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    CHAPTER ONE

    


  


  Puritans, Presbyterians, and Papists (1700–1770)


  I MAGINE WHAT the early Irish immigrants saw when they arrived in Boston, dreaming of the Promised Land.


  They had crossed an arduous ocean to arrive at a severe frontier town, a brave speck of civilization perched on the edge of a vast wilderness stretched across a dark continent. The English Puritans who settled in Boston constantly battled extreme weather, food shortages, and outbreaks of diseases, while facing enemies on all sides. Wild Indians hid in the woods, conspiring with the French trappers encroaching from Quebec. African slaves were sullen in their chains, ready to mutiny at any moment. Pirates on the open seas were waiting to pounce on supply ships coming in and out of the harbor. Raggle-taggle drifters, vagabonds, and criminals came from other parts of the colonies, jumping off ships coming in from the West Indies or getting run out of New York and Pennsylvania.


  The Puritans refused to yield to these tribulations. They were on a mission from God to purify their lives, to build a “city upon a hill, with the eyes of the world upon us,” as John Winthrop preached. They believed they were the chosen people, on an errand into the wilderness, as the Reverend Samuel Danforth described it.


  The Irish observed various religious groups—Quakers, Anabaptists, and Catholics—trying to get a foothold in this colony of dissenters so they could practice their own brand of faith. They learned quickly that the Puritans had no tolerance for toleration, as Roger Williams discovered when he was banished to Rhode Island for advocating liberty of conscience.


  In this new land, you would imagine the Irish would be circumspect and discreet, given that they already had two strikes against them. As Irish they were considered second-class citizens by the English, who had conquered them time and again in the British Isles. The English had proscribed their Gaelic language and customs and confiscated their land; in fact, Ireland was Great Britain’s first colony, even before America. But more importantly, as Catholics they were despised by the righteous Puritans. Indeed, the Puritans had left England seventy years earlier, hoping to purify their Anglican faith of the remnants of Catholicism, so being anti-Catholic was part of their raison d’être. In 1647 a statute threatened to hang priests caught in the colony. In 1688 Goody Glover, an Irish Catholic servant who had come to Boston after being enslaved in the West Indies, was hanged in Boston for allegedly practicing witchcraft. At her trial she spoke only Gaelic and was accused of speaking in the Devil’s tongue. In 1700 the Massachusetts legislature voted to eject all Jesuit priests and Catholic missionaries. Cotton Mather, the Puritan preacher, warned that letting Irish Catholics into the Bay Colony was a “formidable attempt of Satan and his sons to unsettle us.”


  But the Irish weren’t always circumspect and discreet, they were daring, desperate, and sometimes dangerous, acting as if they had nothing to lose. Their names appeared frequently in newspaper classified sections and selectmen’s proceedings, typically for being on the wrong side of the law. In 1704 the Boston News-Letter ran this item: “Stolen out of the house of James Cooper, near Charlestown Ferry, several sorts of men’s apparel, both woolen and linen, by an Irish man, speaks bad English. He is a young man about 22 years of age, low stature, dark colored hair. . . . whoever discovers said person shall have sufficient reward.”


  Many of the original Irish to Boston were indentured servants who gained passage to America by agreeing to work in servitude for up to seven years. But once they got here, many of them quickly absconded from their masters, as evidenced by the number of classified ads in the first half of the eighteenth century like this one: “Runaway servant girl Mary Farrel, last seen on January 29, 1725 . . .” She wore a “black griffet gown, an old grey petticoat, and a pair of ticken shoes, with red heels.”


  Sometimes the runaway servants were caught and punished, then returned to their master, only to escape again. Edmund Murphy absconded from Milton resident Thomas Craddock in November 1737, was captured and returned to Craddock, then ran away again in March 1738. A companion of Murphy who didn’t fit the servant persona was Edmund Butler, who escaped from Craddock in May 1738. Butler was described as “a good scholar who speaks English, Latin, Greek, and French, a thin-looking fellow of middle stature.”


  The fact was that in the eighteenth century, Puritans needed the Irish, along with Indians and Africans, for manual labor and skilled trades as the city grew. By 1700 Boston had become Britain’s major port for trade in New England, a key link to Virginia and Maryland and to the West Indies, which supplied sugar for the burgeoning rum trade. Seventy-eight wharves lined the shores around Boston and Charlestown, and the harbor was abuzz with ships coming and going from around the world.


  Evan Thomas, biographer of naval hero John Paul Jones, notes that “in the 18th century, the world was sharply divided into a great chain of being in which you were born to your class.” Most Irish and Scots, along with American Indians and African slaves, were decidedly at the bottom of the chain of being in Boston, designated to bend to the will of the Puritans. And that dynamic—between the rulers and the underclass, the haves and the have-nots—would become one of the recurring tensions of America as it evolved from a colony of the chosen few to a republic of the people.


  This caste system led to early inklings of America’s melting pot, since the underclass were often lumped together as commodities in the marketplace, to be traded, bartered, punished, or imprisoned. Boston merchant Samuel Sewall advertised a sale at his warehouse in Merchant’s Row in September 1714, offering to dispose of “several Irish maid servants, most of them for five years, one Irish man servant, who is a good barber and wigmaker, and four or five likely Negro boys.” In 1738 Irishmen Michael Dullowin and Patrick Shangasseys ran away from gingerbread baker Thomas Pearson, and Hugh McCan escaped from His Majesty’s Prison, the Bridewell on Beacon Hill. They were joined on the run by fugitive slave George Tilley, American Indian Jo Daniels, and Scottish servant William Cobb. The following year, nine more prisoners escaped from the Bridewell. Five of them were Irish men, led by twenty-five-year-old Thomas Dwyer, and the group also included a one-armed Indian named John Baker, a twenty-year-old Negro named Jocco, a woman, and an Englishman. They each had a three-pound bounty on their heads.


  This is not to suggest that slavery and indentured service were comparable. Africans were sold into bondage for life and were mistreated in the most brutal manner, often whipped, mutilated, and raped, whereas Irish—as well as English and Scottish—servants typically entered voluntarily into an indenture contract for five to seven years, as a means of getting over to America. They were often physically abused, too, but after serving their time they were able to settle as free men in America. Skilled tradesmen were generally well treated and often made a good living after their service was finished. In Virginia George Washington once hired bricklayer Michael Tracy, shoemaker Thomas Ryan, and tailor Caven Bowe, paying about twelve pounds for each Irishman in exchange for three years of service. The most notable indentured servants in New England were Irish immigrants John Sullivan and his wife Margaret Browne


  

  

  The Presbyterian Strangers


  

  [image: General John Sullivan, who drove the British naval fleet out of Boston Harbor on March 17, 1776, was a son of indentured servants.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  The Charitable Irish
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  Keeping Track of Papists
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