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A 8 S T R A C T 

The mass emigration of rural peasants to the urban 

communities of America and Britain is a central episode in 

the history of nineteenth-century Ireland. The development 

of an Irish community in Halifax, Nova Scotia, is one inci-

dent in the process. The story of the Halifax Irish has 

many unique aspects, particularly regarding the speed and 

extent of their economic and social integration into the 

host environment. This thesis seeks to explain why the 

Halifax Irish enjoyed more success in this respect than did 

their fellows elsewhere. 

The situation of the Halifax Irish in the 1830's 

did not promise triumph; rather the contrary. Out of an 

overcrowded and impoverished Ireland came a flow of immi-

~rants in search of eeonomic and social improvement. These 

people lacked occupational skills and their monetary 

resources were a pittance. The social and political insti-

tutions of the host environment were oligarchic, enshrining 

the privileges of an anglophile Protestant rulin~ clique. 

rrihe Irish arrival challenged and eventually altered the 

character of the Nova Scotian capital. What had been a 

small and innocuous Irish Catholic population grew enor-

mously and became self-assertive. By the late 1860's, the 

situation of the Irish in Halifax had been transformed. 
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Having acquired political equality, occupational opportunity, 

ana a growing identification with the general interests of 

Ha1i-f'Ax, the Irish could no lon~er be considered deprived 

and alienated. They formed a growing share of the home-

owners of Halifax, and had transcended any semblance of 

ghetto confinement. They also enjoyed de facto advantages 

within the educational system in virtue of their Catholicism. 

Some immig,rants had even managed to grow wealthy. 

Several factors explain this Irish success story 

in H-91ifax. There was a small pre-existing Irish community 

in Halifax:, which permitted the operation of some chain 

movement migration. !iforeover, many immigrants were literate 

and most were politically moderate. These factors favoured 

relatively rapid assimilation. In addition, the pre-

industrial economic or~anizetion of Halifax: meant that the 

Irish did not become imprisoned in the ranks of an indus-

trial proletariat. The Irish quickly gained control of the 

local Catholic Church structure, thereby ensurin~ its 

sympathy with their aspirations. A fragmented political 

power structure also ravoured Irish advancement. By alter-

nately throwing their support behind different political 

factions within the majority population, they acquired and 

retained a voice in the ~overnment. Thus, inside of two 

~eneretions, the Irish had become part of en ethnically 

and denominationally redefined Ralifax establishment. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

One of the dramatic demographic episodes in the 

modern history of the western world was the fli~ht of 

millions of Europeans from their homelands to North America 

aurin~ the middle years of the nineteenth century. A leading 

exporter of human beings in that era was Ireland. Although 

the depths of tragedy and human dislocation focus on the 

Great Famine period in Ireland, there were tens of thousands 

of Irishmen who had crossed the Atlantic long before the 

1840's. One destination of' the earlier Irish emigrant flow 

was Nova Scotia. 

This study investigates the transition of the 

Irish Catholic · com~unity in Halifax, Nova Scotia, during 

the middle years of the nineteenth century. In the 1830's 

the Irish in Halifax were mainly immigrants, most of whom 

had not yet decided whether to remain there. Forty years 

later the Irish Catholics formed an inte~ral component of 

the Irish urban com11unity in economic, political and social 

terms. The transformation of the Irish in Halifax from 

immigrant to citizen was not accomplished without conflict 

an~ contradiction. Nevertheless, the history of the Irish 

Catholics in Halifax durin~ the nineteenth century is 

essentially a story of successful adaptation to and rapid 

integration into the new host environment. 

· Students of immigration into various British and 

American cities in the nineteenth century have given 
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considerable attention to the Irish Catholics in those 

centres. 1 Usually, they have concluded that the Irish 

arrived after the ~reat Famine of the 1840's, brin~ing with 

them destitution, disease, bitter anglophobia, and a cast of 

mind that virtually doomed the Irish immigrants to poverty, 

social deprivation ana sta~nation. Much of the appeal of 

Fenianism was the adventurous release it offered to such 

Irish expatriates in America. The Irishman seemed to be a 

drunkard and a drifter, only partly redeemed by his senti-

mental attachment to Roman Catholicism, which many of his 

Protestant hosts regarded as scarcely short of idolatry. 

The composite picture was one of the Irishman as a source 

0¥ trouble. The ~eneral pattern of impoverishment, mili-

tancy and prejudice was not fully reproduced in Halifax, 

however. 

There are some interesting reasons why this was 

so. In part, the explanation is to be found in the unique-

ness of the immigrant flow into Balifax, particularly in 

1cr., for example, Robert Brnst, Immigrant Life in 
New Yorl( City 1825-1863 (New York: King's Crown Press, 
1949); Oscar Handlin, 3oston's Immigrants 1790-1880 (Cambridge, 
Mass.: The 9elknap Press of Harvard Universi t ,y Press, 1959); 
John J. Mannion, lrish Settlement in Bastern C~nac'la: A Stud 
o~ Cultura1 Transfer and Acaptation Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1974); Earl F. Niehaus, The Irish in New 
Orleans 1A0O-1A6O (9aton Rouge: Louisiana State University 
Press, 1965); and John M. Werly, "The Irish in Manchester, 
1R32-1P49," I.H.S., XVIII, 71. (Mar 1973), 345-3RR. 
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their time of arrival and the pattern of their ori7,in in 

Ireland. 2 More of the :·answer must be sought in the character 

of the host community. Halifax had distinctive combinations 

0 -r social, economic and political forces at work within it. 

The interaction between these two factors produced an un-

typical chapter in the history of Irish urban settlement 

abroad. This study seeks to explore the dimensions of the 

Irish experience in Halifax by identifyinR and analyzing the 

factors which gave that experience its uniqueness. 

The secondary literature devoted to the Irish in 

Halif'ax is both slender and unsatisfactory. Some of the 

material is either unavailable to the general reader or has 

det'iciencies which detract from its reliability and value. 

The present study is undertaken in some measure as an 

attempt to remedy that lack, particularly for the mid-

nineteen-ch century when the most significant social devel-

opments af~ecting the Irish took place. 

2Their dates of arrival and the means of travel 
are explored in several books and pamphlets. Those found 
most useful in makin~ the present study were William Forbes 
Adams, Irelan0 a~c Irish ~migration to the ~Tew World from 
1815 to the Famine (New York: Russell & Russell, 1932); 
Terry Coleman, Passage to America (London: Hutchinson of 
London, 1972); Stanley C. Johnson, A History of ~mi~ration 
from the United Kinr.sdom to North America 1763-1912 (London: 
Frank Cass c"c Co. Ltd., 1966); Oliver MacDona~h, A Pattern 
of' '1overnrnent '1rowth 1P00-1P60 (London: Mac'1ib1::>on & Kee, 
1961); J.S. Martell, !~migration to and ~migration from Nova 
Scotia 1A15-1P38 (Hali~ax: P.A.N.S., 1942); Arnold Schrier, 
Ireland en~ the American ~~igration 1850-1900 (New York: 
Russell & Russell, 1958) ; and R .G. Flev-rnell ing, "Immigration 
to and Emi~ration !'rom Nova Scotia, 1839-1851," N.S.H.S. 
XXVIII (1949), 75-105. 
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.' T r· A. 3 John F. Maguire s book, he rish in mer1ca, 

devotes its first chapter to a study of the Irish in Halifax, 

ana was consi0ered by a contemporary reviewer to have made 

most of his ma ,ior points on the basis of what he saw in 

Helifax. 4 Certainly, Maguire was en optimist bent on 

prov~ng his nineteenth-century liberal ideals (hard work= 

success; human perfectability) were assisting the Irish to 

a success in America, and Halifa~ provided the best example 

of an inte~rating Irish community that he saw during his 

tour in 1Pf57. Nonetheless, Maisuire still offers the student 

a 'sOOd starting-place for an overview of the situation of 

the Irish in Halifax at the end of their period of coming 

to terms with the city. The fact must remain thou.~h, that 

Maguire's is a traveller's perspective of the city and it 

is not an exercise in academic analysis. 

Herbert Leslie Stewart's book, The Irish in Nova 

Scotia, 5 was a labour of love, created by a native of 

Ireland who was a dedicated Irish nationalist, as well as 

a former president of the Charitable Irish Society. These 

facts--Stewart's netionalism, and his association with the 

3John F. Maguire, The Irish in America (London: 
Lon~mans, Green, and Co., 1868). 

4Black:wood's Pdinburgh Mao;azine, CIII, 632 (Feb 
186A), offers a review article entitled "The Irish Abroad". 

5Herbert Leslie Stewart, The Irish in Nova Scotia 
(Kentville: Kentville Publishing Co. Ltd., 1949). 
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Irish Society--had their determinin~ efPect upon w~at he 

wrote. He offers an excellent account of the founding of 

the Charitable ~rish Society in 1786, and ~ollowe the ~oeietv 

throu[sh its first hal:f-century of existence. He also dis-

cusses events in Ireland at the time, mainly from a political 

point o~ view. There is some useful material in this wor'k, 

but the book is decidedly not a history of the Irish in 

Nova Scotia, nor even in Halifax, except from the rather 

limited perspective provided by its author. 

Sister M'.ary Liguori' s dissertation, "The Impact 

of a Century of Irish Catholic Immigration in Nova Scotia 

1750-1850," written in 1961, fails to live up to its title 

or its promise. 6 Chronolo~ically, the substantive account 

of the Irish in Halifax thins out conspicuously after 1815, 

while the period after 1830 is scarcely noticed. The em-

phasis is placed on the themes of immigration and of the 

Irish as Catholics. There are a number of ~eographical 

errors in the wor1<, but the author's main handicap was her 

unfamiliarity with the identi~y of the Irish in galifax. 

Numbers of people who were not remotely Irish appear as if 

they were, while others who were Hibernians are not noticed 

at all. The title is belied in that the use of the word 

'impact' leads the reader to expect an account of cause, 

6sister Mary Liguori ,LEana Wilson?, "The Impact 
of a Century of Iris'1 Catholic Immi~ration in Nova Scotia 
1750-1850" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Ottawa, 1961). 
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process and effect, and what we get is rather less, especially 

where the ef~ects are concerned. 

The three major secondary works on the Irish in 

Halifa~, therefore, do not take in hand the actual period 

of accommodation, and they provide a static rather than a 

dynamic picture of the Irish Catholics in Halifax. Maguire 

writes after the process of adaptation is nearly finished, 

while Stewart and Sister Liguori treat the period before it 

began. The fact that Stewart includes a chapter on events 

of the 1850's, or that Sister Li'sllori's title sugq,ests that 

the work comes down to 1850, alters nothing. There has 

existed no detailed historical account of the Irish Catholic 

community in Halifax for the period of its transformation 

from a stra~~lin~ collection of immi~rants to an integral 

component o~ Halifax society. 

This study proposes to focus on that gap in the 

literature. It is not a history of the Irish in Nova Scotia, 

but concentrates rather on the situation centred in Halifax. 

It deals with the four decades from the 1830's to the 1860's, 

on the assumption, defended in the followin"s chapters, that 

those were the critical·years of transition for the Irish 

in Halifax. That was the period when they were transformed 

from immi~rants to residents. The years, 1836-1871, which 

constitute the specific opening and closin~ points of this 

study, were chosen because a substantial primary source of 

quantitative data exists at each date. There exists no 

civic assessment for all of Hali~ax after 1836 until 1862. 
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Likewise, t~e lR?l ce~sus is the mo~t complete population 

survey available to the student for the nineteenth century. 

Therefore, the study is dated 1836-1871, uut its antecedents 

~o deep into the eighteenth century and its trends often 

continue into the early twentieth. 

The approach taken has been one of co~binin~ 

literary sources with the compilation of statistical data 

in order to provide an in-depth portrait of the Irish com-

munity in transition. A brief survey of what some of these 

primary materials sunply will be found at the beginning of' 

the Ji..bliorY,raphy to this wor'k. 

There remain two questions whic!: may occur to the 

reader at this point. One is the query o~ why this study 

concentrates on the Irish Catholics and not on all the Irish. 

1he explanation is that the Irish Protestants did not under-

go the same process in Halifax at the time, firstly because 

they were not subject to reli~ious discrimination, and 

secondly because they were neither new il!L'!lip;rants (with a 

few e~ceptions) nor an identifiable minority sroup. They 

formed part of the general majoritv for all practical pur-

poses. The other matter that the reader might want to be 

informed about is the means by which Catholic Irish statis-

tics were obtained for the various tables. The basic means 

of do1n~ this was to compile lists of Irish people from the 

lP.71 census and from Catrolic marria!se and burial records. 

In each of these sources the Irish Catholics are plainly 

identifiable. Occasionally the author was able to make 
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some of the individual distinctions and identifications as a 

result of his genealo~ical experience of sixteen years with 

Irish Catholic families in Halifax. 
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I - I~"'.LA.}P.:> A:--rn THE NINBT-SSNTH-CENTURY EMIGRATimT TO HALIFAX 

Ireland in the first half of the nineteenth century 

was reaching the culmination of its long deteriorAtion. The 

population, mostly tenants on tiny farmin~ plots, was rapidly 

approaching the limit thecount ry could provide for, without 

basic chan~es in the existing political and economic systems. 

'T'he want of numerous urban co'TI.rr.unities capable of absorbing 

anr- e~oloyin~ the surplus peasantry threw the situation into 

further difficulties and hastened the moment of crisis. The 

Irishman tried to survive while he suspected, perhaps even 

knew, that the likeliest course for 'his kind was to emigrate 

to America. ~or a time other options (peaceful constitutional 

chan~e or blind violence) ot'Pered some plausible excu~e for 

puttin~ o~f the decision to leave, but the rise in the popu-

lation and the mounting pressure of crop failures impelled 

tens of thousands to leave Ireland even prior to the calamity 

of the late 1840's. The Great Famine forced on 

a horde of others. The mass exodus from Ireland, which ran 

from about 1Pl5 until the midc!le years of the century, had a 

profound impact on all the North American com~unities which 

received the flow of emigrants. One of these host communities 

was Halifax, Nova Scotia. Our assessment of the impact on 

Halifa;c must be~in with a study of crisis conditions in 

Ireland and the nature of the exodus produced by those cir-

cumstances. 

Irish and ~n~lish attitudes in the nineteenth 
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century differed fundamentally. The English regarded their 

1801 union with Ireland as affirming a political unity in 

which the distinction of English and Irish would cisappeer. 

The Ir'ish, on the contrary, felt they were not part of a 

great mother country. Furthermore, and to complicate the 

mRtter, the English, who insisted Ireland was not a colony, 

acted very much as if it were; simultaneously the Irish, 

who felt their country was treated as a colony, insisted it 

was really a nation, which it never had been. 

The Irish had a good case for saying Ireland was 

an 'English colony. By English law Ireland was erected as a 

kingdom by Renry VIII only in 1538; until then Ireland had 

been a feudal lordship o-f:" the English Crown. Under the 

Tudors the process of 'plantation' was begun, as numbers of 

i::ni:slish went to settle in Irelana. 7 Large numbers of Scots 

did the same in the seventeenth century. Ulster was never 

a~ain truly Irish, while all the country received further 

settlement under Cromwell and the Williamites. 8 The insti-

tutions and leadership of the Irish were destroyed or sub-

mer~ed beneath instru~ents of an~licization. The political 

and economic systems of the Enislish were imposed on the 

Irish. Ry the eighteenth century it was mytholo~y to call 

Ireland anything except an English colony. 

7rz. Dudley Edwards, A New History of Irel,i:ind 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1972), 78. 

(Cork: 
8Charles-M. Garnier, A Popular History of Ireland 

The Mercier Press, 1961), 143. 
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Eighteenth-century Ireland was a poor and generally 

backward country torn by religious, ethnic, political and 

social enmities. The penal period, which followed the 

Oran~e victory in the 1690's, brought with it the peace of 

exhaustion. One and a half centuries of violence hac been 

Ireland's lot from the time of Henry VIII to that of William 

III. Durin~ that bloodletting there had been virtually no 

pro.~ress mace in the arts of peace in Ireland, such as edu-

cation, commerce and agriculture. Deprived of' normal evolu-

tion and ~rowth, Ireland reached the eighteenth century 

while still nursing the grievances of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth. 

Prudent statesmanship on the part of its English 

masters mi~ht have brought unity, loyalty_and prosperity to 

Ireland. Given enou~h time, wise policy end a genuine under-

stendin~, this might have happened. The weary country was 

quiet for nearly two generations after 1700, but the rulers 

of Ireland seemed bent upon keeping open the wounds of the 

inhabitants by a selfish and venal attitude that advanced 

the few ~t the cost of the many. Kept in the dark by its 

a~ents on the spot and by the landlord class, the British 

government acted customarily in complete ignorance of the 

real Irish situation. When nearly three quarters of the 

century had come and gone, Henry Grattan perceptively epito-

mised the Irish dilemma in two remarks: "The Irish 

Protestant can never be free until the Irish Catholic has 

ceased to be a slave", and "The question is whether we 
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shall remain a Protestant settlement or become an Irish 

nation. 119 

Ireland did not receive the benefit of prudent 

statesmanship; she ~ot repression. In four important re-

spects Ireland was ag~rieved by the actions of an executive 

power that was both English and Protestant. In the first 

place, the actual machinery of government was organized to 

keep an unhappy people in subjugation. The highest posts 

were filled by men of the alien race and creed, and the 

majority of the citizens-Roman Catholics-had not the fran-

chise. The House of Commons for Ireland had to submit its 

acts to the scrutiny of the English privy council. This 

was not new, but dated from 1494, when Sir ~award Poynings 

ruled Ireland for Henry VII. A ~ritish statute in 1719 

added to this the right of the British Parliament to legis-

late for Ireland over the head of its own Parliament. 10 By 

use of these devices and by maintaining an alliance between 

'The Castle' and 'The Undertakers'--between Dublin Castle, 

seat of the viceroy, and the landed proprietors--there was 

no Irish ~overnment, but rather a ~overnment of Ireland. 

9Quoted in Charles Grant Robertson, En~land under 
the Hanoverii=ms (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd., 1911), 197. 
Not the least perceptive feature of Grattan's remarks was 
the implied understanding thAt Ireland was not a nation, 
and really never had been. Pre-conquest Ireland had not 
been eith~r a federal or a unitary state, but an island 
upon which v~rious factions contended not for unity but 
for supremacy. 

10 6 Geo. 1. c. 5. 
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A second source of grievance was the An~lican 

Church of Ireland, which in the main was supported finan-

cially by tithes levied on all inhabitants, whether Catholic 

or Protestant, Anglican or Nonconformist. Its clergy was 

subject to the same frailties es were the ministers of its 

English counterpart. Absentee rectors, plurality of bene-

fices, and favouritism were evident. These defects were 

fall the more provoking in Ireland because they were "the 
11 

characteristics of the chapel in the conqueror's citadel." 

Thirdly, the Irish people laboured under a penal 

code which sought to eradicate the influence of Catholicism 

and of national feeling from among them. The intention was 

to make life so miserable for the Irish Catholic that he 

would convert to the state church which was an instrument 

of state policy. A Catholic who resisted would supposedly 

be overwhelmed by the sheer weight of restriction against 

him. He could remain Catholic but the decision might mean 

sinking to the level of a landless and illiterate peasant. 

The penal laws forbade Catholics to own, inherit, sell, give 

or be given, bequeath, or take a long lease on real estate; 

nor could they possess arms, riding horses, or a fortified 

house. The professions were closed to Catholics, who might 

not have schools, churches, or masshouses. They could not 

hold a commission in the armed forces of the United Kingdom, 

11 
Robertson, England under the Hanoveri8ns, 199. 
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nor could they vote or sit irr any legislative body. A 

sympathizer described these laws as "a machine of subtle 

invention, the best adapted to the oppression, impoverish-

ment and degradation of a people, the debasement of human 

nature itself, which has ever been conceived by the perverted 
12 

ingenuity of men." Fortunately, these laws were not of~en 

rigourously enforced, although they remeined a threat end 

a token of Ireland's subservience to England. 

The commercial regulation of Ireland in England's 

interests was the fourth of the long-term troubles of Ire-

land. English legislation treated Ireland es if it were a 

colony rather than as Britain's sister island. Irish 

harbours and traders were denied access to the imperial 

trade, and her farmers might not export wool, nor her manu-

facturers make textiles. The produce of the soil, whether 

butter and cheese or livestock, might not be imported into 

England, even when it could be transoorted cheaply enough 
13 -

to compete in price. English commercial principles sim-

ply did not acknowledge the legitimate existence of Irish 

industry or Irish commerce. 

Through fear that Ireland might follow America's 

rebellious example, England's rulers yielded partial sover-

eignty to an Irish Parliament in 1782. Many of Ireland's 

12Garnier, A Popular History of Ireland, 85-86. 
The sympathetic statesman was Edmund Burke, who came of 
Ang~o-Irish origins, but whose attitudes generally were 
typical of the British ruling classes of his day, although 
notably more liberal regarding Ireland and America. 

13Robertson, 200. 
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14 
cares seemed about to find solution. Several of the reli-

gious disabilities were withdrawn. The ports of Ireland 

were opened to the commerce of all nations not at war with 
15 

England. Nevertheless the Parliament of Ireland was a 

Protestant body, and the Church of Ireland continued to 

collect the hated tithes. Irish commerce grew rapidly after 

1782, but the estates that raised the produce and the ships 

that carried it were owned by the old ascendancy class. 

Some of the restored self-respect and prosperity filtered 

through to the Catholic majority, but the Union of 1801 

abolished the Irish Parliament and quickly obliterated 

widespread hopes for better times. 

Ireland's legacy from the eighteenth century was 

a tragic one for the people. Rendered lawless by unjust 

laws, thriftless for lack of incentives for saving, and 

ignorant through penal restrictions on the professions, the 

Irish Catholics showed the symptoms of a broken people. 

Poverty, improvidence, violence, and evasiveness spoke of a 

people subjugated at last to the rule of the alien conqueror. 

And yet, somehow, the Irish retained their identity and 

their will to survive. 

14 
Ibid., 263. 

15 
Garnier, A Popular History of Ireland, 92. 
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The Agricultural Crisis 

Throughout the time between the Union and the 

Famine, 1801-1846, the greater number of Irish people de ... 

pended in one way or another on agriculture. W.F. Adams 

estimated the proportion of such Irish as being as high as 

ninety percent, and described the agricultural organization 

as static. The social arrangements among the rural Irish 

were likewise unchanging, except that the growing overpop-

ulation was pushing increasingly more people into the 
16 

lowest classes. 

What passed for agriculture among the Irish was 

both remarkably simple and terribly complex. Holdings were 

small and evictions were frequent. The Irish farmer em-

ployed totally unscientific methods. His tools were few and 

primitive, his knowledge of his business rudimentary, and 

any thought of improvement was stillborn, thanks to the 

peasant's conservatism and the habit of land agents of 

raising the rents of those who made improvements. The latter 

became at once the landlord's property. There were numerous 

and complicated landholding systems, while further bewilder-

ment was caused by the duties grinding upon the rural tenan-

try, and by the conflicts within the power structure above 

them. Unaware that he was exhausting the productivity of 

the soil by his poor methods, ignorant of alternatives, and 

16 
William Forbes Adams, Ireland and Irish 

Emi ration to the New World from Famine (New 
York: Russell & Russell, l932, 



-17-

discouraged from initiative to better the situation (when he 

knew enough to make the effort), the peasant lived in great 

poverty. For example, housing conditions were 'wretched 
17 

beyond words'. When the Census Commissioners in 1841 

graded Irish houses they set up four categories. The lowest 

of these was a windowless cabin of mud, containing one room. 
18 

Nearly half of the rural population lived in such hovels. 

The staple food of the growing numbers of people 

who lived in those dreary habitations was the potato--cheap, 

abundant, and easy to care for, Its culture demanded slight 

attention except at planting and at harvest. This left much 

of the peasants' time free for their favourite activities, 

such as "fiddling, talking and tellingsstories ••• travel-

ling ••• to attend fairs and ... races" while "wakes, 
19 

with liberal portions of poteen, were social occasions." 

Unfortunately, the Irish had become dependent upon this one 

crop during the early part of the eighteenth century, and 

any serious failure in the potato harvest could only cause 

widespread misery. The entire crop did not fail all over 

Ireland for any extended period nrior to the 1840's, but 

the danger was there. The mainstay of millions of peasant 

lives was a precarious tuber, subject to disease and weather 

Harper & 
17cecil Woodham-Smith, 

Row, 1962), 21. 
18Ibid., 20. 
19 Ibid., 25. 

The Great Hunger (New York: 
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conditions. As the peasant population swelled during the 

early nineteenth century, the reliance on the potato for 

food and the concomitant risk of a major calamity steadily 
20 

increased. 

Ireland's rate of population growth in the early 

nineteenth century rose alarmingly. Early statistics are 

not as reliable as those kept more recently, and the figures 

are open to interpretation, but beyond dispute Ireland ex-

perienced a rapid rise in population between 1780 and 1840. 

In that period, the increase reached "the almost incredible 
21 

figure of 172 per cent." 

Demographers are still not agreed on the primum 
mobile of this rapid acceleration in growth. A 
falling death-rate (resulting from improvements 
in the quantity, quality, and distribution of 
food supplies from the 1740's); a rising birth-
rate (caused by earlier and more frequent marriages, 
and by higher fertility resulting from diet im-
provements); the gradual exhaustion of some of the 
killer diseases--each of these explanations (or 22 
various combinations of them) has found supporters. 

In England a contemporary increase was accompanied by in-

dustrialization and urbanization, and the means of production 

and distribution eventually adjusted to the change. Not so 

in Ireland, which had been too depressed and disturbed even 

to support adequately 4,7,oo,ooo about 1780. Its productivity 

20 
Ibid., 35. 

21Ibid., 29. 
22Gearoid O Tuathaigh, Ireland before the Famine 

1798-1848 (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1972), 5-6. 
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in proportion to population was no better by 1841, when its 

population had reached 8,200,000. Indeed, the capacity of 

the land to sustain human population had approached its 

limits well before 1841. 

Industry as an employer did not exist in most of 

Ireland, and the poor were obliged to seek work on the land. 

In 1837 Nassau Senior, the economist, claimed that 2,385,000 

Irish were un~mployed most of the time, there being no work 

for them except for the few weeks when they were hired to 

dig potatoes, mostly in Ireland, but with a few going to 
23 

England to work. Nor did the under-tenants excite much 

envy. The traditional rundale system encouraged further 

fragmentation even of small holdings. By this system lands 

were held in common by the tenants, and the lands were sub-

divided among them to give each some good, some bDd, and 
24 

some medium land. It was common for one family to have 

three plots totalling less than an acre, and at least one 

of the three to be useless for growing food. Increasing 

population merely meant more people trying to subsist on the 

some acreage. It could not be done. 

23 
Woodham-Smith, The Great Famine, 32. Irish 

workers would accept such low wages for the sake of having 
work that they would cheerfully 'undersell the natives' to 
get it. Cf., Barbara M. Kerr, "Irish Seasonal Migration to 
Great Britain, 1800-38," I.H.S., III, 12 (September 19·43), 
377. 

24 
Woodham-Smith, 33. 
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The small tillage ferm was a development of the 

late eighteenth century in Ireland. When the laws against 

Catholics holding land were repealed in 1785, it became 

possible for the ordinary peasant to take a lease on some 

land. 

The new farmers had too little capital to oay wages 
and gave land to their laborers, who became property 
holders for the first time. Periodic higher wages, 
increased emnloyment, possession of land, end the 
absence of education to increase their wants encouraged 
the cotters to marry earlier; while war nrices, army 
employment, and the recklessness common in war periods 
aided in the spread of improvidence. These conditions 
ceased in 18~5, but peasant habits were already well 
established. 5 

The repeal of the land restrictions against Catholics was 

also followed by the introduction of a 'middleman system' 

which resulted in the subdivision of land into tiny patches. 

The leasing agent, whether middleman, landlord or estate 

manager, set hard terms of occupation for the peasant. 

Improvements became the landowners' property without com-

pensation. Since most tenants occupied 'at will' of the 

landlord, the latter might turn them off the land whenever 

he chose and rent the plot again at a higher rate because 

the place had been 'improved'. The Devon Commission re-

ported in 1845 that the main cause of Irish misery was the 
26 

"bad relations between landlord and tenant." There were, 

naturally, some good landowners with a sense of social 

25Adams, Ireland and Irish Emigration, 4. 
26 

Woodham-Smith, 21-22. 
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responsibility to their tenants, whose tenants lived securely 

in clean cottages and contentment, but a traveller could 

cross Ireland without encountering such landlords. 

Although the rapid growth of population was the 

major factor in bringing about emigration, other contribu-

tary influences operated in Ireland during the years 1815-

1$40. Improved transportation between Ireland and England 

resulting from the introduction of steamships gave Irish 

agricultural produce access to the large English domestic 

market. In response to these developments, great landowners 

tried to consolidate their Irish farmland in an effort to 

increase productivity. The trend toward estate enclosure 

was further encouraged by the depressed post-war market for 

grain. Landlords sought to replace inefficient small holdings 

geared to cereal production with large pastures suitable for 

the raising of livestock. This shift of emphasis in Irish 

agriculture meant increased hardships for the mass of tenants 

who were evicted from their holdings in ever increasing num-

bers. By the 1820's an attitude had grown up among Irish 

landlords that eviction could work pro?erly only if it was 
27 

done in conjunction with emigration. Throughout the post-

Waterloo generation private emigration societies and govern-

ment estate clearance schemes were organized to facilitate 

27Adams, Ireland and Irish Emigration, 165-166. 
Government officers had a hard job to persuade Irishmen to 
emigrate, even where conditions were hopeless. Cf., Eilish 
Ellis, "State-Aided Emigration Schemes from Crown Estates in 
Ireland c. 1850," Analecta Hibernica, 22 (Dublin: Irish 
Manuscripts Commission, 1960), 336. 
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the emigration to America of the evicted tenantry. Land-

owners found an unwitting ally in Father Theobald Mathew, 

whose temperance campaign made rapid headway among the Irish. 

Some people found that the money saved from drink could pay 

their way to America. Moreover, their new sober habits 

should make them better able to deal with the dislocation 

of emigration. Then in 1838 the Irish Poor Law levied a tax 

on landlords and farmers for poor relief. These gentlemen 

preferred to encourage emigration as e means of reducing 
28 

their poor rates. 

Danger of eviction and fear of hunger were not the 

only cares weighing upon the rural people. Eviction and the 

mounting pressure of population bred violence. There were 

too many people for too little land, and land agents could 

find new tenants to replace the evicted ones, but the latter 

rarely accepted their lot without attempting revenge. The 

penal code had brutalized the peasantry and, aware that the 

law did not give them justice, they set up their own law. 

The secret societies which were 'the curse of Ireland' grew 
29 

out of the penal period. An evicted tenant might appeal 

to the unseen law of the district--a band of agrarian 

terrorists having sometimes a picturesque name (e.g., white-

boys, caravats)--and enyone who took the vacant land or 

28 Adams, 215. 
29woodham-Smith, The Great Famine, 28. 
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cabin ran the very real risk of violence to person or pro-

perty. Such occurrences were a source of anxiety to new 

leasees of farms, and may have helped influence some towards 
JO 

emigration. The peasants feared the unseen law but their 

increasing numbers obliged many of them to take the chance 

of occupying vacated premises. Even if such new tenants 

were left unmolested, they tended to go in fear for quite 

a long time. 

Irish peasants were not, therefore, strangers to 

violence and coercion. Much of Ireland between 1813 and 

1823 was subject to a condition approaching cirll war 

because of the organized resistence of the peasantry to 
31 

high rents, to tithes, and to evictions for unjust causes. 

The recipients of the violence were rarely the actual gen-

try, clergy, and landowners, but their agents. It was the 

tithe and rent collectors, and the tenants brought in to 

supplant others, that bore the brunt of the outrages. The 

situation continued because "a considerable portion of the 

community, by choice or by coercion, either belonged to 

secret societies or were neutralized by the oath to prevent 

their assisting the authorities in any way. An oath, even 

one extorted by fear, was not taken lightly by the Irish 
32 

peasant." 

30Adams, Ireland and Irish Emigration, 26. 
31Ibid., 27. 
32Galen Broeker, Rural Disorder and Police Reform 

in Ireland 1812-36 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1970), 9. 
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The Irishman of the early 1800's was a farm-

worker and usually a Catholic. The one ooened him to the 

pressures of his landlord, the other to clerical manipulation. 

The oriesthood and landlords were the two most influential 

bodies in Ireland. The critics of the landowners eccused 

them of using force to make their tenants vote as they were 

told, or face eviction. Priests were said to threeten spir-

itual punishments from the altar. Without the secret ballot, 

a peasant had better do as he was told, or abstain altogether. 

Whether the intimidation took place, the o:o::-iortunity was there, 

and many believed that it happened. It is quite a coincidence 

that landlord and priest excused themselves with the same ex-

planation, that their influence lay in the natural deference 

poor men gave the opinions of men of greater education and 
33 

experience. 

"Urban Ireland" 

Emphasis has been given to.the agricultural and 

rural part of Irish society because people from that milieu 

were the most numerous group. The last pre-famine census, • 

in 1841, reported that twenty per cent of Irishmen lived in 

towns, but this statistic is misleading. The 'town-dweller' 

category included anyone living in a settlement exceeding 

twenty houses. Ireland, at its highest census pooul&tion 
34 

ever, had exactly fifty towns of over 5,000 people. 

33 J.H. Whyte, The Tenant League and Irish Politics 
in the eighteen-fifties (Dundslk: Dublin Historical Associa-
tion, 1963), 5. 

340.Tuathaigh, Ireland before the Famine~ 151. 
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Nineteenth-century Irish towmserved a different 

economic function than do urban areas in modern industrial 

societies. They were market towns and administrative seats 
35 

whose economics were those of distribution, not nroduction. 

These towns were emohatically not industrial complexes, al-

though some of the larger cities had local enterprises that 

gave work to a body of employees. More often, though, the 

artisans were a group of men who worked at trades simply 

because there were enough people within a concentrated area 

who needed a service. Before modern modes of transportation 

and distribution developed, any sufficiently large community 

required men to make shoes, sweep chimneys, shoe horses, and 

make barrels. The artisans o~ pre-famine Ireland fall al-

most entirely into this classification. Only in Dublin were 

the artisans both numerous and sophisticated enough to pre-
36 

duce a labour organization. 

If the Union of 1801 offered any prospects of 

economic betterment the nromise was not realized, largely 

because Britain was becoming industrialized and Ireland was 

not. Once the last of the old tariffs between them fell in 

1824, Irish industry had to face the direct competitioncof 

its English counterpart. With a few exceptions (e.g., 

Belfast), the pre-famine period was one of the gradual decay 

35conrad M. Arensberg, The Irish Countryman 
("American Museum Science Books"; Garden City, New York: 
The Natural History Press, 1968), 136. 

J6F.A. D1 Arcy, "The Artisans of Dublin and Daniel 
O'Connell, 1830-47: an unquiet liaison," I.H.S., XVII, 66 
(September, 1970), 221-243. 
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37 
of Irish industry. One by one the local industries based 

on small-scale handicraft gave way before the cheaper mass-

produced articles imnorted from England. The collapse of 

Ireland's weak industrial efforts left many artisans unem-

ployed. Emigration removed some of them. 

The lack of plentiful supplies of the necessary 

natural resources for heavy industry and expansion pre-

vented Irish industrialization. Industries demanding steam-

power had to be located close to a source of cheap iron and 
38 

coal when the factories first aopeared. Belfast and one 

or two other places were exceptional because they faced 

English or Welsh ports that were near to coal and/or iron 

production sites. 

Under these conditions, the main raison d'~tre 

of most of the small nineteenth-century Irish towns was 

their function as market centres. In 1841 Ireland had 700 

of these larger-villages-called-towns, each having less 

than 500 inhabitants. A church or mill or brewery, and a 

cluster of shops and taverns, with a few related houses 

formed the nucleus about which grouped a blacksmith, a 

cooper, a shoemaker, a tailor, and perhaps two or three 

dozen farmers whose small plots fringed the town-village. 

Rural Ireland liked to call this a town. Often the entire 

370 Tuathaigh, Ireland before the Famine, 119. 
3g 

Ibid., 119-120. 
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place was on the property of one or two landowners. Para-

doxically Ireland was the only part of the British Isles 

in the 1$20's where none of the small towns were bursting 

with new-found inhabitants, drawn by the employment of a 

new industry. Once Dublin, Belfast, Cork, Limerick and 

Waterford are named the list of true cities in Ireland is 
39 

com9lete. 

Those few cities and the possibly fifteen other 

places worthy of being called urban centres were the homes 

of no more people than were the 700 'towns' previously 

mentioned. Those artisans who appeared among the Halifax 

Irish in the early l800's were, with few exceptions, the 

sons of Ireland's village-towns. Consequently their atti-

tudes were not conspicuously unlike those of the emigrants 

who came from the countryside itself. 

The Emigration Idea: A Solution to Over:_pO£Ul~tion? 

The peasants and artisans of Ireland, when con-

fronted with the deplorable state of their homeland, hed at 

first inclined to opt between the policies of leaders such 

as Daniel O'Connell, and the resort to raw violence. Peace-

ful pressure for constitutional change was slow, too slow 

to keep up with the rising crisis in Irish affairs. The 

other choice meant terrorism, but senseless acts of savagery 

did not feed any more peoole or remove repressive measures. 

39Ibid., 151. 
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If anything, they had the contrary effect of bringing down 

further restrictions. There was another choice, namely 

emigration, but it is surprising that it took the ordinary 

Irish people a long time to embrace the idea of emigration. 

This predominantly peasant society clung tena-

ciously to its old ways and its traditional beliefs. Among 

the mass of Ireland's impoverished population the idea of 

emigration was not accepted as normal until near the mid-
40 

century. Oliver MacDonagh notes that "As late as 1843 

and 1844 ••• witnesses before the Devon commission testi-
41 

fied to the stubbornness of the resistance to emigration." 

Until the 1830's, the clergy reinforced this peasant mentality 
42 

by preaching against emigration. Nevertheless, a certein 

amount of emigration did take place before the crisis decade 

o£fthe 1840's. The pre-famine generation anticipated to 

some extent the pattern of mass exodus that would occur at 

mid-century. 

As economic and social difficulties became ever 

more accentuated after the close of the Naooleonic Wars, 

certain segments of the Irish population began to leave 

the island. Those who departed were usually small fermers 

and artisans with at least a small amount of property which 

40Adams, Ireland and Irish Emigration, 392. 

410liver MacDonagh, A Pattern of Government Growth 
1800-60 (London: MacGibbon & Kee, 1961), 25. 

42 6 Adams, 5, 223. 
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they believed might te preserved through successful emigra-
43 

tion. Many of those who left went to England or Scotland, 

following the example of those who for decrdes hed engaged 

in seasonal migration to Britain to work as agricultural 

labourers. 

The idea of labour mobility entered the Irish con-

sciousness at the turn of the century when e limited form 

of temporary emigration allowed many of the poorer classes 

to gain a personal experience of travel and of other places. 

The regular operation of a steam service with England after 

1816 made the voyage cheap and safe, and Irish farm labourers 

went to England for seasonal work at harvest time, then re-
44 

turned home with their modest cash profits. While the 

number making the annual round trip to the fields of Britain 

was relatively few, over a period of time most parts of 

western and southwestern Ireland came to have some neople to 

whom the idea of mobility wes both accentable and even moder-

ately profitable. It was possible to earn sufficient money 
45 

to pay the rent of a small holding by this means. This 

temporary seasonal migration involved a short journey and a 

few months' absence. Once this became acceptable, it wes a 

quantitative step to cross the ocean permanently to America 

for work. If the number of Irish who came to America from 

fare from 
as low as 

43MacDonagh, 27. 
44Kerr, "Irish Seasonal Migration," 370, 374. The 
Cork to western England, deck class, was sometimes 
6 d. per person. 
45Ibid. , 369. 
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Liverpool is any indication, we may say that for some Irish 

that short trip to England itself became the first step in 

a series of movements which concluded only with a final mi-

gration to America. 

Others also embarked in the larger gamble of 

direct emigration to North America. They went in the belief 

that in the new world they would be most assured of finding 

refuge from economic deprivation and social oppression. Those 

who went first liked to bring out their rel2tions and neigh-

bours, and sent money to help pay passages. This was known 

as chain-migration. Many of the Irish emigrants to America 

were so eager to see some of the femilier faces from home 

that they wildly exaggerated their own and oohers' good for-

tune in America. Much of the more optimistic 'emigration 

literature' stems from this source, and is not reliable cS 

objective evidence, although generally the writers were 
46 

truthful, albeit rather naive. 

Those who proposed venturing to America were 

offered a variety of advice, much of it useless propaganda 

designed either to lure the unwary upon a fool's errcnd, or 

to get people out of their homes in the interests of the 

landlords. One of the early commentators Wf.s William Cobbett, 

the English rAdical politician and agriculturist, who lived 

in America for a year about 1$17. In Cobbett's Weekly 

46For a discussion of 'the image of America' in 
su?h letters, cf., Arnold Schrier, Ireland and the American 
~igration 1$50-1900 (New York: Russell & Russell, 1958), 
20-21. 
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Political Register for 8 May 1817 he wrote thF.t he hed never 

advised anyone to emigrate. America was no place for the 

unemployed and the unemployable. It was "no place, in short, 

for any one, who is not able and willing to work at the 

ordinary sorts of work." At the same time, Cobbett optimis-

tically asserted that for such as were industtious and willing 

he saw "a plentiful, haopy, and easy life." Cobbett advised 

those who preferred idleness to stay home. All who thought 
47 

themselves good workers, however, he now urged to emigrate. 

What America needed, according to conter.iporaries, 

was people of intelligence, energy, self-denial and industry, 

as well as the 'possession of capital'. Thom~s F. Knight, 

a mid-Victorian Nova Scotian, emphasized the possession of 

a sum of money, a : stake to enable the newcomer to buy his 
48 

earliest needs in a hard environment. While the pre-

famine Irish were not actually indigent, neither did they 

have excess cash. Most were willing to work and had the 

brawn to do so, but they were sadly short either of funds 

or marketable skills. 

According to the accepted values of the 1800's, 

labour was regarded in America as an honourable estate, and 

not as a sign of inferiority. Another believer in Irish 

47Terry Coleman, Passage to America (London: 
Hutchinson of London, 1972), 28. 

(Halifax: 
48 Thomas F. Knight, Nova Scotia and Her Resources 

A. & W. MacKinlay, 1862), 83-84. 
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emigration, John F. Maguire, M.P., observed that the usual 

lot of a man born into poverty in Ireland wss to die in the 

same condition, leaving to his offspring a legacy of hord 

toil and scanty remuneration. In America, Maguire claimed, 

steady labour offered an avenue to advancement and distinc-

tion, if not to the labourers themselves, then to "those 

who spring from their loins. Labour, rightly understood, 

being the greet miracle-worker, the mighty civiliser, is 

regerded with respect, not looked down upon, or loftily 
49 

patronized." The more versatile and adaptable an immi-

grant was, the more practical, the greater his advantage 

on the labour market where "people did not ask of a stranger 
50 

what he was, but what he did." Despite this and other 

cautions from those in a position to know, thousands of 

Irish were lured to America even before the Great Famine of 

the 1840's. Almost too late to make much difference came 

the warning of the Irish Emigrant Society of New York in 

its address to the people of Ireland: 

We •.. caution you against entertaining any 
fantastic idea, such as that magnificence, ease, 
2nd health, are universslly enjoyed in this 
country .••• It is netural for persons who 
have adventured to leave home and to seek their 
fortunes in a foreign and distant country, to 
give highly coloured accounts of a success, which 
in reality, has g1en but the obtaining a laborious 
enployment . • • 

(London: 

quoted by 

49John Francis Maguire, The Irish in America 
Longmans, Green, and Co., 1868), 2-J. 
50coleman, 28. 
51Sidney's Emigrant's Journal, London, 5 July 1849, 
Coleman, 41. 
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The Ocean Crossing 

Neither domestic disturbance nor an increasingly 

widespread idealized view of America would have been suffi-

cient, of themselves, to bring about mass migration from 

Ireland to the new world. The large-scale exodus which took 

place in the years following 1815 was made possible lFrgely 

by the aveilability of cheap transportation across the 

Atlantic. Until the end of the eighteenth century the chief 

means of obtaining inexpensive passage to North America had 
J 

been the vessels engaged in the Newfoundland fishery. 

Many Irish followed the long-established route 

from Waterford to Newfoundland, which was an old route for 

the English migratory fishing fleets. "The connection be-

tween Waterford and Newfoundland was already well established 

at the beginning of the seventeenth century, for Irish 

woolens and provisions were plentiful, cheap, and of good 
52 

quality." By the late eighteenth century the association 

between the two was so close that "Waterford papers even 
53 

carried advertisements of houses to be let in St. John's." 

Westcountrymen who fished each summer for cod on the Grand 

Banks called at Waterford on their voyage out to purchase 

provisions and engage seasonal emnloyees. Although permanent 

settlement was officially discouraged until the opening of 

52Nicholas R. Burke, "Some Observations on the 
Migration of Labourers from the South of Ireland to New-
foundland in Pre-Famine Times," Journal of the Cork Histori-
cal and Archaeological Society, LXXVI, 224 (1971), 98. 

53 Ibid., 104. 
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the nineteenth century, a Newfoundland population was 

building up that was half Irish. "The greatest single con-

tribution to the growth of St. John's (and the Colony) in 

those first years after the relaxation of the anti-settlement 

laws was an influx of Irish emigrants."54 Not surprisingly, 

the early Irish settlers of Newfoundland included many of 

the same men who had visited the island previously when they 

had worked on the fishing fleet. 

Scarcely were the Irish settled in Newfoundland 

when numbers of them began to show up in Halifax. No re-

cords exist to report the exact flow of Newfoundland Irish 

into Nova Scotia, but two pieces of evidence suggest that 

a respectable traffic in Irish existed between Newfoundland 

and Halifax. James Martell 1:'elt that the Newfoundlanders 

who came to Nova Scotia, 1815-1838, could be counted as 

Irish, and he reported 1,769 arrivals in that perioa. 55 

Of these, 1,560 landed at Halifax. The other indication 

of Newfoundland irIL~igration is the fact that fifty-three 

marriages were held in Halifax, 1801-1819, involvin~ New-

foundland Irish people. 56 The settlers to come to Halifax 

54~.~. Movles, "Complaints is many and various, but 
the odd Divil likes it" (Toronto: Peter Martin Associates 
Limited, 1975), 3. 

55J.S. Martell, Immi ration to and Enii ration from 
Nova Scotia 1815-1838 (Halifax: P.A.N.S., 1942 , 93-95, 
111-112. 

. 56From St. rfary' s parish records, Halifa"<. Of 
nine specific settlements named as places of origin, Placentia 
(14), and St. John's (14), lead the field. 
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via Newfoundland had been predominently men in the fishery, 

and cannot be considered as part of the great rural population 

movement of the nineteenth-century Irish. The Irish move-

ment from New~oundland, -however, ended with a greet flourish. 

On 2 January 1817, Lord Dalhousie wrote to Lord B8thurst 

mentioning nearly 500 young men, mostly Irish, who had 

lately arrived in Halifax from Newfoundland. He wrote that 

they were part of "an immense Emigration to Newfoundland 
57 

lest summer." A migration .of Irish to Nove Scotia from 

Newfoundland was an established fact until about 1$16, but 

after that the migrant fishery collapsed and the flow began 

to subside. The Newfoundland Irish continued to come to 

Halifax, but not in the same mul ti t ude s . As a major source 

of Halifax Irish, Newfoundland had become secondary by the 

1$20's. 

In addition to the Newfoundland fisheries, other 

Irish were reaching Halifax before 1815. Previous to that 

year, in fact, only Nova Scotia, Cape Breton, and Prince 

Edward Island, of all the colonies under British rule, had 
58 

drawn a regular flow of emigrants from the British Isles. 

In Boston, these early Irish arrivals were regarded as mere 

strays, who had come for personal considerations rather than 

40. 
57Quoted by Martell, Immigration to Nova Scotia, 

58H.J.M. Johnston, British Emigration Policy 1815-
1830 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), 7. 
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as part of a mi~ration. Seafarers and merchants-Irish and 

others-formed additions to that city's population before 

1815. 59 

As the fisheries began their decline as a means 

of transoceanic movement of poor emigrants, another business 

was arising to take its place in this function. During the 

lon~ r-:apoleonic Wars the British had been obliged to turn 

from the Baltic to North America for their timber supply. 

The profits of the trade were sufficient to bring a number of 

firms into the business of transporting timber from British 

North America to Great '13ritain. After 1815, 

timber from the Miramichi had become an i~portant 
British import ana while Irish im~i~rants were 
still tric~ling into Avalon, an increasin~ number, 
crossin~ the Atlantic in the holds of timber ships, 
made their way to the mainland. Alon~ the banks of 
the Miramichi and its tributaries was one of the 
finest ti.mber stands in the Maritirnes. Timber shios 
docking at the ports of Chatham and Newcastle on the 
Miramichi after 1815 brou<;ht with them hundreds of 
poor Irish who often found initial employment loadin~ 
lumber for the European voyag5• Many of these immi-
grants eventually left ••• 

When they left the Miramichi, where did they go? Without 

claimin<:; that it populated ffalifax, the timber trode on the 

Miramichi and the Saint John, as well as along the north 

coast of Nova Scotia itself did brin~ some Irish into the 

area who otherwise would not have come here. 

59oscar Handlin, Boston's Immigrants 1790-1880 
(Ca!llbridise, Mass.: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 1959), 26. 

60 John J. Mannion, Irish Settlement in -Pastern 
Canada: A Stud o~ Cultural Transfer and Ada tation 

oronto: n1vers1ty of Toronto Press, 1974 , 20. 
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The lowness of the fares to New Brunswick and 

Nova Scotia had much to do with their selection by emigrants 

as their destination, perhaps permanently or perhaps es a 

stage on their way elsewhere. The fact that so many ship 

owners were in the timber trade assisted the emigrants by 

driving the prices down for a passage as the ship owners 

vied with one another to have a paying cargo--any cargo--

in their large empty holds for the return trip to North 

America. Quite poor Irish people could afford to travel 

steerage--below decks on the timber vessels, for example. 

The timber ships "frequently made a second journey to New 

Brunswick for timber . . . In such years, even the autumn 

sailings .•. carried large numbers of emigrants, while at 

other times the same ships made the voyage in ballast without 
61 

passengers." 

The study by Dr. Martell, mentioned previously in 

connection with Newfoundland, contains figures suggestive 

of a Miramichi to Halifax movement of Irish. Starting in 

1822, and continuing on and off to 1834, groups of passen-

gers reached Halifax from Miramichi. Altogether 192 were 

recorded in partial records, and while their origin is not 

stated as Irish, there is good reason for believing that 

they were. Had they been Scots they might have been ex-

pected to put in at Pictou or Sydney; the Irish were the 

61Adams, Ireland and Irish Emigration, 75. 
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only other ethnic group that was out in force in the area at 

the time • .Martell suggests that the Miramichi people were 

"immigrants whose original destination may have been Halifax, 

who may have heard of work in Halifax, or who may have been 
62 

on their way to the United States." A further 109 from 

New Brunswick ports are included in Martell's statistics 

down to 18J8. 

Regardless of whether the Irish came directly to 

Halifax, or made the voyage by stages, stopping perhaps at 

Placentia or Chatham, St. John's or Newcastle en route, they 

did not all remain in Halifax. The Select Committee on 

Colonization from Ireland was told in 1847 that even the 

emigration to Canada was not truly colonization becsuse a 

large proportion of those who were landed in the Canadas 

crossed straight away into the United States. Robert B. 

Minturn, the American ship-owner, estimated that sixty per 

cent of all arrivals in Canadian ports went eventually to 
63 

the United States. One would expect that in the lower 

provinces with their easy access to the seacoast and 

shipping routes, the emigrants were just as likely to mi-

grate again once the fare had been earned. Halifax there-

fore played host to a certain transient Irish element through-

out most of the l820's through 1840's, as newcomers worked 

62Martell, Immigration to Nova Scotia, 51. The 
1815-38 figures are: Miramichi 192, Quebec 143, Saint John 
89, Richibucto 10, Paspebiac 10. Excluding Quebec, the New 
Brunswick total is 301. In vi~w of the partial nature of 
these figures, the total might have been quite significant-
ly higher. 

63coleman, Passage to America, 192n. 
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as labourers or at trades to earn passage to Boston or 
64 

elsewhere. 

Mannion's findings as to counties of origin in 

Ireland of the emigrants into Newfoundland parallel those 

found in Halifax. His rural Irish immigrants came from 

"the far south and south-east of Ireland, mainly from the 

counties of Cork, Tipperary, Kilkenny, Waterford, and 
65 

Wexford." The same five counties supplied the largest 

numbers of Irish settlers in the urb8n environment of Halifax 
66 

down to 1$45. 

Interestingly, however, the parallel does not hold 

up in another respect, namely, that of migration patterns. 

There were basically three methods of migration from Ireland 

to America. One came as an isolated individual seeking one's 

way, one came with one's family, or one ceme ahead or behind 

other relations to the same destination. Some people com-

bined two of these three. For example, an uncle might 

cross to North America as an isolated individual, then be 

joined by a married nephew with a family, and thus the 

pattern beco~es the third type. This is termed 'chain 

movement' or 'chain migration' because family members form 

64Judith Fingard, "Attitudes towards the Education 
of 'the • Poor in Colonial Halifax," Acadiensis, II, 2 (Spring, 
1973), 25n.60: "Statistics for the years 1833-7 show that 
one-half of the town's transient paupers were Irish." 

65Mannion, Irish Settlement in Eestern Canada, 13. 
66cf., infra, Table III for detailed figures. 
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links in a chain of emigration that might spP.n three genera-

tions. Certainly the presence of a friend or relative at a 

known location in America could be expected to influence an 

emigrant in his choice of destination. Mannion considered 

this point. 

Some students of European migretions oversees 
have postulated a pattern of chain movement 
whereby one or two persons from a European vil-
lage or perish settle abroad and then attract 
members of their family or neighbourhood to the 
new location ..• Extensive enquiry failed to 
uncover any such pattern of migratiog in the 
Irish parts of rural eastern Canada. 7 

It needs to be emphasized that Dr. Mannion was speaking of 

rural rather than urban areas of settlement, and a genealo-

gical study of the Halifax Irish soon leads to the conclu-

sion that Halifax to a considerable extent fits the chain 

movement pattern, and not that which Mannion found in 

Avalon or at Miramichi. A sampling of 67 marriages in 

Halifax, 1826-1845, reveals that in 26 cases one or both of 

the married parties had siblings, cousins or uncles/aunts 
68 

in Halifax. Only persons born in Ireland were counted. 

One reason for this pattern developing might be 

that emigrants remained rather longer in HalifEx than they 

67Mannion, 13n. 

68 
Registers of marriage, St. Mary's Cathedral, 

Halifax, 1826-45, sample based on 67 marriages of couples 
in which the groom's surname began with the letter 'D'. 
Another sampling at random, 1835-41, turned up 12 cases of 
relationship among 36 married couples. Quite likely about 
one-third of the Halifax Irish before 1845 were chain-
migrants by relationship. Some remarks about neighbourhood 
are offered infra. 
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did in the other locations, and thus relftives and former 

neighbours had more chance to overtake the earlier emigrants. 

Another explanation might be that the Halifex Irish f~milies 

have been studied in greater genealogical detail, and that 

similar relationship patterns would emerge elsewhere if 

equally good records were as intensively studied in detEil. 

Number of Immigrants 

Any consideration of how the Irish immigrants came 

to America, and to Halifax in particuler, is intimately 

bound up with the problem of the quantity of newcomers. No 

one knows the number of Irish who emigrated during the nine-

teenth century, either exactly or very closely. Such records 

as were kept were sporadic, unevenly tallied, sometimes lost, 

frequently altered for special pleading, and based on vari-

able criteria. Passenger lists for ships entering Nova 

Scotian ports from Ireland in the early riineteenth century 

are just about non-existent. Available statistics ere based 

on sources that are neither accurate samplings nor complete 

counts. The figures that follow are founded upon the work 

of Adams and Coleman, both of whom used the best available 
69 

stF.tistics, which came from official sources. Both offer 

suggestions regarding the accuracy of the official figures. 

They are too low, but nobody can say by how much. Never-

thelessd, in relation to one another the returns hPve some 

69coleman, Passage to America, 295; Adams, Ireland 
and Irish Emigration, 413, 415. 
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value in verifying trends. This partly mitigetes their leek 

of usefulness in absolute terms. 

Table I-EMIGRATION FqGt•'i THS U~Q TEU KHWDOM, 183 5-1860 
(figures in 'OOO's) 

Year To BNA To USA Year To BNA To USA Year To BNA To USA 

1835 16 27 1844 23 44 1853 35 231 
1836 34 38 1845 32 59 1854 44 193 
1837 30 37 1846 43 82 1855 18 103 
1838 5 14 1847 110 142 1856 16 112 
1839 13 34 1848 31 188 1857 21 127 
1840 32 41 1849 41 219 1858 10' 60 
1841 38 45 1850 33 233 1859 7 70 
1842 54 64 1851 43 267 1860 10 

27~~ 1843 24 28 1852 33 244 Total-:-796 

These figures include all British (English, Scots, 

Welsh, Irish) emigrants, and are most assuredly not com-

plete.returns. They tend to underestimation, particulcrly 

in 1846-50, when the Famine swamped attempts at keeping 

records. Nevertheless, they do suggest trends in the pattern 

of migration to North America. The pre-famine years 1835-46 

brought 344,000 to British North Americe, and 513,000 to the 

United States. During the Famine, 1847-49, British North 

America got 182,000, and the United States 549,000 souls. 

From 1850-60, British North Americc received 270,000, and 

the United States 1,727,000 immigrants from the British Isles. 

It appears, then, that British North America received more 

British Isles emigrants in the pre-famine decade than it did 

70Based on Appendix I of the Thirty-Third General 
Report of the Emigration Commissioners, H.C., 1873, Vol. 18, 
and quoted by Coleman, 295. 
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during or after that disaster. On the other hand, the United 

States received more settlers during and after the Great 

Famine than previously. The proportions going to British 

North America as a ratio of those going to the United States 

may be shown as follows:-

1835-1846 
1847-1849 
1850-1860 

BNA:USA 

2:3 
1:3 
1:6 

It is also worth noticing that by the later 1850's the im-

migration to British North America had fallen below that 

of the 18JO's, while in the United States it remained two 

or three times what it had been in the pre-Famine years. 

Clearly, as the ~id-century passed the United 

States had become the favoured destination for British emi-

grants to America. Since the United States was much further 

advanced in industrial development, and had a better climate 

and transportation, the trend of emigration suggests growing 

selectivity on the part of the intending emigrant. Table I 

provided some useful information about the general emigration 

pattern to this continent. Table II will help to establish 

more closely the trend among Irish emigrants entering the 

Canadas and the Maritimes. Unfortunately for present pur-

poses, the available data concludes with the year 1845. 
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Table II - IRISH EMIGRATION TO THE CANADAS AND THE MARITIMES, 
1831-184571 

Year -
1831 
1832 
1833 
1834 
1835 
1836 
1837 
1838 

Canadas 

39,053 
32,502 
13,581 
21,836 
8,078 

16,335 
17,490 
1,847 

Mari times 

15,461 
17,803 

9,558 
10,479 

2,686 

8,612 
1,061 

Year 

1839 
1840 
1841 
1842 
1843 
1844 
1845 

Canadas 

6,437 
20,125 
22,145 
31,867 
11,094 
16,293 
21,138 

Totals, 1831-1845 ... 279,821 

)1ari times 

4,506 
8,631 
8,778 

10,917 
3,574 
1,432 
5,570 

109,068 

The figures for Irish emigration to the two areas 

of British North America--the Canadas (Upper and Lower) and 

the Maritimes (N.S., N.B., and P.E.I.)--may be used to draw 

some tentative conclusions. They indicate that movement into 

the two Canadas was considerably higher than it was into the 

Maritimes, but the proportions varied, and the trend became 

more rather than less pronounced. Allowing that Maritime 

immigration in 1836 at least equalled that of 1835, the total 

for the Maritimes in 1831-37 stands at 67,285, that for the 

Canadas at 148,875, a proportion of nearly 1:2. From 1838-

45 the Maritimes received 44,469, and the Canadas 130,946, 

a ratio approaching 1:3. At the same time, the yearly 

average of arrivals was down from nearly 31,000 (1831-37) 

to 22,000 (1838-45), almost 30% lower. Combining both con-

cepts it will be seen that the Maritimes were getting a 

71Figures based upon Adams, Ireland and Irish 
Emigration, 415. 
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smaller share of a diminishing i~migration from Ireland. 

Instead of 32% of Jl,000, the Maritimes had an inflow of 

26% of 22,000 by the early 1840's. By taking the years 

1835-45 in both tables, it appears that the lrish-born or 

people originating from Irish ports of deoarture accounted 

for 75% of the entire British emigration to British North 

America at the time. Now, if the decline found in Table II 

continued (with perhaps an abberration due to the Famine 

1847-49) at the same rate, the Maritimes were getting only 

a slight share of the British flow into B.N.A. by the later 

1850's. Instead of the 15,000 and 17,000 figures of 1831-

32, the Maritimes were gaining only about 14% of 75% of 

7,000 to 10,000 -- a net figure of only 735 to 1050 per 

year for the entire region. Irish immigration to the area 

required six to eight years to add one per cent to the pop-

ulation, which was not enough to hold the proportion the 

Irish already had. Halifax proved typical in this, and 

from some point between 1858 and 1865 the share of the Irish 

as a proportion of the Halifax populetion began to decline. 

Table II is more directly useful in assessing 

Irish settlement in Halifax inasmuch as it gives a figure 

for the Maritimes each year. Nova Scotia obtained a modest 

share of the Irish inflow. Thanks to the work of the late 

Dr. Martell, a comnarison can be made between the Nova 
72 

Scotian and the regional figures: 

72Martell, Immigration to Nova Scotia, 111-112. 
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Mari times 
15,461 
17,803 

9,558 
10,479 

2,686 

8,612 
1,061 

65,660 

Nova Scotia 
1,538 

899 
447 
549 
94 

433 
727 

87 
4,774 {a proportion 

of ca.7½%} 

Martell further broke down his data by port of 

entry. While this is not firm proof of settlement, there 

was a tendency, especially among poorer arrivals, to remain 

at or near the place of landing in America for a time. It 

can be determined that 3,778 of the 4,774 Irish immigrants 

counted for 1831-38 landed at Halifax. For 1831-38 Martell 

recorded an outflow from Halifax of 2,097 persons, nationality 

not stated. Three quarters of the Halifax arrivals were 

Irish. If they formed a like part of net departures, then 

about 2,200 Irish remained at Halifax, 1831-38. The greater 

part of these were Catholics, onlytwo of the emigrant vessels 

having sailed from Protestant Ulster. R.G. Flewwelling 

£"'nee Susan Morse_? reports 2,405 Irish arrivals at Halifax, 

1839-51. At the same rate of departure, the net Irish immi-
73 

gration at Halifax, 1839-51, was nearly 1,100 souls. Again, 

most had sailed from ports in Catholic southern Ireland. In 

73R.G. Flewwelling, "Immigration to and Emigration 
from Nova Scotia, 1839-1851," N.S.H.S. XXVIII {1949), 75, 
n.2. 
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the two decades, 1831-1851, Halif&x had gained possibly 

J,JOO Irish immigrants. Some few were not Catholic, some 

moved but remained inside the province, and others died 

(notably in the cholera outbreak of 1834, when 77 natives 
74 

of Ireland were buried between 6 August and 5 October). 

In the major burial place for Halifax Catholics, 

5,514 people born in Ireland were interred during the years 

1829-1903. There is a 19-month gap in the records between 

the closing of old Saint Peter's graveyard near the cathedral 

and the opening of Holy Cross Cemetery late in 1843. A 

second Catholic cemetery -- Mount Olivet opened in 1896. 

Together, the total number of Irish-born Roman Catholics who 

died in Halifax must be reckoned about 6,000 souls during 

the period 1829-1903. From an examination of the ages of 

the people buried after 1850, it can be demonstr&ted that 

only a very tiny percentage of them arrived from Ireland 

after 1847. There was no particular appearance of new names 

in the baptism or marriage registers at this period, nor any 

dramatic increase in the number of either. The number of 

paupers from Ireland buried in Holy Cross Cemetery, 1844-46, 

averaged 16 per year; 1847-49 averaged 23 per year; 1850-55 

averaged 18 per year; not exactly evidence of wholesale 

74 
Register of burials, St. Mary's Cathedral, 

Halifax, 1834. 
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75 
famine immigration. Halifax took but a tiny number of 

Irish in relation to the great influx into this continent. 

A number of o~hers probably passed through Halifax at one 

time or another, but those who remained were, with but few 

exceptions, pre-famine emigrants from lreland. 

Previously, a figure of about 3,300 was calculated 

as being the number of Irish who remained in Halifvx from 

the total new arrivals between 1831 and 1851. In terms of 

average life expectancy, almost all the adults and the greater 

part of the children in the immigration of those two decades 

had ;died by 1903. Of the 6,000 burials about half would be 

represented in the 3,300 figure. The implication here is 

that one-half the Catholic Irish arrivals in Halifax landed 

between 1831 and 1851. The rest had to arrive either before 

1831 or after 1851. To try to determine how many, the 1871 

census was examined in detail. The birthplace of each per-

son was noted. When a family group occurred, the place of 

birth for the youngest born in Ireland or Newfoundland was 

taken as indicfting that immigration to Nova Scotia occurred 

after that birth. Three categories were established: 

75 
Register of burials, Holy Cross Cemetery, Halifax, 

1844-1855. The annual burials of Irish-born paupers were: 
18 (1844), 12 (1845), 18 (1846), 28 (1847), 24 (1848), 18 
(1849), 25 (1850), 12 (1851), 17 (1852), 13 (1853), 18 (1854), 
and 25 (1855). Marriages of Irish-born showed little change 
iri : St. Mary's Cathedral registers. In 1846 marriages of 
such people numbered 32, in 1847 there were 26, and in 1848 
there were 27. 

I. 
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(a) Those born 1847ff in Ireland, and who came to Nova 

Scotia more or less directly, with no evidence of 

lengthy breaks in their journey; 

(b) Those born in Newfoundland in 1847 or later, but who 

were of Irish ethnic origin; 

(c} Those born in Ireland, but who reached Nova Scotia 

via Newfoundland after 1847. 

The year 1847recurs in these categories due to taking those 

reporting their age as 24 in 1871 as having been born in 

1847, and other ages accordingly, up or down. The actual 

1871 enumeration took pl&ce between March and May of that 

year, so that any slight error on dates of birth will be 

towards the pre-famine period rether than the opposite. 

The number of Irish Catholic individuals in each 

of the three groups in 1871 in Halifax is as follows:-

(a) Direct immigrants from Ireland after 1847 ..•..••.•• 451 

(b) Direct immigrants from Newfoundland after 1847 ..•.. 386 

(c) Irish immigrants after 1847 via Newfoundland ..•.... 55 

By combining (a) and (c) the actual number of Catholics 

living in Halifax in 1871 and born in Ireland in 1847 or 

later is obtained, and that number is only 506 persons. 

Of the total of 892 people in the three categories, about 

half travelled to Halifax via Newfoundland: (b) + (c) : 

386 + 55 = 441 persons. From these figures two conclusions 

may be dra~n. First, immigration from Ireland to Halifax, 

1847-71, was slight, As the 1871 census figures show the 

small number of such people then in the city, the assumntion 
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must be that most of the arrivals of the late 1a4n 1 s passed 

through Halifax and did not form any substrntial part of 

its Irish Catholic uopulation. Moreover, it appears that 

the Newfoundland-Halifsx rcute was equally importent as a 

source of late Irish Catholic immigra.tion as ~es any com-
76 

munications link directly between Ireland and Halifax. 

Returning to the earlier statistical point about 

whether or not the bulk of the Halifax Irish arrived before 

1831 or after 1$51, it is possible to stete with strong 

evidence that the greater part of them arrived before 1$31. 

Allowing that as many more Irish Catholics randomly ended 

up in Halifax 1$71-1903 as had done so in 1$47-1$71, the 
77 

following approximate arrival pattern appears to be valid: 

76The 1871 census showed only 70 Irish Catholic in 
Halifax who had been born in New Brunswick (whether Pt Mirami-
chi, Saint John, or elsewhere is not stated), and about 15 
natives of Ireland in the same households who evidently 
reached Halifax by way of New Brunswick. All but four of the 
70 born in New Brunswick were less than 41 years old--i.e., 
born after 1$30--in 1871. 

77These are rounded figures. The figure (1) is 
arrived at by taking the 6,000 Roman Catholic Irish deaths 
for the period as being approximGtely the total number. In 
fact, for the period after 1903, deaths of Irjsh-born Catho-
lics were quite few in number--less than 20 per year. The 
imnortant thing is that by even the most liberal reckoning, 
the Halifax Irish Catholic community was a pre-famine growth. 
The famine aspect can be further minimized by breaking down 
the probable dates of arrival of the post-1$47 group in the 
1871 census. By teking those born in Irel&nd 2nd aged, re-
spectively, 19, 14, 9, and 4, the 451 people subdivide: 
1847-51 (165), 1852-56 (99), 1$57-61 (83), 1862-66 (30), 
1867-71 (54). Those coming Efter 1852 can hPrdly be viewed 
as people fleeing from the fF-mine occurring in 1846-50. 
Starving people cannot wait two to six yeErs to seek food! 
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(1) Irish-born persons in Halifax 1829-1903, who 

had arrived in or before lBJl •..•••. 2,000 

(2) Ditto, who hEd come here between 1831 end 1851 .• J,OOO 

(J) Ditto, who had come here in or after 1852 .••.•.• 1,000. 

Figure 1 and Table Ill, following, show the county 

of origin within Ireland of the Irish who remained in Halifax, 

1829-1903. The Table total of 7,442 and the total of 6,000 

used in reckoning the dates of arrival in Halifax may be 

reconciled easily. Of the 2,516 people listed in Table III 

under the dates 1825-45, 1,928 were listed in marriage 

registers. Most of those married 1825-45 would have died 

during the years 1829-1903. It is reasonable to consider 

that much of the 1,442 in the difference would be accounted 

for from the 1,928 peop~e whose marriages and burials are 

included in the greater total. 

Since the 1843-1903 figures are based entirely 

on burials, we may take them as nearly conclusive evidence 

that the deceased ended their mortal careers in Halifax. 

A sampling of ten years of burials reveals less than 1% of 

the interments were those of remains sent here from outside 

the area for burial. 

A most striking fact about Halifax Irish Catholics 

for the nineteenth century is that three Irish counties--

Kilkenny, Cork, and Waterford--contributed above half of 

total. Tipperary, Kerry, and Wexford supplied a further 

one quarter of all. The tyoical Halifax Irishman was 

therefore from the southernmost parts of the provinces of 

I 
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78 
Table Ill - ORIGINS Or I~ISH CATHOLICS IN HALIFAX, 1825-1903 

1825/45 (o/~) 18~3/72 (%) 1873/1903 (%) TOTAL (%) 11 

MUNSTER 1268 {50.4%) 1 78 {55.78%) 1102 ( 57. 48%) 4048 ( 54.39~ 
cork 397 (15.8%) 536 (17.8%) 294 (15.3%) 1227 ( 16. 4%) I 
Waterford 379 (15.15'o) 457 (15.2%) 295 ( 15. 41b) 1131 ( 15 211a , I 
Tipperary 351 (13.9%) 358 ( 11. 91;) 247 (12.9%) 956 ( 12: sr/, 1111 

84 (3. 3%) 259 (8.6%) 203 (1O.6~) 546 ( 7 3al \ Kerry • / 0 t 

Limerick 50 (2.0%) 53 ( 1. 8~'o) 48 (2.5~i) 151 ( 2. 07;) 
Clare 7 (. 3%) 15 ( • 5%) 15 (. 8%) 37 ( • 51~: 

I 

LElNS'l'ER 1037 (41.22%) 1049 (34.86%) 602 (31.38%) 2688(36.12° 11 

Kilkenny 551 (21.9o/;) 553 ( 17. 71~) 294 (15.3~&) 1378 (18. 5%) 'i 
Wexford 147 ( 5 • Bo/;) 156 (5.2%) 85 ( 4. 4%) 388 ( 5.0%) ,

1

, 

Carlow 123 ( 4. 9%) 132 (4.4%) 75 (3.9%) 330 (4.4%: I 
Longford 53 ( 2 .1%) 36 ( 1. 2%) 16 (. 8%) 105 (1.4%) . 
Dublin 23 (. 9%) 49 ( 1. 6%) 54 (2.8%) 126 (l.60~) j 

Leix/Queens 40 (1.6%) 52 ( 1. 7%) 10 ( • 5o/~) 102 ( 1 3'ro ·, I 
• ! J 

Kildare 32 ( 1. 3~~) 21 (. 7%) 23 (1.2%) 76 ( 1 0 01 \ • /o , j 

Meath 22 (. 9%) 27 (. 9%) 10 ( • 5%) 59 ( g o' \ • fa , 
Westmeath 16 ( .6%) 20 (. 7%) 17 (1.0%) 53 ( . \ 
Wicklow 17 (. 7%) 12 (. 4%) 8 (. 4%) 37 ( 50 \ • /o , 
Offaly/Kings 9 (. 4%) 10 ( .3% 6 ( • 3%) 25 (.3 9; ' 
Louth 4 (. 2%) 1 ( .1%) 4 ( .2o/;) 9 ( .1% 

ULSTER 132 ( 5.24%) 163 (5.42%) 117 (6.11%) ' 412 ( 53" 
Armagh 11 (. 4%) 18 (. 6~;) 38 ( 2. O1'o) 67 ( • 9o// 
Donegal 20 (. 8%) 24 ( • 8%) 12 (. 6%) 56 ( .8% 
Tyrone 26 (1.0%) 25 (. 8%) 12 ( • 6~~) 63 ( 90,~ . :" 
Cavan 18 (. 7%) 18 (. 6%) 8 (. 4%) 44 ( .6%: 
Monaghan 15 (. 6%) 18 (. 6%) 8 (. 4%) 41 ( .6%, 
Londonderry 15 (. 6%) 12 (. 4%) 11 (. 6%) 38 (. 5% ; 
Antrim 11 (. 4%) 18 (. 6%) 9 ( • 5o/;) 38 (. 5%' 
Down 8 L3%) 15 (. 5%) 13 ( . 77;) 36 (. 5% 
Fermanagh $ ( • 35&) 15 (. 5%) 6 L3%) 29 ( • 4% I 

CONNACHT 79 (3.14%) 119 (3.9~%) 96 (5.03%) 294(3.95c 
Galway 12 (. 5%) 55 (1.8 o) 48 ( 2. 5%) 113 (1.5% 
Mayo 18 (. 7%) 24 (. 8%) 25 (1.3%) 67 L9f I Sligo 20 (. 8%) 15 (. 5%) 11 ( .6%) 46 ( • 6 '0 

Leitrim 16 ( .6%) 15 (. 5%) 6 ( • 3%) 37 ( • 5o/; : 
Roscommon 13 (. 5o/~) 10 (.3%) 6 (.J%) 29 ( • 

78compiled from the records of the Catholic Pc::rish of St. Mary's, 
and Holy Cross Cemetery, Halifax. The figures are not samplings, but actua · 
complete tallies. St. Mary's burial records for 1829-42, and those of 
marriages for 1825-45 make up the number listed under the years 1825/45. 
In all three groups of years a number of people with their origin given I 
merely as 'Ireland' occurred in the registers. In each case this number wa ' 
shared out proportionately to the several counties. The ~otal number in / 
each group of years above was the bRsis of the percentages given in the 1· 

respective columns. These totals were: 1825/45 - 2516 
1843/72 - 3009 
1873/1903-1917 

Grand Total - 7,442 individuals (Catholic, Irish) 
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Munster and Leinster. Exact parishes or origin are not 

known in enough instances to allow secure generelizations, 

but the specific origins that ere known suggest that south 

Kilkenny, east Cork, Waterford, and south TipperPry--edja-

cent areas in a band about 75 miles ee.st to west and JO 

miles north to south--together form the major source of the 

Helifax Irish Catholics. It cannot be without significance 

in assessing the internal structures of the Halifax Irish 

th&t so many of them came from Midleton or Fermoy (Co. Cork), 

Kilmacthomas or Dungarvan (Co. Waterford), Thomastown or 

Callen (Co. Kilkenny), or Carrick-on-Suir (Co. Tipperary). 

It also lends support to the idea that the Halifax Irish 

arrived partly in response to a chain movement pattern, as 

mentioned earlier. 

Irish Identities: Some Grouo Attitudes 

The Irish came, but what were they like? The 

people of a country share more than a slice of the earth's 

surface and a set of historical circumstances, importent 

as these are. Their 'inlook', their way of seeing them-

selves involves having attitudes and patterns of thought 

which are common and general. If an entire people does not 

share such opinions, it only confirms that not everyone 

thinks alike, even when put in the same situation, beceuse 

individuals have different needs and fears. Likewise, the 

grouos within a country that are based on religion or poli-

tics, economic status or educational level, will share the 

accumulated heritage of their people, but react differently 
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to situations. While all of a people have more in common 

than otherwise, it is not reasonable to expect unanimity 

from them. 

To define as 'Irish' anyone who was born in Ireland 

would be partly true, but it would be a case of lumping to-

gether as homogeneous a group who were divided in almost 

every sense: language, religion, politics, living standards, 

folk culture, and in other characteristics of a civilized 

community. One cannot fairly exclude Protestants from the 

name of 'Irish' although for the purposes of this study the 

Irishman shall be considered as being a Roman Catholic. 

Irishmen were not all Catholics nor were they ell country-

men, but for the present we shall be treating of people who 

happened to be both Catholic and countrymen, the former in 

all instances, the latter in almost all. The reason for 

the distinction may be explained by considering why the 

Irish were so generally Catholics. 

The Hibernian was probably no more conventionally 

pious than any other sort of European, but his church assumed 

a function it had not to fulfill in countries such as Spain 

or Italy. The Irish, under the thumb of Protestant England, 

had a common bond in their religion, much as had the Greeks 

under the Turks, and the Poles under the Russians. · Irish-

man, Pole, Greek -- each was a nrtional minority th2t had 

been deprived of nationality by the oolitical dominPtion of 

a conqueror whose religious system was alien to that of the 

conquered people. The vanquished tended to orgFnize 
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themselves as a people around their church. The Irish 
79 

Catholics hed a national church. 

The Irish considered their Church the true keeper 

of the faith and of the path to salvation, both here and 

hereafter. Two hundred years of fierce attack had confirmed 

and strengthened its position. Religious and national issues, 

as well as economics, were interlinked in the opposition to 

landlords who were at once masters, foreigners, and members 

of a hostile church system. One who made greet personal 

sacrifices for his beliefs did not esteem lightly his ideals. 

When the Irish came to America the Church gained in prestige 

for it was one of the few familier institutions to cross the 
$0 

Atlantic with them. 

The nineteenth-century Bostonian, Edward E. Hale, 

wrote perceptively th~t the Irish were religious as a 

matter of politics. He could see that religion was to them 

''a matter of national pride, and of the gallantry of those 

who lived where it had been persecuted. A Catholic congre-

gation ••• wants an Irish priest, for their interest in 

their faith is, that it was their faith in their oppressed 
81 

home." Hale observed the restlessness of Irishmen when 

79w. Lloyd Warner and Leo Srole, The Social Systems 
of American Ethnic Groups (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1945), 159. 

published 
quoted by 

80Handlin, Boston's Immigrants, 128. 
81Ectward E. Hale, Letters on Irish Emt_g_ration first 
in the Boston Daily Advertiser (Boston, 1852), 
Coleman, 166. 
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their pastor was not an Irishman, a phenomenon that would 

not be un~nown in Halifax after 1836. 

'rhe Catholic clergyman performed the rituals of 

his Church; he had this in com~on with ministers of other 

faiths. However, the Irish concept of priesthood extended 

to much more which they felt that only an Irish priest could 

be expected to mana~e with the necessary sensitivity and 

understandin~. Firstly, he was to supervise the family 

structures throu~h the confessional and by regular house-

hold visits. Then, he was left to handle parochial pro-

perty and finances. Thirdly, he had to supervise the 

children's moral training in a Sunday school. Finally, he 

was supposed to foster actively church societies designed 
82 to occupy the leisure time of his flock. There would 

never be an Iris1:1 "Father Srown"; Irish priests were kept 

far too busy with the obligations their flock had burdened 

them with. 

As keeper of both the religious and national 

values and attitudes of the parent society - assertive 

aspects o~ ethnicity the Church was naturally the first 

formally or~anized structure within the transplanted ethnic 

community. "'rhe associations anti schools which later 

82-iNarner and Srole, 173: "Throu~h the confessional 
the priest is aware of the ~est detailed and intimate facts 
concernin~ every parishioner. With no area of the community 
system closed to him, the priest is in a position of extra-
or~inary power in that system." 
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emerged in the ethnic community were structural fences 

newly contrived to keep the ethnic individual articulated 

to the church and the community while keeping him from 
83 

straying far out into the Lgeneral_7 ••• social system." 

These societies and the priesthood were thought by many at 

the time to be "the only effectual barrier against a total 
84 

disruption of Society." 

The Anglo-Irish historian Lecky paid the pervasive 

influence of the Church the tribute of criticism. In his 

remarks, Lecky was admitting the truth of the claim that the 

Catholic Church possessed the hearts of the Irish people. 

Catholicism •.. is peculiarly unsuited to a nation 
struggling with great difficulties. It is exceedingly 
unfavourable to independence of intellect and to inde-
pendence of character, which are the first conditions 
of national progress ••• and it produces habits of 
thought and life not favourable to industri~$ activity 
and extremely opposed to political freedom. 

Formed in Ireland of the Penal Code, the Irish 

character retained a tenderness for the Church which had 

shared its history. Under English rule the Irish had not 
\ 

83Ibid., 161-162. 
84The Cross, 19 February 1848. 
85 Anne Wyatt, "Froude, Lecky and 'the Humblest 

Irishman'," Irish Historical Studies, XIX, 75 (March 1975), 
279. 
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broken, but had tried stubbornly to cling to what wFs their 

own: the land, family identity, memories, a way of speech, 
86 

and an outlook on life. What Lecky considered progress 

and industrial activity, the mass of Irish C&tholics -- and 

their priests -- utterly sourned, probebly es artifices of 

the English and Protestantism. Within his own fr eme of 

reference the Irishman was a Catholic and to be Cetholic 

was to be Irish. To be among their own kind was importent 
87 

to them. 

Apart from their country characteristics and their 

rceligious identity, the Irish of the period H3O1-184O had 

certain general attitudes towards political and economic 

advancement. The Union had provoked serious dissatisfaction 

among the majority of Irish citizens, and organized protest 

against the Union picked up increasing support among Irish-

men. The rebellions of the United Irishmen had failed 

signally, and the leaders were either ca9tured or fled the 

country. There was a void in Irish secular leadership until 

the 182O's when Daniel O'Connell emerged as the popular 

leader. 

York: 

Violence had been rewarded by the hated Union, so 

86william V. Shannon, The American Irish (New 
The Macmillan Company, 1963), 7,9. 

87For instance, Archbishop Connolly wrote Bishop 
Rogers of Chatham, N. B.: "Our Irish fBrmers in America 
will never hold on to country life. Old Mackey and Tobin 
of River John have sold off their f Frms and are now in 
Halifax thinking of opening a Public House! They felt lone-
some and have come back to the Irish." (Halifax Archdiocese 
Chancery Office: Connolly Papers, 24 May 1867). 
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the methods of peaceful pressure and soecific confrontation 

had their turn in Ireland before the Famine. The round of 

agrarian unrest and outrage did not cease, but these affairs 

had a randomness and lack of articulation about them. The 

truth was that both constitutional and radical Irish protest 
$$ 

was wanting for capable leadership. 

O'Connell came into widespread notice in the 1820's 

for his essential role in the struggle for Catholic emanci-

pation (i.e., the seating of Roman Catholics in Parliament, 

2nd later, in municipal corporations}. He was in the strong, 

if unspectacular Irish tradition of constitutional agitation 

for reform, as opposed to the other old course of violent 

protest and rebellion. Those Irish who left their country 

between 1815 and 1$40 generally believed that peaceful 

methods were carrying some Irish grievances towards solution. 

The decade before the famine witnessed the culmination of 

O'Connell's struggle to achieve Repeal of the Union. To 

that end the Catholic peasantry was organized, the commerical 

classes drawn in, and a substantial sum of m8ney was raised. 

O'Connell's revival of the Repeal movement after 1839 drew 

more ordinary people into a political agitation than hAd 
89 

any previous circumstance. O'Connell's later activities 

$$Broeker, Rural Disorder in Ireland, 13. 

$9woodham-Smith, The Great Hunger, 16. 
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did not so much influence Irish emigrants to Nova Scotia 

before emigration as follow them and involve their sympa-

thies through Repeal Associations. 'The Liberator' "never 

forgot the excesses of the French qevolution ... and re-

mained loyally attached to the Crown and his ideals of 

peace ... In the end, however, he found t~at he could 

preserve it L-the peace 7 only at the price of his own oop-
90 

ulari ty." 

O'Connell retained the regerd of the masses and 

the clergy, but some others defected to the ranks of Young 

Ireland. What is significant is that O'Connell's methods 

and attitudes had such a hold on his followers that most of 

the clergy and people remained deaf to the call of Young 
91 

Ireland. The emigrant Irish, not exrosed personally to 

the provocations of the period after 1840 in Ireland, came 

to Nova Scotia solidly convinced that O'Connell's was the 

preferable attitude towards the problem of political reform. 

Adams observed that 

the emigrants of 1815-45 and their children, 

90Garnier, 127. O'Connell showed the inarticu-
late Irish that the law was not only an instrument of re-
pression but that abstract principles of justice existed 
behind it, orinciples that could be used to serve Irish 
purooses. Cf. , R. Dudley :2:dwards, A New History of Ireland 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1972), 162. 

91Garnier, 135. 
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trained in the spirit and methods of O'Connell, 
were anti-Fenian •.• This division of Irish 
America into moderate hostility and rebid 
Anglophobia .•. had probably produced a more 
effective ~rooaganda against EnglanJ than either 
group alone could have done. The moderates have 
given the Irish cause some standing with thinking 
peoole, while the fire-eaters have roused the 
unt~i~kiQi and driven a spur into the sides of the 
pacific.~ 

Whatever their reasons for coming across the 

Atlantic, and wherever they went to settle, certain charac-

teristics of Ireland's demographic orofile were reproduced 

among the emigrants. Adams found that the populous farming 

class, somewhat higher than the meanest peasantry, but lower 

than the gentry, contributed the bulk of emigrants before 
93 

1Sl5, and probably down to lS}O. This was hardly sur-

orising, seeing that the Irish census of 1831 showed that 

90% of the people were primarily engaged in agriculture and 
94 

related work. Until 1830 or even 1835 the typical emi-

grant was a small farmer, generally poor and not skilled 

even as a farmer, yet proud of his independence. In America 

his only recourse was to take work as an unskilled labourer. 

His knowledge of the English language and the presence of 

friends in the country facilitated his transition to a 

better job after a time. "The new emigrant was • 

hampered by ••. a character in which excess of joy and 

92 Adams, 386-387. 
93 Ibid., 34. 
94Ibid., 39. 



-63-

gloom seemed equally unfortunate to the slower tempered 
95 

Anglo-Saxon:'' We may suppose that there were many slightly 

enigmatic Hibernians among the pre-1838 Irish Haligonians. 

Conclusion 

Ireland of 1815-45 was a land in crisis. The 

country had too many people and was producing too many more. 

The English part of the 'United' Kingdom was ruining its 

Irish partner by its superior mechanization and its better 

methods of distribution. The haplessness, if not the hope-

lessness, of the Irish dilemma can be felt after a century 

and a half. Granted such a context we can admit the forti-

tude of the Irish people. The closet of their past, old 

and recent, was full of reasons to encourage emigration. 
, 

Ireland was troubled, and the tensions increased after 1815. 

Either those in authority must make major social, political 

and economic changes, or the superfluous population must 

perish, emigrate, or remain to further lower the living 

standards of all Irish farm people in general. 

Emigration became a widely popular choice among 

the alternatives. Government could avoid reform by en-

couraging and even assisting emigration of surplus rural 

labour. Landowners could enclose their lands more effici-

ently and reduce their poor rates by aiding their evicted 

95 
Ibid., 238-239. 
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tenantry to leave home. The people themselves, frightened, 

too numerous, overcrowded on tiny holdings, grew into 

acceptance of the idea of leaving home. The pangs of 

leaving the old familiar surroundings were eased, first by 

seasonal migration to England followed by a return home, 

then by chain movement patterns of emigration to places 

where friends and relations already had gone before, and 

finally by the sustaining spiritual presence of the ~oman 

Catholic priesthood. The Maritimes were available to Irish 

emigrants because of fishing vessels going to Newfoundland, 

and because of the increasing availability of transportation 

on timber ships going to the Miramichi. Halifax was one of 

the ports to which ships regularly went. Halifax got its 

Irish, not in a sudden rush for sensational reasons, but as 

an accretion of stragglers who happened to get there. 

Most of the Irish coming to Halifax arrived before 

the Great Famine of 1846-49. These emigrants were country 

people, usually of very modest means; Catholics who trusted 

the authority of the priest and the eloquence of O'Connell, 

but no one else. It would require a great adjustment for 

the Irish and for their hosts if these people were to become 

anything more than a transplanted Irish problem on a new 

shore. Could Halifax ard the Irish Catholics come to terms 

with one another? 
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II - THE DEVELOPING IRISH COMMUNITY IN HALIFAX TO 1838 

Numbers of Irish were making their several ways 

towards Halifax during the quarter century following the end 

of the Napoleonic Wars. They would diversify and challenge 

the host community, while at the same time be obliged to 

adapt themselves to the circumstances in which they found 

themselves. To understand these aspects of the Irish settle-

ment, we must scrutinize the reasons the Irish people had 

for gathering in communities such as Halifax. It also 

mattered greatly whether ·or net the Irish were a new ingredi-

ent in the community. What was the Nova Scotia to which the 

Irish came? What was its style of government, what was its 

economic situat~on, and what developments had its people 

already undergone? This chapter will examine the Irish 

presence in Halifax through the years prior to the mounting 

of the campaign for responsible government. 

The Urban Concentration 

A remarkable fact about the Irish immigration is 

that these predominently farming people did not continue 

their traditional occupation in America. Only about ten 

per cent of them went on the land. Any study of the Irish 

in North America has sooner or later to attempt an explana-

tion of this strange phenomenon. °The matter resolves it-

self into several elements, each of which is to be considered 

in turn: experiences, poverty, personal qualities, and the 

situation in the host environment into which the settler 

first arrived from Ireland. 
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The experiences through which an emigrant group 

had passed made the most profound impression on them. Each 

new batch of arrivals in an eastern port of North America 

carried in its collective and individual consciousness 

memories of what they ·had come from and of wh ci t they them-

selves were. Even before the Great ?amine, many of the 

Irish were "more interested in escaping from Europe than 
96 

in what faced them in America." What terrors could a 

crowded city slum offer an Irish immigrant family that had 

scraped its last few shillings together to get away from 

an exhausted patchwork quilt of tiny fields and grinding 

poverty? The Irish had reached that crucial point where 

they preferred the devil they did not know to him they 

knew. Some had co~e from districts where farming had been 

accompanied by unrest, uncertainty and violence. They 

turned their backs on the soil to live in lively cities. 

Their ignorance of imoroved or large scale farming soon 

defeated many of those who did start by taking up a piece 

of land. In the Nova Scotian situation an exoerienced wit-

ness, Titus Smith, observed that "most of those who were 

farmers had been accustomed to land which required a dif-

ferent mode of cultivation so that they are often necessarily 
97 

somewhat awkward 2.t their business." 

96Handlin, Boston's Immigrants ..• , 37. 

97P.A.N.S., R.G. 1, Vol. 380, 110 (Report to 
Sir John Wentworth, 1801). 
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When one considers the list of attainments that 

Thomas Haliburton, the author of 'Sam Slick', held to be 

necessary for a successful farming settler, Titus Smith's 

remarks look charitable. "In a new country,'' wrote Judge 

Haliburton, "the wants of the inhabitants are both numerous 

and indispensable, and promote extraordinary ingenuity 

and industry. A Nova-Scotia farmer ... can often construct 

the frame of his house, erect the chimney, make his imple-
9S 

ments of husbandry, or if occasion require, shoe his horse." 

Where this left the ordinary Irishman can well be imagined. 

His usual house had been turf and thatch and in Nova Scotia 

where was he to find either, afford their cartage, or hire 

the help? The typical Irish immigrant had never shod a 

horse, let alone o~ned one. Unskilled in the ways of life 

in a new countryside, whose climPte was much h8rder than 

that of Ireland, can anyone be surprised that the Irish 

immigrants had few among them "willing to adopt the •.. 

difficult expedient of attempting to farm wilderness land 
99 

without capital"? c . 

Their experiences both at home and in the new 

environment played a large part in convincing the Irish to 

av6id the risks and hazards of breaking new soil as farmers. 

96Thomas C. Haliburton, An Historicr.l and Statis-
tical Account of Nova Scotia (Halifax: Joseph Howe, 1829), 
II, 294. 

99w.s. MacNutt, The Atlantic Provinces (Toronto: 
McClelland and Stewart Limited, 1965), 157. 
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Part of the story is that their own poverty confin ed most 

Irish to the cities where they had landed. As Handlin ex-

pressed it in regard to Boston, there were essential con-

ditions re quired before any large immigrant group would 

remain there. Among , them, he felt, was poverty. The immi-

grants "must have so little mobility that ... they could 

not go elsewhere because poverty deprived them of the means, 
100 

and despondence of the desire." Halifax was no closer 

to other destinations than was Boston; rather the contrary. 

Yet there were some stages or degrees of life 

between pioneering in the wilderness and huddling almost 

at wharfside in urban concentration. One remove from sullen 

dejection and destitution would be an apparent move from 

one urban cluster to another, with only the name of the 
, 

co~munity being changed. "From Halifax and St. John's 

'these debilitated, half-starved human-beings' wandered 

down the co ast .•. until they reached a large city -

usually Boston - where charitable institutions would 
101 

shelter them." Halifax was an exporter in the sense 

Handlin describes in this remark, and it appears that this 

traffic had the effect of raising the average level of 

those who remained in Halifax, by removing the less skilled 

types of people. 

lOOHandlin, Boston's Immigrant~, 37. 
lOlibid., 50. 
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The most noteworthy features of this onward mi-

gration are its scope and its occupational distribution. 

By taking family groups from baptism records of Halifax 

Catholic churches for 1827-1847 a sampling of 240 fa~ilies 

was obtained. Records of marriage and burial, and census 

returns of l 2ter in the century were then checked egBinst 

these family groups. Allowance was made that so me names 

were too common to permit their later identification. It 

was found that of all the Irish Catholic civilian f amily 

grou9s once present in Halifax, nearly half subsequently 

departed. A few left the city but remained within the pro-

vince, and one returned to Ireland. The proportions work 

out to the following percentages with respect of families 

arriving in Halirax after 1815, and represented in the 

baptism registers between 1827 and 1847: 

(a) remained in Halifax at least until death of 
parent generation .•. 116 (48.3%) 

(b) left Halifax, but remained within Nova Scotia.12 (5.0%) 

(c) left Halifax,apparently for destina tions out-
side Nova Scotia .. 112 (46.7%) 

As to the occupational grouJs who left, there are 

two slender sources of data, which probably indicate the 

general trend. First, an effort wos made to determine the 

ultimate fate of lrish heads of family in the 1838 census 

of Halifax. Those who evidently left this area included 

41 nemes beginning with letters A through E, people who 

lived here in 1838 but were gone by 1850. Second, the 

records of the Charitable Irish Society carry notations 
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behind the names of those who left the Society. lf they 

went to the United States an entry was made to th et effect. 

There were 27 such de~artures between 1838 and 1850. It 

may be added that in none of these cases (the register sample 

of 240, the census sample of 41, and the Society total de-

parture of 27 members), are names repeated. By occupation, 

the 68 census and Society departures break down as follows: 

Unknown occupation .•. 18; occupation known ... 50 (on which 
percentages are based) 

Small business .............. 7 ( 14%) 
storekeepers ..... 2 
tavernkeepers .... 4 
trader ........... 1 

Artisan and Farming •....•.. 11 (22%) 
carnenters ....•.. 2 
far~er ........... l 
fisherman .......• 1 
gunsmith ......... 1 
painter .......... 1 
rigger ........... l 
rope maker ....... l 
tailors ........•. 3 

Unskilled ..•............... J2 (64%) 
labourers ....... 31 
truckman ...•.••. , l 

Two other very small indications of trends can be 

cited from the evidence examined. In the case of 11 men of 

the 68, destin2tions are known. Of these, five went to 

New York, three each to Chicago and Boston. Of the 68 de-

partures, two -- one trader and one shopkeeper -- returned 

and stayed in Halifax. It is anparent from the evidence 

that significant numbers of Irish were passing ~hrough 

Halifax, 1815-1850. Those who were leaving were most often 

labourers, although a substantially smaller number of 

artisans and shopkeepers also left. The better qualified 
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arrivals in Halifax tended to find attractive opportunities 

there, and the lure of larger cities in the United States 

was not yet strong enough to attr2ct men with trades. 

For pecuniary reasons the Irish were obliged to 

seek homes and work in urban environments, often enough in 

a series of cities. In addition, urban society offered 

more opportunity for social contact. "The gregariousness, 

which is so noticeable a feature of Irish character, accords 
102 

ill with pioneer life ... " The pattern of small-

holding in Ireland had left countrymen within sight and 

sound of neighbours' cottages and society. North American 

land systems, with few exceptions, did not allow the settlers' 

homes to be drawn into cosy proximity as a friendly hamlet or 

village. Often ,enough they deposited the settler behind a 

hill, or dense woodland separated him from his fellows. 

Many Irishmen could not live in such isolation. By staying 

in towns they avoided at least this particular problem. 

Halifax had the further inducement for the Irish of a pre-

existing Irish community that had roots as old 8s the town 
103 

itself. This encouraged the chain movement pattern of 

growth noted in the previous chapter. Neohews crossed to 

join uncles, and younger brothers to 'help out' older 

brothers. 

102 
Adams, Ireland and lrish Emigration ..• ,341. 

103 Infra. 
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The fourth factor that inclined the lrish to cling 

so generally to urban areas varied from place to place. 

This was the set of circumstances obtaining in the host en-

vironment. Haliburton emphasized of Halifax that the 

"English statute, requiring a service of seven years as a 

qualification to exercise a trade, is not in force here, 

and every ~erson is at liberty to apply his talents as he 
104 

may find most agreeable or lucrative." The new arrival 

must have imagined an alluring prospect once he had dis-

covered this fact~ A man who had probably farmed without 

the least knowledge of science, and had raised nothing but 

potatoes and an annual pig, came into Nova Scotia and found 

that he could practice whatever craft he chose to put his 

hand to. The temptation to branch out into one or other of 

the trades that required skill, tools and experience would 

have been a great lure, to which almost inevitably some 

would be drawn. And where better to practice the skills of 

the carpenter or painter, tinsmith or glazier, than in a 

town where, at least in theory, the custom could be found 

and the money minted by each new day's labour? Of course 

this euphoric vision quickly faded in the face of reality, 

but often enough the Irish rustic who had got his passage 

and arrived with a few shillings to his name, had already 

W4 
Haliburton, History of Nova Scotia, II, 294. 
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laid out the money in purchasing the tools of his newly-

chosen craft. More important for our purpose, the Irishman 

hcd opted hims elf into an urban context. 

In 1830 Nova Scotie. changed its land policy. 

Previ ously, lands had been granted gratis, but as of 1830, 

except for military pensioners, settlers were ex nected to 
105 

buy their land. The price could be small and still dis-

courage most of the Irish arrivals, who, thanks to one or 

other of the previous reasons, were already beginning to 

feel apprehensive about taking up land. 

Next to farmers the most numerous group in Ireland 
106 

and among the emigrants was that composed of the artisans. 

Once in America both classes ended up in much the same 

situation: unskilled labour in construction camps, in 

building of factories, on the streets and the docks, or in 
107 

the mills ·! "--wherever brawn was the primary need." In 

time, some few of these wage-earners amassed the means to 

ooen small shops which catered, more often, to their fellow 

Irishmen in the character of grocers, tailors, and shoe-
108 

makers. Both in the United States and British North 

l05P.A.N.S., R.G. 1, Vol. 68, doc. 27, Goderich to 
Maitland, 7 Mar 1831. This policy was origina ted in Britain 
and was designed to deter the settlement of immigrants as 
freeholders. 

106 Adams, Ireland and Irish Emigr a tion ..• , 59. 
107 

Ibid., 340. 

l08I ' . d 341 01 • , . 
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America the mass of immigrant Irish became part of the urban 
109 

working class. 

The concentration of Irish within the capital city 

of Halifax and its small hinterland (e.g., Dartmouth, Bed-

ford Basin, the western shore of the Harbour as far as 

Sambro, and along the adjacent coast to Prospect) was im-

pressive. As many as Bo% of all Irish Catholics in Nova 

Scotia lived in the town and county of Halifax in 1827. 

The census that year reported 20,400 Catholics. If most 

of those in Pictou and Sydney were Scots (ca.8500) and most 

of those in Annapolis, Shelburne and Cumberland were Acadians 

(ca.4700), we are left with 7200 Catholics, of which 5785 

were in Halifax county and town. Except for Chezzetcook, 

the majority of . these were Irish. This leaves only about 

1500 Irish Catholics for the rest of the province. These 

were mainly farming in Cape Breton and Antigonish, or 
110 

fishing along the Atlantic coast of the colony. 

The Catholics had Irish priests regulsrly in 

only three places before 1830, and of these only Manchester 

(Guysborough Co.) was outside of Halifax County. After 

1840, three other locations had Irish Catholic oriests: 

Windsor, Mainadieu, and Liverpool. While not conclusive , 

l09Ibid., 342. 

110 
Haliburton, History of Nova Scotia, II, 298. 
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this evidence further indicates the degree of urban con-

centration of Nova Scotia's Irish Catholic population. This 

situation did not change significantly until the l850's when 

the coming of the railway spread a thin band of Irish into 

new parts of the province. 

The Irish in Halifax before 1830 

Halifax could always claim to be an urban community, 

although its population at times consisted in little more 

than the emoloyees and the hangers-on of the civil and mili-

tary authorities, with a sprinkling of merchants. It had 

always had an Irish presence. Any notion that Irish immi-

gration after 1815 was a novelty in Halifax must collapse 

in the face of the evidence. It took a while for the Irish 

to grow to the status of a community, but Irishmen were a 
, 

feature of Halifax from its foundation. 

The passenger lists of Cornwallis' ships and the 

early victualling lists for Halifax contain names that are 

Irish. In 1752, fifty-three heads of family with 253 persons 
112 

in their families were at or near Halifax. Though 253 

persons among 4248 was a mere six per cent, the Irish ele-

ment was obviously larger, since many were servants within 

households whose heads were not Irish. Some of these early 

Irish Haligonians were "indentured servants from Newfoundland 

111Belcher's Farmer's Almanac ... 1831-1843, passim. 
112Thomas B. Akins, 11 History of Halifax City," 

Collections of the N.S.H.S., VIII (1895), 246-261. 
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or Virginia seeking to escape the hard obligations to which 
113 

they were contracted." Another suggestion of a larger 

Irish group in Halifax is the remark by 'J.B.' in his 

'Letter to a Noble Lord' in 1756. 'J. B.' claimed that the 
114 

"common dialect s~oke at Halifax is wild Irish." 

Another early observer, the Rev. Dr. Stiles of 

Boston, stated in 1760 that Halifax had nearly 3,000 people, 

"one third of which are Irish, and many of them Roman 
115 

Catholics." Some corroboration of his estimate comes 

from statistics collected in 1767. Halifax and its environs 

then contained J,022 people of whom 667 were willing to ad-

mit to being Roman Catholics, and 853 had been born in 
116 

Ireland. By discounting 200 Acadians from the C8tholic 

total, it appears there were about 467 Catholic Irish offi-

cially in Halifax. Because the law had anti-Catholic pro-

visions, there would be likely some concealed Catholics. 

An estimated Irish and Catholic populotion of 500 to 600 

(15-20%) seems credible. 

113MacNutt, The Atlantic Provinces, 54. 

114Quoted in ibid. 

115 Haliburton, II, 12-13. 

1160. Allison, "A General Return of Townships 
1767," N.S.H. S., VII (1888), chart facing 56. 
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In 1776, a valuation of real estate in Halif&x 

showed there were 360 property owners in town. Of these 

about JO were certainly Irish and Catholic, and others may 
117 

have been. In a period when they were supposedly oppressed 

by penal restrictions on land ownership, the Catholics com-

prised as much as eight or ten per cent of the landed pro-

prietors in the capital of the colony~ The proportions did 

not change much after the penal acts were relaxed, since 

a poll tax in 1792-93 showed 1051 names, of which 99 were 
11$ 

those of Irish Catholics--about nine per cent of the total. 

This latter document gives us some idea of the 

social standing of the Catholic Irish community because it 

has eight 'classes' of people, with the capitation levied 

in accordance with one's . 'class'. All the Catholic Irish 

fell within four 'classes', and we can group by those rather 

than list all eight 'classes'. The four were: 

(a) 

( b) 

( C) 

( d) 

tax 10s. on owners of £500 real property, 
wages above £60 (1) professionals (0), 
merchants (3), shopkeepers (4} ...•......••. high ...••. $ 
tax 2s. on large farmers (1), masters or 
mates (1), master workmen or artisans (12) .. middle ••• 14 
tax 2s.6d. on fishermen (0) and 
small-farmers (l} 
tax ls. on all other males above the 
age of 21 (76) ..........•................... low ...... 77 

117 
P.A.N.S., R.G.l, Vol. 411, doc.7. 

118 
lb.id., Vol. 444, 445. 
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Evidently the Irish Catholics occupied a modest place in 

the co!llITlunity. A few were master tradesmen, and even fewer 

were businessmen. The bulk were unpropertied and unskilled 

workers. 

The penal laws mentioned earlier dated from 1758 

when, in the wake of the Acadian deportation and during 

the Seven Years' War, the Council framed severe enactments 

against ~oman Catholicism. "Other measures were passed in 

1759, so that members of this unfortunate denomination might 

have no priests, might not hold land, teach school, or even 
,,.l-19 

act as guardians of a minor who had a Protestant relation. 

Yet the government assisted Abb~ Maillard, a French-speaking 

priest, and his successors financially and in making facili-

ties available to them. Toleration was justified by the 

argument that the missionaries kept the Indians quiet and 

away from French influences. 

Another indication both of the presence of Irish 

Catholics in Halifax, and that the oenal laws were largely 

paper regulations in Nova Scotia, may be seen in the Halifax 

probate records. The first two will books are for the years 

1749-1784, and contain the wills of least fifty Irishmen, 
120 

of whom about thirty were Roman Catholic. Among the 

119Norah Story, "The Church and State 'Party' in 
Nova Sco~ia, 1749-1851," N.S.H.S., XXVII (1947), 36 . 

• 120Terrence M. Punch, "Wills of Irish Interest in 
the Probate Registry at Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada, "The 
Irish Ancestor, I, 2 (Dublin, 1969), 89-95, 
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civilians these Irish Catholics were mainly labourers, arti-

sans, traders, and fishermen-mariners. This accords with 

the traditional belief that Halifax's early Irish were 

fishermen and servants, ex-servicemen, mariners and some 

Loyalists. There· are several wills of retired and active 

members of the military, while Catholic Irish found in will 

book three (1785-1816) include a scattering whose survivors 

or affiliations mentioned in their wills are clearly eighteenth 

century New Englanders, New Yorkers, and Philadelphi ans. The 

volume of real property bequeathed indicates that the penal 

laws could be ignored with impunity. 

By the 1780 1 s the Roman Catholics of Halifax-

all Irish names appear on their petitions-sought official 
121 

relaxation of 9ome of the penal restrictions. Relief in 

1783 was followed at once by construction of a Catholic 
122 

church in Halifax. "Although Roman Catholics wer e numerous 

in the Maritimes and a few priests were scattered throughout 

the area, the ... Church remained highly disorganized until 

the Bishop of Quebec appointed the energetic Irishman, 
123 

Edmund Burke, as his vicar general for the region in 1801: 

121 P.A.N.S., R.G. 1, Vol. 222, doc. 91, 92, 93. 

122 
John Bartlet Brebner, The Neutral Yankees of 

Nova Scotia ("Carleton Library"; Toronto: McClelland and 
Stewart Limited, 1969), 169-170. 

123 John S. Moir, Church and State in Canada 1627-
1867 (''Carleton Library"; Toronto: McClelland and Stewart 
Limited, 1967), 46. 
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Burke was instrumental, for instance, in setting up Catholic 

educational facilities in Halifax. Oni of his foundations, 

after a precarious and sporadic career, formed the besis of 

Saint Mary's University, Halifax. 

An Irish population which had a sense of community 

and identity existed at Halifax by the mid-1780's. On 17 

January 1786 they founded the Charitable Irish Society, 

supoorted by a good contingent of army and navy officers of 

Irish background. Of the 136 men who signed the original 

articles, 53 were Roman Catholics, 43 were Protestant, and 

40 cannot be classified on the basis of present information, 
124 

though the larger part were likely to have been Protestants. 

This Society was the focus of Irish consciousness in the town 

for many years, and still exists as a society. 

One final indication of early Irish strength in 

Halifax is found in the records of St. Peter's Catholic Church, 

1801-1830. From 1801-to 1817 there were 192 marriages in-

volving 245 natives of Ireland. Better than half of those 

not born in Ireland had Irish names but had been born in 
125 

Nova Scotia, most of them presumably between 1775 and 1795. 

The number of Irish increased rapidly so that between 1818 
126 

and 1825, 341 natives of Ireland were married in 248 weddings. 

124Herbert Leslie Stewart, The Irish in Nova Scotia 
(Kentville: Kentville Publishing Co., Limited, 1949), 30-31. 

125Terrence M. Punch, "Some Irish Immigrant Weddings 
in Nova Scotia 1801-1817," The Irish Ancestor, VI, 2 (Dublin, 
1974), 101-112. 

126Ibid., VII, 1 (1975), 39-54. 
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Clearly the post-war boom in immigration had b egun, and at 

the end of the decade was greater. There were 473 Irish-

born peo ple married in 283 services between 1826 and 1830 
127 

at St. Peter's. The Irish were decidedly concentrating 

in Halifax, but they were not a new element in its population. 

They were an augmentation to a group that was already in 

place. 

The Host Environment to 1838 

So much of the economic, intellectual and politi-

cal life of Nova Scotia was centred upon Halifax th2t a brief 

overview of these aspects of Nova Scotian society in the 

early nineteenth century is offered. This will enable us to 

examine the Irish community as it was at the end of the 

1830's, and to do so within a setting both of the Irish back-

ground and of the host environment, Halifax town. By showing 

what the town had to offer, we may see some of the reasons 

why the Irish emigrants came here. 

The old town of Halifax was built on the east side 

of a peninsula, on the slope of a hill rising from the west 

side of the habour. It was about two miles long and nearly 

half a mile in breadth. The Scots rlsitor, John M'Gregor, 

in 1832, thought 

127 Ibid., VII, 2 (1975), 104-120. 
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The appearance of Halifax from the water ... 
is prepossessing and peculiar. The front of 
the town is lined with wharfs, alongside of 
which vessels of all sizes ... are incessantly 
discharging or loading their cargoes. Warehouses 
rise over the wharfs, as well gs in different 
parts of the town; and dwelling-houses and public 
buildings rear their heads over each other 2s 
they stretch along, and up the sides of the hill. 
The spires of different churches; ... the signal-
posts on Citadel Hill; the different batteries; the 
variety of style in which the houses are built, 
some ..• of brick and stone, intermixed with those 
built of wood; rows of trees showing themselves in 
different parts of the town; ... the merchant ships 
... the wooded and rocky scenery of the background 
.•. strike ... 1~ge view of a stranger when sailing 
up the harbour. 

The English visitor, William Moorsom, about three years 

earlier was struck by these things, and also noted that the 

"presence of a garrison • and the residence of those 

attached to the seat of the provincial government, give to 
129 

Halifax an animation This animation was partly 

the bustle of business, as between 1825 and 1832 Halifax 

was enjoying a period of all-out progress. 

Halifax was becoming a fair-sized community, not 

large in numbers, but clearly something beyond the civilian 

catering staff of the military garrison and naval establish-

ment. The census of 1827 reported a populBtion of 14,439 

people, 493 swine, 458 horned cattle, 399 horses, and 39 
sheep. There were three major religious denominations, and 

123John M'Gregor, British America (Edinburgh: 
W. Blackwood, 1832), II, 73-74. 

(London: 
129William Scarth Moorsom, Letters from Nova Scotia 

Henry Colburn and Richard Bentley, 1830), 12. 
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a scattering of others. Leading the way were the Anglicans 

with 6,021 adherents (41.7%), followed by the Roman Catholics 

with 3,627 (25.1%), then by the Church of Scotland with 2,900 

of the elect (20.1%). This group was the largest sect in 

the province at large; its relative weakness in Halifax was 

due to the fact the Scots were less numerous than the English 

or Irish there. The town had 1,164 Methodists (8.1%), 680 

Baptists (4.7%), and 47 others (0.3%). There had been a popu-

lation increase in Halifax district of 50.8% since the census 

of 1817. Evidently, immigration was running high at this 

period. Since there was no religious or ethnic return for the 
130 

town again for a generation, comparisons are not possible. 

Haliburton's History of Nova Scotia provides some 

idea of th~ size of the trade carried on a t the port of Halifax 

in the late 1820's. A breakdown of the value of trade at 

Halifax for the year 1828 by imports and exports is the 
131 

following: 

Destination/ 
Source 
British Isles 
United States 
Br. West Indies 
Br. North America 
All Others 
Total Traffic 

Imports (% of 
whole) (£) 

297,010 
217,933 
81,439 

111,705 
25,305 

733,392 

Exports (% of Surolus 
whole) (£) (Deficit) 

7,640 (289,370) 
5,790 (212,143) 

126,431 44,992 
80,371 ( 31,334) 
29,820 4,515 

246,852 (486,540) 

130The 1827 census data is from Ha liburton, History 
of Nova Scotia, 11, 33, 298. The Halifax district included 
modern Halifax, Colchester and Pictou counties. 

131 Haliburton, diagram between 388-389. 
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Clearly if that was the entire story, the mercantile com-

munity of Halifax would have ceased business in self-preser-

vetion. Halifax, however, had other credits to her account. 

Halifax businesses had clients in the outports who provided 

timber and new vessels to the British Isles, and was earning 

profits from high-seas freight and marine insurance. The 

imperial government was still spending large amounts of 
132 

money in Halifax, both in the civilian and military sectors. 

British agencies, such as the Society for the Propagation of 

the Gospel in Foreign Part~, were spending an average of 
133 

£11,482 per annum in Nova Scotia, much of it in Halifax. 

It needs also to be recalled that what Halifax imported was 

not entirely consumed there, but was carried to other places 

in the provin7e, so that the cost of the goods plus a profit 

returned to Halifax merchants who imported commodities into 

Nova Scotia. 

This was the situation in the late 1820's, but it 

had come about over many years and through many vicissitudes. 

During the Napoleonic War, Halifax advanced in wealth as a 

supplier of raw materials to the British war effort and in-

dustry. Forest production was especially essential to the 

Royal Navy when France curtailed access to the Baltic as a 

132David Alexander Sutherland, "The Merchants of 
Halifax, 1815-1850: A Commercial Class in pursuit of Metro-
politan Status" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University 
of Toronto, 1975), 160. 

133 Peter Burroughs, British Attitudes towards 
Canada 1822-1849 (Scarborough: Prentice-Hall of Canada, Ltd., 
1971), 23. 
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source of supply. The war ended in 1815, leaving the 'lower 

provinces' faced with a period of economic adjustment. After 

1815 a depression set in which involved "a decline in trade 

and industry caused by transition from war to peace, stressed 

in Nova Scotia by crop failures, by an agriculture devoted 

to stock raising rather than grain and staple food production, 

and by the weakness of a commerce heavily based on the pro-
134 

duction of primary commodities." Beamish Murdoch des-

cribed the 'progress of the country' as being 'thoroughly 
135 

paralyzed'. For the next few years there was a spell of 

pessimism in Halifax business circles. It was not only the 

loss of the wartime military establishment that Murdoch 

described; it was also a loss of the buoyant sense of get-

ting somewhere that had grown up during the war years. The , 

period after 1815 was one of doubt in Halifax. 

T.C. Haliburton was a contemporary witness to 

the state of affairs in Halifax. As a satirical writer, 

the creator of 'Sam Slick' sought to stir Nova Scotians QUt 

of their complacency. We may accept his testimony as being 

that of a realist. Haliburton believed that Halifax had shared 

in a common shock of transition from war to peace, but that the 

134Alton A. Lomas, "The Industrial Development of 
Nova Scotia, 1830-1854" (unpublished M.A. thesis, Dalhousie 
University, 1950), 3. 

135aeamish . Murdoch, A His~~ Nova Sc<2_tia 1 
or Acadie (Halifax: James Barnes, 1807), 11r, 489. 
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period of embarrassment and difficulty was not such "as to 
136 

induce either ruin or distress." As one writer has noted, 

the "persistence of a large and influential merchant community 

in postwar Halifax confirmed the fact that, despite the dis-

location wrought by demobilization, Halifax did not decline 
137 

into a stagnant garrison outpost after 1815." Haliburton 

claimed that most of the province's manufactures had been 

commenced after 1816, and provided a list of goods being 

produced in Nova Scotia in 1829: ale, porter, cabinet work, 

soap and candles, combs and brushes, chocolate, glue, leather, 
138 

linseed oil, flour, paper, cordage, snuff, and refined sugar. 

This flattering portrait need not conceal the fact that these 

were new industries, many of them run on a small scale and 

with precariously slender capital. The bac~bone of the 

economy was not manufacturing, but production of primary 

staples and maritime trade. 

A mid-Victorian analysis of the Nova Scotia economy 

concludes by saying: 

The products which have hitherto formed the 
largest portion of the exports of Nova Scotia 
have been drawn from its forests and fisheries. 

---------
136 

Haliburton, HistorY.._£f No~?__§_~oti~, II, 19. 

137 
Sutherland, "The Merchants of Halifax,'' 82. 

138 
Haliburton, II, 19. 
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Mineral substances,-particularly coal and 
gypsum,-live stock, and agricultural products 
are also exoorted largely ... The principal 
export to Great Britain consists of timber ..• 
and of ships built in the province. ln return 
for these, there are imported from the United 
Kingdom manufactures of every description ... 
The West Indies have long been the principal 
market for the fish of Nova Scotia, which receives 
in return produce the growth of those countries. 
To the United States are exported coal, gypsum, 
wood, fish ... The imports from the t country 
consist principally of breadstuffs and of American 
manufactures, especially of a cheap description of 
furniture and cabip~twork, carriages, and agricul-
tural implements. J~ 

Halifax was the entrep6t, the great oort of entry 

for Nova Scotia, even for the 'lower Provinces'. It was 

"the centre of the commercial, financial, and trading acti-

vity of the whole province. It faced the Atlantic seaboard 

and its economic life was bound up intimately with the 
140 

commerce of the Atlantic world." People who knew Halifax 

were agreed that, by the early 1800's, 

army and navy contractors had been overshadowed 
as a source of merchant profits by the income 
derived from the complex network of com~ercial 
operations which linked sources of suoply with 
markets from the St. Lawrence to the Caribbean 
and from New England to Britain and foreign 
Europe. In short, the Nova Scotian capital was 
acknow~e~ged to be y~ 1 much a commercial entrep6t 
as a military base.&± 

139J. Willoughby, The Land of the Mayflower; or, 
the Past and Present of Nova Scotia (Halifax: James Barnes, 
1860), 35-36. 

140w. Ross Livingston, Resoonsible Government in 
Nova Scotia (Iowa City: University of Iowa, 1930), 30. 

141 Sutherland, "The Merchants of Halifax,'' 2. 



Nor was the business of Halifax devoted simoly to 

the transshi pment of goods. Halifax had a meat, a vegetable, 

and a fish market, which were well suDplied. The f i sh mar-

ket was especially renowned "on account of the quality and 

variety of fish; ' the low ,orices at which it is s old, and the 
142 

importance of the establishment to the poorer class. II 

There was a rising production of some consumer needs. Most 

of the snuff and chocolate, and the like, mentioned ty 

Haliburton was intended for domestic consumption. These pro-

ductions indicate that at least oart of the Halifax economy 

was engaged in pre-industrial manufacturing. There was no 

industrialization as such during the 1830's and 1840's in 

Halifax. 

Fr9m 1825 until about 1832, Halifax en j oyed an 
143 

exciting economic growth. Then, in 1833-34, disas ter 

struck. "Crops failed two years in succession; su oposedl~ 

sound Halifax firms collapsed; property V8l ues fell by as 

much as fifty per cent; and paper money flooded the country-

side. The final blow came with a massive epidemic of cholera 
144 

" This period of crisis in the 1830's, though tern-

porary, did coincide with and reinforce a movement for poli-

tical reform in Nova Scotia. Nonetheless, the overall trend 

142Haliburton, History of Nova Scotia, II, 15. 

143 Sutherland, "The Merchants of Halifax," 158. 
144David Alexander Sutherland, "J . 1·l . Johnston and 

the Metamorphosis of Nova Scotien Conserv&tism'' (un published 
M.A. thesis, Dalhousie University, 1967), 10. 
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at Halifax remained essentially ex pansionist into the l840's. 

While economic trends in Ireland played a maj or pa rt in in-

fluencing emi gr a tion, economic conditions i n Halifax largely 

determined the volume of emigrants th r t the community retained. 

Without industri ~liz a tion, Halifpx could not offer es much 

employment as it might otherwise. 

UrLan economic expansion offered some cttra ctions 

to Irish immigrants in the two decades after 1815. Halifax 

was accessible and routes to Newfoundland and Miramichi brought 

immigrants into the general vicinity. The f e et of a pre-

existing Irish community gave an added incentive to those 

Irish emigrants who had relatives living in Halifr x. The 

town had a number of new manufactures, and these, as well 

as tr ade and commerce and the presence of the mil i t a ry and 
, 

civil government at Halifax, offered at least potentia l em-

ployment opportunities to newcomers. Three important sources 

of work for immigrants at or near Halifax were in ooeration 

after the mid-1820's. We know that there was extensive 

building and extension of the wharves on the waterfront, 

as well as the erection of warehous es and rel ated construc-
145 

tion, at least from 1828 to 1831. From 1826 until the 

collapse of the project in 1831, the Shubenacadie Canal 

works re quired l abourers, teamsters, stonemasons and car-
146 

penters. The construction of a new fort com~enced a t 

l45sutherland, "The Merchants of Halifax,'' 182. 

146Ibid,, 228. 
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Citadel Hill in 1828, and in 1829 civilian contracts pleced 
147 

£11,453 in the hands of those engaged in the work. The 

work went on until 1857 or 1858, and thus W8S available for 

a generation. The quarrying, conveying, placing of stone; 

the levelling and cartage; the erection of the buildings; 

all these were labour-intensive, and absorbed a great many 

workers in ongoing work that needed workmen over and above 

the normal labour needs of the town. None of this was 

factory labour. 

Demographic and - economic factors would be of 

prime significance in deciding an immigrant would stay in 

Halifax or not. Other factors also ulayed a part, however. 

The structure of government, especially the legal standing 

of those v-1ho were neither Anglo-Saxon nor Protestant, had 

some weight in the decision. This would be particularly 

true for those having enough skill or pro perty to seek up-

ward social mobility. 

Nova Scotia was a British colony and it enjoyed 

certain of the institutions of a British country: courts 

of law, an elective body empowered to levy taxation, and a 

custom whereby the constitution existed mainly in the method 

of government rather than in rigidly defined compartments 

and institutions. In the Americ2n style of government a 

147 
Harry Piers, The Evolution of the Halifax 

Fortress 1749-1928 (Halifax: P.A.N.S., 1947), 38. 
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written document of constitution actually set out the doc-

trine of the division of powers, and detciled how the legi-

slative, judicial, and executive functions were to be kept 

separate. Under a British system there was what the British 

liked to consider 'a gentlemen's agreement' about the allo-

cation of powers. Britain in 1815 was re ally an oligarchy 

in which a small number of families controlled the govern-

ment. It was personal and cumbersome, but it had worked 

fairly well for over a century. 

The British notion of government enshrined an 

aristocratic tradition that was echoed to some extent in 

colonies such as Nova Scotia. The curiosity of Nova Scotia 

as a British political unit was that until the year 1838 

there was only a single council, consisting of twelve mem-

bers, which possessed both legislative and executive com-

petence, and met behind closed doors. The same body had 

also some judicial functions. In 1838 this Council was 

dissolved and two were created in its place: a legislative 

council of 19 members, whose deliberations were to be open 
148 

to the public; and an executive council of twelve members. 

The divided councils were not answerable to the 

general population for what they did. Public opinion and 

public representatives in the lower house of the legislature 

could criticize, but could not overturn, the acts of the 

(Toronto: 

148 
J. Murray Beck, The Government of Nova Scotia 

University of Toronto Press, 1957), 101-102. 
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appointed councillors. The style of gover~ment in the colony 

was 'representative' - that is, the adult males, or some 

of them, could select representatives for the district in 

whi eh they lived. Members of the Assembly were there as 

srokesmen for a piece of geography (a county or a township) 

and were spoken of as 'the member for Assemblymen 

did not have the ri ght to call the councillors to account 

for their actions. This was a departure from the British 

practice where, at least from Walpole's day, a council or 

cabinet was obliged to have the approval of the country's 

elected spokesmen in Parliament for its measures. 

With its inbuilt favouritism towards the esta-

blished Church of England, and its anti-Catholic legislation, 

the government of colonial Nova Scotia in the eighteenth , 

century had an inher·ent attitude of discrimination against 

the Catholic Irish. The Assembly had been elected by "any 

freeholder, twenty-one years of age, and not a 'Popish re-

cusant' ... " Catholics had to take an objectionable oath 

which effectively barred them from the political process. 

Catholics could vote after 1783, but none sat in the House 
149 

for another forty years. This is not to say th?.t all 

Roman Catholics could vote, since voting depended on owner-

ship of some property, or at least renting real property to 

149 
Ibid., 51. 
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a specified annual value. Because Catholics could do neither 

of those things officially until 1783 there was a lapse of 

time before they were able to exercise their ri ghtful sh are 

a t election time. Catholics had no right to sit in the 

As sembly until 1'829. 

Before 1830 there was little significant wide-

spread agitation for fundamental political change in Nova 

Scotia. Dissentions were usually specific or personal. The 

reasons for this quiescence are not far to seek. It was not 

a case of wholesale contentment or prosperity under the old 

regime, so much as that the idea of popular power and rule 

had not penetrated to the mass of the people. Also a fac-

tor was the unfavourable attitude toward reform in England 

until the second quarter of the century. Tiny colonies 

tended to follow, not to lead, the motherland. 

Nova Scotia was under the rule of a colonial 

oligarchy and did not begin to stir against this narrow con-

trol until the fourth decade of the nineteenth century. A 

co nnection centred in Halifax, consisting of mercentile, 

official, military, and legal interests, favoured its own 
150 

supporters and the quasi-official Church of England. 

It was loyal to itself and to the British connection, the 

150 
Terrence M. Punch, "The Halifax Connection: 

A Century of Oligarchy in Nova Scotia, 1749-1848'' (unpublished 
M.A. thesis, St. Mary's University, 1972), 130. 
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latter because the imperial government was the source of 

much of the means whereby appointed councillors keot their 

independence of the Assembly. Until the 1830's no Irish 

Catholic was part of the Council of Twelve, and very few 

were made justices of the peace, and thereby local magistrates. 

During the 1820's two major developments took place 

with resnect of the legal status of the Irish Catholics in 

Nova Scotia. In 1823, with significant and necessary Pro-

testant support, Lawrence Kavanagh, an Irish Catholic, was 

allowed to take a seat in the Assembly by a special exercise 

of the prerogative. The official recognition of a Catholic's 

right to sit in a legislative body was delayed until it was 

granted by the British Parliament in the case of Daniel 

0' Connell in 1829~51 In 1827, R.J. Uniacke, Jr., M.L.A. for 

Cape Breton, and a man of Irish Protestant stock, presented 

the Assembly with a petition from the Catholics of Halifax, 

asking the House to request the Crown to remove the offen-

sive declaration against transubstantiation (i.e., denial 

of the True Presence in the Eucharist). "This petition was 

the first overt political act of the Irish ~opulation of 

Halifax whose numbers were rapidly being augmented by immi-
152 

gration." Despite the reservations of a number of members, 

151 
S.W. Spavold, "Nova Scotia under the Admini-

stration of Sir Colin Campbell'' (unpublished M.A. thesis, 
Dalhousie University, 1953), 65. 

1 52John Garner, The Franchise and Politics in 
British North Amecica 1755-1867 rroronto:-Unfversity-of 
Toronto Press, 1969r,-142. 
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the plea of the petition was eventually granted. 

The petition of 13 February 1827 sheds some light 

on what sort of Catholic Irish were to be found in Halifax 
' ' during the period under consideration. There were 688 names 

on the petition which must have included almost every adult 
153 

Catholic male in town. This indicates nearly unanimous 

support for constitutional reform on behalf of their co-

.religionists. Another feature of the petition is the high 

level of literacy which it reveals. Only 96 of the 688 made 

their marks, and another 91 may have done so. The 91 dubious 

signatures are so awkwardly done that it would be making too 

much of the evidence to argue that those men could have done 

more than sign their names, which is not true literacy. 

Still, this means that at least 501 could sign their nemes 

well enough to be classified as literate. A literacy rate 

of between 73 and 86% was higher than in Ireland as of 
154 

1841. It indicates both that the Halifax Irish had access 

to schooling, and that most of them had achieved some up-

ward social mobility beyond the rank of peasant labourer. 

The major drawback to a new arrival might have 

been the oligarchy that controlled the city and the pro-

vince. In that clique of men and among their hirelings 

153 d 6 d P.A.N.S., R.G. 1, Vol. 300, doc. 4. The lo27 
census 
a male 
nearly 

reoorted 3627 Catholics in town. If one in five was 
head of family, the 688 figure gives 3440, which is 
all. 

154Adams, Ireland 
ports that in 1841 the-level 
vinces of Ireland was 42% in 
in Munster, 73% in Connacht. 
1827. 

and Irish Emi_g_rati on, 218, re- . 
ofilli teracy in the four pro-
Ulster, 48% in Leinster, 65% 
Halifax was at most 27% in 
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and dependents in minor posts, the Irish Catholic element 

was inconsiderable either absolutely or proportionately. 

Some of the Irishmen who came to Halifax between 1815 and 

1835 would one day occupy some of those places; men such as 

John Tobin of Kilkenny, who would be a successful merchant 

and a Member of the Assembly; James Cochran from Longford, 

who succeeded in business and became a justice of the peace, 

an Assemblyman, and who would die a member of both the exe-

cutive and legislative councils; Thomas Ring, who would be 

an alderman; the Kenny brothers, Thomas and Edward, the lat-

ter to end a lengthy career as a knight of the realm; 

Patrick Power of Waterford, who would be a member of Canada's 

Parliament, and long before that an active ci t izen of Hali-

fax in a number of capacities. These men had three things 

in common: they were Irish Catholics, and they arrived in 

Halifax just after the end of the Napoleonic Wars, and 

they all succeeded in Nova Scotia. In the Halifax of the 

1830's the opportunity was there and, after a lengthy strug-

gle, some Irishmen scrambled or climbed to a position of 

importance in their adopted community. 

Reaching across the war years and spanning the 

time from the Loyalist influx to the accession of Queen 

Victoria there was an unmistakable ch ~nge in the character 

of Nova Scotia. A straggling garrison outpost at the end 

of the American Revolution, Nova Scotia was a m~turing 

civilization five decades later. 
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The fivefold increase in nonulFtion from 1784 to 
1837 was accompanied by a~ accumulation of ca pital 
derived from a widening range of sources that in-
cluded the increasingly effective utilization of 
n2tural products, skilled craftsmanship in the 
minor arts and in shipbuilding and privateering 
and commerce on the high seas. The navigators 
returned enriched in experience from abroad, and 
the merchants ... were forced ... to raise 
demands for economic and political reform. 
Correlated with this was the impulse to enlarge 
the means of intelligence through the establish-
ment of schools, colleges, libraries, museums, 
newspapers, and magazini~ 5 and through public 
debate in the assembly. 

D.C. Harvey narrowed the neriod of awak ening from 

over fifty years to the ye-ars between 1812 and 183 5. This 

was a time when "Nova Scotians as such were emerging, rubbing 

the sleep out of their eyes and facing their own problems, 

in various ways, but with discernment and energy. They were 

conscious that they wBre Nova Scotians: but they would have 

found it as difficult to conventionalize a type as we today 
156 

find it di fficu 1 t to define a Canadian." 

The Irish inflow to Halifax largely coincided 

with this period of social adjustment, 1784-1837. Just as 

Nova Scotia was undergoing its most intensive growth, 1812-

1835, so was that approximately the period of the greatest 

lrish immigration into Nova Scotia. Speaking of the general 

community, one author has chosen 1828 as the date by which 

settlement had been rounded out and "the perio::i of social 

l55Alfred G. 3ailey, "Creative Moments in the Cul-
ture of the Maritime Provinces," Dal. :1.ev., XXIX (Oct. 19Li.9), 
238. Calculations made in 1862 revealed th At the orovince's 
po pul ~tion grew by 156.41% in 1784-1818, and 87.49% from 1818 
to 1828, and again 29.93% from 1828 to 1837. Cf., R.G. Hali- . 
burton, The Past and the Future of Nova ScotiatHalifax: 
J.B. Strong, 1862), 67. 

1 560.c. Harvey, "The Intellectual Awakening of 
Nova Scotia," Dal Rev., XIII (April 1933), 21. 
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157 
adjustment in a new environment was over." For the g en-

eral population that was true, but what of the Irish? Had 

they much further to go than the rest? Let us try to por-

tray the Irish Catholic community in Halifax at the time 

Queen Victoria took the throne. 

The Halifax Irish Communi!.Y_ 1836-41: A Profile 

Three useful documents concerning the town of 

Halifax came into existence between 1836 and 1841. These 

provide considerable information about the community at 

the time. These items are the 1836 assessment, the 1838 

census, anj an 1841 census of Catholics. All three require 

interpretation if they are to tell their story in a fashion 

that will allow comparison with other data about Halifax 

then and later. In order to get the best out of these docu-

ments they are treated separately. When explanations and 

interpretations have been made for each as a separate 

entity, a few general conclusions can be offered to draw 

the three items tog ether. 

The 1827 petition by the Catholics of Halifax, 

previously mentioned, and the contem?ora!'y Roman Catholic 

church records both make it plain that nearly every member 

of that faith in Halifax at the time was either born in 

Ir eland, or the descendent of such a person. The 1841 

157 
Bailey, "Creative Moments," 238. 
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'census' figures are therefore virtually returns of the 

Irish Catholic population of the town. 

An enumeration of the Catholic oopulation of 

Halifax town and peninsula was made in March 1841 'by order 
158 

of Government'. · This account did not give the names of 

those enumerated, but only reported the numbers of Catholics 

by age and sex in each of the sixteen twards' into which the 

clerks had divided the town. Numerically these districts 

ran from the south to the north of Halifax. In the downtown 

area, where the majority of the population was concentrated, 

the arrangement of 'wards' provides a pattern of ranges of 

blocks from the harbour to the Commons. This lets us form 

an impression of where the Catholic Irish were living in 

Halifax in the year of its incorporation. Taken in con-

junction with the assessment data of 1836, an accurate idea 

may be gained of the geographical concentration of the 

Catholic Irish in Halifax town. 

The findings of the 1841 enumeration are pre-

sented in Table IV. In this table the age and 'sex break-

down of the return has been omitted, as being unnecessary to 

the point being made, that about 1838-41, the Irish were 

living in areas of the town that can be pinpointed with con-

siderable accuracy. 

158 
Archdiocese of Halifax, Chancery Office: 

''Minute aook of the Wardens of St. Peter's Parish, 1801-
1858'', under date March 1841, n.p. 
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There were certain evident areas of hi~h concen-

tration of Irish Catholics. Apart from Gray's Lane and 

Maynard's Lots, these were all within the limits of ei~hteenth-

century Palifax. Fi~ure 2 shows these areas: Albemarle, 

Grafton, Upper and Lower Water, Salter s1:reets, and Marchin9::-

ton' s La.ne. The waterfront area was the scene of com!Tlercial 

activity, and the stand of most of the town's several dozen 

truckmen, most of whom were Irish. Albemarle and ~rafton 

streets af~orded a large number of older cheap residential 

accommodations. This is indicated by the description of 

lots on those streets in deeds of 1:he period: they were 

narrow and not very deep. On some lots 40' x 60' there were 

two houses, one in front of the other. There is little evi-

dence that tene!Tlents o~ more than three floors were common 
, 

in colonial qalifax. Even three-story structures were excep-

tional; two floors and an attic was the rule. Albemarle 

and ~rafton streets were also handy Citadel Hill, where so 

much construction work was bein~ undertaken, and many Irish 

amon~ the workmen had need of housin~ within a short distance 

of their place of employment. 

The population was still concentrated within the 

down-town, bounded by Jacob, Barrack and Bishop streets. Of 

2827 occupied premises, only 786 were outside that district, 

and 417 of those were in the adjacent old north suburb, 

runnin~ up the harbourside WLthin the rough rectangle of 

Jacob, 0ottingen, North, and Upper Water streets. If the 

Irish were concentrated so was the general population. 
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Table IV - CENSUS OF CATHOLICS lN HALIFAX, MARCH 1S41 
Catholic 

'Ward' Description Pooulation 

1 & 2 All Halifax Peninsula s outh of modern Bishop 

3 

4 

5 
6 

7 
8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 
16 

& Spring Garden Rd. · 568 
Area bounded by Bishop, Barrington & Salter 

St. and the Harbour 317 
Area boundsd by Sackville & Salter St. and 

the Harbour 733 
Area bounded by Prince & Sackville St. and 

the Harbour 675 
Area bounded by George & Prince St. and the 

Harbour 369 
Area bounded by Duke & George St. and the 

Harbour 4S2 
Area bounded by Buckingham & Duke St. and 

the Harbour 468 
Area bounded by Jacob & Buckingham St. and 

the Harbour 827 
Area bounded by Cornwallis, Brunswick & Jacob 

St. and the Harbour 509 
Area bounded by Gerrish, Brunswick & Cornwallis 

St. and the Harbour 4S7 
Area bounded by North, Gottingen & Gerrish St. 

and the Harbour 197 
Area bounded by North St., Kempt Rd., Be.sin 

and the Harbour 15S 
Area bciunded by modern Robiei North, 

Gottingen & Cogswell St. 302 
Spring Gardens, Fort Massey, Tower Rd. to 

the Arm 381 
All Halifax Peninsula to west and north of 

these districts 209 

At North West Arm Quarries 95 
Persons giving their names 86 

in to the parish 69 
In the Garrison 751 

Sub-total 66S2 

Total 6932 

Grand Total 76S3 
Notes: 
a)The average figures used in Figure 2 were obtain ed by t cking the 

'ward' figure above and dividing it by the number of blocks or 
areas within the 'ward'. Thus, 'ward' three hEd 317 people living 
in three such blocks or areas for an average block figure of 
106, aoproximately. 

b)The sixteen 'wards' of the 1S41 return c P. n be grouped according 
to civic ward boundaries after i ncorporation. 
Civic ward .• included Catholic ' 'census ward' .,for a total 

1 1,2,15 
:2 3, 4 
3 5,6,7 
4 8, 9 
5 10,11,14,16 
6 12,13 

others 

of .. oeople 
949 

1050 
1526 
L29~ 
1507 

3 55 
,,250 
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Relatively few Irish occurred in some streets and areas. 

Fi~ure 2 shows some of these streets (Hollis, Granville, 

Barrington, Argyle, George and Prince). Outside the down-

town, Irish were scarce in Hurd's Lane, Pedley's Fields, 

Lockman, Cornwallis, Gottin~en and North streets, as well as 

on the north and south peninsula. Sy circumstances rather 

than by desi~n, the Irish Catholics were spread unevenly in 

the com~unity, but they were not segregated into Irish 

ghettoes. Thev lived in much the same places as their socio-

economic peers of other ethnic ori~ins. 

Figure 2 is a composite of information from the 

1R41 Catholic 'census' and of data contained in the 1836 assess-

ment. The former arranges the city by 'wards', as indicated 

on the map by numbers and dashed lines. The latter lists by 

streets. ~he ,1836 assessment was not unique (they were an 

annual af~air), but no other exists of all of Halifax within 

two or three years o~ the 1838 census. 159 The Assessors' 

returns are presented in Table V under six headings: 

(A) Street or Area; (B) Catholic Irish Occupants; (C) Irish 

Catholic Owners; (D) Total Number of Occupants; (~) Average 

Value of Premises; and (F) Wards in whic~ located under the 

1841 division~of the city at incorporation. Those persons 

listed in (9) and (C) were Irish people found in Catholic 

records of baptism, marria~e, or burial. The town assessment 

by street or area is presented in Table V for the entire town. 

The major part of the assessed area fell within the boundaries 

159P.A. r.s., R.G. 35, Series "A", Vol. 3, No. 12. 
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of the old town, and Figure 2 shows tha t part of Halifax, 

and illustrates that there were concentra tions of Irish in 

certai n parts of the community, though the pattern was not 

hard and fast. 

The tiotal assessment was £845,672, which averages 

out at £363.a.o for each of the 2327 occupied premises. 

Those occupied by Irish Catholics were valued at £99,560, an 

average of £276.11.0 for each of the 360 premises. The total 

taxes came to £2960, an average of £1.5.5 per property. To-

tal taxes levied on properties occupied by Irish were £348.9.2, 

an average of £0.19.4. It can be seen that Irish Catholics 

occupied 15.5% of the assessed real estate in Halifax in 1$36, 

but paid only 11.8% of the taxes. This and the valuations 

indicate plainly that the Irish Catholics tended in general 

to live in premises that were less valuable than those of th e 

general population, and that they possessed less wealth than 

their numbers justified. It is a picture of relative collec-

tive poverty. 

By taking the average valuation of Irish-occupied 

property (£276.11.0), we may break down the premises to show 

those that were above and below the avera ge for their own 

group, and the average for the general community. 

Premises assessed above £1000 ••• a( 
£750 - £999 .. lO(above the average of lrish .. 108 
£500 - £749 •• 23( (of these 6$ were also above th e 
£277 - £499 .• 67( average for the town generally . 
Irish Average - £276.11.0 
£101 - £276.135(below the average of Irish •. 252 
under £100 •• 117( (of these 292 were below the 

general average for the •town.) 
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The only high concentration of Irish Catholics 

on streets assessed above the town average (see column Eon 

Table V) wa s on Fort Massey Road (the Tobin estate) and on 

Upper Water Street, where the property values varied widely. 

Extensive stores and wharves and commercial establishments 

stood next to residential housing on the stre et, the east 

side of which very much resembled a built-uo wharf-head for 

most of its length. 

In reading the information from the 1836 assess-

ment it should be remembered that the 1838 census revealed 

an I rish Catholic population of a pproximately one third of 

the town. The 15.4% occupancy in 1836 was low. There were 

many cases of multiple-occupancy, so th at there is an indi-

cation that the Irish Catholics were fre quently nei ther 

owners nor direct tenants of premises. The assumpt i on must 

be that many of them were sub-tenants, boarders, and em-

ployees within other people's households . This again does 

not argue for great affluence; rather the contrary. Irish 

Halifax in 1836 looks to have been a community of tenants. 

The overall impression if that about one-quarter owned pro-

perty, a further one-fifth were direct occupant-leasees, 

and the balance, about 55%, were sub-tenants, bo arders and 

employees within other households. 

The density of Halifax's po pul Ption was estonishing. 

The area of the 1841 'ward 9' wa s about three acres. It con-

tained 827 Catholics (and presumably some Protestants), an 

average of 276 per acre. The lower seven wards of New York 
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Table V - A.:,SESSMENT OF HALIFAX TOWN FOR THE YEAR 1836 
( A) (B) {C) (D) (E) (F) 

Street or Area 
SOUTH SUBURBS: 

Irish R.C. Irish R.C. Total No. of 
Occupants Owners Occupants 

Average Wards b· 
Value of B 1841 Lin 1 

Fort Massey Road 
Morris Street 
South Peninsula 
Pedley's Fields 

TOWN CORE: 
Bishop Street 
Lower Water Street 
Barrington Street 
Hollis Street 
Salter Street 
Blowers Street 
Sackville Street 
Albemarle Street 
Argyle Street 
Grafton Street 
Granville Street 
Bedford Row 
George Street 
Market Souare 
Prince Street 
Barrack Street 
Duke Street 
Buckingham Street 
Marchington's Lane 
Jacob Street 
Upper Water Street 

NORTH SUBURBS: 
Maitland Street 
Cornwallis Street 
Commons Lots 
.Maynard's Lots 
Hurd's Lane 
Proctor's Lane 
Gray's Lane 
North Street 
Lockman Street 
Gottingen Street 
Gerrish Street 
Brunswick Street 
North Peninsula 
Dockyard 
Dockyard Lane 

TOTAL NUMBE:tS 

1 
2 
4 

10 

1 
49 
12 
18 

3 

5 
27 
13 
34 
11 

8 
1 
3 
2 
4 
5 
4 
3 
1 

81 

7 

7 

1 
5 

4 
7 
4 

12 
8 
1 
2 

360 

1 

4 
9 

18 
8 
8 
3 

2 
19 

1 
19 

5 
3 
1 

2 
3 
3 
2 
3 
1 

41 

7 

7 

1 
3 

3 
6 
3 
7 
8 
1 
2 

204 

2 
15 
63 
61 

9 
228 
145 
155 

11 
9 

27 
118 
114 
150 
113 

44 
16 
16 
17 
54 
22 
15 
11 
20 

317 

41 
5 

22 
28 

2 
8 

15 
10 
79 
82 
27 

122 
98 
16 
10 

2327 

£4,000 
250 
250 
160 

250 
345 
365 
255 
285 

240 
220 
245 
170 
330 
300 

50 
170 
275 
190 
330 
250 
150 
180 
385 

100 

95 
100 

80 

150 
150 
170 
185 
155 
300 

65 
£276 

The taxation to be raised was £2960, broken up as follows:-
@ rate of 3/4 per £100 .. County rates •.• £1183. 

New cemetery .••• £200. 
@ rate of 3/7 per £100 .. Poor rates ....• £1277. 

Pumps & wells •.•• £300. 

1 
1 
1 
1,2 

1,2 
1,2,3 
1,2,3, 1 
1,2,3, 1 

2 
2 
2,3 
2,3,4 
2,3,4 
2,3,4 
2,3,4 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3,4 
3,4 
4 
4 
4,5 
4,5,6 

5 
5 
5 
5 
5 
5 
5 
5,6 
5,6 
5,6 
5 ,6 
5,6 
5,6 
6 
6 
. . . 
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as late as 1850 had a density of 163.5 per acre, which is 
160 

well below the Halifax figure, although other Halifax 

'wards' were close to the American figure--e.g., 'ward 5' 
averaged 169 persons per acre, and 'ward 3' came to about 

160 persons per •acre. But these figures are for Catholics 

alone. 

The census of 1838 is the third useful document for 

describing the Irish in Halifax. Its usefulness consists 

in the fact that it lists h eads of families (and these may 

be identified as Irish or -not), and gives the occupation of 

each. Its major pitfall is numerical: it may have under-

estimated the town's population. Alternatively, the 1841 

Catholic 'census' figure is too high. I believe the 

former proposition to be correct, and present my thinking 

on both counts. For the 1841 census of Halifax I will use 

the figure 6837 for the town's popul2tion. This is obtained 

by taking the civilian total of 6932 (see Table IV) less the 

95 at the North West Arm quarries. 

The Catholic population of Halifax before 1900 

was preponderantly Irish. The latter accounted for 85% of 

all Catholic burials, 1829-1896. It may be inferred that 

their share of the population in 1836-41 was at least that. 

A f air estimcte of the Irish Catholics in Halifax in 1841 

might be .85 x 6837 = 5811 people. 

160Robert Ernst, Immigrant Life in New York City 
1825-1863 (New York: King's Crown Press of Columbia Uni-
versity, 1949), 49. 
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The census of 1838 reported 14,318 Haligonicns, 

of whom 4128 lived in households whose head was an identifi-

able Irish Catholic. If one third of the inmates of the 

gaol, work house and poor house were Irish Catholics, we may 

add 84 to the 4128, for a total of 4212. By assu~ing that 

half of the non-Irish Catholic households had a resident 

Irish Catholic servant, about 834 further can be added to 

the 4212. The 1838 total of Irish Catholics in Halifax would 

be 5046. 

If they had a birthrate of 35 per 1000 for the 

2½ years between August 1838 and March 1841, they would have 

had 440 children. The work of Martell and Mrs. Flewwelling 

supports an estimated immigration of 220 people at Halifax. 

The total is 5046 + 440 + 220 = 5706. We must subtract 218 

Catholic Irish deaths, reducing that total to 5488. If as 

few as one oer cent of them moved away during 1838-41, we 

are left with a figure of 5433 as the number of Irish 

Catholics in Halifax in 1841. This is 378 lower than were 

returned. The ouestion is whether the 1838 figure was low, 

or the 1841 return high? 

By examining names and addresses of the parents 

of children baptised 1837-39, we obtain a list of Halifax 

residents during the census months August-December 1838. 

Twenty-four such families in Presbyterian records do not 

appear in the 1838 census, while thirty-one Catholics with 

surnames beginning A, B, C, are unaccounted for therein. 

It is unlikely all these people died or left town on the 
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eve of the 1838 census. Consider that Catholics D-Z, 

Anglicans, Ba ptists and Methodists have not been checked on 

thi s point. One expects that errors and omissions were 

general rather than confined to two creeds. If the sampling 

from church regist ers is correct, as it seems to be, then 

one can comoile a list of 175-200 families that were missed 

in 1838. At the rate of 5.63 persons per household, the 

'missing' number is 985 to 1126 people. Ta~ing an average, 

we can add 1055 to the 14,318 previously calcul eted as the 

1838 total, and place Halifax's population that year at or 

about 15,373 souls. 

There were 5046 Irish Catholics in Halifax in 

183 8 , which seems too low in light of the 1841 fi gures and 

the possible growth rate. Let us add one third of the 1055 

'missed' people and calculate the growth rate aga in, to see 

what happens. One third of 1055 is 352, s o we have 5046 + 

352 = 5398 Irish Catholics in Halifax in 1838. At a birth-

rate of 35 per 1000, they had 473 children born 1838-41. By 

adding the immigration figure of 220 we arrive at a fi gure 

of 6091, from which we must take away the 218 recorded burials 

and obtain 5873. If, as before, we assume a removal rate of 

one per cent, we get 5873 - 59 = 5814. This is just three 

more than the 1841 estimate we reached above. This seems to 

verify the basic assumptions used in making these calcula-

tions. 

Another indication of the accuracy of the claim 

that there were 15,373 people in Halifax in 1838 comes from 
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comp&ring that fi gure with those reported in the 1827 and 

1851 census returns. In 1827, there were 14,439 peo 9le in 

Halifax, while in 1851 there were 20,749. Severa l factors 

explain the slow growth rate between 1827 and 1838, of 

which the most important were the smallpox epidemic of 

1827-28, and the cholera outbreak of 1834, while in poor 

years emigration accelerated. The growth rate for the town 

1827-38 averages only 85 per year, which is better than the 

stagnation or slight decline suggested by the 1838 census 

figure of 14,318. 
We can get some idea of the rapidity of growth 

after 1838 by going again to those Irish Catholic figures. 

These people were 35.1% of 15,373 (5398) in 1a38. If they 

held that proportion their 5814 in 1841 indicates a town 

population in incorporation year of 16,564, a growth r a te 

1838-41 of 397 per annum. At that rate, the ten years 

1841-51 would .: see 3970 added to the 16,564, for a total ~df 

20,534. The 1851 census returned 20,749, which is remarkably 

close to our calculation. 

The summary of these Halifax popul~tion figures 

may be arranged thus: 

Year Official Figures Calculated Figures Catholic Irish ( as %) 
1827 14,439 . . . . . . 3,440 ( 23. 8%) 
1838 14,318 15,373 5,398 (35.1%) 
1841 . . . . . . 16,564 5,811 (35.1%) 
1851 20,749 20,534 ..... 
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The 1838 census named only the heads of families, 

so that the selection of Irish Catholics has had to depend 

upon counting all members of each household as if they shared 

the ethnic and religious identity of the head of the house-

hold. The most ,valuable feature of the 1838 census for pre-

sent purposes is that it provides us with the occupation of 

each head of household. We can thus learn what sort of jobs 

the Irish Catholics held in Halifax at the time. Tables VI 

and VII present the findings in this respect. Table VII groups 

the occupations under several general headings. These are 

based on a combination of subjective and objective factors, 

but essentially the classifications are a modification of 
161 

those established by Richard Center. Center offers nine 

categories. These have been modified as follows: 

1. Large business (e.g., bank, factory, ( 
merchant) (These together form 

2. Professional (e.g., doctor, lawyer, (our category 1. 
clergyman, teacher) ( 

3. Small business (e.g., grocer, builder)(These together form 
4. White-collar worker (e.g., clerk, (our category 2. 

government) ( _ 
5. Farm owner or manager (These together form 
6. Skilled workers & foremen (e.g., car- (our category 3. 

penter, mason, tailor) · ( 
7. Farm tenants (These together form 
8. Semi-skilled (e.g., truckmen,servants)(our category 4. 
9. Unskilled (e.g., labourer) ( 

161 
Bernard Barber, Social Stratification: A 

Compara tive Analysis of Structure and ~~~cess (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and World, lnc., 1957f, 174. 
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With the exception of gun and locksmith, all the 

occupational groups in which the lrish Catholics dominated 

were jobs requiring small capital, if any, and not particu-

lar skills. The Irish accounted for about S5% of the town's 

truckmen. Of the balance, six per cent were bl&cks, leaving 

only nine per cent of truckmen to belong to any other Euro-

pean racial background. Truckmen required possibly the cost 

of a cart or 'truck', no skill to speak of, and almost any 

beast capable of hauling a cart full of goods -- an old 

horse, a mule, even a donkey. The servant category was ob-

viously under-represented, but the explanation would be that 

domestic help lived almost invariably on the employer's pre-

mises, so that only a fractional few showed up as heads of 

families. It looked as if there was an Irish predominance 

in menial jobs. 'Paddy' unloaded the coal from the ship and 

'Mickey' carted it up to the yard of the house, and then 

'Bridey' put it in the grate and fired it. She took the cin-

ders out, and 'Murphy' carted them off to the dump. Yet, 

the story of Irish Halifax in lSJS was not that simple or 

that depressing. 
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Table VI - CENSUS OF HALIFAX, 1838: Selected Occupations, Heads of Famili • 

General Irish Irish% 
Occupational Group Total Total of General Category 

Truckmen 53 45 84.9% 4 
Servants 13 10 76.9% 4 
Tavernkeepers 72 42 5~.3% 2 
Gun and Locksmiths 3 2 66.7% 3 
Labourers 511 282 55.2% 4 
Huxters and Pedlars 7 3 42.9% 3 
Butchers and Victuallers 38 16 42.1% 3 
Shopkeepers 98 40 40.8% 2 
Gardeners 5 2 40.0% 3 
Coopers 41 15 36.6% 3 
----------Irish Catholics formed 35.1% of the town pooulation-------
Tailors 70 24 34.3% 3 

· Farmers 48 16 33.3% 3 
Hatters and Collarers 3 1 33.3% 3 
Shoemakers 105 35 33.3% 3 
Masons and Stonecutters 48 16 33.3% 3 
Blacksmiths,Farriers,Saddlers 39 12 30.8% 3 
Seafaring Trades 87 25 28.7% 3 
Tobacconists 7 2 28.6% 3 
Carpenters and Joiners 119 31 26.1% 3 
Confectioners 4 1 25.0% 3 
Traders 13 3 23.1% 2 
Teachers 9 2 22.2% 1 
Bakers 23 5 21.8% 3 
Brewers 11 2 18.2% 3 
Painters 17 3 17.7% 3 
Shipbuilding Trades 48 7 14.6% 3 
Chandlers 7 1 14.3% 2 
Grocers 29 4 13.8% 2 
Clerks 31 4 12.9% 2 
Music and the Arts 8 1 12.5% 2 
Tinsmiths and Plumbers 9 1 11.1% 3 
Government 129 9 7.0% 2 
Clergymen 15 1 6.7% 1 
Merchants 100 5 5.0% 1 
Cabinet and Chairmakers 22 1 4.6% 3 
Barristers 29 1 3.5% 1 
Health Related 18 0 1 
Printing, etc. 15 0 3 
Tanners 12 0 3 
Watchmakers 12 0 3 
Banks, Brokers, etc. 10 0 1 
Woodworking, Lumbering 7 0 3 
Auctioneers 5 0 2 
Barbers and Hairdressers 5 0 3 
No Irish co opersmiths, founders, stowers, packers, pawnbrokers, glaziers, 
sextons, chimney sweeps or gravediggers--only one or two _of each in town. 
There were 94 Irish Catholics among the 409 widows (22.9%) and four among 
the 25 spinsters (16%). 
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Table VII - CENSUS O? HALIFAX, 1838: Irish Catholics by 

Occupational Categories 

The corrected number of households in 1838 was 2496, of which 773 
were headed by an identifiable Irish Catholic--i.e., 30.9%. These 
773 included 94 widows, four spinsters and five of unstated occu-
pation. The net figure is therefore 670. The ~ercentages below 
are based on the figure of 670 heads of families. 
=====::.::.-..:.-=--=------===========-=--=--=--=--=----=--=--=--=--=--=--=--=--_-_-_-_-_ -_ -_ -_ -_ -_ -_ -_:~_:--_:-_--.::::-_-_-_-_-_ -_ -_ -_ 
1 - PRO?ESSl ONAL AND MA JOR 9USINESS ............ 9 . (1.3% of Irish) 

Barristers ........ l 
Clergyman .......•• l 
M.erchan ts ......... 5 
Teachers .......... 2 

2 - SMALL 3USINESS AND WHITE-COLLAR ...•......• 104 (15.5% of Irish) 
Chandler .........• l 
Clerks ............ 4 
Government ........ 9 
Grocers ........... 4 
Music Hall ....•... l 
Shopkeeners ....•. 40 
Tavernkeepers .... 42 
Traders ........... 3 

3 - ARTISANS AND FA~ME~S ............••.......• 220 (32.8% of Irish) 
Bakers .....•.....• 5 
Blacksmiths .....• 12 
Brewers ..........• 2 
Butchers ......... 16 
Caoinetmaker ...•.. l 
Caroenters •...... 31 
Confectioner ...... l 
Coopers .........• 15 
Farmers .•........ 16 
Gardeners ......•.. 2 
Gunsmiths ........• 2 
Hatters ........... l 
Huxters ..•........ 3 
Masons ........... 16 
Painters .......... 3 
Seafaring ........ 25 
Shinbuilding ....•. 7 
Shoemakers ....... 35 
Tailors .......... 24 
Tinsmith •......••. 1 
Tobacconists ...... 2 

4 - SSI,U- SKILLBD AN0 UNSKILLED ••.............• 337 ( 50.4% of Irish) 
Labourers ......• 282 
Servants ...•..... 10 
Truckman ....•.... 45 
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Conclusions 

The Halifax Irish Catholic community was as old as 

the town of Halifax itself. Early penal enactments which 

directed harsh penalties at Catholics were, in fact, much 

less draconian than they sounded on paper. As long as the 

early Irish Catholic element behaved itself and provided 

useful brawn and sometimes service to the general community, 

that wider group was prepared to wink at petty violations of 

the penal code. The very qualities that drew the Irish into 

an urban environment such as Halifax worked to su~port the 

situation at the time. Poverty among the Irish kept them at 

levels where they posed no economic threat to others, while 

their need for human society of a town inclined the Irish-

men to act in ways that allowed them to stay in town and 

enjoy human companionship. 

From as few as six or eight per cent at the be-

ginning, the Irish Catholic community slowly increased its 

sh&re of the total population as the eighteenth century com-

pleted its course. By the period 1815-1837 this element was 

clearly growing in relation to the general popul 2tion and in 

absolute terms. By 1838 the number of Irish Catholics in 

Halifax stood at about 5,000 souls, give or take a few hun-

dreds. That meant they were about one third of the total 

Halifax popula tion. They had acted so f r r constitutionally 

in regard to the changes they had sought in the system, from 

the 1750's down to 1827. They seemed to be gradually improving . 
their situation in the community, but they evidently were still 

below the average of Halifax. 
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There probably was no such thing then (nor is 

there now) as a statistically •average person, but as ·e means of 

positing an aggregate personality having typical qualities 

it is useful to try to delineate the usual or average type 

that was a Halifax Irish CE. tholic towards the latter l830's. 

He was not a professional or an agricultural worker; the former 

required greater education than the average Irishman had, while 

the latter was a minor quantity in a town. What do we know 

about him, then, besides the fact he was a Catholic and an 

lrishman? 

He was probably living in premises th&t were slightly 

less valuable than his non-Irish neighbour. Although Table V 

presents figures that mathematically give an average value to 

such a house of about £276, the Irishman was likelier to be 

liring slightly below that average again. The med i an value 

of Irish-oc cupied premises was about £252. This could be a 

case of a smaller house, an older house, or an inferior house, 

but without actual descriptions this cannot fvirly be said. 

The Irish Catholic was most likely to live on 

Water, i Albemarle or Grafton streets, or possibly on one of 

the three or four streets running up the hill from the 

Harbour, esp ecially in the neighbourhood centred about Buck-

ingham Street. Figure 2 reveals an interesting pattern of 

concentration. There was a frame-like effect, with the high-

density Irish streets forming a periphery around a 'core area' 

wherein they became fewer until a central cluster of Barring-

ton and George streets was reached. Put another way, the 
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further one got from the Grand Parade and the Legislature 

towards the bounds of the original town of Halifax the 

greater the proportion of Irish Catholic residents one found. 

Beyond that Irish ring the situation reversed itself and the 

lrish became fewer as one moved out of the old downtown area. 

Occupationally the lrish Catholic was most likely 

to work as a domestic or day labourer for someone else. 

Approxim~tely half the adult Irish males in Halifax were 

labourers, servants or truckmen. Another third were artisans 

or farmers, what we consider 'blue-collar' workers. The Irish 

Catholic seems to have had a reasonable 09oortunity in many 

of the construction and mechanical jobs, and in some small 

business. The restrictions on their occu~ational choices were 

as much intrinsic as extrinsic. There was some trade jealousy 

and ethnic discrimination in the overall situation, but the 

Irish were seriously limited by their own rural background. 

Their lack of skills was a drawback in vocational selection, 

while many lacked premises on which to set up some lines of 

work, A man needed space to be a baker or a cooper, a black-

smith or a confectioner. Unless a man had the money to buy 

or rent the space, he could not carry on that trade, and 

thereby his options were that much more restricted than 

they mi2ht otherwise have been. 

Yet the Halifax Irish Catholics were ahead of 

their fellows who lived in New England. If we apply the 

four major occupational groupings from Table VII to the 

1850 census data of Boston, and compare it to that of 
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162 
Halifax in 1838, the contrast is considerable. 

Occuput i ~nal Gr~uping 

Professional, major business 
Small business, white-collar 
Artis ans and farmers 
Semi- and unskilled 

Percentage of Irish Catholics in ••• 
Halifax 1838 Boston_l850 

1.3% 
15.5% 
32.8% 
50. 4~lo 

0.6% 
5. 0% 

24.7% 
69.7% 

In Halifax nearly half (49.6%) of the work force had risen 

above the semi-skilled state, while in Boston twelve years 

later, only 30.3% had achieved the same level. 

In the average 'Yankee City' of 1850, the Irish 

rated 1.62 on the occupational sc&le -- that is, for each 

100 employe~a total of 62 steps above the lowes t level had 
163 

been taken. In Halifax in 1838;, the Irish rated 1.66, or 

66 steps up the ladder of occupational hierarchy. A dozen 

years sooner ,than their New England counterparts the Halifax 

Irish were already further ahead. The concentration of Irish 

into occunational groups in nineteenth-century Halifax was 

not as intense as that found in Boston. The 1850 census re-

vealed that "the three most popular occupations among the 

Irish Llabourer, servant and tailor 7 included more than 70 
164 -

per cent of the whole ••• In Halifax in 1838, by con~ 

trast, the three largest occupations among the Irish -

labourer, truckman and tavernkeeper - included 55 per cent 

162Handlin, Boston's Immigrants, 250-251, is the 
source of the Boston fi gures. His separate occu pations were 
grouped into the categories established in this study for 
Table VII. 

163w. Lloyd Warner et al., Yankee Citv (New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 19oJT";° 385, 387. 

164Handlin, Boston's Immigrants, 59. 
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of the male work force. 

It is likely that the situation in an English city, 

descri bed by John Werly, comes rather closer to that in 

Halifax than does the Boston experience. Yet, even in 

~erly's remarks one feels the status of the lrish is some-

how less than it was in Halifax. Of Manchester, Werly wrote 

that the Irish 

were seldom self-employed and there was little 
employment of Irish workers in the skilled 
trades. Rather, they worked at unskilled jobs, 
often those that were disliked by the English. 
The Irish commonly worked as construction 
latourers, petty traders, old clothes dealers, 
lodge-house and be1g5house keepers and unskilled 
factory labourers. 

In Halifax the Irish community of the late 1S30's 

was neither a budding ghetto nor a potential cradle of the 

great and I'amous of the earth. Negatively, the Irish were 

seen as different and generally unskilled, and many people 

resented their Catholicism. Yet, they appear to have been 

remarkably literate, generally peaceful, and willing to 

settle for less while waiting for more. They cared little 

that in Halifax there was "more refinement, more elegance 

and fashion than is to be met with probably in any town in 
166 

America." They needed the means to adv&nce in the world, 

and the politics of Nova Scoti ? were about to · offer them the 

way. -

165John M. Werly, "The Irish in Manchester, 1832-
1849," Irish Hi storica 1 Studies, XVIII, 71 (March, 1973) , . 
351-352. 

166M'Gregor, British America, 9G-Sl. 
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III - THE I RI SHMAN AS JA~US: FINDI NG AN IDENTITY, l 8Ja-1a48 

In Roman mythology, J 2nus Bifrons wAs the deity with 

two f eces, one of which looked backward, ~nd the other looked 

ehe ad. The Irish in the new world h&d much that attitude. Un-

like the ancient god, the Irish could not wear two f a ces inde-

finitely, but instead had to decide which they would retain. 

in practical terms the Irish in nineteenth-century Americ a 

could continue to act and feel as Irishmen, or they could be-

gin the process of becoming North Americans. The emigrants 

themselves would always be (at most) Irishmen in America, but 

the attitudes adopted by the emigrant generation would make a 

difference in whether their children w0uld be primarily of 

Ir eland or of America. 

Having stetioned himself in Halifax, the Irishman 

ha d to determine whether he (and his ch i ldren) would seek 

security in the past and try to remain as Irish a s possible, 

or whether he would hazard the venture of becoming a Nova 

Scotian. During this last critical decade of major Irish emi-

gration to Halifax, Irish Haligonians manifested their dilemma 

in a fragmenting identity crisis. Torn between their present 

needs in a colony that was struggling for nolitics l reform, 

and the emoti onal ties of their past (evoked first by the 

Repeal Movement, and then by the famine in Ireland), the 

Catholic Irishmen of Halifax were uncert&in. External forces 

would hel p them to dec i de. Meanwhile, they did make progress 

in improving their economic and social ba ses in Halifax. 
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If it w&s a period of identity crisis, it was 

&lso a decade of leadership crisis. The nation P- 1 faith, 

represented by the Catholic Church org2nizstion in Halifex, 

re quired a drastic shaking-up before it fulfill ed the wishes 

and requirenent~ of the Irish in Halifax. The ne tional 

association, the Cheritable Irish Society of Halifax, under-

went a considerable change in its character between 1838 and 

1848. The political activities of the Irish were divided 

between the affairs of Ireland and those of Nova Scotia. In 

Nova Scotia the Irish Catholics sought for political allies 

among the majority population with whom to make common cause 

in the struggle for better conditions for all. 

The decade 1838-1848, then, was one of tension, as 

a growing body of Irish Catholics manoeuvred within three 

overlap0ing frameworks in their quest for an identity, for 

leadership, and for recognition within the community. Just 

where were the Catholic Irish to fit into the social struc-

tures of Halifax? We shall look at them in these years, 

first as Roman Catholics who were Irishmen, then as Irishmen 

in Nova Scotia and finally as Haligonians from Ireland. Each 

of these identities and each of these i s sues hEd to be dealt 

with in a context of a decade of politica l agitation among 

the general po pulation of Nova Scotia. 
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Roman Catholics Who Were Irish 

The usually simul t aneous involvement o~ the 

Irish Catholic community of Halifax on three fronts diverted 

some of the enthusiasm and passion that otherwise might have 

been devoted to any one issue. The internal quarrels within 

the Catholic congregation in Halifax created considerable 

differences of opinion, even as it w&s. Occasionally these 
166 

disputes caught the eye of a wider audience. The matters 

at issue were, superficially, petty and personal, but beneath 

the nasty innuendoes and 1·udicrous squabbles was a real and 

important issue that was full of meaning for the future of 

Nova Scotia's Irish community. It was nothing less than 

whether the local Catholic Church organization would reflect 

the characte~istics of its Irish membership or not. Since 

the Church was so important in an institutional sense to the 

maintenance of the Irish sense of community, the outcome of 

the quarrel would help to determine whether the Catholic 

Church of Halifax would be essentially Irish and therefore 

166The Register, 22 Aug 1843, discussing why some 
lrish Haligonians were rejecting the Repeal Movement, asked: 
"Can it be private dissentions, the bane of a nation's wel-
fare; the fateful cause that made lreland what she was and 
is ... "? Novascotian, 16 Oct 1843, carried the letter of 
"A Catholic Teetotaller", in which the disDute 'on points of 
religious discipline in the Parish' is mentioned. A collection 
of The Letters of Hibernicus was published in 1842 at Pictou, 
by the Observer. ihese were widely dissemin~ted through the 
'lower provinces'. 'Hibernicus' has been identified as Rev. 
Hugh O'Reilly, by the Very Rev. John McCarthy, PP., St. Mary's 
Basilica, who was working on a history of the Catholic Church 
in Halifax, at the time of his death, 19Nov. 1963. 
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at the centre of things, or be heterogeneous and thus a purely 

ecclesiastical structure with no emotional involvement in the 

life of the lay majority. That is, would the Church be mere-

ly a religious institution, or would it be both the moral and 

emotional core of the Irish community in Halifcx? 

The main protagonists in the struggle were the 

official head of the Catholic Church in Nova Scotia, William 

Fraser, titular bishop of Tanen, and his vicar-general at 

Halifax, Very Rev. John Loughnan, on the one hand; and, on 

the other, the newcomer in episcopal orders, William Walsh, 

and his following of younger priests from Ireland, 

It will help to define some characteristics of each 

faction at the outset. Fraser's party were generally priests 

trained in the eighteenth-century schools of cont i nental 

Europe, and they took a more conservative view of society and 

of politics (probably due to their experience of the French 

Revolution as an anti-clerical phenomenon) . This 'Fraser 

Party' included a few Irishmen, generally from Ulster, but 

its spiritual home was decidedly not Irish. Walsh and his 

supporters were men of a younger generation, most of them 

trained in Ireland, and very much imbued with the progressive 

politica l attitudes of O'Connell's Ireland. This constituted 

the 'Irish Party'. 

William Fraser had arrived in Nova Scotia in 1822 

at the age of 44. He had been born in Scotland Bnd educ ated 

in Spain. He travelled around Cape Breton Island with Bi s hop 

Angus McEachern in 1823, and was made parish priest at 
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Antigonish at the opening of 1824. The incumbent, an Irishman 

with the Scottish-sounding name of James Grant, was sent off 

to Manchester (Guysborough) to minister as a missionary to a 

recently settled (1812-18) group of Newfoundland Irish. Fraser 

ingratiated himself with his patron, McEachern, who urged 

Rome to create a diocese in Nova Scotia for Frnser. Rome 

refused, and instead offered to make the appointment for each 

of three Irish priests. When all had refused to take the post, 

it was again suggested that Fraser be appointed. This was 

done, tut he was not named· bishop of Nova Scotia, but given a 
167 

titular see, Tanen. Fraser was consecrated in June 1827. 

Within months he appointed a new vicar-general to live at 

Halifax, since Fraser himself let it be known thet he disliked 

the capital and wished to remain in or near Antigonish. There 

he would be among the Scots Catholics, with whom he felt at 

home. "Despite being united by a common faith M;,ritime Catho-

lics largely persisted in keeping themselves in separate 

regional linguistic and ethnic compartments, and thus contri-

buted a complicated subdivision to the overall denominational 
168 

separc:.tism • • • " 

167 
Such an arrangement would leave the path clear 

for Rome should the Holy See find a suitable appointee for 
the see of Nova Scotia. Fraser, in episcopal orders, could 
confirm, and institute parishes and induct nriests to these. 
At the same time, the successful precedent of Burke at Halifax 
could be followed should the opportunity 2rise. 

168Mason Wade, "Relations between the French, Irish 
and Scottish Clergy in the Maritime Provinces 1774-1836," The 
Canadian Catholic Historical Association, 39 t1972), 33. Most 
of the material in the preceding paragraph is b&sed on Wade, 29. 
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Fraser's appointment of a new vicar- general w2s 

in many ways ill-advised, since it flew in the fBce of this 

ethnic particularism. The Church in Halifax hcd enjoyed the 

ministrations of Edmund Burke, a bilingual 2nd urbane priest 

of Irish origins ' and cosmopolitan outlook. After his death 

the actual leadershin of the Halifax Roman C2tholics hEd 

fallen to another Irishman, the Rev. John Carroll, who served as 

a parish priest of Halifax, and as vicar-general. Carroll and 
169 

his parish wardens--of whom 27 of 29 were Irish in 1823--

had maintained friendly relations. Fraser disrupted this 

situation by removing Carroll without consultation and sending 

him back to Ireland. The replacement was another Irishman, 

but one of the 'Fraser Party', the Rev. John Loughnan, who wa s 
170 

inducted on 8 December 1827. Some grumbling ensued, but 

after a year or so matters ap peared to calm down. As Fraser 

refused to travel up to Halifax with any frequency or regu-

larity at all, the Church at Halifax fell completely into 

the hands of Loughnan, who seems to have been a hard-working 

priest and one who avoided collision with other denomin 2tions. 

Loughnan was at this time a man of accommodation. Confron-

tation was not then his way, except with his fellow-Catholics. 

169 
Halifax Archdiocese, Chancery Office, "Minutes 

of the Wa rdens of St. Peter's Parish, 1801-1858," under date 
1 January 1823. 

170 
Wade, "Relations between Clergy," 29. 
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Tension be~an to build in the early 1830's, however, 

after several Halifax Catholics, generally of middle-class 

families, were refused dispensations to let them marry non-

Catholics. Three members of the Tobin family had been allowed 

to contract mixe,d marria1:;es (i.e., one party Catholic, one 

party Protestant) under Bishop Surke's rec:sime. Now, Louishnan 

refused requests from William Youn~ and Anne Tobin, and from 

James Gray and Catherine Tobin. Both couples were married at 

the An~lican church, St. Paul's, though the Tobins were Catho-

1 . th Y a~ P b t · l?l · ics an~. e oungs an -..rr .ays res y erian. This personal 

af~ront probably explains why the ~obins made common cause 

with others, such as Lawrence Doyle, against the 'Fraser Part,y' 

later on. Fraser upr.eld Loughnan, but Very Rev. John McCarthy 

felt it was this issue that started the later troubles. "The 
, 

Irish thou~ht their ~ishop too strict and uninterested in 
th "172 . em • • • The Halifax Irish discovered that Fraser and 

Lou~hnan (w~o had replaced Carroll 'over the strong protests 

0¥ the Palifax people') "had no use for fine dress, the arts, 

and such ••• " and that Fraser intended to avoid coming to 
H l ·r 173 a 2 ax. 

Further trouble developed in 1P38 when, after con-

siderable pressure from Halifax Catholics, ~raser wrote the 

171Youn~-Tobin weddin~, 10 Au~ 1830 (Anne's father 
was later Eon. Michael Tobin), and 0ray-Tobin weddin~, 29 
Dec 1835 (Catherine's father was Hon. James Tobin). 

172Halifax Archdiocese, Chancery Office, "John M. 
McCarthy Papers," II, 'O', 1. 

173Ibid. 
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archbishop of Dublin, Dr. D. Marray, requesting him to send 

two young Irish priests to work in Halifax, where Loughnan 

laboured without help. In due course the new nriests--

Fathers Lvwrence Joseph Dease and Richard Baotist O'Brien--

arrived in Halifax, where they proved popular with the people, 
174 

"but did not get on satisfactorily with the vicar general." 

Fraser was "unfavourably impressed both by their dress and 

their too ready request for money •.. He returned to Anti-

gonish without giving them faculties or making any settle-
175 

ment." Dease and Loughnan got on so badly that by 1841 

Dease was obliged to ouit the city and return to Ireland. 

He took with him a petition that was signed by many Halifax 

Catholics requesting Rome to appoint a new bishop to replace 
176 

Fraser. Loughnan duly noted this petition's existence 

and waited an opportunity to strike back. 

Loughnan had not long to wait. In 1841 the 

Catholic residents of the north end of Halifax got up a 

petition asking leave to buy or erect a convenient Catholic 

chapel in their neighbourhood. Meetings were held to further 
177 

the object. At that of 22 August 1841, Loughnan took the 

17 4A.A .• Johnston, "The Right Reverend William 
Fraser, first Bishop of Halifax and of Arichet," The Cenadian 
Catholic Historical AssociEtion Report 1935-1936, 27. 

17 5,,McCarthy Papers", 11, 2. 
176Ibid. 
177"Bishop Fraser Papers", item f.l. The petition 

hsd ao signatures (not marks), of which 78 belonged to Irish-
men or the sons of Irishmen. · 
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chair. 1Nhen a subscription list was opened for the new 

chapel, Loughnan left the meeting and refused to return. 
178 

He departed "without any explanation to the meeting •.• " 

Subsequent events indicate that Loughnan felt the laity were 

going further than the bishop had approved. Loughnan reported 

the meeting to the bishop and endorsed the note: "Refuse to 

give absolution or receive any of those persons implicated in 

drawing up memorials against the Bishop." 

The vicar-general also seems to h Eve felt that his 

status in Halifax would be undermined if the popular young 

Father Dease was allowed to operate a north end parish. 

'Hibernicus' spoke of "the fashionably upstart aristocracy 

of the day" at Halifax, who had supported a priest in the 

capital who had hoped "to be the first Parish Priest of the 
' 179 

new Parish formed by himself ... " 'Hibernicus' termed 

Dease "the venerable Monk of the Order of St. Francis, who 

has now become a willing aggressor on the episcopal right 

of the Prelate under whose sole episcopal jurisdiction he was 
180 

placed." Evidently, 'Hibernicus' regarded Dease as the 

catspaw of some laymen, as that author feared an end to the 

Catholic religion in Nova Scotia "if laymen are allowed to 
181 

exercise episcopal jurisdiction in this County." Just how 

178Ibid., item# 2. 
179The Letters of Hibernicus (Pictou, 1842), 2. 
lSOibid., 31. 
181Ibid., 6. 
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far Loughnan subscribed to 'Hibernicus' ideas 2nd how far he 

was worried about his own st2nding in . Halifax we cannot now 

know, but the views of 'Hibernicus' were generally those of 

the 'Fraser Party'. 

Relations between Fraser and the Halifax Irish 

deteriorated quickly. Fraser wrote to Michael Tobin, Jr., 

on 20 November 1841, to express his resentment of lay inter-

feren.ce in the matter of Rev. Dease. He told Tobin that he 

had burned the pro-Dease petition sent up from Halifax. 

''Any future application to me on the subject of the selection 

Bnd appointment of clergymen ... will meet with the unquali-
182 

fied and well merited contempt of your very obt; servant •.. 

Dease's arrival in Dublin produced consternttion. Archbishop 

Murray felt obliged to write to Loughnan on 18 June 1842, 

denying he had intended any insult to Fraser by sending priests 

to Halifax. Murray was annoyed enough to let Loughnan know 

that Dublin was aware that Dease's departure had been forced 
183 

and that the Haligonians regretted it. 

By early 1842 a 'Fraser Party' and an 'Irish Party' 

had taken shape, and other matters were drawn into the origi-

nal controversy. In the interval since Fras~r wrote to Tobin, 

Dease's departure had taken place. But first there hed been 

182 
"Bishop Fraser Papers," item# 4. 

lS)lbid., item# 14. 
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a meeting in November 1$41, at which the Hon. Michae l Tobin, 

Sr., took the chair. The Reformer, Lawrence O'Connor Doyle, 

support ed by Thomas Kenny, Roger Cunningham, Michael Maloney, 

and Thomas Ring, hFd agreed to put their e.rguments in writing 
1$4 

and send them to ' Rome in the care of Dease. At the annual 

parish meeting, 31 December 1$41, the parish ward ens were 

selected. Twenty-six of the twenty-nine men were Irish, end 
185 

all but one or two were opponents of Fraser and Loughnan. 

Of the twenty-six Irishmen in the 'Irish Party', no less than 

sixteen were active in the Repeal organization in Halifax, 

and eight were members of the committee of the Reform party 

in the town. Table IX, below will indicate the coincidence 

of names among the organizations of the early 1$40's inside 

which a more aggressive Irish Catholic leadershi p wa s emerging. 

Hugh O'Reilly's 'Hibernicus' letters were preparing 

the ground and presenting the case for the 'Fraser Party'. 

These appeared at intervals in the Pictou Observer (from 19 

December 1$41 to 15 Aoril 1842 according to their author) and 

then were printed separately in booklet form. O'Reilly tells 

us tha t pro-Fraser meetings of all Catholics in Pictou and 
1$6 

Merigomish were held on 23 and 28 December 1841, respectively. 

1$4 
Hibernicus, 65. 

1$5 
Ibid., 119. 

1$6 
Ibid., iv-vi. 
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The preface to the collected letters of 'Hibernicus' placed 

the quarrel in an ethnic context. 'Hibernicus' wrote: 

On the news of the conduct of the Irish Catholic 
Schismaticks of the Capital ... reaching the 
writer of the following Letters, he cEused 
Meetings to be held in the County of Pictou, at 
which the following Resolutions were passed ... 
which plainly shew th at if the lrish Schismaticks 
of Halifax are averse to Dr. FRASER because a 
Scotchman, they can find no Irishmen, or very few, 
in this part of the country to share their un-
hallowed antipathies ?.gainst the best of men, or 
to be partakers with them in theig7low, vulgar, 
and detestable ..• prejudices. 

Closing his collection with an appeal to the Irish Catholics 

of Nova Scotia, 'Hibernicus' quoted the catechism lesson that 

stated it was sinful to resist or combine against the 

established authorities, or disrespect those who rule over 
188 

us. 

With 'Hibernicus' giving publicity to his cause, 

Fraser was evidently making his counter-attack. He sent 

Rev. John Quinan, parish priest of Tracadie, to Halifax as 
189 

assistant to Loughnan in lieu of Dease. This was an astute 

move as Quinan was a Haligonian of Irish parentage, and his 

arrival brought a few Haligonians, mainly Quinan's own rela-

tions, to the 'Fraser Party'. A handful of men, such as 

Michael Tobin, Sr., attempted to prevent the division, but 

187 
Ibid., iii. 

188Ibid., 108-109. This referred to lesson 17 in 
the then standard Roman Catholic catechism in use in Nova Scotia. 

189Johnston, "The Right Reverend William Fraser," 28. 
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the issue was beyond moderation. Fraser's party dominated 

the executive of St. Mary's Total Abstinence Society for 

1542-43. These include Rev. Loughnan {president), Rev. John 

Quinan (vice-president), Joseph W. Quinan (secretary) and 

William Condon (assistant vice-president), and Patrick Mahony 
190 

(second assistant vice-president). When one considers that 

the Quinans were brothers, and that Joseph Quinan was brother-

in-law to William Condon and to James Fitzgerald, the value of 

sending Rev. John Quinan to Halifax can be seen. It gave 

some semblance of Halifax ·support to Fraser. James Fitzgerald 

just mentioned was the editor of The Register, who lost control 

of that organ briefly late in 1841, when he inserted a notice 

in the Novascotian to inform -the public that he, Fitzgerald, 

had Dr. Fraser's support against the "agents of falsehood and 
191 

calumny.'' Thus matters stood in the winter of 1841-42. Most 

of the Halifax Irish Catholics stood behind leaders such as 

Doyle and Kenny, Ring and Skerry (see Table VIII for their par-

ticulars), who formed the nucleus of a more aggressive party 

emerging into public prominence. 

On 15 February 1842 Rome promoted Halifax from a 

vicarate to a diocese, but to Fraser's discomfiture he received 

an Irish coadjutor bishop in the see of Halifax. "William Walsh 

would become coadjutor with the right of succession, and Fraser 
192 

had not been consulted. Fraser objected to the procedure. 

190The Register, 31 Jan 1843. 
191Novascotian, 21 Oct 1841. A further notice 

appeared on 4 Nov 1841. 
192Johnston, "The Right Reverend William Fraser," 28. 
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The Halifax Irish showed their independence of Fraser by 

arranging to receive Walsh end to hire a house for him. At 

a meeting of the parish wardens on 7 September 1842, they 

voted 17-4 in favour of providing for Walsh. The four dis-

senting wardens 'included both the non-Irish wardens (John 

Brown and John Stewart, both Scots), the Newfoundlander, ; 

Patrick Mahony, and Samuel Carten, an Ulsterman of fiery 
193 

temperament. 

The new coadjutor bishop, William Walsh, was a 

nPtive of Waterford, Ireland, and he was a few weeks short of 

his thirty-eighth birthday when first he reached Halifax, in 

October 1842. He had been a pri~st for fourteen years near 

Dublin before he came to Nova Scotia. He was energetic and 

lrish; he was something of a scholFr but if the aggressive 

Catholic politicians of Halifax desired a radical they were 

to be rather disappointed. Walsh was an O'Connellite Repealer 

and a priest. This, in Dublin of the 183O's, meant backing 

O'Connell to get what the Church wanted and then abandoning 

the Repeal Movement. Walsh might be accused of being too 

zealous on behalf of the Catholic Church and its interests, 

as he would be during the election in Nova Scotia in 1847, but 

he was not called a Repealer or a radical. Walsh acted in the 

manner of Lord Sydenham--energetic, brilliant, a bit of an 

innov2tor, but beneath it all a conservative. Walsh's Irish 

193"Minutes of the Wardens'', 7 Sep 1842. 
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nationalism resembled that of his contemporery, the future 

cardinal Paul Cullen. Cullen was so cautious about his Irish 

national sympathies that it is only now th~t Irish historians 

are realizing that Cullen "exemplified the O'Connellite tra-
194 

dition in Irish ' politics." Such moderates, lacking the de-

magogic side of a U2niel O'Connell, tended to be ~isunderstood 

when contrasted with the histrionics and resort to violence 

of the Young lrelanders and the Fenians. Walsh was too con-

servative for the radicals, and too liberal for the reactionaries. 

Walsh had delicate health, but he began his career 

in Halifax with a burst of activity which made a welcome con-

trast to the lethargic administration of the absentee Fraser. 

Within thirteen months of his arrival, Walsh had ordained 

three new (Irish) priests, opened a new cemetery (Holy Cross}, 
195 

and had a Catholic newspaper (The Cross} started. This 

dynamism contributed to the cool reception given Walsh by 

the 'Fraser Party', but there were other factors as well. 

When Archbishop Murray of Dublin consecrated Walsh, he gave 

Walsh some of his extra vestments, which carried the double-

barred cross of the metropolitcan prelate. It Pnnoyed Fraser 

when he learned of Walsh displaying such insignia. Fraser 

told F~ther Quinan that the appointment of Walsh's secretary, 

194E.D. Steele, "Cardinal Cullen and Irish Nationali-
ty," I.H.S., XIX, 75 (March 1975), 240. 

195John E. Burns, "Archbishop William Walsh," 
N.S.H.S., XXV (1942}, 133-139, passim. 
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Thomas Connolly, as pastor of the new north-end perish of 

St. Patrick's was one of the "unintentional blunders of some 

Esqrs and Honorables of the Metropolis of Nova Scotia." 

Fraser promised to tell Quinan his opinion of Walsh when 
196 

they were os ad ' os. When Walsh went to Rome early in 

1844, Fraser sent a note that conveyed the virulent animosity 

with which Fraser regarded his Irish rival. Fraser told 

Quinan: 

Dr. Walsh may, for a wander, visit ... 
/Rom~7, but if justice is to prevail, he will 
never be permitted to land a second time on 
the shores of Nova Scotia. If it be true that 
Madam Boyle, or Mistress Doctor Walsh ..• 
is to leave Halifax, and return to the Emerald 
Isle, you may call it1~7bad omen, but I would 
call Lit7 a good one.~ · 

Before Walsh left Rome he had gained support from 

the people of Prospect, Ketch Harbour and Herring Cove who 
198 

published a card in The Register. A meeting in Halifax, 

on 26 October with Hon. Michael Tobin, Jr., in the chair, 

and L. O'C. Doyle as secretary, adopted an address to Walsh, 

expressing how as Irish people, they had silently borne "a 

series of insults and suffering such as few other communities 

have endured ... " In his reply, Walsh said that after a year 

196 
"Bishop Fraser Papers," Item# 31 (13 Jan. 1843). 

197Ibid., item# 39 (25 March 1844). 

198 The Register, 7 Nov. 1843. 
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"of unexampled suffering, and as you are aware, of no ordi-

nary petience, 1 am forced to break that silence which I 

hFve hitherto maintained .•• Do not, however, suppose for 

a moment that I was insensitive to the sufferings of my native 

land ..• No ohe but the Irish priest can ade r uately conceive 
199 -

the multitudinous forms of Irish misery." Walsh spoke also 

of the factionalism in Halifax, where he saw "thousands of well-

disposed Catholics in this city distressed and excited by the 

machinations· of less than half a dozen unhappy men.'' 

Following a ye~r of anxiety, word arrived that the 

see had been divided with Walsh in charge of Halifax, and 

Fraser in charge at Arichat. Disaffected clergymen such as 

Loughnan and Quinan were allowed to remove to the diocese of 

Arichat. The division, Rome said, was done with a view to 

preventing trouble; thus, ''one part sh ould include the Irish 
200 

End the other part the Scots." Rome seems to have accepted 

that Irish and Scots could not ' live in harmony within one 

diocese in Nova Scotia, although Fraser's age and the difficulty 

of travel may have been considerations. The Register reported 

enthusiastically Walsh's return from Rome. 

ARRIVAL OF THE BISHOP 
Arrived on the 'Britannia', 17 July. Bishop 
Walsh was conveyed from the ship to the church 
in Hon. E. Kenny's carriage ••. His Lordship 

199Ibid., 31 Oct 1843. 
200 Johnston, "The Right Reverend William 

Fraser", 29. 
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ascended the altar wearing his Stole; and 
having called upon the Rev. Mr. Connolly to 
read the Papal Bull committing to His Lordship 
the Ecclesia~dical jurisdiction of Halifax,&. 
he sat down. 

The Irish of Halifax had their own Irish bishop, 

and they rejoic~d in their victory. The CFtholic Church in 

Halifax was theirs, and it would be Irish! The press carried 

triumphant stories with headings such as 'Tremendous Meeting 

of Catholics'. The losing faction licked its wounds and 

took its hard knocks. Some, such as Joseph Quinan, left the 

purely Catholic societies~ Quinan addressed the non-sectarian 

body, the Halifax Temperance Society, in February 1846 and was 

criticised for doing so, by Rev. John Nugent of the Catholic 

temperance group, who felt it was incongruous for a Catholic 

to address a predominantly Protestant organiz2tion on a topic 
202 

which a society within his own faith professed to deal with. 

The Cross expressed a wish that Saint Patrick's Day, 1846, 

would "shine upon an united Body of Irishmen in Halifax, that 

all past misunderstandings will be consigned to a generous 
203 

oblivion " Except for the Carten suit against Walsh 
204 

in 1849, the issue seems to have been settled. 

201The Register, 22 July 1845. 
202 The Cross, 28 Feb. 1846. 
203 Ibid. 

The Catholic 

204George Patterson, Studies _ in Nova Scotian History 
(Halifax: The Imperial Publishing Co., Limited, 19~0), 70-77, 
reports the details of this case, in which Carten sued the arch- -
bishop for trespass against Carten's person, by hErin g him thrown 
bodily out of St. Mary's Cathedral during a service. Carte~ had 
been one of Fraser's strongest partisans against Walsh in 1842. 
Samuel Carten was said by 1 Hibernicus' to be "like Milton's Ariel, 
'Among the faithless, faithful only found'." (The Letters of 
Hibernicus, 160). 
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Church of Halifax would be Irish, and the lrish would expect 

their clergy to stand by them in their struggle for recognition 

in Halifax. The papal order of 1859 merely msde official what 

had already been settled by 1845. 

When 'Walsh, by then an archbishop, died on 10 August 

1858, the authorities in Rome recalled the difficulties of 

Walsh and Fraser. In March 1859 the Holy See made a ruling on 

Halif2x archdiocese then and for the future. Because of its 

significance, I present both the Italian original and its Eng-
205 

lish transition, side by side. 

Italian Text 

E all'Irlanda si diressero i 
Vescovi a preferenza di ogni 
altro paese non solo perche 
di la si ottiene il maggior 
numero dei sacerdoti per le 
Colonie Inglesi, ma princi-
pE.lmente per essere nalifax 
un paese quasi Irlandese, o 
dove non potrebbe stabilirsi 
un Arcivescovo scozzese o di 
altra nazione senza pericolo 
di eccitare un gran malcon-
tento, e di veder rinnovate 
le discordie che sotto il 
predecessore scozzese di 
Monsig. Walsh, si ebbero a 
deplorare. 

English Transl2tion 

The archbishoos look towards Ire-
land as the piace to find the 
greatest number of nriests for 
the English colonies, in prefer-
ence to any other rlrce. But 
mainly because Halifax is vir-
tually an Irish settlement, no 
Scottish or other foreign arch-
bishop could be established with-
out creating a great discontent 
and danger and the renewal of the 
dissentions that h2d existed 
during the term of Bishop Walsh's 
Scottish predecessor. 

Therefore, Halifax must have an Irishman as its archbishop. 

Halifax would be Irish as far as Rome was concerned. This meant 

thF.t the clergy of the Catholic Church in Halifax would be, in 

a very real sense, part of the Irish cor.imuni t y in Ha lif ~x. The 

205Halifax Archdiocese, Chancery Office, "Connolly 
Papers'', Vol. 984, 316ff. · 
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great majority of the Irish-born priests avoided political 

controversy except where the interests of the Church were 

at stake, but the fact that they were lrish led them to take 

an interest in Repeal and Famine ~elief. Such priests were 

a link with lreland, and as such ~layed a significant part 

in the quest for identity engaged in by the Halifax lrish. 

The Irishman in Nova Scotia 

The second theme is that of the lrish emigrant as 

a person who continued as an Irish person within a Nova Scotian 

setting. This falls logically into two parts. There is the 

formal, collective organization within which the lrishman 

functioned as an Irishman among his peers. The other aspect 

is the involvement of the lrish in Nova Scotia in the politics 

of the homeland, particularly through participation in the 

Repeal Movement during the early 1S40's. 

In the formal sense, the Charitable lrish Society 

of Halifax was a social and philanthropic orgcnization of 

Halifax Irish, both Catholic and Protestant. To a considerable 

extent the Society mirrored the Irish community that it served. 

At its foundation in 17S6 the Society contained a high propor-

tion of government officials and military officers, as well as 
206 

mercantile gentlemen. Consequently it was not very re-

markable that the Society, at least in its public attitudes, 

had a tradition of loyalty to the Crown and to its Nova 

Scotian representative. 

206stewart, The Irish in Nova Scotia, 30-31. The • 
original constitution terms the founders: ''GentleMen, Mer-
chants, and others, inhabitants of this His Mejesty's Pro-. " vince ... 
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In 1835 the Society, at its annual dinner, to2sted 

"our worthy Governor Sir Colin Campbell" end praised his 

"frank and liberal Administration" as one which "entitled him 
207 

to the Confidence of the people." The Society celebrated 

the Queen's mar~iage in 1840 with a parade and e High Mass. 

They also held a large supper and provided refreshments to 
208 

A subscription raised £42/12/6 for loyal purposes. the poor. 

They congratulated the Queen on her escape from an attempted 
209 

assassination later in 1840, and held a procession and 

dinner when the future King Edward VII was born, late in 
210 

1841. Five years later, with the province deeply divided 

over the issue of responsible government, the Society adopted 

a resolution of loyalty and support to the new lieutenant-
211 

governor, Sir John Harvey. That gentleman, as well as the 

mayor of Halifax, Joseph Jennings, and the Speaker of the 

Assembly, William Young, attended the annual dinner of the 
212 

Irish Society on St. Patrick's Day, 1847. In June of that 

year, the Society arranged to attend Mass for Daniel O'Connell 
213 

at the tine of his death. Two months later, at its annual 

207P.A.N.S., M.G. 20, No. 68: "Minutes of the 
Charitable Irish Society 1834-1850," 17 Mar. 1835. 

208Ibid., 9 Apr. 1840. 

209Ibid. , 17 Aug. 1840. 
210Ibid., 15 Dec. 1841. 
211Ibid. , 2 Sep. 1846. 
212Ibid. , 17 Mar. 1847. 
213Ibid., 21 June 1847. 
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picnic, the Society drank only one toast, and that was to the 

Queen, and it was "enthusiastically responded to. 11214 The 

public posture of loyalty was traditional in the Society, 

and thts stance probably served to disarm some potential 

criticism both 'of the Society and of the Irish generally. 

Durin~ the first half century of existence the 

Charitable Irish Society of Halifax retained much of its 

gentlemanly, perhaps rather select, atmosphere and attitudes. 

Despite the polite t'acade and loyal toasts, however, the 

character of the Society's membership was undergoing a con-

siderable chan~e during the 1840's. From being a group or 

mixed reli1sion and ethnic backgrouna, 215 the Society became 

increasingly Irish and Catholic. It was changing from a 

body of well-established citizens to a Society in which arti-

sans and work~rs predominated numerically. The socio-economic 

status of' the membership changed greatly between 1838 and 1848. 

By birthplace, more members were Irish-born than 

in the past:-

214Ibid., 31 Aug. 1847. 

215until the 1850's, the Charitable Irish Society 
permitted membership of all ~entlemen who were not members' of 
other national associations. In the early years, before lROO 
that e~cludea men already members of the ~erman, Scottish or 
En~lish societies. The first o~ these soon lapsed, and as 
late as 1845 a 'German' - Thomas A. 9auer - was on the 
executive of the Charitable Irish Society. 
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1838 Place of Birth 1848 

126 (67%) Ireland 183 (80%) 

42 (22%) Nova Scotia 36 ( 15%) 

10 ( 5!o/~) Elsewhere 5 (2%) 

10 ( 5!%) Not known 4 (2%) 

In religion in 1838, there were 147 (78.2%) Roman Catholics, 

and 41 (21.8%) Protestants among the members. By 18lr8, 211 

(92.5%) of the 228 members were Catholics, and only 17 (7.5%) 
216 

were non-Catholics. Of the 17 Protestants, at leest ten 

were not of Irish origin, ·and of the remainder only two had 

been born in Ireland. Moreover, three of the Protestant mem-

bers were off the rolls by the end of 1848, one by death 

(John Slayter, Esq.), one by virtue of leaving Halifax (Sir 
217 

Rupert George), and one at his own request (C.W. Dixon, Esq.). 

Such a rapid tendency towards becoming an exclusively 

Roman Catholic group can be partially explained by recalling 

that Irish immigration to Nova Scotia during the eighteenth 

century had included an abundance of Protestants, while the 

nineteenth-century movement had brought a great majority of 

Catholic Irish. It also suggests that Irish Protestants were 

becoming assimilated and integrated into the general Nova 

Scotian community, and thus had less need of an organization 

216 
.Membership · lists, 1838-1848; "Minutes of the 

Charitable Irish Society, 1834-1850." 
217 Those Protestants born in Ireland were John S. 

Thompson, the editor, and father of Sir John S.D. Thompson; . 
and David Hare, Esq.~ a merchant. 
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such as the Irish Society. Of the 74 identifiable Irish 

Protestant households in Halifax in 1838, most had a socio-

economic status higher than that of their Catholic compa-

triots. The general breakdown of the Halifax Protestant 
218 

Irish in 1838, oy occu9ation, was: 

1) Professional, large mercantile •• 24 (32.4%) (Catholics 1.3%) 
2) White-collar, small businesses •. 17 (23.0%) (Catholics 15.51 ) 
3) Artisans and farmers ............ 24 (32.41 ) (Catholics 32.8%) 
4) Semi-skilled and labouring ...••.. 9 (12.2°-b) (Catholics 50.4%) 

The upper socio-economic groups were v1ell represented among 

the Protestants, while the labouring class was the largest 

among the Catholics. The distribution of occupations among 

Catholic and Protestant Irish may also help to explain the 

changing socio-economic character of the membership in the 

Charitable Irish Society between 1838 and 1848. More Catho-

lic members and Catholics holding less prestigious jobs 

meant a general change in the quality of the membership. 

The four major occupational groupings a s a number 

and as a percentage of the Society's membership in 1838 and 

1848 were as follows. A more detailed breakdown of the 

membership at those two dates appears in Table IX, following. 

Members in 1838(%) 
29 (16.1%) 
74 (39.3%) 
67 ( 3 5. 7%) 
18 ( 8. 9'.lo ) 

188 

Occupational Grou£ing 
Professional, l arge mercantile 
White-collar, smell businesses 
Artisans and farm ers(blue-collar) 
Semi-skilled and labouring 
Total Membership,l August of Year 

Members in 184:81~ 
30 (13.5%) 
63 (27. 57; ) 
72 (31.5%) 
63 ( 27. 5%) 

228 

218Based on information conta ined in the 183 8 census 
of Halifax town, a s recorded in P.A.N.S., R.G. 1, Vol. 449. 
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These occupational statistics sugGest that the 

Charitable Irish Society was becoming representative of a 

much broader cross-section of the community than it had been 

earlier in the century. In 1838 well above half of the 

members belonged to the professional and white-collar groups, 

just over a third were artisans and only a few were drawn 

from the labouring classes. The three largest occupational 

groups in 1~38 were shopkeepers (25), merchants (17), and 

tavernkeepers (14), all enterpreneurial occup2tions, and in 

the top half of the occupational index. By 1848, the member-

ship was nearly 60% composed of men of the working and arti-

san classes, while professional and white-collar groups had 

fallen from 103 ( 5 5'~) to 93 ( 41%) of membership. In this 

decade the s,ociety grew by forty members, net. The major 

occupations in 1848 were labourers (46), shopkeepers (28), 

and truckmen (15), two of which groups came from the lowest 

occupational rating. The mercantile interests were less 

fully represented among the membership , than previously. 

In 1838 the census reported 94 Irish Catholics as merchants, 

grocers, shopkeepers, traders, and tavernkeepers, and 52 

belonged to the Society -- i.e., 55%. In 1848 there were 

about 106 men in these businesses, but only 49 in the Society 
219 

-- i.e., 46%. 

219This 1848 total is obtained by t aking the 1842 
fi gures in Cunnabell's City Almanac and ~ener~~ Bu~ines~ Direc-
tory (Halifax: William Cunnabell, l842T-:OO--anaadding 40 
tavernkeepers which Cunnabell omitted. If 1838 had 94 men, • 
and 1842 had 100, then by 1848 there should have been about 
105-110. And my estimate, 106, is on the lower end. 
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Table VIII - OCCUPATIONAL ANALYSIS OF CHA1ITA3LE IRISH 

SOCIETY, 1S3S and 1648 
1838 Membershio 

2 
17 

1 
2 
0 
1 

1 
1 
4 
3 
7 
3 
2 

25 
1 

14 
3 
5 
5 

1 
6 
1 
1 
2 
6 
3 
1 
1 
3 
3 
1 
0 
9 
1 
0 
4 
4 
6 
6 
1 
0 
7 

12 
0 
6 

, 
(29) 

( 7 4) 

(67) 

(18) 

Occunation or line of work 184$ Membership Barrister, not2ry _....,__~8 ___ __.._ 
Gentleman of income 2 
Merchant 10 
Physician 1 
Priest 6 
Professor of Music 1 
Others 2 

(Total professional, large mercantile) 
Armed forces 
Auctioneer 
Clerk 
Editor 
Government 
Grocer 
Hotelkeeper, Music Hall 
Shopkeeper 
Stationer 
Tavernkeeper 
Teacher 
Trader 
Others 

(Total white-collar, small business) 
Baker 
Blacksmith, farrier 
Blockmaker 
Brewer, distiller 
Builder, contractor 
Butcher 
Carpenter, joiner 
Coachmaker 
Confectioner 
Cooper 
Farmers, Gardener 
Fisherman 
Gunsmith, locksmith 
Mason, stonecutter 
Pc=,i nter 
Policeman 
Saddler, furrier, tanner 
Seafaring trades 
Shoemaker 
Tailor 
Tinsmith, plumber 
Tobacconist 
Others 

(Total artisans and farmers) 
Labourers 
Servr nt, Sexton 
Truckman 

(Total semi-skilled, labouring) 

1 
0 
3 
5 
5 
5 
2 

28 
1 
3 
0 
3 
7 

1 
5 
0 
2 
1 

12 
5 
0 
1 
6 
4 
0 
2 

10 
1 
1 
1 
3 
3 
5 
0 
1 
9 

46 
2 

15 

(30) 

(63) 

(72) 

. ( 63) 
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Despite their relative decline as a proportion of 

membership, the Catholic business and ~rofessional men tended 

to dominFte, if not to monopolize, the executive posts in 

the Society. There were seven posts on the executive -- pre-

sident, vice president, two assistant vice presidents, trea-

surer, secretary and assistant secretary--and in the eleven 

annual executives from 1838 to 1848, that meant there were 

77 places to be filled. Only 14 of the 77 executive posts 

were filled by Protestants. Two of these--Joseph Howe and 

J~mes Boyle Uniacke--occupied the president's chair for five 

of the eleven terms. Their vel~e as political allies of 

the upwardly mobile Catholic Irish outweighed any reluctance 

about electing Protestants to office in the Society. 

Of the 77 executive positions, 1838-1848, all but 

five were taken by tusiness or professional men, the classes 

that contained most of the leadership of the Irish communi-

ty at the time. Of these, Lawrence 0 1 C. Doyle was a bartister, 

while Thomas Ring, Daniel Creamer, Edward Kenny, William Skerry, 

James Wallace, Michael Tobin, and Bernard O'Neill were all mer-

chants, or major storekeepers who were expanding in the 

direction of becoming merchants. All these men were contRined 

in the executive of the Society once or more (Doyle six times, 

Ring four, for examole). It bore out the comment of 'Hibernicus' 

in 1841-42. He noticed that the poorer classes of lrish Catho-

lics at Halifax were being led by their attitudes towards bishop 
220 

Fraser and in politics by "their more wealthy leaders." 

220The Letters of Hibernicus, 68. 
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Other references to "the fashionable upstart aristocracy" 

leave no doubt the business and professional ~en among the 

Catholics of Halifax were intended in the re~arks of 

'Hibernicus'. 

Most of ' the leade~s were born in Irel and, and very 

few among them had reached fifty years of age. After 1843, 

when qepeal became established in Halifax, 35 of the 42 exe-

cutives of the Society over the next six years were ~epealers. 

Occ asi onally, a tradesman got on the executive, a s in 1839 and 

1540 when William Chapplain, a farrier, and Peter Morrisey, 

a brewer, were the assistant vice presidents. In 1843, William 

Dillon , a mason, held the same position. These were scarcely 

ty ?ical tradesmen, since Morrisey was well-to-do, and beceme 

a city alderman later on, while Dillon was active in all 

ports of the Irish Catholic push for participation i n Halif r- x 

(Re pealer, Reform co~mittee, anti-Fraser parish warden). 

Dillon was well enough off that he made a will, the money 

being sufficient to educate one of his so ~s to the priest-

hood, and to oblige the widow to make a will befoce her death 
221 

sixteen years later. 

The emergence of a group of leaders within the Irish 

Catholic community at Halifax was reflection of a need for 

such leadership. There was a growing sense of belonging to 

a group, and that collective body of Irish neople wished to 

221Halifax County Probate Court, Will Sook V, 384 
(William Dillon), and VI, 520 (Hannah Dillon). William Dillon's 
siste~, Mary, was one of those denied a disoensation bv Rev . . 
Loughnan, and had been married in St. George's Church of England. 
She was allowed to remarry in the Catnolic Church the following 
year, a month after the birth of her child. She died the same 
summer aged 27 years. This incident may have helped to determine 
n;11,...,nlc: !lt-.t-.it-.1,rlt=> t.n't.'11.orrl~ t .hP ~,r.::i~Pr-1ri.c::h l" n nfrn nt. ::: t.i n n . 
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go after advantages that it felt it wanted. Table IX pro-

vides a checklist of those wno W8re most cons picuous in the 

new wave of lrish leadership betwe en 1838 and 1844. Of the 

twenty-five outstanding Irish Catholic leaders in this group, 

there were 19 natives of Ireland, three of Newfoundland, two 

of Halifax, one of Quebec (but r aised since cnildhood in 

Halifax). Twelve were merchants, three shopkeepers, two 

grocers, 2nd one each of barrister, brewer, carpenter, cooper, 

editor, gauger, mason, and teacher. This means that all of 

the leaders except for f our artisans were men of education 

or in tusiness. 

All were Charitable Irishmen, sixteen of them being 

on the executive, 18J8-1S48; twe~ty-three of them were 

Re pealers; seventeen were adherents of the 'Irish Party' 

that had stood up to Bishop Fraser. Five had stood clear of 

the religious factionalism, and only three had supported 

Fraser. Of these, Fitzgerald held a teaching job in the 

Catholic school, which presumably the bishop or Loughnan 

could have taken from him. Quinan was the brother of a 

priest whose oatron had been Fraser, while Mahony came from 

Newfoundland to Halifax via Pictou, and perhaos had been 

acquainted with Fraser in that earlier time. 

As with many types of leadership, • there was .a core 

which, either by dint of personality or through the strongest 

convictions, was active in every facet of the ongoing cam-

paign for Irish Catholic advancement in Halifax. These 

seven men, marked on Table IX by an asterisk(*), were all 



NAME Occupation Born-Died Birthplace 

Chariteble 
Irish 

Society 
1840--1846 

Activity 
in Reform 

Party 
1840-1841 

Member of 
anti-Frrser 
Irish Pc=:rty 

1840 -1843 

Active in 
Repeal 

Movement 
1842-1845 

Barron, William Grocer 1798-1844 Ireland member 
oennett, Michael Grocer 1763-1847 Ireland member 
Cochran, James Merchant 1801-1877 Ireland executive 

*Conway, Jeremiah Merchant 1803-1868 Ireland member 
Creamer, Daniel Merchant 1794-1862 Ireland executive 
Cunningham, Roger Merchant 1798-1886 Ireland 

*Dillon, William Meson 1791-1845 Ireland executive 
*Doyle, Lawrence Barrister 1804-1864 Nova Scotia executive 
English, John Editor 1807-1857 Nova Scotia executive 
Fitzgerald, James Teacher 1799-1877 Ireland executive 
Furlong, Peter Merchant 1796-1856 Ireland member 

*Kenny, Edward Merchant 1800-1891 Ireland executive 
Mahony, Patrick Carpenter 1796-1877 Nfld. member 

*Maloney, Michael Shopkeeper 1804-1849 Ireland executive 
Morrisey, Peter Brewer 1788-1868 Ireland executive 
O'Connor, Timothy Cooper 1791-1853 Nfld. member 
O'Neill, Bernard Merchant 1815-1877 Ireland executive 
Power, Patrick Merchant 1815-1881 Ireland executive 
Quinan, Joseph Gauger 1809-1861 Quebec executive 

*Ring, Thomas Merchant 1806-1862 Ireland executive 
Roche, John Shopkeeper(?) - (?) Ireland 

*Skerry, William Merchant 1790-1853 Ireland executive 
Tobin, James C. Merchant 1800-1850 Ireland member 
Wallace, James Merchant 1805-1885 Ireland executive 
~alsh, Patrick Shopkeeper 1817-1869 Nfld. executive 
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*The principal leaders in all the phases of Irish group activity. 
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+The three men so indicated were active supporters of the 'Fraser Party'. The teacher, 
Fitzgerald, hEd a brief career in journalism in the early 1840's, when he edited The 
Register. He and Quinen were married to two of the sisters of William Condon, a man 
who became prominent in the Irish leadership in the 1850's. Quinen's brother, John, 
was the priestly confidant of Bishop Fraser. 
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Irish-born except for Doyle. Five were businessmen, one a 

barrister, and one a craftsman. All seven were in the 

Charitable Irish Society, the qeform and Repeal movements, 

and had been at the centre of the 'Irish Party' that defied 

Bishop Fraser. ' They would form the nucleus of the emerging 

leadership of the Irish Catholics in Halifax around 1840, 

The Charitable Irish Society was one of the areas to feel 

the winds of change at once, because it was a pre-existent 

body. 

The changing com~osition of the Charitable Irish 

Society indicated two important trends among the Halifax 

Irish. First, their national association was becoming more 

broadly based; that is, it was no longer an elitist body of 

gentry and leading merchants who foregathered in sentimental 

euDhoria to toast an Ireland that may not have existed ex-

cept in their imagirn,tions. The Society was fast becoming / 

the meeting grounds of all classes of Irish Haligonians. 

Secondly, the labouring Irish of Halifax were taking 

an interest in the Society, but what was their reason? The 

analysis previously given of members' birthplaces reveals 

that there were more immigrants among the membership, who J 

were using the Society as a means of getting to know and 

beco:ne known by their new fellow-citizens. This could 

help their careers and assist their quest for general 

acceptance in the com:nuni ty. This explains why more natives 

of Ireland were joining the Society: it aided their uDward 

mobility. It also means that more Irish could afford the 
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quarterly dues of the Society, and considered the three 

shillings well invested. The Society was consequently be-

coming more and more Catholic in composition and more 

broadly based socially. 

The 1g40 1 s were years of rising Irish national 

sentiment. Irishmen abroad drew into Hibernian societies 

as part of their growing sense of self-awareness. Also, 

the 1840's were years of reviving hostility tow ards the 

Irish among older ethnic groups in host cities such as 

Halifax. The Irish Catholics banded together within safe 

and friendly associations as a means of self-defence, mutual 

support, and encouragement. The Society afforded a plat-

form to the ~mbitious middle class as it sought after in-

fluence and status. · The Chari table Irish Society did not 

become a vehicle for attacking the old regime in Ha l ifax, 

however. Its long tradition of loyalty to the powers that 

be (Crown, provincial executive), and cautious sup oort 

for Irish aspirations in the homeland, held up. The emer-

ging Irish leadership in Halifax had other outlets--Reform 

Party, Repeal Movement--which offered them instruments of 

political action. The Charitable Irish Society offered 

national identification, economic advancement, and personal 

security, either directly or as a fringe benefit of be-

longing to the group. The new Irish leadership could also 

utilize the Society in other ways. They could and did 

honour prominent Reform polj_ticians, such as Joseoh Howe 

and James B. Uniacke, by electing them:'president of the 
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Society. It offered a counterpoise to Re~eal, wh i ch was 

regarded by many non-Irish Haligonians as a radical and 

even disloyal undertaking; if the criticism of the Irish 

over Repeal became too sustained, the Irish leaders could 

always a pp ear in the guise of loyal citizens in the official 

activities of the Ch8ritable Irish Society. The Society 

also allowed the leadership to keep in touch with those 

Irish who were not keen about Repeal or the anti-Fraser 

stance these leaders had taken. 

The 1eoeal Movement 

The Charitable Irish Society gave the expatriate 

Irishman a sense of security while he sought to improve his 

lot as an Irishman living in Nova Scotia. The ~epeal Move-

ment of the 1840's served to channel considerable Irish 

energy towards Ireland. At the same time it should be 

noted that qepeal did nothing to diminish the interest of 

Irish Nova Scotians in the affairs of this province. Daniel 

O'Connell's alliance with the \fuigs in the 18JO's antici-

pated a similar alliance of the Halifax Irish with the Nova 
222 

Scotian ~eformers, while Repeal agitation in Halifax 

gave the Irish an ostensible reason to meet and to raise 

money for a cause. Repeal activity would also produce and 

reinforce the new leadership within the Irish community at 

Halifax. 

222 
Edwards, A New Historv of Ireland, 161. 
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The Union of the Parliaments of Ireland and Grea t 

Britain in 1801 had been accomplished only after cons iderable 

effort by its prooonents. In Ireland, the Catholic hier-
223 

archy and many of the laity SU P?Orted a Union a t the time, 

in the belief that the Union would be followed shortly by 

the emancipation of the Catholics from such lega l disabili-

ties as exclusion from a Parliamentary seat and from a civic 

corpora tion. This pledge was not redeemed, and the Irish 

people once again had to come to terms with a dis appointment 

at the hands of London. 

As the Union and the promised concessions to 

Catholics had appeared to the general public as two parts 

of a single proposition, and as the rights of Catholics h F- d 

not been restored, there was a feeling among the Irish that 

the Union lacked a moral basis. The letter of the law 

said Union, but the spirit of the people said Re peal. In 

early nineteenth-century Ireland the word 'Repeal' meant 

just one thing: an end to the hated Union between Ireland 

and Great Britain. 

The 1eoeal cry was first raised nublicly in 1810 

at Dublin by a young lawyer named Daniel O'Connell. He was 

aided by the fact that the decade after the Union was "by 
224 

no means prosperous in the economic life of Ireland." 

223 stewart, The Irish in Nova ScJtia, 105. 
224Ibid., 111. 
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O'Connell's movement had two goals--Catholic Emancipation, 

and Repeal of the Union. During the l820's the first of 

these two aims was realized. All the considerable capacity 

of the Irish for resistance became available for direction 

against the Union. After Emancipation was achieved, a 

period of manoeuvre followed while O'Connell tried to come 

to terms with the Whigs for concessions to Irish interests. 

When this period of cooperation came to an end, the Irish 

and O'Connell gave their undivided attention to ~epeal. 

At first the Catholic hierarchy had dropoed 

O'Connell and Repeal in 1829 because the clergy generally 

believed that passage of Catholic Emancipation had liberated 

Ireland from the control of the Protestant ascendancy. 

Events proving otherwise, some prelates resumed their 

sup port of Repeal. Through most of the l830's O'Connell 

h ad been willing to sustain the reform measures of the 

several British ministries. Typical of this policy was the 

backing lent the Melbourne ministry following the Lichfield 

House me etings early in 1835. O'Connell's group agreed to 

help the Whigs "who might be influenced to more liberal 

policies in matters other than repeal L-e.g., Irish muni-
225 

cipal reforms and tithe reform_? " The Irish alliance 

225 A.H. Graham, "The Lichfield House Compact, 183 5," 
I.H.S., XII, 47 (March, 1961), 221. 
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with the 'i'lhig s and radicals was not mere ex r)ediency. " None 

of them ab andoned principle; each of them s aw 9olitica l ad-

vanta g e in the alliance. 

favour of more immediate 

O'Connell laid aside Reueal in 
226 

. " gains •.. 

It was only after Robert Peel and the British 

Tories returned to office in September 1$41 that O'Connell 

again took up Repeal in earnest, and the support of much 

of the Catholic hierarchy permitted the rapid growth of 
227 

1eoeal during the next few years. It was not long before 

O'Connell's Repeal Movement began to interest Irish emi-

grants in North America. 

Repeal Associations sprang up in North American 
228 

cities during the 1840's. The Halifax lawyer, Lawrence 

O'Connor Doyle, was 'a very warm admirer' of Daniel O'Con-
229 

nell. This respect intensified as Do yle became "a most 

outspoken believer in repeal of the Union. He was a member 

of the branch association in Nova Scotia, and through his 

efforts large sums of money were remitted to aid the li-
230 

be!'ator in .•. Ireland." Doyle was chairman of the 

Doyle," 

226Ibid., 225. 
227 Ectwards, A New History of Ireland, 169. 
228 Adams, Ireland and Irish Emigration, 385. 
229George Mullane, "A Sketch of Lawrence O'Connor 

N.S.H.S., XVII (1913), 158. 
230Ibid., 189. 
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Repeal meeting in January 1843 at which such rising men 
231 

as Thomas ~ing, Edward Kenny ~nd James Cochran were active. 

How large was the ~epeal Association in Halifax, 

and what sort of people was it recruiting? It had the sup-

port of large numbers of Irish Haligonians. 3ishop Walsh 

and his parochial clergy left Repeal alone, but the Catholic 

press and Father n.8. O'Brien of the Catholic 'college' were 

actively supporting Repeal in Halifax. Its popular appeal 

was assisted by the very simplicity of the issue. Anyone 

could understand: two countries were joined together and 

one of them wished to terminate the connection. Many ordi-

nary people were in the dark as to how this would be achieved, 

but they were quite convinced that Repeal of the Union was 

a good thing for Ireland. A major factor that let Repe~l 

recruit so many members was the unwillingness or the inability 

of its opponents among the Irish to mount any effective 

counterattack. The best the Tobins could do was to ignore 

Repeal. Since to join the movement would be both easy and 

popular with the Irish, the failure of most of the Tobin 

group to join Repeal was a sign that they did not agree 

with it. At the crucial moment, the Hon. Michael Tobin, 

Sr., patriarch of the Tobins, died. fhe Catholic paper sig-

nificantly included the following short passage in its 

231 
The Register, 31 Jan. 1843. 
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three-paragraph obituary of Tobin: ''ln the decease of the 

Honorable M. Tobin, we witness the disruption of the last 

tie which was left to connect the original generation of 
232 

Catholics in this community with our contem poraries ..• '' 

The Repeal Association of Halifax grew quickly at 
233 

the beginning of 1843 to include 380 members. A further 

61 members had joined by August, and other lists of new mem-
234 

hers appeared before the end of the year. The first list 

has been analysed, and as the earliest roster it includes 

the leaders and originators of Repeal in this city. Peer 

pressures, as much as conviction, may have brought in some 

of the later enrollments. The 380 originals had four wo-

men and three teenaged boys among them, as well as eight un-

employed men, and 110 whose occupation has not been f ound, 

largely because many of them left Halifax and thus missed 

inclusion in church records, or the census. This leaves 

255 members to analyze. By birthplace, 213 (83.5%) were 

born in Ireland, 33 (13 %) were Nova Scotians, three were 

from elsewhere in British America (1.31). A little strange 

perhaps was the adherence of four Scottish and two English 

people. Two had Irish parents, however, but the membership 

of Alexander McKay, David Rugg (brewer), William Mills 

232Ibid., 11 Apr. 1843. 

233 Ibid., 23 May 1843. 

234Ibid., 15 Aug., 10 Oct., 12 Dec., all 1843. 
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(policeman) and Richard Cloy (tavernkeeper) ~roved there 

were English and Scots Repealers, even in Halifax. By 

occu~ational groups, the 255 included eleven merchants and 

professional men (4.3%); 68 (26.7%) small business and 

white-collar; 87 (34.1%) artisans; and 89 (34.9 /4 ) labouring. 

During 1843 the Halifax Repeal Committee (Doyle, 

Cochran, Kenny, Ring, Francis Whelan, Rob ert Hobin and 

Joseph W. ~uinan) fed the Catholic press with news of the 

progress of the Movement, locally and in Ireland. They con-

vinced The Register, and possibly also themselves, that 

"there will be some issue, and that at no remote period. 

There are too many interests jeopardized -- too much exciting 

throbbing pervading all classes too much to be appre-

hended frdm continued agitation to permit things to remain 
235 

as they are." Their enthusiasm led them to mak e unfa-

vourable comparisons of other places with Halifs x. In a 

piece entitle 'Irishmen in the Colonies', The ~egister 

proclaimed: 

With the exception of Montreal, Halifax, and a few 
other olaces, we believe there has been no movement 
--no organization--nothing to indicate that the 
agitation which has been convulsing the empire for 
the last few months concerned Irishmen ... We 
repent that an apathy has been exhibited unworthy 
of the patriotism for which the Irish are distin-
guished ... Have Irishmen in these colonies .•. 236 
already forgotten the home of their childhood ... ? 

235 
Ibid., 4 July 1843. 

236 
Ibid., 18 July 1843. 
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1he qegister need not have worried or else its scornful hint 

h Ed its effe ct. By the end of 1843, ~epeal Associations hed 

begun at da thurst, Sydnev, Saint John, St. John's, Char-

lottetown, and Arichat. Members were enrolled at Prosoect 
237 

and Ketch Hartour. 

Some felt the Halifax Reoealers had no room for 

com~lacency. In a letter to The Register, 'A Repealer' 

explicitly raised the identity question when he accused some 

Irish Haligonians of having ceased to be Irish. 'A Repealer' 

wrote: 

Repeal in Halifax 

Repealers of this Province are Irishmen worthy 
of Ireland; Irishmen willing to assist her; and, 
in the comparative happiness of their own condi-
tion, not forgetting to commisserate [si~7 hers 
... The qepeal Meetings held in the City are, 
unquestionably, respectable and numerously 
attended; but ..• do these Meetings represent 
the Irishmen of Halifax? This ouestion ... 
can be answered only in the negative. Any per-
son who has ever been present at one of our 
Repeal Meetings and who is aware of the amount 
of Irish Population in the City, must 2llow that 
six such Assemblies, would not reuresent the 
Irishmen of Halifax ... Irishmen of Halifax 
who have not yet enlisted in the cause of Repeal, 
you know the condition of Ireland; you s?.y that 
she is your native land ... at your firesides 
you boast that you are Irishmen; will you bo ast 
that you are not qepealers? ... if you refuse 
to rally around the Standard of Repeal .. you 
ceased to love Ireland •.. Claim some other 
Nation. ~;~LAND is not your Country; you are not 
IJUSHMEN. 

237 
Reported in various issues of The ~eg_ister, 

12 Sep. to 19 Dec. 1843. 

238 
Ibid., 8 Aug. 1843. 
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If we allow for the rhetoric meant to shame peo ple into 

joining the qepeal As ~ociation, there remains the si gnifi-

cant point that many of them were not in the ceuse. The 

reason mi6ht be th a t they felt, as Jid Jose~h Howe, that 

the Movement w~s somewhat disloyal. Much more likely many 

of the Irish in Halifax had resolved the i J entity issue by 

deciding to be Nova Scotians first, and then Irishmen. They 

had become caught up with earning their way in Halifax, and 

in advancing themselves here. It was not th a t they loved 

Ireland less, but that they loved Halifax more. 

This upset 'A Repealer'. Alth ough his second attack 

was ambiguous, he obviously hoped to embarrass the Irish who 

had opted for Nova Scotia. 'A Reoealer' took up his pen again 

to speak of the ra pid growth of ijepeal, but he wondered why 

some Irish in Halifax continued to hold aloof. "He would not 

insult them by supposing that they are retarded by pecuniary 

considerations. Then by what are they retarded? Is it by a 
239 

want of love of their country?" 

'A Repealer' should have taken comfort from the f eet 

that if the movement did not embrace every Irishman in Halifax, 

it did contain almost all of the leading Catholic lrishmen in 

the community, except the Tobin family. Having s o many oro-

minent members, the Repeal Movement w;:: s a force to be re-

ckoned with in Halifax, and a very active body indeed. Doyle 

239rbid., 22 Aug. 1843. The same issue fervently 
proclaimed: "Even Orangemen are Irishmen & should join to • 
support Repeal!" Strange advice for a Catholic newspa per! 
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led the Halifax chapter in resolving that "the only measure 

by which the wrongs of ••• .Lireland7 can be redressed" 
240 

was the termination of the Union with Great Brit2in. 

At about this time, the Halifax ~epealers sent £600 to 

Ireland. This prompted the Boston Pilot to acknowledge that 

Halifax had done more for Repeal than had New York or Boston, 
241 

which had much larger Catholic populations. 

Chapters existed at Newcastle and Miramichi, N.B., 

and at the Gut of C;nso, Guysborough, and Dartmouth, N.S., 

but the Repeal Movement in the 'lower provinces' was centred 
242 

in Halifax. In August 1845 a Great Re9eal Meeting et 

Halifax heard Doyle speak of "the spirit of misrule which 

had been so ruinous to the happiness and prosperity of 

Ireland--which had bowed down Irishmen at home, seemed to 
2/+3 

follow them in their exile, to Nova Scotia." Doyle also 

blasted Elkanah Young, M.L.A. for Falmouth Township, who had 

condemned Repeal in a letter to his constituents. Doyle 

termed it "an insult •.. to the Irishmen and Catholics of 

this city . which could not, and ought not to be allowed 
244 

to pass unnoticed. n 

240 
Mullane, "Lawrence O'Connor Doyle," 189. 

241Ibid., 183. 

1845. 
242 The Register, 27 May, 14 Oct., 23 Dec., all 

243The Sun, 11 Aug. 1845. 

244The Register, 12 Aug. 1845. 
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The significance of the qeoeal Movement in Halifax 

was twofold. Firstly, it gave Lewrence O'Connor Doyle a 

platform uoon which to present himself to the Irish electorate 

of H2lifax without overtly upstaging Any of th ~ sitting Re-

form members from the Halifax seats. Secondly, it both fed 

upon anJ renewed the sense of involvement in lrish affEirs 

that still was cherished by many Halifrx Irishmen, especially 

the more recently arrived. 

The nepealers in Halifax were led by Lawrence O'Connor 

Doyle. He was born in Halifax, 27 February 1804, the son of 

Lawrence Doyle, a merchant from Ross, County Wexford, end his 

wife, Bridget O'Connor of County Waterford. He was educated 

in England at Stonyhurst College, a Catholic school, then re-

turned to Halifax where he articled for five yeArs with the 
245 

Attorney-General, Richard J. Uni a eke, Sr. ·:men he was 

admitted attorney on 22 January 182~, he was the first 

Catholic to join the Nova Scotian bar. He became a full 

member as a barrister on 29 January 1a29, by which time he 
246 

was vice president of the Charitable Irish Society. In 

November 1832 Doyle was elected as representative of the 

largely Catholic (and Acadian) township of Arichat, one of 
247 

three new seats created that year for Cape Sreton Island. 

Doyle took his seat on 8 February 1833, beco~ing the second 

---------------
245Mullane, "Lawrence O'Connor Doyle," 158. 
246stewart, The Irish in Nova Scotia, 91. Dovle was 

president of the Society for 1832, 1833, 1834, 1843, and 1844. 

247statutes of Nova Scotia, 1832, c. 6. 
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Catholic to sit in the Nova Scotia Assembly. During the 

1830's Doyle took part in 1eform politics, a mattec to which 

we sha 11 return. , As a leg a 1 and ooli ti ea 1 fi .gure, Doyle had 

made his mark by 1S40. 

If Doyle's biography r ~ads like a success story 

that is because very largely it was just that, the upward 

movement of a gifted and well-trained man in his personal 

and professional careers • . Doyle's life was not hap py, how-

ever. In 1S33 he had married at Arichat, Sarah Ann, daughter 

of Lt. James Driscoll, R.N. The birth of a short-lived 

daughter, their only child, left Mrs • . Doyle unwell. She died 

in February 1a42~ aged only 27 years. This personal tragedy 

occurred at a time when Doyle was not in the Assembly. In 

November 1~40, Doyle had lost Arichat to his fory opponent, 

Heney Martell. Although undocumented, it apoears Doyle 

suffered from too much drinking at social events, and from 

rheumatism. Those who believe in the notion of sublima tion 

can perceive in the manner in which Doyle threw himself 

into Reoeal the action of a man who is seeking to lose his 

sorrows by immersion in a cause. Tempor?rily lacking 2n 

elected post, Doyle could give himself to the cause of Ireland, 

thereby establishing a public position among the electorate 

of Halifax. Since his greatest activity preceded the 1843 

provincial general election, we may suopose Joyle was seeking 

to gain a nomine.tion. 

If Doyle wanted an issue to bring him ag r- in before 

the public, and this time in Halifax, which he had not re-

presented in the past, he was most fortunate in having both 
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an electorate with a high component of Irish Catholics, and 

an issue such as qepeal with which to appeal to the~. As 

all of the sittipg members for Halifax--Willi am Annand, 

Joseph Howe, James McNab, William Stairs--w~re qeformers, 

it may have caused some of them concern th2t Doyle was opera-

ting on a popular theme in their b~iliwick. Howe, for one, 

openly refused to support Repeal, when he was invited to do 
248 

so. Several years later, Howe explained that he had been 

asked to join the Repealers, but that he had refused to do so 

because ~epeal did not accord with Howe's loyBlty to the 
249 

3ritish Crown. This would not be the only time th&t the 

Reformer, Joseph Howe, found himself taking a different line 

from that of his Irish Catholic colleagues. 

The qepeal Movement continued to stir up sound and 

fury for a little longer, tut by the end of 1846 the Great 

Famine had come uoon Ireland and the cry changed from Repeal 

to Relief. As early as March 1846 The Cross felt forced to 

deny that Repeal was on the wane locally. The young cleric, 

r~omas Connolly, future bishop of Saint John and archbishop 

of Halifax, wrote to say that the cause of Repeal was ~s 

strong as ever. He signed hi~self a priest, an Irishman 
250 

and a Repealer, in that order. With a change in the 

----------------
248 

Stewart, The Irish in Nova Scotia, 143. 

249 
Novascotian, 19 Jan. 1857. 

2 50 
The Cross, 7 Mar. 1846. 
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name of the occupa tion, such a self-des criotion wou ld h gve 

suit ed quite a few lrish Haligonians at th r t time. The 

awful fascin a tiqn o f the Great Famine drew the and 

emotions of the Irish abroad ba ck to their homelanJ. ~epeal 

had been rela ted to the emigrant Irishman's sen se of being 

Irish, but some Irishmen could turn their backs on Repeal. 

The Famine was a com~on tragedy that united all Irishmen at 

home and abroad. For a few years, the Halifrx Irish acted 

in the underlying co nsciousness that the people at home 

were sick and starving. It delayed their integration into 

society in Nova Scotia, and it bred resentments that would 

not be unleashed until the 1850 1 s. 

Haligonians and Irishmen 

Successful in asserting control of his Church, 

deeply immersed in Re r eal, the Catholic Irishman h ad yet 

a third front on which he operated, namely, the politics 

of Halifax City and of Nova Scotia. Since the lrish were 

not alone in wishing changes in the structures of loc a l 

and pro vincial government, the political side of their 

struggle for reform formed part of a wider effort in that 

general direction. Most of the Irish wanted the system 

opened up t o permit them to advance socially and economi-

cally; they did not want to overturn the soci Bl or econ omic 

systems. Lacking the social prestig e and th e economic 

clout to attain t heir goals, the ! rish resort ed to political · 

manoeuvre as their best hope of knocking down the b arriers 

to their upward mobility. 
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Municipal government in 1fova Scotia was based on 

the eighteenth-century concept of authority. A few msgistrates 

were appointed for each municipal unit. They and a hPndful 

of officials dominated the meagre activities allowed to a 

local government under the Nova Scotian system. These few 

individuals controlled the poor ho~se, the streets, the town 

cemetery, fire fighting companies, anj the markets. Halifax 

was legally a township, and was not a body corporate until 

1$41. The status of a townshin did not admit of strong 

local self- government. 

A township contains no certain definite quantity 
of lands, nor assumes any nrescribed shape ..• 
nor is it endowed with all those carious corpor-
ate powers, whirih the townships of New-England 
possess, beyond the election of a reDresentative; 
which privilege is not enjoyed by all. rhe 
inhabitants have no other power than th a t of 
holding an annual meeting, for the ouroose ~f 
voting money for the support of their poor. 5l 

In theory a Grand Jury of 24 members supervised 

the affairs of the township of Halifax on behalf of the 

public. In practice, that body h2d little real oower, and 

even less interest. in changing a system in which they and 

their kind were secure. Comparison of Grand Jury lists and 

early census records make it plain that in Halifax the Gr~nd 

Jury represented a very narrow interest grou~ of merch~nt.s 

and professional men, with the occasional i ·1 clusion of one 

251Haliburton, History of NovF. Scotia, II, 9. Such 
peoole would resent the prospect of laying out their money 
for the support of numbers of destitute immigrant Irishmen. 
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or two affluent shopkeepers or a m~ster tredes~an. Catholics 

were extremely rare in the ranks of the ~2gi s tr2cy, and the 

ordinary shopkeepers among the Protestants of H2lifr.x werP 

ne r rly as rare. 

The Irish Catholics were under-represented in local 

public office in Halifax in the 1830 1 s. For example, in 1835 

they occupied 32 posts of 125 in the minor local offices, 

bei~g best represented as constables (11 of 14), wood 

measurers (8 of 17), and cullers of fish (3 of 4), but having 
2 52 

no places as clerks of market or assessors. Their situation 

had not altered appreciably in 1839, when they held 32 of 132 
253 

places. In 1838 there was no lrish Catholics listed among 
254 

the justices of the peace, or fire wardens. lrish Catholics 

held few local posts down to incorporation in 1841. The 

almanac of that year shows only 15 Catholics holding positions, 
255 

and of these the Kenny and Tobin families accounted for eight. 

Catholics not only had few places, but those that they received 

were devoid of prestige or the opportunity for profit. This 

might not worry an Irish day-labourer, but an a~bitious Irish 

storekeeper might resent a system that relegated his race and 

creed to process-servers and cullers of fish. 

2 52P.A. N.S., R.G. 34, series 312, Vol. P 14, "Grand 
Jury Book, 183 5-1843". 

2531- ·ct Ol • 

254Belcher's Farmer's Almanac ... 1838. 

255Ibid., 1841. 
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Halifax in the l SJO's w2s still controlled by en 

oligarchy made up of a few score of lawyers, merch ants, and 

government officials who monopolized the better local posi-

tions. The influx of so many Irish immigrants h ad dre.ma-

tically changed the reli gious and ethnic comoosi t ion of 

Halifax. A new barrier of race and creed divided the oli-

garchs and the ordinary citizens of Irish origin. A divi-

sion- along occuoational lines also existed, as the oligarchs 

kept nearly every olace in the magistracy for themselves. 

The Grand Jury which had charge of appointments w2s widely 
. 256 

rumoured to be rigged. 

Moreover, the provincial and Halifax local govern-

ment circles overlapped; one oligarchy WES effectively the 

o~her. For exa mple, the Halifax magistracy in 1833 included 

a coroner and a sheriff who were sons-in-law of a Councillor. 

TheCustos Rotulorum was the business oartner of a former 

Member. The justices of the peace included the coroner's 

uncle, the solicitor-general's father, a cousin of the 

Speaker, the son of a former Councillor, a Councillor's 

brother, the business associates and rel ? tives and in-laws 
257 

of other members of the Legislature. 

256 
Novascotian, 3 May 1838. 

257 
Belcher's Farmer's Almanac, 1a33, 57-59. Cf., 

Punch, "The Halifax Connection," 17-1.S, for details of these 
and other cases. 
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This snug coterie met with serious censure in the 

1830's, probably reaching the depth of public embarrassment 
2 58 

at the time of Jose9h Howe's trial in 1835. Exclusiveness 

in membership in municipal government w2s not an endecring 

quality, but it was not criminal. The fault was not even 

general dishonesty, although Howe had cited cases of this. 

The fatal flaw was incompetence. ',\1hen im8rovements ivere 

made to streets, anJ the sewers were constructed. the magi-
2 59 

strates acted both arbitrarily and ineffectively. People 

can tolerate a degree of bumptiousness in their public fig~res, 

but when this officiousness gives personal offence and in-

creases the burden of taxation, people lose their patience. 

This state of affairs provoked various reactions. 

The rising shopkeepers e.nd tradesmen, as also the working 

class and the new immigrants (including m2ny Irish Catholic), 

wished to share in the magistracy and local officialdom of 

Halifax. The governing cliqu~, the 'Halifax Connection', 

wished to keep control. Some moderates, such as Joseph Howe 

in 1834, did not like the oligarchy, but felt that British 

exrerience proved that urban magistracies were likely to be-
260 

strongholds of oligarchy in the normal course of events. 

258 James Murray Beck, "'A fool for a client': the 
trial of Joseph Howe," Acadiensis, III (1973/74), 27-44. 

2 59sutherland, "The Merchants of Halifax," 2 44-21+6. · 

260 
Novascotian, 9 Oct. 1834. 
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The movement for incorporation bec ame fully mobi-

lized in the mid-1830's when allegations of fraud and incom-

petence coinci ded with the onset of an economic recession 

that burdened middle cless ratepeyers. Many opnonents of 

incorporation felt that 'some slight modificati ons' in the 

existing local government would be sufficient, and that it 

was unnecessary to introduce 'so levelling, so democratic 
261 

a measure'. The presen£e of Irish Catholics among those 

wishing changes edded determination to the onposition of 

vested interests to incorporation. Yet, these foes of civic 

reorganization must have seen that passage of Municipal Re-
262 

form in England in 1835 was 'the handwriting on the wall'. 

If they clung to any doubts, they must heve been 

undeceived in 1840 when the newly-arrived lieutenant-governor, 

Lord Falkland, stated his desire to extend the municiral 

rights and privileges of Britain to fellow subjects in Nova 
263 

Scotia. It was part of Lord Sydenham's careful plan to 

undermine the Reformers by conceding them an apparent parti-

ci pation in power. Incorporation of Halifax and formation 

of a coalition were window-dressing intended to lead the 

261 
Novascotian, 8 March 1838. The newspaper was 

reporting the speech of James Boyle Uniacke, an op~onent of 
incorpora tion, in the Legislative Assembly. 

262 F. W. Maitland, The Constitutional Hi~tory of 
England (Cambridge: University Press, 1965), 359. 

263 Nova Scotia Royal Gazette, 28 Oct. 1840. 
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public into the belief that reform had been satisfied. In 

Halifax's munici8al government it enabled the old oligarchy 

of merchants and lawyers to retain power but within a 

'liberalized' framework. 

Following civic incorporation in 1841, the Irish 

continued to be under-re~resented, surprisingly so in view 

of their numbers in some parts of the city. There were 33 

key civic offices in Halifax each year between 1842 and 1849: 

mayor, recorder, marshal, six aldermen, 12 common councilmen, 

12 city assessors. All but the recorder and marshal were 

elected. There were never more than three Irish Catholics 

among the 33 through the 1840's. The followin g list, com-

piled from various almanacs of the period, indicates the 

position year by year: 

1842 - Edward Kenny, ward 2 alderman; finished out the 

mayor's term 

1843, 1844 - nil 

1845 - Gregory Dwyer, ward 1 assessor; Patrick Mahoney, ward 

2 assessor 

1846 - Daniel Creamer, ward 5 common councilman 

1847 - Th~mas ~ing, ward 4 councilman; Creamer (as 1846); 

T.S. Tobin, ward 4 assessor 

1848-18~9 - Thomas Ring, ward 4 common councilman. 

There were 264 positions (@ 33 per annum for eight years) to 

be filled, and the Irish Catholics filled o~ly nine of them, 

with six men accomplishing even that limited representation. 

The Irish Catholics proportionately should have held ten 

times as many positions for their ~opulation. 
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There is no mystery why the Irish did no t t ake a 

larger share of the offices following incorooration of Halifax 

City. They were generally not well enough off to qualify 

as voters, aldermen or councilmen. The 'Act to Incornorate 

the Town of Halifax' provided that, apart fro~ the first 

civic election, the only voters in civic contests would he ve 

to own or occuoy in their own right a house, warehouse, field, 

wharf or shop valued at £20 per year, while common council-

men must have similar property valued at £30, and a real or 

personal estate of £500. The mayor and aldermen were re-

stricted to those worth £50 a year, and a real or personal 
264 

estate of £1000. 

The nearest existing complete valuation of Halifrc x 

to 1a41 is that of 1$36. With the warning that they were 

five years out of date by the city's incorporation, and can 

only give general and very tentative impressions of what the 

situation was by 1842, when the first civic election took 

place under the full regulations, what do they . tell us? In 

1836 only 360 Irish Catholics were owners or occup?.nts in 

their own ri ght of any oroperty at all, out of 2329 such per-
265 . 

sons (15.5 /4 ). Of the 360 only about 100 were eligible to 

vote in a civic election. Of these voters only 41 could have 

stood for office, and of the 41 only ei ght were eligible 

264statutes of rJova Scotia 1-J:.84!, c. 55, sections 
8, 20 and 19, respectively. 

265 P.A.N.S., R.G. 35, Series 'A', Vol. 3, No. 12. 
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to be aldermen or mayor. As one of the ei ght w~s fn Blder-

man, and five of the 41 were com~on councilmen or assessors, 

the Irish Ca tholics (if under-represented) were et le2st 

participating. The grave injustice here was not ethnic or 

reli gious; it was the undemocratic n~ture of the civic 

franchise. This reflected the fact that the bill was a 

compromise between the supporters of the old and the agi-

tators for the new. Joseph Howe, for examole, felt it was 

essentiAl to give the 'middle orders' their say in civic 
266 

government, and that too much extremism in seeking reform 

could result in no reform at all. It was the old tale of 

half a loaf being preferable to none. 

There was a general disap~ointment in Halifax when 

the reformed city government did not result in all thPt the 

ordinary citizens had hoped for. The compromise would ha ve 

to be destroyed, and a much fuller measure of ~ublic en-

franchisement sought. The Irish Catholics were pPrt of that 

campaign. At a 1epeal meeting in 1a45, WilliRm Skerry and 

Patrick Walsh won unanimous acceptance of a resolution 

demanding that Irish Catholics were "fully entitled to parti-

cipate .•. in the enjoyment of sll Civil Rights and . 

that our enjoyment of the Elective rranchise is as dear to 
267 

us as ... any other class of our fellow-':1eligionists. 11 

2 66N · 11 In 1 ° 1 I ovascotian, ·-.ar. o4 . This is a good 
example of Howe's underlying Whiggery. 

267 d The Sun, 11 Aug. lo45. 
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The interes ting Ps oect of this s itu at i on is th ~t 

the lrish Catholics of Halifax, as some others in the city, 

fo und themselves very little furth er ahead following the act 

of incorporation. They were tnen oblig ed to help to over-

turn the provincial administration if they were to gain the 

adv~ntages in local government which t ri ey wished to acquire: 

broader franchise to enable them to vote and to serve a s 

elected members. The focus of Irish Catholic political action 

thus tended to become provincial rather than civic. 

Nova Scotians and Irishmen 

Attention has been directed to the existence of a 

Nova Scotian oligarchy in the 1830's. It will be recalled 

that this clique was made up of Anglican officials, lawyers, 

and merchants concentrated in Halifax, the seat of political 

power in Nova Scotia under the colonial regime. The person-

nel of the oligarchy were of two calibres : the 'small fry' 

of local officialdom as previously noticed when we looked 

at Halifax civic government prior to 1841 (or even 1848); 

and the 'big fish' -- Councillors and the major provincial 

government a ooointees, such as sheriffs, and collectors 

of excise or customs. Most of Nova Scotia's political his-

tory between 1835 and 1848 is related to the efforts of the 

Reformers to oust the local and provincial oliga rchies, and 

to the counter-moves of the privileged classes to retain 

their nearly monopolistic grip on wh r t they had controlled 
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for so long. 
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The Reformers were drawn from various pRrts of the 

province and from several religious end ethnic backgrounds. 

ln e rather general sort of way there were parts of the pro-

vince which gave ~ajority su r port to Reform, ncmely, Cape 

Breton Island, the three easternmost (Guysborough, Sydney 

and Pictou) and three westernmost (Digby, and 

Shelburne) counties, and Halifax. Cape Breton and much of 

the neighbouring mainlsnd was Scottish, while the western 

end of the province was peopled mainly by people originally 

from the area of the United States, with some Acadian settle-

ment as well. These areas had in a majority of 

Dissenters -- members of the Protestant denominEtions other 

than the established Church of England. Halifr,x wRs the ex-

ception in that its people included the lrish Catholics in 

large numbers. The political balance of the province between 

Reformers and Tories was so finely drawn at times as to make 

the retention of the Haliffx seats the key to a mejority in 

the Assembly. Halifax, it should also be noted, w2s the 

place of birth or resisdence of six of the seven Reform 

leaders in the Assembly of 1840: William Annand, Lawrence 

O'Connor Doyle, Joseph Howe, James McNab, James B. Uniacke, 

and Willaim Young. Only Herbert Huntington of Yarmouth 

268 
These events are treated by W. ~oss Livingston, 

Responsible Government in Nova Scotia (Iowa City: University 
of Iowa, 1930), 47-236. The oligarchy is fully described by 
Punch, 0 The Halifax Connection", 60-147. 



-176-

was not a Haligonian in any sense whetever. Do yle, UniFcke 

and Young represented Cape Breton constituencies, but re~ained 

in every other s~nse Haligonians. They were lawyers, while 

Joseph Howe and William Annand were journalists. McNab and 

many of the supporting memters were merchants h aving interests 

outside the Halifax area, while Huntington was a combinrtion 
269 

of farmer, te~cher, and shipowner. 

When the Novascotisn printed a letter to the editor, 

si gned 'The People', early in 1835, it nroved to be the first 

volley in a lorg running battle for control of the government 

of Nova Scotia. The article expressed very well the sense of 

frustration then felt by many Nova Scotians about the pro-

vincial administration. 

In a young and poor country, where the sons of 
rich and favoured families alone receive educ?.-
tion at the putlic expense--where the many must 
toil to support the extortions and exactions of 
a few; where the hard earnings of the people are 
lavished on an aristocracy, who repay their ill-
timed generosity with contempt and insult; it 
re quires no ordinary nerve in men of moderate cir-
cums tances and humble pretensions, to st~nd for-
ward and boldly protest against measure27ahich are 
fast working the ruin of this Province. 

This letter led to an action being taken against the editor 

of the newspaper, Joseph Howe, for publishing~ libel. The 

public notice that Howe's tri81, speech, and acnuittal won 

for him was reflected by Howe's election to the Legislature 

269Based on information in Nova Scotia's M.L.A.'s 
1758-1958 (Halifex: P.A.n.s., 1958). 

270 
Novascotian, 1 Jan. 1835. 'The People' was 

George Thompson. 
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in November 1A36. His presence g&ve &n &nim~t i on and a 
271 

focus to the party seeking changes in the sys tem. The 

election of 1836 was import2nt in giving Howe and several 

other self-proclaimed Reformers some control of the pro-

vinci al Assembly. 

The party that grew up around Howe sought a ch ange 

in the structure and methods of government. These Reformers 

aspired to take the administration from the hands of the few 

Bnd make room for new men with new ideas. "The fundamental 

question was whether the government could be made to 

harMonize with the growing democratic life of the province 
272 

without ... disrupting the Empire." The first step in 

carrying out this ambitious overhaul was for the Reformers to 

reproduce in Nova Scotia sufficient of the mechanisms of the 

British home government to enable the qeformers to put the 

oli g& rchy out of its overwe Pning power. The outcome of this 

'evolution to popular control' would be a system of government, 

as tha t of Britain herself, in which the executive authority 

was subject to the approbation of a legislative body which 

h2d the ri ght to force the executive to r esif,n if the legisla-

tive tody did not approvP. of its actions. In other words, 

there was to be 'responsible' government. Changes a long 

these lines would advance the interests of all the groups 

271 
Livingston, Responsible Government in Nova 

Scotia, 43. 
272 Ibid. 
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in society 1,-.;ho could not particip2te within the old system 

of oligarchy. The Irish Catholics fell a lmo s t completely 

into the ca tegory of the constant 'outs'. 

The Irish Catholics were growing in numbers and 

they were moving gradually towards a better econ omic position 

in the community. Those who had b~en torn here, or wh o had 

lived in Hnlifax for many y~ars, felt they hnd A Rt Pke 1n 

the town and its government and development. The ideas of 

the Reformers seemed eminently suited to the ne eds Rnd desires 

of the Irish Catholics, who could see that - unaided - they 

could not wrest control from the oligarchy. Here were the 

Reformers offering a platform with whjch the Irish could make 

common cause. Howe's Twelve Resolutions of the sessi on of 

1837 give a good idea of what the Reformers wanted, in general 
273 

terms. Those attacking the exclusive power of the oli-

garchy would appeal to the Irish as the removal of this power 

would open the way to Irish advancement. Those resolutions 

(4, 5 and 6) which assailed Anglican privilege would flatter 

the religious sentiments of the Catholics, while the resolu-

tion (3) calling for a 'just e.nd liberal' system of education 

would have accorded well with Irish Catholics' interests. 

What the expression 'just and liberal' meent in practical 

terms was another matter for future resolution. For the time 

273 
Joseph Andrew Chisholm, ed., The Speeches and 

Public Letters of Joseph Howe (Halifax: The Chronicle 
Publishing Company, Limited, 1909), 112-115. 
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being, the Irish could ally with the Reformers age inst the 

vested interests of the colonial oligarchy of predominantly 

Anglo-Saxon merchants and lawyers. vlh 2t emerged in Nova 

Scotia in 1S37 was not a merger of Liberal Reformers and 

Irish Catholics. Instead these grou:)S formed a coalition 
274 

within which the Irish retained a separate identity . 

Irish support for the Reformers quickly became a 

significant factor in provincial politics. There were 14 

or 15 Irish Catholics among the 63 members of the ~eform 
275 

committee in Halifax in lSL½-0. Only one was included among 
276 

the 50 members of the Tory committee. The Reform Party at 

Halifax enjoyed large Irish Catholic support in the election 

campaign of 1840, a contrast to the situation in 1836 , when 

the highly-respected Michael T~in, Sr., had been nominated 

in the Tory interest, and another Irish Catholic, John Skerry, 

had nominated the Tory squire from Middle Musquodoboit, 
277 

Henry A. Gladwin. The partisan lines were still being 

drawn in 1836~ Four years later matters were much clearer. 

In 1840, the Tory newsoaper, The Times, carried a 

letter signed 'Sat', which mentioned that a ~eform parade 

274sutherland, "J.W. Johnston," 165-166. 
27 5Novascotian, 29 Oct. 18 40. Cf. , Ta ble IX, supra, 

for their names. 

276Acadian Recorder, 31 Oct. 1840. The one Irish • 
Catholic was James Mahony, shoemaker. 

277 
Novascotian, 17 Nov. 1836. 
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through town had been led by three candidates who ~ere be-

lieved t o be Presbyterians [Annand, McNab and Howe wer e the 

three7. Instead of sto pping and giving three cheers in front 

of their own church they went around the corner and g2ve the 

ovati on to the Catholic chaoel. 'Sat' felt th 2t Wes a good 
278 

indication of who controlled the qeform Party in Halifax. 

'Sat' was granting too much to the Catholics. They did not 

control the Reform ~ovement, but they were necessary for its 

success. The qeformers could not afford to let the Catholics 

support the Tory candidates, and therefore had to concili a te 

the Irish Catholic electorate sufficiently to keep its good 

will. It was a ~uestion of weight. The qeform candidates 

were all four of them Protestants; the gi ving of three cheers 

to a Catholic masshouse merely constituted part of an ex-

chan ge for perhaps 20-25% of the townshio vote. 

The 1840 election result, based on the 40 shilling 

freeholders' franchise (which was wider than that first used 

in the city in the 1840 1 s), showed the necessity of holding 

lrish Catholic support. 
279 

follows: 

Township (2 members): 

County (2 members): 

The published returns were as 

James McNab, Reformer, 716 (elected) 
Thomas Forrester, Reformer, 542 (elected) 
Alexander Keith, Tory, 355 
Josenh Howe, qeformer, 1085 (elected) 
William Annand, Reformer, 9~3 (elected) 
Beamish Murdoch, Tory, 506. 

278The Times~ 10 Nov. 1840. 

279Acadian Recorder, 14 Nov. 1840. 



-181-

In the townshi p 1613 votes were t aken. Whi le two members 

were chosen and each voter could declare hims el f for two 

c ~ndidat es , there wer e many plumpers (i.e., votes for one 

candidate only). Allowing for that, if even 1000 individuals 

voted and the Irish Catholics were as few as 20% , the latter 

controll ed 200 voters who cast• as many as 320 votes. If B S 

few as 100 of these were taken from Forrester 8nd given to 

Keith, the latter would have won. And that t akes everything 

a t a minimum; an lrish Catholic landslide to Keith could have 

left Keith's and Forrester's vote tallies reversed. ln the 

county results the same alteration of support would have 

elected Murdoch. The Reformers needed lrish ~atho l ic votes 

to win two of the four seats in question. Yet, it is plain 

that an Irish Catholic candidate relying solely on his own 

ethnic and denominational constituency would have had no 

chance to win election. The Irish, then, were not so much 

working for the Reformers or the Church as for t~ eir poli-

tical advantage as a body of voters. 'A Cath olic' dealt with 

part of this matt er in a letter to the press just after the 

elections, when he a sked whether it followed "that bec 2use 

the Irish population are almost to a man ~ eformers, thc t 

necessarily they are so fr om a desire to elevate and 
280 

strengthen their Church?" 

280 
Ibid., 5 Dec. 1840. 



-182-

In the mind of 'A Catholic' the a nswer was neg2. tive 

or else he would never have raised the question in those 

t er ms at al l. The explanation is that the Irish were growin~ 

~ore assertive, and they knew very well that their concentra-

tion in Halifax conferred on them a strategic advantag e in 

the ~olitical system. Having supported the Reformers in 1840 

2nd having shown that the Irish vote en bloc was significant, 

the Irish would wish to have one of their own people stand as 

a candidate before long. The fact that Lewrence Doyle lost 

his Arichat seat in 1840 meant that, come the next election, 

an Irish Catholic candidate of good qualifications would b e 

av~ilable to run for a Halifax seat. 

Catholic Irish expectations may have risen when a 

bye-election was held in Halifax to fill the seat left vacant 
281 

by the death of the qeformer, Thomes Forrester, on 15 

November 1841. Instead of offering the seat to the Irish 

Catholics, however, the ~eformers nominated William Stairs, 

a merchant of Protestant and re~otely-Irish ancestry. Stairs 

was elected without opposition. The logical ~eform candi-

date was probably Lawrence O'Connor Doyle, but he was not 

nominated. Since i.JJ:rs. Doyle was then mortally ill, it is 

conceivable that Doyle for personal reasons had declined to 

2a1Nova Scotia's M.L.A.'s 1758-1958, 124-125. 
A native Haligonian of fairly obscure origins, he had fou ght · 
for the incor9oration of Halifax City, and had opposed the 
policy of the banks concerning specie payments. He was 
described as being a "Whig J.adical". 
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stand. Whatever Doyle's situation and feelings about the 

matter, subseque~t events reveal that so~e Irish Catholics 

resented the failure to nominate Doyle. 

As the election of 1843 drew near there were 

signs that the alliance between the Protestant qefor~ers 

and the Catholic Irish was breaking down. In September 1843, 

the Novascotian took issue with remarks in The qegister which 

had spoken of the Irish hqving to bare their shoulders while 

they were lashed into quiet subjection. The Novascotian, 

a Reform newspaper, reassured the Irishman that he had the 

same rights as other citizens, that "no line divides him, 

either in municipal or general franchise, from the rest of 

the population, and every distinction is open to him as 
282 

to us all." ~umours flew that the Tories were atte~pting 

to gain suoport among the Irish Catholics. The press re-

ported that two prominent Conservatives (Henry Pryor and 

J.W. ~itchie) had visited 'a distinguished Catholic ~epealer', 

whom they proposed to support in the ensuing election if he 

would stand as a Tory. Both Pryor and Ritchie published 

denials at the end of October 1843, but a suspicion lingered 
283 

that the Catholics and the Conservatives could come to terms. 

Speaking at least unofficially for the Tories, The Times 

stated that there would be nothing to orevent the Catholics 
- 284 

from sup~orting the Tories, except for ~e~eal. 

282Novascotian, 11 Sep. 1843. 

283 The Times, 31 Oct. 1843. 
284Ibid., 14 Nov. 1843. 
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The :leformers met at I-1.sso n Hall on 6 November to 

nominate their candidates for the Halifax seats in the up-

coming g eneral election. Very few Catholics attended. The 

meeting chose the four sitting Reformers (Ann an d, Howe, 
285 

McNab and Stairs) as their standard bearers. Some Re-

formers at the thinly-attended gathering criticized their 

own memb ers as "too favourable to R. Catholics, and were 

said to be under their influence." r,\Tilliam Young was t axed 
286 

with marrying a Catholic. George q_ Joung defended the 

Ca tholics, saying that "from their wei ght, r espectability, 

and numbers" they deserved to have a member. He sugg ested 

that if the Catholics would suoport the sitting ~eform 

members, the Liberals would undertake to u phold a Catholic 
287 

candidate in the future. 

The next ni ght, 7 November, the Catholic free-

holders met at the Exchange Coffee House. The contrast be-

tween the two meetings was apparent. The Reformers had mus-

tered about 300 men, but the Catholics had nearly 750 at 

their meeting, all but a fraction being Catholic and Irish. 

Thomas Kenny took the chair, supported by John Martin, J.P., 

Ketch Harbour. The meeting heard views that the Catholics 

ha d been tr eated disrespectfully and discourteously by the 

285Ibid., 7 Nov. 1843. 
286Novascotian, 13 Nov. 1843. 
287 The Halifax Morning Post, 7 Nov. 184.3. 
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~eformers. Hon. Michael Tobin, Jr., spoke, alleging that 

as lately as 2 November Howe had offered a nomination to 

a Catholic, and retracted it the next day. Other speakers, 

including Edward Kenny, Thomas Ring and James~. Tobin, 

echoed anti-~eform sentiments. On the motion of Michael 

~oloney, seconded by William Skerry, the meeting unanimously 

resolved "That we, the Catholics of Halifax ... will t Bke 
288 

no part in the approaching township and county Election." 

This was a serious development from the Liberals' 

point of view. In a letter to the press, 'A Jeformer' 

attacked Michael Tobin as one setting himself up as leader 

of the Catholics ''to foment divisions among the ~eformers, 

and estrange their fellow countrymen from their old friends.'' 

He went on to speak of the Reformers' "claims upon their 

Irish friends--not as Catholics, but as liberals . 
289 

'A Reformer' did not consider Tobin a ~eformer. 
" 

He was 

quite correct in this, but the fact was that Tobin was the 

most logical avenue of communication between the Tories 

and the Catholic lrish. Tobin, moreover, could afford a 

slightly radical stance at the moment as one who had defied 

a bishop and got away with it. The 'Fraser Party' in the 

Church dispute was then going into eclipse and Tobin had 

joined with 1eformers to assert Irish control of the local 

288 Ibid., 10 Nov. 1843. 

289Novascotian, 13 Nov. 1843. 
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Church orgBnization. Joseoh Howe also sniped at the Tobins, 

particularly at the late Hon. James Tobin, father of Michael 

Tobin. Howe received a stern reply through the colu~ns of 

Howe also wrote a oublic letter to Thomas Kenny. 

In it he declared that "Northup and Wier assured me that 

lv'ir. Thomas ~ing had stated to them that if we would take one 

of their people with us, the Irish would be satisfied . 

Howe complained of the conjuct of the Irish voters whom he 

felt acted from religious rather than political motives. 

Some non-Irish people, he warned, would leave the Reformers 

" 

if they ran so notorious a Repealer as Doyle. Howe was sur-

prised at the falling off of 'the Doyles, Kennies, Rings 
290 

and Maloneys' from the Reform mov ement. The Times, for -- . 

its part, claimed that the ~eformers had thrown over the 

Catholics an-J that Howe recognized "the weakness of the 

'great Liberal party' depending upon its own resources . 

Neither the Jeformers nor the Catholics alone could stand 
" 

up tb the Tories, The Times declared, and insisted that apart 

from Reoeal there was no issue dividing Catholics and 
. 291 

Conservatives. 

Three candidates appeared for the two township 

seats: McNab and Stairs (the two sitting Reformers), and 

290 The Register, 14 Nov. 1843. 

291 
The Times, 14 Nov. 1843. 
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Andr ew M. Uniacke, a Conservative. The Catholic abstention 

from supporting the ~eformers had its effect. McNab was 

r eturned at the head of the poll with 786 votes, while Uniacke 
292 

squeezed in ahe ad of Stairs, 636 to 619. An analysis of 

the poll revealed that 1236 had cast votes, and that Uniacke 

had received 436 plumpers, as against 14 f or Stairs end only 

eight for McNab. There were 581 who voted the ijeform ticket 

(McNab & Stairs), but, interestingly, 197 split their vote 

betwe en Uniacke and one of the Refor~ers. The revised returns 
293 

gave t he poll as: McNab 775, Uniacke 633, Stairs 606. 
Nearly everyone at the time agreed that the Catholics, one 

294 
way or another, had cost Stairs the seat. 

The Catholics may not have abstained as generally 

as ~i ght appear at first glance. The Tim es of 28 November 

1843 carried a card from A.~. Uniacke in which h e returned 

his thanks and a ppreciation to "his Roman Catholic friends 
295 

for the assistance afforded to him." Now, unless Uniacke 

was an abnormally sarcastic fellow, this card me ent th a t he 

had received the votes of some Catholic electors. Four years 

later, the Acadian qecorder said that the Catholic Irish had 

voted for Uniacke at the close of the 1843 election, bringing 
296 

him in ahead of Stairs. There may have been a residue of 

18 Nov. 

292 Ibid., 28 Nov . 1843. 
293Ibid., 5 Dec. 1843. 
294Ibid., 14 Nov. 1843; The Halifax Morning Post, 

1$43. 
295The Times, 28 Nov. 1$43 
296Acadian Recorder, 10 July 1847. 
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resentment against Stairs for taking the nomination in 1841 

bye-election when Doyle might have had it. Then too, Uniacke, 

although Protestant, cEme from a southern Irish family, and 

his father, Hon. ~.J. Uniacke, Sr., had supported Catholic 

emancipation in Nova Scotia. Obviously a group disliked 

Stairs, but supported Reform generally. The analysis of 

the 1843 result mentions that 186 peoµle voted for Uniacke 

and McNab, but only 11 for Uniacke and Stairs. The inference 

is th2t more than 170 people had voted to defeat Stairs. I 

oelieve these people were mostly Irish Catholic voters. 

The Reformers also had some Catholic support, which 

under the circumstances, may have been the 'kiss of death'. 

In the Catholics' internecine feud, a minority in Halifax 

stood by bishop Fraser and qev. Loughnan. They also stood 

by the Jeformers, in the 1843 eleccion. The banker, Mather 

o. Almon, wrote to Simon B. Robie, president of the Legisla-

tive Council, on 30 November 1843. In this letter Almon 

said that the election had given him the "satisfaction of 

knowing that in Halifax we thrashed the Howeites, father 

Loughnan's party many Catholic votes, and McNab's out port 
297 

fishermen influence." 

The Liberals had good reason to be alarmed when a 

second Catholic freeholders' meeting was convened on 23 

297 
item 187. 

P.A.N.S., M.G. 1, No. 793 ("Robie P2::,ers"), 
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November 18 43. Several Catholics asked Doyle t o stand for 

the Ha lifax County election which wa s scheduled t o follow 

thP. t ownship c~ntest. Several Reformers t o ld the Catholics 

th a t they ~i ght do as they wished if they would SU ?port 

Howe in the county contest. Edward Kenny, seconded by 

Michael Maloney, nomineted Doyle "who is take i'fir. Howe on 
298 

his shoulders •.. " William Annand withdrew from the 

election in favour of Doyle, alleging it was his own idea. 

Annand replaced the Irish Catholic, ~ichard Nug ent, in the 
299 

editorial chair of the Novascotian. 

The county poll was held on 27 November 1843, and 

Doyle and Howe were returned unopoosed. The Conserva tives 

did not contest the seat because, according to the Catholic 

press, they thought the Catholics "had a fair title to a share 
300 

in the representation." George Young had for eseen as 

much three weeks earlier, while there were rumours tha t 

s ome Conservatives h eld those views as far ba ck as October 

184J. Mather Almon, who may have known more about it th an 

the press, told Robie the Conservatives had let Doyle end 

Howe in by coming to an understanding that Stairs not a sk 

for a recount in the township seat which he had lost so 
301 

narrowly to Uniacke. Lord Falkland, the lieutenant-

governor, who had a reoutation of being aloof from ordinary 

298Th T' 2° N 1° 3 e imes, o 1 ov. o4 • 

299rbid. (Nugent went to debtor's prison.) 
300Th R . 2° N 1°43 e -_ egister, o ov. o • 

JOlP.A.N.S., M.G. 1, No. 793 ("Robie Papers''), 
item 187. 
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matters, observed to Lord Stanley in the Colonial Office, on 

1 February 1844, that "some of the Liberals were of lrish 

descent, and had joined a society for the purpose of aiding 

their countrymen at home in the attempt to repeal the Act 
302 

of Union." Taken together, these suggest that there was 

in fact lrish activity in the 1843 Halifax election, and 

also that it was divided between the parties. 

As has been mentioned, the balance between Reformers 

and Conservatives in the Assembly was rather evenly divided. 

The Reformers' alienation of at least some of the Irish 

Catholic vote in 1843 had cost them the Halifax township seat 

of Stairs. The strategic advantage of the Halifax Irish stood 

clearly revealed when the House met in February 1844-the 

Tories had a majority of onet 

By the 1847 election circumstances had changed 

from four years earlier. The Conservatives began with the 

hope that the Catholics and Liberals might again have a 

rupture in relations at an opoortune moment. The Catholic 

press had been complaining that the Halifax Liberal press 

was not devoting proper space to 'Irish or Catholic subjects' 
303 

such as ~epeal. Tories could interpret as pro-British 

loyalism the attack made in The Cross on Boston's 'Irish 

Volunteers' and that type of activist Irish organization. 

302 Quoted in Livingston, qesoonsibl~Government 
in Nova Scotia, 173. 

303 the Cross, 14 Mar. 1846. 
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The Cross, probably reflecting the hierarchy's co~cern over 

the rise of Irish radicalism in the midst of the Great Famine, 

felt that Irish Catholics owed little enough to the Americans, 

who had not treated them nearly as well as they were being 
304 

treated in British North America. A man of Howe's osten-

tatious British loyalty could only be hearte~ed by this 

attitude on the part of an Irish Catholic organ such as 

The Cross. 

The Tory press, rather inopportunely for its poli-

tical allies, offended The Cross with stupid blather about a 

vast increase in Roman Catholicism in, of all places, Lunen-

burg County, thereby threatening Protestantism in the 
305 

province. 

The Post had asserted 'The Editors of all the 
Great Liberal Organs are Roman Catholics, with 
an exception, and that one is an anythingarian.' 
To this assertion the Novascotian replied, "That 
of the eight Liberal newspapers published in this 
Province, but three of them are in a~ way con-
nected with Catholic interests, the gadian7 
Recorder, Sun, and Volunteer ... " 

Against this background of editorial sectarianism, The Times 

managed to arouse the ire of many Catholics, who retali a ted 

through The Cross. In the latter, Patrick Power lashed the 

editor of The Times as a ''dirty slave ./yiho7 could not eat 

1S67," 

304Ibid., 13 Feb. 1847. 
305 rbid., 2 Jan. 1847, versus The Times article. 
3060.c. Harvey, "NewsDapers of Nova Scotia, 1840-

C.H.R., XXVI, 3 (September, 1945), 281. 
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his pudding and hold his t ongue ... /but preferrei7 

bladdering away ..• against the Irish Catholics of Nova 

Scotia." As for The Guardian, Power dismissed it as "that 
307 

Presbyterian blue-rag ... " Not to be outd one, The 

Times said The Cross was written by peo ?le whose "flighti-

ness of ima gination ... induces us to believe that they 

h ave been penned under the influence strong er than holy 
308 

water . . . " 

By April 1847, The Times felt that" 'political 

considerations' undoubtedly had been responsible for Howe's 

election to the presidency of the Charitable Irish Society , 

referring to his attendance in this ca pacity at ma ss in St. 
309 

:4ary's Church on St. Patrick's day .•. " This was not 

the way to woo the Catholic Irish vote, and The Cross may 

have expressed the truth when it charged The Times had 
310 

"succeeded in uniting the Liberal party II It would 

have been more convincing had The Cross not contributed to 

the religious feud with such items as the followin g : 

One of the lads who is foremost in getting up 
this laughable anti-Irish cry in Nova Scotia 
is a grateful Protestant sinner ... who owes 
nearly all his busines~ to the patronage of an 
Irish Catholic Priest!Jll 

307The Cross, 13 Feb. 1847. 

308The Times, 2 Mar. 1847. 

309Ibid., 6 Apr. 1847. 

3lOThe Cross, 17 Apr. 1847. 

3llibid., 10 Apr. 1847. 
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The upshot of this press cam~aign of juvenile j ournalism was 

to leave Catholics under the impression th at by su~oorting 

the Liberals they would be helping to remove the An g licans 

frorn ?Ow er. Most Catholic Irish voted Liberal in 1847 because 

they felt they had little to gain by voting Tory. "The 

religious controversy had its roots in politics but most of 

the attacks made were on a purely religious and doctrinal 
312 

basis." 

There were several issues in the 1847 election-

the status of the Church of England, the civil list, and road 
313 

money, to mention just three -but the major bone of con-

tention was the attainment of resoonsible government. The 

uDholders of the old system knew that if they lost this 

election, changes would be made that could not be undone. 

The diehards among the Tories were prepared to us e all means, 

fair and unfair, in order to retain the system and their 

privileged position within it. The editorial policy of The 

Time§ reflected one of these means, an unfair one, the deli-

berate attempt to stir sectarian prejudice for politica l ad-

vanta ge. The idea seems to have been to scare Protestant 

voters into supporting the Tories as a mPans of keeping the 

Catholics out. This policy had some success, as so~e of the 

312 Donald F. Maclean, "The Ad~ninistration of Sir 
John Harvey in Nova Scotia 1846-1852," (unpublished M.A. 
thesis, Dalhousie University, 1947) , 89. 

313 Ibid., 62-70. 
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Protestant electors were so upset by religious prejudice 

that "they neglected a consideration of the main issue, 

responsible government, and supported the Conservative party 
314 

when otherwise, they might have sunnorted its opponents." 

Part of the Tory group appealed to ethnic preju-

dice as well as to sectarian rivalry. The Great F2.mine was 

then scourging Ireland, 1847 being the first full year of 

harvest failure there. There was a flight of Irish people-

many hungry, some diseased or carrying contagion with them, 

and all of them subject to fear and suspicion wherever they 

went. "The lower economic and social status of the famine 

immigrants created a dichotomy even within the ranks of the 

Irish. The destitute, illiterate, pro-Republican, liberal, 

Catholic and anti-British characteristics that marked the 

newcomers also set them apart from their countrymen who had 
- 315 

arrived in earlier years." It was not so important to 

the Tory extremists that actual hordes of starving Irish 

did not settle at Halifax; the important thing was that 

people feared that they might. Enough Irish refugees-

possibly 1200 passed through Halifax-were landed or ship-

wrecked in Nova Scotia to lend some colour of truth to the 
316 

anti-immigrant mania. Certain leading Tories decided 

314Ibid., 89. 
315D.S. Shea, "The Irish Immigrant Adjustrnent to 

Toronto, 1840-1860," The Canadian Catholic Historical Asso-
ciation, 39 (1972), 55. 

316R.G. Flewwelling, "Immigration and Er.1igration 
1838-51," 87. 



-195-

to take advantage of the ~ounting anti-Irish sentiment in 

the province, and the Party generally abandoned its attempts 

at gaining I rish Catholic allies; there were ~ore votes to 

be gained by op posing the Irish immigration during the Famine. 

Nomination day was 29 July 1847 and each party held 

a large rally, the Liberals at the Court House, the Tories at 

Masonic Hall. "In order to offset the Irish element in the 

city, govern~ent supporters brought in conting ents of free-

holders from county areas." A battle broke out in the early 

afternoon, following lunch (probaoly with a strong liquid 

component to it!), and for some time rival gangs chased each 
317 . 

other ab out the streets, throwing stones and so forth. 

On 5 August 1S47 there was a larg e poll, and the 

Reformers won the two county seats: Howe, 1470, and Mott, 

1453, the two Liberals, were elected, defeating the Conser-

vatives, Gray and Lawson, who received 1000 votes apiece. 

We can establish exactly how the Irish Catholics voted in 

the township contest, because a list of the voters and 
318 

their preferences has been preserved. The city vote gave 

Doyle and McNab, the neform candidates, 446, and the Conser-

vatives 395, a majority of 51. The 508 Protestant votes 

polled favoured the Conservatives by a margin of 378 to 130. 

The 333 Catholic voters overturned this Tory lead by giving 

317sutherland, "J.rtl. Johnston," 171-172. 

3U~P.A.N.S., "City of Halifax Voters' List, 1847". 
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316 Refo r m votes to a mere 17 for the Tories. It cannot be 

said how many Protestants voted Conservative out of religious 

or ethnic bigo~ry, nor again how many Catholics voted Liberal 

through self-defence. It can be seen that if the Catholics 

had supuorted the Tory candidates, the latter would h8ve 

been elected. The election results drew a glowing notice 

in the Boston Pilot, which reported the election of 29 
319 

Liberals and 22 Conservatives. 

An analysis of the religious affiliation of the 

elected members in 1847 shows that there was a strong reli-

gious division between the parties. Allowing for the odd 

exception, Anglicans, Baptists and certain Presbyterians 

were Conservatives, while the six Catholics and ~ost of th e 

Pr esbyterians were Liberals. Only the Methodists were 
320 

divided evenly between the party grou r ings. 

When the House met in rebruary 1848, the old exe-

cutive council was obliged to resign and responsible govern-

ment was inaugurated in fact in Nova Scotia. The new Liberal 

administration included Lawrence Doyle, thereby acknowledging 

the value of the Irish Catholic vote in Halifax to the qeformers. 

A number of overdue reforms took place in consequence of the 
321 

Liberal victory. One of the first fruits of the triumph 

was amendment of the franchise and qualificati ons for the 

319soston Pilot, 11 Sep. 1847. 

320Maclean, "Administration of Sir John Harvey," 
193-194. 

321Ibid., 148-164. 
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civic corporation of Halifax. A Statute passed on 11 April 

1848 provided that males aged 21 and over, resident in their 

ward one month orior to an election might vote provided those 

householders had "an outer door by which a separate communi-

cation with the street may be afforded." Persons who naid 

rates on a sum greater than £50 could vote even if they had 
322 

not an independent access to the thoroughfare. During the 

process of shaking up Nova Scotia's municipal oJrnlnistrations , 

the new government removed over half of the 737 justices of 

the peace (magistrates) that had been in office when the 
323 

government was changed. Yet, as late as 1854 the mayor 

and aldermen of Halifax were fighting against further demo-

cratization of the civic franchise and qualifications as 

being ''wi1olly uncalled for and inexpedient, .•. an inter-

ference with the rights conferred upon them by the Act of 
324 

Incorporation." 

The last political campaign of the decade in Halifax 

provincially was that of March 1848. James McNab's seat 

became vacant with his appointment to the Legislative Council, 

while Howe's seat was open to a contest by virtue of his 

accepting the post of provincial secretery, thereby making a 

bye-election necessary. 

21+, 25. 

(Assembly 

Howe was nominated on 26 February by Adam Hemrneon, 

322statutes of Nova Scotia, 1S4S, c. 39, 

323Maclean, "Administration of Sir John Harvey," 152. 
32 4P.A.tJ.S., ~LG . 5, Misc. "A" Series "P", Vol. 14 
petitions, 1854). 
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seconded by Thomas Ring, an Irish 8atholic, while James B. 

Uniacke, the other Reform candidate, was placed in nomina-

tion by the fo~mer member, James McNab, seconded by Thomas 

Tobin, another lrish Catholic. Both Ring and Tobin had been 

a.ctive among the Catholics who showed signs of leaving the 

Reformers in 1843. The Conservative candidates were Robert 
325 

A. Logan and William Sutherland. Of 98 voters signing 

the public requisition asking the latter to run, only two 

were Irish Catholics: John Carroll and David Kirby. In 

1848, at the inauguration of responsible governmP-nt, the 

Liberals had solid Irish Catholic sunport in Halifax. 

The part played by the Irish Catholics on nomi-

nation and election days was not to tneir credit; rather 

the contrary. At the nomination they formed "a large and 

well organized liberal mob in front of the hustings, with 

banners and flags, by whom the opposition lconservativ~7 

candidates were treated with marked disrespect, and were 

not permitted to be heard when they ventured to address 
326 

the people •.. " Their conduct on election day, 4 
March 1848, was not remotely respectable. The Times claimed 

their behaviour was "to be regretted unon religious grounds, 

for evident advantage was taken of the religious hatred and 

bigotry, in instigating the deeds of violence-the violators 

were all of one nation and one creed, and co1ild hardly refrain 

32 5The Times, 29 feb. 1S48. 
326Ibid. 



-199-

from making a mistake now and then and whacking a Protestant 

Grea t Liberal (as for instance the Mayor) to show th eir zeal 
327 

for the cause." If the Halifax Catholics of Irish origin 

had a political identity in the spring of 1848 it was linked 

to the leform Liberals, but portents of the future ~ight have 

been read in the events of 1843 and 1848. 
Conclusion 

This chapter has attempted to demonstrate the 

quest of the lrish Catholics of Halifax for a comfortable 

identity which would allow them to be themselves within the 

triple context of an Irish origin, a Catholic religious or-

ga nization, and the Nova Scotian environment. In each of 

th ese r es pect., s th ere were s etbacks enJ f al se dlr ec t,i ons t nken, 

but th e decade was, on balance, one of progre ss for th e Hal i -

f ax ~rish. Within the deceotive a opearance of orogress were 

conta ined th e s eeds of future trouble, but for the moment 

the prospects se emed bri ght. 

Ca pable leadership was needed to engineer progress 

on many fr onts with a minimum of friction. This leadership 

had to be found among the Catholic Irishmen of the city. 

The first issue of this decade to produce a g ro~p of men who 

clearly had so~e leadership potential was th e religious strug-

gle. This pitted the Irish Catholics of Halifax and the 

younger Irish-trained clergy against the Scottish and Ulster 

Catholics led by Bishop Fraser and his vicar- general, John 
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Loughnan. The quarrel was about the structure of the Catholic 

Chur·ch in Halifax. The party that wished the Church to have 

an Irish identity was successful, and Walsh's aopointment 

symbolized this. 

The Charitable Irish Society and the ~epeal Move-

ment served to unify much Irish sentiment in Halifax, while 

Lawrence O'Connor Doyle emerged as the spokesman for the 

Irish community. Repeal provided an apoaratus in Halifax 

for Irish political action in a way the Charitable Irish 

Society could not. The 1$43 election revealed the vitality 

and the power of the Irish should they choose to use it. 

The Irish found that their Irishness could be used to get 

what they wanted, if the non-Irish majority was divided, 

as it was between Reformers and Conservatives. The remarks 

of opposition newspapers about the conduct in the 1$4$ bye-

election showed, however, that this weapon could be used 

against the Irish. If much of the community became disgusted 

with them the Irish would be in trouble; they had to be care-

ful without being passive, and aggressive without being 

abrasive. 

In political terms the Irish Catholics were not 

strong enough either as voters or as candidates to present 

a challenge during the 1S40's. Incorporation of Halifax 

City was not accompanied by the expected democratization 

of the franchise. It seemed that responsible government 

would be needed to make these changes, and the Reformers 

wished to have such a system of government in Nova Scotia. 
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The Irish threw in with the ~eformers in the hopes of using 

them. Perhaps most Irish would have supoorted ~eformers 

anyway, but ev~nts and leaders such as Doyle and Ring served 

to strengthen such an inclination. As Nova Scotian voters, 

most of the Halifax Irish were Liberals. But it was an 

alliance of convenience and the Irish had no distinct ideolo-

gical identity at the mid-century in Nova Scotia. Through 

the 1840's the Liberals and Irish had generally been able 

to cooperate to their mutual advantage. The Irish leader-

ship-Doyle, Kenny, Dillon, Maloney, Ring, Conway and Skerry 

-could bring the Irish from a patronized ethnic group in 

1838 to participation within the first responsible government 

in Nova Scotian history in 1848. They had generally been 

allies of the Liberal Reformers, Howe and Annand, McNab and 

Forrester. With the attainment of self-government and the 

improvement of the civic charter the Irish and the Protestant 

Liberals had realized their common goals. Co uld a Reform 

Liberal government in office continue to please a jealous 

Protestant majority in the province and a volatile Irish 

Catholic oressure group in Halifax? 

At the crucial mid-century three of the Irish 

leaders in Halifax-Dillon, Skerry and Yialoney-were dead, 

while in 1855 the keystone in the bridge linking the Liberals 

and the lrish was removed. Doyle retired to New York City 

to live. His health had begun to break up seri ouslv in the 

early 1850's. The next wave of leaders would be found, and 

among them would be some of the defeated 'Fraser Party', men 
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such as Joseph W. Quinan and William Condon, and some new 

men, such as John Tobin. But when the Irish of Halifax and 

the general population of Nova Scotia first met the challenge 

of the Crimean War, there were surprisingly few of the 

leaders of the 1S40's on hand to deal with events from the 

Irish side. 

During the 1S40's the Irish Catholics at Halifax 

had met and overcome a number of challenges in their quest 

for an identity. Some of their protlems were imµosed by 

their own limitations, and some were due to the entrenched 

system of oligarchy in the city, the province, and the local 

Church. Sometimes their enemies hEd attacked the Irish un-

fairly, as in the 1S47 election campaign; and sometimes the 

Irish Catholics had acted irresponsibly, as they h~d during 

the 184S bye-election. Each time a balance had b~en re-

stored once the immediate pretext for trouble had been removed. 

But they were not, by 1848, fully Nova Scotians nor yet any 

longer Irishmen; they were in a state of evolution between the 

two. This created its own problems. Their local Church or-

ganization, for example, had beco~e Irish, yet the very Irish 

were no longer purely Irish. Their real self-identific r tion 

remained elusive for a little while yet. 
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IV - 1'P.E rns1-r °Sr'~ROTL~D, 1849-1859 

During the period between Catholic representation 

in the Assembly an~ the attainment of responsible govern-

ment, 1822-1848, the Irish Catholics of Halifax had worked 

with the ~eformers for their common political ~oals. F.ach 

group-Irish and ~eformers-had separate ambitions as well. 

Once the main object, responsible government, had been 

realized, the partnership, began to lose its vitality. 

At the same time, various socio-economic factors were under-

minin~ much of the previous tolerance of the Irish Catholics 

in Halifax. Events of the decade after 1849 exposed both 

the fra~ility of th~ political consensus and the basic 

dualism of the Irish-Reform axis. 

Xenophobia is a classical word for an u~ly idea: 

the fear or hatred of foreigners or stran~ers. During its 

long history it has been a favourite war cry for many a 

demago!slJe. It permits people to fasten their ~uilt on 

others. North America's mass consciousness had a bout of 

this societal disease durin~ the mid-nineteenth century. 

Its object was the im~igrant who was, as often as not, an 

Irish Catholic. His anta~onists did not use the term 

'xenophobe' for themselves. Some were called 'know-nothin~s•, 

and their creed was 'nativism'. Just when the cement of 

the old Irish alliance with the Reformers in Nova Scotia was • 

fallin~ away, a wave of anti-Irish sentiment was sweeping 

across North America from the southern United States to 
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Nova Scotia and Newfoundland. Ro~ert Ernst summarized the 

factors which led a large number of supposedly sensible 

people to innulge in an outburst of hatred for forei~ners. 

Ernst was convinced that 

the chief popular stren~th of nRtivism lay in 
such social factors as dislike of forei~ners in 
general, the obvious growth of pauperism and 
crime, the occasional political influence wi elded 
by the church in civic elections, and above all, 328 
the workingmen's fear of immigrant compe~ition. 

This movement ori~inated in ~he United States, 

but founn its way into Nova Scotia by the mic-century. In 

the 1830's the immi~rants met opposition simply because they 

were comin~ to America in such numbers. A Native American 

party developed in 1835 as part of a reaction to the flood 

of Irish labourers "with their somewhat barbaric customs 

Inasmuch as the Irish influx 

was the first A~erican experience of lar~e numbers of 

'papists', it was predictable they would be portrayed as 

"poverty-stricken foreigners ••• an uncouth, ignorant, 

a~d clannish lot."330 At first the authorities enacted 

t . 1 t. f . . t. 331 s rict r e ~u a 10n o 1mm1~ra 10n. In the l830's when 

the Iris~ were relatively healthy and not paupers this 

328Robert Brnst, Imrni~rant Life in New York Citv 
1R25-1P63 (New York: Kints's Crown Press, 1949), 71, n. 2~ 

329Adams, Irel~nd and Irish Fmi~rAtion, lP.0. Of 
course, -0ne appreciates the temperate and pe~celoviI1~ charac-
ter of the people of the United States bet·ore the arrivial 
of the Irish Catholics! 

330 Ernst, 134. 
331 Adams, 304. 
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seemed severity enough, but it was essentially a political 

move. In the 1840's nativism assumed a more virulent charac-
. h t' t' 332 ter wit an economic mo iva ion. 

As early as 1832 some labour spokesmen accused 

the manufacturers of brinising European wor1<:ers to the United 

States with the intention of employing them below the wages 

paid American workers. The manufacturers complained that 

immi~rant workers caused labour disturbances and a~itation 

for hi~her wa~es. 333 The newcomers were 'han~ed if they 

took jobs and han~ed if they did not'. The truth was that 

mechanization was destroyin~ the traditional apprenticeship 

system, and that trend happened to coincide with the arrival 

f I . h. ' t 1 b 334 o ris im~i~ran a our. 

A key point in the anti-Irish sentiment stemmed 

from the fact the Irish were Catholic. In fact, many Pro-

testant Irish-especialJy Orangemen-were anxious to insure 

that they themselves were not associated in the popular mind 

with the arrivin_,r;i: southern Irishmen. 335 The rapid growth 

332Er t I . t L'f 102 , ' ns , mmigran 1 e, • 
333Ibid. , 101. 
334Ibid., 103. 

335Ibid., 168; Adqms, 374-375. 
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of the hierarchical Catholic Church in the United States after 

1P40 wes felt by some to be "repu~nant to our republican in-

stitutions", an~ the nativists "wished to preserve the free 

and Prot8stent chart-3cter of the United States."336 Thus, 

whrin John Euo;hes, the Catholic archbishop of New York, pro-

cleimea in 1850 that the object of his Church was, in time, 

to convert all Protestant nations, he ~ave a o;enuine scare 
t d t A . . 1 · 337 o many ar en merican natione 1sts. 

The forces ur~ing electoral reform in the United 

States feared that wholesale immigration would alter the 

balance of votin~ strength a~ainst themselves, either in 

partisan terms or in respect of policies they mi~ht wish 

to carry out. Rather than run that risk, many states post-
. th . d 388 pone _ re _orms ~1ur1n~ e per10. In the northern 

states the fear of labour competition had a wide mass 

appeel, and in the southern states immi o;ration was as sailed 

as addino; ~reatly to northern streno;th, while the a~ri-

cultural south lan~uished. 339 the Kative American, 29 

November 1P44, complained that irnmigrAnt labour in the 

336Hans Kohn, American N8tionalism (New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1957), 143. 

337 Ray Allen Billino;ton, The Protestant Crusade: 
1Rn0-1P60: A Study o~ t he Ori~ins of American Nativisrn 
(New York: Rinehart, 1952), 291. 

338A~ 305 u ams, • 
339J D TT' - ohn • ~icks et al., A 

Democracy (Boston: Hou~hton Mifflin 
ttistorv of American 
Company, 1966), 290-291. 
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lar~e cities wBs reducin~ the wages of labour and increasin~ 

the hardships of the old settlers. 34O The United States, with 

its lon~ tradition of isolationism, or o~ non-involvement in 

Buropean aff'ai.rs, re~9rded the irr..'.l'li~rants askance for yet 

another reason. Many emigrants, "especially the Irish, 

showed an active interest in the stru.~.<sles of the !Ilother 

country. Their activities aroused apprehension of inter-

ference with American isolationism and involvement of the 
341 United States in T.\J.rope." 

Contemporary opinion in ~n~land a~rePd substantially 

with that of Americans. Victorian Fnglana regarded Catholic 

countries as bein~ socially and morally backward, and viewed 

the conversion of An~lican intellectuals such as John F.enry 

Newman and Henry "Ed1.vard Mannin~ as desertion of 'the national 
Ca S,,, 342 u ·- • When the Catholic territorial hierarchy was re-

stored in En~land in 1850, Protestants were alarmed by the 

imprudent pastoral letter, 'From out of the Flaminian Gate', 

by Nicholas, Cardinal Wiseman, the Irishman designated to 

head the re-established English hierarchy as Archbishop of 

1Nestminster. 343 

34OQuoted by Kohn, 143. 
341Ibid. 
342L.C.R. Seaman, Victorian England (London: 

Methuen & Co. Ltd., 1973), 7, 125. 
343Ibid. , 124. 
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A number of outstandin~ ~n~lishmen in public life 

threw themselves into the anti-Catholic oratory of the early 

lP~O's. Amonri; , them was Lord John Russell, wha was Prime 

Minister of Sritain between 1846 anc 1852. He had been 

Colonial Secretary from 1839 to 1P41, and at the beginninP, 

o~ each of these terms in office had been the recipient of 

a series of public letters from his Nova Scotian admirer, 

Joseph Howe. The ultra-Protestant John Russell was among 

the 'most openly bellicose' of 9ritish politicians at the 

time o~ the ~rimean War. 344 

Without stretching the point, it may be said that 

the two pervasive influences on Nova Scotian opinion and 

public liTe in the mid-nineteenth century were the English 

an~ the American. 3oth entered the second half of that 

century in the throes of an anti-Catholic, anti-Irish 

sentiment. Basically this emotion had three causes: reli-

~ion, competition for employment, and fear of forei~n in-

volvement. All three were present in the American situation, 

while only the first was a serious factor in contemporary 

"Fn'sland. Nova Scotia, perhaps as cou1d be expected, fell 

between the two. The element of reli~ious hostility was 

present, an~ there was certainly some jealousy respecting 

occupational opportunities, but the fear OT foreign 

344Ib·1·a., 124 12R ' , . 
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involve~0n~ was not felt by the majori~y. Interestin~ly 

and distinctively, it was the ethnic minority ~roup that 

felt that particular apprehension. In Nova Scotia, Ameri-

can nativist notions and English anti-Roman Catholicism 

came to~ether as a strong influence at a time of Irish 

Catholic U!)'Nard social mobility. The result was nearly 

a decade of confrontation. 

The TTova Scotian Situation 

Nova Scotia was not the United States, but there 

were common currents at work where public opinion was con-

cerned. Anti~Irish sentiment appeared durin~ the late 1840's. 

fhis was not the naked hatred manifested in such American 

publications as Ch9mpion of American La~our, in 184?. 345 

Nevertheless, the cool welcome and the negative attitude 

gained force as the decade ran to its end in the mid-cen~ury. 

9efore the Famine Irish emi~rants had been poor 

but not inoi1sent. With the comin~ of the Famine, 1846-49, it 

took only one season of tales of fever and epidemic disease 

to permeate the consciousness of the lower colonies. Sir 

John Harvey advised Lord Grey on 1 April 1847 that Nova 

Scotia had just experienced ~no crop failures, and that a 

third would make the destitution in Nova Scotia "as ~eneral 

and appalling as that which now prevails in Ireland " . . . 
Hervey besou~ht Grey to instruct the emigration agents "to 

345Ernst, Im~igrant Life, 102. 
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discoura~e in the present year all Pauner Emi~ration to Nova 

Scotia ••• There is no demanr. for unskilled labor • • • & 

the means of remuneratin~ A~ricultural labor of any kind are 
' 

l d . . h d 11 346 great y 1m1n1s e • 

The lieutenant-~overnor was not alone. The Halifax 

Morning Post, 22 July 1847, expressed a common fear in the 

province o~ pauper emi~ration from Catholic Irelana. 347 The 

Poor House trustees had stron~ly favoured a policy of pre-

ventin~ ~urther landin~s of penniless and rever-stricken 

ramine refu~ees. An attitude of barrin~ the door to the 

Irish was set forth frankly by the prominent Nova Scotian 

author and ~eolo~ist, Abraham Gesner. His remarks con-

tained two sentiments, one plausibly humanitarian, the other 

less char itable. Nova Scotia had no public works to trans-

port or employ a horde of uns~illed workers. 1esner felt 

that "to pour into the country a great number of such 

families before certain employment is provided, would be 

but to increase that misery and burden the established 

1 . 11348 popu ation. Then Gesner stated that "there is a de-

cided spirit o~ opposition on the part of the native born 

inhabitants to the further introduction of the poor and 

labourin~ classes of Irish into the country." If this were 

346r.A.N.S., R.G. 1, Vol. 119, No. 22, 86. 
347 Sutherland, "J.W. Johnston," 167. 

.. 

Scotia 
348Abraham Gesner, The Industrial Resources of Nova 

(Halifax: A. & W. MacKinley, 1849), 332-383. 
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allowed, 0esner fores~w "unhappy consequences" but that 

"landing of' Bn~lish, Lowlan~ Scotch, or rrerman emi Ssrants 

would be cheered by the inhabitants o~ Nova Scotia 
' . • • • 

There it was in 1849: 'No Irish need apply!' The main 

reason for this select exclusion is su~~ested by ~esner's 

remark that it was "not the absolute poverty of the emigrant 

that unfits him for an inhabitant of these Provinces; it is 

too often the lack of sobriety, industry, and a r esolute 
• • t f' t • II 350 sp1r1 o . en erpr1se ••• 

The label 'drunk and disorderly' was as s ociated 

in the popular minn with the sta~e Irishman: an improvident 

scalawa~, with an endearing curl of the ton~ue which made 

him a rascal, harmless but useless, witty but witless. Many 

were poor, an~ so:ne were drunken, and a few "must have seemed 

dirty sava~es. A Yankee g o-aheadism was not part of their 

nRture. ~hey brou~ht disease with them, and they filled the 

poor houses. • • By the beginning of 1847, the Ealifex 

press had be~n to make un~avourable comments on the Irish 

Cattolics. One such series of attacks was allowed to run 

on until The Times (P.alifax) called its Catholic counter-

part's editorial staff drunkards-"under the in~luence of 

349Tb "d 
- 1 • ' 334. 

350rbid., 338. One wonders about the national ori-
of the 'native born Nova Scotians' described by Thomas McCullO'Ch 
in his 'Stepsure Letters', or by T. C. Haliburton in his •sam 
Slick' yarns. lrish they were not! 

351 Coleman, Passage to America, 231. 
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potations stron~er than holy water . . . 'T'he Cross, 

the Catholic or~an, spoke of one Protestant editor as the 

operator of t~e " ~uts and ~arbage vehicle of falsehood." 353 

Under the circumstances it was as well for the immigrants 

thRt the Fa:nine pa8SAd away and the Nova Scotian economy 

recovered at mid-century. For two or three years there 

was an apparent breathin~ space, but behind the facade of 

socio-economic pro~ress a rupture between the Irish and 

th 'Q -f' t b . e .e. orm par y was rewin~. 

By 1852 the socio-economic progress of the Irish 

Catholics in ~alifax was apparent to a careful observer. 

They were served by a second parish (St. Patrick's) which 

opened in the 1840's. They had instituted a number of 

societies whose ~oals went beyond the ethnic relief of the 

Charitable Irish Society. The Association for the Propa-

gation of the Faith had been established in 1843 to ~urther 

reli~ious and moral instruction among Roman Catholics. 354 

Three months later a Juvenile Irish Society was active. 355 

There was a Catholic-based ~roup known as the Irish ~duca-

tional Society in 1845, wnich had the twin purposes of get-

tin~ Catholic schools organized and gettin~ government grants 

352The Times, 2 March 1847. 
353The Cross, 12 June 1847. 
354The ttegister, 28 Feo 1843. 
35~Ibid., 21 April 1843. 
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t . th . 356 m f o assist :'lt proJect. 1he cause o te11perar1ce. was 

encoura~ed by St. Mary's and Patrick's Temperance Society. 357 

A Catholic ~iterary Institute was holdin~ monthly lectures 
' 

bv 1P48, 358 by which time St. Mary's CatechisticBl Society 

had 660 pupils in its Sunday schools. 359 

By 1852 there were five Catholic Irish barristers 

on the rolls, four of them in Halifax, while another youn~ 

man was then reanin~ law. In that same year four of the 

city's eicrhteen aldermen were Irish Catholics. Where only 

15 to 16% of the household occupants in the 1836 assessment 

were Irishmen, by 1845 they accounted for 23 to 24% of those 

eli~ible for the 0rana Jury panel, a 50% increase in a decade. 

Since a ~rend juror had to be a resident of the city for a 

year, an1 to hold either personal estate valued at h500. or 

a freehold of h30. yearly value in Halifax, this represents 

a sifs!1ificant advance. 36O In 1849 both the Religious of 

the Sacred Heart and the Sisters of Charity came to Halifax, 

ann within a few years the general charitable society, that 

356Ibid., 23 Sep. 1845. 
357The Cross, 27 Dec. 1844. 
358Ibid., 19 Feb. 1848. 
359Ibid., 8 July 1848. 
360 Jurors were males between 21 and 5n years of a~e. 

Those exempted were, in general, members of the professions . 
e~a holders of positions under provincial or civic ~overn-
ments. Cf., Statutes of Nova Scotia, 1851, 3P.8-389. 
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of St. Vincent de Peul, opened a chapter in P.alifax. The 

Irish Catholics were ~ainin~ in or~anization and s ense of 

responsibility and respectability, but these adv~nces hao 

attendant dan~ers because they seemed to threaten other 

~roups in the community. 

~ables IX Rnd X, followin~, reveal the progress 

that the Trish Catholics had mane in terms of occupational 

mobility in Halifax. Thirty-five occupations for which a 

reliable account exists for dates within the 1840's and 50's 

are ~iven. fhe Irish had begun to turn up as bookbinders 

and sellers, as dru~~ists, and as lumber dealers; they were 

increasin~ly appreciably in fields such as boardinghouse-

keepin~, livery stablekeepin~, paintin~, saddlery, ann 

tailorin~; ann holding their own in half a dozen fields. 

Only in brewin~ and printing were the Irish slippin~ at 

all, ~nd the numbers of these were so small that the set-

bac~s may not meRn very much. The directories reported 

trades requirin~ the ownership or rental of premises, as 

well as tools or equipment of some kind. In short, these 

people required capital or the credit necessary to conduct 

a business. The Irish Catholics went from 148 to 234 in 

the fi¥teen year interval, an increase of 58% in absolute 

numbers. Non-Irish went down very sli~htly from ~35 to 

531 in the same period. 

Table X, which groups the occupations within 

general classifications, affords further evidence of just 

how ~reat an advance the Irish Catholics had taken in Hali-

fax durin~ the sixteen years. Half of the new professional 
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men ~n the city were Irish Catholics (five out of ten). 

In the sector o~ small businesses and as office workers the 

Irish were breakin~ throu~h in the direction of dominance; 

they account for 52 of the 57 growth in numbers in that 

cate~ory. Moreover, more of' the Irish who had risen above 

the level of lal)ourers were now whi te-coll~.r rather than 

blue-collar workers. Yet, as artisans also the 1rish Catho-

lics had taken ~reat strides. They increased by 29, while 

non-Irish declined by 14, in the artisan ~roup. Irish in 

small businesses have increased RO% between 1842 and 185R, 

ana that ~roup formed the largest body of Irish Catholics 

above the semi-skilled group by 1858. By the mid-nineteenth 

century, then, the trend had set in for the Irish Catholics 

to ;o into white-collar rather than blue-collar jobs. Yet, 

in the blue-collar sector, the Irish increase was accompanied 

by a non-Irish decrease from 270 to 256. On all three levels 

above labourers the Irish mi~ht have been perceived as a 

threat to the non-Irish who had dominated those professions 

an~ trades. 

The upwBrd thrust of' the Irish Catholics in Halifax 

was more apparent in some occupations than in others, but 

the overall impression on contemporaries must have been plain 

enou~h. The Irish could only have felt buoyed up with optimism 

and pride at their general progress into better types of work 

and social acceptability. Those who found themselves on a 

level of competition with the Irish must have felt keenly 

the economic and social pressures of that competition. If 
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Table IX - I~ISH CATEOLICS 9Y OCCUPATION AT HAI.TFAX, 1842 and . 1858* 

As of 1842 Irish As of 1858 Irish Change 
Irish/'T'otal as% Occu~ational Descri~tions Irish/Total as% 1842-58 

1/30 3 Attorneys, barristers 3/37 8 +5% 
0/14 Auctioneers 0/ 6 
1/17 6 9akers 2/18 11 +5~ 
8/22 36 qlacksmit~,Farrier,Saddler 11/25 44 +8~ 
5/?.R 18 3oardinghousekeepers 19/41 46 +26% 
0/ 7 Bookbinders and sellers 2/15 13 +13~ 

14/43 33 Boot and Shoemakers 18/47 3R +5% 
3/15 20 Brewers and distillers 1/13 8 -12% 
0./15 Cabinet and chairmakers 1/11 9 +9% 
5/30 16 Carpenters, 9uilders 5/3f 14 -2~ 
0/ 8 Confectioners 0/ 6 

13/23 57 Coopers 19/27 70 +13~ 
0./13 Dentists, Drug~ists 2/18 11 +11% 
9/4(' 23 Dry Goods De~lers 16/50 32 +9% 

47/114 41 '1rocers 65/125 52 +11% 
2/ 2 100 Gun and Locksmiths 4/ 6 57 -33% 
0/ 3 Bairdressers and ~arbers 1/ 5 20 +20% 
2/12 16 Hardware Dealers 1112 9 -7% 
0/ 5 Hatters 0/ 8 
0/ 8 Insurance A~ents 0/13 
0/ 7 Leather and Tanning 0/ 9 
1/ 6 16 Liquor at Wholesale 7/21 33 +17% 
1/ 4 25 Liverystablekeepers 5/10 50 +25% 
0/ 5 Lumber Dealers 4/ 8 50 +50% 
2/15 13 Masons, Stonecutters 3/ 8 37 +24~ 
1/47 2 Merchants 3/43 7 +5% 
3/32 9 Milliners 1/13 7 ·-2~ 
2/12 17 Painters 5/14 36 +19% 
1/12 g Physicians 0/14 -9% 
3112 25 Printers 0/12 -25~ 
5/28 18 Tailors, Clothiers 11/29 37 +19% 
1/10 10 Tinsmiths, Plumbers 5/24 20 +10% 
0/ 4 Tobacconists 0/ 3 

18/31 58 Victuallers, 9utchers 20/35 57 -1% 
0/ 9 Watchmakers, Jewellers 0/ 4 

148/683 21.6% TOTAL N-P-.:;:DING PREMISES 234/765 30.5% +8.9% 

*9ased on Cunnabell's City Almanac and General Business Directorv ••• 
1842 (Halifax: William Cunnabell, 1842), and Nu~ent's Susiness Direc-
tory, City of Halifax, for 1858-9 (Halifax: Richard P. Nu.,;i;ent, 185P). 
The 1842 nircctory ~lso lists 134 truckmen in Halifax with the locations 
of their stands. The Irish Catholics account for 108 (80.6%) of that 
number. Of !'ifteen locations, all but three were on wharves or Water 
~treet. ~he Irish controlled 77 of the 85 places on the waterfront, 
held 20 of 26 at the fuel yard, ana were sli~htly behind in the two 
up-town locations, havin~ 11 of 23 there. On some waterfront stands 
(e.g., Ordnance Wharf, Commercial Wharf, Fairbanks Wharf, Black's 
Wharf, Pryor's Wharf and Walsh's Wharf), the Irish were in complete 
charge. 
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Table X - IRISH CA'!'HOLICS '!3Y OCCUPATIONAL CAT~GORIFS, 1842 and 18R8 

1842 Figures Occupations 1858 Figures 
2~ of Irishf ••• PROFESSIONAL & MAJOR BUSINESS ••••••• 3½% of Irish* 

1 Barristers 3 
0 Druggists 2 
1 Merchants 3 
1 Physician 0 

~102 (3%) 737112 (7~) 

44% of Irishf ••• SMALL BUSIN-r.:ss ?~ WHIT~-COLLAR ••••••• 50% of Irish* 
5 Boardinghouse 19 
9 Dry Goods 16 

47 Grocers 65 
2 Hardware 1 
1 Liquor (Wh) 7 
1 Liverystable 5 
1 Lumber 4 

65 /231 ( 28%) 11 7 /288 ( 40%) 

54% of Irishf ••• ARTISANS & FARMERS •••••••••••••••••• 46t% of Irish* 
l 
8 
0 

14 
3 
0 
5 

13 
2 
0 
2 
3 
2 
3 
5 
1 

18 

Bakers 
Blacksmiths 
Bookdealers 
Bootmakers 
Brewers 
Cabinetmaker 
Carpenters 
Coopers 
Gunsmiths 
Hairdressers 
1fasons 
rtilliners 
Painters 
Printers 
Tailors 
Tinsmiths 
Victuallers 

857350 (23%) 

2 
11 

2 
18 

1 
1 
5 

19 
4 
1 
3 
1 
5 
0 

11 
5 

20 
109/365 

148 •••••• GRA!'lD TOTAL •••••••• 234 
(30%) 

*The percenta~es of Irish are not of all Irish, but o~ those in the 
three general occupqtional ~roups listeo in the directories. Th~ 
semi-skilled an~ unskilled did not appear in those early directories 
except the truckmen discussed under Table IX. 
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some of those non-Irish Haligonians had the attitude the 

Irish were a shiftless lot of drunken peasants wedded to a 

superstitious , reli~ion, . the situation of being overtaken 

by the~ must have been not merely an economic disaster but 

a loss of face on ethnic and moral grounds as well. Such 

embarrassed An~lo-Saxon Protestants would respond to the 

warnings of Lord John Russell or the American nativists. 

The socio-economic progress of the Irish Catholic 

was a perceived threat by many in the community. Two new 

factors entered the situation in the early 1850's which 

trans~ormed the resentment a~ainst the Irish from latent 

hostility to active political action and public anta~onism. 

The tension created by the new developments was dramatically 

increased by the outbreak of war in 1854. One set of events 

was enacted in Ireland and cast its shadow over Irish com-

munities everywhere. This was the twin tragedy of famine 

and rebellion. The famine experience left many Irish con-

vinced that the British ~overnment had not done all it could 

have done about the famine. Many felt in some way that the 

~n~lis~ may even have enjoyed seein~ the Irish suff er. In 

the middle of the famine years there was the fiasco of 

attempted revolution in Ireland. The Youn~ Ireland movement 

failed miserably throu~h its weakness as a military operation, 

its lack of or~anization, and the stron~ opposition or the 

Catholic hierarchy. A direct outcome of this failure was 

flight of many rebels from the authorities, in particular 

to America.· They brought their ideas and ideals •,vith them, 



-219-

and for a while fomented considerable Anglophobia amen~ the 

expatriate Irish. Some of this sentiment reached Halifax 

after 1850. O'Connell's death had removed the moderate 

idol from the Irish scene. In the atmosphere of the 1850's 

many more Irish resented England than ever had during the 

a. t· 361 prece in~ ~enera ion. 

The other development was local ann relatively 

petty, but it created its own problems. The NovA Scotia 

Railway Company was incorporated in March 1853 as a govern-

ment-operated enterprise, and work actually started in mid-

June. This meant the creation of new jobs, most of them 

the tvpe that asked no special skills, but muscle-power. 

In pre-industrial Halifax it was a new experience for the 

workin~ people to feel the stimulus brou~ht by the first 

intrusion of the industrial revolution into their community. 

The desire to work on the line out of Halifax inspired com-

petition for places on the work crews. Individuals sought 

places and those who were not successful were all too 

ready to save face by claimin~ their rejection stemmed from 

race or reli~ion. Yet, an examination of available infor-

mation concerning construction and operation of the railway 

does not support an ar~ument that racial tension on the 

railway arose from job competition. 

361 R. Dudley Edwards, A New !Tistory of Ireland 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1972), 174-5. 



The available evidence consists o~ the pay list of 

one contractor in 1854 and that o~ the entire ~overnment 

railway for ~ASA. In 1854 Donald Cameron's crews contained 

52 men, 40 non-Irish and twelve Irish Catholics. The three 

overseers (!-!ugh McDonald, Daniel Cameron and John r.r:cDonald) 

were all Scots, whi1e half of the 40 non-Irish workmen were 

either Acadians from Chezzetcook or others from the eastern 

shore. Irish and non-Irish averaged about the same in waf,es, 

between 4/6 and 6/- per day. As to where the men worked, 

t~ey were intermixed without discrimination of ethnic ori~in. 

Each gan~ had some Irish, some Acaaians, some others. Only 

six labourers were Scots, ana five of them had just been 

hired. 362 Job competition there may have been, but on the 

slender evidence there are insufficient grounds to suggest 

either that Irish were denied jobs on ethnic grounds or 

that they were takin~ them away from others; nor were the 

various ethno-religious groups working in segregated gangs. 

In 1858 the railway haa 236 employees, 80 of whom 

were Catholic Irishmen. In Halifax, where 67 of 203 

workers were Irish, they had their fair share, which was 

about 35%. However, up-country the Irish had 13 of 33 

positions which was above their proportion of the population 

generally. Among those actually employed then in buildin~ 

362P.A.N.S., R.G. 28, No. 18, item 6 (annual report 
for 1854); also P.A.N.S., Vertical File: Railways, Nova 
Scotia (Donald Cameron's Paylists for week endin~ Saturday, 
9 Dec. 1854). 
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the railroad, six of the 26 overseers were Irish and 30 of 74 

labourers were also Irish. Outside Halifax, a gang that was 

36% Irish Cath,olic must have been viewed as disproportionate. 

The significant fact that most of these men had been in rail-

way employ for two or three years before December 1858 would 

indicate that any resentment of the Irish presence could go 

uack to 1855 or 56. The contractors in 1P58 were all either 

Scottish or non-Irish Nova Scotians (Cameron, Fraser, Blackie, 

McDonald, Sutherland, Creelman & Tupper). 363 

Granted that the 1854 paylist of one contractor 

and the 1858 government payroll in themselves do not con-

stitute absolute proof, nevertheless, they tell a~ainst the 

arg;ument that the railway was built by two gan~s of men of 

diver~ent ethnic ori~ins, or that there was discrimination 

in hiring or in rates of pay. The imponderables remain, 

such as what may have been the hiring and pay rates of con-

tractors other than Cameron, and what became of the several 

score of Irish sent here from the United States in 1855 and 

.t;i ven railw13y jobs. The truth is that we just do not know. 

The story seems to have been that heady Irish notions ~ot 

about in town at this period, and probably went back out to 

the railway workings when the men returned from town. Given 

the encoura~ement of even a few of the imported Irish, some 

363P.A.tT .s., R.n. 28, No. lP, unnumbered folder in 
bo~: 'Corresponnence Lists of Officers Railway Traffic return 
30 June to 31 Dec. 1858'. Interestin~ly, in v1ew of what we 
shall see, the Conservative railway administration retained 
the services, at ~rooklyn, of Thomas Gourley. 



of the rougher element would be carried into violence of some 

sort, not coherent or reasonable, but typical of the reactions 

of their type o~ personality. 

Nova Scotia in the early 1850's had the combination 

of influences that made for confrontation sooner or later. 

In Halifax where Irish and Catholic were considered as meanin~ 

the snme thin~ (except by Irish Protestants), hard thin~s were 

written. In 1854 the Methodist city missionary, Gordon, 

described most of the young, people who broke the Sabbath with 

"hellish oaths and blasphemous talk, to the 1Y,reat annoyance 

of Protestant families" as being of Roman Catholic parenta~e~64 

The 1855 Report of the Citv Missionary 'seneralized with gra-

tuitous insult: "~he immense amount of stupid idolatry, 

superstition and sin, in which the Catholic is steeped. 11365 

These to~ens of coolness towards the Irish Catholics did not 

issue only from the eloquent pen of an ultra-Protestant 

missionary. ~he Charitable Irish Society asked that the 

band o~ the 72nd. Re~iment head their parade on Saint Patrick's 

Day, 17 March 1854. Colonel Murray, the officer responsible, 

refused that 'purelv charitable body'. The Palifax Catholic 

commented that 'no Irish need apply' was the order of the day 

at the re~imental headquarters of the Seventy-secona. 366 

364Eali -f'ax: "Its Sins and Sorrows" (Halifax: Con-
ference Job Pr1ntin~ Office, 1862), 8. 

365Ibid. , 33. 
366Halifax Catholic, 29 Apr. 1854. 



Also in 1854 the Legislature debated a new f ranchise 

lew. This provided another chance for the opponents of the 

Jri. ~h to articulate unrlattering comments. Martin Wilkins, 

V. L.A. for Pictou Township, opposed the universal franc~ise. 

One of his points was that labourin~ voters would be at the 

bee~ and call of their employers. "Pass this 9ill and the 

a~ent of the Mining Association will appear at the hustings 

with hundreds of day labourers. 11367 Wilkins• remarks have 

been taken to mean that transient (i.e., Irish immigrant) 

labourers should not vote. 

The new franchise ~ave the vote to all 9ritish 
male subjects who had r esided five years in Nova 
Scotia and one ye~r in the county and township 
in which they Would vote. The resid ence clause 
had been opposed but it was ultimately r eta i ned 
because o~ the expected influx of Irish labour~g~ 
with the commencement of railway construction. 

It appears this influx did not materialize. Although there 

was a pretence of reducing multiple votin~ by the imposition 

of residence requirements, the general fear was that expressed 

by Wilkins. Men imbued with the traditional notion that pro-

perty was represented in elective bodies objected to the idea 

of masses of people--Irish labourers at that!--controlling 

367British Colonist, 18 Feb. 1854. 

368John 0arner, The Franc~ise and Pol itics in 
9ritish ~~orth America l?R5 -1P67 (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1969), 32. 
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the outcome o~ an election. 

Partly due to these various pressures--the American 

and British o~tbreaks of anti-Catholicism, fear of Tamine 

irrunigration, the socio-economic riv8lry of Irish and non-

Irish in the town and to some extent on the railroad, and 

the franchise dispute--the situation was tense by sprin~, 

1854. Moreover, the alliance of Reformers with the Irish 

Hali.gonians was wearing thin. As early as 1851, John En~lish, 

editor of the Acadian ?ecorder, and son of an Irish emi~rant, 

be~an the road that would bring him into the Conservative 

camp by 1855. Lawrence O'Connor Doyle, runninq; as a Liberal, 

was not opposed by a Conservative candidate in the 1851 general 

election. Instead he was supported by a number of Conservatives 

anr. indepenoent voters as well as by most Liberals. English 

remarked t>ott- on the magnanimity of the Conservatives towards 

Doyle and the poor treatment he had received from the Liberals 

once they had entered upon office. Specifically, he had not 

b t . d . th t· ·1 369 I 1851 d een re aine 1n e execu 1ve counc1 • n . an more 

stron~ly in 1855 the blame was laid upon the animus of William 

Annand a~ainst Doyle. 'An Irishman' wrote the Acadian Recorder 

in 1P55 and sounded a warning to the Liberals. Annand and his 

friends "think that no matter what they do they may always 

count with certainty upon the votes of the Irishmen of Halifax 

••• What have they ever done for us, that we must vote for 

369A ,'l. ca,_. 1an 'Recorder, 30 Au<s. 1851. 



them forever? We have never received anything, that I know 

of, except insults, and fine promises that never were kept." 3 ~0 

Faced with such ~rrynin~ restiveness and strained by events 

the Liberal-Irish alliance was about to rupture. A forei~ 

war would provide the catalyst. 

'rhe Crimean War 

After months of deterioratin~ diplomatic relations, 

war erupted between Britain and Russia late in March 1854. 

9ritain felt that Russia was seekin~ territorial aggrandize-

ment in the 9alkans with an eye to gainin~ control of Con-

stantinople, and possibly a ~ood deal more. Since Britain 

and her ally, France, struck at Russia through the Crimean 

Peninsula, the conflict was known as the Crimean War. 

The outbreak of war aroused a very different response 

among the Iris~ Catholics than among the general population. 

Most Nova Scotians, as most 9ritish North Americans, "entered 

heartily into the spirit of the contest ••• 0871 As part of 

the Thlpire, Nova Scotia was at war, and the popular sentiments 

about the war were very patriotic and pro-war. A noisy super-

nationalism was born of this conflict, so it was rather risky 

for anyone in a 'British' country to take any other view o-P 

the Crimean War than that of blind support. Ann yet it was 

difficult to see that any vital 9ritish interests were 

370ib1.'_d., 2R A 1P5c pr. · 

371Joseph Plimsoll Edwards, "The Militia of Nova 
Scotia, 1749-1867," N.S.B.S., XVII (1913), 92. 

I 
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threatened by Russia. When the initial rush of fla~-w2ving 

had passed, the news from the front told a story not of 

victory or even of defeet--the honours were rather divided--

but of incompetence. When the first .blush of enthusiasm for 

this uninspired war had worn off, people noticed that most 

Irish Catholics were indifferent; some of them were actually 

condemning the war effort. 

Decimated by famine, their rebellion broken by 

force, and full of a hundred resentments of English mis-

mana~ement of Ireland's affairs past and present, the Irish 

tended to an uncharitable view of the British war in the 

Crimea. Wherever the Irish controlled local Catholic or~ans, 

these issued a stream of opinion that was anti-war and often 

anti-British. The Catholic hierarchy of the Maritimes was 

entirely Irish with the sin~le exception of the bishop of 

Arichat (later Anti~onish), and the archdiocese of Halifax 

contained all Irish cler~y except for a handful of French-

spea~in1 priests in Acadian parishes. When these Irish 

ecclesiastics ~athered in their third Theological Conference 

on 4 May 1854 they issued a declaration that deplored the 

manifold evils of war. 372 By the next month, the Halifax 

Catholic had abandoned ~eneralizations and set out its 

views unequivocally: 

372Halifax Catholic, 6 May 1854. 



~n~lana, and not ~ussia is the cause of this w8r. 
Impetuous, headlon~ an~ rash as the r~peror Nicholas 
is - ea~erly though he may covet Constantinople, he 
would never have dared what he has done, but for his 
'<nowled 1se o+' the feel ing73entertained for F'ngland by 
the Continental Powers. 

The Halifax Catholic seized on every scrap o+' sup-

port for its anti-war views. Most numbers of~ered a few 

words opnosed to British involvement in the Crimea. The 

readers heard that John 3right, the English politician, was 

a!'.sainst the war. 374 Lest Bright's name appear in splendid 

isolation, an editorial added the news that Drs. Brownson 

and Newman "look upon the triumph of the Allies as injurious 

to the interests of the Catholic Church. 11375 Russian vic-

tories were reported without lament, and Sritish reverses 

seemed to evoke a gloating tendency amon~ the editors of the 

Halifax Catholic. If we allow for a certain exagv,eration on 

the author's part, there was still a shade of truth in 

373Ibid., 3 June 1854. The Halifax Catholic supposedly 
had priestly editors. There were only six priests in Halifax 
in 1P~4. Archbishop Walsh was unwell, Rev. M. Hannan ann Rev. 
P. Power were moderates, and Rev. J.~.Woods seems to have been 
a non-political sort of man. A Father Madden who was here in 
1854 left before the controversy was ended, so he could not 
have written much, if anv, of it. That leaves only Rev. Wm. 
Hanniisan (1828-1859) from Waterford, Ireland. It requires more 
than the proces~ of elimination to affix responsibility to him. 
~he obvious is that a layman wrote the editorials, but guessin~ 
who he (or they) may have been seems pointless. 

374Ibid., 27 Jan. 185R. 

375Ibid., John Henry, CRrdinal Newman, and Dr. Orestes 
Augustus Brownson, American editor of Brownson's Review, were 
celebrated nineteenth century conversions to Roman Catholicism. 
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Patterson's comment that many of the Irish in Halifax "were 

so hostile to Britain because of Irish ~rievances that they 

were in syrnpa~hy with Russia, and meetings were held in 

secret, at which the conduct of Great Britain ••• was de-

nouncea.11376 Carrying the cudgels for the opposing view, 

Nicholas Meagher held it was unjust to accuse the Irish of 

disloyalty, when their fault was lack of sympathy for the 

war. "If a subject is persuaded his country is wai:.;in~ an 

unwise, or unjust, war, he may withhold his sympathy, and 

b t 't' · 11377 0 b 1 ~• h t even es ow cri icism. n a ance mea~ er was correc , 

but in 'bestowin~ criticism' the Irish went to the dangerous 

len~ths sug~ested by Patterson. It is a case where we may 

sympathize with the end, but not with the means. 

On to this troubled stage stepped Joseph Howe. 

He was the best-known politician in Nova Scotia at mid-

century. Howe· had been instrumental in vind icatin,g the ri~hts 

of the press in Nova Scotia, had been deeply involved in win-

ning responsible government in the colony (with much Irish 

and Catholic support), and had played a major role in in-

corporatin~ Hali~ax as a city. By 1855, he had been a member 

of the House for almost twenty years, and had been provincial 

376George Patterson, Studies in ~ova Scotia History 
(Halifax: The Imperial Publishin~ Co., Limited, 1940), 85. 

377Nicholas Y.ea!sher, The Religious Warfare in Nova · 
Scotia 1855-1860 (Halifax: privately printed, 1927), 99. 
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secretary from 1848 until April 1854, when he became chairman 

of the railway com~ission, which post he kept until April 

1857. He was ,not on the executive council or a member of 

the Assembly for the session 1856. 378 

Always voluble, often volatile, and never negli~i-

ble in Nova Scotian af"'airs, Howe became in the mid 1850's 

the central ~i~ure in an international cause celebre. It 

came about through his role in recruiting men on American 

soil for service in the British army in the Cri~ea. We must 

rro into the matter suf""'iciently to see that the '.""Iowe re-

cruitin~ mission--if that was what it was--servea to entangle 

the Irish Catholics of Halifax in several years of conflict, 

the bitter legacy of the causes already generally at work. 379 

In December 1854 Britain passed an Enlistment Act 

to permit recruitment of forei~ners for service in the Crimea. 

Sir John Crampton, British minister at Washin~ton, received 

of~ers of assistance and inquiries about the Act. British 

officials in Balifax and Washin~ton got word to collect re-

cruits, but were warned to respect American neutrality. Sir 

naspard Le~archant, lieutenant-~overnor of Nova Scotia, 

consu1 tea lfm\'e. They cecided to send a 'resporisible person' 

378A Directory of the Members of the Legislative 
Assembly of Nova Scotia i758-1958 (Halifax: P.A.N.S., 195P), 
164-165. 

379J. Bartlet Brebner, "Josep'f-i Howe and the Crimean 
War T'nlistment Controversy between Great Brit8in and the 
United States," C.H.R., XI, 4 (December 1930), 300-327. 



to the United States to consult Crampton, and ar~an~e for 

conveyin~ the recruits to Halifax, the nearest 13ritish port. 

I M h 1855 H h . lf t t th" . . 3BO n arc owe 1mse . se ou on 1s m1ss1on. If 

Howe was to have any reasonable chance of success on his 

mission it must remain a secret, at least from the ~eneral 

public. A cover stor:v was circulated t11at Howe was in the 

United States on railway business. A further ~uarantee of 

his success or at least of his freedom of movement was for 

Pmve to remain strictly within his instructions and avoid 

~iving grounds for offence. In the event, both of these 

conditions were negated. Rowe's mission received unfavour-

able publicity and Howe himself went too far in his zeal for 

the British war effort. 

~he Halifax Catholic, we have already se en, 

opposed the Crimean War, and by the end of March it revealed 

Rowe's hand: 

We understand that the Hon. Joseph ~ryNe, who is 
now in the United States on a very important mission 
in connection witr the "'Pnglish Government, has suc-
ceeded past expectation. The packet Sri~ America 
which arriv~a here yesterday from Boston, brou~ht 
some ?Q or RO men, principally Germans, the first 
of a large number intended for the formation of 
a Foreign Legion ••• Considerable excitement exists 
in New Yor~ in consequence of the enlistment of men 
in the 'forei~n legion' for the British army ••• 
The New York 'rimes says that durin~ the ll'lst four 
days, depots have been opened in that city, Phila-
delph.ia and '9al timore, where 'emitY,rants for Hali;!ff', 
are bein~ enrolled in considerable numbers ••• 

380 C. Bruce Fergusson, "Adams George Archibald, 11 

N .S. H. S., XXXVI (196R), 27-28. 

381Morning Chronicle, 31 March 1R55. 
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The next w~ek, the Balifax Catholic went further 

and char~ea that false pretences may have been used to lure 

Irishmen to Nova Scotia. Under the headin~, 'Who Are the 

Guilty Parties?', that paper claimed sixty Irishmen had been 

brou7tt here for the foreign legion. Several members of the 

Charitable Iris~ Society, Ealifax, exerted themselves on be-

half of the arrivals. 382 This was reported on 7 April, the 

date that a tele~ram frau~ht with unpleasant consequences 

arrived in New York. It had been sent by William Condon. 

Condon, like Howe, had been born in Balifax; had 

lorn~ been a Reformer, as had Howe; and had been active in 

the Charitable Irish Society, also like Howe. Both men were 

sociable persons, capable of friendships, convivial, quick-

witted, ana determined to be noticed. William Condon was 

born lR February 1818 and died on the eastern shore of Nova 

Scotia in January 1899. His parents had come from County 

fipperary to Halifa~ in 1812, and the senior Condon worked 

as a truckman until his death in 182A aged 36 years. The 

~other, Anne Ryan, survived until 1885, when she died in 

her 93rd. , year. 383 Condon was married and the father of a 

family, and kept a store until he went into ~overnment 

employment, with a three-year break durin~ which he was 1n 

the United States. The striking thing about this background 

382Ha1ifax Catholic, 7 April 1855. 
383 Anne Ryan's second husband (1829), by coincidence, 

had the s~me name as her first. This second William Condon, 
Sr., 1799-1839, was a storekeeper from County Cork. 
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is tn~t it is so ordinary; it could be the bio~raphical 

sketch of forty of his contemporaries. And yet, this man 

seems to h8ve had within him some spark of leader8hip or 

ambition, that made him capable of holdin~ the respect of 

mauy of his fellows. 

His brother-in-law, Joseph W. Quinan, introduced 

him to membership in the Charitable Irish Society in 1839. 

In 1R4R Condon went to California, but returned in 1A52. 

The Society re-admitted him to membership that Au~st, and 

in 1854 Condon was elected its vice president. On 17 Febru-

ary 1A55 he became the Society's president. As an indication 

of his activity in the Society, between 1R54 a~a 1P58 Condon 

introduced twenty-five new members, not all of them Catho-
1 . 184 1cs. 

Condon wired a New York paper ~ivin~ basically the 

informqtion contained in the Halifax Catholic of 7 April 1855. 

The American $sOVernment, which had been observin~ strict 

neutrality, could not overlook the affront o:f-fered by Howe's 

recruitin~, now that it was public knowledge. Howe eluded 

the aut~orities and got home on 4 May, "in no very pleasant 

humour towards the Irish" in Halifax. 385 

In the interval, another 50 men, mostly Irish, had 

arrived from Boston on 14 April, alle~edly under the impression 

384P.A.N.S., M.G. 20, Nos. 67, 68, passim. 
of the Charitable Irish Society). 

• (Minutes 

385p tt St d 0 
• N S . H. a, erson, u 1es 1n . ova . cot1an 1story, 86. 



that they had si~ned up for railroad construction work. The 

vice president of the Charitable Irish, Benjamin Wier, made 

representations to the authorities and the men were given 

railway jobs. 386 This would not have pleased non-Irish 

interested in those jobs. But, as Brebner has pointed out, 

"LeMarchant could do nothin~ but en~a~e them for that."387 

Lest it seem that a circumspect Howe had been be-

trayed by perfidious Irish Haligonians, another aspect of 

the affair must be considered. J.B. Brcbner has noted 

that "Howe left Halifax empowered only to inves~i';ate the 

the situation and to report, and even for these purposes it 

was judged wise thAt he should appear to act as commissioner 

of railways interested in the labour market. 11388 The ebulli-

ent Howe proceeded to the United States where he and his 

a~ents, without authority, handed out cards marked 'N.S.R.' 

It mip;ht have meant 'Nova Scotia Railway' or it miisht have 

meant 'Nova Scotia Regiment•. 389 It was an ambiguous abbre-

viation. If Howe was doing railway business why resort to 

using cards that could so easily be misunderstood? If Howe 

was up to something furtive, why hand out documentary evi-

dence? Howe's people were either very careless or deliberately 

386Halifax Catholic, 21 Apr. 1855. Benjamin Wier 
(clP05-186R) was the Reform M.L.A. for Halifax Township from 
1851 to 1859. He was an Anglican of Irish ancestry. 

387 Brebner, "Joseph Howe and the Crimean War," 313·, n.l. 
388Ibid., 306. 
389Ibid., 310-311. 
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ambi~uous. 

'l'he actual manpower realized through Howe's re-

cruitin~ wa A relatively small. The Americ?.n consul at 

Halifax, Robert W. Fraser, reported on 3 September 1855 that 

?08 men had reached Halifax for the 'foreign legion', of 

whom 100 were rejected and sent home. Of the balance, 528 

had been sent to Portsmouth, En~land, and another 80 were 

waiting to sail. Of the 608 enlistments, 358 were brought 

from British North America, and 250 from the United States. 

Of the adoitional 110 Irish from the U.S., they had, with 

one exception, refused to enlist, claiming a Mr. Grant had 

h . d th t B t t d ·1 N S · 390 ire em a os on o o ra1 way work in ova cotia. 

Howe got back to Halifax just as campaigninis was 

beginning for a provincial ~eneral election. He stood for 

election in Cumberland County. The Liberals won, but not 

in Cumberland. The political novice, Dr. Charles Tupper 

of Amherst, soon to be the stron~est voice in the Conserva-

tive caucus, defeated Howe. Accordin~ to some authorities 

Tupper owed his victory to support received from the lrish 

of Cumberland Countv. 391 The combination of an i~nominious 

retreat from New York with his rejection at the hustings 

must have p;alled the self-esteem of a man such as Joseph 

Howe. In .both cases there seemed a co~mon factor in H~Ne's 

390Robert W. Fraser to Marcy, Secretary 
3 Sep. 1855 (U.S. Consulate, Halifax, Despatches, 
Yicrofilm 46, Killam Library). 

of' State, 
Reel 7, 

391 James A. Rev, Jose12h Howe (Toronto: The r1~ac-
mil l an Co. of Canada Lta ·., 1935), 193, states that Howe 
lost Cumberland to the 'Tupper-Irish combination'. 



discomfiture: the Irish. Condon's telegram, Wier's inter-

vention, and now the sense o:' losing the formerly dependable 

Irish Catholic vote, seemed evidence that the Irish had 

abandoned him~ 392 · A disappointed Howe had to await a bye-

election in Windsor 'rownship in September 1856 before he 

sat a1:;ein in the Assembly. 393 In the meentime, Howe had to 

find another platform from which to express his views. 

A stirring speaker, Howe was also a gifted wielder 

of the journalistic pen. Late in August he wrote a letter 

to the Globe of London, under the headin~ 'Recruitin~ in 

America'. fhe Novascotian of 10 September 185~, carr ied it. 

Howe upheld the right of immigrants to leave the United 

States to join the British army. He spoke of Scots and 

"Pnp;lish skilled tradesmen and upheld their ri .~ht to serve 

their native land. Howe spoke of the Irish in demeanin~ 

terms: "Suppose that an Irishman sees a vacant saddle in 

t~e ~nniskillens, an~ thinks that he mi~ht as well fill 

it ••• as to be sweepino; the streets of New Yor1<:--shall 

he not !so?11394 

This should have warned Howe's lon1stime political 

all.ies amon~ the Catholic Irish that he was no lon~er their 

champion. Howe seems at the least to have been very insensi-

tive to the precarious place the Irish Catholics held in the 

392Harvey W. MacPhee, "The Administration of th8 Earl 
of Mul ~rave in Nova Scotia 1858-1863" (unpublished M.A. theS'is, 
Dalhousie University, 1949), 72. 

393Phyllis Blakeley, "William Alexander Henry," 
N.S.H.S., XXXVI (1968), 109. 

394P.A.c., M.G. 24, B 29, Vol. 19, 89-92 (italics mine). 
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reformed responsible government of Nova Scotia. They were a 

minority with a lon~ experience of discrimination a~ainst 

the'.11 and here was Powe implying they were no more than street 

sweepers, in comparison with other people! The Irish still 

felt far too vulnerable over a number of thin~s to allow Howe 

the luxury of rhetorical thrusts at them, however sli~ht in 

themselves such jibes miP.:ht be. The Irish in T-Ialifax had 

come far, comin~ some of that distance with Rowe's help, 

but they were not yet part of the established community. 

On matters such as state support for denominational schools 

they stood apart from Reformers such as Howe, but so far 

the Conservatives had not ta~en up the cause of separate 

schools for them, so that Rowe's remarks a~ainst them filled 

them with cHsmay. Where could they turn? 

Eowe han an answer for that auestion. He felt the 

Irish Catholics had turned already to a dangerous clique 

amon~ themselves, to men such as 1,\Tilliam Condon. Howe wrote 

that as bad as this clique had been he "scarcely thoui:sht that 

any of them were bad enou~h directly to betray the interests 

of the Fmpire ••• and certainly did not believe that any 

person, holdin~ an ofP-ice of emolument under the Provincial 

~overnment, would so far for~et himself as to enter into 

correspondence with convicted and banished traitors, in a 
f . t ,.395 orei~n coun ry ••• In the meantime, the situation on 

395Novascotian, 19 Jan. 1857. The 'person' was Condon. 
The 'convicted traitor• was the Youn-'s Irelander, John rl.itchel, 
who was once connected with the New York Citizen, to which 
Conao~•s tele~ram hac been sent in April 1855. 
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the railway was causins rising alarm in the province. Per-

haps because P.owe was involved both in the Crimean recruit-

ment and the railroad construction he tended to see events· 

relatin~ to one as bei~~ somehow connected to the other. He 

created that :impression and mana~ed to muacne the two inex-

tricably in the contemporary Nova Scotian mind. 

The 0ourley Shanty Affair 

The Irish and Howe had been driftin~ apart every 

month. By sprin~ 1856 the situation needed only an e~cuse 

to transform the annoyance and dismay into naked confron-

tation. Late in May 1856 a riot too1< place on the railway 

workings outside o~ Halifax. The riot occurred in a local 

and a more ~eneral context. So frequent and common were 

riots amon~ railway construction gangs that the historian 

of those wor1<ers devotes an entire chapter to this subject. 396 

It is interestin~ that most of his British instances took 

place between 1R45 and 185~. 

In the 9ritish situation riotin~ was most frequent 

between ~angs of Scots and groups of Irish Catholics. Occa-

sionally one ~roup wor1< accept low0.r wan;es than the other, 

causin~ the other to riot against having their jobs taken 

awa.v anc ~iven to their rival nationality who would work 
307 • more cheaply. V Someti~es t~e contractors operated the 

396Terry Coleman, The Railway Navvies (London: 
Hutchinson & Co. Ltd., 1965), 83-101. 

397Ibid., 84. 
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only 'tom~y shops'-~nhere provisions an~ liquor were soln--

on an isolated section. The poor quality o~ ~ood and the 

len~thy interval between paydays left ~angs in debt to the 

'tom~y shop' for in~erior provisions. When the men were 

pain most of their we~~s went for this nebt, and the workers 

decided tor.ave a ~ood 'randy', or drunken debauch, for as 

lon~ As the money lasted. The system bred improvidence 
39R amon~ careless men. In Nova Scotia, a system of weekly 

rather than monthly paydays eliminated so~e o~ the worst 

excPsses of the ~ritish system. However, no pay system could 

eliminate the tendency of the men to ~et drun~ for days on 

end after payday. It was while under the influence of liquor 

that reli~ious and ethnic differences loomed lar~e in the 

sodden minds of the sons o~ Calvin (Scots Presbyterians) and 

those of the Pope (Irish Catholics). It took "only an odd 

quart of whisky and a small prayer" to inflame reli~ious ana 

national fervour amon~ such men. 399 

The Mornin~ Chronicle in June 1856 carried a letter 

from Joseph it~ne, in which he itemized t~e historv of unrest 

on the railway before the Gourley riot. A man named Whalen 

h~d been dischar~ed for drunkenness from a g irder shop at 

Sackville and ! had roamed the line with a brace of pistols 

spreadin~ terror until he w9s arrested. A man ha~ been 

stabbed 8t Schultz's, on the line. A party of Irish had 

398Ibid., 87, 93. 

399Ibid., 84. 
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assaulted a Mr. Brown in his house and pulled his beard of-£', 

thou~r.tfu11y leavin~ some flesh attached to it! There had 

been a strike for 6/3 a day near Windsor. When they did not 

!'.;et it, the Irish tried scaring the men from Pictou and Cape 

Rreton off the line, so that in a monopolized situation tr.ey 

would ~et the extra three pence. There had been a arun~en 

brawl at Flmsaa1e on 21 June 1855. The idea haa gone abroad 

that there was no law on the railroad, an-:'l that disorderly 

men could suit themselves. 400 

The Gourley shanty riot took place within that 

wider context, and mi~ht have been dismissed as just another 

unfortunate incident among the rou~h and tumble of life among 

railway construction fsan.gs. Circumstances, however, decreed 

otherwise, as t•irst the pre~rn and then Joseph Howe ~ave it 

publicity. One of the earliest accounts appeared in The 

Church Times, an An~lican publication, on 31 May, and was 

quite detailed. 

It appears that from 80 to 100 men, drawn from 
ContrActs 1 end 2 of the Windsor granch, suddenly 
appeared, by evi~ent preconcert, about one o'cloc~ 
in the day, an1 surrounded two or thre e shanties in 
which were about ~Omen and seven or ei~ht women 
and children. ~hey smashed the winaows with stones, 
drove out the inmates, ancl stuck them a own • • • as 
they attempted to escape ••• The women and children 
were not beaten, but of course were dreadfully terri-
~ied ••• The Va~istrates were, we understand, un-
able to discover any motivo, reli~ious or mercenary, 
for this outrage. It was no strike ~or wages, but 
a ••• brutal assault of a body of lawless mei~l 
without even the excuse of a love of fi~hting. 

4ooMorning Chronicle, 17 June 1856 
401The Church Times, 31 May 1856. 
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Later commentators a~ree that there was a 'reli~ious' 

motive, or at least a sectarian pretext, -Por the incident. 

",;,or some time workers from the eastern counties, Presbyterian 

in reli~ion, ryad been tauntin~ Irish navvies for their belief 

in the Real Presence of' Christ in the ••• ~ucharist; in 

return the Irish inflicted a merciless beatin~ upon the Pro-

testant wor"kers on the Windsor Railway who livP,d in _Gourley' s 

Shanty."40? The attack on Thomas Gourley's place occurred on 

26 May, and the militia w.?.s sent to restore order. "Howe, as 

chairman of the railway board, was active in prosecutin~ the 

principal nisturbers of the peace ..... 4o3 

Halifax had hardly learned of the Gourley riots, 

and probably in a number of versions, when it was announced 

that Crampton, the dismissed Britis~ minister at Washin~ton, 

would be ~iven a public reception in Halifax on 6 June. A 

preliminary meetin~ the day before would draw up a suitable 

address in his honour. Furthermore, on 9 June, qalifax would 

pav tribute to the gallantry of returnin~ Crimean War veterans. 

Durins the first meetin~, on 'T'hursday afternoon at Temperance 

Ball, there was a lar~e attendance despite the fact the meetin~ 

was hastily called. ~he presence of what was conventionally 

known as 'a lar~e and respectable' ~roup of citizens, assured 

that the railway riot and the recruiting af-Pair would ~et an 

. 402J. Murray Beck, Joseph Powe: Voice of' Nova Scotia 
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Limited, 1964; "'T'he Carleton 
Library No. 20," 142. 

4o3Bla"keley, flWilliam Alexander Henry," 109. 
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airin~ be~ore responsible elements in society. After that, 

events such as the ~ourley shanty riot could not be shru~~ed 

o:'f as minor news i terns from out of' town. 

The, 'Crampton meetin.c:s' heard several speakers in-

cludin~ Joseph Howe. The latter used the opportunity to 

mention the recent 0ourley riot. When Howe moved adoption 

of a con~ratulatory address to Crampton drawn up by Howe's 

committee, Thomas Cunningham404 objected to the acdress, 

potntin~ out that Crampton had broken American laws, violated 

American neutrality, and that the United States was quite 

within its ri~hts to dismiss him. Howe then lost his temper 

wi+h the hecklers and his pent-up resentment overcame his 

jud~ment, and he let fly at tar~ets far broader than he had 

reason to assail. "Without any justification, he linked 

together as parts of one plot the disloyal attitude of many 

of the Irish Catholics in the city with the riots at the 

0ourlay Shanty, and the efforts oein~ made to stifle the 

prosecution o~ the rioters ana prevent them being brou~ht 

to ,justice ••• But he went further and arraigned the 

t;atholic Church • • • 11405 Several Irish and one or two 

others as well were on their feet to reply to the attack 
a th t . d d . . 406 an e mee in~ en e in conTusion. Without any justifi-

cation qowe may have been; intemperate and ill -judged his 

404The 9ritish Colonist, 7 June 1856, ma~es the identi-
fication. ~homes Cunnin~ham was a clerk whose family had co~e 
here from Ulster in the 1P20's. Ee died in 1858, a~ed 35 years. 
Patterson, 88, erroneously says Cunningham was not Irish. 

4o5p tt !'.' d ' ' N "" t. H. 0 8 a erson, ~tu 1es 1n ova ~co ian , istory, r • 
406composite account o~ meeting gathered from The 

Church 'T'imes, 'T'he ~ritish Colonist, and the Acadian Recorder, 
all of 7 June lP,56. 
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remarks assuredly were; yet, his suspicions were not 

alto.1sether unfounded. The New York Citizen of 19 July 1856 

carried an item headed '8RAVO HALIFAX!' Heavily italicized 

in the ori~in~l end hi~hly suggestive, the item read: 

It is with no ordinary feelin~ of pleasure we 
refer to ••• report of proceedin~s which 
took ulAce in Halifax, N.S., on the occasion of 
presentinp; rtr. Cra11pton with an acdrE'ss. Such 
onen disaf~ection and libertv o~ speech in a 
n.ri tish province, and such evident svrnpathy with 
America and her institutions, are truly refreshing. 
We cannot too much admire the spirit and pluck of 
one of the spe.g'<ers and writers -- ~-~r. William 
Connon, who althou~h holdin~ a government situation, 
½eards the ol~ toothless 9ritish lion, in the per-
son of one of his cubs, Sir /si,£7 Joseph Howe, who 
confesses he came on a skulking, kidn9ppin~, dirty 
mission to the United States, in the year 1855. 
~he e~posure o~ his ulans by a t~le~raphic disnatch 
sent to the Citizen by ~r. Condon,-~, mainly in-
stumental in defeatina the schemer. 

Condon to some extent spoke for the Irish in Hali-

fax, and to a ae~ree he symbolized their opposition to being 

pushed around. When Howe inveighed against Irish terrorism 

in the area, Condon published a letter entitled 'The Railway 

~iots and t~e "Catholics' Calumniator" '. 0 e asserted that 

Howe had brou~ht the riots to public notice "in a manner the 

most o~fensive and repu~nant to every man who had the least 

spark of ri~ht manly Irish feeling ••• it then became the 

duty of Irishmen ••• to see that justice was done ••• »408 

407.'t\T . .. ovascotum, 19 Jan. 1857. 
was apnarently Anmmd • s wor1<. 

The italic emphasis 

408Ib1·a., 5 J 1857 an. • 
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That was seven months after Howe's letter to the 

Morning Chronicle about the railway outra~es. Condon had 

then taken up his pen and written the Novascotian on 17 June 

1856, when he had said it was not the Halifax Irish but the 

people of Cumberland that first gave an unf'avourable opinion 

of Howe. "Let no man say the Irishmen of this City or 

County would uphold any man or set of men in violatin~ the 

laws o-f' the land. 11409 

~he American traveller, F.S. Cozzens, offered a 

witty version of the Gourley af-f'air, gathered durints an ex-

tended visit to tfova Scotia. He suggested that Howe'~ down-

fall was due to "the very le~ion he had been so zealous to 

create. 'rhe Fon. Joseph Howe, M.P., by the supnort of the 

Irish population, could alwa.ys command a popular ma ,iori ty 

and keep his seat in the house, so long as he maintained his 

loyalty to t~is votive class of' citizens ••• Howe took the 

Scotch sine ••• was a defeated candidate • ,,410 
• • It is 

now impossible to determine whether the Gouley rioters were 

all, or mainly, recruited from amon~ the 110 Irishmen brou~ht 

here due to Howe in 1855, althoup;h it is a tantalizing idea. 

Wt.at is more important is that the Irish com11uni ty in !-Jalif'ax 

~enerally rallied to their countrymen in the face of Howe's 

attacks and that many non-Irish did not join in the attack. 

409rbid., 23 June 1856. 
41°Frederic s. Cozzens, Acadia; or, e Month with 

the -cnue Noses (New York: Derby & Jackson, 1859) , 231. 
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There were three political bodies in Nova Scotia at that 

time: the Liberal-Reformers, the Conservatives, and the 

Catholics. The combination of the Catholic ~inority with 

either o~ the other two would be-likely to prove decisive. 

Until the 1P.50's the Liberals had usually had that support. 

Two factors had come into play in !lalifax in the 

mid-1A50's. The resentment o~ Irish im~igration that had 

been expressed in the Famine years, and the anti-Catholicism 

which surfacea during the 1847 and 1848 elections in Halifax 

City, were fanned by the breezes of know-nothingism in the 

eastern United States and those of anti-Romanism in En~land. 

The anti-Catholic outbursts of missionary Gordon in 1854 

and 1855 were reflections of an undercurrent that was 

buildin~ up against the Catholic Irish, who aggravated the 

resentment by deprecation of the British efforts in the 

Crimean War. T-!owe "was aware of the pre,iudice a"sainst Catho-

lics"; he sou~ht to ma1<:e use o~ the "existing prejudices"; 

but, he did not create the sentiments upon which he sought 

to build his anti-Irish Catholic campaign. 411 

The other factor was the attitude of the Irish ever 

since the ?amine. It was true thAt scarcely any o~ the 

411Meao:her, 'rhe ne1iC1'ious Wt=irfare, 106, 107. Since 
Meari:her follows the recorded views of' the contemporary, Jona-
than llcCully, on this 1 he is likely reliable on the point. 
At the street level, 1ncid0nts were occurring. For example, 
on 11 Jan. 1?~6, Jeremiah Sullivan (from Co. Cork) was charged 
with 1'3ssaultin~ !-:lizabeth '90yd. He claimed she had called him 
"a Paddy", whereupon he chased her upstairs. She said he heia 
a broom over her head, threatening to knock her brains out. 
(P.A.N.S., Rpcords of Halifax Magistrate's Court; unclassified). 
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Catholic Irish or Halifax in the l8~0's werP. actual fu~i-

tives from the Famine. ~ut it was also true that a ~reat 

number of them were people who still had close relatives in 

Ireland durin~ the Famine. In all Irish people the Famine 

had made a profound and unhaP?Y impression. In some of the 

Irish it bred a spirit of anglophobia. The historian of 

the Charitable Irish, H.L. Stewart, asked: 

Dia Howe realize with any vividness what had been 
the provocation of the Youn~ Ireland ~ovement? 
~here is nothin~ in his series of scornful letters 
to show the least annreciation of what the Great 
Famine had meant, o~- of' how it was connected with 
••• /a ~ritish-imposed system?. This was no 
mere memory o~ A re~ote past. Howe was writin~ his 
sgtiric phrases about Iris~ peevishness a very few 
years after the F~mine was at its worst, and while 
its terrible effects were still manifest. Yet he 
could describe those in Halifax who dwelt upon it, 
as 'a few fools in this citv ••• who think that 
the natives of this countryushould be eternally in 
a fever about somethin~ that happened in Irelanc'l 
half a century a~o!' 1~ 

~he Irish were understandably afflicted about the Famine 

and its effects. At the same time, many of the non-Irish, 

non-Catholic people of Nova Scotia were feeling a sense of 

anti-Irish, anti-Catholic sentiment. ~hese two forces--a 

hei~htened sense o~ Irish awareness, and an aroused sense of 

Protestant nativism--coincided and provided the back~round 

against which T-I~.ATe and the leadinis Irish Catholics fouo;ht 

their political campaigns between 1855 and 1859. 

412stewart, The Irish in Nova Scotia, 170-171. 
P.owe's remarks which Stewart quotes ori~inally appeared in . 
the Morning Chronicle, 10 Oct. 1856. 
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~he bitterness between the Irish on one· hand, and 

Rowe and some Protestants on the othe~, did not diminish, 

as both sides awaited the trial of the Gourley rioters in 

December 1856. Acquittal could provoke Howe into further 

action, while conviction might evoke further unrest among 

the Iris~ navvies and possibly others. It was imperative 

that everythin~ shoula be done both to assure that every 

semblance of legality would be preserved, and also to try 

an--1 defuse the political consequences of the entire affair. 

Such at least was the attitude of the premier, William 

Young, an able barrister with hopes of advancing shortly to 

the seat of the Chief Justice. The last thin~ Young wanted 

was a reli~ious upheaval in the province. He was already 

embarrassed by the resi~nation of the president of the 

Le~i slative Council, Michael Tobin, in April 1856. One of 

Tobin's professed motives in offering. his resignation was 

"the increasin!s hostility o~ the ~overnment towards Catho-

lies ,.413 
• • • 

When the trial of the railway rioters opened on 

8 December 1856, William Youn~ in his role of attorney-general, 

was the prosecutin~ attorney. 414 Evidently Youn~--a Liberal, 

41!'.l r • • 86 T • 1 ·'~11ea'sr.er, The ~elH;1ous Warfare, • ob1n s other 
motive was financial. He wished to have a hi~her salary, and 
h~a been re~usea. This factor probably decided when he would 
resi~n. Th~ ot~~r factor had probably ~ecn wci~hin~ on his 
mind, but it needed an ad~itional personl motive to move him 
to take action and resi~n. 

414By coincidence, 8 December 1856 was a new Catholic 
holy day--the Immaculate Conception had been proclaimed at 
Rome on that date, 1854. 
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a ~cot, and a Protestant--felt he could entrust the case to 

no better counsel. Possibly also, he·was the only barrister 

he knew that would not be unduly influenced by Rowe's power-

ful personality. Young wished to save his ~overnment. If 

l-1'owe wished to play the ultra-Protestant, Young was not going 

to stand by and see his administration discredited tnereby. 

Young's wife was a Catholic, and he had not been a party to 

t~e Crimean recruiting fiasco. He was a sensible choice ~or 

the position o~ Crown Counsel in the case. 

For the defence appeared a former attorney-~eneral, 

~on. J~mes W. Johnston. He was a Conservative, born in 

Jamaica, a 3aptist, and would be, within months, premier of 

Nova Scotia. This was the same man who had endured so much 

hecklin~ an~ annoygnce at the hands of an Irish crowd in 

Halifax nearly ten years before. The issue had become parti-

san, and the Conservative leader was hoping to embarrass the 

Liberal government. One of Johnston's stron~est supporters 

amon~ the Conservatives was Charles ~upper who, prior to the 

seAsion of lq56, had addressed the party caucus ur~ing them 

to discontinue their hostility towards the Catholics. 

Tupper's advice of January 1856 was about to have its vin-
d . . 415 1cat1on. 

The verdict of the jury--eight Protestants and four 

Catholics416--woula be certain to affect the careers of those 

415Mea~her, The Religious Warfare, 105. 
416 Fergusson, "Adams George Archibald," 28. 
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involved as principals in court. In the win~s hovered the 

form of HryNe, bent on the satis~action of aven~ing himself 

on the Irish. Symbolically Howe was in the dock, for a 

verdict in favour of the prisoners must be one a~ainst Howe. 

'9ut even if they were convicted, Howe would look to some as 

a villain who, from hi~h office, had hounded a few petty men 

for an offence for which they would have been tried in the 

normal course of events anyway. 

~he first man tried was the key case, as much of 

the evidence wei~hed against several of the accused collec-

tively.417 ~he prisoner, James O'Brien, was provided with an 

alibi by two other Irishmen. After presentation of evidence, 

Judge William B. Bliss charged the jury, which retired at 

3 P.M. on Tuesaay (9 December) and deliberated for two hours. 

They filed back and announced that, after several ballots, 

they remained stalemated 6-6 on the verdict. 418 Bliss dis-

charged the jury as being unlikely to agree. Four acquittals 

followed, two of them because Youn~ said he could not seek 

their conviction on such evidence. The others were discharged 

417 · Sources disa~ree both as to the number of men 
chRrged and on other details. The Mornin~ Journal ana Com-
mercial Advertiser, 10 Dec. 1856, named 11 defendants: 
Thomas McCartney, Alexander Whelan, John end PatricK O'Brien, 
P~trick ~u11ivan, Patrick Jones, Fitzpatrick, William Scannell, 
the three brothers named Mcvicar. Another man--Michael Law-
less--din not appear, the Grand Jury not havin~ found a~ainst 
him. The Church Times, 13 Dec. 18R6, corrected the other pa-
per; John O'grien was actually JRmes 0'9rien. (McVicar is not 
an Irish name, but Scots--the trial of some must have been for 
rioting.) 418 

The Church Times, 13 Dec. 1856. 
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. . 6 c. d. t 419 when their Jury also split - ,J on aver 1c • Young 

apparently felt that he had satisfied.the law and that the 

more prudent course was not to seek a re-trial with a new 

jury, and thereby only keep open an issue that was potentially 
' 

dan~erous to his ~overnment. When the court rose many people 

felt that whoever h~d been vindicated durinR the trials--

possibly the Irish--it was Howe who had lost. "Howe's part 

in this matter served to widen the breach between him and 

th" C th 1· .. 4?0 r a ., 0 1.cs. 

Youn~ had been hopin~ to bury the sectarian con-

flict, and his conduct o~ the prosecution had been politically 

successful. The advocates of brin~ing the rioters to trial 

had to admit that a trial had taken place according to the 

proper formula. ~he sympathizers with the Irish had to con-

cede that Youn~ had prosecuted justly, and had not persecuted 

un~uly. Youn~ had avoided antagonizing the Halifax Irish and 

his Administration still held office. Yet, if Youn~ was aware 

o~ the depth of anti-Trish, anti-Catholic sentiment, and the 

extent to which it was surfacin~ and crystallizing about the 

419Mornin~ Journal and Commercial Advertiser, 17 
Dec. 1856. 

4?.0Joseph A. Chisholm, ed., ~he srP,eches and Pu~lic 
Letters of Joseph µowe (Halifax: The C!"'.ronicle Publishin's 
Co!Ilpanv, Limited, 1909), IT, 328. I heve not relied on either 
Ueaqher or Patterson for an account of the trial itsel~ because 
of their inaccuracy or bias. Meacr,her's premise that Howe was 
at ~ault anr. his opponents mere victims of his malice, colours 
and over-personalizes the account. Patterson mace factual 
slips: p. R?-claimed a woman died due to the riot, a char~e · 
that WAS not substantiated by the records of the trial, the 
coroner's office, or any contemporary evidence. On p. 91, he 
clai~ed a witness speakin~ ~rse lacked a translator, yet the 
rwornin~ Journal end Commercial Advertiser, 10 Dec. 1856, says 
a !.'r. Connors came ~orward in court to interpret Patrick Kady' s 

. testimony. 
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fiisure of Joseph ttmve, he would have savoured nis success in 

court for but a short while. The Catholics were already 

offended, and it seems clear from Tupper's attitude at the 

openin~ of 18~6 that the Conservatives were ~oing to leave 

the door op~n to the Catholics to join them. 

If Johnston and ~upper had been se 0kin ~ a means to 

discredit the Liberals, the trial had also brou~ht success to 

them. There was now a bridge established by which the 

C8tholic Irish could cross to Johnston, their defender in 

court, and the ~ories. 9ut Howe was not the premier, nor was 

he even a member of the council. Moderate leaders, such as 

Young and Archibald, were not compromised. Howe had won a 

bye-election on 9 September 1856, but he could not take his 

seat until the House convened on 5 February 1857. Rowe's 

activities between the trial and his t ak in~ his place in the 

Hous e were to arouse Nova Scotians to a pitch of wrath. 

Johnston ~na the Conservatives, as well as the Catholic Irish, 

sensed that their opportunity was close at hand, just after 

Christmas 1856. 

Howe versus the Hali~ax Irish 

The uncertainty amon~ all, Liberal and Conservative, 

about wh9t Howe might be up to, allowed speculation as well 

as apprehension. Later on, John Tobin, an Irish Catholic who 

became a Conservative in 1857, offered his interpretation of 

Powe's motivation. He said that !-!owe had returned from re-

cruitin~ in the United States and had attended a Charitable 

Irish meetin~ where he sat beside Condon and explained himself. 
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~obin claimed that Howe was frustrated because Youn~ had 

refused him a seat on the executive council, that Howe haa 

assailed the government in private, and had then sought the 

fi~ht with the Catholics so he would be able to join Johnston 

and the Conservatives, whom Howe thoug,ht were anti-Catholic. 

Tupper had reversed that stance, and their refusal to accept 

Howe drove him back to his old Liberal colleagues.421 This 

interpretation depicted Howe as a man cau&sht betv,reen party 

lines, an1 wr.o seized upon the anti-Catholic theme because 

it was already current but leaderless. Howe alle~edly saw 

and seized the opportunity to lead a loyal Protestant party , 

of 11.is own. 

Amidst wild speculation as to his motives, Howe 

resume1 his anti-Irish campaign by firin~ off letters to the 

public press, 422 in which he demanded a retrial alon~ lines 

more to his satisfaction. There was an 'Alice in Wonderland' 

quality in this campai~n with its determination to put ver-

dict first ana evidence afterwards. Howe struck out heedlessly 

at ~11 Catholics and at all Irish. ije singled out William 

Condon for his particular victim. If Howe could not convict 

a ~ang of rioters upcountry, he would settled accounts by 

destroyin~ the career of the nearest thin~ ~alifax had just 

then by way of an indi~enous natural leader, William Condon. 

421~h~ 9ritish Colonist, 8 Apr. 1858. 
422Novascotian, 19 Jan. 1857. 
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Their former spokesman, and Rowe's lon~time friend and 

collea~ue, Lawrence O'Connor Doyle, had retired to New 

York. 423 Without 'Larry' Doyle there was no one to explain 

the Irish and ,Joseph Howe to one another. Ris departure 

from the ~alifax scene was never more sreatlv felt than it 

would be durin~ the first two months of lP.57. 

In January 1857, William Condon came under the 

fire of the solicitor-~eneral in the Liberal government, 

Hon. A.G. Archibald of Truro. This gentleman was astute 

enou~h to complRin of Condon's very real offense: as a 

provincial customs o~ficer he had exceeded his ri~hts by 

takin~ part with the anti-war elements in the United States. 

Condon should be suspended durin~ an investi~ation, and if 

he could not explain himself, he would be dismissed. 424 

Archibald wei~hed the matter for two weeks, and on 5 February 

advised William Youn~, the premier, to dismiss Condon out of 

hand. 425 Archibald thoufsht that most Protestants disapproved 

of Condon's actions and that most Catholics could not approve. 

If Catholics insisted on Condon's retention in office "they 

do so on other than political ~rounds--To them religious con-

siderations may be suf~icient ~round for overloo~ini Mr. 

Concon's orfence but that is no justification for such of 

their associates as view the matter only politically--~ feel 

that they cannot retain Mr. Condon in office without defendin~ 

423MullanP, "Lawrence O'Connor Doyle," 195. 
424P.A.~.s., ~.G. 2, 9ox 736, #1253, Archibald to 

Youn~, 16 Jan. 1P57. 
425Inid., #1270, same to same, 5 Feb. 1857. 



his conduct ana iaentifyin~ themselves with his principles."426 

This was cRlm and fair; outside that emotionally-charged 

situation if would have told to good effect. Archibald may 

have read the , significance of the silence of the Conservatives 

on the issue. ~viaently, the latter were ready to receive 

the Catholic Irish if they deserted the Liberal ~overnment. 

·Possibly what made up Archibald's and Youn~•s minds 

about Conaon was the appearance of his further letter in ·the 

Novascotian of 26 January. Condon said that Powe had duped 

the Irish-Americans to come to Nova Scotia in 1855. He took 

some pains to point out that the Irish radical, John ¥itctel, 

haa not been connected with the New York Citizen for two 

years, that he, Concon, had never been in touch with 

Mitchcl. 427 ~a~in~ Condon at his word, it is still very un-

likely that his ~urther letter to the press absolved him in 

the eyes of the Nova Scotian 'Know-nothings'. Indeed, by 

writin~ anew, Condon was likely to inflame public opinion, 

rather than allay it. Furthermore, Young was well aware 

that the powerful fi~ure of Howe would be present in the 

Bouse when it mf"t, ann that Howe could lear. a revolt of 

Protestant members if some sop was not ~iven him. Condon's 

renewed appearance as a correspondent in the public press 

made Eowe's demands for his dismissal more acceptable than 

before. 

426Fer'sllsson, "Adams f'1eorge Archibald," 29. 

427Novascotian, 26 Jan. 1857. 
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Youn~ and Archibald proposed to remove Condon from 

his post in the customary way. Civil·servants could not 

espouse opposition politics and expect to retain their ~overn-

ment emoluments. When the espousal skirted upon disloyalty 

action was clearly demanded. The trouble was that the Irish 

Catholic community w~s sensitive to affront, both because 

they feared loss o~ their recently gained advantages, and 

because recent events in ' J:reland (e.~., the Famine, Young 

Irelan~ movement) left them dubious of the ~ood intentions 

o~ the authorities. Furthermore, Howe seemed bent on des-

troyin~ William Condon, and throu~h him, doin~ the same, at 

least symbolically, to the Irish Catholic community in 

Halifax. An Irish population, resentful of the ineffectual 

measures taken by the 9ritish ~overnment ~urin~ the Fa~ine, 

and perhaps re~arding Young Irelan~ as having been more of 

a popular movement than it had actually been, was not going 

to sit bac~ and watch Joseph Howe sacrifice Condon to Pro-

testant public opinion. Unfortunately, Howe continued, 

oblivious to the dan~er si~ns. 

In his December correspondence to the press, Howe 

offero.d three th0u~hts to the public. He portr~yed the Irish 

as a rabble; he upheld the ri~ht of adherents of one faith 

to mock offensively the beliefs of another; and he hinted 

dar~ly that the Irish had better behave, since they were 

outnumbered. 

So then, a mob of Irishmen, armed with sticks, 
march simultaneously, from different points of 
a public work, break into a Nova Scotian's house 
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--sack Rnn attempt to burn it-- ••• and 
the reason ~iven . is, because some Protest8nts 
lau~hed at the Heal Presence, which no Pro-
testant believes; and which every Protestant 
in every4fpee country has a ri .~ht to laugh 
at • • • ·-

And, ac:sain, 

Tt now more fully appears than heretofore, that 
the Att8ck upon Gourley's shanty, was a kind of 
crusade a~ainst the heretics ••• 'Vercurial 
Irishmen' would do well to remember that, out-
side of the City of Halifax, they are but a 
handful of the population in any county, east 
or west ••• In the County of Halifax, out of 
a populati0n of 39,112, the CBtholics of all 
ori~ins number but 13,317. The ri~ht to dis-
cuss theolo~y, and to laui:h at wh~t they cannot 
believe, will not be very tamely surrena4~ec by 
the other 25,795, or I am much mistaken. ,9 

In a letter to the Novascotian, published in its 

issue of 19 January 1857, Hovve offered a lengthy review of 

his relBtions with the Irish of Halifax. Although it was 

partially self-justification, it is interesting for the per-

spective it gives to Howe's attitudes, and for what it tells 

about the political attitudes of the Irish Catholics in 

ualif'ax over many years Under the headin~, 'Old and Youni:s 

Ireland', Howe wrote: 

Sir. 
Nova Scotians can scarcely understand what is 
passin.n; in their own capital, without revert in~ 
to snme things which have occurred in Ireland 
••• Yet there are certain p0rsons, callin~ 
themselves Irishmen, in this com~unity, who 
think that they have the ri~ht to co this to-
wards .Q_lIT Mother Country ••• They may band 

428Novascotian, 29 Dec. 1856. 

429~he Church Times, 3 Jan. 1857. 



to~ether ••• ann scowl at those they dislike, 
but, to all intents and purposes, they are and 
will be re~Brded F.lS a foreig;n el~ment in the 
midst of a ~ritish community. 

After a passage directed a~ainst James II, Howe spoke of his 

sympathy for the Irish about 1829. Movin~ on to 1841, he 

explained his rejection of Irish Repeal, when he 

was told, in very si~nificBnt terms, th8t if I did 
not embar~ in th8 Repeal movement, Responsible 
'1overnrnent ••• mip;ht ~o to the winds. At that 
momP.nt my personAl interests and political success 
mi~ht be fairly assumed to han~ upon my answer. I 
~ave it in the negative, and would no more permit 
Irishmen to coerce me into doing what I did not 
apnrove in 1841, than they cqn, in 1P57, coerce me 
into an approval of breakin~ poor men's heads in 
the wilderness or of writing sedition in the capital. 

Young Ireland 

hP-d their admirers here, Messrs. Condon, Compton~ 
Co., san~ their songs, and repeated their speeches 

The t;rimean War 

found the American Irish buckin~ for war a~ainst 
Britain. This excited no surprise 1 but what did 
surprise us was to find that the di sciples or that 
Sword here, raa learnt no wisdom; and that ••• 
they only looked gloo~~ when the Allied armies 
were successful ••• 0 

. . . 

The Novascotian described the Irish Catholics of 

P.t:ilifAx 8S "the ~and army of Gua1sers, Haberdashers, Grocers, 

Attornies 8n~ Persons who h1=ive attacked a Shanty. 11431 Moderate 

430Nov~rncotian, 19 Jen. 1.P.57. 'Compton Co.' were 
the brothers, John T. (1823-lP?l) and William (1P26-1P99) 
Compton, publishers. ~hey han an F.n~lish father and an lrish 
mother and w0re Catholics. They moved from the Reformers to 
the ConservAtives. 

431Ibia. ~he editor of the Novascotian, Annand, 
was closer to Howe than to Young. 
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voices were bein~ i~nored as even respectable· people took 

sides. The Halifax Mernin~ Journal came out a~ainst sectarian 

strife, while the Pictou ~astern Chronicle regretted the matter 

of last May (.i.e., the Gourley incident) was being resurrected, 

and further felt that intelli!?:ent Catholics could not sympa-

thize with their more rabia brethren. 432 

Some further violence occurred at this point, al-

though fortunately for Halifax it was up-country and did 

not develop ~urther. The occasion was another Catholic fes-

tival, ~piphany, 6 JAnuary 1857. Near St. Croix on the 

Vlindsor line, work was suspended by a brawl between about 

half a dozen each of Scots and Irish navvies. The Irish got 

the worse of it and withdrew to raise a gan~ of fifty men. 

Someone in authority at the scene pacified this mob by 

t 11 . th t t th t ld b d" h d 433 1th h e in~ . em ha e , cos wou e isc ar~e , a ou~ 

this threat apparently was not carried into ef:fect. 

John English and Hu~h W. Blackadar, the former an 

Irish Catholic, the latter a Nova Scotian Protestant, operated 

the Acadian ~ecorder. On 31 JAnuary 1857 these old Liberals 

and Reformers published an article, 'The Catholic Question'. 

It was a balanced warnin~ to the public e~ainst the extremists 

on both sides of the issue: the Irish factionis~s and Howe, 

whose antics made him an extremist at the time. 

43?.Morninr:; Journal, 31 Dec. 1856. Independent in 
politics, this paper was edited 1854-65 by William A. Penny~ 
FAstern Chronicle, 1 Jan. 1857. Generally Reform/Liberal in 
political views, it was edited at this time by Edward M. 
MacDonala, Pictou. 

433The Church Times, 10 Jan. 1857. 



We allude to those individuals who, in their 
hopelessness of attainin~ any distinction in 
any ~ore honorAble way, seek to ~levate them-
selves as Mitchell, Mea~her, & Co., and many 
others have done in Ire lend, and as t~r. Howe 
himself could once do in Nova Scotia, by 
appealin~ to the spirit of clanship, fomentin~ 
the prejndices, and provokin~ the passions of 
Trish~en, only to make tools of th0m for their 
own selfish ends. 

Going on, they discussed Rowe's use of violence in the 

election of 4 March 1848, and his appeals to the mob. Howe 

was compared to his Conservative opponent: 

9ut we never heard that because many of the 
demonstrative p9rt of them--were Irish 
c~tholics, Mr. Johnston denounced the whole 
Catholic body • • • 434 

Young should have perceived that Howe was turnin~ 

moderate opinion against his political colleagues. At Anti-

~onish, the editor of The Cqsket, John Boyd, who was poli-

tically incepepdent, tried to distin~uish between Howe and 

the Liberal !sOVernment by offering the latter the advice 

that Howe had be~n immoderate, but that the government need 

not fRll, since Howe was not a 1.sovernment spokesman, but a 

private member. 435 This advice came from a Scottish Catholic, 

a m.gn who wound up as a Conservative. Stories in the Nova-

scotian clt=iimed the trouble was between Scottish and Irish 

Catholics, 436 but Rowe's c9reless attacks on all Catholics 

434Acadiqn Recorder, 31 JA~. lRR?. In 1P55 Bn1lish 
wes 8lrPJ:ldy distin~u1-sh1-n~ between what he considernd true 
~i?0rals an~ the so-called Liberals, such as Annand. Cf., 
ibid., 2R Apr. 1855. 

435the Casket, 5 Feb. lP.57. 
436~T t• 1\ovasco ian, 9 Feb. 1857. 



were drivin~ them to~ether in their com~on defence. 

Mnanwhile Howe was demandin~ Condon's instant dis-

missal from his ~overnment appointment as gau~er and proof 

officer for the port o~ Halifax. On 5 February (the day 

Howe was sworn in 1:1s a member o-f the House) the Liberal 

caucus considered Condon's case, and "efforts were m8de to 

persuade the Roman Catholics to a~ree to Condon's being 

fired." 437 The Provincial Secretary addressed a curt notice 

of dismissal to Condon the next morn1n~: 

February 6; 1857 
Sir 

T hAve it in Com~and ~rom the Lieutenant ~overnor 
to inform you thRt his ~xcellency hRs no further 
occasion -for your services, and that you have been 
accordin~ly removed from your office as one of the 
Suagers and Proof officers for the Port of Halifax. 
Mr. Wm. Condon I have & 
Qalifax. /sd/ W.A. Henry 438 

Henry carried out this-for him-disagreeable duty, 

en1 three days later he resi~ed as ~rovincial-Secretary. 

His dis~ust over the reli~ious issue and the houndin~ of 

Condon from his job caused him to cross the floor to Join 

the Conservatives, but Henry's change of party seems not to 

have lost him the re~ard of his constituents. "Most • • • 

were Scots Catholics and held aloof from what they at first 

consider~a a local ouarrel in Halifax with the Irish Roman 

Catholics. This opinion chan~ed after the dismissal of 

437 lllakeley, 110. 

438P.A.~.s., R.~. 1, Vol. 159, 98 (Lieutenant-
Governor's Correspondence). 
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Condon. ,.439 The Acad ian ~ecorder claimed Condon had be en 

used as a whipping-boy for Howe's bigotry,440 while John 

Tobin complained on Condon's behalf that the latter had been 

given no chance to explain his conduct. Tobin added that 

"he had never heard an Irishman in this city attack Mr. Howe 

for the part he hgd taken in that business /Crimean recruitin~/ 
C • n441 until he had made the speech at the ra~pton meetin~. 

The Casket announced with regret that "the Govern-

ment which we have hitherto honored with the name of Liberal, 

has, after many equivocal acts, ••• sealed its fate by 

dismissing l'lr. William Condon merely to satisfy Mr. Howe's 

a . h" t n442 ven~eance an, insure is suppor. Boyd was quite correct 

in predicting the earlv demise of the acm1nistration. Ten 

Liberals (eight Catholics and two Protestants from mainly 

Catholic constituencies) crossed the floor of the House, 

obli~ing the Young government to resign on 20 February. The 

religious issue ana Condon's dismissal had convinced them 

to leave the Liberal party, partly on principle and partly 

in political self-preservation. Four days later, a Conser-

vative government took office, under the nominal leadership 

439 '131akeley, "William Alexander Henry," 111. 

440A ~· R a 7 F b 1°57 cac ian ec or er, e • ,) , • 

441~he Church Times, 14 Feb. 1857. 

442The Casket, 12 Feb. 1857. 
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of J.W. Johnston, but with Charles ~upper as the drivin~ 

force. 443 Alpin G. Grant, proprietor· of The 9ritish Colonist, 

had informed Tupper as early as 13 January of th~ names of 

ten liberals ~ro were ready to bolt, and gave him the addi-

tional in-formation that Rt. Rev. Thomas L. Connolly, Catholic 

bishop of Saint John, knew and fully approved of their 

defection to the Conservatives.444 Until then, by his own 
. . 1 L'b 1 445 admission, Connely had been pro- 1 era • 

The Liberal government had already fallen when 

"'he Casket said that Condon was either innocent or 'sUilty; 

if the former; he should be left in his job; if the latter, 

the guilt was apparent months a~o and nothing was cone.446 

Either way, the ~overnment stood indicted: as mean perse-

cutors or as fumblers. The question was academic when The 

Casket asked it, since Condon had been dismissed by then, and 

the offendin~ ~overnment was abcut to follow Condon out of 

office. 

443P.A.N.S., R.0. 3, Vol. 200, 26?. 
444P.A.c., M.G. 26 "F", Tupper Papers, I, 172-174. 

Alpin Grant (lPlP-1900) from Pictou, became Queen's Printer in 
April 1R57 in lieu o-f Annand. A stron~ Gonservative, he was 
assRulted on Poll.is Street by 9enjAmin Wier, former vice-
presi~ent of the Charitable Irish Society, who had broken 
with thqt body in order to remain a Liberal. Wier had assAulted 
the master o~ a vessel in October 1R58 an~ was fined for it in 
Boston. Grant's paper carried the news, and Wier, a large man, 
took a cud~el and beat the much smaller 0rant to the pavement. 
Cf., AcadiAn Recorder, ?.3 and 30 Oct. 1858. 

4459ritish Colonist, 31 Au~. 1872. Letter to the 
editor from Archbishop Connolly. 

446The Casket, 19 Feb. 1857. 



The new Conservative administration, with stron~ 

Catholic support, Appointed Condon to·the post of Superin-

tendant of Li~hthouses in Nova Scotia. The fallen Liberals 

were outra,i:sed ','lil liam Young declared Condon hRd refused 

to display the Que~n's likeness at a lar~e social ~atherin~ 
447 an-3 had declared that loyalty was 'bunku:n'. - Johnston 

told the Assembly on 19 March 1858 regardin1.s Condon that 

if the char~e a~ainst him is that he aroused 
religious animosities, let Mr. Yount;; think of 
the reli~ious ~eelin~s aroused by others on 
his side, under the ~uise of politics. Condon 
h::ia h"ld o-"'fice under the Youn~ '1ow~rnment and 
hAd not been dismissed until the leader had 
been fo44~d to make a choice between Howe and 
Condon. 

Charles ~upper added that he hAd delayed Condon's appointment 

until "all charges of disloyalty a~ainst him hAd been in-

• • 

As usual, Joseph Howe turned to the newspt:iper 

columns to express his dissatis~action with developments. 

Aaarcssing himsel~ to 'the People of Nova Scotia' on 2 March 

1957, Howe reviewed whi:it he called 'the crimes o~ the Irish 

C9th~lics•. 450 ~he Scottish Catholic or~an, The Casket, 

rlescribed Howc's appeal to Nova Scotians as 'The Know 

Nothin~ Manifesto', and added th8t its endorsement by 
u, ' 11 . Y ,!I ' 11 ' 11 ' A ..:1 a . · · 4 51 ,11 1.B'11 oun's anu ,vi 18m nnanu ma e it no 'Tiore impressive. 

447MacPhee, "The "'Sarl of Mul~rave," 57. 

448Ibid. , 59. 
449Ibid., 60. 
450Ibid. , 73. 
451The Casket, 19 Mar. 1857. 

the editor of th~ Novascotian, Queen's 
to Howe, an-i a Member of the Assembly. 

Annand (180P.-1BR7) WAS 

Printer, a ~eformer close 



Howe claimed that the only sounc'! b'3sis 1.ef't for a 

Novq Scotien party was throu~:i ,.a Protestant or~anization, 

as will render the Government independent of Roman Catholic 

support. 11452 A committee was formed, called the Protestant 

Alliance. ~he Conservative paper, The 9ritish Colonist, 

described the Alliance as "a self-constituted secret society, 

paranin~ unner a reli~ious name, but actually a means employed 

to promote ~.fr. Howe. 11453 'I'he object seemed to be to defeat 

the rrovernment by an appeal to reli~ious strif'e and bigotry. 

A few remarks on the Protestant Allianc e will sive 

some innication of hmv extensive this phenomenon was in Nova 

Scotia. As early as 7 March 1857 The Presbyterian Witness 

spoke of a meetin~ of Protestant cler~y of all stripes to 

c'liscuss means o.c combattin's the 'Romish party, who were "the 

common f'oe of liberty."454 ThrouG;h the Morning Chronicle, 

another leadin~ Liberal, William Annand, seconded P.owe's 

efforts. On 17 Decemb~r 1857 Annand claimed the Youn~ 

~ov ernrn~nt was dPstroyed "for attemptin~ to brin~ Irish 

Catholics to justice, and those in power now dnre not inter-

fere, bein~ in dread of' a similar fate." 455 Alpin Grant 

452MacPhee, 74. 

4538ritish Colonist, 18 ~ar. 1858. 

454The Presbyterian Witness, 7 Uar. 1857. 

45f\, . Ch . 1 ,,1orn1nrr .ron1c e, 17 Dec. 1857. 
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in~ir.ated th~t th£ Alliance was conductin~ a pamphlet cam-

pai~n. 4·56 He identified their writers as Hunter, Robson . 

and Whidden, 'hot-headed political partizans•. 457 A letter 

from" A Protestant Conservative 'warned that the Alliance 

WAS formed "by a few desi~nin~ politicians to defeat the 

present ~overnment, by excitin~ the prejudices of Protestants 

against Catholic .'1, who merely, after repeated insults, trans-

ferred their supnort to the Conservatives at the last 

session ••• "458 A series of six Protestant Alliance 

Lectures was held in Halifax between 29 Nov. 1858 and 11 

March 1R59. Speakers included Rev. William Ferrie, Rev. 

Andrew Kini:s, Rev. Robert Sedgewick, W.C. McKinnon, and Rev. 

J.L. Murdoch. The first three lectures held in 1859, were 

published as pampl-)lets by the Wesleyan Conference printin~ 

office. 459 

456The 9ritish Colonist, 18 Mar. 1858. 
457Charles D. Hunter (1795-1875), Halifax tea mer-

chant from Ardoise, ~~nts County, an Active member of Poplar 
~rove Presbyterian Church; 0eor~e C. Whidden (1803-1872), 
"~lt~ax insurAnce A"cnt from Kin~s County; and Charles Robson 
(1Pl4-1P85', a Palifax merchAnt, ~na son of a Presbyterian 
minister at Pictou. 

458The 9ritish Colonist, 18 Mar. 185P. 

4 ~90 • f h h ~opies o t ese pamp lets are 
"Akins Collection". 

in P.A. ~r. S. , 
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The Protestqnt Alliance was impres s ive ana it 

capi t ~1izen on the Bnti-Cqtholic, anti-im~i~rant sentiments 

o~ the Protestant public. And yet, it failed to exclude 

Catholics from ~overnment. The reasons for this failure 

were several. First, of course, was the f~ilure of the 

Alliance or Fowe to gather up the support of all Protestants, 

or even most of it ~or very long. Several Protestant 

clergymen withdrew from the Alliance when they discovered 

it was political. The British Colonist had l earned that a 

Liberal ca~inet minister, '9enjamin Wier, was in the Alliance, 

while 'A Protestant' claimed that the "CP.tholics h.9ve w131<:ed 

up to see that the Liberals were makin~ tools of them, and 

now they-the Liberals-want to make tools of you /Protes-

tants?.11460 '9y April 1859, when Johnston a ttacken the 

All.iqnce the whole concept had been r ender ed more than a 

little riciculous. 

Another reason why the anti-CP.tholic campaign 

nnd the Protestant Alliance did not endure was that the 

economic motivation was weakenin~. ~he Reciprocity Treaty 

was havin~ its beneficial effects o~ creatin1 wealth and 

wor1<: in Novq Scotia, while the credit rece!:!sion at the time 

of the Crimean War did not last. 461 In 1857 the long mono-

poly of the f1eneral Mining Association on the minin~ ri~hts 

460~he British Colonist, 25 Mar. lPSP. 

461McNutt, The Atlantic Provinces, 266-267. 
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of Nova Scotian coalfields was enaea. 462 This also contri-

buted to a feelin~ that times were improvin~. Without a 

reli~ious basis, and quickly losing its economic pretext, 

the Alliance was evaporating as a formal force, althou~h a 

sense of anti-Cntholicism and anti-Irish prejudice aia not 

disapoear so quickly in a less organized context. 9i~otry 

poisoned the atmosphere of the 1859, but its political nature 

was obvious. The American Know-Nothinr:;s were motivated by 

reli~ious bi~otry, economic competition and fear of foreign 

involvements. For Fowe in Nova Scotia it had been politics, 

ana mAkin~ use of en existin~ anti-Catholic, anti-Irish re-

sentm0nt. Neither movement survived for lon~ because - they 

were both essentially negative. Their proponents had less 

in com~on than they had to dispute amon~ themselves; remove 

the tar~et of their hatred an~ alliances of pre judice an~ 

hatred soon disintegrate into their factious components. 

As a result of Rowe's crusade the Iris~ Catholics 

hAd left the Liberal party, which never rc~ained the same 

support. Another legacy of the a~fair was the sullen and 

suspicious atmQsphere between the Irish and some other Nova 

Scotians. Sitter invective and sporadic violence were also 

part o~ th,is herita~e. Libernls in the 1859 labelled (if 

not libelled) Conservative Catholic supporters as "cabmen, 

h L bl k d h. "463 coac men, s r· oe ac s, an c imnev-sweeps ••• 

462Ibid., 266. 
46~- t· - Novasco 1.an, 18 Apr. 1859. 
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(Evicently the Novascotian kept its -Piles -from 1P57!) Durin~ 

the lP~g election campai[;n th_at newspaper supported ~owe 

and the Liberals, and in doing so, it kept up a barre~e of 

anti-Catholic an~ anti-Irish propa~anda. It published 

rantin~ letters from •An Oran~ernan', which in another phase 

o-P its existence that paper would hBve rej ected, 464 and 

descended to some irrelevant personal attac~s, such as its 

jibe a~ainst Samuel Shannon, the Conservative candidate in 

Hali-f'ax Countv (western division), that he who was not the 

Irishmen's fri end haa once been unable to endure "a s ervAnt 

~irl in his house havin~ the name of Bridget, it w~s so 

Catho1-ic Irish,--,md insisted that she should allow herself 

to be called Mary ••• "465 

A nomination meetin~ at Hammonds Pla i ns was re-

ported to have pass ed peacefully. "The only pers ons pre-

sent ~i vin,..,. any trouble was [si~ . .7 Mr. W. Evans of the Ci. tv, 

ana an Irishman a little the worse -f'or dr i nk. ,.466 There was 

a certain ethnic slur in this, but it bas a perfunctory, 

almost a ritualistic rin~ about it, as if the Novascotian's 

edi.tor felt hi.s readers expected such a remark to be made. 

Pthno-reli1sious confrontation was winn 5n~ down. 'T'hose who 

had assailed the Irish Catholics ha~ discover ed themselves 

to be ~reater vi.cti.rr.s th,:in their quarry. The r;A11e we. s no 

464I'Jia. , 2R ~far. lP.~9. 
465tb'd 

l , • ' ]_ P Apr. 1859. 
466Ibid. , 2 May 1959. 
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lon~er worth thP. candl~, and ~11 but a han~~ul of near-

f8na+ics knew it. 

The decade was closin~ in less than harmony and 

t~erP. continued to be murmurs end tiny incidents to disturb 

people. Ale~~nder J. Hitc~ie, who had published the Halifnx 

Sun, produced a short-lived Protestant ra~, the Halifax Day 

Star, which may have continued irregularly from 1859 to 1861. 

The only issue which has been ~ound was full of a piece 

entitled 'Reli~ious Awakenin~ in Ireland', a chronicle of 

how Methodists and other non-Catholics were fast hewin~ down 

the Catholic ~orests of idolatry in Irelana. 467 Despite 

these outbursts the atmosphere was clearin~ up, if only 

because public paroxysms of hatred cannot continue with 

nothin~ to f'eed upon. The Crimean War had ended in 1856, and 

the issues connected with it hqd no more relevance for Nova 

~cotians by 1859 and 1860. 

The very moderation of reprisals taken by the 

LiberRls when they resumed office in February 1860 indicated 

that passions h~a cooled. Condon was fired at once, 468 but 

that W8S to be expected. It was partisan po1itics in an 

a~e o~ party patrona~e. The Conservatives would fire the 

Liberal appointee in 1863, and the post remained political 

until Confederation, which solved the problem by puttin~ 

46? Day Star, 1, 2 (October, 1859). 
468 P.A.N.S., R.G. 1, Vol. 214 H (Executive Council 

Minutes), 3. 
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li~hthouses under federal jurisdiction-. Condon, whom 

Patterson described as a 'greatly mellowed' old men, ended 

his days as li~htkeeper at Egg Island, just off Ship 

Harbour. 469 If he had once been a 'disloyal firebrand' he 

had lon~ a~o learned his lesson. 

The election of 1859 marked the conclusion of the 

anti-Irish course of Nova Scotian public life, a course 

th8t ~rew out of a general North American nativism, ana 

which hao been fed in Nov,;i Scotia first by the Crimean War, 

then by the riot and trial, and fin8lly by qryne's ill-

considered remarks. ~efore the events of the decade the 

Irish had made considerable political an~ economic pro~ress. 

The best, or the worst, of Howe's e~forts did not alter 

th8t fact. Indeed, ~owe hurt himself. 

l;onclusio!l . 

The decade had been one of decision. The Irish 

Ca~holics of Hali-f'ax in 1849 stood almost solidly with the 

Liberals. T~eir economic an~ social status was improvin1 

at mid-century, and despite SJme resentment a~ainst tr.em, 

the Irish could ~enerally feel they were doing well. Then 

the beisinninp; o-f' the Crimean War and of the Nova Scotia 

~ailway created further tensions. The War was accompanied 

~y An~lo-Saxon super-nationalism. The ma~ority had trouble 

n.2. 
469 Patterson, Studies in Nova Scotian History, 85, 



in acceptin~ others as loyal citizens unless they too 

evinced a noisy patriotism. Unlickily for themselves, the 

Irish could not stir with national pride at the prospect 

o-r keepini::; the, Russian Czar from takin~ the Straits from 

the 0ttoman Sultan. Howe, alw~ys the loyn1 'Sri ton, wr>.s in-

crefu1ous at his Irish contemporaries An~ t~eir lukewarm 

at+i tude to what tfowe re~arded as a isreat imperial crusade. 

He underestimated the impRct the Famine had had on the Irish 

p~op1e everywhere. He took existin~ antipathy towards 

Catholics an~ forei~ners (e.~., Irishmen) and triec to forge 

a political weapon from it. Instead it destroyed the Yrmnq; 

~overnment, blackened Rowe's reputation, and drove the Irish 

Catholics into an alliance with the Conservatives. One by 

one, the responsible Protestants repudiated Hryne's Protestant 

Alliance, once they saw its political motivation. 

Incidents that in normal times mi~ht have been 

iq;nored took place during a time of stress. The Gourley 

riot was a dastardly affair anc the law shouln have punished 

the ~uilty throu~h due process. Instead, Rowe was suffered 

to leAd a hue and cry, and then to show public contempt for 

the courts by continuin~ his feud after acquittals had been 

given. 'Sy sinalin~ out Condon for his special wrath Howe 

helped brin~ down Youn~'s ~overnment, wric~ had hoped to 

smother the entire affair. 
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Howe and the Irish had done their utmost ai:sainst 

one anather, to Bowe's loss. The Lib8rals had again learned 

how much the Irish and Catholic vote meant in Nova Scotia. 

Irish Catholic~ could decide who would win elections, if 

the·r voted en ~loc. Howe' s attacks ~ave the Irish a sense 

of solidarity they had lacked since Fraser fell out with 

them twenty years earlier. Emotionally, Howe had made the 

Irish defensive, but in economic and social status the Irish 

he11 and Advanced their position. Nativism, or its Nova 

Scotian equivalent, had failed a~ainst the Irish, who there-

after be~an to become more a part of the established Nova 

Scotian community. This, as well as the al1.iancc with 

Tupper an~ the Conservatives, would encoura~e the Irish to 

a less radical stand than previously. 

The changing character of the Halifax Irish 

community was both reflected and hastened by the emer~ence 

of new leadership, or the older leadership transformed to 

meet a chan~ed situation. Doyle had left Palifax, while 

K n· Q . h b C t· ,enny, ,1n~ fin ,.., u1nan a\~ ecome onserve 1ves. '!'he men 

who w~re emer~in~-John Tobin an4 Stephen ~obin-were not 

interested in regression to the old allia~ce with Liberals, 

but looked for\'/ard. In the ecclesiastical department, 

archbishop Walsh died in 185P, and was replAced by Thomas 

L. Connolly, a prelate who would assert clerical influence 

to ~n extent not aunroached before or since in the diocese 

of Hali-f'ax:. Connolly and the Tobins preached loyalty, voted 

Torv, an~ made Trish Catholicism acceptable, iP not lovable, 

in the eyes of the community. 
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V. - EQUILIBRIUM AND CONSOLIDATION, 1860-1871 

The 1850's, with their ethnic and religious 

controversy, proved that the Irish Catholics were still 

not accepted as part of the Halifax community on equal 

terms with Anglo-Saxon Protestants. The Irish in Halifax 

had come a long way since the 1820 1 s, politically and 

economically, yet in the eyes of many Haligonians the 

Irish remained a distinctive group. The future status 

of the Irish in Halifax turned on a matter of choice. The 

Irish had to decide (and that quickly and irrevocably) 

whether their first allegiance was to Ireland or to Nova 

Scotia. They could opt for Ireland, and thereby expect 

to engage in further religious and ethnic feuds with the 

non-Irish majority whenever circumstances provided an 

opportunity. They could opt for Nova Scotia and seek 

accommodation with their fellow-citizens. 

There were factors at work which predispo~ed the 

Irish to the latter alternative. The flow of immigration 

from Ireland to Halifax had fallen off during the Famine 

and did not recover. This meant a rising proportion of 

Nova Scotian born people within the Irish community here. 

These younger people had little practical reason to support 

Irish interests ahead of those of Nova Scotia. Another 

factor in favour of choosing Nova Scotia was the example 

of those who had a..lready done so, such as the Tobins and 

a score of less prominent families. During the troubled 

1850's the Irish had banded together in self-defence 
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against indiscriminate attacks from outside their group. 

That did not mean, however, th~t all, er even most, Irish 

Catholics in Halifax supported the clique among them who 

had made heavY, weather about the Crimean War and Howe's 

recruiting campaign. Many Irish had the attitude of 

disapproving of what William Condon said, but of defending 

his right to say it. In making the choice between Ireland 

and Nova Scotia, their present home had an edge over their 

former home. 

There remained the problem, however, of working 

out the terms of the accommodation between Irish and non-

Irish in Halifax. The 1860 1 s ·found the Irish still in 

the process of becoming, but not yet being, stabilized 

and consolidated in a firm pattern within Halifax society. 

Ultimately it became apparent that the Irish Catholics 

were succeeding in rising above being merely Irish Catho-

lics. They would lay the foundations of a fairly stable 

position in the community, which adjusted to accommodate 

the Irish Catholics as an accepted portion of society. 

The Irish would find consolidation while the community as 

a whole achieved equilibrium. One observer of the pattern 

of ethnic relations during the 1860 1 s was John F. Maguire, 

who devoted the first chapter of a book to the Irish in 

Halifax. 

Irish Halifax, a Profile in the 1860 1 s 

John Francis Maguire, M.P., leader of the caucus 



of the Irish Nationalists in the House of Commons, visited 

Halifax in 1867, at the opening of hi; tour of Irish 

communities in North America. He felt moved on the oc-

casion to make some remarks which, while unduly optimistic, 

nevertheless possessed insight. In Maguire's opinion the 

Irish in Halifax had become a fully integrated part of 

the larger community. 

There is no cause, no legalized cause, 
of hostility and ill blood, no provocation 
to anger --no grievance. The Catholic feels 
himself to be on an equality with the Protes-
tant, towards whom he does not and cannot 
entertain a sentiment of ho~tility; and the 
Protestant is pleased to know that his Catholic 
fellow-citizen regards him with a kindly and 
fraternal feeling ... 

It would be foreign to the truth to assert 
that Catholics in Nova Scotia have not their 
difficulties to contend with. The y have dif-
ficulties and troubles, but they are in a 
position in which they can endure if they can-
not overcome them. For instance, unscrupulous 
politicians [Joseph Howe?] will occasionally 
raise an anti-Catholic cry, that for the time 
inflames the passions of the unreflecting, and 
disturbs the good understanding which, as a 
rule, pervades the colony. [Politicians generally 
find it to their advantagaj ..• to stand well with 
the Catholics.470 

Maguire felt that the Irish in Halifax had a well-deserved 

influence and a better position than most of their fellows 

in America. He went so far as to claim what some would 

have questioned, that the Irish "constitute an essential 

470 Maguire , The Irish in America, 18-19. Although 
Maguire's book appeared in 1868, the tour was undertaken in 
1867 to ascertain by personal observation what the Irish 
were doing in America, and to assess the strength of anti-
British sentiment among the Irish expatriates. Cf., 
Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, CIII, 632 (Feb. IB68), 
226 



471 el e ment of its stability and progress." He held that 

"Halifax may be described as a city of solid prosperity 

and steady progress; and the Irish not only share in its 

prosperity, but assist in its progress. 11472 Maguire 

observed that the Irish element was 

everywhere discernable, in every descrip t ion 
of business and in all branches of industry, 
in every class and in every condition of 
life, from the highest to the l owest. There 
are in other cities larger mass e s of Irish ... 
but it may be doubted if there are many 
cities ... in which they afford themselves 
fuller play for the exercies of their hi gher 
qualities than in the capital of Nova Scotia 
••• 4 7 3 

The visitor's descriptions of the Irish in Halifax 

in 1867 contain one passage that rings BO true to the 

ingrained attitudes with which many Irish Catholics were 

raised, even in the first decades of t he present century, 

that it will be quoted at length. To anyone with the 

experience of being an Irish Haligonian the following will 

be very familiar. Maguire noted that for an Irishman, 

the best proof of their good conduct is the 
possession by a considerable number of them 
of that which •.. is the first step in advance 
--'a lot'--meaning thereby a piece of ground 
on which a house is or is to be erected. 
There is a kind of magic ..• in the poss e ssion 
of this first bit of 'real estate'. An 
evidence of frugality and self-denial, it is 
an incentive to the continued practice of 
the same virtues ..• 

The house may be rude in construction, 

471M . 3 aguire, . 

4 7 2 Ibid. , 5 • 

473Ibid., 3. 



mean in appearance, miserable in ac-
commodation, but it is a house ... their 
property--;their own.' •.• Once possess the 
'lot' in the town, and the rest is compar-
atively easy •.• The Irish, even of the very 
humblest class, possess lots on which they 
hav~ erected dwelling-houses which they 
themselves occupy; and ... :on~ may daily 
behold a happy transformation in the 
character of the dwelling, wherever industry 
is combined with thrift and frugality. The 
... family ..• move up in the social scale; and 
the superior education which their children 
receive enables them to improve the position 
their father had acquired by his good conduct 
and good sense. That 'lot' is a wonderful 
friend to the Irish in Ameri~a& and this the 
wise of them know full well. f 

Maguire's book provided his contemporaries with 

evidence that the Irish in America could attain a comfort-

able situation there if they were not afraid of 'a little 

privation and hard work at the outset', and provided they 

kept sober habits of work. 475 Maguire was told by "a 

gentleman of long and varied experience ... when in Halifax 

•.. that 'All the Irish who come here can do well ... if 

they abstain from drink .•. 11476 Both Maguire and the 

reviewer in Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine seemed to feel 

that Halifax was an excellent exemplar of all that Maguire 

was trying to say about the image of the Irish in America: 

remove external restrictions to success and the Irish would 

move ahead. 

So far Mr. Maguire. As the various features of 

Irish Halifax in the 1860's are enumerated and described, 

474 Ibid., 5-6 

475 Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, 229. 

476 Ibid., 227. 
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it will be instructive to compare the facts and figures 

we find with those reported by the Irtsh visitor. We 

shall examine the population, the occupation, the property 

distribution, the residential patterns, and the partici-

pation in institutional activity of the Irish Catholic 

Haligonians. 

In 1851 there had been 20,749 people in Halifax 

City, of whom 8,807 (42.4%) were Roman Catholics. Assuming 

as elsewhere that 85% of the Catholics were Irish, that 

meant a Catholic Irish population in 1851 of approximately 

7,500 (36.1%), of whom about half were immigrants, although 

not particularly recent arrivals. In 1861, there were 

25,026 people ir1 Halifax City, of whom 11,649 (46.5%) were 

Roman Catholics. This meant an Irish Catholic population 

in Halifax City in 1861 approaching 9,900 (39.5%). Only 

about one-third of them were natives of Ireland, however. 

In 1871, Halifax had 29,852 people, of whom 12,431 (42%) 

were Catholics, and 11,665 (39.4%) were of Irish origin. 

Analysis of the census returns indicates an Irish Catholic 

population in Halifax City in 1871 of very nearly 10,500 

(35.5%)0 If most of the 2,956 Irish-born were Catholics, 

the ratio of Nova Scotia-born had risen again. From this 

welter of figures, three demographic trends may be noted. 

Firstly, the Irish proportion of Halifax had peaked some 

time just after 1861. Thereaft8r the Irish share of the 

population began a moderate decline, but that was not like~ 

ly realized in Halifax until 1873, when the 1871 census was 
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published. Secondly, the proportion of natives of Ireland 

among the Irish Haligonians was decliQing rapidly, from 1:1 

(1851) to 1:2 (1861), and to 1:3 (1871). Thirdly, the 

general Halifax rate of growth was slowing down slightly, 

from 20.6% (1851-61) to 18.2% (1861-71). 47 7 

The demographic facts carried their own invincible 

logic. The Irish Catholic share of the population had 

stabilized at about 35- 36% of the total populace. A group 

that has surpassed one-third of the total, and which has 

roots in the community reaching back to the founding of 

Halifax could not be ragarded as likely to vanish, at least 

this could not be expected in any short period of time. The 

sheer volume of the Irish Catholics and their staying power 

obliged the community to accommodate them. Because the 

Irish immigration almost totally ceased after 1846 or 1847, 

the Irish community became increasingly indigenous to 

Nova Scotia by the last third of the nineteenth century. 

Numerical growth was due almost entirely to natural increase. 

Since the Irish had a growth rate roughly equivalent to 

that of the other ethnic components of Halifax during the 

1860 1 s and 1870's, it appears that the Irish in Halifax 

had been 'contained' as a proportion of one-third of the 

population. Once the Irish and others came to see that the 

former were likely to remain a sizeable minority, but yet a 

477census of Nova Scotia, taken March 30, 1861 
(Halifax: E.M. McDonald, 1862), and Canada, Dept. of 
Agriculture, Census of Canada, 1870-71 (Ottawa, 1873), II. 
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minority, it effected their perspective. Irish Catholics 

could not expect to dominate Halifax,·but neither could the 

majority expect to mistreat an ethnic minority that could, 

by voting en bloc, control half of the city council. 

Stabilization and demography imposed the need to find a 

modus vivendi. The muted tones of the conflicts of the 

1860 1 s reflected that the more intelligent community leaders 

--Irish and others--were becoming aware that only by accept-

ing Halifax's duality could they carry on without senseless 

conflict and controntation. 

The tendency towards stabilization of the Irish 

Catholic community at Halifax is well supported by an 

analysis of the occupational statistics of the period. 

The modest affluence of a few Irish and the competence of 

most is reflected here, also. Table XI, below, affords 

some idea of the occupational mobility of the Irish and 

their sons during the mid-nineteenth century. The figures 

are derived from a mass of genealogical information compiled 

about a group of Catholic Irish families in Halifax between 

1835 and 1875. 478 Bernard Barber offers a means of illus-

trating occupational movement within and between segments 

of an urban community. 479 He offers ten categories which 

478 A sampling of these has been published. Cf., 
Terrence M. Punch, "Eight Emigrant Irishmen, "The Irish 
Ancestor, III, 2 (197D, 107-120. 

479Bernard Barber, Social Stratification: A 
Comparative Analysis of Structure and Process (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1957), 434-435. 



are here simplified to four, in order to coincide with 

the four categories used elsewhere in this thesis, and 

also with an eye to gaining large enough numbers in the 

classifications to support a few tentative generalizations. 

Barber's ten ciassifications have been grouped, in Table 

XI, as follows: 

Professional 
Semiprofessional 
Proprietors and 
managers 
Clerical and 
sales 
Farmin g 
Skilled trades 
Unskilled trades 
Semiskill~d trades 
Protective services 
Personal services 

(Professional, 
(major business 
-( 
(Small business, 
(white-collar 
( 
TArtisan, 
(blue-collar r 
(Labouring and 
(servants 
( 

Category "A" 

Category "B" 

Category "C" 

Category "D" 

Table XI may be used by finding the father's occupational 

group in the left hand column, _ then by reading horizontally 

across the page opposite one learns how many sons of 

fathers in that category were employed in each of the four 

groupings. For example, seven men in Category "C" had sons 

who were in Category "A". 

Table XI - OCCUPATIONAL MOBILITY BY GENERATIONS, IRISH IN 
HALIFAX, 1835 - 1875 

Sons' 
Occupations ....... "A" ....... "B" ..... "C" ...... , "D'' ..... , Total 

Fathers' 
Occupations 
Category "A" .......... 4 ..•.•.... O ....... O ......... O ....... 4 

Category "B" ......... 20 ........ 71 ...... 16 ........ 18 ..... 125 

Category "C" ........ ... 7 ........ 24 ...... 52 ........ 34 ..... 117 

Category "D" .......... 4 ........ 21 ...... 34 ........ 48 ..... 107 

Total ............. 35 ....... 116 ..... 102 ....... 100 ..... 353 
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Table XI reveals a generally upward trend among 

the Irish Catholics in Halifax, 1835-i875. In the sample, 

175 of 353 remained within the same grouping as their 

fathers; this is effectively half of the total. However, 

110 of the 353 sons (31%) moved to a higher category, and 

68 of the 353 (20%) moved to a lower category. If we 

weight the steps up and down the occupational scale, the 

following is the pattern: 

Upwardly mobile Downwardly mobile 

78 +l 78 50 -1 -50 
28 +2 56 18 -2 -36 

4 +3 12 

Total 146 -86 Net increase 
60 

Thus, we find that on balance, 42 sons collectively took 

60 steps upwards on the occupational scale between 1835 and 

1875, based on a sampling of 353 individuals. 

Using Warner's 'Yankee City' occupational scale 

for Halifax, we obtain a rating of 2.41. 480 This means 

that for every 100 employed Irishmen a total of 141 steps 

above the lowest level had been taken. Admittedly, the 

sampling started with a higher than average group, since 

the fathers of the group had an occupational rating of 2.01. 

It means that the sons of these particular men took 40 

steps upward, and that their fathers or grandfathers had 

taken the earlier steps to reach 2.01. The reason for 

using a relatively high sampling was the fact that such 

480w. Lloyd Warner et al., Yankee City (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1963), 383, 387. 
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people tended to stay in Halifax and leave sufficient 

record to enable ready genealogical investigation. It is 

probably also true to say that families which felt they 

were getting ahead were less apt to leave than were people 

who were chronically discontented in Halifax. 

In an attempt to determine when the levelling out 

process overcame the process of upward mobility, the 

directories between 1858 and 1871 were examined for a 

select number of occupations within each of the three 

highest groupings. Earlier directories provide no listings 

by occupation for labouring groups. Comparisons in Table 

XII, below, are necessarily based on professions, various 

types of business, and master tradesmen, usually those 

having a shop or 'stand' where they conducted a continuing 

business. 

Several facts become apparent from this Table. 

The grand total of individuals, Irish and non-Irish, is 

growing continually, from 765 (1858) to 1335 (1870-71). 

The explanation, of course, is that the directories grew 

steadily more comprehensive and sophisticated during the 

period, and that the city was gaining in population and 

more diversified in its needs, and that therefore more jobs 

were being created. The Irish Catholics were growing numer-

ically and fairly evenly. In each classification the Irish 

gained three per cent, despite fluctuations. A high point 

was attained about 1864. 



Table XII - IRISH CATHOLICS BY OCCUPATIONAL GROUPS, 
HALIFAX, 1858-1871481 

Profes- White-
sional Collar Artisans 
Major Samll Blue-
Business Business Collar 
Irish/ Irish/ Irish/ Irish/ 

Year(s) Total ( % ) Total ( % ) Total ( % ) Total ( % ) 

1858 8/112 ( 7) 117/288 (40) 109/365 (30) 234/ 765 (30) 

1862/63 17/172 (10) 182/423 (43) 138/436 ( 32) 337/1031 (33) 

1864/65 14/188 ( 8) 215/472 (45) 181/520 (35) 410/1180 ( 35) 

1869/70 20/175 (11) 231/549 (42) 176/523 (34) 427/1247 ( 34) 

1870/71 24/249 (10) 235/543 ( 4 3) 185/542 (33) 444/1335 ( 33) 

Thereafter the levelling process had greater operation than 

had upward mobility. The Irish in the 1860 1 s occupied one-

tenth of the highest category, about two-fifths of the white-

collar bracket, and one-third of the blue-collar jobs. The 

progress of the Irish stands out clearly when the 1842 

figures are recalled: ·professional 3%, white-collar 28%, 

blue-collar 23%. The major gains were made between 1842 

and 1863. Thereafter, the Irish Catholics were stabilized. 482 

It should be noted that the occupational dis-

tribution within the Irish community owed much to the 

continuing p1·e-industrial character of Halifax. The rail-

way had not brought about any dramatic restructuring of the 

481 Based on figures found in directories for 1858 
(Nugent), 1862/63 and 1864/65 (Hutchinson), 1869/70 and 
1870/71 (McAlpine). 

482 The tenacity of this stabilization is indicated 
by the fact that the Irish Catholic part of the professional 
and major business community, near 10% in the 1860 1 s, was 
12% in 1887, and 11.6% in 1909 (Cf., city directories of 
those years). -



urban economy. The absence of any large-scale demand for 

unskilled labour acted as a deterrent . to further im-

migration. Thus the existing Irish population could 

stabilize in terms of size, and consolidate its presence 

within the artisan and shopkeeper strata of Halifax society. 

The Irish in Halifax did not remain stagnant, 

however. A trend began among them in the 1860 1 s to leave 

neighbourhoods of high Irish concentration in favour of 

more heterogeneous areas. For lack of reliable assessment 

records for a run of years during the 1860 1 s, and because 

directories prior to 1870 offer no up-to-date and accurate 

street listings, there is a certain lack of dimension in 

the available evidence. However, by taking the 1862/63 

assessment and a city directory list of street residents 

for a random date a decade later, some trends have been 

discovered. 

The 1862/63 assessment provides the basic data 

for Figure 3, following, which shows the concentration of 

the Irish Catholic population then. Outside of downtown 

there were several Irish clusters. In the south end: Gas 

Lane, .Birmingham, and Rottenburg [Clyde] streets, and 

Dresden Row; in the north end: Creighton, Falkland, Moran ----and Park streets; in the west end: Northwest Arm and Blue 

Bell roads [Chebucto Road and Windsor StJ ; had more than 

40% of Irish Catholics among their assessed property 

owners in 1862. For the downtown area, the following is 

a consolidated list by street, showing the Irish, the total, 
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and the percentage of Irish Catholic property owners: 

Salter Street 7/11 (63.6%) Argyle St. 23/105 ( 21. 9%) 
Albemarle St. 83/136 (61.0%) Bedford Row 11/58 (19.0%) 
Grafton St. 71/156 (45.5%) Queen St. 9/55 (16.3%) 
Lower Water St. 104/270 (38.5%) Brunswick St. 24/162 (14.9%) 
Blowers St. 6/16 (37.5%) Barrington St. 18/121 (14.8%) 
Bishop St. 3/8 (37.5%) Jacob St. 2/14 (14.3%) 
Upper Water St. 133/384 (34.6%) Prince St. 7/54 (12.9%) 
Hurd's Lane 5/17 (29.4%) Bell's Lane 1/8 (12.5%) 
Barrack St. 14/48 (29.1%) Hollis St. 21/176 ( 11. 9%) 
Sackville St. 10/43 (23.2%) Granville St. 9/97 ( 9. 3%) 
Duke St. 15/65 (23.1%) Buckingham St. 2/22 ( 9.1%) 
Spring Garden George St. 2/25 ( 8.0%) 
Road 11/49 (22.5%) 

A good indication of the trend at work in the 1860 1 s 

and 1870's (which was a gradual wearing down of ethnic cluster-

ing on certain streets), may be gained through comparing some of 

the streets on the preceding list with the :following, based 

on the 1873 city directory: 48 3 

Salter St. 11/19 (57.9%) Spring Garden 
Albemarle St. 105/222 (47.3%) Road 14/67 (20.9 %) 
Grafton St. 101/218 (46.3%) Argyle St. 35/1 2 8 (27.3 %) 
Blowers St. 12/33 (36.7%) Bedford Row 1 8/72 (25.0%) 
Bishop St. 5/17 (29.4%) Queen St. 12/75 (16.0%) 
Hurd's Lane 4/15 (26.7%) Jacob St. 6/24 (25.0%) 
Sackville St. 14/65 (21.5%) Prince St. 13/43 (30.2%) 
Duke St. 9/44 (20.5%) Buckingham St. 11/44 (25.0%) 

George St. 8/33 (24.2%) 

With but few exceptions, the streets which had the high 

concentrations of Irish Catholics in 1862 had begun to have a more 

diversified ethnic flavour by the following decade. Although the 

percentages of change are small, there can be no mistaking the 

fact that the highest concentrations of Irish were breaking up, 

while the out-movement from these was into streets where the Irish 

had been very few previously. Whereas in 1862, there was an 

unhealthy spread among downtown streets of 55.6% (between Salter 

St. at 63.6% and George St. at 8%), in 1873 the gap had narrowed 

483McAlpine's Halifax City Directory for 1873-4, passim. 



to 41.9% (between Salter St. at 57.9% and Queen St. at 16%). 

The change reflected and symbolized t0e dropping of the old 

barriers between Irish and non-Irish in Halifax. 

The average value of the assessed real estate in 

1862-63 was calculated for ward one, as a sampling to 

repres,ent the entire city. As a combination of residential 

and business realty, it gives a cross-section of premises 

in a ward of about average size. The valuation of all real 

estate in ward one in 1862 was b56,925, an average of b335 

per property. Irish-owned real estate was worth only 8.8% 

of the ward total. Not only did Irish Catholics own less 

than their share of property as late as 1862, but they 

owned less valuable premises. This suggests that the Irish 

were buyinc older run-down properties in the downtown area, 

and were buying less convenient property elsewhere and 

erecting inferior housing thereupon. Yet, they were owning 

these premises, and that was of great significance then and 

later. 

There were approximately 9,900 Irish Catholics in 

Halifax in 1861. There were 1,109 of them assessed in 1862-

63 . If the average household was four, there were about 

2,475 Irish Catholic households in Halifax during the early 

1860 1 s. 484 Since 1,109 were assessed, the fact emerges that 
1109 
2475 (ea. 45%) of Irish Catholic heads of families at that 

time owned premises. Comparatively 2,657 of the approxi-

484 Four may seem a low average per household, but 
I have discounted servants and boarders. They, by definition, 
were not likely to be property owners. 



mately 3,783 non-Irish Catholic heads of households (ea. 

70%) owned a home in the early 1890 's .. The Irish Catholics 

were, therefore, still well below the community average in 

terms of home ownership on the eve of Confederation. 

Maguire was struck by the number of Irish property-

owners in Halifax in 1867. He felt that "A striking proof 

of the position of Irish Catholics in Nova Scotia-to which 

the vast majority emigrated under the most unfavourable 

circumstances-may be mentioned; namely, that of the 2,000 

Catholic voters in the city- and county of Halifax, all, or 

nearly all, own over 501. of real estate, and but very few 

of them claim the franchise through the annual payment of 

a rent of 501. and upwards. 11485 The 1,109 Irish Catholics 

qualified as owners of real estate in 1862-63 were all 

assessed above ~50. Maguire's figure of 2,000 embraced 

Dartmouth and the county as well as Halifax, and came from 

five years later, but he was not overstating the case as 

far as this point is concerned. 

What Maguire did not mention, perhaps because he 

did not know it, was the fact that the Irish Catholics in 

1861 formed the majority of the population (and the 

electorate) in three of the city's six wards: 

Ward Two 
Ward Three 
Ward Four 

- 1928 out of 3656 
- 1944 out of 3590 
- 1484 out of 2546 

(52.7%) 
(54.2%) 
(58.3%) 

Ten years later, in 1871, the Irish Catholic population 

still held its predominance in the same three, essentially 

485 Maguire, The Irish in America, 20. 



downtown, wards: 

Ward Two 
Ward Three 
Ward Four 

l707 out of 3320 
1750 out of 3277 
1406 out of 2331 

(51.4%) 
(53.4%) 
(60.3%) 

All of these factors were highly relevant to the 

Irish Catholic acceptability in Halifax in the late 186O's. 

Back in 1836 the assessment had shown only 204 Irish 

Catholic proprietors of property, and the 1838 census counted 

nearly Soo households headed by Irish Catholics. That 

suggests that about 25% of the Irish owned property at 

that time. The fact that in the 186O's nearly half the 

Irish family heads owned their premises is an excellent 

indicator that the Irish were choosing Nova Scotia rather 

than Ireland as their primary loyalty. The addition of 

over 900 men (representing about 3,600 people) to the roll 

of property owners in Halifax City was an impressive dem-

onstration that the Irish Catholics were putting down their 

roots in Halifax. In the late 183O 1 s, only 300-900 Irish 

gave the impression of permanence, while about 4,500 were 

either transient or living at a level which allowed easy 

depart0re, there being no real estate to dispose of before 

leaving the area. A quarter century later, the permanent 

and landed Irish Catholics had risen to about 4,500-4,800 

out of a total of 10,500. A rather negligible 20% had 

become a not-so-negligible 45% among the Irish community of 

Halifax. 

This achievement of the mid-century years trans-

formed the Irish from a semi-~ransientgroup looking back to 
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Ireland or planning to move on to the United States, to 

an increasingly permanent Nova Scotian community. To the 

extent that ownership of land reinforced the native con-

servatism of the Irish Catholics, this phenomenon of growing 

realty ownership in Halifax had its significance in the 

politics of the period. The municipal level of politics 

was the most open to the Irish Catholics of the city since 

that level offered more positions to be filled, and because 

there was no 'county vote' to swamp the city vote at 

election time. 

Their representation on City Council is a useful 

yardstick to measure Irish Catholic participation in 

elective local politics. Table XIII, which follows, 

presents the Irish Catholic share of City Council between 

1850 and 1871, inclusive. From 1850 until 1856 there were 

33 positions involved: mayor, recorder, marshal, 18 

aldermen (three per ward) and 12 assessors (two per ward). 

From 1857 to 1871 there were 21 positions: mayor, recorder, 

marshal, and 18 aldermen (three per ward). Table XIII 

offers this information in tabular form. 

The Recorder and Marshal were not, strictly speak-

ing, members of the Council, but as they were required to 

attend its meetings and gave considerable advice and 

guidance, they enjoyed a status equal to that of an assessor 

or alderman. The only Irish Catholic in the Marshal's 

column is Garrett Cotter of Cork, appointed in 1862, while · 

the only Irish Catholic mayor was Stephen M. Tobin, who 
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served a three-year term. 

Table XIII IRISH CATHO~tcs IN CIVIC OFFICE AT HALIFAX, 
1850-1871.4 

Record- Aldermen/ Total Wards with 
Year Mayor er Marshal Assessors Irish Positions Irish Re2. 

1850 3 3 33 1-3-4 
1851 2 2 33 3-4 
1852 7 7 33 1-3-4-5-6 
1853 5 5 33 1-3-4-5 
1854 5 5 33 1-3-4-5 
1855 2 2 33 3 
1856 3 3 33 3-5 
1857 6 6 21 1-3-4-5 
1858 7 7 21 1-3-4-5 
1859 4 4 21 3-4-5 
1860 4 4 21 1-3-5 
1861 5 5 21 1-3-5 
1862 1 5 6 21 1-3-5 
1863 1 4 5 21 2-3-5 
1864 1 5 6 21 1-2-3-4-5 
1865 1 5 6 21 1-2-4-5 
1866 1 5 6 21 1-4-5 
1867 1 5 6 21 1-4-5 
1868 1 1 8 10 21 2-3-4-5-6 
1869 1 1 8 10 21 2-3-4-5-6 
1870 1 1 8 10 21 2-3-4-5-6 
1871 1 6 7 21 2-3-4-5 

It will also be noted that the Irish Catholic 

participation varied from ward to ward. The number of years 

in which each ward elected at least one Irish Catholic is 

shown below, together with the Irish Catholic property 

owners in each ward according to the civic assessment of 

1862-63. 487 The former ward one alderman became mayor for 

486 compiled from Blecher's Farmer's Almanac, 1850-
58, 1860-71, passim; and from Cunnabell's Nov~ Scotia Almanic 
and Farmer's Manual for ..• 1859, 91. 

487 P.A.N.S.,M.G. 35 'A', Vol. 4 (City of Halifax, 
1862/63 Assessment). 
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1868-70, but he is included in representation for ward 

one in those years. 

Ward No. of Years Irish R.C./Total Owners R.C.Irish as% 

3 19 212/689 30.7% 
5 19 387/1277 30.3% 
1 16 170/603 28.2% 
4 16 100/367 27.2% 
6 4 118/454 26.0% 
2 7 122/476 25.6% 

City 22 1109/3866 28.7% 

As mentioned previously, the Irish Catholics formed the 

majority of the population in wards two, three and four in 

1861 and 1871. Yet, these comprised both the lower and 

higher ends of the scale of annual representation, above. 

It suggests that the Irish Catholics were not necessarily 

interested in having an Irish Catholic member of Council 

from their war1s, while the high representation given 

Irish Catholics in wards one and five, where they were a 

minority of population, suggests that the non-Irish were 

not averse to being represented by a suitable Irish 

Catholic. 488 Such a mixed pattern of representation would 

help to break down barriers among the various ethnic and 

religious groups in the community. It also would not have 

been possible in wards one and five had the non-Catholic 

population voted solidly for Protestant candidates. The 

pattern of representation suggests acceptance and contain-

ment of Irish and Catholic elements within the civic gov-

ernment. 

488For example, ward five with a population 60% 
non-Irish Catholic elected Catholic Irishmen to all three 
of its aldermanic seats in 1868 and 1869. On the other side, 
ward four with a population 58% Catholic elected three non-
Catholics in 1860-1863. 
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Anothe r example of how the Irish Catholics were adapting 

themselves to the style of the communtty was the embodi-

ment of a militia formation late in 1859. On 23 December 

1859, Irishmen and descendants of Irishmen were invited 

to meet for that purpose, and "accordingly there assembled 

•.. quite a gathering at the Express (newspaper) office ... " 

Thomas E. Kenny was chairman, with Michael Dwyer as 

secretary. Kenny explained the reason for the meeting, 

"adverting to the fact that 'Irishmen and their descendants 

never were behind when their native or adopted country 

required their services in time of danger.'" Sixty-two 

men enrolled on the first day, all but eight of them 

Irish. 489 The appearance of ethnic segregation is de-

ceiving. Company "E" was actually one of several companies 

formed at the time and which were amal gamated in 1860 

into one unit, the Halifax Rifles (Battalion), so that all 

officers above captains were common to all c ompanies. 

Other companies within the battalion had large Irish 

components among their orig inal membership, most notably 
490 company "B" (35%). Despite the evident unevenness of 

Irish Catholic participation among the various companies the 

more salient point is that they were takin g part in a 

loyal militia with others who were not Irish or Catholic. 

In this, it was the Irish who were adapting to Nova Scotia. 

489 John Gordon Quigley, A Century of Rifles 1860-
1960 (Halifax: Wm. Macnab & Son Ltd., 1960), 36. 

49 oibid,, 32. 
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Again, with respect to the profession of the 

law, the Irish Catholics were fitting-themselves for 

participation in an institution that was not their own. 

Prior to 1850 only three Irish Catholics had been admitted 

to the bar of Nova Scotia, and two of those were admitted 

only in 1846 and 1850. Within the next fifteen years, 

six Irish Catholic Haligonians became lawyers-Richard 

O'Flaherty, John Skerry, James G. Tobin, George B. Kenny, 

Malachy B. Daly, and William Walsh. 491 

In the more rarified atmosphere of boardroom 

and private club, the Catholic Irish were seldom to be 

met with in numbers. Two of them were included in the 

executive of the Halifax Club by 1869-70, although none 

yet appeared among the leaders of the CbEDmhev of Commerce 

or as directors of the local insurance companies. Three 

were bank directors in the two new banks founded in 1864: 

Hom. James Cochran (Peoples Bank of Halifax) and Thomas E. 

Kenny and Michael Dwyer (Merchants Bank of Halifax). 492 

The Irish were active, but there were limitations. 

For example, in 1863 there were 92 justices of the peace 

for Halifax city and county. Of these, 25 lived in the city, 

and three of them (12%) were Irish Catholics-James Cochran 

and Patrick Power, merchants, and Edward Leahy, horticul-

4 . 
91Belcher's Farmer's Almanac, 1841-71, passim. 

With the exception of Malachy Daly (born Marchmont, Quebec, 
1834), they were all natives of Nova Scotia. 

492 McAlpine's Maritime Provinces Directory, 1870-
71, 663-667. 
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turist. 493 There were three other Catholic J.P.'s in 

Halifax at the time, but their appointments were ex officio 

and, therefore, pro tern. By 1870, apart from city aldermen, 

there were 21 Catholic Irish J.P.'s among the 1L11 members 

of the commission of the peace for Halifax city and county 

(15%).494 

Apart from public life and the professions there 

was another area of activity in which the Irish Catholics 

began to play a considerable part during the 1860 1 s. 

The first hesitant steps in labour organization were 

taken in the carpentry trades. Early in the century, 

when combinations by workmen were illegai, 495 there was a 

friendly society, known as The Carpenters' Society of 

Halifax, which paid benefits to sick members, assisted 

with their funeral costs, and paid widows b3 per annum. 

In 1850 the province incorporated this group, which included 

carpenters, Joiners, shipwrights, boatbuilders, and 

cabinetmakers. 496 When proper unions were introduced in 

the 1860 1 s the Irish and Catholics played a substantial 

role. The petition seeking permission to form a Joiners' 

Union in 1864 had 12 signatures, five of them Catholics. 

Another petition seeking formation of a Shipwrights' Union 

493Belcher's Farmer's Almanac, 1863. 

71, 654. 
494McAlpine's Maritime Provinces Directory , 1870-

495statutes of Nova Scotia, 1816, c.xxvii. 

496 charles Bruce Fergusson, The Labour Movement in 
Nova Scotia before Confederation (Halifax: P.A.N.S., 1964),11. 
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bore eight names, of which seven were those of Irish 

Catholics. 497 

Maguire had spoken of several aspects of what he 

observed in Halifax and, as we have seen, there was more 

truth than wishful thinking in some of his remarks. The 

religious discrimination was falling away, although the 

field of educa~ion had the potential to rekindle a sectarian 

feud. The Irish Catholics were appearing, if not 'in every 

class and in every condition of life', then at least in 

nearly every field: civic government, law, magistracy, 

early unionism, and a few bank directorates. Maguire's 

observations about the importance of owning a lot of land 

are borne out by the evidence. At the same time the Irish 

in the 1860 1 s were showing signs of breaking new ground, 

or reinforcing beachheads won earlier. There had been 

upward occupational mobility in the 1840 1 s and 1850 1 s. The 

gains made then were retained throughout the 1860 1 s. In 

regard to residence, there were straws in the wind that 

the trend that might have led to ghettoization had been 

reversed; the Irish were dispersing rather than concentrat-

ing within neighbourhoodso 

The Irish Catholics of Halifax in the 1860 1 s 

were in an increasingly strong position to expect acceptance. 

497r.A.N.S., R.G. 5 'P', Vol. 126 (Trade Petitions 
1858-1887). The joiners' petition is dated 13 Febo 1864, 
and that of the shipwrights two days later. No list of 
executive members from that period has been found in 
standard references. 
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With the discontinuance of large immigration, the Irish 

had clearly reached their demographic_plateau. It fell 

well short of being a majority, yet well above being an 

insignificant minority. The Irish element came to contain 

an increasing proportion of property owners and Nova 

Scotian-born. These qualities-'respectability' and being 

'native'-made their acceptance easier. If one were 

choosing between integration and segregation to describe 

the status of the Irish in Halifax by the 1860 1 s, inte gration 

was beginning to have the edge. 

These demographic trends were slow and subtle, 

and were often not noticed until after they had begun 

to have their effects. In order to assess what was 

happening in the 1860's to the Irish Catholics of Halifax 

a sampling of the major topics of the decade is offered: 

educational arrangements (to represent the religious sphere), 

Fenianism (as a measure of Irish national sentiment here), 

and Confederation (as a theme devoid of ethnic or religious 

pre-eminence). 

Public School Education 

Maguire spoke of education as the path by which 

the children of immigrants might advance in life. Better 

training would afford better jobs forth& younger generation. 

This idea was expressed plainly, if inelegantly, by John 

Skerry of Halifax in writing home to County Kilkenny. He 

warned his nephew to educate his son for "if your son may 
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arrive in America without .learning or trade he is no use. 11498 

The erratic course of educational development in early 

nineteenth-century Halifax reflected the fact that many 

people were expecting diverse advantages from public 

education, and that the ideas of Maguire or Skerry were 

not universally shared. 

Although there had been abortive attempts to found 

Catholic schools in Halifax previously, the first permanent 

school was Saint Mary's which opened with the approval of 

Edmund Burke, vicar-general of Nova Scotia. It opened its 

doors in 1820, 499 and within a year received a provincial 
500 subsidy of ~100 per annum. If the Irish as a group 

were to move up in the world, they would require the benefits 

of schooling: at least literacy, the use of arithmetic, and 

a sense of values that would elevate their character. 501 

Most Irish believed that the production of their own leaders 

through education was their only salvation from being held 

back 'for ever and ever' as one editorial expressed it. 502 

49 8Quoted in Terrence Punch, ''A Note on John Skerry, 
a Kilkenney Emigrant to Canada, "The Irish Ancestor, IV, 2 
(1972), 88. 

499 Juditp Fingard, "Attitudes towards the Education 
of the Poor in Colonial Halifax," Acadiensis, II, 2 (Spring 
1973), 18. 

5ooibid., 27, n. 70. 
501 P.A.N.S., R.G. 1, Vol. 439, No. 41 (Report of 

Joint Committee on Education, 7 Mar. 1825). 

502 The Register, 17 June 1845. 
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The school pet~tion of the Catholics in 1827 

shows that between 73 and 86% of the adult male Catholics 

in Halifax were literate. 503 It was also true that at 

that period, the occupational and social standing of the 

Roman Catholics was not generally very high. It was there-

fore possible that education was but one factor, and not 

the decisive one, in upward mobility and integration into 

the community. Nevertheless, there was a widespread faith 

in the efficacy of universal education as a means of im-

proving one's children and their hopes of advancement in 

life. 

The production of Catholic Irish Haligonians 

with schooling was the raison d'~tre of the Irish Educational 

Society, formed in the mid 1840's. Its executive reflected 

its ethnic and religious character. President Edward 

Daly, secretary Thomas P. Ryan, and treasurer, Keyran 

Skerry, were supported by a committee of three--Robert 

Dillon, Lawrence Gorman, and Patrick Magee. 504 They were 

young men (Daly was 20, Ryan 22, Skerry 19), well-connected 

with the new local Irish leaders of the 1840's (Ryan was 

a nephew of Peter Morrisey and Patrick Power; Keyran was 

William Skerry's son; Robert was William Dillon's son), and, 

except for Magee, natives of Halifax. These young men 

supported a petition to the Assembly early in 1846, 

asking for aid for the proposed Catholic school in Saint 

503P.A.N.S., R.G. 1, Vol 308, doc. 64 (petition 
dated 13 Feb. 1827). 

504The Reg~st~r, 23 Sep. 1845. 
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Patrick's parish. 505 A more strongly supported petition 

was presented in 1848, in which the Catholics of north 

end Halifax sought aid for their new school. They claimed 

that "there are 1,275 Catholic children between the ages of 

2 and 14 in wards four and five -- in one yard alone, , 

there were 90. 11506 The House turned them down; the new 

Liberal government was as reluctant as the old regime to 

undertake new educational obligations. 507 

As it seemed that Catholics might miss a sound 

education during youth, they were offered the chance to 

learn or to better such rudiments as they possessed by the 

formation, 6 January 1859, of the Halifax Catholic 

Institute. It had a spiritual director and a committee of 

educated Catholics. 508 For monthly dues of 1/3 ( t hen the 

equivalent of about 30i) a reading room was offered from 7 

to 10 each evening, Sundays and Thursdays excepted. 

Thursdays were given over to debating, and on one Sunday 

evening a month essays were read. Chess and draughts were 

also available, but with strict rules against wagers and 

a limit of three games daily. 509 The Institute drew 

505 4 P.A.N.S., R.G. 5, Series 'P', Vol. 7 (pre-
sented 2 Feb. 1846). 

506 Ibid. (presented 7 Feb. 1848). 
507Fingard, "Education of the Poor," 42. 
508constitut~on and By-Laws of the Halifax 

Catholic Institute (Halifax: Compton and Bowden, 1859), 
-5. 

509 Ibid. , 8-11. 
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influential support. Its annual excursion in the late 

summer of 1862 had a large attendance. Archbishop Thomas 

Connolly and the prominent Catholic laymen, Edward Kenny 

and John Tobin, might have been expected to attend such an 

event. However, the Tory politicians J.W. Johnston, 

Charles Tupper, and William B. Fairbanks, spent the after-

noon with the group, as did two Protestant aldermen, 
510 William Ackhurst and W.T. Roome. By 1868 the Institute 

had seventy members, 511 and under other names continued 

into the 1870's. 512 This organization, reminiscent of the 

Mechanics' Institute, was at best a substitute to compensate 

for a lack of schooling. It and other agencies served, 

however, to encourage a sectarian attitude concerning 

educational activity. 

Most people in the community believed in the 

positive effects of a public educational system, but not 

so many accepted the Roman Catholic viewpoint. "Early in 

the nineteenth century the Legislature recognized the 

necessity for general education and approved the principle 

of free schoolso 11513 Legislation enacted in 1808 was 

(Halifax: 

(Halifax: 

510Halifax Evening Express, 19 Sep. 1862. 

511Hutchinson's Business Director for 1868 
E.M. MacDonald, 1 

512 McAlpine's Halifax Citn Directory for 1873-4 
David McAlpine, 1873), 5 8 

513charles Bruce Fergusson, "Inauguration of the 
Free School System in Nova Scotia," Journal o.f Education, 
XIV, 1 (Oct. 1964), 5 



permissive rather than obligatory; the citizens of each 

area were encouraged to open scho_ols,. but it was their 

option whether or not they did so. The Assembly was no 

quicker to advance from this stance than were the citizens. 

The House rejected a report in 1825 which recommended 

"compulsory, free, universal education based, if necessary, 

on assessment. 11514 The main hindrance to inauguration . of 

widespread public education at that time was the reluctance 

of ratepayers to tax themselves directly for the purpose 

of providing trained teachers in well-appointed schools. 

The problem of financing public education was one of the 

main objections to progress in education in Nova Scotia 

for several decades. 

The propertied classes, however, were gradually 

beginning to support public education, as they came to 

perceive that schools could fulfill much the same role as 

an established church. Schools could teach people their 

place in the social order, and motivate them to accept that 

place. Thomas C. Haliburton expressed this view clearly: 

An instructed and intelligent people 
are more decent and orderly than an 
ignorant one. They feel and know the 
respect due to themselves, and are more 
willing to pay a proper regard to their 
superiors, in the different stations of 
life. It is this which gives a security 
above the law, and confirms to Nova 
Scotians the blessings of undisturbed 515 repose ....• 

514Ibid., 8. 
511T.C. Haliburton}, A General Description of Nova 

Scotia (Halifax: Royal Acadian School, 1823), 162. 



Haliburton does not speak of the poor and humble becoming 

rich and influential. He wanted a disciplined and 

'enlightened' electorate. Schools were to be entrusted 

with performing this useful creative service for the 

community. 

By the mid-nineteenth century a consensus among 

the gentry and middle class in favour of universal schooling 

had developed. The politicians of the 1850's had the task 

of translating that ideal into a practical school policy. 

The job was rendered difficult both by a general public 

aversion to direct taxation and by Roman Catholic determin-

ation to obtain separate schools. 

In a denominationally mixed community such as 

Halifax, with its large Catholic minority, the question of 

separate schools was bound to be encountered. Those who 

opposed confessional schools on principle claimed that such 

schools were narrowminded and would tend to show dissention 

and destroy any good fellowship that might exist among 

various faiths. 516 Those who favoured separate schools 

countered by saying that secular schools would be 'godless' . 517 

The general atmosphere of religious controversy during 

the 1850's heightened prospects that denominationalism 

in education would become an issue or at least a taunt with 

which to bait opponents. In actual fact, however, the issue 

516 Fergusson, "Inauguration of Free Schools," 
18-19. 

517 Ibid., 19. 



of separate schools was kept largely beneath the surface 

during the decade of 'nativist' agita~ion. 

There might have been trouble when William Young's 

Liberal government brought in legislation to improve the 

. general educational condition of the province. Based on 

compulsory taxation for schools, the bill proposed by 

William Young on 1 March 1856 did not provide for sectarian 

schools as public schools. Catholic members were expected 

to oppose the bill unless a clause was incorporated into 

it to provide for separate schools. Young amended the 

draft bill to do this, and then saw his bill defeated over 

the provisions it made to impose taxation for support of 

public schools. 518 

In 1856 Young had accepted the principle of 

sectarian schools, so that the Reformers who had assailed 

the favoured status of the Church of England were now 

being told by their leaders to re-adopt it for the Catholics. 

It should be noted that among the Catholics themselves 

there were opponents of denominational schools. George 

Grant of Spring Gardens, Halifax, who described himself in 

a letter to Young as a Nova Scotia Catholic, a mechanic 

with a large family, in March 1860 wrote in his own style 

of grammar and syntax: 

Let me tell you sir I as one Catholic am 
rejoiced that you and your friends have 
the management of the affairs of this 
Province once more. Sir I never had any 
confidence in Johnston and his party and 

518Ibid., 20. 
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never voted for a conservative in my life. 
I am in favour of rail roads, but give the 
mass of the people a cheap ~ducation with 
the rail roads and we will have a country 
worth seven in the course of a little time. 
Sir I am not the only Catholic in the 
city that holds these views. I know several 
who concur in my opinions. It has been 
said by some catholics that the Government 
Schools would tend to the corruption of 
the Catholic youth by the reading of the 
Bible.519 

Despite his claims, George Grant appears to have been in 

a minority among the Roman Catholics of Halifax. 

By 1861 the census revealed, alarmingly, that 

about one-third of Nova Scotians aged five and older could 

not write (114,877), and about 25% could not read (81,469). 

The future was no better assured, as 62% of the children 

were not attending school in 1863. 520 This was potentially 

dangerous, whether one wished education to produce docility, 

patriotism, progressiveness, or temperance. 521 Clearly, 

something had to be done to improve Nova Scotia's educational 

system. 

Unfortunately, the pursuit of reform was bound 

to generate controversy. The majority of Halifax Catholics 

rejected the arguments of George Grant and others that 

integrated schools would assist with the integration of 

the Irish into the general community. They were determined 

to preserve the large vested interest that they had built 

519 P.A.N.S., M.G. 2, Box 738 #52 (William Young 
Papers), letter dated 12 March 1860. 

52°Fergusson, "Inauguration of Free Schools," 21. 

521Fingard, "Education of the Poor," 29 (docility), 
36 (patriotism and progressiveness), and 40 (temperance). 



up in terms of denominational schools. Furthermore, their 

position was sustained by religious tenets. Thus in 1864-

65, when Charles Tupper's new Conservative government moved 

to reorganize provincial education, it immediately 

encountered vigorous opposition led by the Irish Roman 

Catholics of Halifax City. The conflicting attitudes had 

either to be reconciled or be allowed to cause trouble. 

As originally phrased, Bill 39 ('An Act for the 

better encouragement of Education') attempted to avoid the 

sectarian issue by leaving it unmentioned. A loophole 

was left in clause VI, section 13. The Council of Public 

Instruction was permitted "to make any provisions, not in-

consistent with this Act, that may be necessary to meet 

exigencies occurring under its operation. 11522 Much could 

depend on the composition of the Council of Public 

Instruction, and on the interpretation placed on the word 

'exigencies'. Superficially, the bill presented in the 

House on 3 March 1865 would not ruffle anyone, unless the 

reader was looking for provision for separate schools. 

Tupper, the realist and politician, could 

appreciate this point. He discussed his school bill with 

Connolly before introducing it. Archbishop Connolly fear-

ed that as it stood the bill would not give the Catholics 

justice since it apparently denied them financial support 

for separate schools. Tupper replied that he had antici-

522 ( P.A.N.S., R.G. 5, Series 'B', Vol. 37 Bills 
1863-1865), Bill 39. 



pated that objection and had provided for it. 523 In 

effect, Tupper gave special status to schools that already 

existed, such as St. Mary's and St. Patrick's in Halifax. 

When the organization of local school boards was being 

arranged, Tupper added a clause in the bill to allow the 

Halifax City board "to cooperate with the governing body 

of any city school on such terms as to the Board shall 

seem right and proper ... 11524 As the city had Catholic 

schools with Catholic staffs, and since the province 

named part of the city school board, the clause effectively 

allowed the Catholic schools to continue within a secular 

school system. It was a tidy compromise: certain public 

schools had Catholic staffs, offered instruction in the 

precepts of Catholicism, but otherwise followed the texts 

and curriculum of the public school system, and were 

inspected as part of it. 

Tupper further told Connolly that the Catholics 

"will ever have a good representation in the Provincial 

Cabinet. I have therefore made the Cabinet the Council 

of Public Instruction. This gives you a permanent guarantee 

of justice to your people. Necessarily the Roman Catholics 

will always have a representation in the Executive Government. 11525 

11 523P.A.N.S., MS File, "Tupper, Sir Charles (1821-
1915), item #13, Charles Tupper to J. Hayes, 16 Apr. 1912. 
Hayes is otherwise unidentified. 

524statutes 6f Nova Scotia 1865, c. 29. 
525 P.A.N.S., MS File, "Tupper," item #13. 
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The Liberal member from Colchester, Adams G. Archibald, 

opposed the step of creating the Cabin~t as a Council of 

Instruction, while the Tory member for Richmond, Isaac 

LeViscounte, assailed the guarantee of Catholic interests 

as being inadequate protection. Tupper assured Hayes in 

1912 that he had not deceived Connolly, whom Tupper regarded 

as "a warm political friend of mine up to the time of his 

death. 11526 

The first school board for Halifax City under the 

new free system was established in September 1865. Seven 

of the twelve members were Irish; of the seven, four were 

Roman Catholics. 527 The four were Rev. Michael Hannan, 

vicar-general of Halifax; Patrick Power; Stephen Tobin; 

and James Flinn, a merchant. The Protestant Irish members 

were Andrew M. Uniacke, former M.L.A. and ban¼er; Matthew 

H. Richey, sometime Mayor of the city; and W.H. Keating, 

barrister and registrar of deeds. This pattern of ap-

pointments would continue, allowing the Catholics always a 

powerful enough group to protect themselves. 

The first year of operation under the new system, 

1,050 pupils attended 'Catholic' public schools, and 910 

students went to 'non-Catholic' schools. 528 Catholic chil-

dren were not 53.6% of the school population. The explana-

526 Ibid., item #12, Tupper to J. Hayes, 13 Apr. 
1912. 

527Terrence Burns, "Public School Education of 
Catholics in the City of Halifax, 1819-1900" (unpublished 
M.A. thesis, St. Mary's University, 1962), 42. 

528Ibid. 35. 



tion includes several factors. More non-Catholics could af~ord 

to sen0 their children to private schools. ~any Catholics ~elt 

more strongly the need to educate their children for a few 

years, to give them a better chance in life. Some 'Catholic' 

schools--e •• , ~cred Heart Convent School--accept~d non-

Catholic pupils in lar~e numbers. ~he earliest existin~ Con-

vent re~istPr reveals there were about 40% of Protestants in 

its stuaent body. 529 ~he conclusion is that 1,050 pupils 

atten~en 'Catholic' schools, but that as many as 200, especially 

amon~ female stunents, were Protest~nts. Halifax City in lR55 

be~an the new system with about 1,100 Protestant and 850 Catholic 

pupils in attendance in its schools. 

Balifex and the Irish Catholics had been sin~ularly 

fortunate in re~ar0 to the settlement of the potentially ex-

plosive educ~tion issue. ~here were several reasons for the 

peaceful hAndlin~ of this touchy matter. The relig ious acrimony 

of the lete 1P50's had proved more harmful to its perpetrAtors 

than to the intended victims. There was a disinclination amon~ 

politicians to repeat the blunder of antagonizin~ an increasin~-

ly in~luentiRl minority such as the Irish Catholics. Tupper 

and Connolly, as well as the Liberal leader, Archibald, had 

more finesse ann less bluster then were necessary to start trou-

ble. It was more politically divisive to brin~ in taxation for 

schools than it was to let Catholics in ~alifax keep a few 

public schools to themselves. Liberals and Conservatives were 

529"Re~ister of the Convent of the Sacred Heart, 
Halifax, 1857-1877." 



not interested in resurrecting religious controversy over 

the schools. Just as the Catholics of Irish origin remain-

ed what they were, but became Haligonians and part of the 

whole community, so did the school compromise leave Catholic 

teachers to teach Catholic children, but within a broader 

framework of a public educational system. Differences of 

religious and ethnic kinds were accepted, but the road 

of compromise led towards common ground wherever it could 

be found. 

Fenianism ~nd the Halifax Irish 

During the period that the Irish Catholics were 

struggling to achieve integration into the general 

community of cities such as Halifax, a divisive force 

arose among the Irish people around the world. Previous to 

the Famine, the Irish leaving home had been imbued with 

the reform tradition of Daniel O'Connell, and sought their 

goals through use of constitutional and non-violent means. 

O'Connell's death and the desperation born of the Great 

Famine were contemporaneous with the revival of the Irish 

tradition of militant activism and rebelliousness. As 

we have seen, Young Ireland failed dismally in 1848. 

Many of those attracted to Young Ireland were men of the 

type that one of them, Thomas D'Arcy McGee, later de-

scribed as "Idealists yearning to be Irish patriots 

~.g., McGe~, schemers, adventurers and wastrels ... 530 

530 Josephine Phelan, The Ardent Exile (Toronto: 
The Macmillan Company of Canada Limited, 1951), 237. 
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In Ireland, violence 

did not become pure terrorism until it 
was systematically expounde~ towards 1858 
by a secret society, the'Irish Republican 
Brotherhood', whose members were known 
under the anglicised Gaelic name of 
Fenians ... They rejected with scorn and 
disdain the constitutional procedure, 
and by raising the standard of complete 
independence, they rekindled in the 
people the old national pride ... through 
their newspaper, 'The Irish People'. 
This was directed less towards the humbler 
agricultural folk than towa~ds th53yorking-
class city dwellers and artisans. 

For yet a few years, though, this sinister society of secret 

growth insinuated itself among the poorer Irish people, and 

the more ignorant. "November 1861 is generally held to 

be the earliest public manifestation of Fenian sympathies. 11532 

The occasion was the funeral of Terence Bellew MacManus, 

a survivor of the 1848 Young Ireland revolt. "Even if 

the people were too fickle to risk destruction in rebellion 

they were sufficiently romantic to attend in vast numbers 

the funerals of deceased patriots like ... MacManus ... 11533 

C 
\ 

A number of these funeral demonstrations were held in Ireland 

in the 1860 1 s. 

In the years following 1848, some of the Young 

Irelanders had grouped around James Stephens in an 'Irish 

Republican Brotherhood'. The brotherhood was carried 

early to the United States, where the flow of Irish im-

migration continued in strength in the 1850 1 s. By 1857 

531oarnier, A Popular History of Ireland, 136. 

532Breandan MacGiolla Choille, "Fenian Documents 
in the State Paper Office," Irish Historical Studies, XVI, 
63 (March 1969), 262. 

533 R Dudley Edwards, A New History of Ireland, 179. 
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a North American branch was definitely established, with 

John O'Mahony as its outstanding figu~e. 534 This group 

soon acquired the nickname by which it is generally known--

that of Fenian, a name derived from the ancient mythological 

Irish warrior band known as th~ fianna. 

The Fenians appealed more to Irish emigrants 

in North America than to all the North American Irish, and 

most of all to the "Irish in the American slums 11 ~ 35 : At the 

time some wildly exaggerated estimates of the size of the 

Fenian movement went forth, some from wishful thinkers 

among the Fenians, and some from ordinary people who 

feared hordes of armed Irishmen were on the verge of at-

tacking them. The modern Irish historian, Breandan O'Cathaoir 

[0 1 Cahirj, estimates that at its peak the North American 

Fenian movement had no more than 45,000 members. 536 These 

were widely scattered geographically, and the movement 

itself was split into two mutually hostile wings by 1865. 537 

Its internal organization was weak, and it was riddled 

with spies of the British authorities. Nevertheless, it 

appeared a very formidable threat to Britain and her 

colonies at the time. 

534 Phelan, 237. 
535Breandan O'Cathaoir, "American Fenianism and 

Canada," The Irish Sword, viii, 31 (Winter 1967), 78. 
536 

Ibid., 77. 
537Ibid., 79. 
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In the United States, the Catholic hierarchy 

"failed to curb the Fenian Brotherhoo9-. 11538 The hier-

~rchy was Irish and the Fenians posed no threat to the 

Church on theological grounds, nor to the United States 

or local authorities. Therefore, throughout the Civil 

War period in American history (1861-1865), the Fenians 

encountered little clerical opposition in their recruit-

ment of members, many of whom learned the arts of war by 

service in the American Civil War. At the end of that 

conflict, a very large number of Irish veterans, including 

many Fenians, 'was discharged from American military 

service. 

In North America the Fenians remained bound 

up with the affairs of their British-ruled homeland. Their 

goal remained the liberation of Ireland from that control. 

By 1866 the larger part of the movement in the United 

States contemplated seizure of all or part of British 

North America, presumably with a view to trading it back 

to the British in exchange for Irish independence. The 

idea of detaching British North America from Britain was 

not inconsistent with American continental ambitions. 539 

The Fenians quarrelled among themselves even more than 

most secret organizations, about personalities, methods, 

and conflicting idealisms. They were often dismissed as 

a gang of wild-eyed Irishmen with naive ideas and without 

538Ibid., 78. 

539 Morning Chronicle, 10 Apr. 1866. Letter of 
Joseph Howe to People of Nova Scotia. 
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any effective plan of actiQn. They were ridiculous, but 

they were also dangerous. The Fenians had quite a few 

of the assets that could bring them success in some 

military adventure along the American border with B.N.A., 

namely, a large sum of money, numbers of seasoned veterans 

who had served in the American Civil War, and a fund of 

American sympathy. That they did not succeed was largely 

due to the fact that the United States eventually recalled 

that it was a neutral country and took the steps necessary 

to put a stop to the use of its territory by the Fenians 

for hostile demonstrations against Canada and the Maritimes. 540 

Another reason for the failure of Fenianism to 

establish a beach-head in B.N.A. was because the Irish of 

Canada were not those of the United States. 

The general attitude of the Irish 
Catholic population of Canada towards 
Fenianism was ... one of indifference or 
hostility. Irish emigrants to Canada and 
to the United States provide an interesting 
contrast. There was a considerable amount 
of voluntary emi gration to Canada before 
and after the Famine; while the Famine had 
driven hundreds of thousands to the United 
States o Emigrants from Ireland to the 
Canadian provinces tended to spread out; 
they did not possess the same reli gious 
and racial homo geneity as did the Irish 
clustered in the eastern American cities. 
Irish-Canadians remained under the wing 
of their ultramontaine hierarchy--who set 
a tradition of loyalty ... McGee--who com-
bined a love of his adopted land with 
a hatred of Fenianism--did much to keep 
his fellow Irish-Canadians loyal ... Then 
it must be remembered, that to a large 

540 P.B. Waite, The Life and Times of Confederation 
1864-1867 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1962), 
264. 



proportion of Irish people in the nine-
t e enth century, there was no conflict 
between Irish nationality a~d alle giance 
to British institutions. Irish-Canadians 
were, by and large, content ... Irish national-
ism in Canada was never directed a gainst the 
Provinces. Irishmen in Canada inimical to 
Britain could move over the border.541 

These differences were not apparent at the time 

either to Irish or others. The important consideration for 

the Irish Catholic leadership of British North America, 

and especially in places such as Halifax, was to assure that 

Fenianism gained no hold on local Irish people, and further-

more to insure that the general community knew that the 

local Irish would not lend countenance to Fenianism in 

their area. This was a necessity if the Irish in Halifax 

were to reassure Haligonians generally that the c harges 

levelled against them in the mid-1850's were untrue . The 

Irish must not only be loyal, but must be seen to be loyal. 

The forces of anti-Fenianism amon g the Irish had 

a rich tradition harking back to Henry Grattan and Daniel 

O'Connell. Between the anglophobia of William Condon and 

his clique, on the one hand, and unconditional an g lophilia, 

on the other, was a broad middle ground. Here were camped 

the inheritors of the mantle of Daniel O'Connell. The 

driving force of this middle group was an ecclesiastic, 

a fact that was not without significance. As Paul, Cardinal 

Cullen, was for the Irish at home, so would Thomas Louis 

Halifaxiensis [Connolly] be for the Irish of Nova Scotia. 

5410 1 cathaoir, "American Fenianism and Canada," 78. 
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After the collapse of the tenant 
right movement in the late 1850's, 
Cullen lent his support to a Catholic 
organization, the National Association, 
which was set up in 1864. Superficially, 
his act ran counter to his earlier anti-
pathy to the involvement of priests in 
politics. But Cullen had been disil-
lusioned by British government partiality 
towards the Piedmontese attack on the 
Papal States and by the government's 
refusal to recognise the Catholic Universi-
ty. It was for these reasons that he 
revised his views on keeping the clergy 
out of politics. Cullen lent his support 
discreetly to the National Association 
to divert popular interest in Fenianism •.. 
When the Fenians began to organize ... and 
prepare the country for revolt ... the 
clergy supported the government, and ... 
even helped prosecutions 4of those suspected 
of preaching Fenianism.5 2 

Cullen was opposed to revolution since he felt it would 

fail and bring ruin on Ireland. He further felt that 

Fenianism did not offer justice in terms of race, religion, 

land, trade, or history as he understood those things. A 

moderate policy he believed, would get better results, 

expecially as Cullen perceived that English opinion was 

coming around to an appreciation of Irish complaints. 543 

The equivalent of Cullen in Halifax was the 

Catholic archbishop, Connolly, who urged the loyal side of 

any confrontation between the Fenians and the British 

provinces in North America. He worked to convince the 

542 R. Dudley Edwards, A New History of Ireland, 
178-9. The National Association did not get a Halifax 
branch. 

543E.D. Steele, "Cardinal Cullen and Irish 
Nationality," T.H.S., XIX, 75 (Mar. 1975), 257-8. 
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Irish Catholics that they stood to lose rather than to 

gain through Fenianism, and also he wished to convince the 

. general community of Irish loyalism. Connolly (1815-1876) 

was from Cork, and had come to Halifax following his 

ordination. In 1842 he had been secretary and confidante 

of his predecessor at Halifax, William Walsh. In 1844, 

when Walsh was in Rome, Loughnan of the 'Fraser Party' had 

actually turned Connolly out of his quarters into the 

street. At that time Connolly's 'council of war' had con-

sisted of men who remained his close friends--Lawrence 

O'C. Doyle, Michael Tobin, Jr., Edward Kenny, and Rev. 

R.B. O'Brien. 544 It needs to be remembered when assessing 

Connolly's strong hold on the loyalties of the Halifax 

people that when he was just a young priest they had seen 

him and his belongings placed on the streets when he 

defended the Irish Haligonians against the vicar- general. 

Connolly left Halifax in 1849, and spent the next ten 

years as bishop in Saint John, N.B., but when Walsh died 

in 1858, the Roman decree had required the selection of 

an Irish-born archbishop for Halifax, and Connolly was 

appointed. A man of outstanding qualities, Connolly was 

a natural . 

leader, with warm sympathies and open, 
independent views. His work amon g the 
poor and his interests in education led 
him into public affairs. With tact and 
common sense, he was able to create a 
new feeling of friendliness between the 

544 Halifax Archdiocese, Chancery Office (Connolly 
Papers), Connolly to Walsh, 25 Mar. 1844. 
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Protestants and the Catholics of Halifax, 
which was unusual for those sectarian days. 
The Archbishop was one of that fervent, 
patriotic class of prelates~ impetuous 
and perservering, who extended his direc-
tions openly into the political field. 
Here the quality that served him best 
was his capacity to make lasting friend-
ships, as he did with the Duke of 
Newcastle as Colonial Secretary, Jijhn A. 
MacDonald [sic] and D'Arcy McGee.5 5 

Connolly became archbishop in the period just at 

the end of the feud between Howe and the Catholics of 

Halifax. He worked extremely long and hard to dampen all 

traces of religious animosity in Halifax. 546 His concilia-

tory spirit and dedication to the reduction of frictions 

within the community were appreciated by many people, both 

among the Irish Catholics and the Protestant majority. 

The old, compromised, Catholic press was super-

seded by the Evening Express, a tri-weekly which was both 

Catholic and Conservative. Connolly perceived that the 

Irish Catholics were thoroughly tired of ethnic and 

religious warfare and that the laymen who had steered them 

into the confrontation with Howe and the Protestants were 

men such as William Condon and Joseph Quinan, supporters 

of the 'Fraser Party' of so long before. Connolly was 

far more attracted to men such as Stephen Tobin, John Tobin, 

and his old friends, Michael Tobin and Edward Kenny. These 

were the emerging lay leadership of the Halifax Irish in the 

1860 1 s, and they were, as was Connolly himself, Conservatives. 

545T.P. Slattery, The Assassination of D'Arcy 
McGee (Toronto: Doubleday Canada Limited, 1968), 315. 

546 Meagher, The Religious Warfare, 192-3. 
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The bishops of Boston or Chatham, Arichat or 

Saint John, might express themselves on matters of secular 

concern and receive their due weight. Connolly of Halifax 

was a leader of a community by virtue of his intellect 

and moderation, his old friendships and his defence of 

the Halifax Irish years before. Moreover, in respect of 

the Fenians, Connolly was speaking his sincere feelings, 

and those of men such as Cardinal Cullen, and Thomas 

D'Arcy McGee, the one the highest ranking Catholic prelate 

of the day, the other a most influential Irish-Canadian 

politician. 

Connolly found an important ally in Thomas D'Arcy 

McGee, Irish-born journalist, poet, former Young Irelander, 

and (by the 1860's) Canadian politician. The Halifax 

archbishop would write that McGee "has done more for the 

real honor and advantage of Catholics and Irishmen, 

here and elsewhere, than any other I know of since the 

days of the immortal O'Conne11. 11547 McGee's political 

beliefs had cooled considerably from what they had been 

when, as a very young man, he had participated in the 

stirring rebellion of 18480 McGee was a sincere convert 

to the idea of constitutional monarchy. Writing in the 

American Celt to an American Irish audience, McGee 

expressed this belief: 

We dearly desire the restoration of the 
Irish nation as a politically indepen-, . 

dent State. We would hopefully accept 

547The British Colonist, 3 Aug. 1867. Connolly to 
Henry J. Clarke, Montreal. 



that independence, under the form 
either of Monarchy, or under a Federal 
Union with England and Scotland. As 
a separate republic, we do not think 
Ireland could exist for one year, but 
we are quite willing to leave that ... 
to the free RUffrage of the adult male 
population. 54 t5 

As McGee was not making such remarks in the belief they 

would prove popular in the United States among the Irish 

community, his comments probably were sincere. McGee 

had a way, though, of winning audiences over to him. In 

1863 he visited the Maritime Provinces where "he advanced 

his views •.. on the need of the Intercolonial Railway and 

the advantages of a union of Canada with the Maritimes. 

Large audiences in Halifax and Saint John received him 

with an enthusiasm that ranked his eloquence above that 

of their own Joseph Howe. 11 549 

McGee hated and feared Fenianism. "He knew only 

too well the fascination that schemes and fantasies had for 

the Irish temperament and he knew how grievously Fenianism 

could prejudice the position of the Irish in Canada. 11550 

When a dinner of the Hibernian Society of Montreal, 17 March 

1864, became the scene of an outbreak of Fenian sympathy 

among part of those in attendance, it was McGee who led the 

condemnation of the pro-Fenian faction. 551 The stance of 

548Quoted in Halifax Catholic, 9 Sep. 1854. 

549s1attery, The Assassination, 191. 

550 Phelan, Ardent Exile, 238. 

551Ibid., 236. 



McGee and Connolly against the Fenians was considerably 

strengthened in 1864. The first Roman decision about 

Fenianism was decreed by the Holy Office, and it was not 

a policy of approbation. 552 In December 1864, Cardinal 

Cullen founded the National Association of Ireland to 

secure by peaceful means its goals for Ireland. 553 

On 11 January 1865 the event occurred that had 

been more feared by Connolly and the moderate Irish than 

even a Fenian outburst might have been. A Halifax news-

paper, the Morning Chronicle, carried an editorial 

claiming that Catholic churches in B.N.A. were being used 

for Fenian activities. On 13 January that paper carried 

Connolly's strong denial of this charge and his assertion 

of Irish Catholic loyalty in British America. The Irish 

here, Connolly said, would gain nothing from the Fenians 

but 'bloodshed, rapine and anarchy'. 

Late in 1865, Connolly wrote an important letter 

to Arthur GGrndon, lieutenant-governor of New Brunswick. 

The text appeared in the Saint John Evening Express on 10 

January 1866~ 

It was not simply an expression of loyalty 
on behalf of the Catholics. What made 
it unusual was his statement based on 
his experience of a quarter of a century, 
that Irish Catholics were better off 

552Patrick J. Corish, "Cardinal Cullen and the 
National Association of Ireland," Reportorium Novum, III, 1 
(1961-2), 19. 

553Ibid., 26. 
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and better represented in British North 
America that in the United States ... And 
what have we to expect from . the so-called 
Fenians? That pitiable knot of knaves 
and fools, unable to degrade themselves, 
are doing all in their power to ... make 
the condition of our poor4country more 
deplorable than before.55 

Connolly realized that he alone could not defeat the 

Fenians among their own people. He wrote to other bishops, 

s uch as Ro gers of Chatham, N.B., and Lynch, bishop of 

Toronto, asking their help. To Lynch he explained that the 

Irish must attack Fenianism, because mere passivity would 

be mistaken for convert sympathy with the Fenians. 555 

Connolly wrote a public letter to the Saint John 

Globe, "urging upon Catholic faithful to give no encourage-

ment to Fenian attempts at violence. 11556 The oc c asion was 

St. Patrick's Day 1866. From Dublin, Cardinal Cullen 

"rebuked his expatriate countrymen in the Brotherhood, 

advising them they were doing a disservice to Erin by 

joining secret societies. 11557 Although the Church did not 

officially condemn Fenianism until January 1870, the 

preliminary steps were being undertaken, and the Fenians 

were already receiving the hostility of much of the leading 

554 s1attery, The Assassination, 315-316. 

555 connolly to Lynch, 12 Mar. 1866, "Lynch Papers" 
Bo x I, Folder H, doc. 4 ( copy among "Connolly Papers", 
Chancery Office, Halifax Archdiocese). 

556 James M. Cameron, "Fenian Times in Nova Scotia, 
N.S.H.S., XXXVII (1970), 109. 
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Irish Catholic hierarchy both in America and in Ireland. 

Connolly proclaimed th~t he, an 
Irish-Canadian archbishop, yielded to no 
man in my love to my fellow-countrymen 
and my co-religionists at home and abroad, 
I distinctly state my conviction, as far 
as Irishmen and Catholics in this country 
are concerned, it (Fenianism] would 
have ended in g~Shing short .of a disastrous 
conflagration. 

Spoken afterwards, it nonetheless reflects accurately the 

attitude that Connolly of Halifax had taken towards the 

Fenians throughout the 1860 1 s. Connolly had written that 

a "cavalry raid or a visit from our Fenian friends on 

horseback, through the plains of Canada Dr the fertile 

fields of New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, may cost more 

in a single week than Confederation would for the next 

fifty years. 11559 

The Fenians made a few blundering attempts at 

attacking British America between March and June 1866. 

During March, J.M. Vernon of Montreal wrote to Lord Monck, 

the Irish-born governor of Canada. Vernon claimed that 

Fenians were joining with the New England fishermen, so 

that they could invade the Maritimes in the guise of 

fishermen, "capture the shipping and land at St. Johns [sic J , 
Halifax,&c. They intend to do this at once." Failing this 

they would "levy tribute or destroy them with Greek fire. 11560 

558Isabel Skelton, The Life of Thomas D'Arcy McGee 
(Gardenville: Garden City Press, 1925), 459, 

559s1attery, The Assassination, 271. 
560 P.A.N.S., R.G. 2, Vol. 5, No. 779 (forwarded 

by Monck to Williams, 12 Mar. 1866). 
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March and April were the crucial months in Nova 

Scotia. The lieutenant-governor of Nova Scotia, Fenwick 

Williams, reported to Edward Cardwell, the Colonial 

Secret~rr, on 27 March 1866 that the Irish in Nova Scotia 

exerted 

great influence on all its affairs, 
material as well as political, and as 
the plots of the Fenians were recorded 
in the public papers and their expected 
attacks foreshadowed for St. Patrick's 
day, there were timid and misinformed 
people who feared that the Irish ... 
might exhibit sympathy towards their 
lawless and thoughtless countrymen wbo 
were plotting against Great Britain.~bl 

Instead of rebellion on the seventeenth of March, Irishmen 

'of every creed' walked under the Union Jack in the 

Charitable Irish parade and presented a loyal address. 

Archbishop Connolly was there and he pronounced a speech. 

Williams considered him "a Prelate who wields so powerful 

an influence over Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, and which 

is invariably exerted in the cause of loyalty and devotion 

to the Queen and Her Government. 11562 The Charitable Irish 

Society drank seventeen toasts at their banquet, nine of 

clearly loyal to the Crown. The others were devoid of 

political significance. The lieutenant-governor was 
563 present and made a reply to a toast and was well applauded. 

Events at Halifax rendered rather anticlimatic the strong 

561 P.A.N.S., R.G. 1, Vol. 128, item #26. 

562 Ibid. 

563Halifax Morning Chronicle, 19 Mar. 1866. 



pronouncement of the bishop of Arichat against the 

F . 564 enians. 

When McGee arrived in Halifax in January 1867, 

the people presented him with an address thanking him for 

his ''manly and spirited condemnation of the ... Fenian 

organization, which, under the pretence of remedying 

grievances in Ireland, aimed at the destruction of British 

rule in these Provinces ... "The signatories included many 

Haligonians, including several who were active politically 

then or later, namely, John Tobin, M.L.A.; alderman Stephen 

Tobin; future legislators Malachy Daly, John Pugh, Thomas 

E. Kenny, John Flinn; and former councillor Michael Tobin, 

Jr. McGee replied by calling Fenianism 'that gi gantic 

swindle' and cautioned his countrymen to have nothin g to 

do with it. 565 The Irish Catholics, led by their arch-

bishop, Connolly, and supported by Thomas D. McGee, had 

managed the feat of remaining Irishmen in good standing 

both with other Irishmen and the general community, while at 

the same time making a convincing display of loyalty. ·on 4 

November 1867 at Montreal, Joseph Howe paid the Halifax 

Irish the tribute of saying that in Nova Scotia among the 

Irish "I do not know a single disloyal man among them-

not one. 566 

When McGee was assassinated on 1 April 1868, the 

564 Ibid., 20 Apr. 1866. 
565Evening Express, 1 Feb. 1867. 
566 chisholm, Speeches of Joseph Howe, II, 526. 



Halifax Irish community was particularly affected at the 

loss. A commemorative fune-ral service was held by the 

archbishop in St. Mary's Cathedral. The Church was filled 

by persons 'of all classes and creeds' . 567 Connolly's 

funeral oration was lengthy, and in it Connolly expressed 

McGee's and his own attitudes about many things, including 

Fenianism. Several exerpts are quoted, both for the light 

they throw on the majority attitude among the Halifax 

Irish of the 1860 1 s, and the intensity with which a man 

such as Connolly detested Fenian estremism. 'Ireland's 

and Irishmen's best friend and ablest advocate', McGee 

was like 

O'Connell and every great and good man 
of our race and creed, and had enemies 
of his own fellow-countrymen ... Yet if his-
tory tell truth and passing events have 
any significancy, a want of cohesion 
among Irishmen, especially where politics 
are concerned--a tendency to schism on 
all things but religion--and the unfor-
tunate failing of not sympathising and 
co-operating heart and soul with each 
other--were always •.. our distinctive 
national weakness ... proness (sic] to 
party feud and to jealousy of each other 
is historica5~y and pre-eminently our ... 
[downfall]. 5 

Connolly praised legal means for gaining Irish advantages, 

and called Fenianism "an insane movement" incapable even 

of rebellion. Confronted with Fenianism, 

the Irish are ... brave, and in a certain 

567Novascotian, 27 Apr. 1868. 

568Funeral Oration on the Late Hdn. Thomas D'Arcy 
· McGee, delivered ... by his Grace the Archbishop ~n Friday, 
, ,24th April, A.D. 1868 (Halifax: Compton & Co., 1868), 5-6. 
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sense patriotic as ever, but the 
wiser and more numerous of them, who 
had something to lose, ever_ looked on 
the physical force scheme as utter 
madness, and, .•. most correctly 
decided on the better expedient of 
endeavouring to right their country's 
wrongs ~9 other and more feasible 
means.5 

As an Irishman and an archbishop Connolly felt a duty "to 

disenchant a deluded •.. remnant, of our people with that 

pet scheme of physical force and war to the knife on 

England, to which they so madly adhere. 11570 He said that 

he was "consoled with the thought, far as I could ever 

learn, that not a single Fenian (properly so called) is 

to be found in any of these Lower Provinces. 11571 He closed 

with a remark that symbolized, even if it exaggerated, the 

progress of the Catholic Irish of Halifax: "I found 

my people nine years ago in the turmoil of religious strife; 

and, if I die to-day ... I leave them ..• in peace, happiness, 

and union with their fellow citizens of every creed and 

class. 11572 

It will have been apparent that, both in the 

matter of reconciling Catholic and secular ideas about 

public schools, and in the matter of bringing the Irish in 

Halifax safely through the Fenian scare, Archbishop Con-

nolly was the most fluent and outstanding Irish Catholic 

569Ibid., 9. 

S 7oibid. , 12. 

S 71 Ibid., 22. 

572 Ibid., 23: 



leader in Halifax. Through him, McGee and Cullen played 

an important role in procuring and maintaining Irish 

loyalism and moderation. Another force that reduced the 

Irish boiling point in Halifax was the simple fact that by 

1864-66 it was more than twenty years since most of the 

Irish had left Ireland. Having in the main, steady work 
• 

and reasonably just treatment, the Irish in Halifax by the 

1860 1 s were middle-aged and older, and were not particular-

ly discontented with the situation. Their sons may have 

been 'Irish', but they were also Nova Scotians, with no 

personal experience of Ireland's woes. What could the 

Irish of Halifax have gained from sharing in Fenianism? 

Their lives, their work, their property (in nearly half 

the cases) were here. They did not want to return to 

live in Ireland, but if they helped the Fenians and re-

mained here, they would almost certainly pay for it in 

court and prison. If they rejected Fenianism, they might 

well profit from it. Therefore they and their leaders 

made a display of their anti-Fenianism, expecially when it 

became likely that the Fenians would not get within reach 

of Halifax. 

The important thing about the Fenian raids is 

that the movement was as great a threat to law-abiding 

Irish Catholics as to the Protestant Anglo-Saxon. Indeed, 

if the peaceful Irish Haligonian was considered in any 

sense a vendu(and quite likely all the Tobins, Connollys, 

Kennys and Flinns would have been such in Fenian eyes), 
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he might expect worse from Fenians than did an English 

Protestant, whom the Fenians could ac?ept as being only 

that. The position of the Irish in Halifax was not 

altered by the Fenian movement, except to the extent 

that there was an initial tinge of suspicion directed 

against them, but which was quickly and fully dispelled. 

The change from disloyalty in the 1850's to loyalty in the 

1860 1 s was due to nothing more than enlightened self-

interest and an instinct for self-preservation. The 

influence of the leaders, important as it was, had been 

thrown in the direction which the rank and file would have 

taken anyway. By the middle of the 1860 1 s the majority 

had opted for Halifax and Nova Scotia. The majority 

attitude towards Fenianism would have been powerful 

peer pressure on the remainder to make that decision 

fairly quickly. The day was dawning when the son of an 

Irish immigrant would say to another that so-and-so was 

an Irishman, and both of them understood the word to 

connote a man somewhat distinct from what they were. By 

the 1860 1 s many Irish Catholic families were integrated 

into Halifax sufficiently to have begun to think that way. 

It was a significant point in the life of their community 

when they started to do so. 

Connolly, the Irish and Confederation 

The movement that resulted in the federation of 

the Canadas, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia as the 

Dominion of Canada in 1867 had become practical politics 
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in Nova Scotia only after the Charlottetown Conference of 

autumn 1864. Until then, the only concept of colonial 

unification discussed locally was that among three or four 

of the lower provinces. Nova Scotia was at the height of 

its commercial prosperity, and did not look towards 

federation as a means of rescuing her from debt or decline. 

One modern historian has expressed it almost tangibly: 

The decades immediately following the 
mid-century provided a prosperity that 
Nova Scotia had not seen before or would 
again. The iron hull--the real neme sis 
of Nova Scotian sh pbuilding--had not yet 
appeared; the steam engine and the scre w 
propeller had not affected the basis of 
her carrying trade. The inshore and 
offshore banks provided the fisheries; 
larch, spruce, pine, and white oak, 
the wood; fifty or sixty snug harbours, 
the opportunity. The rest was up to 
human hands. These were not idle. 573 

This must have seemed a lot to chance on forming a connection 

with the unstable Canadas. The pride of having over a cen-

tury of representative institutions, and in having achieved 

responsible government responsibly also made being a 

Nova Scotian grounds for self-respect. 

The Halifax merchants and those of the south shore 

of Nova Scotia whose best interests were bound up in the 

573wait e , The Life and Times of Confed e ration, 
193-194. 
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Atlantic trade and with American goods were inclined to 

oppose federation schemes as dangerous-to their interests, 

ruinous to their profits and likely to undermine their trade. 

Some of the most influential voices of the day expressed 

vehement opposition to federation. Thousands of people 

across Nova Scotia were convinced that Confederation was 

to be the undoing of the colony. 

The termination of the reciprocal trade arrange-

ments with the United States took full effect in 1866, and 

provoked two various reactions within the business community 

in Nova Scotia. These responses to the situation were the 

underlying economic arguments used on either side of the 

debate over Confederation. The interests that wished free 

trade and were most oriented towards traditional trade links 

with the West Indies and the United States - whether merchants 

or fishing interests - reacted to abrogation of Reciprocity 

by wishing to continue ~ policy of "free trade in opposition 

to the protective system the Americans favour", apparently in 

the belief the Americans needed our business. 574 

On the other side were the people who were committed to 

railway building and mineral development - interests that 

tended towards British North America - and who wished the 

574Delphin A. Muise, "The Federal Election of 
1867 in Nova Scotia: An Economic Interpretation". 
N.S.H.S., XXXVI (1968), 333. 
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British colonies to draw together commercially and 

politically. 575 Federation could offer newer and larger 

markets for Nova Scotian products~ and expedite completion 

of an intercolonial railway. "By the early sixties, the 

older wood, wind and sail economy had been joined by the 

more continental realities of coal, steam and steel". This 

new interest was challenging the old. 576 These were the 

'new money' and they were strongest in those counties least 

committed to the sea and the older economy - Annapolis, Kings, 

Hants, Cumberland, Colchester, Pictou, and central Halifax. 577 

Against these divided attitudes in Nova Scotia, the 

Tupper government hesitated to ask the Legislature to approve 

the Quebec agreements of 1864. Early in 1865, New Brunswick 

elected an anti-Confederation government. At a time when 

the Quebec federation scheme seemed a dying issue, the Nova 

Scotian Assembly received yet one more anti-federation pet-

ition. It was from Lower Prospect, Halifax County, and 

carried only 37 names, but 25 of them were Irish Catholics. 578 

575Delphin A. Muise, "The Federal Election of 1867 in 
Nova Scotia: An Economic Interpretation". N.S.H.S., XXXVI 
(1968), 333. 

576Ibid. 

577Ibid., 342. 
578 P.A.N.S., R.G. 5, Series 'P', Vol. 19 (1865). 



It looked as if they, together with the rest of Nova 

Scotia's fishermen, were harkening to .the dire predictions 

of Joseph Howe. 

Tupper of Cumberland was an early advocate of 

progress and change in Nova Scotia. Confederation for him 

offered an effective means of hastening these processes 

along. By keeping the initiative throughout 1864 and 1865, 

and through control of patronage, Tupper was weathering the 

storm of protest quite effectively until Joseph Howe took his 

public stand against Confederation. Howe, the old rival of 

the Irish Catholics, was pitted against the obliging Dr. 

Tupper, Connolly's ally. "J.W. Johnston, the erst-while 

Premier, Tupper, the new one, and the Conservative party as 

a whole, had successfully cultivated the Catholic vote, and 

it did not appear to weaken the party with Protestant voters. 

Roman Catholics amounted to 25 per cent of the population ... 579 

Although both parties were divided on the issue of 

Confederation, the Conservatives were slightly more in favour, 

and the Liberals rather more noticeably against, the proposed 

union. Whichever side of the issue could persuade the support 

en bloc of a substantial body of voters (such as the Roman 

Catholics), could carry the day. Charles Tupper's cultivation 

of the Roman Catholic archbishop paid off handsomely in the 

support Connolly gave the Confederate cause. Connolly dis-

liked Howe, and felt that the union promised better protection 

579waite, Life and Times of Confederation, 195. 



against Fenianism. The archbishop had the card to play 

of keeping the Catholics quiet over some lingering resent-

ment they had about Tupper's educational policy, so both 

men had something to offer and something to gain by a co-

operative policy with one another. Connolly may have hoped 

to extract a concession from Tupper as his price, but his 

support for Confederation seems to have been genuine anyway. 

As this study is one of the Irish Catholics of 

Halifax and not primarily concerned with the achievement of 

Confederation, we shall return to the general progress of 

the federation movement only when events in Halifax require 

the background. Our story must be one of seeing how much 

influence Connolly and his clergy could bring to bear on the 

Catholics - and largely Irish - faithful of his diocese. 

Connolly was early into the fray, being probably 

the first Catholic prelate to openly support Confederation. 

"Archbishop Connolly was most active in supporting Confede-

ration and would, in fact, travel twice to England about it 

in 1866. Guarantees to all minorities should be a basic 

principle of Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, he maintained 

in a letter to Tupper in October of that year." 580 If some 

bishops had been lukewarm to Confederation, the Fenian scare 

and Connolly's example were persuasive. By May 1866, the 

Catholic Irish opponent of Confederation in New Brunswick, 

580 Slattery, The Assassination, 348. 



Timothy Anglin, wrote to his newspaper, the Morrting Freeman 

(Saint John), complaining of the tactics used by Connolly, 

bishop James Rogers of Chatham, and bishop Mackinnon of 

Arichat. 581 

Apart from Catholic signatures on anti-Confederation 

petitions and the wrath of Timothy Anglin, the hierarchy had 

to accept that numbers of wealthy and influential Catholics 

were committed financially, morally, and in personal interest 

to the cause of the Anti's. There was an Anti-Confederation 

League in Halifax, which collected $6710.94 for the cause. 

Five wealthy Irish Catholics had contributed personally 

$850.00 of it. All five were merchants - James Butler, Jame~ 

Cochran, Patrick Power, Daniel and John Cronan - and the first 

three were active politicians. 582 It is worth noting that 

most of the opponents of Confederation among the Irish were 

an average of 15 years older than the pro-Confederates. 

James Butler (40) and Patrick Power (50) were the younger 

Anti's in 1865. Among the Confederates, Stephen Tobin was 

then 31, Edward J. Kenny, Jr., was 30, and Michael Dwyer was 

33. Even John Pugh was only 44. Tobin, Kenny and Dwyer were 

born in North America, while Power, Butler and Cochran were 

born in Ireland. The Confederates tended to be both the 

581 Waite, 274. 
582 Patterson, Studies in Nova Scotian History, 116. 



younger and the native-born, although numerous exceptions 

can be found. 

Connolly did not feel that economic arguments were 

enough to counter the cries of the Anti's, some of whom were 

complaining that there should be a plebiscite before Nova 

Scotia joined any federation. 583 Connolly still hoped to 

extract a better deal from Tupper for Catholic schools. 

Early in 1867 Connolly, who knew very well that his voice 

was decisive with many Catholic Irish voters, informed 

Tupper that "the Catholics were a 'a half-lifeless corpse', 

beyond the control" of priest or bishop. But "introduce 

separate schools, however, and 'both Bishops and Clergy 

will solemnly pledge to take up your cause as their own 

and to procure ... nearly every Catholic vote ... 11584 Connolly, 

of course, knew he could not deliver that sort of solid 

Catholic support though he knew his clergy could sway many 

Catholic voters. It was a case of trying once more to 

further Catholic educational ideas. 

The prominent Halifax Unionist, P. Carteret Hill 

(a Liberal who broke with his wealthy father-in-law, Enos 

Collins, over Confederation; Collins was financing the 

Anti's), pinned his hopes of electing the Unionist candi-

583 Muise, "The Federal Election of 1867", 338. 
584 Kenneth George Pryke, "Nova Scotia and Confedera-

tion 1864-1870" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Duke Uni-
versity, 1962), 132, quoting P.A.C., 'Tupper Papers', 45, 
Connolly to Tupper, 4 p.m., Wednesday, 1867 (date not given). 
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dates in Halifax on "the votes of the office-holders and of 

Irish. The anti-unionists had managed to split the Irish 

vote, bringing out the popular Patrick Power. The confed-

erates tried to minimize the split in the Irish vote, and 

they were aided by Archbishop Connolly . 11585 

The Unionists held a huge nomination meeting in 

Halifax, with above 2,000 in attendance. 586 Irish Catholics 

of considerable ability and prominence appeared at the meeting, 

including Jeremiah Conway, John Pugh, the Kenny family, John 

and Stephen Tobin, and Malachy B. Daly. 587 When the slates 

of candidates appeared in the press with the names of their 

movers and seconders, it appeared that the Irish Catholics 

were divided into what looked like equal parties of Unionists 

and Anti's. The Unionist side included John Tobin (candidate 

for M.P.), Stephen Tobin (candidate for M.L.A.), while Jeremiah 

Conway, alderman, seconded the nomination of P.C. Hill as 

candidate for M.P. 588 For the Anti's, the provincial ticket 

included James Cochran, Irish-born merchant, while both his ' 

running mates were seconded by Irish Catholics, namely, 

Jeremiah Northrup by James Duggan (meJ chant), and Henry 

Balcom by John Meagher. As mentioned earlier, Patrick Power 

was the Anti candidate for M.P. When Hill stepped aside as 

Unionist candidate for M.L.A., he and an Irish Catholic, 

585Ibid., 137 
586Evening Express, 1 May 1867 
587British Colonist, 4 May 1867 
588Evening Express, l May 1867 
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alderman James Cullen, put forward J,S, McLean. 589 

The meeting held on the nom~nation day for federal 

candidates revealed that the past had not been totally for-

gotten. John Tobin (Unionist) said he had heard the proposed 

union was being compared to that between Ireland and England. 

He took pains to deny that there was an analogy between the 

hated Union of Great Britain and Ireland, with that proposed 

between Nova Scotia and Canada. 590 The next speaker, Patrick 

Power (Anti), also harkened back, alluding to the Catholic 

question of 1858. He felt he had to justify his position as 

a follower of Joseph Howe, and 'tried to foist the odium of 

the Catholic proscription cry on someone else." Power 

repudiated "Mr. Howe as leader of the anti-Union party, and 

claimed that distinction for himself." Thomas E. Kenny 

announced that he had heard ''on pretty good authority that in 

the Eastern section of the County ... the Catholic pro-

scription cry was still heard. He regretted that the subject 

had been introduced on the present occasion by Mr. Power." 

S.L. Shannon (Unionist) joined in these regrets and stated 

that "Mr. Howe had adopted it to carry himself and friends 

into power, and now . Mr. Howe, on bended knees before 

the Catholics ·of Halifax, confessed that he had adopted that 

cry to secure the election of his party." Alfred Jones (Anti) 

had the good sense not to pursue these issues which could 

589British Colonist, 12 Sep 1867 
590 Ibid. 



only harm those dealing in them, 591 

Archbishop Connolly issued~ pastoral letter the 

next morning from his country seat, 'Bishopsville', Dutch 

Village. After upholding the right of clergymen to partici-

pate in political matters, Connolly appealed to the Catholic 

voters to support the Confederation and Unionist candidates: 

As the only Catholic community in Nova 
Scotia of Irish extraction, with the 
Archbishop at your head, you are, and 
always must be something-and mark you 
only something, only one in nineteen 
... John Tobin still remains the 2 
nominee of the Catholic people of Halifax. 59 

Connolly concluded with a very strong pitch for Catholic 

support of Confederation. "I feel it a sacred duty of 

conscience to vote on next Wednesday for THE WHOLE UNION 

TICKET-the WHOLE FIVE AND NOTHING BUT THE FIVE ... I ask 

my whole Catholic people to follow my example. 11593 This had 

its effect, as the Unionist candidates carried all six wards 

in Halifax city on election day. The confederate majority 

in Halifax was 400 votes, a lead that was swamped by an even 

more pronounced Anti vote in the county areas of the constit-

uency.594 Connolly told John A. Macdonald, late in September 

1867, that the Halifax Catholics had voted 800 for Union, 

591 Ibid. 

592Halifax Archidiocese, Chancery Office, "Connolly 
Papers," file 8, item 3, The pastoral letter was dated 
13 Sep 1867. 

593Ibid. 

594 Pryke, "Nova Scotia and Confederation." 138. 
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and 250 against. A further 800 had abstained from voting. 595 

The abstention was significant, and for it Connolly was pro-

bably justified in taking much of the credit. Yet another 

factor contributed to the result. "Many Catholics undoubtedly 

opposed Tupper's school law, but, they may not have become 

anticonfederate supporters any more than the Archbishop, 

although some may have abstained from the election campaign 

rather than aid Tupper. 11596 Connolly, howeve½ believed that 

the 800 abstainers had been "pledged to and in many instances 

bribed by the antis and would have certainly voted the anti 

Ticket but (probably) for your humble servant. 11597 It appears 

a case where nobody could say what were the real motives of 

the people who had abstained. One viewpoint suggests that, 

had it not been for Tupper's unpopular school law the Unionists 

would have had nearly 1600 votes against 250 Anti's from the 

Halifax Catholics. Connolly's version suggests that without 

his intervention the Catholic poll would have been just over 

1000 votes for the Anti's, and about 800 for the Unionists. 

Connolly, of course, had offered his quid, and sought his quo. 

595P.A.C., 'Macdonald Papers', CXV,31-34, Connolly 
to Macdonald, 23 Sep 1868 [recte 1867] , quoted in Pryke, 138, 
n.3. Cf., also, Evening Express, 30 Oct 1867 

596 Pryke, 132 

597 P.A.C., 'Macdonald Papers', ibid. 
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Connolly and the Unionists could take comfort from 

the fact that they had won in the city and their cause had 

triumphed nationally. They were also able to compensate by 

electing Stephen Tobin as mayor of Halifax in the autumn of 

1867, the first Irish Catholic person elected mayor of the 

city. The requisition asking him to run carried 187 signatures, 

including those of 77 Irish Catholics. 598 In terms of Irish 

acceptability it says much that 110 public signatories were 

Protestants of various ethnic backgrounds. 

There was some trouble when Joseph Howe accepted 

'better terms' for Nova Scotia and offered in 1869 as a 

candidate in a bye-election in Hants County. Howe's reputa-

tion among Irish Catholics had not been good for some years. 

At Windsor "the Irish population, particularly the Roman 

Catholics, r e fused to forget its war with Howe " 599 

Connolly had to intervene to quell the oppo s ition to Howe, 

which was led by the two priests responsible for Hants County. 

These were Rev. Peter Danaher, P.P. of Shubenacadi e and 

Bedford (died 1889, native of Co. Limerick), and Rev. Philip 

Walsh,·P.P. Windsor (died 1909, native of Ireland. 600 This 

seems to have been the last public occasion on which the old 

fued between Howe and the Irish threatened to revive sectarian 

bicke ring along the old lines of the 1850's. 

598British Colonist, 28 Sep 1867 

599 Pryke, "Nova Scotia and Confederation, " 204. Note 
the inference that Protestant Irish had also been angry at Howe. 

600McAlpine's Maritime Provinces Directory for 
187Q::-_71, 660. 
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The confeaeration debat~s in Nova ScotiA overrode 

sect8rian 1:inrl ethnic ar1uments. 'rhere were Catholics and 

Protestants, Liberals Bnd Conservatives, Irish and 'En~lish, 

Scots and ~ova Scotians, on both sides of the central issue: 

to join or not? Apart from one or two ill-timed and ill-

jud~ea re~ar~s, there W8S no anti-Irish or anti-8atholic cry 

~ot up durin~ the campai~nin~. Partly this was due to the 

presence o~ Trish Catholics on both sides. Partly too, the 

issue o~ Confederation did not lend itself to ethnic or reli-

~ious analysis. Moreover, and of crucial importAnce WAS the 

fact that the Catholic Irish were not so isolated from the 

~eneral community either in interests or outlook as they had 

once been. They had far more in common with their fellow 

citizens than they had had even ten years before. 'rhe main 

ar~uments that once mi.~ht have been used ag~inst the Irish 

CRt~olics were no lon~er viable tools of torment. ~hat they 

were Irish and Catholic had been used a1ainst them in the 

1850's, and had recoiled on the persons using the taunt of 

r~ce o~ cr0P.~. 'ro clqim they were i~migrants takin~ away jobs 

would be equgllv foolish, since most o~ the Irish had beP.n in 

Halifax for twenty-five or ~arty years by 1P65. The other 

taunt, that of disloyalty, had been effectively disproved durin~ 

the ~enian period, when the Irish had not been merely passive, 

but ha~ played their part in the anti-Fenian measure s of time. 601 

601ApRrt from Connolly's propa~andizin~, the Irish com-
pany in the militia turned out in 1865 on ~uerd duty in connection 
with the -Penian rain (Cf., Qui'sley, '!'he Halifa1e Pifles, 6,3'7). 
John Murphy, ,m Irishman 1 transported armaments for the mi 1 i t9ry 
to Prospect, while Captain Kenny or the militia mounted the ~uara 
at strate~ic points, includin~ the Dockyard, Grand 9attery and the 
1:;eneral's residence (Cf., Cameron, "Fenian 'rimes," 122, 131~. 
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Conclusion 

In finding an equilibrium, the Halifax Irish continued 

to make gains, but by the late 1860 1 s their share in the over-

all arrangements had pretty well taken the shape it would 

retain until the turn of the century. The Irish were upwardly 

mobile occupationally until about 1863-4, and had assumed 

active roles in early trade unionism and at the bar. Until 

1858 the Irish had lacked fair representation on city council, 

and not until 1868 did they attain and retain this advantage. 

At the same time they shared in the general population growth 

out of the old downtown area. Within the urban core they 

moved slightly towards the southern edge. They tended to own 

property more often than previously, but it was usually not 

as valuable as that of the non-Irish. 

The old identity problem had been very generally re-

solved. In religious organization the Irish had control of 

the local Catholic Church, and the political situation per-

mitted them to have denominational schools accepted within 

the public school system, even if they could not keep them 

entirely under separate control. In respect of affairs in a 

wider Irish world, the Irish of Halifax rejected Fenianism 

as having no application to their aspirations. Once the local 

Irish had made up their minds to remain here, the Fenians 

could offer them no inducements to take up the sword. 

Politically, economically, materially, the Halifax Irish were 

now Haligonians. Only sentimentally were they Irishmen, and 

that emotional sense of ethnicity was largely fulfilled by 
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the meetings, dinners and picnics of the Charitable Irish 

Society. They had not ceased to be Irishmen, but the factors 

than made them susceptable to involvement in adventurous 

schemes of Hibernian derring-do (hunger, abject poverty, 

boredom, drunkenness, ignorant illiteracy, discrimination) 

did not operate in the Halifax of the 1860 1 s. Maguire had 

perceived this. The assassination of D'Arcy McGee further 

strengthened moderate Irish opinion against the Fenians, 

since it was widely accepted at the time that McGee was 

felled by a Fenian bullet. 

An indication of the increasingly stable outlook 

both of Irish and non-Irish Nova Scotians in this period was 

the fact that Confederation was debated, criticized, accepted 

or rejected, without it assuming a sectarian or an ethnic 

character. To the extent there was a bloc of votes among 

the Catholic Irish, it was a Catholic rather than an Irish 

grouping; dozens of perfectly identifiable Irishmen worked 

for both sides of the issue, and while the archbishop accepted 

and supported Confederation, there was no implication that 

those Catholics who were Anti's would be subject to discipline 

or disgrace. All in all, by 1871 the Irish Catholics in 

Halifax had adjusted to the community, and had found their 

place within it. They had won the status of junior partners 

in Halifax. 
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VI - COMPARISONS AND CONCLUSIONS, 1836-1871 

This chapter has three duties to perform for the 

reader. Firstly, it will offer the final pieces of evidence 

about the nature of the Irish community in Halifax from 1836 

to 1871. Secondly, it will assess the situation of the Irish 

of Halifax in comparison with those in other places, espec-

ially in Boston. Finally, it will look back across the 

entire 35 or 40 years and draw out summations for the reader 

to consider. 

Aspects of Irish Halifax 

The .preceding chapter offered considerable 

evidence of the extent of Irish integration into Halifax 

society. Several aspects of the Irish community in Halifax 

are traced in the following pages. Family and marriage 

patterns, occupations, place of residence, and of the Irish 

in relation to law enforcement, will all offer useful in-

sights into the place of the Irish Catholics in nineteenth-

century Halifax. 

"The Catholics, especially the Irish, regarded 

the family as of divine origin and closely tied to the 

sacramental system. 'If this world is worth living for it 

is because we enjoy the relations of the family,' the Irish 

American philosophized ... "in 1855. 602 For most Irish 

immigrants the institution of the family was at the heart of 

602 Ernst, Immigrant Life in New York, 179. 
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society, excmplifyin~ within itself the basic human social 

or~anizRtion. ~ost o~ the Irish Catholics who came to 

tfalifax were of rural, a~icultural origin. Conrad Arensberg 

has described the strong sense of belon~in~ to a family ~roup 

that persisted a~on~ the Irish country people into the twentieth 

centurv: 

The controls in farm work, then, are those 
of a social ~roup--the family. The countryman 
at work is lit+.le concerned with the usual 
economic cate~ories. He is a family man. He 
mav be the shrewdest of traders and the best 
of farmers, but what ~ives him his occupational 
status, aetermines his pattern of wor~, provides 
his incentive, is a set of dispositions arisin~ 
in the balanced interests and reciprocal obli~A-
tions of the social ~roup to which he belon~s.503 

When he emigrated, the Irish countryman continued 

to put a premium on a family structure, either a natural or 

svnthetic 1.;rouping insi~e which he had a place placed 

a relationship between himself and each of thA other members 

of his group. Although ""Bn~lish preindustrial society was 

or~anized around the nuclear family, a patriarchal or~ani-

zation with strong ties to the extended family (on the 

father's side) dominated Irish peasant society. A clear 

structure of oblifsation and kinship linked relatives beyond 

the:> immediate famil:v. 11604 The extended family mi'sht be 

603 Arensberg, The Irish Countryman, 69. 
6041ynn H. Lees, "Patterns of Lower-Class Life: 

Irish Slum Communities in Nineteenth-Century London," in Stephan 
Thernstrom an~ ~ichqrd Sennett, eds., Nineteenth-Century Cities 
(New Haven and Lonrlon: Yale L'niversity Press, 1969), 375. 
The point re~ar~in~ pre-industrial social organization in En~land 
is ma<'le in Peter Laslett's book, The World We Have Lost. (New 
York, 1965) 



vertical or horizontal in its extension. That is, a nuclear 

family (parents and children) could oe joined by linear 

relations such as grandparents or grandchildren, or the 

addition could be in the form of an aunt or cousin, a sibling 

or a nephew. Sometimes the addition was a 'cousin', who was 

no known blood relation, but rather a native of the same 

community in Ireland who was intimately acquainted with the 

family for so long that all parties within the family group 

accepted such a person into the group as a full member. 

Table XIV, below, gives an analysis of the compos-

ition of the Irish Catholic households of two of the six 

wards in Halifax City in 1871. Wards two and six were used 

as the basis of the sampling in order to provide a cross-

section of the whole urban area, and with a view to having 

one north-end and onesouth-end ward. The patterns established 

thereby should be valid for the entire city. The two wards 

are shown separately in order to indicate the difference in 

household composition between them. Ward six, a north-end 

ward, was the home of most if not all the employees of the 

railway, the naval dockyard, and of the shipbuilders. This 

and the fact that the west end of that ward was still semi-

rural (with a number of farms and dairies), imparted a 

rather more working-class tinge to the district than was 

enjoyed by ward two, which was the area of residence of 

many white-collar workers, many shopkeepers, and which had 

a number of large estates in its western reaches. 



Table XIV - Household 
Halifax 

Household 
comprising ... 

a single person 
married couple 
only 

*couple with 
children 

*widowed parent 
with issue 

*deserted parent 
with issue 
siblings only 
three generations 
other relations 
in house 

Total Households 

*basic parent 
and child 

Ward 

51 

36 

165 

60 

1 
7 
9 

18 
347 

226 
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Composition, 1871: Irish Catholics 

2 ( % ) Ward 6 (%) Total ( % ) 

14.7 8 4.0 59 10.8 

10.3 21 10.5 57 10.4 

47.5 134 67.0 299 54.7 

17.3 22 11. 0 82 15.0 

. 3 0 1 . 2 
2.0 2 1.0 9 1. 6 
2.6 9 4.5 18 3.2 

5.2 4 2.0 22 4.0 
99.9 200 100.0 547 99.9 

65.1 156 78.o 382 70.0 

The most striking difference between the two wards 

in household composition is that in ward six the proportion of 

nuclear families was 20% greater than in ward two, although 

when widowed parents with children are taken into consider-

ation, the difference is reduced somewhat to 13%. Another 

big difference is in the number and proportions of single 

individuals appearing. This is largely explained by consid-

ering that in ward two, there were 34 servants, while in ward 

six, there were only six domestics. Ward two had two hotels 

in which a few Irish Catholics had rooms, thus reducing the 

single number in that ward finally to about half a dozen. 

Evidently, living alone did not appeal to the Irish Catholics 

of Halifax. 

Another interesting observation based on Table XIV 

is the paucity of deserted wives, only one appearing in two 
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wards. It is possible that some of the alleged widows were, 

in fact, abandoned wives. To ascertai.n this matter, the 8 2 

widowed parties were broken into two groups: widows and 

widowers. There were 66 widows. The husbands' death records 

have been found for 52 or 55 (three identifications cannot be 

made with certainty) of the widows appearing in the 1871 

census return. There were 11 to 14 women whose husband did 

not die in Halifax, but half of these had become widowed be-

fore they reached Halifax. At most, then, there were only 

about seven or eight possible deserted wives in two wards. 

This means ,the Halifax deserted wives were only two per cent 

among the Irish Catholics. This contrasts strongly with what 

Lees found in London, England. Lees mentions that "in 1851 

and 1861, over one-fifth of the London Irish families sampled 

were broken, most having female heads. 11605 He felt this was 

beyond doubt a characteristic of the culture of poverty in 

London. It meant many children grew up largely unsupervised, 

on the streets. In Halifax, that contributary aspect of slum 

creation was not a key factor, at least not until 1871. 

In London, Lees found that less than three per cent 

of the Irish households included a three generation grouping. 

In Halifax, the figures were 2.6% and 4.5%, for an average 

3.2% overall. As in London, the Halifax households of this 

sort most commonly comprised a nuclear family and the widowed 

mother of one spouse. The next most common was the presence 

of a widowed daughter with child(ren) living in her parents' 



-3f 0-

606 household. The immigrant Irish characteristic of moving 

in with families of their acquaintanc~ was still pronounced 

in London in 1861, but the more long-established Halifax 

Irish community of 1871 provided only 22 examples of this in 

two wards (only 4% of the households). 607 Dispersion of 

immigrants into their own natural family groups seems a good 

indication of duration of stay in a host community. 

Table XV, which follows, offers another way of 

looking at the households of wards two and six in Halifax 

City, 1871. In the Table, 443 households or families of 

children are cited, although the foregoing table mentioned 

only 382 parent and child households. The difference is 

accounted for by the fact that the sibling, three generation, 

and households with other relations in them (a few of the 

latter with more than one family of children in them) are 

included in the 443 households. Again, Lees found that in 

London, statistical comparisons revealed little or no dif-

ference in the average number of children among Irish and 

English populations, the size of nuclear families being 
608 roughly equal. The tales about huge Irish families were 

more fiction than fact. Lees found the apparently larger 

families of the Irish were in fact due to the residence of 

6o6Ibid., 380 

607~, 377 

608 Ibid. , 381 
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other relatives within the household and not to greater 

fecundity. In Halifax in 1871, the same situation obtained: 

Irish families were not appreciably larger than those of non-

Irish in the same neighbourhoods. 

Table XV - Family Size, Irish Catholics, Halifax 1871 

Parents having at home ... Irish General 
Catholic Sampling 

one child 101 97 
two children 93 90 
three children 78 72 
four children 66 65 
five children 45 40 
six children 25 18 
seven children 14 12 
eight children 16 11 
nine or more children 5 10 

Total number of households 443 415 

The 443 Irish Catholic households contained 1,435 

children, an average of 3.24 children per family group. The 

non-Irish Catholic households had 1,325 offspring, an average 

of 3.19 children each. The difference is scarcely significant. • 

On the same topic, mention is made of the further fact that 

where there were 57 Irish Catholic households of a couple 

without children, there were 61 such groups among non-Irish 

Catholics. Taking both details together-the average family 

size and the number of childless couples-the Irish Catholics 

were only more prolific than the general population by a 

fraction of one per cent, not enough to matter. As far as 

large families goes, there were two non-Irish families having 

ten or more children, and three such families among the Irish 

Catholics. 
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Another interesting aspect of the Irish in Halifax 

is the marriage pattern. Table XVI, following, presents an 

analysis, ward by ward, of the entire 1,646 couples in 

Halifax City in 1871 in which at least one party was an Irish 

Catholic. From the religious viewpoint, we see that 92.5% 

were married within their own denomination, a ratio of about 

12!1 for purely Catholic as opposed to mixed (Catholic and 

Protestant) marriages. Of the mixed marriages, two-thirds 

were those of an Irish Catholic female to a Protestant man. 

In ethnic terms, Catholic Irish people made 80.6% of their 

marriages with other Irish people. In descending order, 

marriages outside the Irish ethnic group ranged from those 

with people of English origin (10.2%), through Scots (5%), 

German (2.1%) and French (1.1%). 

The Irish Catholics, despite their gains in social 

acceptance and economic strength between the 1830's and the 

1870's, still by a good majority preferred to marry within · 

their own ethnic group. Some 1326 (80.6%) of the 1646 couples 

of the 1871 census group were between Irish Catholics. In 

the period 1833-1843, of 683 marriages involving at least one 

Irish Catholic, 552 (80.9%) were endogenous. That indicates 

that the Irish Catholics of 1871 vintage were no more prone 

than the Irish of the preceding generation to marry an out-

sider to the group. Inasmuch as the Roman Catholic Church 

encouraged Catholics / to marry Catholics, and the vast majority 

of Catholics in Halifax were Irish, the pattern of marrying 

within the group cannot be attributed to ethnic prejudice by 

the Irish or non-Irish, except as one among several factors. 
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Another part of the explanation was that many of the couples 

in 1871 had been married before they left Ireland, and in 

nineteenth-century Ireland virtually everyone outside the 

aristocracy and military was apt to be married to another 

Irish person. 

Another angle from which to consider the marriage 

patterns of the Halifax group is by examining birthplace of 

the parties married. This has the further advantages, first 

of allowing comparison to figures available for the Boston 

Irish, and second, of establishing by yet another means, the 

drastic decline of immigrant arrival in Halifax after the 

mid-century had been passed. 

Oscar Handlin studied the pattern of marriage in 

Boston by nativity for the years 1863-1865. This allows a 

direct comparison for Halifax in almost the same period, as 

civil registration of marriages was conducted in Nova Scotia 

from 1864 to 1875. In order to make the comparison as much 

as possible within the thesis period, and yet to provide 

sufficient examples to allow statistical validity, the Halifax 

City marriage registration from 1864 to 1871 has been used 

in the present instance. The figures for Boston and Halifax 

are presented in Table XVII below, side by side to facilitate 

comparison. Comparison reveals the astonishing difference 

between Halifax and Boston of nearly 60% where nativity of 

parities married is concerned. Of the 2,977 marriages in 

Handlin's Boston statistics, 2,298 (77.2%) were between people 

who had emigrated from Britain (or Europe in a few cases), 
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while in Halifax, only 47 of the 231 marriages (20.3%) were 

between immigrants. 

Table XVII - Marriages of Irish by Nativity of Spouse, 
Halifax and Boston609 

(a) Groom from Ireland Boston Halifax 
to wife from ..... 1863/65 1864/71 

Ireland 1997 40 
United States 254 0 
B.N.A. 78 116 
Britain 42 3 
Others 7 0 

Total 2378 159 

( b) Bride from Ireland 
to husband from ... 

Ireland 1997 40 
United States 233 0 
B.N.A. 114 68 
Britain 126 4 
Others 126 0 

Total 2596 112 

A glance at the number of Irish-born in Halifax 

and Boston, and the proportion they formed among the pop-

ulation at selected intervals indicates that the marriages 

reflect both the higher number and percentage the Irish-born 

formed. in Boston as compared to Halifax. In Boston in 1850, 

there were 35,287 natives of Ireland, forming 26 to 27% of 

the population. By 1855 the number had risen to 46,225, but 

the proportion had declined to 23%. All of these figures 

are higher than those of Halifax, both absolutely and pro-

portionately. In 1861, the Irish-born in Halifax 

609 The Boston figures come from Handlin, Boston's 
Immigrants, 259, and table xxvii. The Halifax data are 
gathered from P.A.N.S., R.G. 32, Vols. 105-107. 
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numbered 3,843, accounting for 15% of the total population. 

Ten years later, in 1871, the Irish-bo·rn had declined to 

2,956, only 10% of the population. Halifax's immigration was 

earlier and smaller in scale. 

Next to the family and marriage patterns, a third 

aspect of the Halifax Irish community to be considered for 

the period about 1871 is that of occupations. Table XVIII, 

following, analyses the Irish Catholics of Halifax by their 

types of work as recorded in the 1871 census. By using 

Handlin's work on the Boston Irish, some comparison is 

possible between Halifax and Boston. The figures for Halifax 

are from the years 1838 and 1871, while those from Boston are 

for the year 1850. The groups of occupations are, as pre-

viously, within four general headings: 610 

1 - professional and major business; 
2 - small business and white-collar; 
3 - artisans and farmers; blue-collar; 
4 - semi-skilled and unskilled workers. 

The proportion of the Irish found within each of these groups 

is as follows: 

Occupation Group Boston 1850 Halifax 1838 Halifax 1871 

1 0.6% 1.3% 3.5% 
2 5.0% 15.5% 12.9% 
3 24.7% 32.8% 41.0% 
4 69.7% 50.4% 42.6% 

The following were the percentages of each group that were 

Irish Catholic: 

1 
2 
3 
4 

610 

3.5% 
8.4% 

22.2% 
72.1% 

5.3% 
25.8% 
27.1% 
58.0% 

Handlin, Boston's Immigrants, 250-251 

14.9% 
23.7% 
32.9% 
41.9% 
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Two trends are apparent from these statistics. 

Firstly, the Irish in Halifax were higher on the occupational 

ladder both in 1838 and 1871 than were the the Boston Irish 

of 1850. Secondly, the Halifax Irish had made significant 

advances between 1838 and 1871. Only for category 4 of the 

occupations does a later Boston figure come to hand. 611 In 

1880, 52.5% of the labourers and servants of Boston were 

Irish, which is to say that 49.6% of the Irish work force in 

Boston in 1880 worked as labourers or domestics. It looks 

as though both Irish groups, in Halifax and Boston, were 

getting ahead, but that the Halifax group was maintaining 

its lead. 

In both Boston and Halifax the same three occupations 

were the most common among the Irish--labourer, servant, and 

tailor/dressmaker, in that order. The distinction was that 

in Halifax there accounted for 42% of the Irish work force, 

while in Boston they comprised nearly 71% of the Irish employees. 

By 1880, they still amounted to almost 60% of the Boston work 

force of Irish. The Irish worker in Halifax in the 1870's 

was therefore not as liable to conform to the stereotype of 

an Irishman as was his fellow-countryman living in Boston. 

611Ibid., 262. 
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Table XVIII - CENSUS OF HALIFAX, 187~: Irish Catholics by 
Occupational Categories 

The order of information is from left t9 right: occupation, 

total number of Irish Catholics, (number of Irish total that 

were heads of households), total in that occupation in 

Halifax among all ethnic groups, (percentage total number of 

Irish in the occupational group on relation to all persons 

in that occupation). 

1 - PROFESSIONAL AND MAJOR BUSINESS ..... 117 (64) 
Barristers, judges .... 9 (6) 87 (10. 3%) 
Chemists .............. 5 (2) 36 (13.9%) 
Clergymen and 
religious ............. 38 (5) 96 (39.6%) 
Engineers and 
surveyors ............ 10 (6) 69 
Merchants ............ 50(42)396 
Others ............ 5 (3)102 

(14.5%) 
(12.6%) 
( 4.9%) 

786 (14.9%) 

2 - SMALL BUSINESS AND WHITE-COLAR .... 436(241) 1641 ( 26.5%) 

3 -

Accountant, 
bookkeepers, ....... 13 (6) 
Agents, Travellers ... 9 (7) 
Barkeeper, 
Tavernkeepers ....... 9 (9) 
Clerks (males only) .164(31) 
Government .......... 25(23) 
Grocers ............. 108(96) 
Hot elkeepers. . . . . . . . . 9 ( 9) 
Music Hall, Arts ..... 1 (0) 
Shopkeepers . . . . . . . . . 4 3 ( 3 5) 
Traders, Dealers ..... 19(16) 
Others .............. 34 (9) 

121 (10.7%) 
36 (25.0%) 

41 (22.0%) 
598 (27.4%) 
160 (15.6%) 
219 (49.3%) 

71 (12.7%) 
23 ( 4.3%) 

124 . (34.7%) 
61 (31.1%) 

187 (18.2%) 

ARTISANS AND FARMERS: BLUE-COLLAR .. 1436(675) 
Bakers, Confectioners.40(21) 116 (34.5%) 
Blacksmiths, 
Saddlers .............. 56(30) 177 (31.6%) 
Brewers, 
Distillers ............ 5 (4) 18 (27.8%) 
Butchers, 
Victuallers ........... 40(30) 81 (49.4%) 
Cabinet and 
Chairmakers .......... 23 (5) 113 (20.4%) 
Carpenters, 
Builders ............. 152(90) 572 (25.9%) 

4363 (32.9%) 
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Table XVIII .... (concluded) 

Carriagemakers . . . 22(12) 40 
Coopers . . . . . . . . . . 73(39) 143 
Farmers . . . . . . . . . . 25(16) 85 
Foundrymen ........ 18 ( 7) 76 
Gardeners . . . . . . . . 29(20) 67 
Gun and 
Locksmiths ........ 4 ( 3) 15 
Machinists, 
Mechanics . . . . . . . . 23 (5) 75 
Masons, 
Plasterers ........ 123(61) 257 
Painters, 
Gilders . . . . . . . . 69(19) 181 
Printers, 
Binders . . . . . . . . . . 28 ( 8) 145 
Seafaring ........ 127 ( 89) 382 
Shipbuilding 

( 7) Trades . . . . . . . . . . . 19 112 
Shoemakers ........ 135(82) 332 
Tailors, 
Dressmakers ...... 268 ( 56) 619 
Tinsmiths, 
Plumbers .......... 27 ( 7) 53 
Watchmaker, 
Jewellers ......... l (0) 59 
Others ........... 129 ( 64) 636 

4 - SEMI-SKILLED AND UNSKILLED 
Labourer ......... 597(430)1123 
Laundresses ...... 25 (17) 57 
Messengers, 
Porters . . . . . . . . . 15 ( 9) 83 
Policemen, 
Guards . . . . . . . . . . 33 (24) 56 
Servants (male) .. 69 (20) 244 

(female) .. 498 ( 0)1507 
Truckmen, 
Cabmen ........... 146 (94) 226 

(55.0%) 
(51.-1%) 
(29.4%) 
(23.7%) 
(43.3%) 

(26.7%) 

(30.7%) 

(47.8%) 

(38 .1%) 

(19.3%) 
(33.2%) 

(17.0%) 
(40.7%) 

(43.3%) 

(50.9%) 

( 1. 7%) 
(20.3%) 

1383 (594) 3296 (41.9%) 
(53.2%) 
(43.9%) 

(18.1%) 

(58.9%) 
(28.3% 
(33.0%) 

(64.6%) 

The next aspect of Irish Halifax in 1871 is that 

of residence. Table XIX, which follows, is based on the 1871 

census of Halifax, except for the right-hand column which 

was obtained by going through the entire return name by name 

and counting those persons who were listed both as Irish and 

as Catholics, some 9,716 people (32.84% of all .the people in 
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Halifax). In the case of ward five, which is reported in two 

sub-sections in the census, the figures of the two portions 

were combined in the following table. 

Table XIX - 1871 Census: Ethnic and Religious 
Summary by Wards. 612 

Ward Acres Popu- Catho- Irish Irish N.S.- Irish & 
lation lies born born Catholic 

1 1078 6,634 2,629 2,537 733 4,819 1,898 
2 619 3,320 1,707 1,631 456 2,297 1,488 
3 77 3,277 1,750 *1,304 385 2,377 1,306 
4 86 2,331 1,406 1,197 297 1,643 1,094 
5 437 10,046 3,695 3,684 782 7,770 2,947 
6 2485 3,974 1,244 1,312 303 3,080 983 

City 4782 29,582 12,431 11,665 2956 21,986 9,716 

Figure 4 which follows, applies the information from 

the foregoing Table XIX to the map of the wards of the city at 

the time of the census. By percentages, the Irish Catholics 

were most strongly concentrated in three wards, two, three, 

and four 3 which formed a band across the peninsula of Halifax, 

somewhat south of centre. In area the three wards formed 

only about one-sixth of the city's area. Yet there was no 

ghetto effect, partly because ward two extended well beyond 

the more built-up downtown area, and partly because about 

sixty percent of all the Irish Catholics in Halifax lived 

outside the area of the greatest concentration. In two other 

612 census of Canada, 1871, I, 76-77. As by actual 
count, there were 1,306 people who were Irish and Catholic 
in ward 3, the figure marked by the asterisk must be low. 
I think the "3" and the 11 411 in the census report were trans-
posed. The correct figure is probably 1,403. 
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Figure 4 - DISI'RIBUTIO~l OF IRISH CA 1EOLICS, HALIFi,X, 1871 

IJ/111D tlllSH ll,C./'ToTIIL •/., 

I 1898/ 6634 28.61 
2, 1488/ 3320 44.81 
3 1306/ 3277 39.85 
11- 1094/ 2331 46.93 
5 2947/10046 29-33 

983/ 3974 24.73 
ILL 9716/29582 32.84 
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cities with whi~h this point was compared, a measure of 

disagreement appears to exist among the sources. Handlin, 

whose work was done in 1941, spoke of the Irish as crowded 

into certain districts, where their congregation gave rise 

to the Boston slums. 613 Schnore and Knights, whose work, 

"Residence and Social Structure", was done later, compiled 

statistics on the degree of segregation among various ethnic 

groups in Boston as of 1855. Their figure for the Irish was 

18.9, which meant that by moving only about 19 of every 100 

Irish in Boston would allow a perfect lack of segregation of 

that group (the Irish) to prevaii. 614 The word 'only' was 

used because to get the same even spread of other groups con-

siderably greater relocation would be required. For example, 

33 Germans, 57 Italians, and 63 blacks would have to be 

moved to other wards in order to obtain a similar result. The 

Irish pattern in Boston would seem to have been one of con-

gregation and concentration, but not one of a ghetto forming. 

In speaking of another city, Manchester, England, 

John Werly speaks of "physical ghettos geographically 

segregated ... institutional ghettos culturally apart " 

when describing Irish Town and Little Ireland, in Manchester. 615 

613Handlin, Boston's Immigrants, 94. 

614 Leo F. Schnore and Peter R. Knights, "Residence 
and Social Structure: Boston in the Ante-Bellum Period," 
Nineteenth-Century Cities, ed.Stephan Thernstrom and Richard 
Sennett, 252-253. 

615John M. Werly, "The Irish in Manchester, 1832-
1849," Irish Historical Studies, xviii, 71 (March, 1973), 
347. 
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Werly does acknowledge his disagreement with E.P. Thompson 

on this point, and quotes the latter ~o the effect that the 

Irish were never pressed back into Ghettos. 616 In 

Manchester, the situation does appear to have been more grim 

for the Irish than it was in Boston, and both appear to have 

had less attraction as a residence for the Irish than had 

Halifax~ The point of this is that if the Halifax Irish were 

often poor and relatively disadvantaged in comparison to the 

dominant Anglo-Saxon group, they were not turned inward on 

themselves by intense concentration inside clearly disting-

uished neighbourhoods. 

Halifax lacked some of the forces that favoured 

such inten ·ve concentration of newly arrived ethnic groups. 

Unlike Boston, where the Anglo-Saxon Protestants "attempted 

to avoid contact by withdrawing ever farther into a solid, 

coherent, and circumscribed group of its own 617 . . . , 

Halifax had a majority that felt secure as a rule with respect 

of the Irish, except for periods of stress such as that of 

the 1850's. In such a time of strain the majority did not 

seek withdrawal, but prepared to stand its ground and do 

battle. Some were militant, such as Joseph Howe for a time; 

others were diplomatic, such as J.W. Johnston and Charles 

Tupper, and sought to contain the Irish by a policy of 

collaboration. Another factor in Halifax was the lack of 

English 
616 Ib'd t· 1 . quo ing 

WorkingClass (New 

617 Handlin, 177 

E.P. Thompson, The Making of the 
York, 1963), 439 
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any number of large-scale employers of factory labour. 

Thanks to the reasonably co~prehensive city 

directories which were being made for Halifax in the early 

1870's, it is possible to establish a complete picture of 

occupancy distribution. In the 1860 1 s the older pattern of 

ethnic clustering had begun to break down. A block by block, 

street analysis has been made to determine the extent of 

ethnic intermingling that was taking place by the 1870's. The 

directory of 1873 has been used for the raw data, as that 

directory was prepared in 1872, the first year after the thesis 
. d 618 perio . 

Figure 5, on the following page, depicts graphically 

the manner in which ethnic clustering had begun to break down. 

With the possible exceptions of Hollis and Albemarle streets, 

the degree to which Irish and non-Irish lived next to each 

other, on the same streets or the same blocks stands in some 

contrast to earlier decades when some neighbourhoods could be 

indicated as being 'Irish' or not. The Irish Catholics were 

about 33-35% of the population of Halifax in 1872-73, and 

those areas coloured white on Figure 5 had an Irish Catholic 

population that approximated that average within five or eight 

percent. The small numbers of households on some blocks can-

not be strictly interpreted, which expla~ns the margin con-

sidered in the average category. The . cbeckered areas 

were those in which the Irish Catholics were not yet one-

quarter of the occupants, while those blocks coloured black had 

618McAlpine's Halifax Directory, 1873-4. \ 
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a high Irish proportion among the occupants. 

While it is useful to have a block by block 

portrait of Irish Catholic occupancy, some caution must be 

exercised in interpreting the diagram. The facts will not 

justify describing the block bounded by Albemarle, Jacob, 

Grafton and Buckingham streets as 'Irish', although it is 

coloured black. The Irish happened to be more numerous theie 

than they should have been according to the city average. 

In fact, the Irish Catholics accounted for 30 of the 63 pre-

mises on that block, that is, they were numerically inferior 

to other ethnic groups. Greater benefit would accrue from 

considering the pattern either in streets or in blocks. The 

streets approach reveals that an Irish-looking street such 

as Lower Water Street actually had 74/170 (43%) Irish on it, 

while a non-Irish street such as Argyle Street contained 

32/120 (27%) Irish. The integration, when whole streets are 

considered, was greater than the block by block pattern 

suggests. The very randomness of Irish and non-Irish blocks 

on certain streets is itself suggestive of the slow inter-

mingling process that was underway. The block approach would 

reveal that the blocks marked 'A' and 'B' on Figure 5 (where 

'A' appears more Irish than 'B') had 6/30 (20% Irish) and 

9/23 (39% Irish) Irish Catholics in their household composi-

tion. By combining bloc, street, and overall approaches, 

the conclusion is that ethnicity was not a determining factor 

in selection of premises by Haligonians in the 1870's at 

least with respect to Irish. 
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Let us look at a final component in this composite 

picture of the Halifax Irish--involvem·ent with the law. The 

following Tables will provide the statistical evidence for 

these comments. People got into trouble with the police 

mainly as a result of drinking and need, accordihg to Robert 

Ernst. "Under the influence of drink, desperate and reckless 

individuals forgot their sufferings and their sorrows, 

committed assault or robbery, and wound up in jai1 ; 619 

The Irish had a reputation for hard drinking. 

Judging from Oscar Handlin1 , 's findings, this common belief in 

Irish intemperance was borne out in Boston during the last 

century. Handlin speaks of the circumstances of Irish life 

in that city as breaking down the traditional restraits of 

peasant mores. "In this society want became a malignant .. 

adversary ... and 

and prostitution. 11620 

. encouraged intemperance, crime, 

Nothing the Irish found in Boston altered their 
tradition of alcoholic indulgence. Instead, crowded 
conditions drove men out of their homes into bars 
where they could meet friends, relax, and forget their 
anguish in the promised land . Frequent intoxi-
cation led to the Irish reputation for criminality. 
This impression actually derived from minor misde-
meanors generally committed under the influence of 
drink, --misdemeanors which in many cases might have 
earned for more affluent offenders only a tolerant 
repriman~. · Compar~tiv@~~ few rrishmen were guilty of 
more serious felonies. 

It comes as no surprise, then, to learn that 9,791 (76%) of 

619Ernst, Immigrant Life in New York City, 57 
620 Handlin, Boston's Immigrants, 120 

621 Ibid., 121. 
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the 12,914 arrests made by the Boston Police in 1864 were 

arrests of Irishmen. The proportion of Irish may have been 

higher than that, since the 9,791 includes only those who had 

been born in Ireland. How many sons of Irishmen are among 

the 2,143 natives of the United States who were also arrested 

that year? Handlin does not say, but we can assume there 
622 have been some. 

Halifax was close to Boston. Moreover, the Irish 

had emigrated to Halifax mainly before the commencement in 

1838 of the extremely influential temperance work of Rev. 

Theobald Mathew, who persuaded millions of Irishmen volunta-

rily to pledge themselves to abandon alcoholic liquors, and 

which pledge most of them did not violate. 623 The Halifax 

Irish were described by their fellow-countryman, John F. 

Maguire, M.P. He attributed the poverty of the Irish paupers 

in Halifax to "the one fruitful cause of evil to the Irish 

d . k 11 624 race-- ... rin . Given the Irish tradition of drinking 

not wisely but well, the attitude of Maguire, and the 

statistics from Boston, one anticipates that the Halifax Irish 

would have been in the same traditional mould. 

It is one of the more surprising discoveries of the 

research on Irish Halifax that the Irish here did not fit 

the model. In terms of arrests and being charged in the 

Halifax City Magistrates Court, the Irish Catholics appeared 

somewhat less than their share of the population would lead 

622 Ibid., 257, Table XXIV 

623 Garnier, 
624M . aguire, 

Popular History of Ireland, 126 

The Irish in America, 9. 
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one to expect, while their proportion among those arrested 

for drunkenness was also slightly less than their share of 

the population. By calculation the Irish Catholic population 

of Halifax in 1838 was 5,398/15,373 (35.1%), and in 1861, 

it was 9,266/25,026 (37.0%). Assuming that the Irish 

Catholic population as a percentage was sliding upwards at an 

annual rate of .1% between 1838 and 1861, the average Irish 

Catholic population between 1846 and 1861 was about 36.3% for 

Halifax City. Their share of arrests should have been at the 

same average, therefore. In fact, detailed study and analysis 

of 8,158 arrests, 1846-1861 in Halifax, reveals the following: 

Of 8,158 arrests, 2,757 were those of Irish Catholics, 

a percentage of 33.7%, or 2.6% lower than their share of the 

population. Of 2,987 arrests for drunkenness, 1,034 (34.6%) 

were those of Irish Catholics; 1.9% -Oe low t h e ir propo r t ion of the 

populace. There were 532 Irish among the 1,400 assau l t 

charges, and 109 among the 276 arrests fo r vagrancy. I f all 

the Irish vagrants and all the Irish assaults were committed 

while the accused had been absolutely drunk, there would have 

been 1,675 alcohol-related offences committed by Irish 

Catholics out of a city total of 4,663. Even then, 35.9% of 

the arrests were of Irish, compared to 36 .3 % they formed in 

the city population. Table XX, below, pres e nts these figures 

on an annual basis. 

These figures, which are the result of individual 

examination of each case and recording of ethnic origin (of 

Irish), and of the charge actually laid, cover a fifteen year 
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period i~ the middle of the span with which this study has 

been concerned. They prove as conclusively as anything else 

is likely ever to do that the Irish Catholics of mid-nineteenth 

century Halifax were not the drunken paddies of the caracat-

ures. There were a number of men who repeatedly came before 

the court on drunk charges, and these would probably fall 

into the group which people sometimes term 'winos' or 

'rummies'. If those repetitious offenders had been counted 

as one individual rather than as 'x' number of arrests, the 

Irish Catholic share would have been diminished even lower. 

Table XX - Halifax City Magistrate's Court, 1846 - 1861. 625 

Year (dates within Irish Total % No. of Irish charged for 
the year) R.C. Drunk Vagrancy 

1846 (1 Jan-19 Aug) 90 306 29.4 28 4 
1848 (11 July-31 Dec) 93 304 30.5 18 5 
1849 (3 July-25 Dec) 123 326 37.7 54 6 
1851 (21 Jan-31 Dec) 190 498 38.2 93 11 
1852 (1 Jan-25 May) 92 254 36.2 37 8 
1853 (2Lt May-5 Nov) 214 621 34.4 82 4 
1854 (21 June-31Dec) 231 728 31. 7 88 5 
1855 (1 Jan-31 Dec) 347 1142 30.3 125 7 
1856 (1 Jan-29 May) 122 364 33.5 30 6 
1858 (3 June-31 Dec) 195 657 29.6 84 13 
1859 (1 Jan-22 July); 275 852 32.2 83 17 

(13 Sept-31 Dec) 
1860 (1 Jan-16 Aug; 408 

(25 Oct-31 Dec) 
1041 39.1 158 13 

1861 (1 Jan-13 July) 377 1065 35.4 154 10 

Totals .............. 2757 8158 33-7%1034 109 

625P.A.N.S., newspaper room, unclassified MS, 
"Magistrate's Court Papers, Halifax City," Boxes I and II. 

Assault 
15 
27 
23 
46 
23 
29 
46 
72 
2 3 . 
34 
61 

73 

60 

532 
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In the higher courts~ the proportion of Irish 

Catholics was lower even than it had b~en in the Magistrates' 

court. The court of sessions for Halifax County tried 52 

cases between 1851 and 1866 (years 1862, 1863 and 1865 

missing), of which 11 (21%) involved Irish Catholics. Nine 

of the eleven cases were assaults which came from magistrates' 

court as court of first instance. The other two cases were 

h f 1 d id b k . 626 E 'd tl th one eac o arceny an w now rea ing. vi en y, e 

Irish Catholics were not major criminals. Supreme Court 

criminal convictions for Halifax between 1852 and 1861 

numbered 60, of which 19 (31.6%) were cases involving an Irish 

Catholic. 627 Here the range of more serious offences included 

such diverse charges as burglary, forgery, stabbing, attempted 

rape, arson (a female), procuring a soldier to desert, 

unnatural crime (euphemism for buggery), concealing birth of 

a child, shooting, stabbing, and receipt of stolen goods. 

In Halifax, 1847 to 1849, there were 154 imprisonments for 

debt. Of these 56 (36.3%) were Irish Catholics, and their 

percentage is exactly the same for debt imprisonment and 

share of the population. 628 The overall impression one gets 

is that the Irish Catholics got into their share of trouble; 

no more. 

626 P.A.N.S., R.G.34-312, J.3. 

627 Ibid. 

628 Ibid., J.4. 
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In the family pat.terns, then, the Irish Catholics 

were true to their tradition. In Halifax at least, there were 

very few deserted wives. The predominent pattern was the 

nuclear family (70% of households), although sometimes the 

family head was widowed. In the vicinity of one-tenth were 

each of three other household patterns: married couple with 

no children, single individuals (often servants), and groups 

of various relationship living together. Each of these three 

tended towards the majority pattern, as most childless couples 

were young and would have children; many servants would even-

tually marry and become part of nuclear families; while the 

groups living together tended to include younger siblings of 

household heads and nephews and nieces of older members, that 

is, they contained marriageable members. The general trend 

among the Irish Catholics was to live in familial situations, 

and produce an average of 3.24 living children per marriage, 

scarcely higher than the community average. 

In maintainir~ these familial patterns, the Irish 

Catholics were encouraged and tended naturally into inter-

marriage within their group. Throughout the period from 

1833 to 1871 the Irish Catholics intermarried in about 80% 

of all cases. The major change between the earlier and later 

period was that by the 1860 1 s the great majority of Irish 

married were born in Nova Scotia. From 1864 to 1871 only 20% 

of Irish Catholics marriages in Halifax involved even one 

party from overseas. This reflected the cessation of whole-

sale immigration in Halifax by the 1860 1 s, a sharp contrast 
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to Boston where, from 1863 to 1865, 77% of marriages involved 

at least one party from overseas. 

Occupationally, the Irish Catholics made consider-

able gains after the 1830's, and by the 1860 1 s had reached 

the level which they retained in most essentials for half a 

century. Compared to cities such as Boston, the Halifax 

Catholic Irish did well for themselves by obtaining more and 

better jobs than their American Irish compatriots. This 

partly reflected the earlier arrival of the Irish in Halifax. 

This was also a factor in the residential pattern established 

by the Halifax Irish, who congregated upon arrival, but who 

tended to spread out into the city by the 1860 1 s and 1870's. 

There had been no particular ghettoization, nor did a trend 

begin. 

Finally, and importantly, the Irish Catholics were 

greatly assisted in their acceptance by Haligonians of other 

backgrounds by the realization that the Irish were not 

generally lawbreakers. Indeed, in Halifax at mid-century the 

Irish Catholics were not demonstrably more prone to over-

indulgence in liquor than other groups. They had a stereotype 

to live down about drunkenness, and they lived it down. As 

a result of being a tolerably temperate group taken in toto, 

they gained quicker acceptance than probably they otherwise 

would have achieved.· 
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Conclusion 

The Irish Catholic emigrants.of the nineteenth 

century were the victims of a system they had not created, 

and the guests of a people who would have been pleased had 

the Irish not come. Most of these emigrants were members of 

a rural peasantry which had been ground down by more than a 

century of concerted penal repression. They had their 

Irishness, their Catholicism, and not much else, as a result 

of their experiences. Intolerance was a part of the Irish 

experience. 

In an overpopulated country which moved ever closer 

to the demographic saturation point, the Irish subsisted on a 

potato diet. Any major damage to that precious crop and the 

peasantry went hungry and sometimes starved. Famine and 

poverty were also part of the Irish heritage. 

When the older methods of control over Ireland were 

proving ineffectual, the British government instituted a 

Union of Parliaments with Ireland, in 1801. It was a Union 

in which any benefits to Ireland were swamped by depression, 

repression, and Irish resentment of the British refusal to 

honour a pledge to relieve the Catholics in law. The fact 

that the British government was aristocratic, oligarchic, 

and unrepresentative of the ordinary English people was lost 

on the Irish peasantry. An English government that was in 

league with Protestant landowners in Ireland sought to pro-

tect vested interests, but the English people also got the 

blame. Thus, another Irish attitude was anglophobia. Some 
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Irish expressed this through terrorism and violence. That 

was the legitimate tradition of Emmett, Young Ireland and 

Fenianism. Others sought to use the law to win gradually 

what Ireland wanted. That was the equally valid tradition 

of Grattan, O'Connell and Cullen. 

As the hopelessness of their position gradually 

seeped into the people's consciousness, the idea of emigra-

tion began to take hold of some minds as one possible solution 

to their problems. When the most influential people, priests 

and landlords alike, began to agree to the emigration of 

surplus humanity, an important change in the attitude of the 

Irish masses began to transform many of them from a pattern of 

remaining rooted to the land to one of mobility. The 

Protestant Irish of Ulster left their homes for America in 

the eighteenth century rather than face stagnation and ruin 

at home. Various southern Irish made annual trips to 

Newfoundland with the fisheries. Others made seasonal v~ sits 

to Great Britain to work as farm labourers on the harvest. 

These experi e nces began collectively to enter the Irish 

consciousness at the end of the Napoleonic Wars. The idea of 

emigration as an escape from hunger, unemployment and poverty 

became another part of the Irish heritage. 

America became the most favoured destination of the 

emigrants, despite the conflicting reports that reached 

Ireland. It was the nearest English-speaking area that needed 

population, and the means were at hand. The Newfoundland 

fishing fleet crossed regularly from western England each 

spring, stopping at Waterford, Wexford, Youghal and Cobh to 
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buy supplies and engage hands. Some of the Irish crewmen 

did not return home. At the beginning_ of the nineteenth 

century, when the Newfoundland fishery became a year-round 

operation based on a resident fishing fleet, this traffic 

fell off. Simultaneously, however, came the rise of the 

timber trade. The vessels employed in this trade often made 

the westward crossing without cargo, and the owners and 

masters were able to convey, at a few shillings a head, 

hundreds of poor Irish each season. Both the migratory 

fishery and later the traffic in timber brought potential 

Irish settlers into the area throughout the later eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries. The culmination came, in 

volume, in the period between 1815 and 1845. Once in the 

general area, the Irish found dozens of small coastal vessels 

to convey them readily to points within the Atlantic colonies. 

In the case of Halifax, virtually all of the Irish 

immigration had ended by the time of the Great Famine. 

Probably ninety per cent of all Irish Catholic arrivals in 

Halifax took place before 1848. Those who came after that 

date fell into three categories-those who came to work at a 

specific trade (e.g., railway engineers) or with the 

military; those who arrived 'by chance' (i.e., passengers on 

ships cast up on the coast of Nova Scotia); and those who 

were the concluding part of a chain movement pattern. Unlike 

Newfoundland, Miramichi or Boston, Halifax received a sub-

stantial portion of its Irish thanks to the operation of the 

chain movement pattern. In this pattern, the firstcomers 
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were followed to their destinatiori by relations and neigh-

bours from the old country. This partly explains why the 

Irish of Halifax included a majority of about two thirds who 

originated in a relatively small part of Ireland extending 

from Cork across Tipperary and Waterford into Kilkenny and 

Wexford. 

Whatever the pattern of movement or the routes 

taken, the arrival of quantities of rural Irishmen of no 

particular trade or means of self-support posed a problem to 

the host environment. These Irish farmers did not settle on 

pioneer farms when they reached Nova Scotia. Instead they 

concentrated in the urban area of Halifax. This reflected 

their unhappy experiences on the land at home and their 

complete lack of preparation for undertaking to farm in the 

new environment. Halifax, the capital of what the Loyalists 

of the preceding generation had nicknamed 'Nova Scarcity', 

had both advantages and drawbacks to offer potential settlers 

from overseas. On the credit side was the fact that Halifax 

was an expanding commercial entrepot and the seat of a 

government and the base of the armed forces. These commercial 

undertakings and the construction of government works such 

as fortifications gave some work to the skilled and the 

unskilled among the immigrants. Furthermore, the Irish who 

came to Halifax would be entering a community with an existing 

Irish presence. This would tend both to assure some sympa-

thizers among the host popul~tion, and to make their mere 

arrival l~ss likely to occasion ethnic antagonism. On the 



debit side, Halifax lacked industrialization. There were no 

factories to hire massive numbers of Irish immigrants to the 

labour force, such as happened in Boston. Moreover, the 

dominant element in the local society was composed of Anglo-

Saxon Protestants. This was the host environment with which 

the Irish would have to cope. 

The Irish Catholics of Halifax in the later 1830's 

were largely new arrivals. They lived in inferior rented 

housing, concentrated in certain downtown streets and neigh-

bourhoods. As often as not, these Irish arrivals would leave 

again in a few years for the eastern seaboard of the United 

States. Most of them were engaged in routine work, either as 

labourers or truckmen, or as servants. The Irish often lacked 

the necessary skills that would have enabled them to perform 

more prestigious jobs. The picture was not entirely negative, 

however. Halifax provided a better home to the Irish than 

did many other cities, such as Boston. 

ghetto awaiting the Irish of Halifax. 

There was no budding 

The Irish in Halifax 

were literate, peaceful, and generally willing to work. 

The Irish began to assert themselves collectively 

in respect of local Church government, and won. The immigrants 

joined the Charitable Irish Society, and in time transformed 

it from a gentlemen's club to a meeting place for emigrants, 

many of whom were artisans. In politics, the Halifax Irish 

attempted a twofold involvement: Repeal for Ireland, Reform 

for Nova Scotia. The ambivalence of this became apparent 

about 1841-43 when the Irish found that their support of 
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Repeal was making it difficult for them to gain acceptance 

from the main body of Reformers. The Irish found themselves 

with an identity crisis; they had to decide which took priority, 

their involvement with Irish or Nova Scotian politics. The 

decline of the Repeal movement in Ireland, O'Connell's death, 

and the termination of Irish immigra~ion into Nova Scotia in 

the mid-1840's, combined to decide the issue. The Irish in 

Halifax gradually became primarily committed to the cause of 

Nova Scotian Reform. Ireland receded into the background as 

a central political concern of the Halifax Irish. These 

people had begun to discover their identity as Nova Scotians. 

The most significant development with respect to 

Irish assimilation into the general community was the alliance 

formed between the Irish Catholics and the Reformers in the 

early 1840's. The Repeal movement and the difficulties ex-

perienced by Lawrence Doyle in gaining a nomination in Halifax 

served warning, however, that in large measure the alliance 

was a 'marriage of convenience'. The Reformers and the Irish 

could collaborate in an effort to gain their common goals, 

such as responsible government, but there were underlying dif-

ferences between the partners. The Irish Catholic desire to 

preserve a cultural uniqueness and the Reformers' desire for 

democratic assimilation offered a ready basis for conflict. 

As the 1840's ended in the shadow of the Great Famine in 

Ireland, the Reform-Irish coalition achieved its goal of 

responsible government. The major reason for the existence 

of an alliance, the securing of power, had been attained. 
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That very victory, unfortunately, uihered in a new episode 

of turmoil for the Halifax Irish. 

Across British America the mid-century was the 

testing time for the new-found middle~class democracy of 

responsible government. One thing that remained to be seen 

was whether the new governments woul~ continue or abandon the 

old Anglo-Saxon Protestant ascendancy. The old tradition of 

enthroned Protestantism was strengthened by the rise of 

American nativism against foreign immigrants, particularly 

the Irish and the Catholic. In Britain the re-establishment 

of a Catholic territorial hierarchy provoked resentment among 

Protestants, many of whom regarded the step as 'the Roman 

aggression'. Against this rising suspicion of their kind, and 

bitter with memories of the Famine, the Irish Catholics 

found themselves at odds with the majority over the Crimean 

War. The War erupted just as railway building was beginning 

in Nova Scotia, and this development served to provoke the 

crisis that was building in the various developments of the 

time. When Joseph Howe went to the United States to recruit 

men for the British military in Crimea, he pretended to be 

hiring railway gangmen. He was foiled by a small Irish group 

in Halifax. This and an unfavourable verdict on some Irish 

railway rioters provoked Howe into making an indiscriminate 

attack on all Irish and all catholics. Howe's Protestant 

Alliance failed, however. The Liberal government of Willian 

Young collapsed only to be replaced by an alliance of 

Catholic Reformers and Conservatives. By the end of the 1850's 



it was plain that the Catholics would stand their ground 

under fire, both because they had allied with the Conserva-

tives, and because of their improved economic situation. 

Between 1842 and 1858 the Irish had made great occupational 

advances in Halifax. Moreover, a lack of major industria-

lization in Halifax prevented the formation of an industrial 

proletariat in Halifax. There was little class prejudice to 

increase ethnic tension and sustain Nativist sentiment. 

Early in the 1860 1 s the Irish in Halifax reached 

their peak in terms of proportion of the population. Immi-

gration had ceased and natural increase was giving no 

numerical advantage to the Irish. The visiting Irish Parlia-

mentarian, John F. Maguire, was impressed by the relatively 

settled and satisfactory situation of the Irish in Halifax. 

The facts of life at the time in Halifax suggest that Maguire 

was correct, if optimistic, in his observations about Halifax. 

The Irish about 1865 had attained a plateau which they would 

retain for the next half century with little change. They 

gained better representation on City Council by the late 1860 1 s, 

and they had made their way into many occupations by that time. 

The old pattern of Irish neighbourhoods was rapidly breaking 

up by the late 1860's. Possibly the greatest achievement of 

the Irish in Halifax after 1865, and continuing until World 

War One in 1914, was the gradual dispersal of the Irish 

throughout the city. 

Their stabilized position in Halifax was attested 

by three major developments of the 1860 1 s. The inauguration 



of public schools open to all by 1865 was accompanied by 

some restrained denominational quarrelling, but in general 

there was much more resistance to the imposition of taxation 

to support the schools than there was to the retention of a 

relatively few schools in Halifax City for Catholic pupils 

The Fenian Brotherhood might have stirred up trouble in a city 

with one-third of its people Irish Catholics, and yet nothing 

happened by way of public disloyalty. Some of the evidence 

suggests that the Irish played their share in the preparations 

being made to resist any Fenian attacks on the province. 

Archibishop Connolly and the Irish poet-turned-politician, 

D'Arcy McGee, kept up an anti-Fenian barrage throughout the 

period of greatest danger of attack. This Irish loyalty seems 

to have impressed many Haligonians. The third issue, that of 

Confederation, divided the province deeply along various lines 

of battle, but none of the divisions were along the ethnic 

line between the Irish and some other group. The consequence 

of developments of the 1860 1 s was to bring greater trust and 

acceptance to the Irish in Halifax. 

The pattern established in the 1860 1 s and 1870's 

endured for several decades. The Irish ideal of a strong 

nuclear family predominated in Halifax, and was encouraged 

both by all the teachings of the Catholic Church and by the 

Irish tendency to marry within their own ethnic and religious 

group. Except for individual gains, the Irish Catholics did 

not move much on the occupational scale between 1865 and 1914. 

Old Irish neighbourhoods continued to break up, dispersing 
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their people over the city. The family's strength and the 

influence of the Temperance Movement in the Church were 

reflected in the low crime rate of the Irish and the relati-

vely low amount of drunkenness in which the Irish were 

involved. 

In the 1830's the Irish Catholics had their work 

cut out for them if they were to make much of their lives in 

Halifax. Thirty-five years later they had enough progress 

behind them that no serious observer would have regarded the 

Irish as transient immigrants. In the interval the Irish had 

resolved the question of their future identity, and had 

turned their eyes to Halifax. The progress of the interval 

was not smooth or unbroken, but it occurred. If the Irish 

were nowhere in the 1830's, and questing in the 1840's, they 

were challenged in the 1850's, and accepted by the 1860 1 s. 

In the 1870's they formed part of the community that was 

Halifax. 

The transition was real, and its effects were be-

coming apparent by the opening of the 1870's. The Irish 

in Halifax seem to have done better than their counterparts 

in Boston or Manchester. They were well advanced on the 

occupational scale, they were acquiring property, they had 

political influence, they had control over their religious 

structure, they were becoming evenly distributed residentially, 

and they had social acceptance as a rule. 

There were a number of contributory factors to the 

Irish success story in Halifax. The Irish had an earlier 
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start in Halifax than had their countrymen elsewhere. There 

was an identifiable Irish element in Halifax throughout its 

existence, and this Irish strain had increased in size and 

proportion over the years. The Irish immigration to Halifax 

attained its greatest flow between 1815 and 1845. There was 

no influx of distressed famine refu~ees into Halifax. The 

chain movement pattern of immigration was of value to the 

Irish as it frequently meant -that new arrivals could live 

with kinsmen or friends until they had made an initial adjust-

ment to Halifax. A few had brought a small sum of money with 

them. These factors both minimized dangerous frictions in 

the town and prevented the sorry spectacle of large numbers 

of Irish paupers strolling the streets begging or drunk, idle 

or orphaned. Moreover, many were literate, and most (unlike 

the Connacht folk who fled the Famine) evidently were 

English-speaking. One part of the explanation, then, was the 

relatively early arrival of the Irish in Halifax, and the 

fairly good quality of those who did remain in Halifax. 

Another part of the story was economic. The lack 

of widespread industrialization in Halifax throughout the 

period before Confederation prevented the innundation of the 

city with throngs of unskilled labourers seeking low paying 

jobs in workshops and factories. An industrial proletariat, 

lRr~elv immigrant in composition, did not develop in nine-

teenth-century Halifax because there was no demand for unskilled 

factory labour. Thus, the comparatively high ratio of artisans 

and other skilled workers in Halifax reflected not only success-

ful job advancement for the Irish Catholics, but also the fact 



that the city possessed a commercial rather than an 

industrial economy during the middle decades of the nineteenth 

century. 

Finally, there were the political factors in the 

Irish success at Halifax. The Irish Catholics in Halifax 

reached the point of self-assertion towards 1840. This coin-

cided with the rise of RepeaL in Ireland and Reform in Nova 

Scotia. The balance between the Reformers and Tories in Nova 

Scotia was rather a fine one, especially after 1843 when a 

quarrel with the Baptists put most of that denomination on 

the side of the Conservatives. The Irish Catholics of Halifax 

discovered that they were in the position of controlling a 

balance of power. The lesson was not lost on the Irish 

leadership then or later. Lawrence O'Connor Doyle, Archbishop 

Connolly, John Tobin, and others among the Irish remained 

alert to the bargaining power their position bestowed on them. 

Compromise with the Irish Catholics became at least part of 

the art of successful politics in Nova Scotia after the 1840's. 

Howe (and to some extent Young) departed from that principle 

in the late 1850's and found that religious and ethnic baiting 

particularly of the Irish Catholics in Halifax, was self-

destructive. 

The transatlantic transplantation had been the first 

break from the old ways. Adaptation to and assimilation by 

the host community in the new world formed the second break. 

In many ways, it proved the more difficult to make. Daily 

reality helped greatly in Halifax. Much of the old Irish 



sense of self had depended upon a rural countryside of tiny 

farms, and places hallowed in legend .. In an urban and com-

mercial setting the sense of being Irish, of national integ-

rity, was weakened far more than the emigrant generation 

could know. There was an element of self-deception in their 

tenacious clinging to what they knew and remembered from the 

old country. They had known what they remembered, but they 

had forgotten more. 

Their children had no personal memory of the cottage 

where grandfather had lived. The younger generation knew the 

sight of Halifax Harbour at the foot of every east-west 

street, the mewing of gulls as they coursed out over George's 

Island, and the uneven rasping of ropes and rigging as they 

chafed on dockside ships that seemed anxious to fly away 

upon their proper element. These young people felt the cold 

drizzle of an April day, coasted in the snows of a chilly 

winter, and played with children whose parents were not of 

Ireland. The new children of the new world were the future 

of the Irish in Halifax. It was their fortune that their 

fathers could make the transition from rural Ireland to urban 

Halifax, first in physical movement and then in psychological 

adaptation, and finally in coming to terms realistically 

with all phases of fitting into a new community. Not every 

city was as fortunate in its Irish as Halifax, but then not 

all Irishmen were as fortunate in finding such a city as a 

new home. Perhaps the Irish only succeeded in being swallowed 

up: they had been accepted and they were content. 
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B!BLIOGRAPRIC COMMENTARY, IRI.SH HALIFAX, 1836-1871 

The researcher into Irish history in nineteenth-

century must seek his data in a wide variety of literary 

and statistical sources. Among literary sources there is 

the serious deficiency that the personal papers of the 

leading Catholic laymen in Halifax in the nineteenth-

century are completely unavailable, if they exist at all. 

Fortunately, the student can find much of value in the 

various collections of the papers of several archbishops 

of Halifax, in the Chancery Office of the Halifax Arch-

diocese. The papers of William Fraser, William Walsh, 

and Thomas Connolly throw considerable light upon the 

division of Nova Scotia into two dioceses in the 1840's, 

while the Connolly papers are also of use in studying the 

situation in Halifax at the time of the Fenian scare and 

Confederation. The twentieth-century collection of 

material by Very Rev. John McCarthy in preparation for a 

history of Halifax archdiocese contains several valuable 

commentaries upon events of the previous century and a 

half. Some material may also be collected from the papers 

of Sir William Young at the Public Archives of Nova Scotia, 

while the Howe, Tupper, Macdonald and Robie papers all pro-

vide the views of those men and their correspondents on 

current events of the mid-century period. The various record 

and manuscript groups in the Public Archives of Nova Scotia 

offer the patient searcher miscellaneous references to the 

Irish of Halifax in sources as diversified as the corres-



pondence of the Lieutenant-Governor of Nova Scotia, 

that of the Secretary of State (British), and petitions 

to the Assembly, or the papers of the Halifax Grand Jury. 

The most valuable printed primary sources are the news-

papers, almanacs and directories. · Those of particular use-

fulness in the study of the Irish in Halifax were Belcher's 

Farmer's Almanack, Nugent's Business Directoryforl858-59, 

and Cunnabell's City Almanac and General Business Directory 

(1842). Among the newspapers, the Roman Catholic viewpoint 

was represented by The Cross and The Register in the 1840's, 

by The Halifax Catholic in the 1850's, and in the 1860 1 s by 

the Evening Express and Commercial Record, all of Halifax. 

The Acadian Recorder was frequently sympathetic to the 

Irish and Catholics, while the attitude of the British 

Colonist, The Times, and Novascotian, all of Halifax, re-

flected the exigencies of the local political situation. 

The editorials and letters to the editor were most informative · 

and useful as a means of assessing public opinion over various 

issues of the day. 

Among the quantitative or statistical sources of in-

formation, the records of Catholic cemeteries, and the church 

burial and marraige registers of St. Mary's Basilica (and 

under its former name, St. Peter's Church), provide a mine 

of raw material upon which to base assessment of the place of 

the Irish in Halifax. The Holy Cross Cemetery registers give 



name, age, occupation, birthplace, and whether one was 

a pauper. Until 1844, the marriage registers gave 

parentage and place of origin of the married parties, 

which assists greatly in determining where in Ireland the 

immigrants originated. Another Catholic record - the 

Warden's Book for St. Peter's 1801~1858 - provides a 

valuable (and neglected) 1841 religious census of Catholic 

Halifax by area. Information contained therein suggests that 

the 1838 civil census is defective and underestimates the 

population of Halifax. Possibly the opponents of civic in-

corporation wished 'evidence' to support rejection of city 

status on the grounds that the community was not growing. 

The 1871 census is a fruitful source of statistical 

material, as it identifies every person by name, age, sex, 

ethnic origin, birthplace, religious affilitation, employ-

ment, marital status, and indicates literacy and a number 

of physical and mental handicaps. The 1851 and 1861 census 

returns were less useful, since the information on religion 

and occupation is reported for a district rather than for 

each individual householder. The 1838 census, apart from 

its numerical anomalies, provides excellent general infor-

mation about occupations in Halifax at that date. 

The Minute Books of the Charitable Irish Society repay 

careful search by the glimpses they offe r of the inside 

workings of an Irish society. The membership rolls with 

comments at the back of the Minute Books are valuable. 
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Unfortunately, · the records of othe~ Catholic or Irish 

societies of the period have not survived. The printed 

constitutions of a few of these bodies do provide at least 

an outline of their objects and occasionally a list of the 

early executive members. 

A useful source of evidence concerning the economic 

standing of the Irish is the 1836 assessment. This gives 

names of both owners and occupants of the premises, street 

by street, as well as the value of the premises themselves. 

The next complete Halifax assessment is that of 1862-63, 

but it does not give the names of the occupants. The 1836 

assessment was used in conjunction with the 1838 and 1841 

census records, while the 1862-63 assessment was correlated 

with the civic directories of the mid-1860's. 

Finally, mention should be made of a few miscellaneous 

sources, each of which contributes its mite to the con-

struction of the overall picture. The Nova Scotia Archives 

has a list of voters and how they voted in the 1847 election, 

with some indication of religions of the voters. Another 

good list of Irish Catholics (and evidence of literacy among 

them) is to be found in P.A.N.S., R.G.I., Vol. 308, a petition 

concerned with schools in 1827. The Archives newspaper room 

houses an uncatalogued collection of papers from the Halifax 

City Magistrates' Court, another source of useful statistical 



-391-

matter. Attention is also directed to The Letters of 

Hibernicus, in the Archives' Akins Lib_rary, as providing 

rare insights into Catholic factionalism in Nova Scotia 

during the early 1840 1 s. 
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