted as ‘Bridget McBruiser’ in an 1875 book on the pseudoscience of physiognomy, was a sharp contrast to the virtuous saint she was named after (ill. 0.1). Mary McWhorter of the United States Ladies’ Auxiliary Ancient Order of Hibernians lamented in 1915 that ‘it is enough to make one shudder at times to hear thoughtless and ignorant people deride the name of Brigid’.31
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0.1. ‘Contrasted faces’.
Clearly neither St Brigid nor Bridget McBruiser is representative of Irish women in North America. Irish girls and women could be chaste and moral, but they were also sexually active and criminal. They could be drunken and quick-tempered, but they were also strategic and calculating in their illegal activity. And so it is between these two Bridgets that we explore the realities of Irish girls’ and women’s involvement in crime in North America. The stories we tell in this book show for the first time in detail the underbelly of Irish emigration to North America.

Counting Bad Bridget

After Delia Jones arrived in Boston, she worked as a domestic servant and a waitress, roles that were commonly taken up by Irish girls and women. But she never stayed long in any job. By the time she was thirty, she had been in court at least fourteen times, charged with offences including drunkenness and prostitution (ill. 0.2). Her sister Mary, who had paid for her passage, remarked that she had been ‘nothing but a constant source of trouble’. ‘My poor mother’s heart would be broke if she knew’, Mary added.32
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0.2. Delia (Bridget) Jones, prison mugshot 1918.
There was nothing unusual about Delia Jones’s experiences. The numbers are stark. In Boston, 37.8 per cent of the girls and women admitted to the House of Correction between 1882 and 1905 were Irish, even though the Irish represented around 17 per cent of the city’s population.33 Between 1853 and 1863, 6,131 Irish women were admitted to Toronto Gaol, where they comprised about four fifths of the gaol’s female population.34 And in New York, where the Irish got into trouble with the law on a vast scale, Irish women were dramatically over-represented. In the early 1860s, when Irish men comprised about half the male prison population there, Irish women made up 86 per cent of the female prison population.35

Irish women were not only over-represented in prison relative to women generally. They were also often more widely incarcerated than Irish males. Although women made up a higher proportion of the incarcerated population in these cities than is the case today, the numbers are remarkable. In Toronto Gaol, Irish females outnumbered Irish males every year between 1859 and 1868. In 1860, for instance, 529 of the 1,029 imprisoned males were Irish. In the same year, 820 of 1,027 incarcerated females were Irish.36 At other Canadian correctional institutions, Irish girls and women were similarly imprisoned at higher rates than Irish boys and men.37 The phenomenon is also evident in New York, where throughout the 1860s Irish females numerically outnumbered Irish males in prison.38

The frequent appearance of the Irish in police stations, courts, prisons and other institutions did not go unnoticed. The New York Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor (AICP) observed in 1860 that ‘the excess of poverty and of crime also among the Irish as compared with the natives of other countries is a curious fact worthy the study of the political economist and ethnologist’.39 Eight years later, AICP noted that ‘the actual pauperism of the city mainly consisted of immigrants, and the accumulated refuse of about two and a half millions of that class who had landed in New York in the preceding 10 years. They were chiefly Irish, of the most thriftless habits’.40 In 1867, a journalist from The New York Times compared Irish and German immigrants, the latter being said to arrive with around $100 each and then to go west. ‘The Irish are different’, the journalist wrote, ‘They are mainly working people, coming over in search of an easy life and a lucky penny. The women vastly outnumber the men, and while there are exceptions, the great mass come without luggage and less money, but great expectations.’41

In some cases, such views of the Irish resulted in them being more heavily policed or incarcerated than other ethnic groups. But these attitudes, and the dramatic over-representation of the Irish in criminal statistics, changed with passing decades. One factor was that emigration from Ireland to the United States slowed. Between 1901 and 1910, for example, 173,656 female emigrants left Irish ports, compared to 557,634 between 1851 and 1860.42 The socio-economic background of those who travelled had changed, and the new arrivals were likelier to be able to access decent employment and housing. By the twentieth century, the upwards socio-economic mobility of Irish and Irish American populations already in North America (which the mayor of Boston described in 1919 as ‘One of the most remarkable chapters in the history of Boston’) meant there was a stronger support network for new arrivals. These factors combined meant that the Irish were less likely to be driven to crime by poverty, and were less policed than their predecessors had been.43 Immigrant populations from Eastern and Southern Europe took the place of the Irish at the bottom of the social hierarchy.44

In the ten chapters that follow, we tell the stories of Irish-born girls and women who were involved in diverse crimes in North America. Although there are some common threads to many of these stories – such as poverty, alcoholism and a lack of support networks – there is no singular Bad Bridget. There were Bad Bridgets across the entire age spectrum, from girl offenders charged with being ‘stubborn’ or ‘incorrigible’ to career criminals active into their seventies and eighties. We look at Irish female immigrants who made careers of crime, and at others for whom the criminal case described in this book was their only appearance before the courts. Where we can, we have privileged the voices of the girls and women, even when it is mediated through prison or institution staff, or newspaper reports. The Irish-born girls and women who feature in the following chapters hailed from the thirty-two counties of Ireland, from urban and rural places, with a range of educational, religious and class backgrounds. They were married, unmarried, widowed and separated, mothers and without dependants. They all crossed the Atlantic Ocean at some point during the nineteenth or early twentieth centuries for a new life in North America and found themselves on the wrong side of the law.
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1. Prostitution and the case of Marion Canning

On a warm summer’s evening in July 1891, Marion Canning, who had migrated to New York City from County Leitrim around a year earlier, went ‘up the Bowery’, as she put it herself, ‘to have some supper with a gentleman friend’.1 The Bowery was a place of working-class entertainment, full of drinking establishments, theatres, dime museums and dance halls.2 It was also a centre of commercial sex, with prostitutes soliciting on the streets or working from tenement brothels, cheap hotels and lodging houses.3 Marion was a sex worker herself, and her ‘gentleman friend’ may well have been a client. She had turned nineteen only a few weeks earlier.

Later, as she made her way home alone in the early hours of the morning, she encountered Richard Bronkbank, a fireman recently arrived off the ship Miranda from South America. He approached her, asking, ‘Do you want to go on a night’s racket?’ The pair walked on towards her house on Mulberry Street. When they got there, they disagreed about payment, and Richard accused Marion of stealing £5 sterling and his watch. At this point, their accounts differ. Richard claimed that he summoned a police officer to report the theft, but Marion insisted that it was she who called the policeman because she was being falsely accused. Marion was searched, and although neither the watch nor the money was discovered on her, she was charged with the crime, found guilty and sentenced to seven years in prison.

Before her arrest, Marion lived at 58 Mulberry Street in New York, in the notorious Five Points neighbourhood (ill. 1.1). Jacob Riis, a social reformer and photographer who captured images of the area in the nineteenth century, described the Mulberry Bend, a curved part of Mulberry Street, as the ‘foul core of New York’s slums’.4 By 1891, when Marion was living there, Mulberry Street was dominated by Italian immigrants, and it would later become part of Little Italy.5 The 1880 census reveals seventy-four people living in the tenement house at number 58, all from Italian backgrounds; but the Irish immigrant presence was still felt, and a large number of Irish inhabited the tenement next door. When Marion was arrested, her bail was paid by an Italian man, Luigi Mega, who also lived at number 58.

[image: ]
1.1. Mulberry Street, New York City, c.1900.
Overcrowding in the tenements was one of Jacob Riis’s main concerns as he photographed the area for his book How the other half lives, published a year before Marion Canning’s arrest. Riis described the tenements, generally four to six storeys high with at least four families living on each floor, as:


nurseries of pauperism and crime that fill our jails and police courts; that throw off a scum of forty thousand human wrecks to the island asylums and workhouses year by year; that turned out in the last eight years a round half million beggars to prey upon our charities; that maintain a standing army of ten thousand tramps with all that that implies; because, above all, they touch the family life with deadly moral contagion.6



The dangers of the area were famously captured by Riis in the scene at ‘Bandits’ Roost’, the alley at 59½ Mulberry Street (ill. 1.2). The image depicts members of one of the infamous gangs of the Lower East Side, one of them holding a club, while laundry dries above their heads.
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1.2. Bandits’ Roost, 59½ Mulberry Street, New York City.
Bandits’ Roost was across the road from where Marion lived in 1891. The Leitrim teenager’s tenement at number 58 was also home to a beer saloon, probably on the ground floor. A couple of weeks after Marion was arrested, a man called Michael Mayo, who lived in the same tenement and whose father kept the saloon, was accused of murder. Two years earlier, two Italian men were involved in a stabbing incident over money in the hallway of the saloon; and three years later Rosaio Marchiliano was stabbed to death in the saloon by his brother Gennario.7

A brothel or prostitution network also seems to have operated at number 58, which may explain how Marion ended up living there. A few months after Marion was sent to prison, Caroline Hayes, described by a journalist as ‘a degraded looking creature’ and a ‘female bum’, was brought before the court for drunkenness and was sentenced to two months in prison.8 On her way out, she hissed at the arresting policeman, accusing him of being ‘in the power of Italian Joe, who got you to do this. He’s a murderer. I know he killed two women.’ The presiding judge, overhearing this, questioned Caroline. She then revealed that Joe Rossa, who ran a ‘headquarters for women’ at number 58, had lived with her friend Kate Barry. He regularly assaulted Kate, Caroline claimed, which ‘made poor Kate drink all the more; she wanted to die’. Caroline had been sent to prison the previous weekend for five days, and when she was released, she went to look for Kate and found out that she had died. She hadn’t yet been buried, and when Caroline saw Kate’s body in her coffin she noticed considerable bruising. Caroline also said that another woman, Annie Chambers, living in Joe Rossa’s house, was ‘almost dying from the beating’ he’d given her and that he’d beaten a woman called Kate Reilly to death the previous August. ‘It’s justice that I want for them, sir’, she told the judge. Caroline also claimed that she had refused Joe’s invitations to live at his ‘dive’, and that because of that he ‘put the cops on to her’ any time she was even a little bit drunk.

The judge instructed the police to investigate Caroline’s claims. But already biases were stacked against her. The detectives ‘started out with the theory that Caroline Hayes had told a lying story’. After all, a journalist noted, ‘What dependence could be placed on a statement of an outcast?’ And although it was confirmed that Kate Barry had lived with Joe Rossa and had died, the coroner’s ruling that Kate’s death was caused by alcoholism meant that the police did not investigate further. While the truth of Caroline’s statements cannot now be verified, it is clear that women with Irish-sounding names, who were part of or at least adjacent to Joe Rossa’s prostitution network, resided in the same tenement building as Marion around the time that she lived there. Marion’s life at 58 Mulberry Street is likely to have been a violent and dangerous one.

The prostitute life

The Five Points area was traditionally associated with Irish immigrants in the mid-nineteenth century. The notorious slum was built over a freshwater pond, causing sagging buildings and dampness.9 In 1859, the New York Children’s Aid Society described the area:


At the windows, or on the door-steps, are the women of the class whose epithet, ‘unfortunate,’ only too feebly pictures their wretched life, and more miserable death. In the basements … appears one of those filthy, bedraggled, blear-eyed, half-drunken Irish women, such alone as long habits of drinking, and the poverty of a city can produce. Every other shop is a drinking shop, and in some streets, each house seems a brothel.10



The hidden nature of prostitution can make it difficult to determine precisely how many Irish women like Marion Canning sold sex, but it was certainly far from unusual. A report on an inspection in Five Points in 1866 described the women in a brothel as ‘brazen-faced, bloated, debauched young creatures; uncomely, unattractive and uneducated. They are mostly Irish. I saw but two faces that showed intellect.’ The description of the next brothel inspected revealed even more of the author’s feeling towards the Irish when he identified only one ‘intelligent woman in the room … the rest of them were … unmistakably from the fatherland of the Fenians, every soul of them’.11

William Wallace Sanger, a renowned doctor and author, carried out a survey of prostitutes in New York in 1858 and found that 35 per cent of those questioned were from Ireland – double the Irish share of the city’s population.12 In Boston’s House of Correction in the 1850s and 1860s, Irish women made up 37 per cent of all prostitutes.13 And in Toronto, Irish women formed the majority of those convicted of offences relating to prostitution between 1855 and 1895.14

The charge against Marion Canning, of stealing Richard Bronkbank’s watch, was not particularly unusual. Stealing from clients, and in particular the theft of watches, was a common charge against prostitutes.15 It was an easy way for women to make extra money, especially given the likelihood that a client might not report it because of their embarrassment at having to say how the crime happened. In 1910, New York’s Democrat and Chronicle provided a light-hearted account of such a theft. Prostitute Minnie Williams alias Kitty Williams allegedly ‘nabbed $80 from Tootsie’s pocket in a Syracuse resort last week’, the newspaper reported. But ‘Tootsie has a Mrs Tootsie and a couple of little Tootsies in a Syracuse suburb and it simply wouldn’t do to bring the loss of the $80 into the public gaze.’16 ‘Tootsie’ thus remained unnamed in the newspaper.

In New York, so-called panel houses developed, expressly designed to facilitate thefts from clients. When the client was in bed in the brothel, or suitably distracted, the woman’s accomplice would sneak out from a hidden wall panel to steal his money or valuables.17 Another tactic was revealed in the case of Mary Moran, also known as ‘Irish Mary’ or ‘Honest Mary’ (clearly an ironic moniker), described by The New York Times as an ‘old time “panel” thief’. In January 1885, Moran was accused of stealing $50, a watch and chain, and a diamond stud from Ernest Washburne, a druggist in New York. This ‘vulgar, frowsy-looking creature’ had asked Ernest to go with her to a drinking saloon, where, when paying for the drinks, he ‘exposed his money’. After they left the saloon, they came to the corner of West 3rd and Wooster streets, where Mary ‘threw her arms about him and held him so tightly that he was helpless’. Her male accomplice stole his valuables. Mary had also supposedly stolen $34,000 in cash from a man who had returned from California and visited a brothel where she worked some years previously.18

Mary Ann Murphy appears in the Toronto Gaol records for a string of crimes in the 1870s, 1880s and 1890s, including drunkenness and assault, and four counts of stealing from clients.19 In October 1870 she was accused of robbing a John Fahinbach of $3.75, but the case was dismissed when he was unable to identify her as a thief. Two years later she was back in court accused of stealing a silver watch and $80 from John Lithgow after going with him to a house to have sex. She was found not guilty. But Murphy was not as fortunate in January 1873, when she was found guilty of stealing a watch from George Watson, with whom she had gone to a laneway to have sex. She spent six months in prison. Over two decades later, in May 1896, she was again arrested for stealing a gold watch from a client.

For many women, especially streetwalkers with a largely working-class clientele, prostitution was not a lucrative business. Drogheda-born Mamie McGavisk admitted when arrested for being a common nightwalker in Boston in 1914 that she ‘Has been with three men a night but has never made very much money.’20 While most Irish women in New York and elsewhere tended to work at the poorer end of the industry, some catered for a more upmarket clientele. Galway-born Mary O’Malley made clear in 1914 that she specifically avoided picking up men on the streets of Lowell, Massachusetts:


Went lots of times to one hotel – Merrimac – getting $2.00 and sometimes making $10.00 a night …. Some of them I used to stay all night with and get about $7.00 …. The first one I ever went to a hotel with was a policeman, a man in plain clothes, who just took me to a drinking room. Just stayed and talked with him. There were three or four other fellows and girls there. I used to get introductions to the men by other girls – never picked up any one on the street. The fellows would speak to me four or five times, but I wouldn’t look at them.21



O’Malley stressed the difference, as she perceived it, between her work in hotels and selling sex on the street.

Some prostitutes lived and worked in luxurious surroundings.22 Maud Merrill, who migrated aged eighteen from Cork to New York in 1870, left a job as a domestic servant to work in the sex industry. She ended up living in a high-class brothel with six other women at 10 Neilson Place in Greenwich Village. It was described as being ‘gorgeously furnished’ with velvet-carpeted floors and an abundance of paintings on the walls, ‘many of them of rare merit and beauty’. Maud’s ‘large and richly appointed chamber’ was on the third floor:


A thick, soft carpet covered the floor, costly lace curtains and damask lambrequins shaded the windows, a lofty pier-glass, surmounted by broad gold-washed cornices, occupied one end of the room, and was reflected at the other end by an immense mirror set in the door of a rosewood wardrobe. On one side of the room was a high, carved bedstead.23



Maud also had invitations to high-class social events. On 9 December 1872, for instance, she attended a masquerade ball at the Argyle Rooms on Sixth Avenue. This was a far cry from the tenements of Mulberry Street where Marion Canning lived, and the streets of the Bowery where she worked.

Motivations to sell sex

Maud Merrill and Marion Canning both made a choice to work as prostitutes. A combination of factors could lead women into sex work, including the break-up of families, loss of support networks, or an inability to get or hold down an alternative job. Prostitution offered flexibility for those who could not, or did not want to, work regular hours, or who had children to mind. Ellen Cassidy appeared at the Toronto police court in June 1906 with her five-month-old baby in her arms, charged with being a ‘frequenter of a house of ill fame’. Her plea to the judge, that she had no idea the house was a brothel and she had only been there for five minutes, was not believed. She was given a choice between paying a fine of $10 plus costs, or serving thirty days in prison. For financial reasons, she opted for the latter, presumably taking her baby to prison with her.24 Dublin-born Georgiana Long, who had migrated to New York in February 1851, made a good living by tailoring. She married Richard Long, a first mate of the ship Midwinter, at Easter 1854. Only a few months later he was lost at sea along with the vessel and the rest of the crew on the way to Charleston, leaving behind a pregnant Georgiana. She gave birth to a son in December 1854 and supported herself for about three years after her husband’s death until a Mr McIlwain offered to support her if she would become his mistress. She agreed and lived with him for a year before ‘he turned her off and she gave herself to drink and a life of prostitution’. She later entered a Magdalene Asylum, but she was found to be suffering from a sexually transmitted infection and was sent to hospital.25 Stella Weymouth began to sell sex in Boston following desertion by her US-born husband in December 1914. She insisted: ‘I had to go some place to do something for myself’.26

Prostitution was also sometimes seen to offer a more attractive lifestyle, as in the case of Maud Merrill. Maud and her younger sister Charlotte were funded to emigrate by their maternal uncle, Robert Bleakley, who was already in New York. Charlotte emigrated first, and when Maud arrived in New York in 1870, she found her a job as a servant. Maud held several such positions over the next few months until her Uncle Robert helped her to get a job with the Rev. Mr Williams, an Episcopalian church minister. According to the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, Williams repeatedly asked Maud for character references before and after employing her, but she kept providing excuses as to why she did not have any references from previous employers. She then asked to get paid, but Williams refused because she had not yet worked a full month, and agreed to give her only a portion. That evening Maud’s uncle, Robert Bleakley, called to the house. The Rev. Williams remembered that Robert, who seemed to have taken drink to steady his nerve, claimed that ‘his niece had informed him that I had taken improper liberties with her’. Williams emphatically denied this, alleging that Robert was trying to blackmail him:


I was willing that everyone should know all that happened while she was in my house; that my other servant was in the house all the time she was here, and further that if his object was to make money, he might spare himself the trouble, for I had none.



Unsurprisingly, given the accusation that had been made, Williams terminated Maud’s employment.

In December 1871, a Mrs Hall hired Maud as a servant from New York’s Female Employment Society. Hall would later recall that ‘we all thought that she was a very nice girl and uncommon modest’. Around two months into this job, Maud’s Uncle Robert visited her again. Shortly after he arrived, Maud ‘came down the stairs looking very excited’ and reported to a fellow servant that her uncle had slapped her across the face. He followed her downstairs, calling her a ‘d[amned] w[hore]’. He asked Hall if she was aware that she was ‘keeping an improper character in the house’. After he had left, Hall dismissed Maud for having ‘misrepresented herself to me’. This dismissal from another job after questions were raised about her morals seems to have been the point at which Maud moved into prostitution on a full-time basis.

Charlotte later begged her older sister Maud to stop working in the sex industry. Maud agreed to stop after Christmas: ‘she could not conveniently do it’ straight away. Maud clearly equated sex work with economic stability, and without character references from her jobs in domestic service she knew that she would not easily secure other work. In addition to the necessity to provide for their own needs, Irish women were often under pressure to send money home to relatives in Ireland. For those in between jobs, who struggled to find work or who wanted to supplement a low income, sex work offered a financial opportunity.27

We don’t know what led Marion Canning into sex work, but she had only been in New York a relatively short period of time and seemed to be without family or a support network. William Sanger believed that large numbers of prostitutes existed among immigrant populations because ‘malign influences’ imparted ‘vicious ideas to young people’ upon their arrival in port cities. Newly arrived girls and young women, Sanger wrote, would be ‘exposed to the tender mercies of the emigrant boarding-house keepers, generally themselves natives of the “old country,” who, having been swindled on their arrival, are both competent and willing to practice the same impositions on others’.28 The Toronto Magdalene Asylum’s annual report for 1859 expressed similar concerns about young immigrants arriving alone and without support: ‘Ours is a land of strangers – and, as such, it presents many dangers to the young, the unprotected, and the friendless female. When she lands on the shores of our towns and cities, the tempter, and the seducer are not far distant’. Two years later, the annual report described how ‘Some of the most affecting cases we have had to deal with, were those of young strangers arriving in this country, who having no friends to receive them, no emigrant’s home to go to, were too easily entrapped in the snare of the soul hunter and soul destroyer.’29

Newspapers told tales of young Irish women being tricked or lured into brothels. In October 1856 a New York Times article recounted how Irish immigrant Eliza Thompson travelled to New York City to meet her sister, who was arriving from Dublin. She asked the conductor of the car in which she travelled to help her find a boarding house because she was unfamiliar with New York. He put her in the charge of a policeman, who took her ‘to a house of prostitution’. Eliza had been ‘neatly dressed’ and had $15, but after the policeman left, the landlady confiscated the money and ‘stripped the girl of all her apparel and put on her an old worn-out dress and soiled linen. She was then placed in a private room and a man was introduced, who attempted to commit an outrage on the person, but was foiled in his attempt.’ Eliza remained at the house for a couple of days, trying to recover her money and clothing, ‘until the brutality of the mistress of the house drove her into the street’.30 Another newly arrived Irish woman was hired as a servant by a woman named Jackson at New York’s emigration depot, Castle Garden in Manhattan, in 1869, but on reaching the house found herself ‘basely entrapped’ in a brothel.31 A similar scandal struck an assisted-emigration scheme that facilitated the passage of around 1,250 Irish women to North America between 1850 and 1857.32 In May 1857, twelve women sneaked off their boat with some sailors when it docked in New York. Two of them, Susan Smith and Ellen Neary, ended up in a brothel. Susan was later found wandering ‘covered with bruises and her body with rags’.33

Rescue homes and missions told of the girls and women who had come to their institutions claiming to have been tricked or enticed into sex work. Dublin-born Ann Conway, orphaned at the age of nine and an immigrant in the United States by the age of eleven, boarded with a family in New York, where, according to the Five Points Mission, ‘she was drugged so that she was unconscious of what she did and became a prostitute’. She had apparently since ‘been very wretched [and] wishes to reform’. With the help of the Five Points Mission staff, she was looked after and then secured work as a servant in 1857.34 The same year, the Toronto Magdalene Asylum told of an Irish woman ‘with irreproachable character’ who ‘went to service in a tavern’, where she ‘learned to drink to excess, and had to leave her place’ and couldn’t find anywhere to stay. A couple who found the forlorn figure crying on the street brought her to a police station for shelter. In the morning, another woman engaged her as a servant and took her home. This employer ‘seemed very kind and gave her whiskey freely; in the evening the house became filled with disreputable characters’. The woman fled into the street, where she was arrested by a policeman for drunkenness and sent to prison for a month. There ‘she associated with the lost and abandoned, and when discharged she did not care what became of her’. She was saved from this life by the matron of the jail, who advised her to go to the Asylum.35

Terrifying stories of what could happen to young vulnerable women seemed to justify the work of ‘rescue’ organizations, and strengthened claims that there was a need to better protect young Irish female migrants.36 It was also often necessary for women to express remorse at being involved in the sex industry or to blame others if they wanted help from a charity or to receive a lighter prison sentence. And so the image of the helpless victim, a seduced innocent led astray through no fault of her own, or tricked or forced into prostitution, emerges from the records, even though for many women prostitution was an economic necessity and a choice, albeit from extremely limited options.37 Ellen Katan, an Irish Protestant whose family lived in Boston, worked as a servant in New York
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