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ABSTRACT 
 

 One of the stock assumptions that inhabits our understanding of the history of 

19th- and early 20th-century immigration to an industrializing America is the wretchedness 

of the new immigrant laborers.  The waves of new Americans from impoverished rural 

zones of emigration that swept into the nation were thought to be simple rural people of 

limited skill for an advanced economy, unschooled in the norms of civic life, ignorant of 

democratic processes.  Oscar Handlin was the original architect of this view; he saw the 

new ethnic groups as unsophisticated, pre-moderns, and, as “peasants, they had not the 

background or skills to make their way in the economy of the New World.”  Whatever 

progress the new ethnic groups achieved in cultural and civic matters was attributable to 

learning and adapting to American influence, a process of assimilation that instilled 

social discipline in personal and public life and an appreciation for American democracy. 

 This study challenges this stock assumption and relocates the locus of 

investigation overseas, to transnational sources of civic life in the pre-emigration lands of 

Ireland and South/Central Italy to explain the rapid rise and proliferation of ethnic 

voluntary associations in the late 1800s, early 1900s.  The empirical universe is the Irish 

and Italians of Philadelphia; the time frame is 1880-1920, and the social site of 

investigation and analysis is the vibrant community life of ethnic voluntary associations 

the Irish and Italians constructed.   

 This study also challenges a reading of the Irish associations in Philadelphia as 

little more than neighborhood clubs peopled by an aspiring upper strata of the Irish 

American community reaching for bourgeois values.  This work suggests that the 
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associations were populated by the working class, many born in Ireland, that substituted 

an ethic of solidarity for individual achievement values, a communal opposition to 

symbols of past oppression and agents of privilege. 

 The Irish Americans of Philadelphia had cultural advantages prior to emigration, 

and they capitalized on this stock of common knowledge absorbed in native Ireland to 

transfer the norms, methods and moral codes of behavior from the Irish Friendly Society 

to the Irish American Beneficial Association of Philadelphia.  However closely the Irish 

of Philadelphia followed the original transatlantic model, they ultimately molded their 

own style of ethnic association that elevated humanitarian communal values and 

constructed their civic life on a scaffolding of stable financial reasoning backed by a solid 

group discipline. 

 The region of Abruzzo in South/Central Italy sent a disproportionate share of its 

rural people to Philadelphia in a massive chain migration that formed the Italian colony 

of South Philadelphia in the early 1900s.  The Abruzzesse were a mountainous people 

defined by their rocky hilltop topography and a hard heritage derived from eking out an 

existence working rocky soil or shepherding; this was a mobile population cultured in the 

tradition of seasonal migration within Europe as the small farmers and rural laborers 

often spent months away from home in search of work to support their family and home. 

 The rural proletariat of Abruzzo that eventually settled in Philadelphia also 

arrived with a rich civic heritage firmly intact, and the Italians capitalized on their 

knowledge and experience of an advanced civic culture based in local mutual aid to 

establish beneficial associations in Italian Philadelphia.   
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 In the process of following transatlantic models and in creating their own life, 

these ethnic groups constructed a collective consciousness mediated through the 

immediate community and educational mission of the ethnic associations.  For the Irish, 

the association became the protective institution for a world view that defined Irish 

identity within the Diaspora as a community of exiles torn from cherished rural locations, 

a people bent on maintaining a vigilant eye on enemies such as the occupying British 

state in Ireland, on Irish landlordism and anti-Catholic agents in America ever supportive 

of Irish nationalism. This consciousness grafted all kinds of imaginary symbols to its 

base, including race, a Social Darwinisitic rendering of the Celtic type as superior to the 

Anglo Saxon, and a matrix of factors that conflated social class, nationalism, and 

sentimental remembrance into a hard opposition leveled at all forms of illegitimate 

privilege. 

 The Italians were a mobile people of the mountains loyal to family and land, 

schooled in the rigors of migration, backed by the civic institutions of self-help they 

constructed in their agricultural towns; they were not burdened by the weight of 

sentimental nationalism as the Irish were in their Diaspora.  Yet, during Italy’s time of 

crisis during World War I, the Italian Americans of Philadelphia awakened national 

leanings and constructed a movement of national support for failing Italy.  The Italian 

American associations of South Philadelphia came alive to sponsor financial and moral 

support for Italy at war, and a renewed Italian imperialism in the immediate post-war 

years. 

 Thus, as the Irish and Italians drew on their old-world methods to create new civic 
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institutions in Philadelphia, they also constructed separate ethnic identities and an active 

community, a vibrant energy that made industrial Philadelphia the home of the American 

voluntary association. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 Philadelphia during the years 1880-1920 was the apex of civic engagement by the 

city’s Irish and Italian Americans. These two populous and influential ethnic groups 

came to define their existence as citizens of two worlds, their adopted America and their 

departed nations. Much of this transformation was mediated through the voluntary 

associations these groups constructed in Philadelphia, a vast network of local clubs, 

beneficial societies and cultural associations that preserved fading ethnic meaning while 

providing financial and emotional support to their working class memberships. 

 The Irish Americans arrived earlier than the Italians in Philadelphia and spread 

out, settling in diverse neighborhoods all over the city as they pursued jobs and homes all 

within walking distance of industrial employment. The Irish American associations, the 

many branches of the Ancient Order of Hibernians, for example, acted as neighborhood 

clubs for the Irish—but, as this study shows, the Irish commitment to civic expression 

and identity was not limited to neighborhood.   

 The Italian Americans, arriving late in the 1800s and en masse in the early 1900s, 

settled in a single zone of cheap, available housing just south of the center city 

commercial zone, in old Southwark, an area being slowly abandoned by previous ethnic 

groups such as the Irish. South Philadelphia became an extensive enclave of Italian 

influence and the location for a surge of local mutual aid associations that operated as 

health insurance for the working class as well as depositories for Italian remembrance.  

Italian South Philadelphia’s isolation as a community promoted the growth of civic life, 

allowed its people to walk to meetings of their own society and easily attend gatherings. 



x 
 

 Philadelphia became the preferred destination of the emigrating small farmers and 

agricultural workers of Abruzzo in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Italians left the rocky 

hills and towering mountains of Abruzzo with heavy hearts, economic exiles and victims 

of the forces of modernization of Italy, the nationalization of previous local markets, the 

voracious appetite for funds derived from taxation in Rome’s expanding state, resulting 

in the collapse of an already fragile rural economy.   

 De Nardis1

 The industrial city was the location for this flowering of community but it also 

contained forces of disunity and fragmentation that these ethnic groups had to overcome.  

Finding work and sustaining employment in Philadelphia was a constant problem for 

both the Irish and the Italians, a hard social fact which led to mobility within the working 

class and instability in association membership rolls. The Irish Americans adapted to this 

structural upheaval in their associations, allowing for easy access in and out of 

 has provided a full description of the pattern of intra-European and 

intra-Italian migration among the rural proletariat and small farmers of Abruzzo as a 

traditional mid-19th-century subsistence-inspired response to the hard life in the 

mountains and foothills of Abruzzo-Molise. A people so destitute that the heads of 

families left home for long periods of time during the year to secure funds to keep family 

and farm running is evidence that the Abruzzesse were on the border of subsistence.  

Given this cultural heritage of migration, the longer overseas routes in the early 1900s to 

America were easier to face.   

                                                 
1 Daniela De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese: Tra Ottocento e Novecento: Fuga dale 
campagne dal 1876 al 1915, L’Aquila: Adelmo Polla in Cerchio, 1994. 
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membership backed by a scrupulous organization discipline intent on keeping exact 

financial and membership records. If the Irish were locked into the geographic nexus of 

work and home, they did not allow distance to stand in the way of pursuing ethnic 

meaning and demonstrated a remarkable commitment to their societies traveling across 

the city to attend the required meetings. 

 The industrial city was in many ways the ideal location for the flowering of civic 

life among its ethnic groups, for not only did it bring masses of ethnic peoples together in 

one location, it also provided extensive means of communication, urban transportation 

and interaction. The ethnic press flourished during these years; for the Irish, they could 

read about meetings and events in the 1890s in the Philadelphia Hibernian or learn about 

the Gaelic language movement in the Irish American Review & Celtic Literary Advocate.  

The Italians were brought together by the Italian-language press, and their association life 

was made public by announcements and news reports in Il Momento or La Libera Parola.  

 Even though Philadelphia was still a walking city in the 1890s, the electric 

streetcar was available for cross town meetings and special events such as the winter balls 

or the summer Gaelic sport picnic. Finally, the dislocation and fragmentation of industrial 

life itself was a cause for the resurgence of ethnic identity as the Irish and Italians were 

eager to construct formal societies that fought back against urban anomie and recaptured 

lost cultural leanings. 

 The set of influences located in the nations of origin and the pre-emigration 

models proposes a sturdy transcultural framework for understanding the rapid rise and 

proliferation of an ethnic civic life in Philadelphia. Other models of social learning were 
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available, especially the legacy of charitable organizations left by elite Catholic Irish 

Philadelphians intent on helping poor Irish immigrants as well as the neighboring 

influence of native American associations, but the self-imposed cultural isolation of the 

Irish and the spatial confinement of the Italians precluded a pattern of social modeling 

from assimilationist practices. 

Ethnic Assimilation in Perspective 

 A study of Irish and Italian American civic culture in a northeastern city in the 

United States in the years 1880-1920 invariably confronts the topics of assimilation and 

ethnicity and its analysis by the historical establishment. Even though the trajectory of 

this explanation often moves in directions opposed to assimilation of American ethnic 

groups to uncover a cordoning off of integrative tendencies among the Irish Americans 

who inhabited the maze of ethnic associations in Philadelphia 1880-1920, the strength of 

the concept of ethnic assimilation in the American imagination requires a review of its 

possibilities. 

 The changing concept of assimilation is brought into clarity by Milton Gordon 

who devised three categories of analysis: 1. Anglo-conformity, 2. the melting pot, and 3.  

cultural pluralism.2 Anglo-conformity was a one-way adoption of tradition; it was 

“English institutions…the English language, and English-oriented cultural patterns as 

dominant and standard in American life.”3

                                                 
2 Milton Gordon, Assimilation in American Life: The Role of Race, Religion, and 
National Origins. (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1964). 

 The assumption was that America was an 

established nation not subject to significant change from the outside; adjustment was a 

3 Gordon, Assimilation in American Life, 88. 
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one-way, one-dimensional process, an essential test of loyalty among new citizens as they 

grappled with the political forms and moral codes of democratic America. Oscar Handlin 

wrote in The Uprooted, “the man who joined a mutual aid association” was taking “steps 

in his Americanization, ”4

 For this study of ethnic association in a northeast industrial city, cultural pluralism 

is a framework that helps explain the popularity of the ethnic associations in Philadelphia.  

For Gordon, pluralism invoked a duality of role identification in order to “maintain 

enough subsocietal separation to guarantee the continuation of the ethnic cultural 

tradition…without…interfering with the carrying out of standard responsibilities to the 

general American civic life.”

 a perspective that defines the Anglo-centric direction of this 

view of American assimilation. 

5

 This study suggests that there was little of the Anglo-centric adjustment made by 

the Irish Americans and the Italians in Philadelphia even though the Irish were positioned 

for this transformation by their early arrival in Philadelphia and conversion to “white” 

status.

 Gordon prefers “structural pluralism” to define American 

ethnic national groups as well as religious and racial groups in America, and describes 

subcultures with their own identity pattern that persist through and alongside the 

pressures for assimilation. The social structures Gordon refers to are primary relations 

such as friendship and marriage; structural assimilation naturally follows from a pattern 

of intermarriage between ethnic groups. 

6

                                                 
4 Oscar Handlin, The Uprooted, (Boston, MA:  Little, Brown, 1973) 165. 

 Instead, the Irish in Philadelphia drove themselves into a specialized Gaelic zone 

5 Gordon, Assimilation in American Life, 158. 
6 Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New York: Routledge, 1995). 
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of awareness whose focus and essence were across the Atlantic, in stores of memory and 

in attention to the rising storm of nationalism in the late 1800s and early decades of the 

20th century. 

 Lawrence Fuchs promotes the concept of a “voluntary pluralism” that provides an 

insulated and protected zone for the persistence of ethnic awareness and identity within 

the larger polity, a protected civic culture “in which individuals were free to express their 

ancestral affections [in line with] the American founding myth.”7 As long as the ethnic 

impulse did not expand to challenge American institutions and power, the free zone of 

expression allowed diverse groups was kept safe and intact. In fact, the civic landscape of 

America was both a privilege of democratic citizenship and a heuristic on the practice of 

democracy based on the premise that “ordinary men and women can be trusted to govern 

themselves through their elected representatives…”8

 For the Irish Americans, the exercise of local democracy in the associations was a 

marker of ethnic pride in which scrupulous control was maintained over cherished 

associational practices, the yearly election of officers, stewards and even the choice of 

society physician. These methods of consensual group order in Philadelphia were carried 

from prior associational traditions in Ireland and from the mutual aid societies of rural 

Italy, but the discipline maintained over associational democracy was a self-inscribed 

lesson that also sanctioned the “civic culture” of the United States. 

   

                                                 
7 Lawrence Fuchs, The American Kaleidoscope: Race, Ethnicity, and the Civic Culture, 
(Hanover, NH: Wesleyan Univ. Press) 5. 
8 Ibid. 
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 The Irish Americans came close to violating Fuchs paradigm of a balanced “civic 

culture” with a surge militant nationalism such as the Fenian “invasions” of Canada in the 

1870s, but these attempts were short-lived and ludicrous in their far-flung ambitions. On 

St. Patrick’s Day in Philadelphia in the 1890s, the Irish proudly flew the Irish tri-color 

outside the Irish American Club on Race Street making sure the American flag flew 

alongside at equal height. And, the monthly meetings of the branches of the Ancient 

Order of Hibernians (A.O.H.) in Philadelphia featured many a sentimental and nationalist 

songs from old Ireland during its hour of sociability, but always closed with a singing of 

the American national anthem.   

 The Italian Americans in the early 1900s also seemed to follow Fuchs’ pluralistic 

balancing. The Italian-styled mutual aid societies of South Philadelphia were copies of 

associational lessons learned in Italy, but the Italians often preferred American references 

as public symbols for their societies so we see the Abraham Lincoln and George 

Washington branches of the Sons of Italy in Philadelphia or the Abraham Lincoln Mutual 

Aid Society of Pecksville, Pa. in Pennsylvania coal country.9

 Richard Alba states, the legacy of Italian ethnicity represented more of “the 

echoes of cultural differences” than a vibrant system of sustained group difference.

 

10

                                                 
9 Il Momento, Dec. 22, 1917; “Regulations of the Abraham Lincoln Mutual Aid Society 
of Pecksville, Pennsylvania, 1924,” Historical Society of Pennsylvania. 

 For 

Alba, structural assimilation hastened the demise of a persistent, separate Italian identity 

in America. This study focuses on the height of Italianta unity in America through the 

prism of the ethnic association, the critical period of community development and the 

10 Richard Alba, Italian Americans: Into the Twilight of Ethnicity, (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall, 1985) 16. 
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surge of national Italian pride in World War I, a period of pre-ethnic dissolution in which 

American and Italian loyalties marched side by side. 

 We should also consult Hechter’s concept of the “cultural division of labor” to 

accompany Gordon’s and Fuch’s pluralism to help us understand the persistence of 

ethnicity in the face of modern forces that would disperse the concentration of the ethnic 

community and dissolve traditional cultural affections.11

 The cultural division of labor framework is a sophisticated and lengthy analysis of 

social development in the Celtic Fringe of England, but the thrust of the argument can be 

applied to the ethnic history of Philadelphia to help explain why Philadelphia’s industrial 

dynamism did not swallow its Irish and fold them into an assimilated whole. The cultural 

division of labor existed in two forms—a “hierarchical dimension, in which the various 

groups were distributed in the occupational structure” and a “segmental one,” in which 

ethnic groups maintain a “cultural distinctiveness” that is centered around a specific 

occupational niche.

 Industrialization was for 

Hechter the primary force in the sweeping away of tradition and the centralization of 

power under a national state. 

12

                                                 
11 Michael Hechter, Internal Colonialism: The Celtic Fringe in British National 
Development, (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1975). Hechter’s thesis defines the 
Celtic fringe, Ireland and Wales especially but also Scotland, as “internal colonies” of 
England that maintained their own specific cultural identity based on language and 
ethnicity. 

 The persistence of ethnicity in the industrial city is maintained 

through the carving out of specific layers and zones in the occupational market so that 

they become synonymous with a certain ethnic type. Within the ethnic community and 

12 Hechter, Internal Colonialism, ix-xx. 
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without, this blending of work and culture attaches itself to identity and is replicated 

across the generations. 

 We are reminded of Dennis Clark’s description of the Irish American building 

contractor, a social type that was able to emerge in the housing boom in post-bellum 

Philadelphia to occupy a specific zone in the industrial economy that was linked with 

cultural heritage.13 For the Italians in South Philadelphia, we can cite such examples as 

their early identification as railroad workers for the Pennsylvania and the Reading lines in 

and around Philadelphia and later, as city workers assigned the task of building and 

maintaining the streets as an example of an ethnically segmented labor market.14

 Hechter also posits that “residential segregation” further separated the ethnic 

group from the established social center, but in the case of Philadelphia’s Irish Americans 

this factor was minimized. Philadelphia did not divide the Irish into peripheral and core 

zones in its housing; in fact, rapid, dynamic and decentralized industrialization in 

Philadelphia created a dispersed working class, and the Irish were spread out all over the 

city contributing to but not dominating specific neighborhoods. This study, then, refutes 

Hechter’s structuralism, the spatial isolation and segmented labor market supports for a 

persistent ethnicity; Irish American ethnicity and community developed across wide 

urban spaces because the Irish of Philadelphia overcame spatial and labor barriers to 

make their community in the 1890s and early 1900s. 

 

                                                 
13 Dennis Clark, Erin’s Heirs: Irish Bonds of Community, (Lexington: Univ. of Kentucky 
Press) 1991. 
14  Kerby Miller, Immigrants and Exiles (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1985) 63. Not 
everyone agreed with the rewards of an increasing division of labor:  Kerby Miller writes, 
that “opportunities for upward mobility and property ownership lessened in an 
increasingly stratified society.” 
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Oscar Handlin’s Intractable Irish 
 
 It is instructive to return to Oscar Handlin’s original paradigm on immigration and 

the problematic prospects of American assimilation of its ethnic immigrant laborers.  

Handlin identified the waves of immigrants as a morbid mass, ill-prepared for an 

industrial economy and American democratic institutions. As he states, “peasants, they 

had not the background or skills to make their way in the economy of the New World.”15

 Still, Handlin’s general depiction of the Irish Americans of 19th-century Boston 

allows no social space for the development of the kind of civic institutions the Irish of 

Philadelphia were able to construct: 

  

Assimilation was forecast as an extended process of problematic, one-way assimilation, 

the transformation of cultureless peasants into Anglo-centric citizens. Handlin speculated 

that traditional rural habits had to be exorcised before industrial ones were internalized; 

however, in Philadelphia, as advanced as the city’s diverse industrial structure was by the 

1890s, there was still demand for unskilled laborers working in support of more technical 

workers. 

Depressed to the status of helpless proletarians by the conditions of their 
flight from Ireland and by the city’s constricted economic structure, driven 
into debilitating slums by their position as unskilled laborers, and isolated 
intellectually by their cultural background and physical seclusion, the Irish 
saw insuperable barriers between themselves and their neighbors.16

 
 

                                                 
15 Oscar Handlin, Immigration as a Factor in American History (Engelwood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall, 1959) 2. 
16 Oscar Handlin, Boston’s Immigrants: A Study in Acculturation (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard Univ. Press, 1941) 228. 
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Spatial isolation was added to cultural disadvantages in Handlin’s view as he 

characterized the Irish immigrant community as a static urban population of poor 

laborers, permanently located in areas near the wharves, finding housing in unsafe back 

alleys of South Boston. This is the cluster thesis that produced ethnic slums, as Handlin 

states, that produced “the Boston slums—precisely the housing the Irish needed.”17

Handlin presents the Irish settlement cohort in urban zones, using the census as a 

counting tool, yet his descriptive numbers represent an accumulation of immigrants that 

ignored the calculus between in and out migration, and therefore is skewed toward the 

clustering thesis and the production of an image that characterized the Irish slum as an 

immobile mass of poor, unskilled laborers. He writes that the “foreign-born flocked to the 

great cities and stubbornly refused to spread out as farmers over the countryside.”

 

18

 Stephen Thernstrom inverts the demographic aspects of Handlin’s model and its 

imagery, shows through indices of persistence inside Boston that it was a dynamic Irish 

ghetto of extremely limited social mobility but much more spatial mobility. If the Irish 

congealed in Boston’s slums it was only temporary as this ethnic group moved on and out 

producing an urban experience that was “volatile.”

 

19 Thernstrom writes, “the actual 

volume of movement into Boston during the 1880s was…twelve times larger than 

estimated net in-migration, because huge numbers of people were leaving the city at the 

same time that huge numbers of others were entering it.”20

                                                 
17 Handlin, Boston’s Immigrants, 218. 

  

18 Handlin, The Uprooted, 272. 
19 Stephen Thernstrom, The Other Bostonians: Poverty and Progress in an American 
Metropolis, 1880-1970, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Studies in Urban History, 1973) 225. 
20 Ibid., 221. 
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 Philadelphia, in contrast to Boston, diffused its Irish immigrants at the point of 

immigration due to a dearth of housing in the old central zones—in the “city of homes,” 

the Irish of Philadelphia would decentralize to occupy ethnically heterogeneous 

neighborhoods none of which they would ever exclusively dominate. As noted, 

decentralization was not a deterrent to the growth of a vibrant and connected Irish 

American community; Philadelphia’s dispersed Irish population developed their own vast 

network of associations that covered the city and stayed connected through the ethnic 

press, through kinship and work networks of interaction and by an internal group will not 

to let Irish memory die under the pressures of existence in industrial Philadelphia. 

 The Handlin thesis was also critiqued by Rudloph Vecoli for its sociological 

underpinnings, the substitution of an ideal type of the peasant-immigrant for an 

historicized version carving out the “distinctive cultural character of each ethnic 

group.”21

 Vecoli’s idealized immigrant descended from Southern Italian peasant origins, a 

family-centric laborer fixed on acquiring capital in an American market of higher wages, 

securing precious funds for extending family security in Italy or in America. There was 

little cultural capital derived from Vecoli’s depiction of civic life in Southern Italy other 

than a localized version of the mutual aid society which reproduced the narrow values of 

  Italian emigrants constituted the counter example to Handlin’s deracinated 

Irish emigrant, more adept at reconstructing cultural origins and less burdened by self-

constructed images of exile from a village existence of deep emotional memory. 

                                                 
21 Vecoli, Rudolph J., “Contadini in Chicago: A Critique of the Uprooted,” Journal of 
American History, 51:3 (Dec., 1964) 417. 
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campanilliismo and kinship. Family, for Vecoli, always overshadowed community and 

accounted for “the paucity of voluntary associations among the peasantry.”22

 Yet, as this study finds, among the rural proletariat of late 19th-century Abruzzo, 

the mutual aid society for rural workers was a sophisticated, advanced institution of 

considerable civic virtue. In Spoltore, women workers were included and in town after 

small town in the Abruzzo foothills people’s orphanages, nursery schools and day-care 

facilities were established by and for workers. These self-made associations were often 

administered by boards of oversight consisting of higher status citizens of the town, but 

the ethic of care and commitment to civic values in the small town of Atri or the 

provincial capital of Teramo countered the one-dimensional pull of family in support of 

an enlightened if impoverished community of rural small peasants and agricultural 

workers. 

 

 In consulting John Bodnar’s portrayal of assimilation we again encounter 

Handlin’s David and Goliath paradigm, the peasant immigrant without skills pitted 

against the massive forces of late industrial capitalism. The fundamental challenge and 

fact of existence for Bodnar was the immigrant’s individual confrontation with industrial 

capitalism, the “need to confront a new economic order and provide for their own welfare 

and that of their kin or household group.”23

                                                 
22 Vecoli, “Contadini in Chicago,” 405. 

 Ethnic groups were initially defined by 

23 John Bodnar, The Transplanted: A History of Immigrants in Urban America, 
(Bloomington:  Indiana University Press, 1985) xvi. 
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“group fragmentation” derived from the shock of contact with “the challenges of 

capitalism and modernity.”24

 Bodnar’s structuralism is multi-dimensional and within the cracks of the industrial 

system ethnicity is discovered and the actual fragmentation of tradition gives rise to new 

group awareness and calls for the invention of ethnic memory. This study brackets much 

of the struggle for subsistence in an industrial economy that Bodnar’s immigrant was 

forced to contend with expending much of his creative energy—the Irish in their 

associations in Philadelphia confronted the facts of labor and subsistence in many small 

ways, in the setting of reasonable prices for events, pooling members’ resources and 

skills to procure goods for meetings and the associations at favorable prices, and 

acknowledging the trials of members out on strike.  In place of the destructive nature of 

American capitalism, we find adaptation and survival in locations once thought to have 

been subject to the ruination of the personality structure of the ethnic immigrant.  

 

The Ethnicization of Philadelphia, 1880-1920 

 Ethnicity is no longer understood as a one-dimensional tug-of-war between the 

host country and nation of origin; it is a multi-layered maze of meaning that involved a 

negotiated understanding of difference subject to change. This study suggests that the 

rural proletariat of the Abruzzo region of South/Central Italy, socialized into seasonal 

migration by the hard facts of eking out an existence in agriculture in mountain terrain, 

arrived in Philadelphia with less of a village loyalty than a tradition based on mobility. As 

                                                 
24 Ibid., xvii. 
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the first and most influential of the Italian regions to settle in Philadelphia, the leadership 

of the Abruzzesse was a malleable ethnicity conditioned to accept change and adaptation. 

 The concept of ethnicization, an “interactive behavior in which negotiations 

between immigrant groups and the dominant ethnoculture are open-ended and 

ambivalent,” emerges as a suitable heuristic for understanding Philadelphia’s immigrant 

groups.25

 One of the tenets of ethnicization is “evoking a symbolically constructed sense of 

peoplehood vis-a-vis outsiders,”

 The Abruzzesse made associations immediately as an easy adaptation from old-

world methods, a sophisticated system of enlightened local self-support seen in the 

workers mutual aid societies of the small towns and villages of Abruzzo. World War I 

changed the Italian American community in South Philadelphia and it wasn’t until this 

late point in the history of modern nations that Italians came to see themselves in their 

Diaspora setting as proud citizens of Italy. As Italian nationalism was discovered, and 

then attached to American icons of nation through the crisis of World War I, Italian 

Americans made their ethnic community more whole during the war years.   

26

                                                 
25 Kathleen Neils Conzen, David A. Gerber, Ewa Morawska, George E. Pozetta and 
Rudolph J. Vecoli, “The Invention of Ethnicity: A Perspective from the U.S.A.,” Journal 
of Ethnic History 12:1 (Fall, 1992) 31. 

 a conflict, often imagined, with a set of despised 

opponents that results in stronger internal bonds for the aggrieved group. The resurgence 

of American Nativism and the anti-Catholicism in the 1890s in the form of the American 

Protection Association (A.P.A.) was the ideal foil for a resurgence in Gaelic unity in Irish 

Philadelphia.   

26 Conzen, et. al., “The Invention of Ethnicity,” Journal of Ethnic History 12:1 (Fall, 
1992) 5. 
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 The internal bonds of ethnic awareness for the Italians and the Irish were also 

buttressed by European wars, as Kathleen Conzen, et. al., state, “war, persecution, and 

oppression…have aroused high levels of ethnic mobilization.”27

Ethnicity as Invention 

 Ireland’s 

dismemberment from the British Empire, 1916-1922, and her wars of liberation would 

resonate within the Irish American associations of Philadelphia. As this study 

demonstrates, there was a well established symbiosis between political loss in Ireland and 

the rhetoric of remembrance that helped to initially swell the roles of Irish American 

associations; this connection was heightened with each English outrage during the Irish 

guerilla war of 1918-1920 as the Irish in Philadelphia responded with an increased 

volume of national support and more funds for the cause. 

 Much of the rhetorical vision of the Irish Americans, the endless hours members 

spent in association meetings discussing the Irish situation, their patient listening of 

historical lectures by traveling “experts” who combed the meeting rooms to expound an 

ideology of regret and recrimination against ancient Irish enemies, invoked an imaginary 

set of ethnic and racial differences construed from a variety of sources. In this sense, 

ethnicity was indeed an “invention” of long history and construction as Werner Sollors 

states.28

 Descent was important to the Irish and Italians of Philadelphia in the 1890s as it 

was to Gordon’s typology of ethnic persistence in America, the “special sense of both 

 

                                                 
27 Ibid., 16. 
28 Werner Sollors, ed., The Invention of Ethnicity (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1989). 



xxv 
 

ancestral and future-oriented identification with the group.”29 Max Weber also aligned 

original location and descent with ethnic identity in modern societies, as “behind all 

ethnic diversities there is somehow naturally the notion of the ‘chosen people.”30 Weber 

wrote that ethnicity was sustained by “a subjective belief in their common descent 

because of similarities of physical type or of customs or both, or because of memories of 

colonization and migration.”31

 The Donegal Social and Patriotic Association of Philadelphia had one rule of 

inclusion for its vast membership in the 1890s—birth in Donegal County, Ireland or 

proof of real Donegal roots. Philadelphia’s Unione Abruzzese was one of the most 

populous and influential mutual aid society in Philadelphia in the late 1800s;  the 

Abruzzo Union defined its boundaries to those Italian Americans from the region of 

Abruzzo in South/Central Italy. 

   

 The Irish Americans who populated the associations in the 1890s and early 1900s 

were overwhelming of the working class, a cohort of skilled and unskilled labor that 

inhabited neighborhoods close to the industrial point of employment.  The occupational 

stratification analyses displayed in this study of a sample of Philadelphia Irish American 

associations reveal a heterogeneous assortment of occupational groups, significant 

contribution from small property owners and office workers but a majority recruitment 

from the working class. The ethnic identity, the oppositional stance the Irish constructed 

                                                 
29 Gordon, Assimilation in American Life, 29. 
30 Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology (Berkeley: 
Univ. of California Press, 1978) 391. 
31 Ibid., 389. 
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in Philadelphia was derived from real life contingencies in America and in Ireland; it 

was, as Conzen, et. al., stated, “grounded in real life context and social experience.”32

 The stratification studies of Irish American associations revealed a high number 

of Irish-born members joining association in the 1900s. In fact, the Donegal Association 

and the Cavan Society welcomed and relied on new immigrants from their home counties 

in Ireland, most often unskilled laborers who took advantage of kin and association 

connections to find work in Philadelphia. Cavan Society members gravitated to 

employment at the Baldwin Locomotive Works at Broad and Spring Garden Streets, a 

few blocks from the association meeting hall. The sustained Irish emigration of unskilled 

workers from rural areas to Philadelphia and initiation into an Irish American association, 

well into the early decades of the 1900s helped Irish Americans maintain a focus on 

Ireland and interest in ethnicity. Again, leadership in the associations seemed to fall to 

Irish Americans born in the United States, the second generation who were better 

positioned to acquire skills or property and achieve a status that made them eligible for 

office in the eyes of their colleagues. 

 

 This descriptive fact of social class experienced every day in industrial 

Philadelphia preconditioned the Irish to come together in a solidarity of opposition to 

perceived agents of privilege whether they were defined as the British state in Ireland, the 

memory and existence of land-grabbing landlords in Ireland or American capital. The 

consciousness of opposition that the Irish constructed and lived by during these years was 

                                                 
32 Conzen, et. al., “The Invention of Ethnicity,” Journal of Ethnic History 12:1 (Fall, 
1992) 9. 
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a combination of an imagined history transported from Ireland and the hard facts of 

subsistence and advancement in industrial Philadelphia. 

 This study suggests that the ascriptive qualities of social class penetrated the 

overall consciousness of ethnic difference that defined the Irish Americans in their 

associations. As Gordon writes, social class identifications “also become sources of 

group identification, social areas of confinement for primary group relations, and bearers 

of particular cultural patterns of behavior.”33

The Associational Rhetoric of Race and Ethnicity 

 And so it was in the mechanisms of identity 

formation among capillary branches of the Ancient Order of Hibernians in Philadelphia, 

social class was another touchstone of awareness, a way of establishing opposition to 

perceptions of privilege, a convenient everyday reminder of social distinction and the 

need for solidarity.    

 Ethnicity is closely aligned with racial differences which are subject to group 

perceptions and specialized definitions of subordination. As Weber states, race creates a 

“group’ only when it is subjectively perceived as a common trait,”34

 Race for the Irish was a direct borrowing of Social Darwinist thinking and an 

inversion of its normal usage in Anglo society. Donna Gabaccia writes, “in the United 

States, Social Darwinism rooted consensual citizenship not just in whiteness…but in the 

 a definitional license 

for invention that fit the Irish American rendering of race in the rhetoric of their civic life.   

                                                 
33 Gordon, Assimilation in American Life, 46. 
34 Weber, Economy and Society, 385. 
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Anglo-Saxon race,”35

 Thus, as David Roediger wrote, “the evil ‘race’ that plagued the Irish Catholic 

imagination was white and British, not Black and African.”

 a social fact the Irish Americans confronted and used to invent 

their imaginary superior racial type. Thus, the ancient Celtic warrior wed to the soil, 

embattled and often defeated but never vanquished appeared in the 1890s to be set aside a 

morally inferior British type, an urban dweller with materialistic goals and values. Gaelic 

sport was often portrayed as race combat and the Irish took pride in their manly events 

involving the rural strength of the Celt and the militaristic show that became modern 

hurling, all in contrast to Anglo sport derided by Irish observers as more suited for a 

restrained, urban civility. 

36

Trans-Cultural Leanings 

 The usual tensions over 

ethnicity in American, the question of whiteness, went missing in the Irish American 

associations of the 1890s who preferred to wage ideological battle with an imaginary 

Anglo racial type from across the Atlantic. 

 Ewa Morawska writes that transnationalism “is a combination of civic-political 

memberships, economic involvements, social networks, and cultural identities that links 

people and institutions in two or more nation-states…”37

                                                 
35 Donna Gabaccia, “Race, Nation, Hyphen: Italian-Americans and American 
Multiculturalism in Comparative Perspective,” in Jennifer Gugliemo and Salvatore 
Salerno, eds., Are Italians White: How Race is Made in America (New York:  Routledge, 
2003) 57. 

 The emphasis in this study is 

36 Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness, 138. 
37 Ewa Morawska, “Immigrants, Transnationalism, and Ethniciztion:  A Comparison of 
This Great Wave and the Last,” in Gary Gerstle and John Mollenkopf, eds., E Pluribus 
Unum? Contemporary and Historical Perspectives on Immigrant Political Incorporation 
(New York: Russell Sage, 2001) 176. 
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less on the influence of active border-crossing migrants in the late 1800s and early 1900s 

than on the migratory cultural schemes immigrants relied upon to construct replica 

institutions in the United States.   

 The imprint of old-world documents and the meaning of constitutions and by-

laws on the new associations the Irish and Italian Americans of Philadelphia constructed 

reflects a direct cultural leaning on the old by the new.  This study describes the 

emergence of a hybrid Irish American association, endowed with the workers’ wealth 

earned in industrial Philadelphia, that also reflected a change in values—the Irish 

Americans were more disciplined in their societies, more likely to plan for a long future, 

more humanitarian in their mutual aid values and savvy investors of the association’s 

wealth than were the Dublin or Cork Irish in their Friendly Societies.  The Irish in 

Philadelphia were working off an original Irish model that emphasized short-term 

financial reward for members’ investment in monthly dues, a minimal covering of sick 

benefits for members, and extremely limited attention to long-term investments that often 

resulted in a high turnover in the life of the society. 

 Transnational contacts and networks were on-going and a vibrant source of new 

members for the societies and emotional fuel for the construction of remembrance, but 

the actual life of the associations seemed to be more of a direct application of prior skill 

and Irish American adaptation than fresh initiative carried from abroad. The process of 

“ethnicization” was the life of the voluntary associations which thrived during this brief 

time span of Philadelphia’s history, mediated by many sources such as the technology of 

the ethnic press, the birth of popular sport, the rise of cultural nationalism in Ireland, 
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Italy’s trials during World War I, and a steely will to create specialized zones for 

remembrance and mutual aid.38

 The Irish and Italians arrived in Philadelphia well schooled in the principles and 

heritage of formal associational life, both groups having both been exposed to and 

absorbed the methods and traditions of the local association in their native lands.  The 

Irish were particularly wedded to a past location, to a sentimental rendering of the co-

operative relations of rural Ireland and its village-culture, and through the intense 

building of a community of remembrance chose to build a separate ethnicity in 

Philadelphia.   

 

 As David Roediger wrote, “Irish Catholics…tended to emigrate directly from 

rural areas in which place mattered tremendously, contributing to a relationship with the 

past,”39

                                                 
38 Morawska, “Immigrants, Transnationalism, and Ethniciztion,” in Gary Gerstle and 
John Mollenkopf, eds., E Pluribus Unum? 179. 

 a worldview entirely opposed to the migratory ethic of the Abruzzo peasants that 

landed in Philadelphia but one that helps explain the insular trajectory of Irish American 

thought within their civic institutions. Finally, the Irish left their native villages and 

towns reluctantly and came to see themselves as forced exiles of Ireland; they carried 

with them the discourse of regret and ramped it up in Diaspora Philadelphia, filling the 

ethnic press and association meeting halls with a rhetoric of discontent and a commitment 

for national revenge. This worldview, the tortured ideology of loss and national failure, 

became the popular discourse within the associations of Philadelphia. 

39 Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness, 151. 



xxxi 
 

 The Italians of Abruzzo, long practitioners of a migratory existence and mentality 

of sojourning mobility within Europe, seemed more willing and adapt at setting aside 

sentimental attachments to a fixed land and were able to extend connections with native, 

established Philadelphia, especially during the years of World War I. Yet, the language 

barrier, the wide gulf in labor opportunities, and the geographic isolation of the Italian 

“colony” in Philadelphia precluded a period of cultural transfer and learning emanating 

from native Philadelphia; instead, the initial reliance was internal and Anglo outreach 

came later. Even the awakening of Italian nationalism in Philadelphia was mediated 

through transnational contacts with the suffering families of Italy’s battered peasant 

armies and press accounts from civilian victims in Friuli and other areas in the way of the 

many offenses through the embattled Northeast Italian passage to Austria.  

 Finally, this study shows that a vibrant, connected ethnic community was 

constructed at the beginning of the 20th century in Philadelphia, an ethnicity built on old 

world scaffolding but certainly not limited to existing models. Assimilation was less of a 

conscious goal for the Irish and Italians even as the disciplinary methods they employed 

in establishing and maintain their ethnic societies were congruent with Anglo norms. The 

Irish of Philadelphia in the 1890s were socially positioned for absorbing a strict Anglo-

centric cultural direction, but they chose instead to carve out a Gaelic culture and a 

collective consciousness, an oppositional stance celebrating nationalism and ancestry. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

AN HISTORICAL OUTLINE OF THE ETHNIC VOLUNTARY ASSOCIATION 
 

Conceptual Beginnings 
 
 The voluntary association has become a traditional part of the American 

landscape, a form of localized democracy considered ideal for the early years of the 

American republic. This study, however, focuses on the growth and development of the 

ethnic voluntary association in the years 1880-1920s among the Irish and Italian 

Americans of Philadelphia and the transatlantic influences and civic models of native 

Italy and Ireland that motivated and shaped the Irish and Italians in the construction of 

their societies. To approach this topic, it makes sense to first offer a suggestion or two 

about the general structure of the localized association and the types of social action 

engaged by its members.   

 Ethnic associations are in essence based on specialized exclusion, a form of 

systematic social closure that encompasses a number of factors such as a common past 

and an agreement on its social meaning and significance, as well as a group 

understanding about ethnic type, place or birth and early childhood, national origin and 

even occupation and social class common to group members. As Frank Parkin states, it is 

a form of “exclusionary closure” that “gives rise to a social category of ineligibles and 

outsiders.”1

 In the city of Cork, Ireland, in 1871 the Cork Mechanics’ Provident Society was a 

well established voluntary association of long duration, started in 1823. It restricted its 

 

                                                 
1 Frank Parkin, Marxism and Class Theory: A Bourgeois Critique (New York: Columbia 
Univ. Press, 1979) 45. 
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membership to “mechanics…men of every trade; working tradesmen,” the upper reaches 

of what passed for the working class in the 1870s in Ireland, men considered to be of the 

“middle classes.”2  It also restricted its membership to “exclude persons who are over the 

age of 36, or who are unhealthy,” a protection for the group against a possible drain on 

the sick benefits that could occur from admitting older men.3

 Max Weber writes, “behind all ethnic diversities there is somehow naturally the 

notion of the ‘chosen people, which is merely a counterpart of status differentiation…”

  The Cork Mechanics’ 

Society is a good example of the spirit of associationalism as “exclusionary closure,” and 

while the Irish and Italian American beneficial and mutual aid societies of Philadelphia in 

the late 19th century, early 20th also constructed ethnic boundaries, they catered to a 

working class population less concerned with status hierarchy and social markers of 

inclusion and more intent on establishing a brotherly haven in a tough industrial city 

around a loose application of ethnic heritage. 

4 

Weber reminds us that ethnicity is based on a group consciousness of “artificial origin,” 

that group members are sustained by “a subjective belief in their common descent 

because of similarities of physical type or of customs or both, or because of memories of 

colonization and migration.”5

                                                 
2 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1871 (Shannon, 
Ireland: Irish University Press, 1970) 5:412. 

 Ethnicity is thus an imaginary construct that is bound 

tighter by the shared beliefs of members, not shared or understood by the outsiders. 

3 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:412. 
4 Weber, Economy and Society, 391. 
5 Ibid., 389. 
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 The Irish in Philadelphia during the peak years of their robust associational life in 

Philadelphia, the 1880s to 1920s, defined themselves in a specialized language and 

selective reading of history as exiled victims and worked hard to sustain the ideology of a 

single Diaspora people connected by land and religion and a mythic past of failed 

political conflict, of martyred Celt warriors battling in vain against Anglo invasion and 

occupation. The following words, spoken at a meeting of Philadelphia’s Cavan Catholic 

Social and Beneficial Society of Philadelphia in 1907, were typical of the self-education 

on history, manly opposition and meaning that the members undertook in their 

associations:  

 
…the last battle fought for Irish liberty was fought by Cavan men at 
Ballinamuch on the confines of Cavan there as one as Cavan men we 
should be proud of its history its soldiers and its clergy and neither here 
or beyond the seas do we as Cavan men lack in anything that is for the 
welfare of our country our religion or our dear children of the immortal 
apostle Patrick.6

 
 

 This was an inverted form of social closure, by a set of subordinates, but it 

nevertheless represents an example of status monopolization by an ethnic group and in 

the case of the Irish Americans who constructed a specialized vernacular and ideology of 

opposition, this tight closure was the basis for their voluntary associations as well as the 

creation of a proto-Irish nation within the Diaspora region. As Frank Parkin writes, 

“closure strategies [have been] adopted by the excluded themselves as a direct response 

                                                 
6 Minute Book of the Cavan Catholic Social and Beneficial Society of Philadelphia, 1907-
1926, July 14, 1907, 18-19, The Cavan Society of Philadelphia. 
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to their status as outsiders.”7

 The Irish as a Diaspora people formed just one type that emigrated to America, 

the fleeing mass brought on by the series of famines in Ireland in the mid-19th century.  

This population was Catholic and came to form the exiled nation in Philadelphia that 

swelled the ranks of the Ancient Order of Hibernians (A.O.H.), the Clan Na Gael, the 

Cavan Catholic Social and Beneficial Society of Philadelphia, the Donegal Beneficial and 

Social and Catholic Association and the multitude of other societies late in the 19th 

century.  It was the more recent Irish immigrants, Catholic and nationalistic with memory 

of the Famine, that joined the more acceptable Protestant Irish in Pennsylvania well 

established by emigration in the late 1800s and populated the ethnic associations, that are 

of interest to this study.

 This scenario describes the organizational zeal of the Irish 

Americans in Philadelphia during the late 19th century and the popularity of their 

voluntary institutions. 

8

 The Famine Irish landed, stunned at first, but with their estranged sense of nation 

intact; the emigrating Italians had to wait for the threat from outsiders to build their 

Diaspora nation in Philadelphia during World War I. The ethnic organization established 

clear boundaries for inclusion and exclusion based on ethnic heritage, location of birth or 

the village of long inhabitance.

 

9

                                                 
7 Parkin, Marxism and Class Theory: A Bourgeois, 44. 

   

8 Steve Garner, Racism in the Irish Experience (Dublin: Pluto Press, 2004) 93, 92, 
Donald Akenson, who believes that Irish American historiography has forgotten the 
established Protestant Irish presence in America. 
9 The early American association also had a list of subordinates in which free blacks, 
Indians, slaves, indentured servants were not included but no one from these groups were 
considered citizens of the immediate polis in the first place. 
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 The Irish had achieved a measure of integrative inclusion in Philadelphia by the 

end of the century, but the Irish population was still in transition and many of their 

associations were still being populated by Irishmen born overseas, part of the continual 

stream of emigration from Ireland to Philadelphia throughout the late 19th and early 20th 

century. Taking one large association, the Cavan Catholic Social and Beneficial Society 

of Philadelphia, which based its Philadelphia membership on Cavan County descent, over 

90 per cent of its members 1907-1926 were born in Ireland.10

 The Cavan Society maintained a consistently loyal membership over the years 

and it trusted its leadership to a small cadre of elected officers, but like the other Irish 

associations, membership roles revealed the transient nature of work and life among 

Philadelphia’s Irish. The associations were remarkably pliant and adaptive in 

accommodating members who dropped out when they moved to a neighborhood or their 

personal finances were low and welcomed them back when conditions improved once 

again. As this study suggests, the Irish associations were of the neighborhoods in 

Philadelphia but not completely bound by the dimensions of their urban residence; when 

culture and ethnic identity was important, Irishmen paid the trolley fare to travel across 

town to attend a meeting of the Clan Na Gael, the Galway Association or even drop in on 

a friend’s gathering at one of the 80 odd branches of the Ancient Order of Hibernians 

spread across the city. 

   

 The Irish have been described as a fragmented group in Philadelphia, dispersed 

throughout the city in neighborhoods in which Irish heritage was rarely the dominant 

                                                 
10 See table 5.4, Chapter 5. 
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force, heterogeneous mixes of laboring men locating home near work. In a city in which 

public transportation was expensive and inefficient in the 1890s, the predictable result 

was a fragmented community of Irishmen and women in Philadelphia bound to home 

residence and focused on neighborhood associations and localized stimuli.11

 However, this study suggests the opposite; when it came to ethnic unity ordinary 

working men dug deep into their pockets to travel across the city for a meeting or to 

attend a summer’s gathering for the Gaelic Games in North Philadelphia’s Pastime Park.  

In addition, the numerous meetings of localized associations, the branches of the A.O.H., 

were actually open meetings in which “brother” members from around the city dropped 

in to see a friend or offer a few words on an issue or contribute a poem or a song to close 

the meeting. Philadelphia’s Irish could not afford the trolley fare for a commute to work, 

but did embrace a mobility and transience when it came to ethnic identity and the 

construction of a city-wide Irish community.  

   

 The Italians of south central Italy, Abruzzo, who made their way to Philadelphia 

in the 1890s and early decades of the 20th century were not burdened by the weight of a 

tragic history and, if fact, had very little appreciation and connection to Italy as a modern 

nation. They had no specific set of primordial enemies, unless one counts the Austrians 

and Papal hierarchy as remote opponents of unification, on which to blame their 

condition.  Late in national unity, little schooled in liberal democracy, the Italians were, 

                                                 
11 “The Role of Irish American Organizations in Assimilation and Community 
Formation,” in P.J. Drudy, ed., The Irish in America: Emigration, Assimilation and 
Impact, (Cambridge: Cambridge Press, 1985) 124. This is Dale Light Jr.’s thesis—“in the 
absence of an efficient and inexpensive public transit system contact and cooperation 
between different elements of the immigrant population was sporadic and difficult.”  
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as Denis Mack Smith writes, initially overwhelmed yet armed with a cultural training of 

fighting back against authority: “In all classes the absence of a community sense resulted 

from a habit of insubordination learned in centuries of despotism.”12

 In the Italian zones of emigration, in Abruzzo for example, the poor farm workers 

and small farmers had made their own voluntary associations for mutual support and 

community service well before their time of departure from Italy and arrival in 

Philadelphia. The Italians were well schooled in the art of the communal association and 

unsympathetic to the call of nationalism, and it was not until the First World War and the 

crisis of Italy’s military debacle that the bonds of nation became real and personal for the 

Italians of Philadelphia. 

   

  “The struggle of the Italians in this country has been one long struggle against the 

Irish.”13

 These ethnic groups often clashed over scarce resources in Philadelphia, jobs and 

housing, but the ethnic conflict is not the primary focus of this study. This is a study of 

two ethnic groups in Philadelphia, the Irish and Italian Americans, and the voluntary 

associations they made in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and how these societies 

shaped ethnic awareness and social meaning. The analytic framework allows and invites 

 South Philadelphia, the heart of the Italian colony in Southwark and further 

south, was in the late 19th century a collection of dense Irish American neighborhoods, 

and as the Irish gradually relocated farther out, to newer housing north and west, the 

Italians replaced them.  

                                                 
12 Denis Mack Smith, A History of Sicily: Modern Sicily After 1713, (London, 1968) 
2:35. 
13 Hugo Maiale, “The Italian Vote in Philadelphia Between 1928 and 1946,” PhD diss, 
Univ. of Pennsylvania, 1950, 139. 
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comparisons between these two groups, and comparative suggestions are presented when 

applicable, but much of history of the Italian and Irish American ethnic associations 

presented in this work proceeds independently. 

Diaspora Communities in Comparison 

 Where once the term Diaspora was restrictive, used primarily to define the 

forceful, reluctant dispersal of a people from a traditional homeland with disastrous 

consequences for the maintenance of identity and a subsequent longing for return, it has 

now become ubiquitous in studies of people in migration from their homeland. The sense 

of involuntary exile is palpable in the classic notion of Diaspora, and the dispersed 

peoples see themselves as victims of political or natural forces too massive to overcome. 

For the Irish Americans, the Famine was the calamitous event that forced migration and 

British rule was seen as the conspiring agent for physical and cultural removal; the entire 

episode constructed the Irish American memory of themselves as an historical victim, the 

British as an unforgiving and relentless imperial enemy, and a series of myths and oral 

histories emerged as the basis for knowledge and discourse in the ethnic associations 

created in Philadelphia.  

 The threat of wholesale famine with the failure of the Irish potato crop in 1879-80 

and the worldwide relief response among the Irish now distributed all over the globe 

validates our marking of the Irish emigration as a true Diaspora. The Duchess of 

Marlborough established a relief committee for the peasants of Western Ireland and, with 

Lord Randolph Churchill as the energetic secretary of the relief committee, funds poured 

in from England. 
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 Fueled in part by the weight of the Marlborough fund, in Ireland Edmund Dwyer 

Gray, M.P., lord mayor of Dublin, established an Irish committee for relief.14 The Dublin 

Mansion House Relief Committee of 1879-80 was one example of the kind of worldwide 

effort mobilized on behalf of the troubled Irish peasants of the west to avoid a repeat of 

the Famine of 1846-47. This relief committee prided itself on its worldwide reach, the 

international pools of capital tapped to fill its charity coffers; it demonstrates in many 

ways that a real Diaspora existed as funds from around the globe from the Irish came in, 

from the U.S., Australia, Canada and other nations not directly associated with Irish 

emigration, France, South Africa, India. The Philadelphia Fund was established for the 

solicitation of funds that were transferred directly to the Mansion House and eventually 

to its over 800 local committees in the zones of rural impoverishment.15

 The Irish migration was predominantly an exodus of the unskilled; O’Day writes, 

“only a minority left Ireland with capital or economic skills…three-quarters or more were 

classified as labourers…”

 

16 The worldwide Diaspora recruited followers from all over the 

island, but the impoverished west of Ireland was a special zone of emigration for 

America.17

 We see the results of this Western Ireland influence in the county associations the 

Irish established in Philadelphia, the Catholic Sons of Derry established in Philadelphia 

   

                                                 
14 R.V. Comerford, “The Land War and the Politics of Distress, 1877-82,” in W.E. 
Vaughan ,ed., A New History of Ireland; Vol. VI, Ireland Under the Union, II, 1870-1921 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996) 37. 
15 “The Irish Crisis of 1879-80,” Proceedings of the Dublin Mansion House Relief 
Committee, 1880 (Dublin: Browne & Nolan, 1881). 
16 Alan O’Day, “Revising the Diaspora,” 190, in D. George Boyce and Alan O’Day, eds., 
The Making of Modern Irish History (London: Routledge, 1996) 188-216. 
17 Ibid. 
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in 1907, Donegal Beneficial and Social and Catholic Association of Philadelphia 

established in 1888, The Mayo Society (1905), and The County Galway Men’s Social 

and Beneficial Association of Philadelphia (1874). The Cavan Catholic Social and 

Beneficial Society of Philadelphia initiated in 1907 brought together Irishmen from this 

north central county of Ireland and even though it breaks the western Irish hold on 

Philadelphia as destination the Cavan Society, recruited men from the small agricultural 

towns who overwhelmingly described their occupation in Philadelphia as laborer.18

 The cultural, political and mutual aid societies that the Irish established in 

Philadelphia were not formally aligned or affiliated with the Catholic Church, but 

Catholicism played a role in the identity of the ethnic associations.  The Donegal 

Beneficial and Social and Catholic Association and the Cavan Catholic Social and 

Beneficial Society seemed to posit their minority religion as a social mark of ethnic 

difference and unity in a nation often hostile to Catholics. Catholic identity was an 

additional core marker of social solidarity for the beleaguered sense of Irish exclusion 

that members were required to acknowledge. The Donegal Association of Philadelphia 

asked its members to pledge to the minimum standard of being a “practicing Catholic” 

and respond to the following on its membership questionnaire—“Are you a member of a 

Secret Society condemned by the Catholic Church?”

 

19

 The Italians who migrated from South Central and Southern Italy to Philadelphia 

represented more of a labor Diaspora than a cultural estrangement from their former 

   

                                                 
18 Minute Book of the Cavan Catholic Social and Beneficial Society, 1907-1926. 
19 “Constitution & By-Laws of the Donegal Beneficial, Social and Patriotic Association 
of Philadelphia, 1908,” in the Minute Book of the Donegal Beneficial, Social and 
Patriotic Association of Philadelphia, 1905-1925, 209. 
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lands. However, the harsh economic realities of conditions in Abruzzo and the 

deterioration of life chances in that rocky agricultural zone made the emigrating Italians 

victims of the forces of modernization, the high tax demands coming from Rome, 

deforestation that wiped out a small mountain industry, a static local system of land 

ownership and the nationalization of the agricultural market which did damage to local 

markets, all coalesced to make the Italians see themselves as involuntary migrants.   

 If the Irish saw themselves as an exiled nation held together by the transferred 

memory of failed political risings and the disinterested and exploitive rule of rural 

landlords, the Italians moved into their overseas Diaspora with scant regard and 

understanding of national Italy. It wasn’t until World War I and Italy’s crisis of arms that 

Italians in Philadelphia took notice of their past and found new bonds for national unity, 

all mediated by a frenzy of action in their vast network of voluntary associations in 

Philadelphia. 

 It is therefore presented that transnational realities and memories played a large 

part in the construction of Irish identity in Philadelphia and an instructional and 

meaningful if less vital role in the formation of Italianness. However, the local struggle 

for survival in the industrial matrix of Philadelphia and the role of the ethnic association 

in meliorating the edge of that primary focus on subsistence and existence suggests that 

cultural identity existed in the margins of everyday life, packed in and lifted out 

whenever possible, during meetings of the association or at Gaelic sport picnics and 

Italian year-ending galas. Except the Irish were strident and consistent in their hatred of 

the British, singularly longing for their Emerald Isle and in their associations secure in 
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the cultivation of the memory of victimhood, ever vigilant for new insults from Britain or 

Protestant America as well as for means of exacting revenge. 

  It can be said that the voluntary associations were schools for ethnic awareness, 

yet ethnicity in these years was a loose concept that easily merged and conflicted with 

other social markers. Ethnicity is derived from common interests, common language, and 

an ancestral background bound together by an agreement on identifiable cultural signs, 

but it is very much like nationalism and the Irish Americans interchanged and substituted 

a crude definition of Celtic racialism and nationalism for Irishness. It can be argued that 

the Irish Americans in the this period were indeed a small nation inside the United States 

that adhered to special understandings about the Irish past and molded an ideology based 

on a history of Irish subordination to authority and opposition to authority.    

 The definition of the Celtic race in the 19th century was also subject to an 

American interpretation which saw “the Celt as a less-developed element of the ‘white 

race’…[located] well below Anglo-Saxons, in a no-man’s land between Europeans and 

Africans.”20

                                                 
20 Garner, Racism in the Irish Experience, 93. 

 As the Irish celebrated their differences from the Anglo-Saxons engraved in 

the purity of rural communalism, a distrust of urban materialism and a racial explanation 

that even extended to the realm of sport, they articulated their difference and superiority 

as they were being devalued by surrounding American society.  Within the protective 

confines of a monthly meeting of the A.O.H. branch division or the Clan Na Gael camp, 

the Celtic vision flourished as an emblem of Irish pride and a symbol of separation and 
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difference from the surrounding Protestant world and the challenge of other ethnic 

groups. 

 The Irish in Philadelphia also preferred to distinguish the Celt from the African 

American community, yet by the end of the 19th century relations between the Irish and 

blacks were subdued after the series of conflicts mounted earlier in the century when both 

ethnic groups were positioning themselves in the burgeoning labor market.21 During the 

peak years of the Irish American associations, race was bound with cultural nationalism, 

a war of words waged against British hegemony, Protestant landlords and American 

Protestants, an enduring conflict that touched all things Hibernian, from sport and Gaelic 

language, the leisure of men in their societies, to iconic symbols such as the raising of the 

Irish flag next to the American during holiday celebrations. Steve Garner wrote, “…the 

notion of the Irish ‘race’ lay in the provision of solidarity with Irish nationalism and the 

creation of an interest group to further Irish causes in the USA…” The use of race as a 

self-descriptive phrase rather than Irish “tied the diasporic community to the homeland” 

and provided the Irish with a world-wide network of the exiled lying in wait to strike 

when the time was right at their ancestral enemies of the Anglo Saxon race.22

 The concept of the modern nation is as disputed as the conflicts of nations 

themselves. A nation is “a particular large social group” writes Miroslav Hroch, “whose 

relations between the members of a nation are relatively constant…cannot be easily 

 

                                                 
21 Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New York: Routledge, 1995). 
22 Garner, Racism in the Irish Experience, 106-107. 
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annulled at one stroke, and…always form a well-defined complex.”23

 Max Weber’s analysis of “race identity” is very close to what we now think of as 

ethnic awareness. It is derived from “common inherited and inheritable traits that actually 

derive from common descent…race creates a ‘group’ only when it is subjectively 

perceived as a common trait.”

 For the Irish, their 

nation and its accompanying ideology of discontent had been well established in Ireland 

and was transported to Philadelphia and reconvened in the voluntary associations of the 

1890s. For the Italians from Abruzzo in Philadelphia, their nation upon departure from 

Italy was a loose collection of regional identities and loyalties and national Italy was only 

formed during the patriotic awakening coinciding with Italy’s survival struggle during the 

First World War. 

24

 The Diaspora group’s subjective awareness is made more salient by the invention 

of enemies. The Irish Americans of Philadelphia, safe in the bunkers that were their 

voluntary associations in the late 19th century, had a surplus of imagined enemies to fuel 

 Within the public discourse of late 19th century Irish 

American Philadelphia, race was tossed about as a proud symbol of the common 

background and Irish exceptionalism, a mechanism of separation from the despised 

Anglo Saxon. What held race together as an emblem of the embattled and disadvantaged 

Celt was the mutual subjectivity of an Irish American awareness that was constructed in 

the 1890s by the ethnic press, sanctioned by the public discourse of the meeting delivered 

by ordinary association members in the Irish American voluntary association.   

                                                 
23 Miroslav Hroch, Social Preconditions of National Revival in Europe: A Comparative 
Analysis of the Social Composition of Patriotic Groups Among the Smaller European 
Nations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985) 4. 
24 Weber, Economy and Society, 385. 
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their ideology of opposition. The Irish language movement in Philadelphia resonated with 

the racial distinctions popular the 1890s:  the language preservation “movement is 

calculated to elevate our people here by teaching them the best kind of race pride—self 

respect.”25

 For the Italians that immigrated to South Philadelphia from Abruzzo and other 

southern Italian regions, the stock assumption has been that this was a people without a 

strong identification of national heritage and historical conflict.  As Richard Varbera 

writes, “in contrast to both Protestant and Irish Catholic norms, south Italian culture and 

social structure were characterized by…semi-rural, pre-industrial, superstitious, 

hierarchically stratified, sectional, and communal.”

 

26

                                                 
25 Philadelphia Hibernian, May 5, 1894. 

 In contrast to the Irish Americans, 

the Diaspora Italians did not carry an ideology of national regret with them on their ships 

from Naples and Genoa, nor did they initially construct unifying concepts of ethnic 

awareness out of social conflict and struggle in America. As this study suggests, the 

Italians from Abruzzo, devastated by the loss of a traditional rural lifestyle, did carry a 

sophisticated social capital with them to Philadelphia in the form of a long investment in 

the knowledge and experience of the voluntary association for mutual support and an 

ethic of institutional charity that was acted upon in the communal life of their enclave 

city.   

26 R.A. Varbero, “Philadelphia’s South Italians in the 1920s,” in A.F. Davis and M.H. 
Haller, eds., The Peoples of Philadelphia: A History of Ethnic Groups and Lower-Class 
Life, 1790-1940 (Philadelphia: Univ. of Pennsylvania Press) xv. 
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Analytic Time Frames 

 The historical timing of this examination is broad, yet within the late 19th century 

and early 20th, two specific time frames emerge that describe the height of ethnic meaning 

for these two groups.  For the Irish, it was the 1890s and the revival of cultural 

nationalism that seems to have enlivened the associations and deepened their 

consideration of their heritage.  The decades of the 1890s were a test for the survival of 

idea and embattled heritage of the Irish republic, a time for the renaissance of nationalism 

along a broad line of cultural and political fronts.   

 For the Italians of Philadelphia, it was World War I, 1915 through to the 

aftermath of the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, that marked a period of awakening of the 

Italian nation they had departed and the period of patriotism and nationalism that 

surrounded the dispute over the irredentist claims of Italians.  Conflict and loss in war 

struck an emotional nerve among the Diaspora Italians and an intense desire to reverse 

the loss and repair the damage and in the process remake the group image with an 

appreciation of the estranged nation. 

Irish and Italian Identity in Industrial Philadelphia 

 The Irish arrived earlier than the Italians, settling in neighborhoods already 

densely packed with native white Americans, Germans and dispersed throughout the 

industrial city as they settled close to places of industrial work.  Their impulse to 

construct voluntary associations was strong, derived from an historical exposure to local 

societies in native Ireland, which eventually produced a vast number and network of 

associations from church-sponsored clubs to more secular nationalist groups.   



17 
 
 The Irish American associations, in a walking city, naturally strived to match the 

society’s location with home residence and many associations were neighborhood clubs, 

an ethnic identity limited to “primary social attachments within…neighborhoods.”27

 Yet, as this work suggests, in an industrial city that dispersed its many industries 

and thus its Irish working population throughout the city, the Irish American associations 

with a higher purpose than neighborhood unity, the Clan Na Gael and the A.O.H. and the 

County Associations such as Mayo, Cavan and Donegal required the Irish to move 

beyond neighborhood to extend themselves to attend monthly meetings or weekly 

committee meetings. This extension of the self beyond parochial leanings to be a citizen 

of an ethnic group, beyond the comfortable perimeters of home and neighborhood, was a 

primary act of ethnic definition among a group of common working people. 

  This 

type of association was along the lines of the De Toqueville model, a collection of 

citizens coming together as an example of a localized communal commitment.    

 The Italians, on the other hand, due to their later arrival in Philadelphia, settled in 

a more concentrated zone in South Philadelphia that opened up as previous immigrant 

groups, the Irish especially, moved to other sections of the city.  The voluntary 

associations the Italians built were also of the neighborhood, but their settlement and 

communal life was contained to a much more spatially concentrated ethnic zone.  Within 

these concentrated spaces, the voluntary association was easily accessible by a walking 

membership and the expression of nationality and ethnic difference seemed to be a facile 

extension of a collective exercise within easy spatial reach. 

                                                 
27 Dale B. Light Jr., “Class, Ethnicity and the Urban Ecology in a 19th-Century City:  
Philadelphia’s Irish, 1840-1890” (PhD diss, Univ. of Pennsylvania, 1979) 158. 
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 The Italians also brought previous models of mutual aid societies in rural southern 

Italian towns with them as well as the knowledge and experience of state and church-

sponsored charity and social support associations.  The Italians eventually learned to 

reach out across ethnic lines as much and as often as they could to bridge with established 

Philadelphians, in contrast to the Irish Americans who seemed to dwell more exclusively 

in their ethnic associations.  

Extant Models of Voluntary Associations 

 There are several historical experiences and theoretical designs that have analyzed 

and described voluntary associations in emerging modern societies and in more 

advanced, complex industrial nations.  For Philadelphia’s ethnic associations in the late 

1800s, early 1900s, we can try and understand which of the these models and historical 

examples might have had extant influence on the way the Philadelphia associations 

developed; in the end, we will probably agree that all of them had some influence in 

some way that was pushed through as a cultural legacy.  In the case of the Irish their strict 

observation of organizational propriety, their respect for officers and for working through 

committees, their regard for following of the traditional practices of democratic meetings 

in small groups, all seems to speak for an exaggerated reverence for public order and the 

perception of social control.   

 This discipline when it came to the decorum of the meeting might have been a 

reaction to the long-held public perception in Protestant English and American society of 

the Irish as unruly, unfit as a national group to rule themselves even in small groups such 

as voluntary associations.  Its exaggerated display and the association’s reverence for 
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orderly group processes suggests an allegiance to a ritual code far in excess of its 

instrumental need.  In fact, the meetings themselves often read as scripted rituals from the 

adherence to etiquette to the required singing of the Irish and American anthems to close 

the affair.28

 Irish American associational discipline also had transatlantic roots of influence 

derived from knowledge of and cultural affinity for the myriad number and types of 

societies in native Ireland.  In Dublin, The Friendly Brothers of the Harp and Shamrock 

Tontine Society was founded in 1845 and was typical of the late 19th-century landscape 

of Irish Friendly Societies, a local association of modest size that catered to its working 

class membership. The Harp and Shamrocks supported communal aims, “the mutual 

relief and maintenance of its members in sickness, and their decent internment after 

death”

  This study also suggests that the discipline of the Irish Americans in their 

societies in the 1890s was derived in part from prior social learning, the experience and 

cultural awareness of the methods, style and democratic requirements distilled from 

participation or understanding of the Irish Friendly Society or from one of the other 

numerous societies that proliferated native Ireland in the late 19th century. 

29

                                                 
28 Weber, Economy and Society, 390. Max Weber commented on the confluence of ritual 
with ethnic identity—“the ritual regulation of life…[is] conducive to feelings of ethnic 
affinity.”  

  The Irish Americans of Philadelphia might have had a head start in the art of 

local voluntary associations and the accompanying requirements of social discipline from 

other types of local societies in native Ireland, from agricultural co-operatives, burial 

societies, rural branches of the Foresters to local Gaelic football and hurling clubs which 

were also run along strict associational lines. 

29 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1871, 5:77.  
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 The Irish American associations of the 1890s were also locations for a special 

brand of leisure, a place for mingling with one’s own from the same Irish county or social 

space in Philadelphia, a time for jokes whose brunt was often the Irish themselves, and 

for poetry and especially for song, sentimental song about Ireland and on many occasions 

political song about the mistreatment of Ireland at the hands of the British and hopes for 

revenge.  If the Irish Americans felt they were under a surveillance of sorts from the 

outside world, a world that expected them to stumble and dissolve their organizations in 

disarray, they did not look to that outside world as a resource or for models to emulate; 

instead, they cultivated in their voluntary associations an intense inward vision and a 

relentless distrust of outsiders, a cult of self-reliance on their own resources and own 

methodologies of survival in an industrial city.   

 As emblems of Irish identity and special locations for male leisure, we should not 

forget that the primary purpose for starting a society in the 19th century was a form of 

worker’s insurance against sickness, injury and death.  Membership was available for 

men in the prime of health and those over 40 or 45 years were usually not allowed to join 

as full members eligible for sick and death benefits.   

 This public appeal for members reveals the tension around sick benefits for the 

Irish in these years, the need to have some form of protection in an industrial economy 

that provided none on its own.  The associations had an actuary scale based on age and 

their own interpretation of life expectancy for those engaged in industrial labor.  Younger 

members often were required to pay less up front for admission while the association cut 

off membership to those over 45 or even 50 years of age, the older age cohort suspected 
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of incurring more illness and using more of the precious sick benefits.  The Thomas 

Barry Association of Philadelphia (a branch of the I.C.B.U.) had a sliding scale for 

initiation; 18 to 30 years, $1, 30 to 40 years, $2, and 40 to 50 years $3.  Members over 50 

years were not allowed to join for the benefits; dues in 1872 were 50¢ a month payable at 

the monthly meeting.30

 For the Italians in Philadelphia, the structure of the group association and the 

conduct of the meeting were also tightly held together; there seemed to be less attention 

focused on cultivating strict discipline, but officers were elected and venerated, duties 

delimited through committees, minutes kept, and space reserved and cherished for 

debates and disagreements within the group. The ethnic group was so on the margin of 

society at the turn of the century that it took extra precautions in its group deliberations to 

not let itself fall victim to public caricatures of its ethnic style or outside expectations of 

failure.  

  There were also tight controls over the distribution of benefits 

and the system of stewards with the high responsibility of judging the veracity of the sick 

request by visiting members in their homes and making cash payments on the spot 

illuminates the importance of the insurance function of the associations and the group 

commitment to cover sick benefits.  The Irish Americans, as will be discussed, evolved 

an association with a higher commitment to health benefits than their precursor, the 

Friendly Society of Ireland, who preferred to minimize the yearly expense on member 

health in favor of a cash dividend payout at the end of the year, the “Christmas Divide.” 

                                                 
30 Constitution and By-Laws of the Thomas J. Barry Society of Philadelphia, 1872 
(Catholic Historical Society of Philadelphia, 103, Box 38) 19. 
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 The surrounding, established Anglo-centered urban setting was, for the Italians, a 

less than ideal but manageable location for establishing associational links and building 

bridges to American society, and we see little of the fear and hostility to outsiders nor 

anything like the creation of the Irish ideology of mistrust. The opposite ethic of trust and 

inclusion seemed available to the Italians of Philadelphia: at every opportunity, as in the 

campaign by the Italian American community to intervene and contribute in some way to 

the Italian cause in the First World War, energy, time and finances were invested in 

linkages with sympathetic sections of mainstream Philadelphia society.  In this effort, 

Italian hands were extended and bridges built in both directions between established 

Philadelphia and the Italian ethnic enclave. 

 While De Tocqueville described American voluntary associations as spontaneous 

organizations oriented toward solving some specific local problem, the organizing 

impulse of the ethnic association was directed by pragmatic concerns—survival through 

sick and work benefits in the industrial city—but also by an inchoate desire to establish 

cultural connections.  In Philadelphia, it is easy to imagine that the Irish came together 

“naturally” as a function of their shoulder-to-shoulder existence in the workplaces of an 

industrial city, on the “basis of existing networks of interaction.”31

                                                 
31 Michael Hechter, “Group Formation and the Cultural Division of Labor,” American 
Journal of Sociology 84, 2 (1978) 293. 

 The sheer 

concentration of the Irish within the city in the late 19th century was a precondition for 

the formation of an ethnic group, yet the transformation of the physical conditions into 

lasting voluntary associations required an elevation of commitment to the norms of the 

voluntary association and ultimately a commitment to Irish identity. 
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 The spatial concentration that urbanization automatically provides was not the 

only precondition for group formation. Common language was another and for the 

emigrating Irish the loss of Irish and the complete adoption of English in Philadelphia 

and the adoption of a common vernacular of Erin exile was another factor in the spread of 

ethnic associations. The ethnic associations would embrace the revival of Gaelic in the 

1890s, but this was a ceremonial gesture, an attraction for language as a cultural artifact, 

not as a useful means of communication for work or commerce.   

 The ethnic voluntary associations bore the stamp of common class origins and 

conflicting allegiances to status aspirations in the industrial city. There are different 

arguments and interpretations about status and social class in the formation of an ethnic 

society in the 1890s32

                                                 
32 Light, “Class, Ethnicity and the Urban Ecology in a 19th-Century City.” Dale Light Jr. 
believes that the Irish ethnic associations became emblems of a higher status role among 
the Diaspora Irish in Philadelphia.  To be a member of a society was a claim on upward 
mobility and a means to achieving it within the immigrant community.  

, but there was an understanding in the Irish associations that 

supported the ethic of work as a first priority and the attendant bourgeois values of 

discipline and consistency. The associations were locations for status enhancement in the 

ethnic community as well as schools for learning techniques and methods congruent with 

modern society, but the associations were populated by the working class whose moral 

code was more one of solidarity than upward mobility. Even though the methods 

employed and skills required and acquired for association building represented bourgeois 

discipline, a singular working class identification and ethic comes through in the 

structure, content and actions of the Irish American associations in Philadelphia.   
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 The Diaspora Irish came together in the 1890s as they satisfied preconditions for 

group solidarity, proximity in the industrial city, a common language and a common 

conception of social class as a working class, men who worked with their bodies and 

applied their acquired knowledge of how to make machines function and because they 

inherited and reconstructed “a community of fate.”33

 The ethnic association also performed an educational function similar to Putnam’s 

classic description of social capital, a building of norms and expectations of communal 

awareness and responsibility within the individual, as Coleman states, “the norm that one 

should forgo self-interest and act in the interests of the collectivity.”

  In addition, the network of kin in 

Philadelphia was also instrumental in assisting with work and locating housing and 

helping men and women find their places in voluntary associations.   

34  To join an ethnic 

association was a lesson in the understanding of the collective good, a zone of social 

meaning outside of the wants and needs of the individual and the intimate contact with 

citizens of the same ethnicity and common social class and status location produced an 

awareness “that cultivated a trustworthiness of social structures that allows the 

proliferation of obligations and expectations.”35

                                                 
33 Hechter, Internal Colonialism, 357. 

  For the Irish Americans, the norms and 

learned messages of ethnic associational life resulted in closure around an ideological 

Irish nation; whatever social capital constructed was intended and used for the Irish only 

and, links to the outside were blocked or minimal.   

34 James S. Coleman, “Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital,” American 
Journal of Sociology 94, S95-120 (1988) 104. 
35 Ibid., 107. 
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 It can also be argued that the Irish in Philadelphia had to overcome previous 

mentalities learned in Ireland that would have interfered with any kind of communal 

initiative. The suggestion is a rural social system of absolute entrophy that existed in the 

western counties, in Mayo and Donegal, whose inactivity and failure to respond to crisis 

other than look to the workhouse during tough times and privately sponsored relief 

constituted a worldview ill equipped for civic life.  Civic life was supplied by local elites, 

gentleman farmers or traders and certainly clergy members of both Protestant and 

Catholic denominations.36

 During the Famine crisis of 1879-80, Dr. George Sigersun toured the western 

districts on an inspection tour for the Dublin mansion House Relief Committee.  In Mayo, 

he met with the local chair of the Committee, a landowner, who reflected on the “terrible 

nature of the crisis” and whose personal control of “outdoor relief” had intervened to 

stave off starvation in Claremorris.

 

37  The tour of the western regions continued as well 

as contacts with the various chairs of the Mansion House local committees, meeting with 

Sir Charles Knox-Gore, “Foreman of the Grand Jury and a large landowner,” and James 

Daly who owned the newspaper the Telegraph, all committee chairs intent on describing 

the near starvation of the peasantry and the efforts of the local committees.38

                                                 
36 “The Irish Crisis of 1879-80,” Proceedings of the Dublin Mansion House Relief 
Committee, 1880. 

  Unlike the 

tradition of local mutual aid societies in rural Abruzzo, a similar impoverished 

agricultural zone that would give way to mass emigration in the late 1800s, the Irish 

peasantry were exposed to a social learning model based on sporadic charity from social 

37 “The Irish Crisis of 1879-80,” 115. 
38  Ibid., 114-116. 
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elites, a counter model of civic learning that had to first be overcome before building self-

supporting democratic associations of mutual aid in Philadelphia. 

 However, the local mansion House Relief Committees were staffed by a 

heterogeneous sample of the regional population, men and women from towns and 

farmers who would be able to identify peoples in the region in special need of assistance 

during the Famine crisis of 1879.   In addition, this study will show that the roots of an 

associational spirit behind the Donegal Society (1888) and the Cavan Associations (1907) 

of Philadelphia existed in diversified form in those rural zones of Irish emigration, in 

agricultural co-operatives, in local branches of the Land League or the National league, 

and in Gaelic sport clubs. 

 In opposition to the community-building perspective of social capital is Banfield’s 

“amoral familiasm,” the inability of social groups “to act together for their common 

good…for any end transcending the immediate, material interest of the nuclear family.”39

                                                 
39 Edward Banfield, The Moral Basis of a Backward Society (New York: Free Press, 
1958) 10.  Banfield studied small town rural life in the region of Basilicata, Italy. 

  

This finding was derived from a study of an impoverished village in far southern Italy 

and refutes the possibility of civic education and moral leadership assumed to have 

existed with life in voluntary associations and attempts to affirm the belief that poor 

people could not engage in formal civic activity.  The emigrating farm workers and poor 

farmers of Abruzzo as well as the Irish in Philadelphia, so many struggling first-

generation emigrants, might be expected to eschew collective norms and values for a 

single concentration on material advancement and the protection of the immediate family, 
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but they found the vision to form associations and the material means to pay dues and 

absorbed the cost of travel to meetings and social events. 

 This study will suggest that the emigrating Italians of Abruzzo negated the 

temptation of “amoral familiasm” and instead were well schooled in an ethic of civic 

support; the many workers associations for mutual support, people’s kindergartens and 

charities established in the small towns and villages of South central Italy in the 19th 

century prior to arrival in Philadelphia tell this story.  

 The Irish, on the other hand, had a dualistic approach to their associations. On the 

one hand they employed a steely discipline and rational order to the running of the 

meetings and the accounting of finances.  On the other hand, the associations took on 

with missionary zeal an educational project that resulted in the distribution of an ideology 

of Irish history and culture that took advantage of and reinforced Irish vulnerability, more 

of an appeal to damaged and hurt feelings than reason and honest history. At an Ancient 

Order of Hibernians (A.O.H.) gathering in the late 1890s in Philadelphia, in a  “feast of 

Reason…Brother Doherty electrified the audience with ringing words of scorn and 

vituperation against…the British government, a power he said that never faced a stalwart 

foe without aid from other sources.”40

 The Philadelphia Irish also identified new enemies such as the Protestant nativists 

and the American Protective Association (A.P.A.) that restored the fires of opposition 

carried from Ireland. This ideology, was reinforced in the ethnic press but more saliently 

in the associations, through the casual nature of interaction, the specialized vernacular of 

 

                                                 
40 The Irish-American Review, Sept. 24, 1899. 
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the cultural rites and symbolic meanings of the meetings and through the educational 

mission that was the right of a working man’s voluntary society.  These factors were well 

timed to coincide with the cultural nationalism of the 1890s; the Irish were an ethnic 

group that had encountered the industrial complex that demanded a certain set of 

occupational skills and, as a group, the Irish entered the labor market competition at a 

low level.  This further bound them as an ethnic group.  Thus the set of life chances and 

skill level at the time of entry were important factors in group cohesion.  This was the 

Irish American association, instrumental in many of its methods of organization and real 

working class support yet expressive in its appeal. 

Irish American Exceptionalism 

 After looking at the various models and historical examples that preceded the 

formation of ethnic associations in Philadelphia during the 1890s for the Irish and early 

1900s for the Italians, and speculating on their extant influence, there are certain 

summary statements that come to mind.   For the Irish American voluntary associations 

that flowered in the 1890s, it is apparent that this ethnic group in Philadelphia developed, 

on their own, a vast cultural life and informational network that nurtured a fierce 

independence and pride of the ethnic nation.  

 Furthermore, the Irish created this life of the mind and heart without the kind of 

structural supports we assume were intact in the years of settlement—specifically, the 

exclusively Irish neighborhood with its casual association and ease of communications, a 

convenient urban setting that allowed for a facile replication of myth among like peoples. 

Instead, the Irish were dispersed all over the city as they pursued manufacturing jobs and 
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niches within the industrial division of labor, living as close as possible to places of 

employment to avoid the expense of late 19th-centry transportation.  It was a migratory 

and uneven pattern of work and home that further militated against the construction of 

ethnic identity and yet made their achievement of a unified Irish identity within the city 

all the more remarkable for the extra effort and expense required. 

 Irish ethnicity and a persistent and continuous effort to capture and sustain Irish 

heritage and sensibilities flourished in the 1890s, a decade of rebirth of the political and 

cultural nation.  The voluntary association was one of the primary means of this ethnic 

persistence and survival; the associations the Irish built in Philadelphia supplied a 

consistent rhetoric of emotional and communal support for the concept of Irish special 

existence, a Celtic racialism, and the possibility of its actual flowering in the shape of a 

republic of Ireland independent from British control. 

De Tocqueville’s Concept of American Association 

 Any work on American voluntary associations is required to at least touch base 

with Alexis De Tocqueville’s depiction of the voluntary association as a bulwark of local 

democracy in the early American Republic. Tocqueville’s enthusiasm for the American 

democracy of the 1830s and Jacksonian era was unbounded and in opposition to his view 

of France as a tired, aristocratic nation with its privileged medieval castes and historical 

patterns of deference. A large portion of his exuberance for America was bound in his 

understanding of the small-town, communal impulse he observed and elevated as a 

necessary corrective component for mass democracies.  As De Tocqueville toured the 

new American republic on a fact-finding tour, he had an eye out for any new form of 
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mass democracy, a will and initiative that emanated from popular constituencies, 

uninfluenced by aristocratic elites. 

 De Tocqueville’s enthusiasm and very energetic defense of American democracy 

was postulated on the American voluntary association and its ability to act as a break and 

a defense against majority rule and, more importantly, majority public opinion. He wrote: 

Americans of all ages, conditions, and all dispositions constantly unite 
together.  Not only do they have commercial and industrial associations to 
which they belong but also a thousand other kinds, religious, moral, 
serious, futile, very general and very specialized, large and small.  
Americans group together to hold fees, found seminaries, build inns, 
construct churches, distribute books, dispatch missionaries to the 
antipodes.  They establish hospitals, prisons, schools by the same 
method.41

 
 

 
De Tocqueville’s defense of the communal approach is derived from his observation of 

American equality in which “citizens are independent and weak” and can only 

accomplish social goals and ends by coming together, in voluntary associations to 

“become a power.”42 The association was, to De Tocqueville, the basis of civilized 

control in mass democracies:  “in order to ensure that men remain or become civilized, 

the skill of association must develop…”43

 Associations in De Tocqueville’s mind had a more mundane function, the solving 

of immediate and local communal problems.  Everything in early America from “public 

safety, business, industry, morality, and religion”

  

44

                                                 
41Alexis De Tocqueville, Democracy in America (New York: Knopf, 1961) 596. 

 was solved by forming a local society 

that then operated by committee.  The voluntary association became ubiquitous and 

42 Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 599. 
43 Ibid., 600. 
44 Ibid., 220. 
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accepted as a normal way of operating in public space and its functional role as both 

protector of minority groups and a mechanism for local social order over time endowed it 

with a solid place in the common stock of knowledge.   

 The small-town, local community approach to solving local problems through 

communal associations and spontaneous committees was the staple of Tocqueville’s ideal 

America.  It is an ideal passed along and planted in American lore and seems to have 

been inherited as Putnam’s ideal in which he laid great stock as a tool of civic 

responsibility and social integration in a more modern America.   

 De Tocqueville’s early American association was a nascent form of the later 

ethnic association along several lines of analysis; there were also distinct differences in 

the two types of organizations.  First, the implicit understanding and agreement about the 

democratic nature of the local organizations was safely guarded by the immigrant groups 

that formed their associations in Philadelphia.  The late 19th-century ethnic organizations 

were overzealous in their desire to appear as ideal democrats, and they ran perfect 

meetings subject to rules of order in which members floated motions and decisions were 

made by majority vote.   

 Officers were elected each year and, even though we see, for example, President 

Brady of Philadelphia’s Cavan Society elected for 13 straight years, the turnover of 

association leaders was an expected norm.  The proceedings of the meetings were strict 

and formal, and the financial records were all transparent, public documents scrupulously 

kept in minute books.  Regular, monthly meetings were held at a time when the working 

class members could attend, late afternoon on a Sunday, which allowed time for morning 
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mass or during the week on a Tuesday or Wednesday evening at 8:00 P.M. after work.  

Finally, the constitution and by-laws of each association, including the many branches of 

large societies such as the A.O.H., created or recreated in small books and pamphlets that 

were passed out to members, the printed word of order in associations, came to constitute 

a social structure.  These small members’ rule books became valued guides and sources 

of ethnic pride among ordinary people not normally given to literate study or 

interpretation of sophisticated rules. 

 The French aristocrat was not far off the mark when he described the American 

voluntary association as the only way smaller voices could be heard and deeds 

accomplished in a mass democracy. The Donegal Association of Philadelphia and the 

Cavan Society were political and a social democracies made up of Irish Americans either 

born in those Irish counties or descendant from them, their members all relegated to an 

identical social station, workers in a vast industrial city who found each other through a 

mutual cultural and ethnic heritage that could only have been perpetuated through the 

voluntary association. These societies of Philadelphia countered the threat of anonymity 

and cultural loss in the hectic industrial city in addition to providing a casual place of 

leisure and comfort, an institution De Tocqueville would have recognized.  

 The remarkable organizational abilities of the Irish in their Philadelphia ethnic 

associations might have derived in part from rural Ireland’s social structure of collective 

norms, a form of communal rule that Miller describes as “communal conformity.”45

                                                 
45 Miller, Immigrants and Exiles, 469. Kerby Miller takes this a step further, blaming the 
cultural nationalists of the 1890s and their vision of “Holy Ireland” as a trap for the poor 
and disinherited who were forced to emigrate and who “blamed England when they left 
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Others have observed a grafting of traditional society due to the shock of existence in 

industrial America— “the immigrants, who had been accustomed to a more tightly knit 

communal life…were quick to adopt the fraternal form of the American voluntary 

association in order to bind together their local ethnic communities against the 

unpredictable looseness of life in America.”46

 We see much of De Tocqueville’s model of the local American voluntary 

association in the many neighborhood clubs and societies the Irish and Italians 

established in Philadelphia in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  However, for the Irish 

Americans, the life of their associations would expand beyond the scope of local problem 

solving to embrace with missionary zeal an educational mission in support of an ideology 

of a tragic national remembrance.  The ethnic association as an agency of self-taught 

knowledge and keeper of an aggrieved historical record had as much in common with 

early working class societies as it did with the De Tocqueville model. 

    

Working Class Associations, Friendly Societies and Philadelphia’s Ethnic Societies 

 There is another line of development that helps us understand the popularity and 

meaning of ethnic societies in America and Philadelphia in the late 1800s, and that is the 

early working class society, the Friendly Societies that emerged in industrial England and 

diffused to populate Ireland in the 19th century. E.P. Thompson has described the growth 

and development of worker-initiated associations and expands his history as an 

                                                                                                                                                 
home seeking dignity and decent wages denied them by the …farmers and shopkeepers 
of “Holy Ireland.” 
46 Roland Berthoff, An Unsettled People: Social Order and Disorder in American History 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1971) 273.   
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explanation of the beginnings of social consciousness in the English worker of the early 

industrial period.   

 Where De Tocqueville constructs his vision of the voluntary association on the 

free individual, the unfettered American with land and space and a democratic artisan 

town tradition, Thompson sees the birth of worker associations as a tool of social defense 

and militant opposition.47 The worker association was one of the few possible responses 

left to the emerged English working class of the early 1800s slowly being ground down 

and devoured by the long build-up of individualized capital and the system of industrial 

organization of production; the Friendly Societies also surfaced later in Ireland from mid-

19th century on and served an identical agenda of opposition to privilege, worker uplift 

and subconscious absorption of bourgeois values.48

 In the context of this historical explanation, we find social class as much more 

than a direct relationship derived from the position occupied in the process of production. 

Thompson’s concept of the working class was a generalized understanding of hierarchy 

and social difference, a persistent sense of sustained conflict and repetitive insults that 

enveloped all manners of existence, constructed over an extended period of time, through 

complex and overlapping episodes of demographic change and relocation at the social 

site of work, often the result of severe deprivation in workers’ ability to provide the 

materials of basic subsistence, and the result at the hands of a repressive legislature and 

magistrates. British workers defended themselves by forming their own voluntary 

 

                                                 
47 E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1964). 
48 Anthony D. Buckley, “On the Club’: Friendly Societies in Ireland,” Irish Economic 
and Social History XIV (1987), 39-58. 
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associations, the Friendly Societies which became funnels for the sponsoring mass 

meetings, and the growth and development of a workers’ press, at times underground, 

eventually legal and widely distributed. The Friendly Societies and other working class 

associations were also outlets for an artisan-based program of worker self-education in 

which reading rooms sprouted and evening debates were held on public issues.   

 Among the Irish Diaspora in Philadelphia, a similar ethic of generalized conflict 

surfaced and was given life and sustenance by an unchallenged Irish folklore belief in the 

Catholic Irish as exiled victims.  John Doyle, resident of A.O.H. local 49 at 8th & 

Fitzwater in the River district of Old Philadelphia, rose at his association meeting in 1895 

and reminded the assembled brothers of their ancestral bonds in the easily recognizable 

vernacular of Irish discontent:  

 
…it [was] incumbent on every manly, honorable man of our grand and 
ancient race to firmly resolve to continue the glorious fight for freedom 
until the last vestige of English tyranny had been forever obliterated, and 
until the last red-coated myrmidon had ceased patrolling the land of St. 
Patrick’s Shamrock.49

 
 

 An Irish fate of sustained disadvantage was reaffirmed in Philadelphia by a 

Protestant reluctance to accept the Catholic Irish and by the small insults endured in the 

search for work and housing in industrializing Philadelphia.  The Irish in Philadelphia 

had entered the workforce at the bottom, as laborers and new emigrants throughout the 

mid-to late-19th century and faced a similar challenge in the search for work; these daily 

reminders of the toughness of the new industrial world served only to reinforce a general 

                                                 
49 Philadelphia Hibernian, March 5, 1895. 
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distrust of outsiders and their institutions, and was offset only by a blind faith in the 

heroic version of Irish heritage, an ideology that was sustained in the meeting rooms of 

the ethnic associations. 

  These British working class voluntary associations of the 1790s and their later 

offspring in 19th-century Ireland existed as a proto-typical model for the ethnic 

association in Philadelphia founded 100 years later. The Friendly Clubs in Britain were 

self-initiated and self-sustained workers societies that exhibited a high degree of 

organizational discipline and ingenuity, kept their own financial books, arranged loans, 

demonstrating a respect for thought and open debate and a knowledgeable and vigilant 

membership that did not simply cede control to its leaders.   

  In Ireland, Friendly Societies began more slowly and were more closely aligned 

with the mutual aid society model; the Irish society’s primary function was support of 

health benefits for members with additional surplus funds handed out at the end of the 

year as a workers’ Christmas bonus. Anthony D. Buckley writes on the Friendly Societies 

in Ireland: “The Friendly Societies Act of 1875…provided the legislative basis for the 

massive growth in friendly societies which took place in the 1880s and 1890s.” By the 

late 19th century, “friendly societies became a significant element in Irish society.”50

 The Clan Na Gael and their numerous neighborhood “camps” in Philadelphia in 

the 1890s had a similar structure and organizational discipline as well as a record of 

democratic involvement and surveillance by its members, all supported by an ironclad 

 

                                                 
50 Buckley, “‘On the Club’: Friendly Societies in Ireland,” Irish Economic and Social 
History XIV (1987), 47. 
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understanding that the survival of the association was from below, based on the self-

initiative of members who were expected to bond and act together in a hostile world. 

 The 80 odd branches of Philadelphia’s Ancient Order of Hibernians (A.O.H.) in 

the 1890s also followed the pattern of the British working class Jacobin and Friendly 

societies.  Their monthly meetings displayed a penchant for adhering to the norms of 

strict procedure and an equally keen sense of discipline to the financial matters of the 

association and the means of maintaining the solvency of the association. The A.O.H. 

branch meetings were also moments for education, discussion and debate about political 

and social events in Ireland and the condition of Irish Americana. 

 It was said of A.O.H. Division 67, 25th & York, in North Philadelphia, that “the 

rank and file are composed of a fine lot of young and intellectual Irish-Americans, who 

discuss in a true brotherly spirit every question before the house.”51

Culture, Social Class and the Irish in Philadelphia 

 But, unlike the liberal 

atmosphere that surrounded debate in Britain’s working class Friendly Societies, the 

opportunity for open exchange and meaningful debate in Philadelphia’s Irish American 

associations was partially squandered in a group acceptance of a closed ideology of Irish 

heritage that posited the Irish as victims and rank ordered its historic enemies for a 

sustained and systematic opposition.  

 The ethnic society in Philadelphia was a product of the imagination and energy of 

its makers, the working class Irish, conditioned by the ecology of the industrial city. The 

ethnic associations of Philadelphia have also been considered as locations for 

                                                 
51 Irish American Review, Sept. 30, 1899. 
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advancement that attracted an elite within labor and without, a status elevation 

particularly attached to the society’s leaders.   

 We know that the bonds of ethnicity also brought people together in the industrial 

city, and ethnic solidarity often competed with class consciousness. Class consciousness 

did not come easily to the Irish in Philadelphia because of the many other social and 

cultural commitments that competed for their attention such as the Catholic church and 

its antagonism to organized labor and the Irish commitment to create an Irish republic. 

Hechter writes, “social class seeks to deny the salience of cultural and residential 

differences among members of similar occupational groups…class is ultimately more 

abstracted from the reality of everyday social life than is ethnicity.”52

 The Irish Americans in their associations did not hide their class origins, but a 

common culture and descent were simply more important to the gathering in associations 

than class consciousness.  The associations seemed, at times, to regard the world of work 

and labor troubles as a set of issues to be left outside the meeting, but at other times the 

associations recognized the labor struggles of their members and acted. The Cavan 

Society moved to sympathize with those on strike against the Budd Company in 1909 and 

temporarily suspended monthly dues for any of its members on strike. Leisure and 

entertainment organized by the Irish associations could also revolve around work—a 

grand picnic was held in the fall for Irish workers of the railroads, the conductors, 

   

                                                 
52 Hechter, Internal Colonialism, 42. 
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engineers, brakemen, firemen, of Pennsylvania, Reading, Baltimore & Ohio Railroads at 

Rising Sun Park in 1889.53

 When we consider E.P. Thompson’s understanding of class as the long-term 

product of cultural norms derived from the facts of labor, an historical tradition of culture 

formation as much as a sustained conflict of material interests, then we arrive at a 

conflation of Irish ethnic separateness with working class sensibilities as an ethic of 

opposition that operated in the voluntary associations of the era. This overlapping 

understanding of the world produced a hypo-stated sense of Irish distinctiveness rooted in 

the exiled Irish immigrant’s sustained distrust of Protestant modernism.  Fitzpatrick 

writes that Irish nationalism could provide “patriotic entertainment during the years of 

awaiting revolution” but it also “succeeded in implanting a sentimental trace of the 

Fenian vision in a wide range of immigrants.”

 

54

 The Irish and the associations they built in the 1890s were class dominated, not in 

a strict sense of labor and capital competition, but in an historically derived sense of 

ingrained, persistent, cultural conflict, as a generalized opposition to certain pertinent 

social and economic facts, supported and supplemented by an ideological historiography 

of Irish victimhood. Certain historical agents were defined as despised outsiders—the 

British presence in Ireland, Irish country landlords, and the American Protestant 

resistance to an expanding Catholic population.   

 

                                                 
53 Freeman & Irish American Review, Sept. 21, 1889. 
54 David Fitzpatrick, Politics and Irish life 1913-1921: Provincial Experience of War and 
Revolution (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1977) 676. 
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 It was not a single set of events that defined the Irish American feeling of being 

isolated, vulnerable and oppressed as an ethnic group, but an accumulation of similar life 

experiences and traditional interpretations of history and culture that accounted for the 

rise of this ethic of social difference. The working class constituency of, for example, the 

Donegal Association or the Cavan Society with its high percentage of laborers born in 

Ireland, Cavan County as well as the branches of the Ancient Order of Hibernians in 

Philadelphia, meant that this set of Irish Americans were concerned with subsistence and 

survival as primary issues.  If they worked in the construction trades, as workers attached 

to crews of bricklayers of construction, their work was also seasonal, possibly 40 months 

of the year.   

 We also know that many of the Cavan brothers shared addresses, some probably 

sharing rooms in boarding houses.  Others may have taken a room in a single family 

home, possibly with an Irish American family also trying to supplement family income 

by letting out a spare room.55  If the mean average income of a sample of native, Irish and 

German industrial and manual workers in manufacturing in Philadelphia was $567 in 

1880, we can begin to understand that the $1 per month dues and a ride on the trolley was 

a sacrifice to be an active, current member of an ethnic voluntary association.56

                                                 
55 Claudia Goldin, “Family Strategies and the Family Economy in the Late Nineteenth 
Century: The Role of Secondary Workers,” in Theodore D. Hershberg, Philadelphia: 
Work, Space, Family and Group Experience in the 19th Century (New York: Oxford 
Univ. Press, 1981) 282. Taking in boarders was part of the strategy of older Irish 
Americans, letting out an empty room that a child, now departed, had occupied. But this 
was never a high percentage of the Irish:  15 to 16% took in boarders in 1880 according 
to Claudia Goldin.  

  We can 

56 Michael Haines, “Poverty, Economic Stress, and the Family in a Late 19th-Century 
City” in Hershberg, Philadelphia: Work, Space, Family and Group Experience in the 19th 
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also understand the persistent problem of collecting dues that faced the leadership of the 

associations and the dilemma of developing policies of leniency in times of personal and 

general economic hardships with the need to keep the organization financially solvent 

and the policy of collecting dues firm.   

 Thus, from time to time, brothers were expelled from associations in a public 

manner to remind everyone of the necessity of dues; at other times, dues were waived 

during hard times. The Donegal Association of Philadelphia publicized during its 

monthly meetings its expelled members from non-payment of dues as well as those on 

probation, but with hardship cases the members always seemed to vote with their hearts. 

The case of “brother Gallagher” was typical of the humanitarian largess of the 

association—unable to pay his dues in the spring of 1906, a Donegal committee 

investigated and decided that “the Society pay up his dues until July.”57  Another 

Donegal member, brother McDermitt who was behind in his dues appealed for death 

benefits for his deceased wife. The members debated the case and after a close vote, 34 to 

31, decided to award the benefit.58

 So it was for the Irish Americans in Philadelphia in the later years of the 19th 

century, when the simple act of coming together in a small group, establishing a set of 

officers by election, keeping a vigilant public accounting of the books, offering 

 These were Irishmen steeled by the rigors of finding 

work in an industrial city, hardened men with soft hearts. 

                                                                                                                                                 
Century, 257.  Children working supplemented the income of Irish families; some took in 
boarders, but only around 12% of this sample did so. 
57 Minute Book of the Donegal Association, May 20, 1906, The Irish Center, 
Philadelphia. 
58 Ibid., July 17, 1906. 
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educational speeches and setting aside time for debate and relaxation over a few Irish and 

American songs, instilled group and individual efficacy and assaulted years of 

disapproving images. The lessons in forming an ethnic association of ordinary men were 

not as visible as the obvious health and death benefits ascribed to members, but the 

legacy of self-help from “forming their own traditions of mutuality in the friendly 

societies”59 was its effect on group pride and confidence.  The Irish American 

associations of the late 1800s in Philadelphia made real their desire for information and 

knowledge and even though their loyalty to an unchallenged ideology of difference and 

opposition was a poor substitute for balanced inquiry, the result was an achievement for a 

set of common men.60

Occupation and Association Leadership 

 

 One occupational analysis of Irish American voluntary associations in late 19th-

century Philadelphia found that “the men who participated in and directed Irish ethnic 

organizations and institutions in 19th-century Philadelphia were…the most economically 

successful and secure elements of that population.”61

 Looking at the leadership cadres in table 1.1 of one of the early Irish American 

mutual aid associations in Philadelphia, the Irish Catholic Benevolent Union of 

 This understanding of the 

Philadelphia Irish suggests that the associations were vital funnels of information and 

social cues about the direction of status in Philadelphia and were staffed and led by the 

modest Irish occupational elite on the move in the late 19th century.   

                                                 
59 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 831. 
60 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 743. 
61 Light, “Class, Ethnicity and the Urban Ecology in a 19th-Century City,” 111. 
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Philadelphia (I.C.B.U.), the leadership roles of this mutual aid society were ceded to 

those of higher status in the ethnic community. The I.C.B.U.  was attached to the national 

association and in turn broke down into many local chapters dispersed throughout 

Philadelphia’s neighborhoods in the 1870s and 1880s. This primary purpose of this 

original Irish society in Philadelphia was mutual aid in terms of sick and death benefits, 

but these societies supplied an emotional demand for Irish community and identity.   

 
 
 
 
Table 1.1. Occupational Analysis of Leadership of I.C.B.U. Branches in Philadelphia, 

1890 
 

Identification   %  
 

Professional 5%  

Clergy    10%  

White Collar   32%  

Artisan    35%  

Laborer   18% 

N= 58 

 

Source:  32nd Annual Convention of the Irish Catholic Benevolent Union, Philadelphia, 
Geo. W. Gibbons, 1890.  Philadelphia Catholic Historical Society, St. Charles Seminary, 
Overbrook, Pa.  Record Group 103, Box 37. 
 
 
 In contrast to an extant connection between the British self-help societies born of 

labor protest, this interpretation of the Irish societies suggests that they were educational 
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institutions for the inculcation of bourgeois values and methods of upward mobility and 

achievement in a modern metropolis.  It seems as though the more moderate societies 

attracted a more bourgeois Irish population, such as the Parnell’s National League in the 

1880s, but middle-strata Irish also found their way into the A.O.H. of Philadelphia.62

 This understanding of the Irish associations as a top-heavy movement led by a 

more achievement-oriented leadership damages the image of the ethnic society as an 

example of De Toqueville’s mass democracy.  In its place, we have an aspiring, modest 

aristocracy struggling to produce, define and promote a program of Irish awareness 

surrounded by a mass of industrial Irish workers. 

  

 By the late 19th century, Irish Americans in Philadelphia had made inroads into 

the white-collar occupations, the professions, and had established niches in the industrial 

division of labor.  Printing and publishing, the wholesale liquor business, tavern 

ownership and neighborhood grocers produced an Irish petty bourgeoisie by the turn of 

the century.  The Building and Loan Associations of the 19th century were also owned 

and operated by Irish Americans for the use of ordinary citizens to save and borrow to 

purchase a home in the city.  These few samples of Irish mobility describe an emerging 

cohort of Irish Americans recruited from the upper echelons of the working hierarchy 

willing to emerge as the natural leaders of the ethnic associations whose mission was to 

instill similar bourgeois leanings in the associations as it articulated an ethnic identity in 

the late 19th century. 

                                                 
62 Light, “Class, Ethnicity and the Urban Ecology in a 19th-Century City,” 117. 
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 However, the occupational analysis of the Philadelphia Cavan County Society of  

1907-1923 reveals a range of industrial workers recruited from the immigrating 

population of Irish born in Cavan County.  The majority of the membership was skilled 

workers while a sizeable section of the society consisted of unskilled laborers, most of 

whom were born in Ireland.  The occupational distribution of Philadelphia A.O.H. 

division 80 in the 1890s was similar to Cavan:  a decidedly working class majority 

association with the majority employed as skilled industrial workers.63

 To become an “association man” society was to upgrade, if only modestly, ones 

status among the mass of Irish Americans in Philadelphia who did not belong, who did 

not have the time or financial resources but, more importantly, the motivation to embrace 

the disciplinary code of the commune and the loyalty to the association’s discourse of 

ethnic meaning.    

 

 However, the mass of Irish American associations were not, by the 1890s, defined 

by the voice of bourgeois propriety, but a vernacular of singular opposition to authority 

and the historical enemies of the Irish nation. At a St. Patrick’s Day banquet of 

Philadelphia’s Hibernian Society in 1894, a speech was offered, “…Ireland is nearing 

that goal of independence in the struggle for which her verdure-clad pastures and her 

heather-raimented peaks have been ensanguined to a consecrated crimson by the 

bloodstains of her slaughtered children.”64

                                                 
63 See the occupational analysis of these societies in Chapters 3 and 4. 

 This rhetoric of longing and defiance had been 

long in development, but was all pervasive in the style and language of the meetings and 

64 Freeman & Irish American Review, March 22, 1894. 
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deliberations of the associations and came to define a steely opposition to historical 

enemies and all those who were thought to claim special social privilege.  

The Leisure Function of the Ethnic Voluntary Association 

 In Philadelphia, the Irish association emerged as the purveyors of a popularized 

version of Irish myth submerged into a class consciousness that buttressed its hostility to 

privilege.  The ethnic association was also the location for male leisure. 

 Leisure was serious business in the ethnic associations and while the Italians were 

noted for their lavish dinners and banquets, parades and festivals, the Irish knew how to 

put on a feast. The Edward J. Sourin Association of the I.C.B.U. was one of the first in 

Philadelphia and celebrated its 40th Anniversary in 1910.  The following meal was 

served65

 

: 

MENU 
RAW OYSTERS 

SOUP-PUREE OF TOMATO 

BAKED SHAD WITH POTATOES 

CHICKEN CROQUETTES AND PEAS 

TENDERLOIN OF BEEF MUSHROOM SAUCE 

ROAST CHICKEN 

TOMATO AND LETUCE SALAD 

CELERY 

ICE CREAM FANCY CAKES COFFEE 

 

                                                 
65 40th Anniversary Program of the E. J. Sourin Beneficial Society of Philadelphia, 1910, 

Philadelphia Archdiocesan Historical Research Center (P.A.H.R.C.), Record Group 
Number (RGN) 103, Box 38. 
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The evening’s formal program featured seven speakers—some presented songs and 

poems, another a review of Father Sourin’s life and contributions to Philadelphia 

Catholic society and a parting lecture entitled “Catholic and Science.”66 Toastmaster 

A.A. Boyle had his hands full with such a full evening’s agenda.  The Sourin Association 

was founded in 1870 and was one of the first Irish Catholic societies of the I.C.B.U. in 

Philadelphia; it had a membership of 68 in 1882, a modest-sized society compared to 

others in the Philadelphia I.C.B.U. such as The Philadelphia Society with 300.67

 The primary outlet for leisure was the monthly meeting of the small association 

which followed a scripted format—the reading of the minutes, the disclosure of finances, 

the swearing in of new members and discussion of public issues preceded an obligatory 

pause at the end for the singing of Irish songs, for poetry and even a joke that poked fun 

at the Irish themselves. The Italian associations were also locations for male sociability 

and the business of the monthly meeting also had a traditional ending that allowed space 

for discussion, for song and for card playing.  Both the Italians and the Irish of 

Philadelphia became highly skilled at producing lavish winter balls which were fund-

raising events for the societies and moments of pause and reflection to congratulate 

themselves on their accomplishments. 

 

 One of the mechanisms of closure for the ethnic groups was the development of a 

system of communication whose impact was to cordon off the boundaries of the Diaspora 

nation.  Michael Hechter wrote, “communication within collectives generally occurs 

                                                 
66 40th Anniversary Program of the E. J. Sourin Beneficial Society of Philadelphia, 1910. 
67 1882 Program of the I,C.B.U. Convention in Philadelphia, Catholic Historical Society 
of Philadelphia, RGN 103, Box 38. 
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within the context of social institutions:  neighborhoods, workplaces, schools, churches, 

social and recreational clubs, and the host of voluntary associations to which the 

individual may belong.”68

 The mass communication network in the urban ethnic setting brings potentially 

fragmented people together—however, the progress of industrial society chips away at 

the cohesiveness of ethnic solidarity even as it seems insulated from modernism’s assault 

in protected layers of the division of labor. Hobsbawm writes, “urbanization and 

industrialization, resting as they do on massive and multifarious movements, migrations 

and transfers of people, undermine the other basic nationalist assumption of a territory 

inhabited essentially by an ethnically, culturally and linguistically homogeneous 

population.”

 The ethnic press of Philadelphia also contributed to the growth 

and maintenance of a separate Irish worldview, such weeklies as The Philadelphia 

Hibernian, The Freeman and Irish-American Review, and Irish American News. The 

Italian language press of Philadelphia was an essential guide for survival within the 

colony, and newspapers such as Il Momento and La Libera Parola covered the life of the 

associations. 

69

                                                 
68 Hechter, Internal Colonialism, 42. 

 This, of course, was the eventual outcome for Philadelphia’s Irish and 

Italian communities in the years after World War II, but for a few decades, the 1890s 

through World War I and Irish Independence in the early 1920s, the Irish Diaspora nation 

in Philadelphia was alive and flourishing in its voluntary associations. 

69 E.J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism Since 1790: Programme, Myth, Reality, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1990) 159. 
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The Myth of the Irish Neighborhood in Philadelphia 

 The Irish in Philadelphia, according to Dennis Clark, had settled in neighborhoods 

that they dominated demographically, stable Irish neighborhoods where people knew and 

trusted each other, were close to kin and formed long-lasting associations, first in 

Southwark and then in strength in the area southwest of the central city and north, in 

Kensington.  However, we know from studies of residential mobility and the relationship 

of work to home that Irish workers in Philadelphia, from the 1880s to as late as 1910, 

were compelled to live close to their place of work, that they could not afford to join 

friends and family and Irish colleagues in neighborhoods of their choice because of the 

prohibitively high cost and inefficiency of routes of public transport across the city.70

 As a result, they were more likely to live in heterogeneous urban neighborhoods 

with similar co-workers, Germans or native whites, than their ethnic brothers.  

Furthermore, survival in the volatile industrial economy of Philadelphia in the late 1800s 

with layoffs, economic cycles of boom and bust, and the exigencies of seasonal labor, all 

with no unemployment insurance, meant that the change of jobs could be sudden, that 

families had to pick and leave their neighborhood to follow the place of employment 

when financial reality surfaced.

 

71

                                                 
70 Theodore Hershberg, Philadelphia: Work, Space, Family and Group Experience in the 
19th Century (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1981). 

 These structural constraints upon travel, 

communication and interaction led Light to believe that during the 19th century “most 

71 Theodore Hershberg, Harold Cox, Dale Light Jr. and Richard Greenfield, “The Journey 
to Work,” in Hershberg, Philadelphia: Work, Space, Family and Group, 93-128. The fare 
structures of city transportation made it extremely difficult for the working man to travel 
to and from work.  He walked instead and saved his transportation expenditures for 
special occasions.  
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Irish immigrants organized their lives within the context of the neighborhood 

communities.”72

 The image of the Irish worker in Philadelphia, steeped in nostalgia for his country 

of origin, wed to a neighborhood where he could associate with his kind, a permanent 

fixture that connected parish, kin, and culture is more a nostalgic myth than accurate 

portrayal. It has been replaced by the wandering urban migrant, ever mindful of the 

dangers of layoffs and ready to move his family if necessary to a new neighborhood close 

to new work opportunities.   

 These were neighborhoods in flux, given to an ethnic mix, bound 

together by a population that was transient and mobile as it located itself close to work 

and even though the structural constraints upon urban travel, communication and 

interaction were looming obstacles, when it came to their cherished associations and the 

construction of communal meaning, the Irish in Philadelphia often extended themselves 

to reach the monthly meeting, the endless committee meetings or the large gala. 

 

Urban Ecology and Ethnic Persistence 

 This understanding of the city deviates with a normative model in which new 

immigrants cluster in zones of cheap housing near the central city, occupying, developing 

and reconstructing the past in the “urban village,” a replica of tradition reconvened in the 

new land. Over time, the cultural bonds of old country and new urban village are broken 

as the ethnic ghetto dissolves and its people are assimilated and eventually dispersed. If 

northern European ethnics were able to assimilate and relocate to higher status housing 

                                                 
72 Light, “Class, Ethnicity and the Urban Ecology in a 19th-Century City,” 156. 
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more quickly, it was because they were able to learn and adapt to Anglo-American 

society more quickly than other groups. 

 However, for Philadelphia’s Irish, this view of urban ethnic concentration and 

eventual dispersion does not seem to have played a major role in neighborhood 

formation. The ethnic clustering seen in other locations of urban America, for example, 

among the Italians in South Philadelphia, escaped the earlier arriving Irish as they settled 

and entered an overcrowded housing market and came to grips with the emerging 

industrial structure of the city.   

   If the exigencies and demands of living and finding work in an industrial city 

whose economy militated against ethnic clustering were modern structures associated 

with the demise of tradition and ethnic awareness, how did Philadelphia’s Irish 

Americans develop such a vibrant and separate understanding of themselves as ethnic 

warriors? It can be argued that the Irish American voluntary associations in Philadelphia 

during the peak years of industrial production filled the void that industrialism created, 

fused the meaning of Irish heritage with Irish ethnic difference and shielded the 

proscribed effects of modern urban existence. 

 The neighborhoods that the Irish came to inhabit were economically self-

sufficient, isolated as the Irish and others could find just about everything they needed for 

existence within a few short blocks of their residence. Looking at the advertisements in 

The Hibernian in the late 1890s, it seems as though every neighborhood had a butcher, a 

grocer and a local  beer merchant. 
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 Neighborhood parochialism could have interfered with the growth of a more 

enlightened Irish worldview yet the ethnic societies worked with and against the growth 

of a stultifying, narrow world view. Stephanie Greenburg wrote that “when ethnic 

networks did develop, they would be unlikely to draw from the entire population of group 

members but rather would probably be limited to ethnics living in the local area.”73

 However, this work suggests that the Irish American voluntary associations did 

not allow its members to settle for a neighborhood awareness—the associations through 

their educational missionary work did not allow members to forget the plight of Ireland 

nor the historical legacy that exiled so many of its people to America. Organizations like 

the A.O.H. and the Clan Na Gael as well as the Irish County associations and the whole 

host of Irish societies in the 1890s made a ritual out of remembrance and required its 

members to at least approve of movement toward Irish independence.   

   

 The isolation of the Irish in neighborhoods during an era of expanding yet still 

expensive transportation made the achievement of an ethnic “collective consciousness” 

difficult in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Yet, Irish ethnic awareness was alive in 

these decades through participation in voluntary associations that reflected a much more 

mobile Irish than previously considered. 

                                                 
73 Stephanie Greenberg, “Industrial Location and Ethnic Residential Patterns in an 
Industrializing City: Philadelphia, 1880” in Hershberg, Philadelphia: Work, Space, 
Family and Group Experience, 225.   
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Travel to the Meetings 

 It is necessary to consider the state of urban passenger travel in the 1890s in 

Philadelphia to appreciate the problems the common ethnic association member faced 

and the kind of decision involved to attend a monthly meeting or a weekly committee 

session.  Inner-city transport in the 1890s and early 1900s was still a luxury for the 

working man; the walk to work within a mile or two of one’s home was still the norm, 

and it involved a financial sacrifice and a compelling reason to take the trolley car.74

 Yet, the members attended meetings and events and judging from the distances 

members had to travel from their homes across the expanse of Philadelphia for their 

beloved ethnic association, the expense of the trolley fare was absorbed for the privilege 

of association membership. Donegal men came from all over the city to make their 

monthly meetings on Broad Street as the Cavan Society members extended themselves to 

reach their meeting room at 8th & Ridge—the moveable society that was the connective 

tissue of the 90 odd branches of the A.O.H. also tells us that simple Irish Philadelphians 

traveled within the city to construct their ethnic community.

  

75

 Looking at the content of discussion and focus of Irish American organizations in 

the 1890s, we indeed find a poignant concern with subsistence issues, primarily with 

organizing events that would raise funds and keep the benefit bank of the branch 

 The simple fact of 

attending a meeting required a personal commitment and was an index of the importance 

of ethnic awareness. 

                                                 
74 Charles W. Cheape, Moving the Masses: Urban Public Transit in New York, Boston, 
and Philadelphia, 1880-1912 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press, 1980). 
75 See table 5.6 in Chapter 5. 
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association viable. Yet, there were other functions of the meeting, educational missions 

from those recently returned from Ireland, often clergy, and the ubiquitous recanting of a 

popular version of Irish history and the state of the Diaspora Irish within its ritualistic 

retelling. The meetings were located in available spaces affordable to the association and 

were not always convenient for a walking membership. In addition, it was normal for the 

regular monthly business meetings to have “guests” from other branches attend, to be 

with friends, to add to the debate or to offer a song at the meeting’s closing. If the Irish 

working class chose to live close to work to avoid the trolley fare, it also made the 

decision in favor of ethnic awareness to pay the price for travel to the meeting. 

 

Putnam’s Model: An Expense of Social Capital 

 The view that the processes of ethnic associations were bridges to mainstream 

Protestant America brings us to Robert Putnam’s writings on American civic life.  Any 

work on voluntary associations needs to consult Putnam who has given new life to the 

study and appreciation of the American voluntary association through his presentation of 

“social capital” as a category of analysis and impact. Putnam’s ideal type of voluntary 

association is a combination of “norms, networks, trust”76

                                                 
76 Gerald Gamm and Robert D. Putnam, “The Growth of Voluntary Associations in 
America, 1840-1940,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History XXIX 4 (Spring) 513. Human 
capital in the Putnam scheme is for the individual, training and education that increase 
market value. 

 that is activated when 

individuals join formal groups. The voluntary association, when further connected 

through “bridging” with established associations and other social networks, is thought to 
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have earned “social capital” and a higher level of influence and stability as it joins the 

mainstream of civic action. 

 There are a number of social mechanisms that support the efficacy of social 

capital. A dynamic society does not need to negotiate each act of bridging; instead, an 

ethic of “generalized reciprocity” insures that responsible civic acts will be well received 

and favors returned at some unspecified future moment. Social capital with a “bridging” 

appellation has built-in systems of “mutual support, cooperation, trust, institutional 

effectiveness” that undergird expansion, communication and interaction among broad, 

often dissimilar, constituencies.77

 

 

The Bonds of Social Capital 

 “Bonding” social capital is exclusionary, inward-looking, trusting in nature but 

only to the specific citizen who qualifies for the group. The Cavan Catholic Society of 

Philadelphia, open to Irishmen born in Cavan County or Philadelphia’s Unione 

Abruzzesse, open to Italians born or descendant from the region of Abruzzo in 

central/south Italy, represent examples of Putnam’s type of  “bonding” social capital.78

 The ethnic voluntary association drew a tight cultural ring around its members, 

but could also bridge with other associations of similar background as well as interact 

with outsiders. The Irish Americans preferred to cordon themselves off from other social 

and ethnic groups in a defensive posture, while the Italians of Philadelphia were much 

  

                                                 
77 Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community 
New York: Simon and Schuster, 2000) 22. 
78 Putnam, Bowling Alone. The Cavan Society consisted mainly of the Irish born, but was 
also open to the American-born of Cavan County descent. 
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more receptive and skilled at establishing links with established organizations in 

Philadelphia.  Social capital is a comparative heuristic, a valuable aid to discovery, 

derived from the pure type of association De Tocqueville was fond of, steeped in 

democratic tradition and pragmatic intervention in local problems. 

 

Reciprocal Trust 

 In Putnam’s scheme, the mechanism of “generalized reciprocity” is an 

unregulated social contract that promotes action and good works in the expectation that 

these acts will be rewarded either directly or generally in the promotion of a communal 

ethic of trust.79 The connections are of two types, “thick trust” is found among close 

associates, in the smaller frame of face-to-face interaction. The reciprocity function of 

social capital in this context acts like a “credit slip” that may be called in for exchange in 

some future moment of need.80 “Thin trust” is found where the social bonds are least 

visible, an unseen, barely conscious acceptance of norms and conventions that govern 

ordinary life.81

                                                 
79 Others have spent their intellectual powers researching and writing on the topic of 
social trust in industrial societies. Durkheim speculated on the nature of social bonds in 
complex, urban societies: modern societies are secured and peacefully bound by the 
development of a conscience collective, a shared public agreement on values and 
normative orientations solidified by secular, public rites. The modern characteristics 
naturally disperse and transfer to those that come into contact with urban society, through 
the division of labor and the interaction required in commerce and civic existence, a 
natural “bridging” function that promotes trust.   

   

80 James S. Coleman, “Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital,” American 
Journal of Sociology 94, (1988) S95-S120. 
81 Putnam, Bowling Alone, 135-136. 
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 Through daily, normal interaction, the mechanism of social capital is assumed to 

accelerate and accommodate the social integration of new groups. The more successful 

contacts between different groups, the more pre-existing barriers are broken down and 

reciprocal trust is extended. Social capital for an emerging ethnic group, however, seems 

to be more a process of superordination by established elites and their norms than an 

exchange of equals, more an acceptance and understanding of master methods of 

communication and commerce and of traditional norms and values by the upstart 

association. The American voluntary association has been cast as a school for the 

inculcation of dominant social influences, a primer on how new ethnic groups  should 

behave in democracies.   

 The Irish responded to these pressures by paying homage to the respectable norms 

of running a proper communal society and accounting for order in small groups, but they 

refused to endorse the system of generalized trust, preferring to create and promote their 

own ideology of opposition and cultural difference. Functionally, the associations 

maintained a high level of strict constitutional order and exhibited advanced means of 

planning and organization for their scripted meetings and the many fund-raising events 

that were needed to keep their cash reserves in good order. The Gaelic Games held at 

Rising Sun Park in Philadelphia in the 1890s that attracted over 40,000 gate-paying 

Philadelphians were like small regional fairs that required an enormous amount of 

advanced and high-level organizational energy.  

 In the running of their associations the Irish naturally accumulated new 

knowledge and techniques about survival in the industrial city that became a resource 
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confined to the ethnic communes and distributed to its select members. Information about 

how to find work and housing was a form of social capital, a storage bank of useful 

knowledge that was available to the internal community of established trust. This survival 

kit for the city was not the primary reason men came together in associations, but the 

functional sharing of vital information was alive and well in the many small branches of 

the A.O.H., employed informally, but also evident in the formal structures of the 

institution.  

 But the Irish American associations, in the tradition of working-class, self-help 

artisan voluntary associations of the past, assumed an educational mission that lost its 

way toward understanding, substituted blind compliance for sober analysis and open 

inquiry, purveyed an acceptance of a simplified version of Irish history, a reverence for 

its destroyed rural customs, and a suspicious vigilance for enemies at home and abroad, 

real and imaginary. This required loyalty to a misguided ideology served well as bonding 

social capital for the immediate ethnic commune, but it also crippled the growth of 

educational values associated with the American and artisan voluntary association, a 

regard for real debate, and a skepticism that went along with open inquiry.   

 For the Italians of Philadelphia, schooled in the methods and traditions of 

voluntary associations for mutual aid and communal charity in the southern Italian towns 

and villages of Abruzzo, voluntary associations became centers of community, financial 

support, clubs for emotional support away from home, but, also energized locations for 

action in the public realm in concert with outside support and assistance.  
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 World War I was the beginning of Italian American nationalism in Philadelphia 

and the culmination of the organizational potential of Italian American associations; the 

Italians established committees and new associations in support of Italy’s entry into the 

war, but over and over again they connected with institutions and individuals outside of 

“la Colonia” of Philadelphia.   

 For example, the chairman of the Pro-Italian Committee for Emergency Aid was 

Mrs. Benjamin Miller, and the main speaker for the committee’s grand public 

extravaganza, held in the Academy of Music on March 8, 1918, was William Potter.  

Potter was American ambassador in Rome for several years whose wife was an Italian 

native from the city of Udine, one of the towns of Friuli caught in the Austrian-German 

advance through Northeast Italy in the infamous retreat from Caporetto the spring of 

1918.82

 This study suggests that the rapid proliferation of Italian American voluntary 

associations in the spatially confined area of South Philadelphia was less a product of 

social learning of American models than it was of continuing well worn practices of 

worker association building in Italy that existed in remote rural locations in the zones of 

 If content and style of the speeches at this event was establishment Philadelphia, 

the atmosphere was all-Italian as the crowd was serenaded by South Philadelphia’s 

Garibaldi Band. This type of outreach by ethnic Italians in Philadelphia, the 

subordination of their own influence at organization and the ceding the public space to 

established Anglos, was typical of the cultural bridging that the Italian American 

associations engaged in during the early decades of the 20th century. 

                                                 
82 Il Momento, March 1, 1918. 
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emigration. The late 19th-century mutual aid society of rural Italy had its own democratic 

structures and traditions and was in many ways an ideal model of the democratic 

communal society, its officers elected and its egalitarian purposes exposed in its lengthy 

set of organizational rules. This model from the hills of Abruzzo was easily replicated in 

urban locations, and the Italians of Philadelphia were especially apt at reaching outside of 

their associations to connect with established Philadelphians. 

The Geography of Social Capital and the Ethnic Voluntary Association 

 In Putnam’s scheme, the accumulation and expenditure of social capital in 

America had a regional explanation tied to assumptions about urbanization and social 

development. Voluntary associations were assumed to have thrived mostly in the 

Northeastern cities where the stock of old Protestant influence on association building 

was augmented by the influx of ethnic minorities who strove to construct similar 

associations.   

 “Virtually all scholars agree that the growth of associations in the period 1870 to 

1920 was due to the impact of industrialization, urbanization, and immigration on 

traditional communal attachments.”83

                                                 
83 Gamm and Putnam, “Growth of Voluntary Associations in America, 1840-1940,” 
Journal of Interdisciplinary History XXIX:4 (Spring, 1999) 529. 

 The urban mass gathering momentum in the late 

19th century had certain communal traditions from either small town America or the 

European village that were transformed under the influence and early practicing models 

of established American associations, thus turning the accelerating urban landscape into a 

maze of new and old associations. The stock assumption has been that the industrializing 
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city of 1870-1926 was the perfect location for a vast network of diverse voluntary 

associations.84

 Putnam and Gamm set out to test the relationship between industrialization, ethnic 

immigration and voluntary associations for the period 1860-1940.

 

85

 Results revealed that the Midwest and even the sparsely populated West were 

more ideal locations for the growth of De Tocqueville’s localized democracy.  “Unlike 

that in the West and Midwest, associational activity in the Northeast dampened, rather 

than flowered, during the era of intense industrialization, urbanization, and mass 

immigration.”

  Their empirical 

universe was broad and inclusive tapping into every type of voluntary association—

ethnic mutual aid societies, church, work, fraternal, sport and cultural societies, excluding 

associations sponsored by government agencies or corporations.   

86

 These findings challenged the assumption that the Northeastern cities were the 

frontier of dramatic change in the late 1800s, early 1900s, the time frame of this study.   

Refuted was the assumption that the urban, industrialized zone was fertile ground for the 

growth of voluntary associations as brakes on anomie and the response to social and 

   

                                                 
84 Berthoff, An Unsettled People, 272-274. Thernstrom’s treatise on the social mobility of 
the working class, its new understanding of the loss of roots in the city and the birth of 
wandering cohorts of immigrant labor through and out of city militates against the stock 
assumption of a Northeastern urban location for the dynamic growth of associations. The 
industrializing city was more socially fragmented than previously thought, anarchic and 
not given to stable institutions. Berthoff presents the Eastern city as the ideal home for 
the growth of associations. 
85 The golden years of associational growth in the United States were found in the post 
Civil War period, the 1870s, to the first two decades of the 20th century with a small 
decrease in membership strength and growth already appearing after 1910. 
86 Gamm and Putnam, “Growth of Voluntary Associations in America, 1840-1940,” 538. 
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geographic dislocation. The stock assumption has been that growth in American 

voluntary associations has been attached as an appendage explanation for American 

modernity, urbanization, industrial transformation, immigration, and population growth 

during peak years of American industrialization: Gamm and Putnam write, 

“associations…were buffers softening the impact of economic and social change.  They 

were institutions created to rebuild human attachments that had been ruptured as cities 

grew, as families left farms and ancient villages, and as the Industrial Revolution 

pulverized community.”87

 The localized American association also grew in the Western cities and in smaller 

urban locations during the same time period where the urban upheaval was less intense, a 

finding that would indicate that the motive behind voluntary associations had less to do 

with rapid modernization than previously thought.

   

88 Thus, the conclusion was put 

forward that “cities, even great industrial cities teeming with immigrants, were not the 

initiators and propellants of American civil society. Voluntary associations were more apt 

to flourish in small cities and towns than in large metropolises.”89

 One possible explanation for this new finding and reversal of accepted wisdom on 

American associations might have been an undercounting of Northeastern urban ethnic 

associations; this was a problem considered and rejected. Instead, ethnic and religious 

orientation accounted for a disadvantage in the creation of American civic life—“It is 

possible…that the vertical, hierarchical structure of Catholicism, in contrast with the 

 

                                                 
87 Ibid., 548. 
88 Ibid.   
89 Gamm and Putnam, “Growth of Voluntary Associations in America, 1840-1940,” 548. 
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congregational structure of Protestantism and Judaism, might have made it relatively 

difficult for Catholics to acquire the skills and habits necessary to form other 

associations.”90

 This stereotypical view of Irish Catholics as dysfunctional pre-moderns has long 

been touted as an explanation for this national group’s failure to keep pace with the 

achievement of other ethnic groups. Kerby Miller describes Irish Catholic culture in the 

late 1800s as static, “a worldview oriented toward stasis.” 

   

91  He wrote: “most Catholics 

retained an outlook best characterized as ‘dependent,’ formalized in life-styles associated 

with clachan settlements and rundale cultivation, and expressed in Irish-speakers’ 

traditional strictures against innovation and self-aggrandizement.”92

 Yet, as we will see in the case of the Italian American Catholic rural farm workers 

who emigrated from Abruzzo to Philadelphia, another ethnic group previously thought of 

as backward peasants incapable of self-government and mature civic engagement, this 

assumption about an impoverished transatlantic civic beginnings was also flawed.  In 

reality, the Italians of Abruzzo were exposed early on in their original Italian villages and 

towns to a rich and sophisticated associational life. The workers association begun in 

1880 in the small town of Spoltore, in Abruzzo, was open to men and women workers, 

offered sick and death benefits to its members and a constitutional structure that had 125 

written rules of membership.

 

93

                                                 
90 Ibid., 543. 

 

91 Miller, Immigrants and Exiles, 111. 
92 Ibid., 167. 
93 “Rules of the Workers’ Society of Mutual Support of Spoltore, 1892,” State Archives 
of Pescara, Box 2, Folder 42. 
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 The error in Putnam and Gamm’s analysis is in the counting scheme as well as in 

the devaluation and misunderstanding of the urban ethnic association. If we consult the 

City Directories, following the methodology employed in the Putnam and Gamm study, 

for the year 1900, we see that the Philadelphia Directory fails to list the Cavan, Donegal, 

and Mayo Associations which were large and lively formal associations that attracted 

many Irish Philadelphians.94

 The Philadelphia City Directory for 1900 does list the Ancient Order of 

Hibernians as an association, but this would have been counted as a single ethnic 

organization.

 In addition, almost all the smaller, regionally inspired Italian 

American Associations in Philadelphia do not appear in the City Directories and would 

also have been excluded from the master tally. 

95 Boyd’s City Directory for 1910 lists 11 branches of the American 

Catholic Union, the Officers of the Ancient Order of Hibernians, 37 of the Boys’ Catholic 

Clubs in Philadelphia (the Catholic Young Men’s Arch-Diocesan Union), over 150 courts  

of the Foresters, over 130 Lodges of the Odd Fellows19 Councils of the Knights of 

Columbus.96

                                                 
94 Gopsill’s Philadelphia City Directory, 1900. Looking at the Philadelphia City 
Directories of 1910, 1920, and 1925, years when the Italian associations were at their 
peak strength, only the Italian Federation was could be found. 

 The Catholic Philopatrian Literary Institute of Philadelphia appears and the 

Irish American Club at 726 Spruce Street, the leisure and meeting outlet for the Clan Na 

Gael.  Missing are any of the Italian mutual benefit societies, the Gaelic Athletic 

Association clubs, Irish language societies, Irish county associations, an estimated list of 

95 Ibid. Other associations had their branches lists, such as Philadelphia’s American 
Protestant Association with 24 “lodges” in the city. 
96 Boyd’s Philadelphia City Directory (Philadelphia: C.E. Howe Co., 1910) 53-65. 
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over 1,500 local, independent, formal voluntary associations existing below the scrutiny 

of the study’s prime index of historical inquiry. 

 If we analyze in depth the Ancient Order of Hibernians in Philadelphia in 1900, 

we find not one large Irish American association but 83 small, neighborhood voluntary 

associations with their own sizeable memberships, their own set of officers keeping their 

own separate financial records which included bank deposits and savings accounts. Each 

Division had a president, a vice president, a recording secretary, a financial secretary and 

a treasurer and a consistent location where meetings were held once a month, either on a 

Sunday afternoon or a weekday evening.97 Some branches owned their own building 

which they established as a permanent headquarters for meetings. Memberships in these 

branches were high, higher than the mean of 200 recorded in the Putnam and Gamm 

study; Branch 80 of the A.O.H. in the 1918 had over 300 members, and the Cavan 

Society had 350 members on its books in 1910 while the Donegal Association 

consistently reported over 600 members during the early decades of the 1900s.98

 The Clan Na Gael in Philadelphia in the 1890s had an identical structure to the 

A.O.H.  The branches, called “camps,” were obliged to pay dues to the central board, but 

they operated as autonomous, independent voluntary associations of mutual support with 

their own set of elected officers, their own meeting records and financial books, regular 

   

                                                 
97 Philadelphia Hibernian, Oct. 19, 1895; Oct. 16, 1893. 
98 Ancient Order of Hibernians (A.O.H.) Minute Book, Branch 80, 1901-1946, The Irish 

Center, Philadelphia; Minute Book of the Cavan Catholic Social and Beneficial 
Society, 1907-1926; Minute Book of the Donegal Association. Putnam and Gamm 
found that the average membership of the associations they tabulated was 200, a 
mean that was probably “biased upward” because smaller associations did not always 
report the number of members.98   
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meetings, as they maintained a commitment to support their own sick and death 

benefits.99  Counting just the branches or “camps” that sent delegates for the annual 

board meeting in 1889, we find an additional 51 ethnic associations in Philadelphia that 

would not have appeared in the City Directory of Philadelphia and thus not counted in the 

Putnam and Gamm master data set.100

 Putnam’s study claims extra vigilance and care in making sure that the ethnic 

civic component was not undervalued; he stated that “immigrant…organizations were 

listed with exquisite thoroughness.”

   

101 The finding that “immigration…appears to have 

little or no impact on associationism” is reached only because, in the case of Philadelphia, 

the vast majority of ethnic voluntary associations existed below the radar of the Putnam 

and Gamm study.102

 The branch associations of the A.O.H. and the many Italian American societies 

based on regional origins were not listed in the City Directories and can be discovered 

only by looking in more obscure historical locations.  The preference for mainstream, 

Protestant, established voluntary associations in the Putnam & Gamm study produced a 

bias that misinterpreted the capillary structure of the ethnic associations as well as the 

smaller, unlisted Italian associations and skewed the direction of the conclusion.

   

103

                                                 
99 Minute Book of the Philadelphia Clan Na Gael, 1889-1923; Records of Camp 246, 
1892-1895, Pennsylvania Historical Society, MSS 37, Box 1. 

 

100 Ibid. 
101 Gamm and Putnam, “The Growth of Voluntary Associations in America, 1840-1940,” 
517. 
102 Gamm and Putnam, “The Growth of Voluntary Associations in America, 1840-1940,” 
517. 
103 Ibid., 528. The study did count the branch associations as it inspected membership 
directories of four types of mainstream associations—“Rotary Clubs, General Federation 



67 
 
 Thus, Putnam arrives at the following conclusions: “…the wave of association 

building that swept across the country in the second half of the 19th century was 

concentrated precisely in cities with low numbers of foreign-born residents [and] the 

number of associations and the rate of increase in associational activity was consistently 

lowest in the cities with the largest populations of immigrants.”104

 The authors suggest that the big cities had too many distractions, that there was 

competition from a burgeoning big-city entertainment industry that could have interfered 

with a more robust record of associations in big cities.  Yet, as this work demonstrates, 

the ethnic voluntary associations themselves became locations of entertainment and 

leisure for their members. The Nationalist Games of the Clan held at Pastime Park, the 

Irish and Italian associations’ excursions to Atlantic City, the seasonal balls and even the 

fundraisers were all forms of entertainment and leisure imbedded into the institution of 

the ethnic association by the 1890s. The Clan Na Gael with its roots in militant Irish 

nationalism had become, by the end of the 1800s, something of a gentleman’s club where 

the Irish in Philadelphia could gather for a drink, a cigar or to play cards or shoot pool. 

The growing urban demand for consumer entertainment in the Gilded Age and the early 

1900s was supplied by the expanded leisure opportunities that the ethnic societies 

organized for their members. 

  

 The ethnic voluntary association in Philadelphia created its own sense of social 

trust that defined its identity in the industrial city. The Irish Americans in late 19th 

                                                                                                                                                 
of Women’s Clubs, Episcopal churches, and Masons—and found that the analysis of 
membership lists yielded the “largest numbers of local chapters...in the smallest cities.”  
104 Ibid., 538. 
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century, early 20th built their associations upon a foundation of intense fraternal ties to 

their own with an equally fervent distrust of outsiders, an identity that relied upon an 

historical legend of an exiled people.  It was a mutually supporting system of conflict and 

distrust, bound by an equally intense loyalty to the ethnic group; the world around the 

Irish was defined as hostile, with the British as the despised Irish overlord and, in 

America, with anti-Catholicism and organized Protestant exclusionism as feared enemies, 

and this contrived heritage did not allow for an easy compromise with social trust. 

 For the Italian Americans, social bonds were more fluid and malleable; their 

voluntary associations were built upon firm internal loyalties tightened further by a 

common language and Italian regionalism, but the Italian Americans of Philadelphia 

could also take advantage of openings in the social fabric that rewarded action in the 

public sphere.  Italian Americans could have easily constructed a legacy of distrust and 

hostility based on their historic record and the early struggles of arrival in America, but 

their vision was outward as much as inward, and they were able to build bridges to the 

greater Anglo society of Philadelphia.  

 For Putnam, as for De Tocqueville, the existence of the voluntary association is 

an index of the civic health of a society.  As such, the idea of social capital seems ideally 

suited for the study of the ethnic voluntary association at its height of influence and 

popularity, its chain of interactive elements, “norms, networks, trust” and its bridging 

possibilities to established society.105

                                                 
105 Putnam, Bowling Alone, 21. 

  Yet, as the case of the Irish Americans suggests, 
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the mechanism of reciprocal trust was replaced by collective agreement on an inward 

vision of ethnic identity and an enforced distrust of outsiders.  

Conceptual Beginnings Summarized: A Series of Models 

 This chapter has presented several models and extant influences on the structure 

and history of the Irish and Italian American voluntary associations in Philadelphia, 

1880-1926.  In addition, it has borrowed from Weber’s and Parkin’s theoretical writings 

on group formation and social closure to describe the boundaries and workings of the 

ethnic societies. 

 De Tocqueville preserved the American voluntary association as an exceptional 

tool of mass, participatory democracy. The associations and societies that spontaneously 

appeared in the aftermath of the American Revolution were localized structures, run by 

the citizens of the small town, and represented a form of civic engagement that acted as a 

support and buffer to strong central governments.   

 Robert Putnam worked off this original narrative and suggested that “social 

capital” was a category of social analysis that was a product of the special American skill 

at creating voluntary associations. A group’s social capital was augmented when it 

formed links to outside groups and institutions thereby increasing the breadth and impact 

of the organization and the overall influence of American civic engagement. 

 The working class clubs, the Friendly Societies of early 19th century Britain, that 

E.P. Thompson described so well, has also been introduced as an extant influence on 

Philadelphia’s ethnic associations. The proliferation of mutual aid societies in Ireland, the 

model of Irish Friendly Societies which appeared later in the 19th century and their 
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development as mutual aid societies, a form of working class insurance clubs, have been 

posited as a more direct transatlantic influence upon the Irish. For the Italians of 

Philadelphia, an identical transatlantic influence supplied by the mutual aid society 

popular in the 19th century in the small towns and rural outposts of Abruzzo pre-dates and 

relocates the point of social learning required for this ethnic group to produce formal 

voluntary societies in Philadelphia. 

 These early workers’ societies embraced an ethic of self-reliance and self-

education, and they looked only to themselves and members of their emerging social 

class for a construction of knowledge of the changing world. The Irish American ethnic 

association embraced a similar methodology and came to trust only their own as they 

constructed their own ideology of ethnic difference and separateness. 

 The Irish American voluntary associations exhibited an exacting discipline in the 

shape and form of their organizations and, at the same time, cultivated an ethic of 

opposition and distrust of outsiders. This opposition spilled over to the educating mission 

of the Irish associations, which constructed in their associations their own history of 

Ireland and its exiled peoples, an ideology of blame and regret that caused the Irish 

Diaspora. Thus, the Irish American associations in Philadelphia embraced the localized 

democratic leanings of the original De Tocqueville type, but their allegiance to Irish 

nationalism and proud reliance on their own resources was more working class, industrial 

England than rural New England. 

 On the other hand, the Italian Americans of Philadelphia did not insulate 

themselves in their ethnic associations behind as exiled victims of forced emigration.  
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After all, the farm workers and small farmers of Abruzzo had for decades supported a 

meager existence in their forbidding mountainous homes by regional migration within 

Europe, and Philadelphia was just one more stop on this well-worn circuit. In addition, 

unlike the Irish Diaspora, the Italians arrived in Philadelphia without an accompanying 

national awareness or a commitment to an historical perception as a united people. The 

unification of Italy in the minds of the Philadelphia “colony” would occur during World 

War I and Italy’s military crisis of that war. 

 Finally, this work states that the associations were of the working class of 

Philadelphia, that content of the meetings, the set of problems confronted and the tone 

were pitched toward working men struggling in the industrial economy of Philadelphia in 

the late 19th century. The associations attracted a heterogeneous distribution of 

occupations, from a neighborhood petty bourgeoisie to day laborers, but the critical mass 

were skilled workers, the aristocracy of the ethnic working class. The Irish American 

associations enforced a strict blueprint of scrupulous control in the proper running of 

their organizations, and in this sense they were schools for bourgeois discipline, but the 

tone, substance and self-help ethic was working class. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

TRANSNATIONAL ORIGINS OF  
IRISH AMERICAN VOLUNTARY ASSOCIATIONS 

 
 The transplanted Irish Americans in Philadelphia wasted little time in forming 

their own associations based on the turbulent and changing conditions of industrial 

Philadelphia. It is improbable that the early generations of Irish immigrants had been so 

exposed to the American model of local democracy through group association that De 

Tocqueville so admired or had been able to learn from established Protestant societies 

that they would have been excluded from in the late 19th century. It is more likely that the 

Irish relied on the cultural heritage of local voluntary associations in their native Ireland, 

the Friendly Societies that dotted the landscape or the ubiquitous Dublin Tontine that 

acted as a mutual aid society. 

 Like the Italian Americans who came later to Philadelphia, the vast network of 

Irish associations in Philadelphia were formed primarily as mutual aid societies, small 

insurance clubs that provided a subsistence level social net to catch ethnic workers in the 

case of sickness or injury. Philadelphia was also the early home of elite Irish American 

associations promoting charity rather than mutual aid, the Sons of St. Patrick (1868) or 

the De Sales Institute (1872) and even the Emerald Society (1880) were organizations 

initiated by established Irish Americans that extended aid to less fortunate Irish 

immigrants as they struggled with the hard facts of emigration and finding work in 

Philadelphia. The elite Irish American charity organizations simply doled out material aid 

to the new Irish of the city; unlike the Irish mutual aid society, the Sons of St. Patrick did 

not welcome the fresh immigrants into their meeting rooms, and it is unlikely that 
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ordinary immigrant workers would have been inspired to start their own beneficial 

organization based on contact with the Friendly Sons of St. Patrick. 

Friendly Societies in Ireland 

 Irish Friendly Societies had been well established in Ireland from the late 18th 

century. British Parliament’s Friendly Society Act of 1855 strove to sanction and control 

a specific type of voluntary association, the democratic, member-administered voluntary 

society with officers, regular membership meetings, records and a transparent mechanism 

of financial control that disclosed the society’s record of expenditures to the 

membership.106

 

The Friendly Societies Act identified the following societies: 

…ordinary, large or general societies, county societies, local town 
societies, local village and country societies, particular trade societies, 
annuity societies, societies of females, and societies established by 
authority of the Secretary of State.107

 
 

The British State in Ireland required the printed rules and by-laws of the association to be 

sent forward to the register for Friendly Societies in Ireland as well as the submission of 

standard form that described the society. Members of Irish societies were required to 

accept a waiting period before being eligible for benefits; Irish American societies often 

had a waiting period of one year’s membership before being eligible for sick and death 

benefits, a layer of protection against the draining of benefit funds from new members 

who had not established a record of paying dues. Irish Friendly Societies were local 

organizations identified with a particular place, populated by the lower levels of the 

                                                 
106 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1871, vol. 5. 
107 John Campbell, “Tontine and Benefit Society Records in the National Archives and in 
the Registry of Friendly Societies, Dublin,” Saothar 16 (1961) 1. 
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working class as well as skilled artisans; each society constructed its own set of rules and 

was responsible for the drafting of its own constitution. When it came to the writing of 

the society constitution, there was much borrowing of previous examples and precedents 

in the production of regulations.108

 Parliament’s Friendly Society legislation favored the true voluntary association, 

the gathering of local workers pooling scant resources to gain some edge against 

unfavorable life chances. In Ireland the small societies existed side-by-side with large 

burial societies with headquarters in England, such as the Liverpool Liver Society and 

Victoria Society, which were classified as societies but operated as large, impersonal 

insurance businesses with no constitution or membership democracy. These business 

operations dispensed “collectors” that circulated in Ireland calling on clients and taking in 

the premiums and handing out burial funds.   

  

 In contrast, the Dublin Tontine became “the ordinary Friendly Society” of the 

capital city, a true member-driven organization similar to the early British Friendly 

Societies or the small-town American association, a local society with a small 

membership based most often on social class but also on place.109

                                                 
108 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1871, vol. 5. 

 The Dublin Tontine 

operated as a beneficial society supplying sick and death benefits but also developed their 

own Irish tradition of the engaged in the Christmas “division,” the dividing of a pool of 

the association’s surplus funds out to members as a form of disposable cash to be used at 

Christmas time.   

109 Ibid., 1864, 8:2. “Reports of the Assistant Commissioners on Friendly and Benefit 
Building Societies with Indices.” 
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 The societies in 19th-century Ireland generally were local and small in size which 

allowed for an ease of administration below the gaze of authority; members all knew each 

other which also militated against potential fraud in sick benefit claims.  The secretary of 

Dublin’s St. Peter and Paul’s Tontine stated in 1870, “we are limited to 80 members. Big 

societies are bad.  In a society the size of ours the yearly claims for sickness and burial 

money are so few that every member can see for himself that they are set down right in 

the accounts.”110

 The preference for small associations in Ireland was a protection against the 

practice of member abandonment after the cash reward at the traditional Christmas 

divide. The Emerald Society stated in its 1889 constitution that “this society shall not be 

dissolved so long as nine members may wish to continue it,” a commitment that served to 

soothe the fears of those, especially older members, who had invested in the association, 

that the society was prepared to last.

   

111

 Francis O’Burne of St. John’s Tontine said of his 19th-century Dublin association, 

“I don’t believe in any society so big that the members can’t serve in turn…we have 40 

members…and if anything goes wrong, we can get most all the members to meet and lay 

it before them.”

 

112

                                                 
110 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1872, 5:25. 

 Dublin’s St. Paul’s Tontine (1855) had 72 people in 1912—30 skilled 

workers, 20 unskilled workers a few clerks, solicitor’s assistants and other white collar 

members. Its Christmas divide ranged from “18s to £1. The dividend was calculated by 

subtracting expenses from income and retaining between £8 and £10, one member’s 

111 Rules and Regulations of the Emerald Society, 1886, RFS 480 (Dublin: National 
Archives of Ireland) 10.  
112 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, vol. 5. 
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death benefit.” For a small fee, St. Paul’s members could absolve themselves from 

serving as officers or on association committees.113

 The Dublin Tontine required its members to share in the responsibilities of 

running the association; the most time-consuming yet vital function was accounting for 

sick benefits, personally checking up on those who claimed to be ill and deserving of 

weekly pay. Typically, seven association members were selected as stewards to check up 

on those claiming sick leave, and any found working while receiving benefits were 

subject to expulsion; failure to serve in this rotating policing role was also subject to a 

fine, and the assigned member would “have to see the sick member once a day, and this 

may be done during the hour allowed for dinner, or after the day’s work is over…”

 

114 

The stewards of the Emerald Society in Dublin were restricted from walking great 

distances in their service and were only required to visit a “sick brother [who] resides 

within one mile beyond the Circular Road”115

 Officers and stewards in the Irish American association were elected each year, 

and the role of an association officer was perceived as an exercise of duty but also an 

honorific reward connected with elected leadership. There was no system of fines for 

failing to take ones turn as an association secretary or steward. 

 

 The Irish Friendly Society preferred to operate with a smaller population of 

members than the Americans did which required that almost every member of a Dublin 

Tontine at one time would need to assume one of the rotating leadership roles. In fact, the 

                                                 
113 Campbell, “Tontine and Benefit Society Records,” Saothar 16 (1961) 3. 
114 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1872, 5:25. 
115 Rules and Regulations of the Emerald Society, 1886, 7. 
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Irish Friendly Society was based on punitive sanctions and instituted a system of fines to 

regulate group behavior. The Emerald Society of Dublin was a Friendly Society in the 

1880s that restricted its size to 100 members; it policed itself with a system of punitive 

sanctions in the form of small fines for members failing to meet group expectations. 

 There were fines for just about everything—the secretary was required to keep an 

updated “check-fine book” to record the weekly fines members’ incurred (the secretary 

was subject to a fine for incorrect keeping of the fine book—“for each mistake he may 

make, he shall be fined sixpence”).116 Members were fined for not attending the General 

Meeting of the society “at least one half hour after the appointed time,” for failing to 

serve as chairman or steward, for failing to repay a loan or any debt to the society and for 

breaking codes of behavior in public places such as drunkenness.117 As host for the 

Society’s meeting, failure to keep the clock in ones home accurate was grounds for a 

fine—if the home owner’s clock was “found to differ five minutes earlier or later than the 

city time, he shall be fined 1s.” according to rule 53.118

 So focused was the Irish mutual aid society on the possibility of fraud in sick 

benefits that it often refused to admit tailors or shoemakers who could work at home on 

 The explicit system of fines that 

covered such a wide possibility of offending could be a description of a repressive civic 

world—however, Irish members simply understood that there was a small cost for small 

offenses such as not taking ones turn as an officer or missing a meeting and accepted the 

fines as a choice in membership lifestyle. 

                                                 
116 Rules and Regulations of the Emerald Society, 1886, 1-4. 
117 Ibid. 
118 Ibid., 11. 
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their trade and escape surveillance from association checkers. Mr. M. Rooke was 

secretary of the St. Peter’s and Paul’s Tontine in Dublin in 1874, and he stated: “We 

don’t admit tailors and shoemakers because we don’t feel sure that they won’t work when 

sick, and it is hard to find out. Slaters are also excluded on account of the danger of going 

on roofs.”119 The Emerald Society of Dublin allowed men of all trades “unless such trade 

be unlawful or dangerous.”120

 The association’s chosen doctor was also generally required to visit the sick 

member once or twice a week. The Irish workers’ mutual aid society, in contrast to the 

Irish Americans’, was focused on the Christmas divide, the surplus of association funds 

that was doled out at the end of the year to members, and the Irish did all it could to 

minimize sick payments and maximize the size of the bonus. The True Sons of  

St. Kevin was a Tontine in Dublin that catered to “working men;” there were 60  

members in 1870.

 

121

 The typical Irish Friendly Society was so concerned about potential member fraud 

in the claim and payout sick benefits that it promoted and supported through its maze of 

protective regulations an ethic of suspicion and mistrust of members’ actions and 

motives. The Emerald Society even required that its “chairman…accompany a proposed 

member to the doctor for examination.”

 

122

                                                 
119 Rules and Regulations of the Emerald Society, 1886, 47. 

 The society did its best to uncover any pre-

existing medical conditions that would require substantial health benefits; it questioned 

prospective members—“can you safely declare that you (and your wife) are at this time 

120 Ibid., 480. 
121 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:377. 
122 Rules and Regulations of the Emerald Society, 1886, 15. 
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free from any infirmity (either in constitution or limbs…and are not afflicted or likely to 

become a burthen to this society?”123

 Even as the Emerald Society of Dublin moved more in the direction of communal 

leisure and sociability as it promised its members in the 1870s more in the way of 

“feasts…and processions,” an addendum in its primary focus as an insurance and savings 

club for its members, this society was plagued by the specter of member fraud.  Distrust 

was reaffirmed as the Emeralds had to prosecute one of its former secretaries who ran 

away with the monthly dues instead of depositing them in the bank.

 

124

  These practices and group fears among the working men of the Dublin Tontine 

about sick fraud resurfaced less in the Philadelphia Irish American association which also 

had strict rules and a collective moral aversion to the man who claimed sick benefits 

while he was well or still on the job. The Irish Americans, not bound by the tradition of 

the Christmas divide and its focus on cash rewards, put members health and well being as 

a first priority and often ignored their own protective rules against financial drain and 

reached out to support the unfortunate member who had become ill and who also might 

have allowed his dues to lapse a few months or was in such desperate need of funds that 

he might ask for a loan. Such assistance required a vote from the body assembled for the 

monthly meeting, recorded in the minutes, and in many cases the assembly of working 

men responded with a humanitarian gesture.

 

125

                                                 
123 Rules and Regulations of the Emerald Society, 1886, 13. 

 The Irish American association held 

yearly elections for stewards who were paid a salary to visit sick members once a week, 

124 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1872, 5:418. 
125 Minute Book of the Donegal Association; Minute Book of the Cavan Society. 
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make payments on the spot and keep records of their work. The Irish American 

association preferred to reinvest any surplus left over from the year’s expenditures in sick 

and death benefits, in property or savings and loan that members might draw upon for 

loans to purchase homes in Philadelphia.126

 The ubiquitous Dublin Tontine, popular among the working class for its sick 

benefits, its Christmas divide and in circumstances of great need, even a bailout loan, 

established its own set of rules and regulations that amounted to a moral code for its 

working class population.  In addition to fines for coming to meetings “tipsy” or for 

“using profane or lewd language,” even being accused of a crime in court was grounds 

for association sanctions—“If any member shall be accused of treason, felony, or other 

criminal offense…he shall not receive [sick] benefit until after his trial.”

 

127

 The Tontine in Dublin catered to the subsistence life of the city’s established and 

transient working class, in benefits and cash surplus at Christmas but also allowed for a 

small loan during personal hard times.  Association rules stated that the association can 

“lend any sum not exceeding 1£ to each member (in actual distress),”

 Being 

convicted meant expulsion and loss of all previously invested funds.   

128

                                                 
126 Minute Book of the Donegal Association. 

 and, as noted in 

the practices of Dublin’s Emerald Society, members were charged interest and fined if 

the loan was not paid back in time. The Dublin Friendly Society, like the Irish American 

association in Philadelphia, was a complex mix of cultural support and constraint, 

supplying a limited supportive hand for hard times yet requiring sober, consistent habits 

127 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, vol. 5. 
128 Ibid., 5:27. 
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of life, organizational purity and control consistent with the emerging bourgeois norms of 

modern, urban settings of the late 19th century. 

 The content of the Irish Friendly Society monthly meetings was not confined to 

association business. They were social occasions as well, a tradition the Irish Americans 

of Philadelphia carried on in a much grander style. P.H.J.H. Gosden recalled the tradition 

of Irish Friendly Societies in the late 1800s: 

The idea of paying a regular premium for insurance against sickness and 
funeral expenses did not appeal strongly enough to working men…for it to 
be possible to run the societies as purely insurance businesses. The 
monthly meeting at which the ‘premium’ was paid had to be made 
attractive in some way, and membership was further enhanced by the 
additions of an annual…feats.129

 Dublin was the center of the British state in Ireland and the location of Protestant 

influence, and the popularity of Friendly Societies in the 19th century naturally led the 

Anglo-Irish to form their own associations. The structure of voluntary associations in 

Dublin followed the religious divide that permeated all aspects of life in Ireland from 

politics to sport. It was observed that in the 1870s “the Protestant societies do not  

admit any but Protestant members,” and while the far more numerous Catholic societies 

that catered to the Catholic working class did not pose formal religious barriers,  

Catholic customs and Catholic society tended to seal their association borders around 

religion as well.

 
 

130

                                                 
129 P.H.J.H. Gosden, The Friendly Societies in England, 1815-1875 (Manchester, 
Manchester Univ. Press, 1961) 115. This reference is to the Friendly Societies in 
England, organizations with a more working class tradition. 

  

130 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, 5:27. 
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 Sunday meetings were the only time the Catholic working class could get 

together, a day most Protestants refused for any type of business; Catholic associations 

also had rules that all members, subject to fine, must be in attendance at funerals in 

Catholic churches and Catholic burial grounds, a prospect not very enticing to potential 

Protestant members.131 Andrew Pearce, Secretary of the Protestant St. George’s Friendly 

Brothers Tontine described his association—“We don’t keep out any man on account of 

his creed or occupation.  I often hear of societies refusing men on account of tailoring 

being their trade, but there’s more talk in it than anything else.”132

 Even the Ancient Order of Hibernians (A.O.H.) in Ireland joined the Friendly 

Society movement and converted its militancy to become a beneficial society for 

Catholics in Ireland in 1908. Its constitution and members’ book of rules and regulations 

was The Board of Erin General Rules of the Ancient Order of Hibernians which 

contained 26 pages of regulations governing membership and parliamentary order in the 

association, a rule book distributed to each member upon initiation.

 

133

 The Amicable Society described itself as “Protestant, and consequently Christian, 

[its] character deserves attention, because, in proportion as the generous and God-like 

principles of Protestantism are cultivated, the minds of their recipients will become 

enlightened and elevated.”

 

134

                                                 
131 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, 38. 

 The men of the Amicable Society met at a Methodist 

Church in Dublin every Tuesday evening 8-10 PM, and this Friendly Society operated in 

132 Ibid., 5:48. 
133 Board of Erin General Rules of the Ancient Order of Hibernians, National Archives of 
Ireland, RFS R 605 (Dublin: Browne and Nolan, 1913).  
134 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, 5:56-58.  
“Rules of the Amicable Society.”  
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much the same way as the Catholic organizations. It employed a graduated scale of death 

benefits, privileging the member of long duration and entitled stewards who took turns 

visiting sick members and doling out sick money on the spot. The stewards positions 

were “filled by the members respectively as they appear on the roll;” steward’s served for 

four weeks, and then a new team of two took their turn.135

 The Protestant associations also strove to create a moral framework for their 

members in and outside of the society meeting, denying benefits and eventually 

membership for “drunkenness, or unjustifiable quarreling and fighting;” outside of the 

meeting room members were reminded not to “lead an irregular life.”

   

136 The Amicable 

Society required a high level of personal responsibility from its members that did not 

extend to religious tolerance; it excluded Irish Catholics, and the following question 

appeared on the member’s questionnaire used for admission to the society, “Of what 

community of Protestants are you a member?”137

 The Protestant Friendly Benefit Society of Dublin (1843) and the Protestant 

Pembroke Society of Tradesmen (1833), and the Weslyan Methodist Benevolent Union 

Society (1832) were other examples of Anglo-Irish, Protestant associations that embraced 

the exclusionary practices of associationalism in Ireland reflecting the religious tensions 

of the 19th century.

 

138

                                                 
135 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, 5:56-58.  
“Rules of the Amicable Society.” 

 

136 Ibid., 5:58. 
137 Ibid. 
138 Ibid., Appendix, 94. “Report by E. Daniel Lynch, Esq., on Friendly Societies in 
Ireland, 1874.” 
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 It has been suggested that the Irish Americans in their associations deliberately 

pursued a course of communal discipline and strict adherence to protocol, a coping 

mechanism that militated against the stock image of the Catholic Irish immigrant as a 

hard drinking, boisterous, combative pre-modern incapable of managing his own private 

life to say nothing of the more complex life of an association. This Irish American 

reaction had its roots in the unsavory reputation of the Dublin Tontine, a good number of 

whom met in public houses which did little to improve the stereotype. 

 The following secretaries of various Dublin Tontines questioned by the 1873 

Parliament Commission on Friendly Societies related the troubles pubs brought to the 

meetings of Irish associations; Michael Rorke, Secretary of the St. Peter’s and Paul’s 

Tontine, said, “meeting in public houses is ruinous to a poor man…the rent of the 

meeting room ought to be paid equally by all the members, which it is not when the 

landlord is paid through liberal drink.”139

 One Dublin Tontine member stated, “what I’ve seen of meeting in public-houses 

makes me know that it does lead to drinking. Only last Sunday we met at half past 12, 

and there’s never any difficulty in getting liquor at any hour, legal or illegal.”

 

140

                                                 
139 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, 5:46. 

Pubs had 

one advantage that appealed to the small Tontines—the owners could lock the evening’s 

funds accumulated through the payment of dues funds in their “chest” which was kept at 

the pub. John Cooper, Secretary of the Mutual Benefit and Fellowship Society stated, 

“meeting in public-houses has been of late years very much done away with from finding 

140 Ibid., Patrick Gibbons, Tontine member in Dublin. 
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it led to treating and running in debt to the landlord; men are ready enough to drink 

without having it thrown at their heads.”141

The Irish Registry of Friendly Societies 

 

 Irish Friendly Societies in the late 19th century were required to register with the 

government which meant filling out a questionnaire and supplying a copy of the 

association’s constitution and rules and regulations. In reality, it was estimated that less 

than half of the active Friendly Societies in Ireland in the 1870s actually bothered to 

register.142

 Westminster had an interest in Irish Friendly Societies and required beginning in 

1854 that Friendly Societies register with the state, fill out a one-page form that asked for 

specific information such as the society’s title, place of meeting, names of the officers 

and the number of members and supply other information like their books of by-laws and 

association constitution. In Philadelphia, associations had to apply for a charter from the 

city, but there was no state surveillance of the Irish Americans.

   

143

 William Francis Littledale ran the department of registry out of his lawyer’s office 

in Dublin; he estimated that Ireland had close to 600 Friendly Societies in 1871, 300 

registered and the others existing outside of the state’s interest in charting them, down 

   

                                                 
141 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, 5:46. 
142 Ibid., vol. 5. William Francis Littledale ran the department of registry out of his 
lawyer’s office in Dublin; he estimated that Ireland had close to 600 Friendly Societies in 
1871, 300 registered, and the others existing outside of the state’s interest in charting 
them, down from the high figure of approximately 1,500 Irish Friendly Societies in 1857.  
1874 Parliament Act. 
142 Minute Book of the Donegal Society, 1907-1911. 
143 Ibid. 
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from the high figure of approximately 1,500 Irish Friendly Societies in 1857.144  In 

Dublin, 79 Friendly Societies or Tontines were registered as well as19 burial societies, 

while in Cork, nine Friendly societies were recorded.  In other cities and the smaller 

towns of Ireland the following number of Friendly Societies registered with the state: 

Drogheda, 4; Dundee, 1; Gorey, 1; Kilkenny, 1; Londonderry, 1; Newtownards, 3; 

Waterford, 2 and Wexford, 3.145 A society could be a “junior” organization affiliated with 

adult, such as the Junior St. Bartholomew Friendly Society of Dublin.  Twenty years 

later, the number of registered societies had dropped to 400 in Ireland.146

 Littledale was the point person in Ireland for anything official to do with Friendly 

Societies which included receiving complaints from members who had complaints 

against Tontines, collecting societies and any kind of Irish beneficial or burial 

association. Registration was also a problem in Ireland—many of the small societies had 

difficulty even filling out the forms, as Littledale remarked, “we get very ludicrous 

returns sometimes, and in some cases we get a return without its giving the name of the 

society.”

   

147

 As administrator of Friendly Societies, Littledale thus found himself in the 

uncomfortable position of settling disputes between members and their organizations, 

usually over payments for sick or death benefits. He wrote, “sometimes when I come into 

 

                                                 
144 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1854, 7:352, 
360, “Friendly Societies and Fraud Prevention.” He testified that “the majority of the 
societies in Dublin are very small, and composed of the very poorest class…” 
145 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:112. “Report 
by E. Daniel Lynch, Esq., on Friendly Societies in Ireland.” 
146 Ibid., 5:225. “Report from the Select Committee of the Friendly Societies Act, 1875, 
1889.”  
147 Ibid., 5:360. 
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my office in the morning, I have 15 or 20 people waiting for me upon those disputes.”148

 The rural, village mutual workers mutual aid society that was established around 

the same time in rural, Southern Italy which became a pillar of the hard life of Italian 

agricultural communities had a short life span in Ireland.  Littledale observed in 1871 that 

there seemed to be “very few” village societies left in Ireland—“there is not the class in 

this country which may be called the better lower class” which could start rural 

associations—“those societies flourish most in England.”

 

When he could, he handed these squabbles over to the Divisional Court in Dublin. The 

Irish American associations in Philadelphia went to great lengths to avoid these kind of 

internecine squabbles over money and benefits; members signed an oath that they would 

not take their claims outside of the association, instead submitting all disputes to a three-

man board of arbitration. Still, grievances came forward and individual claims became 

the subject of monthly meetings, often a request for benefits when dues had lapsed some, 

the matter voted upon after discussion by the membership. 

149

 The Famine, according to Littledale, simply “swept away many societies” as it did 

much of Ireland’s rich rural culture so that official, recorded rural societies in the later 

half of the 19th century were few—there were more in the larger towns and cities, but 

rural societies were in retreat and as Littledale observed, “one or two in the west of 

Ireland.”

   

150

                                                 
148 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, 5:355. 

  In Cork, “the custom of dividing at Christmas” and the small associations 

149 Ibid., 5:353. 
150 Ibid. 
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that sponsored this tradition had died away in the years during and after the Famine.151

 In 1874 E. Daniel Lynch, Littledale’s Assistant Commissioner on Friendly 

Societies in Ireland, reported that the typical Irish society was the Dublin Tontine, in 

theory an association that “ought to be a financial compact only, a compact by which men 

agree to pay certain periodical contributions to secure certain pecuniary benefits…”

 

Grey Abbey in County Down, Ireland, registered a society that had been in operation 

since 1833; it is plausible that many of the village societies failed to register, fill out the 

paper work and send it off to the state.  It is probable that the deracination of rural Irish 

society and culture in the years after the Famine also extinguished the spirit and tradition 

of Friendly Societies in the agricultural zones of the nation. 

152  

However, the Dublin societies had extended their charters and were pushing the limits of 

allowable debate in the 1870s; Commissioner Lynch wrote that this expansion was “from 

coming continually in contact with naturalized American citizens [who] return…imbued 

with Fenianistic tendencies.”153

                                                 
151 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, 5:41. 

 The Philadelphia Clan Na Gael and its brother 

organization, the Ancient Order of Hibernians, attempted to keep the spirit of revolt alive 

while operating as a beneficial organization, a leisure club and a location within the city 

for Irish education and culture. This more expansive view of the Irish association differed 

from the Dublin Tontine, a “Friendly Benefit Society…a society which gives allowance 

152 Ibid., 5:5.   
153 Ibid., 1864, 8:5, “Reports of the Assistant Commissioners on Friendly and Benefit 
Building Societies with Indices.” 
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during sickness, a sum for death, and generally a superannuation allowance or 

pension.”154

Dublin and Philadelphia; Comparative Financial Strategies and the Care of Identity 

 

 The congruence between the practices, shape and style of the Irish Friendly 

Society and the Irish American associations in Philadelphia later established by the 

Diaspora Irish is evident in certain areas of overlap. The mutual emphasis on health 

support in an unforgiving society, the democratic nature of governance and control 

through weekly and monthly meetings of members with voting rights, supported by a 

system of member-staffed committees that did the practical work of the organization, the 

formal constitutions and by-laws which were adopted by the society, scripted in small 

books or pamphlets and passed out to each member were all shared characteristics of the 

working men’s associations on each side of the Atlantic. The Irish Friendly society and 

the Irish American beneficial association both laid a foundation, through the many 

formal, written rules and regulations devoted to behavior in public places, and enforced 

their codes by punitive sanctions such as fines for a moral order of high expectations for 

acceptable action and control both in and out of the association. 

 The ability to construct ones own constitution and set of by-laws, a process that 

looked to involve much borrowing of previous works and models and adapting the 

content and wording, was an emblem of ethnic pride for the Irish on both sides of the 

Atlantic. Given the debates over the interpretation of by-laws and the deference and care 

that members in Philadelphia associations employed in constitutional discussions and the 

                                                 
154 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1864, 8:5. 
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application of rules, the books of rules were both symbols of ceremonial achievement that 

ordinary Irishmen could point to as well as practical, working documents.155 The 

following letter was sent to the Donegal Association of Philadelphia in 1915 by Rev. 

McGlynn at the Parochial House in Shaurter, Co. Donegal, thanking the association for 

sending its book of the constitution and by-laws: “I am proud of that little book, it is so 

perfect in all its details and so admirably drawn up. Its authors were wise, thoughtful and 

farseeing. It is a bulwark of strength to your admirable association.”156

 The Irish American association evolved from the beneficial roots of the Irish 

Friendly Society, but in time deviated from the parent type. The differences in 

associational structure between the Irish and its Diaspora representatives in America also 

determined the way these two peoples defined themselves. The Dublin Tontine was an 

association intent on material support and rewards, charging high members’ fees to 

support the outlay of sick and death benefits and the expected “surplus” at the end of the 

year used to divide, judging from the amounts of various Dublin Tontines, a sizeable pot 

at Christmas time.   

 

 There was a group-imposed censorship in force on the open inquiry and public 

debate in Dublin, rules to guard against political or even religious education, a precaution 

necessary in Irish gatherings of men to prevent the stigma of a “secret society.” The 

legacy of secret societies in Ireland carried much weight. In 1882, in the Loughera district 

                                                 
155 Minute Book of the Donegal Association. We need only to witness the long discussion 
that the Donegal Association put its members through in 1915 over reworking the by-
laws to accommodate what was a necessary demand of its hard-pressed stewards—a 
stipend to help with the cost of travel in the city to visit sick members. 
156 Ibid., March 21, 1915. 
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of Donegal, six murders were recorded in six months, “three cases of firing into houses, 

thirteen assaults, twenty-two midnight attacks, one hundred twenty threatening notices, 

and twenty one threatening letters” attributed in the wake of Land League agitation to the 

work of “secret societies” operating in the area.157

 The traditional pattern of Irish Friendly Associations of high members’ dues, little 

expenditure on health support in favor of the expansive reward of the Christmas bonus, 

was a formula that promoted the Tontine to disband after the Christmas divide leaving so 

little in the treasury for next year.

  Irishmen in the late 19th century were 

extremely cautious when they gathered to avoid the accusation of the more serious charge 

of a plots against the British Crown.   

158 Yet, many Friendly Societies in Ireland were of long 

duration—the Benevolent Friendly Society, formed in 1817, was hanging on in the 1870s 

with practically no money in the bank, supported by the yearly fees extracted from its 38 

members in fines and dues.  While St Patrick’s Friendly Society, begun in 1836, had 61 

members late in the century and yet in all its years of existence with a healthy, dues-

paying membership had virtually none of its funds invested in the 1870s, preferring to 

dole out its surplus resources in the Christmas divide.159

 The arch-type Friendly Society in England, E.P. Thompson’s beloved working 

men’s schoolhouse of enlightenment and education, did not appear to have taken root in 

 

                                                 
157 Ballyshannon Herald, Sept. 16, 1882. 
158 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, vol. 5. 
This was an ongoing potential problem for the Friendly Societies, and official Ireland 
focused its investigation of the Friendly Society Act of 1855 on the penchant to divide, a 
problem for older members who had spent years in the association and were now too old 
to be taken in by another association. 
159 Ibid., 5:112, “Report by E. Daniel Lynch, Esq., on Friendly Societies in Ireland.” 
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the repressive atmosphere of Irish church and state.  In Ireland it was strictly business 

with some time left over for sociability and leisure, unlike the rich cultural life created by 

the Irish Americans in Philadelphia with their annual balls and grand summer Gaelic 

games and picnic, their moments of self-education like the Donegal Association’s 

“patriotic session” reserved during monthly meetings for the airing of public issues. The 

working men in late 19th-century Ireland, facing long droughts of employment in a 

stagnant Irish economy, seemed ever more desperate and dependent on what little they 

could derive from their weekly contributions to the Friendly Society. 

 The Irish Americans were also focused on the material support of members, and 

we can see from the sizeable funds that were spent on sick and death benefits each year 

that the working man’s democratic insurance was the key element of the Irish American 

type of associationalism. The Irish Americans were also more conservative in their 

spending, preferring to invest surplus funds in stocks or in a local Building & Loan or 

even in the purchase of a city house that acted as a permanent home for their association 

rather than disperse them at the end of the year as a Christmas bonus. The Americans 

planned for a future with more financial security and held their funds back, investing and 

were reluctant to tap into invested resources to make the annual budget work. The 

original Irish model does not explain the Diaspora Irish penchant for savings and 

planning; however, the Irish of Philadelphia were able to construct associations of high 

population which provided vastly more wealth than the smaller Irish associations and 

gave the Americans more options. The Donegal Association of Philadelphia in 1908 had 
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over 800 members which allowed the society to take care of its high commitment to 

member health with funds left over for contingent spending.160

 American Irish associations had little to fear from an inquiring state suspicious of 

any gathering of Irish Catholics in their midst, and while many associations printed the 

disclaimer of not being a secret society, there was none of the desperation of avoiding 

that label in the United States. As we can see from the content and debates of the Irish in 

their Philadelphia associations, the discursive life of the society was an open forum, often 

a one-sided, biased debate detailing the acrimony of British rule in Ireland and the 

American commitment not to forget the Famine and the failed risings, but the American 

Irish operated with their freedom of expression well intact and secured. Thus, the Irish 

Americans had more in concert with the British Friendly Societies when it came to self-

education, creating an atmosphere of inquiry and ethnic meaning that went well beyond 

the more mundane responsibility of the society to maintain its members’ health and 

provide some extra cash at Christmas. 

 

Tale of Two Cities: Civic Engagement in Dublin and Philadelphia 

 Figures 6 and 7 compare the spending strategies of the typical Irish Friendly 

Association and a large Irish American society in Philadelphia, The Donegal Beneficial 

and Social and Catholic Association. The Donegal Beneficial and Social and Catholic 

Association of Philadelphia was initiated in 1888, a society that opened its doors to Irish 

immigrants and descendants in Philadelphia from County Donegal in the far northwest of 

Ireland.  It was a beneficial society whose primary mission was to provide a working 

                                                 
160 Minute Book of the Donegal Association. 
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men’s health insurance to its membership, and it was in many ways similar to a Dublin 

Tontine with regular members’ meetings, stewards selected to manage the sick and burial 

functions, printed rule books and a strict moral code enforced by a system of fines.   

 The Donegal Association, however, differed in its approach to finances and its 

value commitments to real health support, spending profusely on member sick benefits 

yet finding resources to support other projects connected with Donegal or the Catholic 

Church, for Irish independence and each year managing to squeeze every surplus dollar 

into long term investments. The figures in tables 2.1 and 2.2 describe two types of 

associations that emphasized different value codes—the Irish spent 11 per cent of their 

annual operating funds from dues and fines on sick benefits compared to over 80 per cent 

for the Irish Americans of the Donegal Association. The Irish did, however, allocate 66 

per cent of their operating funds on the Christmas bonus—Irish American associations 

had no Christmas bonus and invested in long-term securities at a much higher rate than 

their brothers on the other side of the Atlantic. 

 

Table 2.1.  Spending Pattern of Sample of Irish Friendly Associations in Late 19th 
Century as Percentage of Members’ Dues 

 
Mean Annual Dues % Sick Benefits % Death Christmas % Invested 
        divide 

 
 81£ 11% 10% 66% 4.5% 

 
N= 14 
 
Source: British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:112, 
“Report by E. Daniel Lynch, Esq., on Friendly Societies in Ireland, 1874” (Shannon, 
Ireland: Irish University Press, 1970). 



95 
 
Table 2.2.  Spending Pattern of Donegal Beneficial and Social and Catholic Association, 

1909 – 1915 
 

 Years 1909 1910 1912 1913 1914 1915  

 

 Yearly Dues $4,730 $4,682 $5,057 $5,411 $5,377 $5,358 

 % Spent on Sick 86% 91% 74% 76% 81% 80% 
 & Death Benefits  
 
 % Invested 4% 9% 20% 10% 4% 9% 

 Assets161

% Increase in Assets 0% -1% 19% 5% 6% 10% 

 $8,291 8,189 10,084 10,654 11,375 12,654 
      

 
Source:  Minute Book of Donegal Social and Patriotic Association of Philadelphia, 1905-

1925, The Irish Center, Philadelphia. 

 

 Membership in Irish Friendly Societies was restricted to working men who 

claimed to be employed above a minimum wage—Dubliners were extremely stingy when 

it came to sick benefits compared to the Irish American largess during times when 

members were sick.  In Dublin’s work-impoverished economy, men worked through all 

kinds of deprived health to stay on the job and therefore were not eligible, by Tontine 

rules, for sick benefits.  Claiming society benefits was a serious matter in work-poor and 

                                                 
161 The Association assets consisted of the following investments in 1916; Cash in 
Continental E.T.& T. Co. $  909.00   
Cash in 2 mortgages 3,500.00 
Cash in Aquinas B&L 2,740.00 (added $240 from previous year) 
Cash in Donegal B&L 2,520.00  (added $240) 
Cash in 2 bonds Market St. E.R. Railway Co. 1,725.00 
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the cause of tension among members in Friendly Societies whose members looked 

forward to the surplus at the end of the year; the Emerald Society found reason to even 

fine the man who “upbraids another of receiving benefit.”162  The stagnant nature of the 

Dublin economy in the 19th century produced a working environment that did not allow 

the Dublin laborer the luxury of being sick; the chance for a wage was much higher than 

any sick benefit derived from membership in a Friendly Association, and you simply 

stayed on the job.163  The climate of suspicion around work and health benefit claim in 

Dublin Friendly Societies was backed by strict association rules which had sanctions 

against any kind of productive activity undertaken while a member claimed to be in sick 

benefit.  Regulations against “working at his trade or at any other business or if he shall 

buy or sell wares or commodities” while on sick benefit were standard practices of Irish 

societies in the late 19th century.164

 On the other hand, the opportunity for money at the end of the year was worth the 

paucity of sick benefits allowed; the exceptions were burial rites and death benefits, a 

high cultural commitment in Catholic Ireland for working men intent on receiving a 

decent ceremonial burial.  Dublin Friendly societies invested so little of the association’s 

resources in permanent assets, less than 5 per cent compared to a well over 60 per cent of 

the Treasury devoted to the pay-out divide at the end of the year.  Irish Friendly Societies 

were associations designed for quick rewards, eschewing the Irish American value 

system which placed high value on sick benefits and the development of a solid strategy 

 

                                                 
162 Rules and Regulations of the Emerald Society, 1886, 8.   
163 Mary Daly, Dublin, The Deposed Capital: A  Social and Economic History, 1860-
1914 (Cork: Cork Univ. Press, 1984). 
164 Rules and Regulations of the Emerald Society, 1886, 8. 
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of investment in bank deposits, property, mortgages and stock, a portfolio of assets that 

was only touched in years of great association need.  There were variations in spending 

among the Dublin associations with some able to maintain considerable savings deposits, 

but the norm was an almost complete spend-down of the association’s yearly income, 

most derived from the weekly dues, with a small fraction deposited in the bank after the 

Christmas divide. 

 Yet, even if Irish Tontines existed on short-term investment strategies, many had 

long histories of continual operation. The Benevolent Friendly Society of Dublin was 

begun in 1817 and was going strong in the 1870s with 38 members. In 1871 it devoted 

46% of its annual dues to sick and death benefits, offered no Christmas divide and 

managed to invest another 46% of its yearly money in a bank. This more American-

styled approach, high support for health benefits and an emphasis on investment and 

savings, may explain its long duration as a voluntary association in Ireland. 

 In addition, the Irish viewed their Friendly Societies as outposts of worker 

democracy and member control. They were described as voluntary associations whose 

“main object is relief in sickness” supported by “contributions generally brought by 

members to a center.”165 They were local organizations in which “members… [are] 

acquainted with one another,” and local governance is the preferred method as “officials 

[are] generally appointed by intelligent consent of the members.”166

                                                 
165 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:225. 
“Friendly Societies Building Societies and Industrial and Provident Societies, 1886-99.” 

 Overall, the Friendly 

Associations of late 19th-century Ireland were “promoted and conducted for benefit of 

166 Ibid. 



98 
 
members” which stood in stark contrast to insurance companies promoting burial support 

that existed for profit.167 In the 1880s, there were 400 registered societies in Ireland, but 

official Ireland recognized that there were most likely another 400 or so in existence 

which escaped the state’s official registry of Friendly Societies.168

 If the Irish Tontine skimped on sick benefits in exchange for the traditional 

Christmas divide, this was a choice the Irish preferred in a cash-poor setting that the Irish 

Americans inverted. The Irish American associations raised money for their associations 

through outside investments and  circuit of winter balls and summer sports picnics, each 

society extending an invitation to the president of a neighboring association with the 

assumption that its members would purchase tickets. In 1910, the Donegal Association of 

Philadelphia was able to operate from the cushion it received in income from its annual 

ball and interest income from its investments, earning $570 from mortgage funds loaned 

out, bonds purchased in the Market Street El, and income generated from investment in 

the Continental Tile Co. The association had a “contingency fund” whose allocation was 

determined by member vote.

   

169

                                                 
167 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:225. 

  The “contingency fund” was used for various small 

expenses, for cigars and most often for small gestures of support and solidarity to the 

cause of Irish independence, the Catholic Church, various assistance to poor parishes in 

168 Ibid. 
169 Minute Book of the Donegal Association, March 19, 1916. This income was offset by 
$500 it annually owed to two Building & Loans, the Donegal B&L and Aquinas B&L. 
Yet, as we can see from table 2.2, Donegal spent most of its disposable income on sick 
benefits—91%—and still managed to invest what was left over into more permanent 
assets, increasing its investments in the two building & loan accounts. The Donegal 
Association acquired a mortgage for the needy St. Joseph’s Catholic Church on 32nd 
Street in West Philadelphia requested a loan of $2,200 on its property for an interest rate 
of 5.4%. 
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County Donegal and for Donegal Association brothers in special need of financial help.  

As noted, this was an exceptionally large Irish American association; it registered 825 

members in 1907 and kept its membership roles near 800 for the next decade. 

 While the Irish Americans copied much from the early Irish example, they 

deviated substantially in their more sophisticated financial approach in organizing 

themselves for longevity. In 1912 and 1913, the association was required to spend less of 

its membership dues income on sickness and at the end of the year increased their 

investments, adding close to $500 each year to its Building & Loan investments.170

Their financial planning created a firm basis of wealth which supported the values of the 

association, the first principle the well being of members, ties to Irish independence and 

the Catholic Church, to Donegal and at every opportunity supported by the voting record 

of its members to humanitarian outreach to brothers in need. 

 

 The Philadelphia-styled Irish association of the early 20th-century differed 

dramatically with the Tontines and Friendly Societies of the 1870s Ireland.   The 

Samaritan Good Tontine Society (1853) had 120 members in 1871, which made it one of 

the larger voluntary associations in that city. In 1871, it only spent 3 per cent of its 

member’s fees on sick benefits and death benefits, handing out 125£ or 56 per cent of its 

yearly fees on the Christmas divide and allocating 4£ or 2 per cent of its money in 

savings. Being a large association, its yearly doctor’s fees were higher than the smaller 

associations, 15£ which represented an expense of 7 per cent of its fees.   

                                                 
170 Minute Book of the Donegal Association, March 19, 1916. 
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 St. Paul’s Society (1860) in Dublin was an exceptionally large association with 

1146 members.  For 1871, it took in 355£ from members fees, a substantial 69£ in 

member fines augmented by interest in investments and money left from the previous 

years, assets that a large society could afford.  For the year, it spent only 12£ on sickness 

and death benefits, 5 per cent of its members’ yearly dues or 3 per cent of its income for 

the year and a whopping 304£ for the Christmas divide, 86 per cent of its total available 

income which it returned to its members to spend as personal allowances.  It put 19£ 

away in its permanent investments.171

 The spending pattern St. Paul’s followed was the Irish tradition of large Christmas 

dividend and supplied a member demand for the expectation of financial reward at the 

end of the year; such a society in late 19th, early 20th-century Philadelphia would have 

eschewed the large dividend and invested the surplus in permanent assets. The Irish 

Americans might also have lavished funds on worthy causes, on political ends and loyal 

tokens of support to the Catholic Church as well as needy causes identified in rural 

Ireland. 

  

 Dublin Tontines also employed a flexible strategy during years when the 

association was hit hard by member sickness and deaths. The Pius the Ninth Friendly 

Tontine in 1871 endured a taxing year, forced to allocate 50 per cent of its income from 

member dues and fines for sick and death payments; it invested nothing but did not 

abandon the Christmas divide, a handout that took 25 per cent of its members’ fees.172

                                                 
171 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:112. “Report 
by E. Daniel Lynch, Esq., on Friendly Societies in Ireland.” 

 

172 Ibid. 
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 Irish burial associations also varied in size, and some were very large, over 1,000 

members, such as the St. Columbanus Friendly Christian Burial Society established in 

1854.173  Irish burial societies could also engage in the popular practice of the Christmas 

divide which was dependent on the funds left over from the number of burials for a 

certain year; the secretary’s salary of the burial associations was generally higher than the 

Friendly societies reflecting the vast amount of work involved in running the burial 

function of the collective.174  The simple premise of the burial society—“the aspiration to 

respectability…in the desire to avoid a pauper’s funeral”—accounted for its popularity 

among the working classes of Dublin and Ireland in the late 1800s and early 1900s.175

 The burial societies, like the Tontines, also raised funds through a system of 

punitive sanctions, mainly in the form of fines on their members for all kinds of 

infractions from failing to serve as an officer in turn, for “obscene language… 

drunkenness,” abandoning ones wife and “combining against the Government” or 

belonging to a secret society.

 

176  Some burial societies broke with tradition, like the 

Dublin National Burial Society, with its 300 members, placing modest sums in 

investments and eschewing the Christmas divide.177

                                                 
173 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:112. 

  Most burial societies, those 

registered in 1871, seemed to divide their funds after the burial expenses were met for  

the year. 

174 Ibid. 
175 Campbell, “Tontine and Benefit Society Records,” Saothar 16 (1961) 2. 
176 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:112. “Report 
by E. Daniel Lynch, Esq.” 
177 Ibid. 
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 The pattern of complete spend-down of wealth, very little emphasis on saving or 

investment, suggests that the civic engagement of late 19th-century Dubliners was a 

communal expression of individual interests, a personal investment in a men’s gathering 

that offered some protection against sickness and a moment for modest leisure, a 

guarantee of a decent burial and a savings club that bore fruit at Christmas.  By definition 

the association could not engage in political debate or discussion against the Crown, a 

rule that must have been difficult to impossible to enforce in the two-hour meetings that 

occupied the time of the Tontine on a weekly basis. For the Irish Americans, the regular 

monthly meetings and special get-togethers were social locations for creating a public 

world, taking on traditional enemies in grand rhetorical gestures and constructing a 

separatist ideology that barricaded the American Irish in the comfortable confines of  

their societies.   

 

Congruity of Rules and By-Laws between Dublin Societies  

and Philadelphia’s Irish Associations 

 If the rules and regulations of a Dublin Friendly society, the Inchiore Society of 

Dublin, and the normative regulations of Philadelphia’s Irish associations are set side-by-

side, the congruity between the style and structure of rules of this Irish society and later 

Philadelphia Irish American associations becomes apparent.   

 The Inchiore Friendly Society of Dublin had 63 members in the 1870s and a 

constitution that specified just about every contingency this association could face.  It had 

a moral commitment to a whole set of communal values that started from its initial 
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premises which brought men together “for the purpose of mutual relief in case of sickness 

and for the burial of the members, their wives or children.”178

 Prior to initiation, Inchiore members were required to answer a questionnaire that 

verified their weekly wage earning was at least equal to £1, that their age and that of their 

wife was below 40 years, and that they were not members of another benefit society. Sick 

benefits were guaranteed for 12 weeks at the higher rate and seven weeks at a lower rate; 

no member could be on sick benefit support longer than 18 weeks. Sick benefits could be 

initiated only after a period of ill health lasting longer than three days.

 Meetings were held twice a 

month on Friday evenings at the Dublin home of a member; Inchiore had a president, 

secretary, two stewards and a rotating committee of six members that acted as a board of 

management.  Members were fined for missing the quarterly meeting and for not serving 

on the stewards’ committee of six when called; the stewards were responsible for visiting 

sick members and for paying out burial funds. 

179

 The restrictions on behavior in public places were specific and broad and, taken as 

a whole, describe a blueprint for bourgeois respectability, a longing for respect due 

working men who adhered to the code of discipline and control. Meetings were expected 

to be orderly, members required to speak and act in “a cool, dispassionate manner” and 

 Death benefits 

were immediately dispensed with a fee to cover burial followed by a larger sum that was 

collected from each member and handed over to the survivors. Death benefits were 

disallowed in the case of suicide. 

                                                 
178 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, 5:73. 
179 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, 5:73-75. 
“Amended Rules and Regulations to Be Observed by the Members of the Inchiore 
Friendly Society.” 
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stay on topic. Fines were stipulated for the disruption of a meeting, “for striking a brother 

in the society or elsewhere…for speaking in a degrading or distracting manner to a 

brother…for coming to society intoxicated…for cursing or swearing.”180

 This Dublin society invested its funds in the James’s Street Savings’ Bank but it is 

hard to imagine that it had much to lay away in the bank after a Christmas Divide. Rule 

26 stated “…on the 23rd of December in each year, if it should appear to the society that 

there is a surplus of stock and funds…such surplus shall be divided equally in just 

proportions amongst the members.”

   

181

 The Friendly Brothers of the Harp and Shamrock Tontine Society (1856) listed  

45 rules in their constitution which were handed out to their members for a small fee. The 

society supported communal aims, “the mutual relief and maintenance of its members in 

sickness, and their decent internment after death,” a gathering of Dublin working men 

who prided themselves on admitting all “with no objection…on account of…trade, 

calling or religion.”

 

182

 The Harp and Shamrocks also had strict codes of behavior for its members in 

public places.  Sick benefits would be suspended if caused by “abuse of drinking, 

 The Harp and Shamrocks was administered by a committee  

of 12 members who rotated service every three months and restricted age to men  

under 45 years. Meetings were held every Sunday, noon to 2:00 PM at a private residence 

in Dublin. 

                                                 
180 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, 5:74.  
“Amended Rules and Regulations to Be Observed by the Members of the Inchiore 
Friendly Society.”   
181 Ibid., 75. 
182 Ibid., 77-79. “Rules of the Friendly Brothers of the Harp and Shamrock Tontine 
Society, 1874.” 
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quarrelling…or by an unlawful act”; simply being formally accused of a serious crime, 

“treason, murder, theft” was grounds for loss of privileges which would be reinstated if 

the accused member was cleared of the charges.  This was a society given to the 

Christmas divide which also kept a bank account James Gate in Dublin.  The Harp and 

Shamrock was not, in the tradition of 18th century British working class Friendly 

Societies, a gathering for political debate, public discussion nor educational advancement 

for rule 33 stated that “no religious or political discussions will be allowed to take place 

in the society during the hours of business…”183

 Dublin’s Friendly Brothers of the Harp Society (1843) had 56 rules in its 

constitution and by-laws, all protecting the communal order from excessive and 

fraudulent claims on its vulnerable funds for sick and death benefits.  It also protected 

itself from any potential accusations that it was open to debate on political matters, a 

serious matter in Ireland’s late 19th-century volatile mix of revolt and repression—

members faced fines and then expulsion for “raising factions or parties” within the 

collective.

 

184 The Harp Society met every Monday evening, 8:00 to 10:00 PM at a private 

home in Dublin.  Similarly, the Saint James Mutual Benefit Society of Dublin specified 

in their written rules against “insulting” another member, “for challenging to fight or 

striking a member in society room…for swearing or other indecent language” and even 

for “not coming to meeting in a cleanly and decent-like manner.”185

                                                 
183 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, 5:77. 
“Rules of the Friendly Brothers of the Harp and Shamrock Tontine Society.” 

 

184 Ibid., 81. “By-Laws of the Friendly Brothers of the Harp Society, 1874.” 
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 We can extract from the high number of rules and the detailed description of 

unacceptable behavior the degree to which the Irish associations struggled to construct a 

moral code for its members to follow in and out of the beneficial society. The Harp 

Society imposed sanctions for infractions of the code outside the society, for being 

“engaged in any riot or quarrel” or being arrested and, inside the meetings of the group, 

for “challenging to fight, or offering to make wagers, or coming to society 

intoxicated…cursing and swearing.”186

 Westminster was intent on keeping a careful eye on the Irish voluntary 

associations and tontines as potential incubators of oppositional attitudes and actions.  

The Irish associations seemed to be equally as interested in avoiding the public label as 

cells of one of the many revolutionary movements that rose and fell in Ireland in the late 

19th century and so had specific rules against discussion on the social and political 

condition of Ireland and criticism of the Crown and any activity that could be interpreted 

as supporting incendiary opposition.    

   

 As the Irish Americans reveled in the discourse of opposition and revolt within 

the sanctuary of their associations, even constructing whole societies such as the Clan Na 

Gael on the premise of active support for an Irish revolution, the Irish in Dublin imposed 

a self-censorship on is members to protect against state surveillance. Dublin’s St. 

Lawrence Tontine, on its entrance questionnaire, asked prospective members if they 

belonged to “any disloyal, unlawful, or seditious association, or any secret society or 

unlawful combination.” The “unlawful combination” was interpreted as “a man who 

                                                 
186 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 79, “By-Laws 
of the Friendly Brothers of the Harp Society.” 



107 
 
combines with others against the Government…an avowed Fenian,” a code term for the 

coalescing of men and political forces intent on overcoming British rule in that colony.187

 Restrictions against “the “use of any seditious or inflammatory language against 

Her Majesty’s person or Government” was grounds for dismissal from the Andrean 

Christian Burial Society of Dublin.

   

188 The Northumberland Society also restricted 

divisive public discussion, disallowing “religious or political discourses, or any matter 

connected with combination…” The Northumberland Friendly Society (1862) wanted its 

worker members to appear at their weekly meetings clean and dressed fashioned with 

clothes that did not belie their social class, fining members whom arrived at meeting 

“intoxicated, or with unclean linen, face or hands dirty, his beard of a remarkable length, 

or wearing an apron…”189

 The moral code of the Dublin associations could also extend to a complete ban on 

alcohol similar to the total abstinence societies that surfaced in late 19-century 

Philadelphia. The St. Lawrence Tontine Society was founded in Dublin and required 

members to take “the total abstinence pledge from every species of intoxicating liquors,” 

and face expulsion and loss of all invested funds should that pledge be broken.

 The apron was worn by artisans as they plied their trade, a 

symbol of class status in late 19th-century Dublin. 

190

                                                 
187British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, 5:66-68. 
“Alterations of Rules of the St. Lawrence Tontine Society, 1874.” 

 The St. 

Luke’s Friendly Society forbid men on sick leave to “make use of spirituous liquors 

which are improper for his disorder”; the offending member received a warning from the 

188 Ibid., 100. “Rules and Regulations of the Independent Branch of the Andrean 
Christian Burial Society, 1874.” 
189 Ibid., 74. “Rules and Regulations of the Northumberland Society, 1874.” 
190 Ibid., 66-68.  “Alterations of Rules of the St. Lawrence Tontine Society, 1874.” 
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president and then loss of benefits if he is found to be drinking alcohol while claiming to 

be sick and receiving benefits.191  The St. Lawrence Society also forbid members from 

“resorting to a dancing house” and even “cordial drinking,” offenses that led to 

immediate expulsion.192

 The St. Patrick’s Burial Society of Dublin (1832) was a large burial association 

with the feel and tone of an insurance company, considered one of the “monster” burial 

associations operating in 19th-century Ireland. St. Patrick’s was a burial society that 

operated as a hybrid beneficial association with sick benefits and a member-authored 

constitution. St. Patrick’s had a set of regulations with 44 rules stipulated; however, it had 

no regular meetings of its members, was managed by a board of trustees who met once a 

year to go over the books, and administered by a single secretary in Dublin who reported 

to the headquarters in Liverpool.

 

193

 The smaller burial societies of Ireland operated as local voluntary associations, 

Tontines, whose “members are compelled, under penalty, to serve in rotation on the 

committee” to collect and disburse burial fees.

 Disputes and disagreements over post mortem 

payouts and burial fees had to be adjudicated through appeals to Liverpool; instead of 

member stocked committees of stewards, it employed “collectors” who beat the bushes in 

search of new members.   

194

                                                 
191 I British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1874, 5:68-
70, “Rules of the Friendly Brothers of St. Luke’s Society, 1874.” 

 Like other Irish societies, the surplus at 

the end of the year was divided as a Christmas “bonus” that families looked forward to 

192 Ibid., 66-68. “Alterations of Rules of the St. Lawrence Tontine Society, 1874.”  
193 Ibid.,, 338. It changed its name in 1868 to the United Assurance Society to avoid any 
religious connotation with this insurance company posing as a voluntary association. 
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and wives guarded with intense scrutiny—“at Christmas she [member’s wife] will often 

accompany him to the meeting room, and either receive the money herself or return home 

after it is paid.”195

 Beneficial societies were also organized at the site of work. Employees of the 

Dublin, Wicklow and Wexford Railway established a mutual aid society and in Belfast 

the Letterpress Printers Society were established by 1871. The Midland Great Western 

Railway Benefit Society was another example of work-related beneficial society in 

Ireland in the 1870s.

   

196

 These societies took in funds and kept them secure for the payout of sick and 

death benefits; the Dublin Railway Beneficial Society had sufficient surpluses from time 

to time that tempted them to offer seasonal payouts to its members, a subject of debate 

within the association. Also in Dublin, the Literary Teachers Society was funded in the 

late 1700s for “literary teachers, and persons engaged in education, ” and operated 

through the 19th century as a beneficial society for that specific set of Dublin workers. In 

Belfast, the Belfast House-Painters Society had 75 members in 1871; in Dublin,  

The Irish Legal Society was affiliated with the parent society in Glasgow, The Scottish 

Legal Society.

   

197

 The Irish Civil Service and General Permanent Benefit Building Society (1864) 

was populated by people working primarily in the Civil Service in Dublin but not 

exclusively restricted to that occupational strata. Its secretary, James Owen, stated in 
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196 Ibid., 360. This society collected its dues and turned them over to the Post Office for 
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1871 that this association was, “primarily of the middle class, the lower middle class, and 

down to artisan, but not lower than artisans.”198 It was, in the words of its former 

secretary William Daly, primarily for “clerks in public offices in the city,” and was an 

affordable and available means that an artisan or clerk could put a small investment into 

the society and borrow the rest to own a house.199 The Civil Service Society had a 

number of functions, the providing of benefits and an interest return on money invested 

in the association. Members also borrowed from the association for the construction of 

their own houses or for the business of putting up houses; the society, however, was 

careful to avoid advancing its association funds for housing “speculators.”200  St. 

Joseph’s, Kingstown, and St. Michael’s were other building societies in Dublin the later 

half of the 19th century.201

 In Dublin, the Dublin General Post Office Letters Carriers’ Friendly Beneficial 

Society was established in 1860 and claimed 54 members in 1871; the society was small 

and its rule 21 of its constitution stipulated that it can only be dissolved if its numbers fall 

below 11 members.

 

202

                                                 
198 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:365. 
“Memorandum by the Secretary on the Register of Friendly Societies for Ireland, 1871.” 

 This was a society that provided sick and death benefits and, like 

most Irish associations, engaged in the divide of its yearly “surplus” at Christmas; its 

1860 constitution stated “the objects of this Society are, decent internment of its 

199 Ibid., 368. 
200 Ibid., 367. “Memorandum by the Secretary on the Register of Friendly Societies.” 
201 Ibid. 
202 Ibid., 4, 12, 367. “Rules and Regulations of the Dublin General Post Office Letters 
Carriers’ Friendly Beneficial Society, 1860,” REF 249; “Memorandum by the Secretary 
on the Register of Friendly Societies.” 
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Members, to afford assistance during illness, and divide the Surplus Funds, if any.”203

 The Dublin Letters Carriers opened their association to those who were not letter 

carriers, but they were extremely wary of a potential run on sick benefits restricting 

membership to workers who would be difficult to monitor because they worked at home 

or had mobile jobs.  Thus, rule 5 stated “no person can be proposed as a 

candidate…whose trade…is a baker, cook, confectioner, boor or shoe maker, tailor, 

bookbinder, painter, decorator, or paper.” Being eligible for sick benefits meant staying 

home and members needed written permission to go outside while on sick report—“any 

sick member wishing to walk out for the benefit of the air must first obtain a written 

order from the doctor” which stated the hours of the day that the patient was allowed 

outside. If a member was found out of his home during non-designated hours he was 

removed from sick call and could not receive sick benefits for another three months.

 

The Letters Carriers administered themselves by electing two trustees, a treasurer and a 

“committee of management” that consisted of six members. 

204

  In 1871, the Letters Carriers of Dublin had 81£ to spend for the year, 73£ from 

members’ dues, supported by 5£ left over from the previous year, augmented by 3£ in 

interest on investments and fines collected from members. It spent 17£ on sick benefits, 

6£ on death benefits, 6£ on the secretary’s salary, laid away 20£ for the following year 

 

Such was the level of associational trust in the Letters Carriers, a society bent on 

minimizing its spending on member’s health and ferreting out any fraud. 
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and the bulk of its money, and rewarded its members with 30£ on the Christmas 

divide.205

 Dublin’s Emerald Society was established in 1844 for the “interest, happiness, 

and welfare of its members, so far as supporting them in sickness, and, in case of death, 

providing them with decent burial.”

 The Dublin Letter Carriers reflected the financial strategy most Irish Friendly 

Societies adopted in the late 19th century. 

206

Irish Dividing Societies; Building Societies,  

Sick and Burial Societies, Tontines, Odd Fellows and Foresters 

 The society met Sunday afternoons at James 

Boland’s house in Dublin—it restricted membership to those under 40 years of age. 

 The standard society in Ireland was one that offered sick and death benefits and 

the Cork Mechanics’ Provident Society was a classic example of this type.  It was 

founded in 1823 in southwestern Ireland’s leading city and catered to the skilled working 

class of Cork; its operating understanding was “to allow weekly money in sickness, and 

money after death.”207 The Cork Society had only 52 members in 1871, a reflection of its 

restrictive entrance requirements that allowed only the aristocracy of labor membership 

and also the result of a schism within the organization. Following a debate over the 

choice of Society physician in 1869, a group of members broke away in favor of their 

own doctor and formed a competing society, the City of Cork Society, an association less 

restrictive, allowing clerks or mechanics assistants memberships.208
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 Cork Mechanics’ members dropped in weekly to pay money into the general pool; 

the Cork Society did not allow anyone over 36 years of age as members and had a sliding 

scale of initiation payments for the young. Its secretary in 1871, Michael Barry, explained 

this discount—“we  believe it rather injustice that a young man of 20 entering the society 

should pay as much entrance-money as a man who was 34 or 35 years of age.”209

 The age restriction was a means of guarding against a run on the pool of funds 

available for sick benefits, a legacy of restraint that we have seen operating in the Irish 

and Italian associations in Philadelphia. Advanced age was a real liability when it came 

to beneficial associations in Ireland; it was calculated that a man of 20 had 4 sick days 

per year on average while a man of 45 years averaged eight days.

 

210

…the division over the money at Christmas leaves the old men who are 
members at the mercy of the young…they scratch their names off at 
Christmas when they get their division of all the funds…leaving the old 
men to the mercy of the world, and unable to join any other societies, 
being over the age.

 The division at 

Christmas was perceived as a way of balancing age; instead of keeping the money inside 

the Tontine as a guarantee against a future run on sick benefits, it was distributed 

regardless of age. The tension over age in the Irish Tontine is reflected in the words of 

Patrick Shanly, a member of a Dublin Forrester Society and an auditor for various Dublin 

associations: 

211
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Thus, members who have a long stake in the society and who have supported it for 15 or 

20 years by virtue of a quick departure of the young members are left without sufficient 

numbers; the society simply disbands as the younger working men relocate to another 

Tontine and members too old to qualify for a new association are abandoned.  Thus, the 

Christmas division could be a risky venture for a society; the sick season of the winter 

was approaching and it was not uncommon for societies to fail in their obligation to 

provide sick benefits because they had doled out too much at Christmas.212  The Mathew 

Society of Dublin joined with another society to avoid collapse when its younger 

members departed after a Christmas divide.213

 Tontines could also meet in public houses and this choice of meeting venue did 

little to polish the image of the Irish Friendly Society where it was feared political 

oppositions were fostered to say nothing of the potential trouble that too much drink 

might induce at the time of the Christmas divide. The Christmas divide also suited the life 

of a Dublin laborer, a time of slackened income and work; Edward Mallady, Secretary of 

St. John the Baptist Tontine stated, “the divide is what chiefly makes young men join our 

society. At Christmas time work is apt to be slack…and a man is glad to have a few 

shillings…”

  

214 For the Commission on Friendly Societies, the Dublin police tracked 

down the number of Friendly Societies meeting in pubs and their survey turned up 235 

associations in which only a few, around 15, actually met in pubs.215
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 The Irish American associations in Philadelphia eschewed the Christmas divide 

and were conservative in their approach to long-term financial planning, making 

investments in banks, savings& loans, and in the case of the Donegal Association 

venturing into buying shares in innovative urban projects such as the Market Street El in 

1906. At the same time, the Irish Americans were steadfast in their support of members 

down on their luck and time after time when it came to a vote they would award sick or 

death benefits to a member who was unemployed, sick but who had allowed his dues to 

lapse. In 1906, “brother Gallagher” of Philadelphia’s Donegal Association was unable to 

work and couldn’t pay his dues for a few months and a committee of the association 

investigated decided that “the Society pay up his dues until July.”216

 Older members in Philadelphia were revered for their service and wisdom as was 

President Brady who had lead the association as president for 12 straight years and at age 

56 was still a member and attending meetings.

  

217 President Brady died suddenly at age 56 

in mid-December, 1922; the brothers of Cavan sent flowers and established a “vacant 

chair” for their future meetings in honor of Brady’s long body of work with the 

association.218

 Financial Secretary Daniel Dever of the Donegal Association was given a banquet 

in his honor in 1910 for his 18 years of service as financial secretary.

 

219

                                                 
216 Minute Book of the Donegal Association, June 14, 1906. 

 The Irish 

Americans eschewed the hard-edged system of the Dublin Tontine, and while the 

Americans had their age restrictions on membership, they chose to revere their elder 

217 Minute Book of the Cavan Association, April 13, 1925, 435. 
218 Ibid. 
219 Minute Book of the Donegal Association, Aug. 21, 1910. 
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members for their loyalty and often trusted them as long-term leaders. As we have seen 

from the age distributions of the associations, Irish Americans entered the societies at an 

advanced age, after they had gone through the period of emigration and establishment in 

Philadelphia. 

 The Cork Mechanics Society had the much feared run on its yearly funds in 1849, 

a Famine year, when cholera swept the city and the society was forced to defer death 

benefit payouts to a future time when they had restored their pool of funds. The Cork 

Mechanics enlisted the services of a physician who was paid yearly and required to care 

for the sick in the association. This was a society that elevated the value of supporting the 

sick over member dividends; Cork reported that “in some years we have nothing to 

spare” and the scrutiny and care of sick benefits was an early associational habit easily 

transferred to the new world.220

 The Cork Mechanics also, like Irish societies in Philadelphia, had strict rules 

about drunkenness and would refuse benefits to anyone whose malady was caused by 

excessive alcohol consumptions.

 

221 Bourgeois respectability was a value 19th-century 

artisans took seriously and used as a way to separate themselves from lower orders. The 

Cork Mechanics preferred to present themselves as an apolitical association and an 

association of limited social interaction and leisure—it seemed to be all business as there 

was a “rule that no political or religious subject shall be discussed.”222
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held at a private home, and the association was proud that it did not meet at a public 

house. 

 The Cork Mechanics even had a fund for emigration which was available to 

members but rarely used: 

…a member of two years standing may obtain…emigration money; but 
the sending home of money for this purpose by those who have emigrated, 
not only to near relatives but even distant ones, and even to mere friends, 
is so common amongst the …peasantry of Ireland, that a fund for 
emigration has never been found necessary in societies.223

 
 

 The serious tone and business agenda was in contrast with the Irish American 

association which engaged in a lively discourse on local issues, Irish culture and 

nationalism and approached the monthly meeting as a session in Parliamentary 

procedure.  The annual ball, the summer Gaelic sport picnic, “patriotic sessions,” and the 

interactions with other associations was just as important if not more so than the benefit 

net provided by joining a beneficial society.   

 The Cork Mechanics pitched their appeal as a calculation on life chances, an 

inducement to communal action as President George Brown stated in 1871; “you 

invariably find, if you speak to a young man who is unmarried, and ask him to join a 

benefit society, that he thinks that, as he is unmarried and has no family depending on 

him, it would be rather a silly thing for him to join a benefit society.”224

 A former society member, Mr. Patrick Hogan of Cork, described his experience in 

Cork, Ireland in the 1870s; “in the different societies in Cork the men used to put in so 

much money, and then cast lots and drew it...everyone gets his chance. Supposing that 20 
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men put in 1 shilling or 2 shillings…each, they draw every Monday night or so, or the 

first Monday in the month.”225 The men take the money and “lay it out on their families; 

they buy clothes or something with it.”226 Temperance societies and working menss 

societies existed in Cork from the early 1800s but, as Hogan reported, “the greater 

proportion of them failed in the time of the Famine.” Exceptions were, naturally, the 

Mechanics’ Provident Society of Cork (1823), and new mutual aid societies starting in 

the 1870s around certain trades such as tobacco sellers, seamen and “victuallers.”227

 The Irish dividing society, its singular mission as a people’s savings account, with 

its ritualistic meeting time and drawing for the money, was a simple solution to the 

problem of assembling enough capital for a major project among working class men in 

Ireland.  Dividing societies, with their one-time reward of funds released, could promote 

uneven habits of investment and spending, leading some to spend unwisely with their 

‘divide” released all at once or quit the society after receiving the cash.  One critic of the 

singular dividing society, Secretary Barry of the Cork Mechanics, wrote that “it is a great 

inducement…to fall off from the society immediately after a divide takes place;” 

members in arrears also seemed to straighten out their accounts with the association just 

before a divided, leading to sporadic habits of saving and thrift.

    

228
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for their appeal to the lower orders of the working class and not skilled workers. 



119 
 
 Irish dividing societies operated as de facto savings account for the poor, its 

function to reward the member at Christmas with a bonus. In 1869, William Littlefield 

calculated for the Irish register of Friendly Societies that 13,028£ was expended on sick 

and death benefits and 12,987 £ on the end-of-year divisions of funds—the almost equal 

amount spent of the two functions demonstrates that in Ireland the association was 

something of a “rough-and-ready savings bank” for the working class.229

 The Catholic Loan Society was begun in Dublin in 1861 as an association that 

could loan members money; the society’s funds were invested in the Hibernian Banking 

Company.

 The criticism of 

the dividing society was its heightened focus on the yearly payout and not on mutual aid, 

the well-being of its members, its reported appalling mistreatment of older members, and 

its failure to act as a self-governing body with sound financial planning. This was an 

association based on suspicion of member fraud in sick benefits, a society that guarded its 

money first, member welfare second, all supported by rules and regulations designed to 

protect the group from expending its funds on sick benefits. 

230

Irish Burial Societies 

 This pure dividing society offered a semblance of financial reward for its 

poor members but little in the way of education in the tradition of the Friendly Societies 

and beneficial societies with monthly meetings. 

 As the preamble of the St. Thomas Burial Society states, Irish burial societies 

were devoted to providing for “the decent and Christian-like internment of its 
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members.”231 Beneficial societies such as the  such as the St. George’s Friendly Brothers 

Tontine Society had “B” branches which were burial societies that did not offer sick 

benefits.232 Meetings were generally held once a week at a time when working men were 

free to get together—the Milltown Burial Society held its meetings every Sunday, 3-4 

PM, in the Milltown Schoolhouse.233

 Burial societies were administered by officers and stewards whose duties included 

managing the death benefit and putting on the ceremony of the burial. The stewards were 

responsible for keeping the burial equipment in good order, “the sheets, well washed and 

mangled, and candlesticks, properly cleaned.”

 Members were admitted up to age 50 and children 

above the age of three could also be included in the spectrum of benefits.   

234 Burial societies catered to the working 

class as evidenced by the rules of St. Bridget’s Burial Society which forbid “any 

member…dying at the poor house.”235 St. Paul’s Tontine and Burial Society in 1868 had 

in their material possession “six sheets, two napkins, six candlesticks, snuffers and a 

snuff dish.” Members could use these and return them after 4 days.236

 A rite of burial promised to the working class men of Dublin’s Catholic late 19th-

century working class required the entire membership to turn out for the formal 

ceremony. The Emerald Society membership met at the home of the deceased for the 

 

                                                 
231 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 100-102. 
“Rules and Regulations of the Independent Branch of the Andrean Christian Burial 
Society, 1871.” 
232 Ibid., 106-108. “Rules of the Saint Thomas’ Burial Society, or B Branch of the St. 
George’s Friendly Brothers’ Tontine Society. 
233 Ibid., 105-106. “Rules of Saint Columbus’s Society.” 
234 Ibid., 5:100. “Rules and Regulations of the Independent Burial Society.” 
235 Ibid., 103-106. “Rules and Orders of the St. Bridget’s Burial Society.” 
236 Campbell, “Tontine and Benefit Society Records in the National Archives,” Saothar 
16 (1961) 5. 



121 
 
viewing and could either join the procession of the coffin through the streets to the burial 

ground or make their way to the grave site on their own. No member was obliged to 

attend a funeral beyond two miles walking distance, but he had to show respect by a 

clean-shaven appearance—and member turning up for a funeral with his “beard on, hands 

or linen dirty, or indecent,” was fined.237

 The mailmen of Dublin also established a burial society in 1860, the Dublin 

General Post Office Letters Carriers Friendly Burial Society. The purpose of the society 

was a “decent internment of its members and to establish a divided fund.”

 

238

 The Dublin letter carriers required a shilling for initiation and 6 pennies per week 

to be paid at the weekly meeting. The society was run by a governing committee of six 

members whose service time rotated and 2 trustees who performed the practical work of 

burial administration. The process of member burial could be quite simple—“trustees 

take the money and buy what is necessary for his internment and they shall bring in the 

bill and receipt for what money they lay out.”

   

239

 In southwestern Ireland, the Cork Endowment Society was a beneficial 

organization that paid its members death benefits. The Cork Society objected to the 

constraints imposed by the Friendly Societies Act of 1850 which limited the annuity 
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payment members could receive; the act restricted payments to “widowers, widows, or 

children of members…” and placed a cap on the level of death benefits allowed.240

 The Irish burial societies also strove to copy the moral code of the beneficial 

Friendly Societies’ code of behavior for men in public places, having sanctions against 

disorderly behavior, slander against a brother, “cursing  or using profane language in 

society,” and fighting.

 

241 Burial monies would be forfeited if the member was an 

“accessory to his death” or his death was caused by “drunkenness,” charges that had to be 

certified by the medical report.242 Burial societies were less concerned about potential 

drains on their funds and welcomed all working men, not discriminating “on account of 

his trade or calling or religion, providing he has a good moral character.”243

 St. Bridget’s Christian Burial Society was established in Dublin in 1879; its 

purpose was to provide “decent internment of its members and for the funeral expenses of 

their registered children.” Meetings were held every Sunday at noon at No. 10 Bridge 

Street—entry to the association was “ sixpence entrance money and one penny per 

week.”

 

244

 St. Bridget’s was administered by a president, secretary, treasurer and a 

governance committee of seven members. This was a burial society that applied the 

Christmas divide stipulating that “the sum of £10 be kept to the credit of this Society at 

Christmas, and that anything over and above …be divided between the members.” The 

 

                                                 
240 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:115. 
241 Ibid., 98-100. “Rules and Regulations of the Independent Burial Society.” 
242 Ibid. 
243 Ibid., 99. 
244 “Rules and Regulations of the St. Bridget’s Christian Burial Society, 1883,” National 
Archives of Ireland. 
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St. Bridget’s Burial Society of Dublin defined the purposes and potential uses of its 

annual Christmas divide—“such dividend shall be applied…in the purpose of food, 

firing, clothes, or other necessaries, the tools, implements, education of his or her kindred 

or children…”245

 Large burial societies operated as insurance companies that handled burial rites 

such as the St. Patrick’s Life Assurance in Cork which had over 5,000 members in the 

1870s attracting “the poorer classes of the working men…paying 1d. or 2d. a week each.”  

The larger societies had headquarters in Dublin and Liverpool and employed collectors 

who moved through the community visiting homes and collecting the required dues. St. 

Patrick’s of Cork members were of the poor classes, and, in fact, it was reported that 

many…die in the poorhouse,” and the burial money is then distributed among what 

friends can be assembled.

 Such were the real fears of Dublin working men wasting their precious 

Christmas funds at the public house. 

246

 The Vulcan in Dublin started in 1861 as a burial society and the Belfast Loyal 

Irish Legal Burial Society had many members in the later half of the 19th century.

 The Friend-in-Need Society was another burial society in 

the Southwest of Ireland. 

247 Men 

in 19th-century Ireland with little to show from wages and few prospects of work were 

still able to buy into a burial society—“every one has a penny for sweets” and such 

modest donations eventually added up.248

                                                 
245 “Rules and Regulations of the St. Bridget’s Christian Burial Society, 1883,” 103-104. 

 Members of St. Patrick’s were given books 

with the society’s rules when they joined. Overall, the large, impersonal collecting 

246 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1872, 5:412. 
247 Ibid., 5:411. 
248 Ibid., 412. Patrick Hogan, a “collector” for the St. Patrick’s Society. 
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societies were seen at the bottom of the hierarchy of burial and sick societies, catering to 

an underclass of people with few means and an underdeveloped set of consistent habits. 

The collectors acted as surrogate advisors whose home visits were pointed reminders of 

payments owed that would probably not have been made without this intervention.249

 Burial societies had “sick branches” as one of their functions and thus operated as 

a full service aid society. In the Southwest of Ireland, the Mechanics, Odd Fellows, 

Foresters, Knights of St. Patrick, Shamrock Society, Knights of St. John, and Lord Clive 

Pensioners were all burial societies with sick branches. In Dublin, The Rechabites were 

prolific in the late 19th century with small branches of 30 or 40 members.

  

The Loyal Irish Society in Dublin was another large burial society. 

250

Irish Building Societies 

  

 Irish Building Societies were more investment clubs than subsistence-level 

mutual aid societies; members borrowed against funds invested for the construction of 

their homes; there were 15 building societies registered with the state in 1871, nine in 

Belfast, four in Dublin and one in Cork.251

                                                 
249 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 418. Mr. 
Bradish of the Loyal Hibernian Lodge in Cork stated on collecting societies “the bulk of 
the subscribers…are poor women, and some children” who needed to be prodded to make 
payments. 

  The Dublin Working Men’s Building and 

Benefit Society operated as a beneficial and building society in the 1870s.  The Cork and 

South of Ireland Permanent Building Society was begun in 1853 and was one of the 

250 Ibid., 412. 
251 Ibid., 5:407. “…the respectable middle class of tradesmen, who want to build a 
country house for themselves; they take a piece of ground, and they build a little country 
residence…” 
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largest in the Southwest of Ireland.252

 The Cork Building Society allowed members to tap into their investment based on 

the number of shares they had on record. Cork had 90 members in 1871 and recruited its 

membership from the “middle classes,” the skilled artisans, the upper strata of the 

working class given to status aspirations and bourgeois habits. In Cork’s struggling 19th-

century economy, this building society struggled to maintain its numbers, “chiefly owing 

to our not having the same number of well-paid mechanics as in England, the particular 

class for whom building societies have the greatest interest.”

  The form and structure of these associations were 

familiar, with a slate of officers and a board of directors with the recording secretary 

doing much of the society’s work including record keeping.  Members had rule books 

similar to beneficial associations and instead of dues they paid in “shares” as an 

investment into the association.   

253

Foresters and Odd Fellows 

 If the Hibernians of 

Philadelphia met to invigorate their memory of Ireland and replenish their stock of 

hostility toward ancient enemies through educational sermons and lectures, the men of 

the Cork Society gathered for a more sober and materialistic message about life and work 

as they had to admit that their kind, skilled craft workers, were dying out in late 19th-

century Ireland. 

 Ireland was also populated by the Foresters, a beneficial society whose roots were 

in England; the Friendly Societies Act recognized the Foresters as a beneficial society in 

                                                 
252 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 405. 
253 Ibid., 406. This was testimony by John Thomas Le Mert of the Cork and South Ireland 
Building Society to a Parliament Committee to investigate Friendly Societies in 1871. 
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1855. Branches of the Irish National Foresters’ Benefit Society were more prolific in 

rural Ireland, in Carlow in Southwestern Ireland, and in cities such as Cork, Drogheda 

(1918), Dundalk (1895, Wexford (1900) and in many rural outposts such as Cavan and 

Tullamore (1920).254

…join from curiosity, it having the name of a secret society; they want to 
see and know the secrets; and when they know the secret and have little to 
pay, they go away.

  The Emerald Isle Foresters’ Society of Cork began in 1847 and had 

160 members in 1871. Its president William Lyons spoke on the special appeal and 

public interest in the Foresters in Ireland to new members who: 

255

 
 

 The Michael Davitt Foresters of Dublin, Branch 13, was established in 1881 and 

named after the author of the Land League in Western Ireland and a fierce Irish 

nationalist.256  The Davitt Society in 1912 had 24 members.257

 In 1913, the Davitts took in £22 in dues and fines which added to the cash left 

over on hand from the previous year. It spent  £14 on sick benefits for its members, £5 on 

death payments, another £5 for distress relief, £3for medical relief and £2 for widow’s 

allowance. It also spent £13 for its officers and management expenses which left it with a 

balance of £51 in the Abbey Street Savings Bank for the next year—there was no 

 It stipulated payments 

from its funds for the following purposes: sickness, death, accident, medical distress, 

maternity and a widows’ and orphans’ fund. 

                                                 
254 The Anglo Celt, July 4, 1903. Irish National Archives, Business Records Survey, Items 
15, 16, 18, 26, Cavan. 
255 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1872, 5:416. 
256 Registry of Friendly Societies, Michael Davitt Branch, “Report to the Department of 
Industry and Commerce,” Irish National Archives, RFS R 605, Dublin. 
257 The form for keeping the books supplied to the Chief Registrar for Friendly Societies 
was identical to the form used by Philadelphia’s Donegal Association. 
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Christmas divide for the Davitts of Dublin in 1913.258 For 1902, the Forrester’s’ in 

Ireland numbered 32,480 taking in £54,931 in dues and spending £25,586 on sick and 

death benefits for its members.259

 The Loyal Hibernian Lodge of Manchester Unity “Odd Fellows” operated in the 

Southwest of Ireland, in Cork and in rural County Clare, among a set of six lodges that 

emerged in the 1850s in this region as beneficial or burial societies. The various lodges in 

Cork and the Southwest had 345 members, and they were affiliated with the English 

society; each local lodge was free to make its own bylaws.

 

260 The various lodges seemed 

to have independence and a local attachment of members to place; men could switch 

lodges, but the original lodge was tapped as the source of payment for any sick or burial 

benefits.261

 The Odd Fellows were considered to be a secret society, and therefore received 

hostile treatment from the Catholic Church. A lodge in Ennis town in County Clare 

disbanded under pressure from the local Catholic priest, its failure due to “sectarian 

feelings; the clergyman of the place was rather obnoxious to the people because it was a 

secret society.”

 Funds were deposited in the Cork Building Society and much was kept on 

hand for sick and death benefit pay outs. 

262

 

 

                                                 
258 Registry of Friendly Societies, Michael Davitt Branch, “Report to the Department of 
Industry and Commerce.” 
259 Anglo Celt, July 4, 1903. 
260 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 1872, 5:418. 
261 Ibid. 
262 Ibid., 5:419. So said John Bradish, secretary of Odd Fellows lodge Loyal Hibernian to 
the Parliament investigation of Irish Friendly Societies.  
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The Irish Roots of Associationalism Reviewed 

 It has been suggested that there is a thread of connection between the early 

working class Friendly Societies of England and Irish American associations in the late 

1800s, early 1900s in Philadelphia. Given the cultural and physical distance and  lag 

time, this suggestion may be more the results of imaginative historical speculation than 

concrete congruence. Yet, when we reroute the map of cultural historical connection 

between early 1800 Midlands, England, and late 19th-century Irish American Philadelphia 

through Ireland and consider the influence on the American-bound Irish of  Irish Friendly 

Societies and the diverse, broad heritage of beneficial societies, building and burial 

societies, agricultural co-operatives and working class communal savings associations, a 

more persuasive road of connection emerges. 

 Symmetry exists on the style and structure of these associations, essentially 

working class communes designed to support a vulnerable strata of the population 

through the hard times of living, often led by men of higher status and means. The free-

flowing democracy and open inquiry and debate that flourished, in spite of state 

opposition, among the English workers in their Friendly Societies were stifled by the 

power of church and state in Ireland; yet, this ideal free society seems to have re-emerged 

among the Irish Americans of Philadelphia if we look beyond the ideological nationalist 

rhetoric that substituted for knowledge and appreciate a sincere reach among ordinary 

men to understand their past. 

 Another line of connection exists among the early Irish American charitable 

societies established by Irish immigrants in Philadelphia who had achieved some wealth 
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and status before the post-Famine exodus surfaced. These organizations were designed 

not for the mutual aid of the members but for assistance to outsiders, to recent Irish 

immigrants to Philadelphia who needed subsistence-level support and aid. The Friendly 

Sons of St. Patrick followed the norms and codes of pure De Tocquevillian societies, but 

it is difficult to fathom that the potential modeling derived from the elite Irish American 

societies could extend to the mass of Irish American Philadelphians who built an 

extensive associational network by the 1890s. Those men and women of common means 

and limited social capital who went on to establish their societies with scrupulous 

attention to parliamentary procedure and financial responsibility received their training 

on the job, influenced by direct or indirect cultural connection to the Irish tradition of 

Friendly Societies and bound by the contents of the associational rule books that acted as 

instant primers on civic engagement for all. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

THE TRANSFERRED ASSOCIATIONAL IMPULSE  
AMONG PHILADELPHIA’S IRISH AMERICANS 

 
 By the 1890s, Philadelphia was populated by a vast sea of Irish American 

societies soon to be augmented by the explosion of Italian American societies in the city 

in the early 1900s. We will probably never know the true extent of the ethnic associations 

between 1880 and 1924 due to the rapid rise and fall of scattered associations whose 

records have long disappeared and memory extinguished beyond recall.   

 If we try and present what we know from available records, the sheer number and 

extent of the associational fever that swept Philadelphia during the apex of ethnic 

awareness was staggering. Let us count the 90 branches of the A.O.H., the 54 branches of 

the Clan Na Gael, the Philadelphia Gaelic sport clubs such as Limerick Guards (1889) of 

the Limerick Guards Patriotic, Social and Benevolent Society, the Thomas Francis 

Meaghers and the Charles Stewart Parnells Gaelic sport clubs (1893), the Gaelic 

language associations such as the Philo-Celtic Society, the 55? Philadelphia branches of 

the Catholic temperance societies, and the main stream Irish Catholic associations such as 

the Irish Catholic Benevolent Union (I.C.B.U.) and its 58 branches active Philadelphia in 

1890, and it is plausible to suggest that there were over 500 active Irish American 

associations in the Philadelphia of 1890-1910. Add the Catholic boys’ clubs that sprang 

up around parishes as priests and parents rushed to embrace the burgeoning youth sport 

movement as a means of social control and an alternative to the life of the streets.  And if 

we consider an unknown number of independent ethnic societies such as the Owen Roe 

O’Neill Club of Philadelphia that spontaneously rose and fell during these years of peak 
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ethnic associationalism in the late 1800s, early 1900s, we arrive at a staggering presence 

of ethnic civic activity.263

 There were political organizations such as the 24 branches of the Irish National 

Land League of Philadelphia established by the late 1880s and the para military groups, 

the various camps of the Philadelphia Hibernian Rifles and the branch associations of the 

Irish Military Union of Philadelphia. The County Associations of Philadelphia were an 

important part of the Irish landscape in Philadelphia because they acted as beneficial 

societies and emotional depositories of Irish memory.  The Donegal, Tyrone, Galway, 

Mayo, Cork, Cavan, and Derry associations all had large member populations; Donegal 

in 1907 had over 800 members. 

 

Self-Reliance: Social Discipline and the Ethic Voluntary Association 

 Loyalty to the ethic of self-reliance among common people was a common thread 

among voluntary associations from the mutual aid societies of Italy, the Friendly 

Societies in Ireland in the late 19th century and the Italian and Irish American of 

Philadelphia. The overriding principle of the ethnic organization became a self and group 

imposed discipline, an understanding that education and improvement began with the 

group, not higher orders, a construction of ordinary men and women that emphasized 

civic control, decorum and rational decision-making. For E.P. Thompson, discipline was 

the order of the day for the early working-class voluntary associations of the industrial 

Midlands of England—“…the discipline essential for the safe-keeping of funds, the 

                                                 
263 Dennis Clark, The Heart’s Own People: A History of the Donegal Beneficial, Social, 
Charitable and Patriotic Association of Philadelphia (Newtown Square, PA: Harrowood 
Books, 1988) 52; Minute Book of Donegal Social and Patriotic Association of 
Philadelphia, 1905-1925, March 20, 1917. 
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orderly conduct of meetings and the determination of disputed cases, involved an effort 

of self-rule as great as the new disciplines of work.”264

 In Philadelphia, a set-piece set of procedures, moral imperatives and established 

codes were in place by the 1870s, produced and replicated in small books or publications 

of the constitution and by-laws of the organization. The association’s membership books 

of rules and procedures were passed out to each new member and served as a primer on 

democracy in small groups.      

  

 It is conceivable that the constitution and by-laws of the ethnic societies were 

distributed as a formality, that their strict codes and detailed stipulations about 

democratic order, fiscal responsibility and guidelines on individual and group behavior 

were rarely consulted, not the backbone of a moral civic order. New societies could easily 

borrow the form and content of another association’s constitution. In Dublin, the St. 

Martin’s Friendly Society borrowed copies of the constitution of St. Joseph’s Friendly 

Society to distribute to its members, simply striking out the original name and 

substituting its own on the titles of the members’ book thus violating one of the principles 

of the Friendly Society Act of 1855.265

 However, it seems as though the Irish Americans took their rules and regulations 

seriously and consulted their rulebooks to interpret the meaning and intent of association 

law and applied it the best they could. Let us look into the content of four routine 

members’ meetings during the summer of 1907 of the Donegal Association to understand 

and appreciate how Irish Americans struggled to conduct themselves as association men. 

 

                                                 
264 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 419. 
265 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:363. 
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 The association stewards were responsible for visiting any members who claimed 

to be sick longer than three days. In an association with over 700 members the four 

stewards of the Donegal Association had divided up the territory into visiting zones that 

did not exceed five miles. Steward visits could also exceed their territories because the 

Donegal Association, like many of the Irish American county associations of 

Philadelphia, attracted its membership from all over the city and even the suburbs of 

Philadelphia; the primary pull of the Donegal Association was Donegal birth and descent, 

not neighborhood, and even though many Donegal men shared residences and 

neighborhoods, the central meeting at 314 North Broad Street in the center of the city was 

central in name only. Any journey over a mile in 1907 was thought to have been a trolley 

event so it is plausible that the stewards were forced to take multiple trolley rides to reach 

their sick members and had to absorb a significant expense.266

 A simple motion to distribute trolley fare as an additional expense to the 

association’s stewards was thus presented to the membership in the monthly meeting of 

March 1907. A motion was made that “…$5 each be given the retiring stewards to cover 

carfare expenses,” a legitimate request given the number of visits the stewards were 

required to make and the breadth of their territory. This simple request, however, became 

a matter of by-law interpretation, and so the membership decided to consult their rule 

books and tabled the matter for one month “to give the secretary an opportunity to look 

up the laws governing the payment of moneys out of the Treasury.”

   

267

                                                 
266 Cheape, Moving the Masses. 

 The tension 

around the stewards’ excessive Philadelphia territory was not an isolated issue for Irish 

267Minute Book of Donegal Association, March 17, 1907. 
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associations; the secretary of the Clarendon Burial Society in Dublin wrote on the 

dangers of their society becoming too large in 1874, “the collectors have too much 

ground to go over, and they think they ought to be paid for it…”268

 Two months later and the men of Donegal were still debating how to handle the 

request for trolley fare guided by their constitution and by-laws and a motion to put 

together a “committee of seven members to revise the Constitution & bylaws was carried 

by a vote of 67 to 6.”

 

269 At the June 16, 1907 monthly meeting, the “committee on 

revision of the Constitution & By-Laws reported progress”270

                                                 
268 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:47. 

 but this meeting was also 

adjourned without a solution on steward travel fare—a special meeting was scheduled for 

two weeks later could be held to go over all of the by-law changes. In the end, the 

solution was to bypass existing rules about additional expenses in the by-laws and simply 

increase the yearly salary of the stewards by $5, a change that reflected the trolley car 

expense. The democratic machinery moved slowly, partly because working men had to 

squeeze association affairs into their busy lives, but also because the constitution and by-

laws were taken seriously and thought of and used as a working document, a blueprint for 

small group democracy. The Donegal Association was populated by men of modest 

occupational achievement; one could argue that there was an exaggerated fondness for 

Parliamentary procedure, but the historical record suggest that these working men took 

their society’s constitution seriously, acted to defend its principles even as they used it as 

a document to make their association work. 

269 Minute Book of Donegal Association, May 19, 1907. 
270 Ibid., June 16, 1907. 
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The Many Irish American Associations of Philadelphia 

 The Irish Catholic Benevolent Union (I.C.B.U.) was formed in 1869 in Dayton, 

Ohio, and this Irish Catholic association soon spread to other locations; this was a mutual 

aid society that offered sick and death benefits to its members. The I.C.B.U. had a 

significant presence in Philadelphia in the late 19th century; by 1882 there were 42 branch 

societies of the I.C.B.U. and in 1890 we count 58 locals in Philadelphia and in suburban 

counties, many evoking Catholic symbolism such as the Reverend E.J. Sourin Society, 

the Father McEvoy of Chestnut Hill, and Reverend Thomas Barry and others with secular 

nationalism in mind, the Sarsfield Society and Celtic Society of Philadelphia.  There were 

several all-women’s locals such as “Erin Female of Philadelphia, St. Leo’s Female 

Society from Tacony, Ladies Nativity Society of Media, Pa., St. Agnes Ladies from 

Frankford section of Philadelphia, St. Anne’s Ladies Society of West Philadelphia and 

Our Lady of Good Counsel Society of Philadelphia.271

 St. Agnes Ladies’ Benevolent and Social Association, in the Frankford 

neighborhood of Philadelphia, was No. 595 in the National I.C.B.U. and initiated in 1893.  

It defined its mission as a neighborhood gathering of women who “have associated 

ourselves together for the purpose of mutual assistance of the members and their families 

in case of sickness, accident and death” from the funds contributed while members are in 

a state of health.

  

272

                                                 
271 “32nd Annual Convention of the Irish Catholic Benevolent Union, Philadelphia,” Geo. 
W. Gibbons, 1890, Philadelphia Archdiocesan Historical Research Center (P.A.H.R.C.), 
RGN 103, Box 37. 

  Its constitution had the rare reference to leisure, the search for “closer 

272 “Constitution and By-Laws of St. Agnes Ladies’ Benevolent and Social Association 
of Frankford, Pa., 1883,” 2, P.A.H.R.C., RGN 103, Box 38. 
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companionship among our members…and from time to time…elevated 

entertainments.”273

 The I.C.B.U. Philadelphia branch associations varied in size of membership, but 

as the following tabulation of five Philadelphia locals in 1882 reveals, the local societies 

could have sizeable memberships:

 

274

 Title      No. of Members 

 

 
Rev. E.J. Sourin Society 68 
National Catholic Society 349 
St. Charles Male Society 100 
St. Vincent de Paul Society 175 
St. Ann’s Society 200 
 

Source: “1882 Program of the I,C.B.U. Convention in Philadelphia.” 

 

 The I.C.B.U., as noted, was bound to assist its Irish American Catholic members 

“…who by sickness or misfortune are prevented from pursuing their usual avocation.”275

                                                 
273 “Constitution and By-Laws of St. Agnes Ladies’ Benevolent and Social Association 
of Frankford, Pa., 1883,” 2. 

  

Each branch society in Philadelphia had an independent existence, elected its own 

officers, ran its own finances and account books, established fundraisers, educational and 

leisure events and in the tradition of the ethnic association sponsored year-ending dinners 

with testimonials to Catholic Irish identity in the city.  

274 “1882 Program of the I.C.B.U. Convention in Philadelphia,” P.A.H.R.C., RGN 103, 
Box 38. 
275 First Annual Convention of the I.C.B.U., Constitution and By-Laws (Dayton, OH: 
Ledger Publishing, 1869), P.A.H.R.C. 
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  It has been noted that the leadership of Irish American associations in 

Philadelphia whose membership was predominantly of the working class fell to men of 

higher status and achievement.  Table 3.1 represents an occupational analysis of the 

leadership of the Philadelphia branches of the I.C.B.U. in 1890.276

 

 

 
Table 3.1.  Occupational Analysis of Leadership of I.C.B.U. Branches, Philadelphia, 

1890 
 

Professional 5% 

Clergy 10% 

White Collar 25% 

Artisan 35% 

Laborer 28% 

 

N= 58 

Source:  “32nd Annual Convention of the Irish Catholic Benevolent Union,” Geo. W. 
Gibbons, 1890, Philadelphia Archdiocesan Historical Research Center. 
 
 

The Irish National Land League of Philadelphia 
 
 The Irish National Land League was established in 1879 in Ireland in response to 

the agrarian crisis and threat of the return of Famine in the west of Ireland. The 

constitutionalist Charles Stewart Parnell was at the head but the League’s leadership was 

staffed by militant Irish radicals such as Michael Davitt. The Irish National Land League 

                                                 
276 “32nd Annual Convention of the I.C.B.U., 1890,” P.A.H.R.C.  
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of the United States was established soon after the initial Irish example, in 1880; Patrick 

Ford of New York’s Irish World became a highly public backer and through his 

newspaper recruited funds for the American Land League. 

 The Land League in Ireland and the United States America embraced a radical 

program of social change, a total restructuring of land ownership and rent rules in rural 

Ireland; an appendage of the agrarian initiative was an appeal for Ireland to regain the 

industrial capacity nationalists believed was ceded to British manufacturers in the 19th 

century dating from the loss of the Irish Parliament in 1800. The American branches of 

the Land League also adopted this transatlantic militancy—the platform of the Irish 

National League of America stated that Ireland’s “poverty is the result of centuries of 

brute force and destructive legislation” and the remedy is “to promote the development of 

Irish manufactures by encouraging their import into the United States, to promote the 

study of Irish history, past and present...”277 The American Land League argued for a 

consumers’ boycott, “to hurt the enemy where he will feel it most, by refusing to 

purchase any article of English manufacture…” and suggesting that shopkeepers refuse to 

sell British goods in their places of business.278

 In Philadelphia, Land League branches sprouted all over the city with colorful 

organizational titles and a zeal for raising funds. The tension between outright relief and 

agrarian land reform is revealed in the allocation of funds that were raised from the 24 

 

                                                 
277 “Platform and Constitution of the Irish National League of America, 1883,” 5, 
P.A.H.R.C. Irish history was meant to be revised by the Land League nationalists, “…to 
circulate carefully prepared literature in schools and societies…” These popular histories 
made their rounds of the associations in Philadelphia and substituted a polemic against 
the British for any attempt at honest history. 
278 Ibid. 



139 
 
branches of the Land League in Philadelphia in 1881 demonstrated in Figure 2. Some 

branches of the Land League of Philadelphia chose to donate their amount to direct relief 

of peasants facing evictions and starvation in western Ireland, others opted for the more 

radical designs of the Land league’s restructuring of Irish rural society. 

 

Figure 2.  The Irish National Land League of Philadelphia, 1881. 

 
Association   Funds for Relief  Funds for Land League 
 
 
Central Union                 $4,000 
 
Source:  “National Convention of Land League,” 24-27, Philadelphia Archdiocesan 
Historical Research Center. 
 
 
 The American Land League also accepted the beginnings of Celtic cultural 

exceptionalism and was ahead of the cultural explosion in the 1890s; its 1883 constitution 

advised members, “to encourage the study of the Irish language, the cultivation of Irish 

music, and an enlightened love of art, characteristics which made the past of our race 

bright amid darkness…”279

                                                 
279 “Platform and Constitution of the Irish National League of America, 1883,” 4. These 
words express the fear of modernism and urban life and the hope for a return to the 
simple, co-operative organization of village Ireland among the Diaspora Irish.   

 It espoused these principles and aims within the context of 

the regulations normal to the ethnic voluntary associations with is strictures on officers, 

democratic elections and governance, publicly visible financial dealings and respect for 

the individual members rights within the group. 
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 The branches of the Land League adhered to the principles of local associational 

governance as well. The Constitution and By-Laws of the “Central Union of the Ladies 

Branches of the Irish National League in Philadelphia” declared that its purpose was “to 

excite and keep alive a deeper interest…in the Irish people [and create] a spirit of 

fellowship and cooperation among the different branches” of the Philadelphia Land 

League.280  Meetings were held the 2nd Sunday of each month at 3:00 in the afternoon 

where the women members paid their 25¢ monthly dues. The Central Union women 

placed power for setting the agenda and tone not in the president but in the Executive 

Committee, charged with the “duty to prepare business for the stated meetings, to devise 

measures to keep alive the interests of the members…”281

 The set of printed rules and regulations contained in members’ association 

handbooks became a small, reliable social structure for the ethnic associations that was 

rotated among the Irish association of Philadelphia and passed forward as a basis for 

group discipline and communal order. The Donegal Beneficial, Social and Patriotic 

Association (1888) of Philadelphia constructed its own constitution and its rules followed 

the set pattern established by voluntary associations that acted as insurance, guarding its 

members against “sickness, accident or death…mitigating the severity of individual 

 This women’s branch 

association in Philadelphia aligned itself with the mission of the Irish National Land 

League but devised its own set of norms and communal methods that emphasized co-

operative values within the accepted formula of associational language. 

                                                 
280 “Constitution and By-Laws of the Central Union of the Ladies Branches of the Irish 
National Land League.” 
281 “Ibid., 6. 
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misfortune.”282 Donegal required its men to be of “good moral character, free from all 

bodily complaints and infirmities, and must be between the ages of eighteen and forty-

five years.”283

 Sick benefits in 1907 were $5 per week and would continue no longer than 13 

straight weeks; the death benefits were $75 and $35 for the death of a member’s wife, but 

the promise of payment was nullified if death was by “intoxication or other unlawful 

means.” Donegal further protected itself by requiring members to agree in advance that 

any complaint over benefits would be kept inside the society and members would be 

required “submit your case to arbitration and abide by the decision as final so as to avoid 

legal proceedings between you and the Society.”

   

284

 Even Philadelphia’s Irish American paramilitary groups adhered to the 

democratic tone of the voluntary association creed. The Irish American Military Union 

was established in 1886 in Newark, N.J., and like other Irish associations its message 

spread and branch associations sprouted in other cities; branches existed as independent 

societies with their own rule books and constitutions in line with the national model. The 

Irish American Military Union vowed to bring together “the best and ablest men of our 

race…men of Irish descent, in whose hearts burn that love for the military art…”

 

285

                                                 
282 “Constitution and By-Laws of the Donegal Association,” Minute Book of the Donegal 
Association, 197. 

 The 

283 Minute Book of the Donegal Association. Donegal further protected itself by requiring 
members to agree in advance that any complaint over benefits would be to “submit your 
case to arbitration and abide by the decision as final so as to avoid legal proceedings 
between you and the Society.” 
284 “Constitution and By-Laws of the Donegal Association,” 201. 
285 “Constitution of the Irish American Military Union,”1889,” 3, P.A.H.R.C., RGN 103, 
Box 36. 
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Union sought to disseminate “knowledge of the military art…through encampments, 

conventions, lectures, official communications, and the formation of small bodies into 

regiments and brigades.”286 The Irish American Military Union also sought to procure 

“arms, equipments, uniforms…at less cost for their organization to train with and 

eventually employ in some manner against the “Anglo-Saxon pirates.”287

  The Friends of Irish Freedom arrived late on the Philadelphia scene and was 

formed a time when the Irish republic was being constructed through force of arms. The 

Philadelphia associate branch of the Friends of Irish Freedom visited branches of the 

societies in Philadelphia, beneficial and cultural societies such as Cavan and Donegal, 

and made appeals for funds.  The Friends of Irish Freedom saw its purpose “to diffuse a 

more intimate knowledge of Irish history and the history of the Irish Race in America 

[and] to develop the economic resources of Ireland.  It also carried the message of 

cultural nationalism on its back promising “to promote the revival of the Language, 

Music and Customs of Ireland.”

 

288

  The Military Union and the Friends of Irish Freedom, the paramilitary and more 

aggressive Irish nationalist organizations all bound their message in the constitutional 

formalities of associational laws. The democratic workings of the small societies 

prevailed in these years and served as required dressing for some organizations decidedly 

undemocratic in their goals. Thus, a social discipline descended on the Irish ethnic 

societies of Philadelphia, derived from its use of rule books and written constitutions, the 

 

                                                 
286 “Constitution of the Irish American Military Union,”1889,” 4. 
287 Ibid. 
288 “Constitution and State, Local, and Branch By-Laws of the Friends of Irish Freedom, 
New York, 1920,” P.A.H.R.C., RGN 103, Box 34.   
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ritual of the scripted members’ monthly meeting and the responsibility exercised in 

control over funds and financial planning for the future. 

 A form of communal discipline was assigned to the stewards of the Irish 

American beneficial associations whose task it was to make home visits to those who had 

requested sick benefits and, if warranted, make the $5 per week payment on the spot.  

The Thomas J. Barry Association of Philadelphia of the I.C.B.U. wrote in its by-laws that 

the association’s stewards were obliged “to visit each applicant for benefits…[and] 

continue to visit him at least once a week during his or her indisposition…”289 The 

stewards were also responsible for uncovering frauds who “prolong his or her sickness” 

and for reporting cases of “intoxication” during the periods of sickness.290

 The associations had a team of stewards who divided the labor and in the case of 

associations with far-flung memberships the territory each were required to cover. The 

Donegal Association had four stewards and in 1907; the following sick and death benefits 

were recorded for the year by the association’s stewards:

   

291

 

 

Steward Hugh O’Donnell  $60   12 home visits  
Steward Pat Kelly  $90  18 visits 
Steward Danniel  Harron  $190   38 visits 
Steward Paul Haney  $125  25 visits 
 
 The Michael Glannan branch of the Catholic Beneficial Society in Philadelphia, 

printed stewards’ forms that it included with its membership books that stipulated the 

                                                 
289 “Constitution and By-Laws of the Thomas J. Barry Association,” 17. 
290 Ibid., 18. 
291 Minute Book of the Donegal Association, Feb. 17, 1907. 
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information needed for a sickness report. The date, the amount rewarded for sickness and 

other data were all in a set of pages available for members to see and stewards to use.292

 The Diaspora Irish in Philadelphia constructed their own code of social discipline 

derived from a semblance of knowledge or exposure to the norms of Irish Friendly 

Societies which they imposed on the structure of their associations. The Irish Americans, 

however, approached industrial discipline from a different source and wrestled with its 

stern requirements from special cultural imperatives. Kerby Miller speculates that, “the 

Catholic Irish were more communal than individualistic, more dependent than 

independent, more fatalistic than optimistic, more prone to accept conditions passively 

than to take initiative for change, and more sensitive to the weight of tradition than to 

innovative possibilities for the future.”

 

293

 The hypostatized discipline and order of the Irish in their Philadelphia voluntary 

associations devalues this myth, and can be interpreted more as a reaction to the 

communal acceptance of fate.  Immigration had always been identified in the Irish 

Diaspora as an unwilling response to hard times and external forces such as rack-renting 

landlords, poor harvests from weather, and its wandering victims understood themselves 

as exiles.  Irish nationalism was bred of the same sad logic, that the locus of control was 

external, outside of the nation, the group and the individual, and Ireland’s lament was at 

the hands of colonial conquest, punitive laws and accumulating landlords. 
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293 Miller, Immigrants and Exiles, 107. 
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 The associations and the reverence for rules and printed codes of action, the self-

imposed norms of control and inherited forms of the organization reinforced discipline, 

set the Irishman who joined a society apart from the ordinary immigrant laborer. The 

Irish American association, unlike its precursor Irish Friendly Society, preferred planning 

and investment for the society’s future over immediate financial reward and the social 

discipline the Irish Americans imposed on themselves, including safeguarding democratic 

methods, seemed intent on taking back and centering control within the self and the 

commune. The three-member Investigating Committee for membership of the Father 

Burke Beneficial Society of Philadelphia (I.C.B.U.) in 1873 was charged to “visit the 

house” of each proposed new member and “inquire into the character, age and 

citizenship” of the applicant. The applicant had to swear he was not “a member of a 

secret society” and sign the society’s constitution as a statement of his commitment to its 

group discipline.294

 For Miller, the rise of Irish Catholic voluntary associations had a dual purpose, 

one which “served to insulate emigrants and traditional Irish values from nativist 

hostility” and another which “provided a bridge to modern industrial culture…” The 

tenor and code of the meeting, as stated, were good lessons in civic order and control and 

the establishment of the ethnic association was an achievement in itself—“the mere 

creation of formal organizations, regardless of avowed purpose [was seen] as evidence of 

modernity.”

 

295
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  We have only to note western Irish origins of the large county associations in 

Philadelphia to understand that the life of the association must have been an elevating 

mechanism for people whose origins were in the impoverished rural regions of Ireland. 

The members of the Donegal Beneficial and Social and Catholic Association of 

Philadelphia (1905), The County Galway Men’s Social and Beneficial Association of 

Philadelphia (1901), The Mayo Society of Philadelphia (1905), and Philadelphia’s 

Catholic Sons of Derry (1907) were all large associations, vibrant examples of a 

sophisticated civic order lived by men of simple origin. 

 Even though the early Irish Americans were banding together, out of fear and 

necessity from a hostile Protestant exclusion, they were doing so on a broader level, 

operating within American norms of respectability and decorum in civic matters. One 

could argue that the formation of purely Irish organizations further isolated the group and 

deferred opportunities for integration and learning of instrumental, American values, but 

the Irish, like E.P. Thompson’s working class, were developing their own sophisticated 

civic code in their isolation. “In the very secretiveness of the friendly society, and its 

opaqueness under upper-class scrutiny, we have authentic evidence of the growth of 

independent working-class culture and institutions.”296

                                                 
296 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 421. 

 Anything outside of the 

disciplinary code of the Philadelphia association was punished; personal squabbles, bad 

behavior in or outside of the association, unfaithful acts and the non-payment of dues or 

funds owed from the ticket sales of fund-raising events broke the strict moral code that 

the Irish Americans had invented and carefully guarded in their associations.  
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 The monthly meeting was the laboratory for the distribution of the disciplinary 

message among Irish Americans; the message of the meetings stressed rational, orderly 

proceedings, the tamping down of emotions among a people that had, from time to time, 

been labeled as emotive children given to drunken outbursts, a code that could also be a 

public statement of decorum and control presented to a suspect greater Philadelphia. Yet, 

the meetings were private and secret and the strict order was more of an internal message 

of self-instruction for the brothers in the quietude of their cramped meeting halls. The 

president of A.O. H. Division 9, at Lawrence and Susquehanna Streets in Kensington, 

stated that “the business of this Division is always run as by clock-work…”297

 The Irish American obsession with order and proper democratic decorum in their 

associations might have been a compensatory reaction to decades of Protestant-initiated 

negative stereo-typing, the popular rendition of the simian racial type and the unruly and 

ungovernable Irishman. Public drunkenness was a stigma that did not mix with the code 

of the Irish associations and was an act that invited punitive sanctions. The Donegal 

Association of Philadelphia ruled that “any member who is been intoxicated while 

receiving benefits shall…be expelled.”

 

298

 The leadership of the Irish associations often fell to men of higher social status 

and achievement, small business owners or skilled workmen who constituted a Catholic 

Irish aristocracy within the ethnic majority of Irish working men. This elite cohort prided 

itself on respectability and admired bourgeois values such as sacrifice, work, planning 
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and saving; such a leadership pushed its members “to accept standards of conduct that in 

their essential features coincided with those of the Protestant majority.”299

 The associations in Philadelphia, especially the regional societies such as Mayo, 

Cavan, Donegal, and Galway also formed a network of kin associates that were 

instrumental in finding work, establishing contacts that could land jobs for newcomers 

without specific industrial training. The Cavan Society benefited from kin and even from 

parish-centric relations established in Cavan—groups of brothers joined such as Francis 

and Thomas Cusack of  Knockbride parish in Cavan, both of who found work in the 

railroads of Philadelphia and the Farrelley brothers, James and Peter, of Killeshandra 

parish who owned a grocery store.

   

300 Kerby Miller writes, “unskilled emigrants from 

Western Ireland benefited from pre-existing Irish American kinship networks and more 

generally from ‘urban villages’ of Mayo- or Kerrymen…”301

 The emergence of orderly bookkeeping has been seen as one of the structural 

changes in Western society that defined modernity.

 

302 For the Irish in their associations, 

meticulous recording of meetings was a social marker of great importance. One of the 

first acts of the Clan Na Gael’s board in 1889 stated that the “secretary be empowered to 

procure the necessary books for the transaction of the business of the committee.”303

                                                 
299 Light, in Drudy, ed., The Irish in America, 135. 

  

300 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, Oct. 13, 1907; Jan 8, 1911. 
301 Miller, Immigrants and Exiles, 500. 
302 Weber, Economy and Society. Modern methods of bookkeeping allowed for 
consistency and reliability which brought uniform control over markets and systems of 
commerce. 
303 Minute Book of the Philadelphia Clan Na Gael. 
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 Philadelphia’s Cavan Catholic Social and Benevolent Society established itself in 

1907, and its first act was to appoint a committee to draw up the association’s 

constitution. The document was printed and distributed to members who paid 10¢ to 

receive it; this written set of bylaws was a primer on expected member behavior but also 

a necessary rite that allowed the Cavan Society to attach its claim to the disciplinary code 

of the ethnic association. 304

 The associations operated by committee; in addition to the officers, there could be 

an auditing committee, a refreshment committee for the meetings, and delegates elected 

to represent their association to linked Irish federations such as the Federation of Irish 

County Associations and the Federation of Catholic Societies in Philadelphia. The Cavan 

Society established an “investigating committee” in the first year of their existence to 

look into the applications of members who had been initiated for possible membership. 

To be considered, a potential new member needed the sponsorship of two existing Cavan 

men and a fee of $1. It was often difficult for working class members in financial margins 

to stay associated, to find the means to pay the monthly $1 dues, but the consistent 

meeting of a financial obligation was a serious matter in the associations. The Cavan 

Society sent postcard reminders to members, yet decided that anyone who had not kept 

up for a period of three months would be “wiped off the books.”

    

305

 We have seen this type of compensatory disciplinary approach when none was 

expected among ordinary working people, in E.P. Thompson’s Corresponding Societies 

of the 1790s: 

  

                                                 
304 Minute Book of the Cavan Society. 
305 Ibid. 
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Every citizen on a committee was expected to perform some particular 
task, the chairmanship of committees was often taken in rotation, the 
pretensions of leaders were watched, proceedings were based on the 
deliberate beliefs that every man was capable of reason and of a growth of 
his abilities, and that deference and distinctions of status were an offense 
to human dignity.306

 
 

 The Irish also transported and constructed a racial edge to their identity, the 

articulation of the sturdy Celt with his simplistic rural values opposed to the urbanized 

Englishman equally subject to racial caricatures that portrayed the Anglo Saxon as a 

greedy, effete, materialistic urbanite. In America, the racialized setting included free 

blacks and invited comparisons among Protestant observers who demonized both groups, 

the Catholic Irish and African Americans. Garner writes on the popular image of both 

groups in America, “The simianization of Irish and black characters in later 19th-century 

pictorial representations created equivalence in their positions at the foot of the racial 

chain…” [and] indicated the limits of fitness for citizenship.”307

Charity and Elite Irish Associations 

 Thus, it might be 

surmised that the compensatory mechanism of scrupulous order in meetings of Irish 

received further stimulus as a way of separation from free blacks, a statement that 

countered assumptions about Irish incompatibility with the norms and rules of civil order 

in groups. 

 If the working class Catholic Irish societies in Philadelphia worked hard to 

develop character and patterns of consistent behavior, the elite Catholic societies operated 

from a higher level of social confidence derived from earlier arrival and settlement in 

                                                 
306 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 183. 
307 Garner, Racism in the Irish Experience, 98. 
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Philadelphia as they focused their charitable efforts on the less fortunate and more 

recently immigrated Irish of the city. Charity seems to have been a rare first principle of 

the Irish beneficial associations but the elite Catholic societies that pre-dated the 

proliferation of ethnic awareness and associationalism practiced charity, not mutual aid, 

as an emblem of identity. 

 The DeSales Institute of Philadelphia was one of Philadelphia’s early Irish 

American associations and one with a lofty purpose that appealed to men of status and 

ambition. Its constitution requested membership “among the Catholic gentlemen of 

Philadelphia” and billed itself as “an organization, by means of the social standing of its 

members…[to] maintain an elevated tone of Catholic society… while its purpose was not 

the mutual aid of its members but an agenda devoted to “religious, literary, scientific, 

artistic and social re-unions.”308 The officers of the DeSales Institute in the 1870s were 

also more elite, small shop owners and a few recruited from the professions.309

 The Hibernian Society of Philadelphia was another association we can classify as 

elite, seeking “any gentleman of good moral character” and making its membership 

aware of the cost of ignoring its status pretensions—any action determined to be 

“ungentlemanly, disorderly or immoral conduct…” led to suspension from the 

association. When Irish beneficial societies in the 1890s required a modest fee of $1 to $5 

for membership, the Hibernians required $30 up front for initiation into membership.

 

310
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 The Hibernians were not out to help themselves through mutual aid—they meant 

to “afford relief to indigent and deserving persons…natives of Ireland, emigrating from 

Ireland to Pennsylvania.” Unbound by the constraints of supplying sick or death benefits, 

the Irish American gentlemen of the Hibernaian Society ordered its Finance Committee 

“to suggest and propose suitable investments of the funds.”311 In contrast, the National 

Catholic Beneficial Society of Philadelphia stated its purpose as the “mutual assistance to 

members and their families, in the case of sickness, accident and death” supported by the 

monthly dues required of its members.312

 The Philadelphia chapter of the American Society for Visiting Catholic Prisoners 

was organized in line with the civic template form adopted by ethnic societies, a 

democratic charter, recorded minutes and monthly meetings and dues.  Yet, this society 

was all public service, intent on visiting the population of Catholic prisoners at the 

Eastern Penitentiary in Philadelphia and other locations, and following up after their 

release. The society kept social statistics on the prison population and promoted its own 

theory of criminology: 

 

[released prisoners were] homeless and no place to which they can resort 
after leaving the prison gates.  They are without money and naturally seek 
their former companions, who have probably been the cause of their 
downfall; and, of course, it is reasonable to conclude, they soon relapse 
into former bad habits and sink deeper into crime.313

 
 

                                                 
311 “Charter of the Hibernian Society of Philadelphia,” 17. 
312 “Constitution and By-Laws of the National Catholic Beneficial Society of 
Philadelphia, 1871,” P.A.H.R.C., RGN 103, Box 38. 
313 “Annual Report of the American Society for Visiting Catholic Prisoners, Philadelphia 
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 The Catholic Visiting Society observed that 66% of the crimes were for property 

theft and the prison population was decidedly working class—40% were artisan and 60% 

laborers, many it was observed of Irish ancestry.314

 The Irish American beneficial society became the dominant type by the 1890s and 

it had a transportable structure that circulated in Philadelphia and reproduced itself in 

disparate corners of the city. Members paid a modest initiation fee and monthly dues to 

the organization which promised a secure if limited, protection against the expense of 

sickness and death. Large societies often had their own physician who made home visits 

when required and attended to members at the doctor’s office.

 The Philadelphia branch of the 

American Society for Visiting Catholic Prisoners borrowed a room in the Philopatrian 

Society free of rent demonstrating the cross-fertilization among the Irish associations 

during these years; for the Irish, this was more of an elite organization interested in 

helping others rather than supporting its members. 

315

 The Irish American mutual aid association outdistanced the Irish Friendly Society 

in its financial planning for longevity, in their lavish winter annual balls and expansive 

summer Gaelic sports picnic which required months of advanced planning by a team of 

committees, and the lively cultural atmosphere it attempted to recreate in its monthly 

meetings. The Irish American associations also became, like the earlier English Friendly 

Societies, centers for Irish self-education, debate and discussion, much of it a well worn, 

ideological  retelling of an Irish history, but nevertheless the product of an open society.   
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 Having looked into the possible transatlantic influences of the early Irish Friendly 

societies and mutual aid Tontines of Dublin, there were overlapping structures that 

suggest some extant influence emanating from the Irish past onto the late 19th, early 20th 

century reality of Irish Philadelphia. There were also differences, significant enough to 

state that the Irish Americans developed a more robust cultural existence in their 

associations backed by solid methods of finance and parliamentary control. Philadelphia 

was not the economically stagnant city of late 19th-century Dublin nor was it particularly 

hospitable to rural Irish culture; it was a bustling industrial hub with its own urban 

ecology that put a stamp on the Irish American association. 

Urban Ecology and Irish Identity in Philadelphia 
 

 It has been suggested that the associational impulse for the Irish Americans was 

shaped by this group’s confrontation with a burgeoning industrial city.316

Philadelphia’s Economic Climate in the Late 19th Century 

 The institutions 

this group constructed in the late 19th century reflected certain social facts, the most 

salient being the necessity to find work to sustain life and family, and the instrumental 

necessities of existing in and of the working class influenced the ethnic associations. Let 

us take a moment to try and understand the urban ecology of the late 19th century and 

how it influenced the rise of ethnic awareness in the voluntary associations. 

 Broad demographic indicators such as urban population growth and decline show 

that Philadelphia experienced a dramatic growth in population consistent with 

                                                 
316 This thesis is derived from the Philadelphia Social History Project; Dale Light Jr. 
suggests that the heart of the Irish association was in the neighborhood, a self-contained 
urban unit that was within walking distance of the industrial job. 
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industrialization. Philadelphia’s population was moving in the opposite direction from 

Ireland’s in the late 19th century as that country emptied its people.  

 
 
Table 3.2.  19th-Century Population of Philadelphia 
______________________________________ 
1850        961,719 
1860 1,611,304 
1870 1,855,827 
1880 1,854,571 
1890 1,871,509 
______________________________________ 
Source:  Edwin Wolf 2nd, Philadelphia: Portrait of an American City, Philadelphia, Pa.  William Penn 
Foundation, 1975, 207. 
 
 
 During the same time frame, Irish cities such as Cork, Dublin and Galway were 

being emptied as the Famine migration led to systematic depopulation of Irish cities.317

 

  

Table 3.3 displays Irish immigration as the contribution to the population of Philadelphia. 

 
Table 3.3.  % Irish Population in 19th-Century Philadelphia 

 
 Irish Immigrants % change 

1860 94,443 31.6% 
1870 94,730 0.3% 
1880 99,975 11.9% 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Source: Alan N. Burstein, “Immigrants and Residential Mobility: The Irish and Germans in 
Philadelphia, 1850-1880,” in Theodore Hershberg, ed., Philadelphia: Work, Space, Family, and 
Group Experience in the 19th Century. New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1981, 180. 
 
 

                                                 
317 Daly, Dublin, The Deposed Capital. Dublin and Cork experienced a brief increase in 
migrants in the early Famine years as people desperate for work migrated to the nearest 
urban locations. 
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 An industrial city, Philadelphia was not dominated by any major industry; it was a 

city of smaller craft operations and diversified manufacturers geographically diffused 

throughout the city. Kensington, for example, was the location of both large textile mills, 

a mill town within the city that was also the home to many small and diversified 

businesses.318 Philadelphia was nevertheless a vibrant manufacturing center in the late 

19th century, as table 3.4 demonstrates:319

 

 

Table 3.4.  Manufacturing Growth of Philadelphia, 1860-1910 

 

 No. of employees  Capital   Value of product % Growth change 
 

1860 107,931  81,608,502  152,355,318 135% 
1870 127,394 181,076,919 338,168,466 122% 
1880 173,862 170,495,191 304,591,725 -5% 
1890 260,264 375,249,715 577,234,446 85% 
1900 214,775 445,725,000 445,725,000 -11% 
1910 251,884 691,397,000 746,075,659 78% 

 
 Source: Philadelphia, The Nation’s Historic City and the World’s Greatest Workshop 
(Philadelphia: Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce, 1917). 
 
 

The Structure of Philadelphia’s Irish American Neighborhood 
 

The Irish confronted this industrial colossus in the later half of the 19th 

century, entering the workforce as laborers and settling in already established 

urban neighborhoods where they could find housing. The overcrowded mid-19th 
                                                 
318 Licht, Getting Work. By the turn of the 20th century, the textile industry had lost major 
ground. 
319 Philadelphia, The Nation’s Historic City and the World’s Greatest Workshop, 
(Philadelphia: Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce, 1917). 
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century housing market of Philadelphia, however, militated against the formation 

of an Irish concentration in any specific urban zone as this ethnic group searched 

for housing all over the city as close to places of employment as possible. 

The population of the Irish was fairly well dispersed throughout the city 

while the Italians, arriving later and occupying the zones vacated by the Irish 

moving out to new housing, west to Germantown and Mt. Airy by the end of the 

century, were clustered in the zone south of South Street, wards 5 and 6 in the 

south, in old Southwark. In 1910, while the Italians represented 4.8% of the total 

population of the city, in South Philadelphia, wards 2-4, just south of the center 

commercial zone in old Southwark, their population was over five times their 

city-wide representation in this area.320

For the Irish whose legacy of emigration was well established in the early 

decades of the 19th-century only to become a massive exodus during and after the 

Famine years of the 1850s, the spatial picture was one of wide diffusion across 

the wards of the city by the turn of the 20th century. The Irish concentration in 

Philadelphia in 1910, combining those born in Ireland and those born in the 

United States whose parents were Irish, was 12.8% of the population. The 

distribution of this ethnic group across the 47 wards of the city in the early 

 For the Italians, it is more representative 

of the concentration due to their late arrival in a city slowly abandoning its 

centralized housing. 

                                                 
320 “Thirteenth Census of the United States,” 1910.   
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decades of the 10th century that reflects the mobile pattern of migration within the 

city that defined Irish settlement in late-19th century Philadelphia.321

Still, specific zones of concentration and influence stand out such as the 

older commercial area south and west of center city; this was the home of the 

Schuylkill River docks that the Irish gravitated to unload the coal and other 

supplies shipped east from upstate Pennsylvania. It was also the location of 

notorious Irish American street gangs organized around Fire House brigades.

 

322  

The more prosperous western wards of the city in Mt. Airy and Germantown had 

higher concentrations of Irish Americans in the early 1900s, reflecting the 

relocation of more prosperous segments of this ethnic group out of old 

neighborhoods.323

 Southwark became an Irish redoubt in Philadelphia, according to Dennis Clark, in 

the later half of the 19th century as emigration swelled from the Famine years.

 

324

Philadelphia’s Irish, never overwhelmingly completely isolated in specific 

zones due to the lack of housing in one specific place, were nevertheless 

 By the 

turn of the 1900s, this vast urban expanse south of center city was in transition in the 

classic Burgess model of clearing out and replacement of inner city zones by old and new 

immigrant groups.   
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324 Clark, The Irish in Pennsylvania. 
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relocating. The Italians had begun to move in, a process completed by the 2nd 

decade of the 20th century.   

The trends of Irish dispersion and Italian concentration are seen in the 

demographic distributions of ethnicity by wards displayed in maps 1 and 2. The 

Irish were never dominant and only close to concentrating in several areas of the 

city while the Italians demonstrated the classic ethnic clustering of later 

immigrant groups gravitating to inexpensive housing in the center of the city 

vacated by previous ethnic groups.   

Irish dispersion was a potential problem for maintaining a critical mass of 

members in voluntary associations, especially those based on cultural affinity 

derived from origin in Ireland, associations like Donegal, Cavan, Mayo, Cork, 

Tipperary, and Tyrone. If the Irish chose to live close to work in a walking city to 

avoid the high cost of urban transport, they also chose to absorb that cost when it 

came to their communal life in the ethnic associations. 

For the Italians, the zone of concentrated population provided easy access 

for associations based on any number of factors, most often on the location of 

home origin like the large Abruzzo Union. Single locations in South Philadelphia 

became the headquarters for other associations providing a meeting place to 

which members could walk. 
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The writings of Dennis Clark have left us with a portrait of the Irish 

neighborhood in Philadelphia.325

The memory trace of Ireland was a bond that gave “the personality a fund 

of models, aspirations, moods, motives, and constraints…”

 He has described the neighborhood as a self-

contained ethnic enclave with a distinct “social heritage…[an] array of symbols, 

usages, and attachments…” bound by memories and conceptions of “a place, a 

people, and a legacy of recollections.” This rich, cultural heritage, however, was 

more a reconstruction through Irish efforts to reconnect through the voluntary 

associations than any facile, casual process derived from all-Irish blocks. The 

Irish pattern of original residence and eventual settlement in Philadelphia 

produced heterogeneous neighborhoods and a dispersed Irish population. It was 

only by personal and group initiative, achieved for many by paying for 

transportation to association meetings outside of the walking distance of ones 

neighborhood, that an Irish identity was achieved. 

326

 Sam Bass Warner also believed that industrialism constructed new kinds of social 

bonds for an urban community which could result in ethnic urban villages. In 

neighborhoods, “numerous small-scale loyalties and linkages” were formed in which 

 This depiction of 

the  Irish neighborhood in Philadelphia seems more of a nostalgic myth when the 

social reality for the Irish was mobility and relocation within the city in the search 

for work in neighborhoods that were ethnically heterogeneous. 

                                                 
325  Dennis Clark, Erin’s Heirs: Irish Bonds of Community (Lexington: Univ. of 
Kentucky Press, 1991) 3.  
326 Clark, Erin’s Heirs: Irish Bonds of Community, 199. 
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19th-century Philadelphia became, for the ethnic Irish, less a place of “mass anomie” than 

a “manageable small community setting.”327

 Still, by the late 19th century, the combination of the Irish-born and the first 

generation of Irish Americans produced a sizeable presence in some neighborhoods, like 

Port Richmond. Dale Light Jr., using the grid construct of the Philadelphia Social History 

Project, presents the concentration of the Irish in Philadelphia’s neighborhoods at mid 

century and in 1880.

 The corner taproom was within easy walk in 

the late 19h century, but the more serious meeting halls of the associations and the many 

balls and sport picnics required an extra effort for the Irish to access this zone of cultural 

heritage. While industrialization brought the Irish together in large numbers in 19th-

century Philadelphia, the ecological structure of the city also fragmented a convenient 

reconstruction of ethnic identity in ethnically distinct, urban neighborhoods.  

328

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
327 Sam Bass Warner Jr., Philadelphia in Three Periods of Its Growth (Philadelphia: 
1968) 156. 
328 Light and the Philadelphia Social History Project employed grid squares instead of 
blocks or wards to map the ethnic content of Philadelphia’s neighborhoods. 
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Table 3.5.  % Irish in Philadelphia 

 
1850               1880 

 
Port Richmond   47.5  77.7 
Kensington    27.1  46.9 
Vine Street    23.6  52.5 
Moyamensing (Southwest)  44.8  39.8 
Southwark    28.3  41.4 
Southwark Docks   18.3  41.9 
Center City    12.4  38.2 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Source: Dale B. Light Jr., “Class, Ethnicity and the Urban Ecology in a 19th-Century 
City,” PhD diss, Univ. of Pennsylvania, 1979, 36. 
 
 
 Philadelphia’s Irish neighborhoods in the late 19th century acted less like urban 

villages than assembly points around Philadelphia industries. Port Richmond employed 

the Irish in unskilled labor on the Reading Railroad wharves, unloading the coal barges 

and relocating the material to the railroad terminal in Port Richmond.329  The docks in 

Schuylkill unloaded lumber, stone and materials for the construction and contracting 

industries of Philadelphia as well as agricultural goods shipped from upstate. Urban 

industrial zones and surrounding working class neighborhoods were centers in which one 

or two industrial enterprises were prominent and autonomous; the Kensington handloom 

weaver had little in common with the construction workers and contractors working out 

of the Southwark area.330

                                                 
329 Light, “Class, Ethnicity and the Urban Ecology in a 19th-Century City,” 42. 

   

330 Philip Scranton, Figured Tapestry: Production, Markets, and Power in Philadelphia 
Textiles, 1885-1941 (Cambridge: 1989). 
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 The Irish American population in late 19th-century Philadelphia was mobile and 

the neighborhood an urban unit given to rapid turnover and change. Stuart Blumin states 

that, “…only one out of every four or five adult male inhabitants (and probably their 

families) remained in a given neighborhood as long as ten years.”331

 This mobility of the Irish Americans within the city as its working class 

population changed jobs and residence is reflected in the fluid membership roles of the 

Irish American associations that depended upon neighborhood affiliations. Members 

were constantly departing and entering branch associations of the A.O.H. and the Clan 

Na Gael as they found themselves relocating within the city. The meetings of the ethnic 

associations were also open events in which “brothers” from different neighborhoods and 

branch associations would cross neighborhood boundaries to attend a meeting outside of 

their own association, to meet with a friend or to pass information from their own branch.   

 He concluded that 

late 19th-century Philadelphia “men follow jobs” which provided the dynamism and 

mobility of the years of industrial expansion which militated against the concentration of 

the Irish in ethnic enclaves. 

While the map of Philadelphia’s Irish community in the late 1800s might appear 

as a considerable block of Irishness, the reality was a mobile community in constant flux, 

seeking work opportunities and prepared to relocate within the city to live close to work.  

It was an accumulation of sub-communities negotiating local tensions, a people on the 

move bombarded by any number of different social messages, from the parish priest and 

                                                 
331 Stuart Blumin, “Residential Mobility Within the Nineteenth-Century City,” in Allen 
Davis and Mark H. Haller, eds., The People of Philadelphia: A History of Ethnic Groups 
and Lower-Class Life, 1790-1940 (Philadelphia: Temple Univ. Press, 1973) 49. 



164 
 
the Catholic Church, labor unions and the traditional pull of Irish nationalism to 

surrounding images of bourgeois success and achievement.   

 The expanding division of labor demanded by an advanced industrial economy as 

well as the spatial diffusion of Philadelphia’s industry, spread out in smaller factories all 

over the city, were factors that undermined the facile continuation of tradition and ethnic 

identity.332

 Kerby Miller describes this tug-of-war between tradition and the modern among 

Ireland’s 19th- and early 20th-century Diaspora population as its worldview was pulled 

apart, one with “its emphases on communalism as opposed to individualism, custom 

versus innovation, conformity versus initiative, fatalism versus optimism, passivity 

versus action, dependence versus independence, non responsibility versus 

responsibility.”

 As industry dispersed so did labor and its immigrant newcomers, and the 

result was an initial fragmentation of Irish tradition which resulted in competing world 

views amid the pressures of practical choices demanded every day by an immigrant 

ethnic group.   

333

                                                 
332 Hershberg, Cox, Light and Greenfield, “The Journey to Work,” in Hershberg, 
Philadelphia: Work, Space, Family and Group Experience, 140. This was the lesson of 
the Philadelphia Social History Project which concluded that “there were no massive and 
distinctly defined ethnic ghettoes.” 

 These assumptions about Irish urban clustering in the New World, the 

duplication of comfortable communal associations that went along with village and rural 

life in Ireland, are difficult to dislodge. Miller alludes to this historical assumption, “In 

cities Irish clannishness found expression in Irish-American neighborhoods, street gangs, 

volunteer fire companies, political clubs centered in grogshops, and mob action against 

333 Miller, Immigrants and Exiles, 428. 
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non-Irish competitors.”334

 

 Yet, in Philadelphia, even as the ecology of the industrial city 

worked against Irish “clannishness,” the shock of arrival and potential loss of culture 

motivated a revival of Irishness and  it was only the determined work of the Irish in 

making their voluntary associations that enabled this group to carve out a niche in their 

busy lives for ethnic identity. The Irish in Philadelphia, dispersed due to the city’s 

housing shortage, located all over the city in search of jobs within walking distance of 

home, often formed community associations that served the neighborhood and did not 

require much personal effort or sacrifice. However, many of the associations and the 

required monthly meetings, committee meetings and special outings were all outside of 

the comfortable walking distance of the neighborhood; in short, the Irish in Philadelphia 

in the late 19th, early 20th centuries had to extend themselves and their personal finances 

to join an Irish society—ethnic awareness required some measure of personal sacrifice 

that the working class Irish seemed only too willing to absorb. 

The Myth of the Irish American Urban Neighborhood 

 The Burgess model of American urban development privileges the center core as 

the prime area of urban commercial activity and the coveted location for residence, and 

the outer zones as less desirable for work and home.335

                                                 
334 Ibid., 274. 

 Philadelphia deviated from this 

stock assumption of social development; it was dispersed in its industries, and industrial 

workers followed the jobs so they could walk to work since urban transportation was 

335 Ernest Burgess, ed., The Urban Community (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1926). 
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underdeveloped and where available too expensive to be able to afford on a daily 

basis.336

 Workers were distributed across the city of Philadelphia dependent on the type of 

industries. “The spatial distribution of industries defined the residential context in which 

workers lived. Philadelphia at the end of the 19th century was a combination [of] 

centralized industries” and more dispersed zones of industrial activity that resembled 

“mill towns.”

  

337

 Seventh and Market was a centralized industrial area that housed a number of 

industries that were dependent on commercial interaction and communication; this was 

the communications hub of the city as well, near to city government, printing and 

publishing and apparel manufacturing. Nearby Spring Garden was a zone for the 

railways, the Baldwin railway engine works, and other machine production; nearby just 

north was Kensington with its expansive textile industries and iron works, while 

Manyunk was another mill town within Philadelphia that concentrated on textiles and 

paper. Germantown was the site of Philadelphia’s woolen industry, and so it was with 

zones of industrial concentration dispersed in 19th-century Philadelphia, and the facts of 

this spatial distribution of production produced its own set of nearby neighborhoods that 

housed workers within walking distance. Greenberg writes: 

 

                                                 
336 Stephanie W. Greenberg, “The Relationship Between Work and Residence in an 
Industrializing City: Philadelphia, 1880,” in William Cutler III and Howard Gillette Jr., 
eds., The Divided Metropolis: Social and Spatial Dimensions of Philadelphia, 1800-1975 
(Westport, CT; Greenwood Press, 1980) 141-168. Stephanie Greenburg writes on late 
19th-century Philadelphia, “…mass transit was developed only to the extent that the 
middle and upper class could afford to use it for a daily commute.” 
337 Greenberg, “The Relationship Between Work and Residence in an Industrializing 
City” in Cutler and Gillette, eds., The Divided Metropolis, 162.   
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Most production was limited by a narrowly circumscribed market and was 
characterized by low mechanization and an emphasis on skilled hand 
trades…owing to the relatively small scale of production, it was possible 
for many factories to operate near private homes.” And, “while 
manufacturing increasingly dominated urban economies throughout the 
19th century, the preindustrial, walking city had not disappeared.338

 
   

 The mid-19th-century housing patterns the post-Famine migration generation 

encountered set an early precedent for Irish settlement in the city. Philadelphia’s housing 

stock was overwhelmed by the rush of mid-19th century Irish immigration and, with no 

single available neighborhood location for the beginnings of an Irish enclave, 

Philadelphians of Irish ancestry learned early on, in the first generation, to live among 

Philadelphians, native whites and Germans, in neighborhoods that were ethnically 

heterogeneous. In Philadelphia, “the location of job opportunities and common industrial 

affiliation were more important than shared ethnicity…in determining the location and 

patterns of residence.”339

                                                 
338 Ibid., 143.   

 The Irish were scattered in many small zones within the city 

never comprising a majority block of ethnic solidarity in a single neighborhood. The 

sheer weight of their numbers in Philadelphia in the later half of the 19th century and their 

continuous history of emigration to the city naturally led to the flowering of Irish 

associations and societies, but often the Irish had to extend themselves and their resources 

beyond neighborhood affiliation to construct their remarkable civic life and Irish  

cultural identity. 

339 Greenberg, “The Relationship Between Work and Residence in an Industrializing 
City” in Cutler and Gillette, eds., The Divided Metropolis, 162. 
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The Walking City 

 Walter Licht writes, “distance traveled to work increased by the early decades of 

the 20th century, but most industrial workers still lived near sites of employment.”340 

Even in the 1930s in Philadelphia, it was “estimated that the average worker lived within 

2.8 miles of his or her work, or within a forty minute walk.” Prospects of job security, 

problematic in prospects for many Philadelphia workers in the industrial era, also 

increased the nexus of home and labor as workers would locate near to a job that held 

prospects of longevity.341

 The result of Philadelphia’s urban ecology was a fragmentation of the residential 

supports for Irish identity in all-Irish neighborhoods. Yet, by the 1880s through the early 

decades of the 20th century, Irish American associations flourished and Irish awareness 

actually increased in spite of the spatial scattering; Irishness was not the result of a 

comfortable association derived from existence in all-Irish neighborhoods but a deliberate 

and determined movement within the city of remembrance and ethnic construction 

housed in the ethnic voluntary societies. Association members of limited means found 

ways to band together in their associations, to sacrifice time for the meetings and 

precious personal funds for the trolley fares.

 

342

                                                 
340 Licht, Getting Work, 53.  

 

341 Licht, Getting Work, 53. 
342 Greenberg, “The Relationship Between Work and Residence in an Industrializing 
City” in Cutler and Gillette, eds., The Divided Metropolis, 167. Stephanie Greenburg 
writes, “…employment opportunities may be at least as important as ethnicity and social 
class in explaining where people lived in 19th-century cities.” The job was the first 
priority of existence for the Irish in Philadelphia, but the dispersion of ethnicity did not 
seem to undermine the growth of Irish ethnic awareness. 



169 
 

The Limits of 19th-Century Urban Transport 

 The extent and limits of transportation in industrial Philadelphia was part of the 

late 19th-century urban ecology that determined a range of social realities for working 

people, from decisions about home residence, opportunities for leisure as well as 

membership and participation in voluntary associations. The revolution in urban transport 

in Philadelphia in the 1890s was a sporadic, class-based development: 

For working-class Philadelphians, home, work, and shopping, indeed 
much of everyday life, often was bounded by a few blocks.  Through-out 
the 19th century, high transport fares made the streetcars and trains 
luxuries for most workers and their families and the traditions of the 
walking city remained strong well into the 20th century in largely working-
class sections like Kensington and Manyunk.343

 
 

 The walking commute had its limits and Greenburg calculates that “the distance 

of one-mile…is a good approximation of the likeliest maximum distance for a one-way 

daily trip on foot…at the end of the 19th century.”344 Hepp imagined a shorter walking 

commute for the working man of 6/10 of a mile from ones place of labor.345

 We now know that work dictated residence in the late 19th century as the Irish 

were making their lives in Philadelphia which has led to an understanding of the Irish as 

static neighborhood dwellers, limited in their exposure to wider cultural influences. Yet, 

the commute to the voluntary association, its monthly meetings and weekly committee 

meetings as well as its numerous outings and public events was often beyond the limits of 

the one-mile norm. Looking at the Cavan Catholic Social and Beneficial Society, we find 

 

                                                 
343 John Henry Hepp, The Middle-Class City: Transforming Space and Time in 
Philadelphia, 1876-1926 (Philadelphia: Univ. Pennsylvania Press, 2003) 2. 
344 Greenberg, “The Relationship Between Work and Residence in an Industrializing 
City” in Cutler and Gillette, eds., The Divided Metropolis, 144. 
345 Hepp, The Middle-Class City, 29. 
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its members spatially distributed around the city but willing to make the journey to attend 

the society’s meetings at 1534 Ridge Ave., just north of the central city. Even the 

monthly meetings of the A.O.H., distributed in more convenient neighborhood branch 

meetings, adopted the custom of visiting members from other city branches located a 

trolley ride or two away from the meeting. 

 

Electric Street Cars in Philadelphia 

 The nature of travel in the late 19th, early 20th century city and the impact 

commercial urban transport had an effect on the mobility of the working class of 

Philadelphia. Electric streetcar lines in the United States were first located in Richmond, 

Va. with Frank Sprague’s design in 1887 and “were adopted by most large cities within a 

year.”346 Consolidation of former streetcar companies whose lines were run by horse was 

often required to accumulate the capital to make the investment in the late 19th-century to 

electric cars possible—this was the case in Philadelphia as well. Centralization of 

ownership also eliminated the chaos and expense of transfers among competing lines. By 

1902, electric streetcar lines had replaced the troubled effort at cable cars and represented 

94% of the street rail traffic in American cities.347

 Philadelphia’s revolution in street rail traffic was begun in the 1870s when three 

entrepreneurs, William Kemble, Peter Widener and William Elkins, formed the 

 

                                                 
346 David Ward, Cities and Immigrants (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1971) 134. 
347 Cheape, Moving the Masses, 6. In Boston, the electric streetcars replaced the horse-
drawn cars in 1889—the cars were profitable in the more congested inner city, more 
passengers per mile, but small shopkeepers, artisans and the working class still opted for 
walking to avoid the cost of urban travel. 
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Continental Street Railway Company. They built their rail lines which carried cars drawn 

by horse next to their major competitor, the Union Passenger Company, and through 

fierce fare wars and the installation of superior and more comfortable cars, Continental 

was able to acquire the Union in 1880. Thus, Philadelphia transit was consolidating its 

numerous small operators into large companies that could only afford the capital required 

for the transition to electric transit in the later decades of the 19th century.   

 By 1897, the electric trolleys had become ubiquitous in Philadelphia; the horse-

drawn trolleys and the short-lived cable car experiment defunct. Philadelphia, after 

consolidation of the three competing electric trolley companies into the Union Traction 

Company in 1895, had became a more mobile city—by “1900 Philadelphia’s street 

railways were a unified and mechanized system.”348 The competition wars among the big 

three preceding consolidation, Philadelphia Traction, the People’s Traction Company and 

the Electric Traction Company had resulted in lower fares and reusable transfers, changes 

that were made permanent in the 1890s under a consolidated system. By the late 1890s, 

“the nickel fare and the expansion of the transfer system made travel cheaper, while 

electric power increased speed and capacity.”349

 However, affording the electric trolley lines for the working class was still 

problematic in Victorian Philadelphia. The emerging, new social strata in the middle 

were more likely to use the “steel corridors” that had re-mapped Philadelphia: Charles 

 

                                                 
348 Cheape, Moving the Masses, 175. 
349 Ibid., 176. 
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Cheape writes that “the high charges of most American companies essentially limited 

everyday ridership on the trains and streetcars to the bourgeoisie and above.”350

  The electric trolley lines in late 19th-century Philadelphia were, for historian 

Charles Hepp, nothing more than “bourgeois corridors” for the new middle strata of high 

capitalist cities, the clerks, bureaucrats, and small shop owners who used the lines and 

their income to separate work from home. Hepp writes, “because of the high fares that 

effectively limited working-class ridership, the cars themselves were a safe, middle-class 

space in the city.”

  

351

 Yet, on any given weekday evening or Sunday afternoon in Philadelphia during 

the late 19th, early 20th centuries the Irish American community was on the move, 

extending themselves to attend a meeting of their ethnic association that required urban 

transport. The Cavan Society held its meetings at one central location, 15th & Ridge St., 

and men traveled the urban rails from all over the city, even from suburban Bryn Mawr, 

to forge and recreate the bond of birth and Irish home. The Donegal Association met in 

the center of Philadelphia, at Industrial Hall, 314 North Broad Street, and its monthly 

meetings and twice-monthly committee meetings at that location meant that its members 

had to travel in from all over the city.

 

352

                                                 
350 Hepp, The Middle-Class City, 27. The bourgeoisie is used as a term for the urban mass 
and is really meant to include occupational strata in the middle, clerks, school teachers, 
the labor aristocracy of skilled workmanship, anyone who could afford the time and the 
fares to locate outside of the normal zone of home and work. 

   

351 Hepp, The Middle-Class City, 39. 
352 Minute Book of Donegal Association. However, not all members attended the monthly 
meeting; a vote of 34 to 31 in a society with over 400 members was counted in a debate 
over a member’s death benefits at a meeting in July, 1906.  July was generally a low 
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 Regular meetings of the branch associations of the A.O.H. and the divisional 

“camps” of the Clan Na Gael attracted men from the immediate neighborhood, but were 

also populated by members well outside of the normal walking distance in the tradition of 

attending a gathering outside of one’s local association. The stewards of the I.C.B.U. 

Thomas Barry Society of Philadelphia divided their visiting responsibilities into 

territories of 5 miles in depth, a considerable distance to cover during their weekly visits 

to members making claims on the society’s sick benefits.353

 It has been suggested that the stifling localized life of the Irish isolated in 

neighborhood settings prevented the forging of a collective consciousness of Irish 

identity.

  

354

 

 If the Irish Americans were merely satisfied with associations within walking 

distance, the dynamic cultural life and ideology of ethnic difference they constructed 

would not have been possible in the Philadelphia of the 1890s and early 1900s. Instead, 

this ethnic group reached beyond the confines of immediate residence to take the electric 

trolleys which brought them together to meetings outside of their neighborhood and to 

the mass gatherings for the Irish picnic and nationalist games at Pastime Park, to special 

committee meetings and the annual association winter ball.  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
period of activity for the associations. The officers were required to be in attendance at 
the meetings.   
353 “Constitution and By Laws of the Thomas Barry Society.” 
354 This is Dale Light Jr.’s thesis which characterized the Irish American associations as 
neighborhood gatherings. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

THE FORGING OF A COLLECTIVE CONSCIOUSNESS:  
THE MILITANT IRISH NATIONALISM, THE ANCIENT ORDER OF HIBERNIANS 

AND THE CLAN NA GAEL 
 
 
John Sullivan rose at the annual banquet of the Ancient Order of Hibernians in 
Philadelphia in 1894 and announced, “our race was at the forefront, never wavering in 
their duty or loyalty to the land of their adoption.”355

 
   

 
 
 Irish Philadelphia, as noted in Chapter 3, was dotted with ethnic societies by the 

1890s. Considering the many branches of The Irish Catholic Benevolent Union (I.C.B.U.) 

and the Catholic Total Abstinence Union (1872) and, adding the truly prolific planting of 

the 85 branches of the Ancient Order of Hibernians (A.O.H.) in Philadelphia by 1899, 

each one an independent association with sizeable memberships, Philadelphia during 

these years was the base of ethnic associations.356 These societies were vast enterprises 

with a central board and branch associations which were loosely tied to the central 

administration.  The Irish National League, Parnell’s land reform organization in Ireland, 

was one of the early models in the mid-1880s with a central authority and branch groups 

in Philadelphia neighborhoods whose sole purpose was to raise funds for the League.357

 

 

                                                 
355 Philadelphia Hibernian, April 15, 1894. 
356 Irish American Review, Sept. 2, 1899. 
357 Light, “Class, Ethnicity and the Urban Ecology in a 19th-Century City,” PhD diss, 
Univ. of Pennsylvania, 1979, 178. Light believed that the Irish working class 
neighborhoods were self-contained and insulated from outside influence and that the Irish 
associations naturally reflected a localized, neighborhood worldview. But, he also 
believed that the localized associations were influenced by an Irish elite whose bourgeois 
values were transferred through their roles as society leaders. 
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The Construction of Ethnic Awareness 

 By the 1890s, in the midst of the general awakening of Irish culture with its 

attendant, reconstructed myths, the Irish in Philadelphia had settled on a universal 

ideology that bound them as a displaced Diaspora nation. The search for labor defined 

real existence, but the tenets of this identity also had room for nationalism, support for 

the Gaelic revival and a loyalty to American democracy, all cast and secured by the 

meetings of the ethnic voluntary association and its rituals of order. 

 Fraternalism and reconstructed traditions were reinforced in the associations as 

well as the rigid form of control exercised in meetings of the voluntary association which 

served to expose the Irish to orderly codes and imprint a form of bourgeois discipline on 

the members. Writing on the American voluntary association in the late 19th century, 

Frank Beito states: “By joining a lodge, an initiate adopted, at least implicitly, a set of 

values. Societies dedicated themselves to the advancement of mutualism, self-reliance, 

business training, thrift, leadership skills, self-government, self-control, and good moral 

character.  These values reflected a fraternal consensus…”358

 Joining an Irish American association in these years was a statement that could 

affirm values that meshed neatly with the disciplinary code of work in an industrial 

society, but, as we have seen, the Irish refused to completely comply the Protestant model 

and infused their organizations with their own selection of Irish traditions and 

reconstructed rites, with an ideological interpretation of their past, and an emotional and 

deep resentment of past and current enemies. Simply “handling the gavel” to bring order 

   

                                                 
358 David T. Beito, From Mutual Aid to the Welfare State: Fraternal Societies and Social 
Services, 1890-1967 (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 2000) 3. 
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to the meeting was an admired trait, a test of firmness and control and a marker of order 

among a people derided as being disorderly. 

 Kerby Miller describes a rural Ireland in the early 1900s as a set of conflicting 

influences, part modern part traditional, in which the result was a social structure based 

on a hardened set of interaction rituals that interfered with individual initiative while 

supporting communalism. In a sense, the orderly working of the Irish American society 

in the late 1800s, early 1900s had an identical pattern of communal rule; rarely do we see 

the individual voice coming forward to move opinion, to risk pushing the limits of group 

order or group opinion for the sake of individual initiative. It was as if the public image 

of the unruly Irishman had been dismissed, all at once, in favor of the ritualized forms of 

coming together in formal groups and the care one took to appear in control, to not 

express emotion. It was extant communal allegiances derived from Irish Friendly 

Societies and a respect for the new order of rational control that made the Irish 

Americans in Philadelphia come close to reaching the Tocquevillian ideal. 

 Dale Light Jr. contends that the association had this sobering effect on the Irish 

personality because it was heavily influenced by Protestant America, and the ethnic 

association was the location for the learning of a new social order. Orderly and subdued, 

the society was the perfect teacher, for it “represented the extension of such [Protestant] 

values within the immigrant working class.”359

 This study suggests that one prime source for Irish American civic spirit in 

Philadelphia was derived from Ireland and its heritage of Friendly Societies and 
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beneficial organizations. Whatever the motivation, the ethnic association in Philadelphia 

had a strong aversion to individual action and initiative. In business matters the group 

consensus emerged to compel savings and invest in the future of the local association or 

even in nationalist causes such as Irish bonds or during the First World War, Liberty 

Bonds. The instrumental rationality that defined, for example, the Cavan Society in their 

quest for financial solvency or the Clan Na Gael’s campaign to purchase its own house in 

Philadelphia for its Irish American Club came packaged in communal decision-making. 

Irish Associations in Place of Irish Rural Traditions 

 If organizational rules and processes, strict adherence to a code of discipline and 

accountability were taken up by Philadelphia’s Irish to counter public labels and images 

of the opposite, a compensatory mechanism, this discipline was also part of a 

transatlantic cultural imperative linked to associational methods had been previously 

observed and adhered to in Ireland. A.O.H. Division 46 took pride in its formal code of 

the meeting—“The regular business…was transacted up to the letter of the law, for both 

officers and men in 46 are strict parliamentarians and never under any condition is the 

constitution violated.”360

 The working class associations of Ireland, especially the Dublin Tontines, had 

established in the 19th century their own strict code as a form of self-regulation, a buffer 

from the surveillance of social critics. Tontine rules stated:  “…any member coming tipsy 

to the society room, or in any degree inebriated, be fined 6d. for each offense” [and] 

“…any member cursing, or using profane language in the society room” was also subject 
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to association fines.361

 The loss of much of Ireland’s premodern village life, its frenzied wakes and 

traditional dancing, its formless sport and ancient ball games, a system of village leisure 

had been replaced by formal associations in Philadelphia. The Gaelic Games put on by 

the Clan Na Gael and the A.O.H. in Pastime Park in the 1890s with their attendant 

hurling matches and Gaelic football contests, fiddler’s contests and Irish folk dancing, 

served to fill a quest for a village culture. 

 This self-proscribed moral code of the Dublin Friendly Society 

must have worked its way into the cultural assumptions that emigrating Irish relied upon 

when it came time to establish their own codes and self-regulations for their societies in 

Philadelphia.  In addition, the existence and distribution of the rule books for voluntary 

associations was another layer of control, an easily reproducible and readily available, 

written prescription for bourgeois values, rational norms of business operation and 

correct communal behavior in public spaces. 

 In fact, the commercialization of Ireland’s countryside and the nationalization of 

its economic markets had so eroded communal trust and neighborly obligation, the 

essence of a feeling of “parochial patriotism,” that social relations in the “new” Ireland of 

more prosperous farmers were “an almost amoral familiasm” in which only a kin relation 

might receive, begrudgingly, a helping financial hand.362

 Miller attributes the associational fever in the Ireland of the 1880s as the natural 

outcome of long-term modernization and commercialization of Ireland’s rural and town 

economies, the outcome of “rational and cosmopolitan belief systems.” Even though 
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followers of new associations like the Gaelic Athletic Association (G.A.A). or the Gaelic 

League were rural-based, their leaders were often educated and worldly, able to publish 

newspapers about the association’s affairs and so organized a national movement around 

cultural nationalism. As Ireland’s previously parochial, rural economy was nationalized 

and even internationalized as an outpost of British economic action, so Victorian Ireland 

became ready for democratic, mass associations.  

 Still, the loss of traditional games and dances and Irish as a literate language and 

spoken vernacular were not compensated for in small doses by new associations of Irish 

revival such as the Nationalist Games. Miller wrote, “these associations could mobilize 

Irishmen on national levels, given their cosmopolitan, instrumental, and at least 

theoretically voluntary nature, they could not substitute for the rich, intricate fabric of 

affective relationships and traditional customs which had once bound Irish peasants to 

kinsmen and neighborhoods.”363

 The new Philadelphians from Ireland, in the 1890s, early 1900s were, to a certain 

degree, also freed by the fact of emigration of the traditional bonds of kin and 

neighborhood and were exposed, directly or indirectly, to the instrumental ways of 

orderly control expressed in the burgeoning associations of Victorian Ireland. Even the 

most radical revolutionary movements, the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood (I.R.B.), was 

a product of orderly, rational control in organizational structure even if it eschewed 

democratic methods of organization; as Miller states, “James Stephen’s conspiratorial 

Irish Republican [Revolutionary] Brotherhood was preeminently modern in its 

    

                                                 
363 Miller, Immigrants and Exiles, 423 
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bureaucratic complexity, centralization…”364

The Culture of Deep Resentment 

 The Irish American voluntary associations 

were strict democrats, and even though they ceded a measure of control to central 

authority, they acted primarily on their own in their branch associations solving the 

practical problems of running their own organization. The rites of the association 

monthly meetings were a combination of bourgeois order and village revival, 

commencing with business and financial affairs and ending with discussion of public 

issues and traditional Irish song. 

 The gathering of the Irish in Philadelphia in their associations was also, in the 

tradition of artisan association, a moment for disseminating cultural messages to the 

members. The message became an obligatory recanting of lament and longing for a 

faded, idealized vision of rural Ireland; it was a discourse of deep resentment the Irish 

carried with them and was easily renewed and cultivated by educational sessions in 

voluntary associations.   

 The Irish in Philadelphia embraced “a morbid perception of themselves as 

involuntary exiles, passive victims of English oppression” as a real reflection of their 

status in the Diaspora nation.365 This was a world view suspicious of outsiders that 

extended itself to bosses and men of privilege, an acceptance and language of opposition 

that E.P. Thompson described as the origins of class consciousness, “an identity of 

interests…against the interests of other classes.”366

                                                 
364 Miller, Immigrants and Exiles, 422. 

  

365 Ibid., 7.   
366 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 194. 
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The Language of Discontent 

 The culture of Diaspora Irish resentment had its own vernacular that was 

incubated in the ethnic press and passed for truth and knowledge in the public forum of 

ethnic associations in Philadelphia.  At an A.O.H. meeting in 1898 of Branch No. 15 

located at 13th & Ridge, “Brother Harry Boylan spoke at some length and most forcibly 

against Anglo-Saxonism.”367 This vision of Ireland as a victim of “British oppression and 

forced exile” was an unchallenged touchstone whenever the Irish gathered for meetings 

and became the association’s ideological backdrop complete with nationalist rhetoric and 

the rites of opposition.368

 It was also a vision of a simpler, purer Ireland of rural villages, untouched by the 

urban modernism of British life. Yet it was the Famine and its memory that froze Irish 

emotions into a deep commitment to remember and redress the past, a group 

understanding of the Famine that acknowledged Irish victimhood and mobilized 

opposition to it ever being repeated.

 

369

 The Irish Americans had a special understanding, a “community of language”

  

370

                                                 
367 Irish American Review, June 24, 1898. 

 

with special references to past nationalist events and heroes, a code in which the town of 

Skibbereen and its song was an instant reminder of the horrors of the Famine. President 

John F. Doyle, A.O.H. Division 49 which routinely met in Chris Columbus Hall, 8th & 

Fitzwater, reminded his fellow Hibernians: 

368 Miller, Immigrants and Exiles, 242. 
369 Ibid., 246. Miller writes, “…the Famine itself became the ultimate symbol of British 
tyranny, while the mass flights of 1845-55 permanently enshrined the now imperishable 
interpretation of emigration as exile forced by English oppression.”   
370 Ibid.,, 390.   
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It [was] incumbent on every manly, honorable man of our grand and 
ancient race to firmly resolve to continue the glorious fight for freedom 
until the last vestige of English tyranny had been forever obliterated, and 
until the last red-coated myrmidon had ceased patrolling the land of St. 
Patrick’s Shamrock.371

 
  

 At a board of Erin Meeting, its president John Doherty in 1899 “delivered a 

forcible address on Unity.” This meeting ended with the singing of “old time Irish songs 

in a manner that aroused those present to follow in the footsteps of the men who made a 

sacrifice in the cause of Mother Ireland.”372

 Let us turn once more to Weber for an explanation on the binding power of 

nationalist language and imagery among the Irish Americans: 

 

Whenever the memory of the origin of a community 
by…emigration…from a mother community remains for some reason 
alive, there undoubtedly exists a very specific and often extremely 
powerful sense of ethnic identity, which is determined by…shared 
political memories…persistent ties with the old cult, or the strengthening 
of kinship and other groups, both in the old and new community.373

 
 

 The language of discontent received support from high places.  Professor of Celtic 

Languages at Catholic University (D.C.), P. Henebry, wrote in the Philadelphia Irish 

American press in the late 1890s, “I have struggled through the dreariness of dull years in 

‘National’ schools whereof the ‘Nationality’ was stark foreignism, and their function the 

hiding, the covering up, the beslaving of the real Nationality of this country with the 

revolting slime and sediment of Englishism, and I saw no gleam of intelligence there.”374

                                                 
371 Philadelphia Hibernian, March 30, 1895. 

  

372 Freeman & Irish American Review, Sept. 9, 1899. 
373 Weber, Economy and Society, 390. 
374 Irish American Review, Aug. 19, 1899. 
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 At a meeting of the Parnell Branch of the Irish National League of Philadelphia, 

Charles Griffin recited: 

 
Seven centuries the Irish people have been kept in abject misery and 
subjected to indignities that would do injustice to the most uncivilized 
nations.  Very few Americans properly understand the Irish cause…375

 
 

Enemies at Home and Abroad 

 The revival of American Protestant nativism in the 1890s supplied the Irish 

Americans with further proof that they were surrounded by hostile agents.  Philadelphia’s 

Hibernians went to war in the 1890s with the revival of American nativism, the American 

Protective Association (A.P.A.), a campaign that easily confirmed Irish isolation and the 

need for vigilant opposition cultivated in the Irish American press and in the ethnic 

associations.  

 The American Protective Association was founded in Clinton, Iowa, in 1887, and 

by the mid-1890s it counted 2.5 million Americans in its ranks.376 The Immigration 

Restriction League was another nativist organization active during these years. The 

sizeable membership of Philadelphia’s A.O.H. were encouraged to exercise the cherished 

Irish method of rural communal control, the boycott, reminded “on the duty of 

Hibernians buying from members of their own organization and particularly referred to 

the A.P.A. as the most to be shunned.”377

                                                 
375 Irish American Review, Dec. 7, 1889. 

  

376 Gamm and Putnam, “Growth of Voluntary Associations in America,” Journal of 
Interdisciplinary History XXIX 4 (Spring, 1999) 375. 
377 Philadelphia Hibernian, Sept. 7, 1895. 
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 The city’s voice of the A.O.H., The Philadelphia Hibernian, ran a headline, 

“Slander Must Stop. A.P.A. Editors Held Accountable for Their Lies” in 1894, and the 

counter offensive was in full swing.378

The casual observer of the events of the day must be aware that there is a 
graded degree of intensity of hatred of Catholics among the A.P.A. 
followers.  If an American be a Catholic, he is hated because of his 
faith…but an Irish Catholic is looked upon with an intensity of hatred that 
is indescribable.  And this is not confined to the A.P.A.  There are many 
among the more intelligent who slight an Irish Catholic simply because of 
the faith and the race.

 Enemies were to be found everywhere in 

Protestant Philadelphia; a troubled, hostile world that required unity among the Irish 

Americans: 

379

 
 

 In its war of words with anti-Irish American Protestantism, Philadelphia’s 

Hibernians took great pleasure in describing in their ethnic press the misbehavior of the 

city’s Orange order as their celebration of the Battle of Boyne in the summer of 1895 in 

Rising Sun Park, Germantown, got out of hand.  In the midst of the summer picnic 

celebration, a minor row with police turned into a melee as 75 Orangemen were reported 

to have descended on the outmanned city police—“the police were overwhelmed and 

beaten to the ground [and] rolled in the dust and were stripped of their badges.”380

 Enemies were everywhere, real and contrived; the Irish American response was to 

unify the association in confrontation. The Philadelphia Times had written a few columns 

which were perceived as anti-Irish in the late 1890s, and A.O.H. responded with their 

own attacks against “yellow journals.” The offending press reports in Philadelphia’s 

 

                                                 
378 Philadelphia Hibernian, Jan. 19, 1894. 
379 Ibid., May 5, 1894. 
380 Ibid., July 5, 1895. 
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mainstream media were read in local association meetings, condemned by members and 

followed by the passing of defensive resolutions and the issuing of bans and boycotts.   

 Kensington’s A.O.H. “Division 56…resents the mis-statements, malicious 

falsehoods and deliberate lies with which the columns of the newspaper press of the 

country” and “will refuse to encourage in any manner the circulation of such 

journals…”381 Division 78 in South Philadelphia decided to boycott the Philadelphia 

Times as well because of their “recent scurrilous attack on the ancient order ‘The Molly 

Maguires’ a rehash of Megargee’s Fairy Tales.”382

 Modernity and materialism of the industrial city itself were also insults to the 

cherished memory of rural, communal Ireland.  In June of 1895 the President of 

Southwark’s A.O.H. No. 49 rose to address his members and summarized the Irish 

position in America, the necessity for coming together in a land so fragmented by social 

class and ethnic exclusion in which the Irish could rely only on themselves: 

 

…in this aggressive age it is necessary that all persons should be 
associated for mutual aid and support, particularly in this great land where 
all nationalities are represented, and where class interests are so zealously 
guarded by powerful, exclusive and well-organized societies and 
institutions.383

 
  

The Irish American defense mechanism to the slightest insult in the late 19th, early 20th 

centuries in Philadelphia seemed to be set at a hair-trigger level which served to 

immediately unite members around any threatened symbol of reconstructed sacred 

Ireland. This hyper-vigilance militated against methods of compromise, undermined the 

                                                 
381 Irish American Review, Sept. 10, 1899. 
382 Ibid., Sept. 2, 1899. 
383 Philadelphia Hibernian, June 8, 1895. 
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growth of a generalized public trust and made the ethnic voluntary association the safe 

and secure bunker for Philadelphia’s Irish. Education by the leaders, the officers within 

the associations, was more often a one-dimensional, emotional defense of traditional Irish 

culture and its ideology of martyred resentment than a real analysis of the Irish American 

place in Philadelphia. 

 The Irish American associations purveyed a limited, intellectually crippling 

message whose primary values were garnered from its insular nature, its ability to sustain 

the memory of national defeat and unify its people. The monthly association meetings 

were models of formal organization, and the mass public events the associations put on 

were vast enterprises of efficiency and planning, but the loyalty to a tradition of 

suspicious surveillance for enemies, real and imagined, produced a stifling atmosphere of 

sustained mistrust in the Irish associations that hindered the potential for an enlightened 

Irish American awareness and the growth of generalized trust.  

 British cowardice was another plank in the ideology of Irish memory celebrated in 

the associations. A member rose at a meeting in A.O.H. Division 31, deep in South 

Philadelphia, and “delivered a scathing speech” against the British in the American Civil 

War, “who during the war of rebellion sent the Alabama on the high seas to destroy the 

commerce of this country.”384

                                                 
384 Irish American Review, June 24, 1899. 

  And, at another A.O.H. meeting, “Brother 

O’Malley…made quite a historical speech, in which he amusingly referred to the 

‘Castlebar races,’ a ridiculous exploit of the red-coated soldiers of England in ’98, who, 

when attacked by the French soldiers under Humbert, never ceased to run until they 
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arrived within the military barracks in Tuam.” 385

The Ancient Order of Hibernians in Philadelphia 

 This reference was to the rebellion of 

1798 and the landing of French troops in the West of Ireland in support of the Irish 

rebels, a bold strategic move that met with initial French and Irish success only to end 

with another Irish national loss. O’Malley’s home association was 15th & Ridge, and he 

was a visitor to this meeting at 11th & Anita, a distance of a couple of miles, and judging 

by his frequent guest appearances, was something of a traveling historian among the 

branch associations of the A.O.H.  

 The Ancient Order of Hibernians (A.O.H.) in Philadelphia was affiliated with the 

national order and followed the dictates and politics of this organization, including its 

fierce opposition to nativism and its support of Catholic education.386 The Philadelphia 

A.O.H. owned its own building, and the association’s headquarters was on S. 8th St., a 3-

story house with a pool table and shuffleboard on the top floor and plenty of meeting 

rooms, as President McKernan said, “a place they could call their own.”387

 The A.O.H. was not a specifically Catholic organization like the Irish Catholic 

Benevolent Union (1869) and the Catholic Total Abstinence Union (1872), both of which 

had Philadelphia branches with many affiliated members.

  

388

                                                 
385 Irish American Review, Sept. 2, 1895. 

  But it did accommodate and 

make room for Catholic support, by moderating its positions and aligning itself with 

386 The A.O.H. was originally intended as an association for the Irish-born living, and it 
struggled with growing cohorts of American born Irish that wanted to join.  Eventually, 
by the late 1890s the A.O.H. admitted American-born Irishmen. 
387 Irish American Review, Oct. 26, 1895. 
388 Light, “Class, Ethnicity and the Urban Ecology in a 19th-Century City,” 84. C.T.A.U. 
had, by 1907, 176 associations under its umbrella which amounted to over 20,000 Irish 
American Philadelphians. 
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popular causes such as the Land League agitation in Ireland.389  The A.O.H. was also a 

mutual aid society and offered insurance benefits for its memberships like any beneficial 

organization; its motto was “Friendship, Unite and true Christian Charity.”390

 The Ancient Order of Hibernians emerged in the later quarter of the 19th century 

in Philadelphia, and nationally, to define Irishness as Catholic, nationalist and active in its 

promotion of a separate Ireland.  It cordoned off this ideological territory for its own and 

even though it embraced nationalist causes without explicit separatist goals, like the Land 

League and later Parnell’s Irish National League, its public image became more militant 

than moderate.

  

391

 The A.O.H. had a vast membership and its own newspaper, the Hibernian, and 

later, its events were covered by the Freeman and Irish American Review in Philadelphia. 

The Philadelphia Hibernian featured reprints of national stories of Irish American 

interest, diatribes against the perceived ethnic enemies such as the A.P.A. and didactic 

stories about fallen Irish heroes as well as detailed reports of branch meetings. It was a 

newspaper that espoused the national A.O.H. office’s views in the 1890s, a form of 

propaganda for its special view of Irish identity in America that its Philadelphia readers 

 

                                                 
389 Freeman & Irish American Review, Dec. 18, 1890; Sept. 14, 1889; Nov. 30, 1889, 
March 1, 1890, May 31, 1890. Celtic Sons, No. 1 branch in the city, sent $5,800 to the 
League in Ireland. The branches had names of fallen nationalist heroes, icons of Irish 
nationalism such as The Wolfe Tone Branch in Philadelphia and the Father Burke 
Branch, Germantown. The Michael Davitt Branch met at Hutchinson and Girard. The Dr. 
Moriarity Branch of St. Augustine’s had a rally for the Irish National Land League in 
Philadelphia and sent $1,000 in the fall of 1888. The General Jackson Branch of the Irish 
League met in Germantown. 
390 Irish American Review, Sept. 2, 1899. 
391 A.O.H. membership became synonymous with Irish terrorism following the public 
trials and press coverage of the Molly Maguires in the coal fields of Pennsylvania in the 
1870s. 
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could ignore in their search for news closer to home as all other news of special 

importance to the Irish race in America.”392

In 1893, there were 55 branches of the A.O.H. spread across Philadelphia which 

put the organization’s total membership at over 10,000 Irish Americans.

  Its circulation chairman, P.J. Finn, made the 

rounds of Philadelphia’s A.O.H. branch meetings in 1894 to promote the newspaper—

“The Hibernian…cost less than 2¢ a week.  Two cents a week will give you …the 

important news of the Order…as well.” 

393  By 1894 

there were 57 divisions, and, in 1895, 62 divisions with over 12,000 members.  By the 

end of the century, in 1899, Philadelphia’s A.O.H. had expanded to 87 divisions.394

 The figures in table 4.1 are from 1888 when the A.O.H reported 4,671 members 

in 37 divisions across the city.  Table 4.1 is a breakdown of the city’s A.O.H. branches, a 

listing of divisions, members and financial resources for the A.O.H., 1888-89. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
392 Philadelphia Hibernian, March 16, 1895. 
393 Ibid., Oct. 4, 1893; A.O.H. Directory, May 5, 1894. 
394 Philadelphia Hibernian, May 4, 1894, Oct. 19, 1895; Irish American Review, Sept. 2, 
1899. 
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Table 4.1. The Number of A.O.H. Divisions and Financial Reserves, 1888-89  

 
Division nos.  Number of members  Value of cash & property 

 
 1.   207 $1,894. 
 2. 115 671. 
 3. 205 1,182. 
 4.   137 2,031. 
 5. 250 2,600. 
 6. 163 1,275. 
 7. 256 1,732. 
 8. 207 957. 
 9. -- ---. 
 10. 292 1,469. 
 11. 48 502. 
 12. 169 1,305. 
 13. 195 907. 
 14. 138 852. 
 15. 127 1,017. 
 16. 140 582. 
 17. 90 640. 
 18. 76 569. 
 19. 196 769. 
 20. 62 379. 
 21. 334 1,676. 
 22. 94 758. 
 23. 40 800. 
 24. 113 652. 
 25. 66 185. 
 26. 148 760. 
 27. 57 241. 
 28. 80 480. 
 29. 216 982. 
 30. 30 300. 
 31. 48 208. 
 32. 71 305. 
 33. --- ----. 
 34. 77 545. 
 35. 93 584. 
 36. 58 329. 
 37. 43 105. 

 
Source:  “1988-89 Secretary’s Annual Report of the Philadelphia A.O.H.,” Freeman & 
Irish American Review, Aug.10, 1889. 
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 The data in table 4.1 suggest a number of tendencies about the various divisions.   

1. There was a positive relationship between the number of members and financial 

resources which explains the constant search for new members in all the Irish American 

associations of the city. Members meant income in terms of dues, an extended network of 

friends and kin to promote fund-raising events and sell tickets to, and more workers to 

man the various committees of the association. It also meant a higher risk in terms of sick 

and death benefits: The A.O.H. for 1888-89 recorded paying out $15,194 in sick benefits, 

$2,559 in death benefits. Division 7, the third largest division in the 1988-89 rankings, 

paid out the most sick and death benefits for the year.395

2. The branch associations of the A.O.H. existed, like so many of the Irish American 

associations during these years, without long-term financial security. Branches were 

dependent on dues and committed to sick benefits which left little over at the end of the 

year for investments. A.O.H. branches did not divide the remaining surplus in a member 

dividend like Irish Friendly Societies and kept yearly surpluses in the bank. However, 

some branches actually had healthy bank accounts and were even able to purchase 

property in the city as headquarters for their association. 

  

3. The membership populations of the branch divisions in 1888-1889 were variable, but 

many had high numbers of members which indicates that neighborhood associations 

affiliated with the A.O.H. were actually autonomous organizations.396

                                                 
395 Freeman & Irish American Review, Aug.10, 1889. 

 

396 Gamm and Putnam, “Growth of Voluntary Associations in America,” Journal of 
Interdisciplinary History XXIX 4 (Spring, 1999), 511-557. Robert Putnam’s analysis of 
American voluntary associations set 200 as a high average for the number of members 
per organization. 
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 It is worthy to note that an analysis of the occupations of the officers of the branch 

divisions revealed that this group was higher status, recruited from an Irish small business 

class or from skilled labor. This analysis will be presented further on.  

 Divisions thus strove to keep their memberships high, a necessity in a city with a 

mobile population that witnessed the coming and going of association members with 

changes in job location or financial resources. For 1888-89, the A.O.H listed 4,671 

members in its ranks spread across 37 divisions, but it had also recorded 1,000 men 

“dropped from the rolls” during the year.397

 The branch associations were always engaged in recruiting drives for new 

members. “Two beautiful emblems of the Order were presented to Joseph O’Leary and 

James D. Farrell for bringing in the largest number of members during the preceding six 

months.” They enlisted 44 new people for Division 53, located at Broad & Catharine.

 

398

 A.O.H. meetings were held in various locations, as central to the branch 

membership as possible, and some divisions were able to purchase their own buildings 

for meetings. Division 78 had its own hall at 20th below Reed, as did Division 63 at 11th 

and Anita Streets. The Sheare’s Club, named after two “patriot” brothers of the 1798 

Rising in Ireland, was a permanent location that was home to two divisions, its interior a 

shrine of Irish American nationalism—“behind the President’s chair recline in graceful 

pose two beautiful silk flags representing Ireland and America, while at either side are 

   

                                                 
397 Freeman & Irish American Review, Aug. 10, 1889. 
398 Irish American Review, July 29, 1899. 



193 
 
paintings of Robert Emmett and C.S. Parnell, and busts of O’Connell and Mitchell add 

additional glory and halo to the surroundings.”399

 The goal of every A.O.H. division was its own hall, and the associations kept their 

eye out for real estate bargains. Division 31 had its sights on a building at 21st and 

Wharton at “a very reasonable price.” Division 24 would eventually own its hall in West 

Philadelphia, 37th & Market Streets, and proudly acclaimed:  “in the near future this 

division will possess their own hall, which will be so large that they can accommodate 

other divisions less fortunate, thereby proving that they are true exponents of 

their…motto, ‘Friendship, Unity and True Christian Charity.”

  

400

 The Daughters of Erin was the women’s auxiliary branch of the men’s A.O.H. 

The Daughters also divided the city into branch associations and had identical structures 

to the men’s associations; its branch divisions were administered by a President, Vice 

President, Financial Secretary, Recording Secretary and Treasurer. Meetings were held 

on Thursday evenings, 8:00 PM, to avoid the Tuesday and a Sunday afternoon time 

conflict with men’s meetings.  There were at least 13 branches of the daughters in the late 

19th century in Philadelphia.

 

401

 

 

Fund Raising and Entertainment 

The A.O.H. and its divisions depended on fund-raising projects to maintain the 

financial solvency of the associations. The Philadelphia board of the A.O.H. tried to 

                                                 
399 Irish American Review, Dec. 16, 1899. 
400 Ibid., July 29, 1899. 
401 Ibid., Sept. 30, 1895. Division 3, 2nd & South, was all single women as officers; 
division 13, 38th & Haverford in West Philadelphia, all married women as officers. 
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coordinate and control the number of balls and fund-raising events the divisions 

sponsored and protect the divisions from being overrun by visitors’ appeals for money. 

One of its rules, “No member of the Order shall be permitted to introduce…anyone 

soliciting financial aid who is not a member, without first obtaining the consent of the 

meeting.”402 There were exceptions made on a humanitarian basis—Division 39 in North 

Philadelphia’s Tacony section, “asked permission to visit the respective divisions 

throughout the county for the purpose of appealing to them for assistance for the widow 

and four orphaned children of a deceased member…”403

 Central approval was required in the mid-1890s for divisions to run their own 

fund-raising projects, but the demand soon outstripped the attempt at control, and the 

county passed a rule “allowing all of the divisions to give entertainments in the 

future.”

 The county board granted this 

special request. 

404 Soon after, Division 13 voted to hold a fund-raising event “to swell the 

treasury [and] invest the funds in a building association.”405

 Winter was the season for the annual balls of the Irish American associations, and 

the A.O.H. was not to be outdone in the extravagance of their presentation.  The A.O.H. 

sponsored a grand ball in 1895 for all of its 58 divisions in the winter which was held at 

the Academy of Music.  It combined a number of cultural icons in its décor—“the 

national colors that decorated the fronts of all the galleries, gracefully diversified with 

  

                                                 
402 Philadelphia Hibernian, Sept. 8, 1894. 
403 Ibid. 
404 Ibid., Aug. 10, 1894. 
405 Ibid., Sept. 8, 1894. 
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shields of the national flag, and the green banner of Erin; while the names of Irish 

counties were emblazoned on bannerettes.”406

 This was the place to be seen in ones best attire, a moment during the height of 

winter for an urban excursion and brief display of bourgeois pretensions. The evening’s 

“grand march began promptly at 10 o’clock, led by President O’Neill and his pretty 

daughter Maggie, charming in a magnificent gown…” The other officers and their wives 

joined the affair’s promenade, “Mrs. Maurice F. Wilhere, in a handsome costume of pale 

blue surah, black velvet and diamonds.”  In addition, A.O.H.’s paramilitary division, The 

Hibernian Rifles, were dressed in their finest martial regalia for this event, noticed and 

appreciated for “their thoroughly military looking uniforms.”

  

407

 The Philadelphia Record wrote, “The Academy was decorated for the 

occasion…the equal love of the members for their native and adopted countries being 

forcefully exemplified in the intertwined Irish and American colors which draped the 

balconies and galleries.”

 

408

 Yet the A.O.H. never lost sight of Ireland and its struggle for independence and 

embraced just about every nationalist cause and movement that appeared in the decades 

leading up to World War I.  It supported many of the new cultural initiatives of the 

1890s, such as the Gaelic language movement and American branch of the Gaelic 

League—in Philadelphia the Philo-Celtic Club— Irish history in schools and in Catholic 

education, especially the inclusion of a Gaelic language chair at the Catholic University 

 

                                                 
406 Philadelphia Hibernian, Feb. 2, 1895. 
407 Ibid., Feb. 2, 1895. 
408 The Philadelphia Record, Feb. 2, 1895. 
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in Washington, D. C.  The A.O.H. in Philadelphia aligned itself early on with the 

emerging Irish language movement of the 1890s blaming commercialism and British 

colonialism in Ireland for the loss of Gaelic as the following statement from a branch 

meeting indicates: 

 
However much we allow for the dire persecution with which the speaking 
of the soft and mellow Gaelic was pursued by cruel and craven invaders, 
and whatever force be attributed to the relative necessity for acquiring the 
commercial legal tongue of the stranger, it still remains a problematic fact, 
which is little to the credit of the Irish people, that, while preserving intact 
their ardent national aspirations, they did allow the grand native language 
to be wrested from them.409

  
 

Philadelphia’s Hibernian Rifles: Paramilitary Manliness 

 The Hibernian Rifles of Philadelphia’s A.O.H. were organized in the 1880s “to 

encourage the formation and maintenance among citizens of Irish birth or descent of an 

independent body of citizen soldiers.”410

 Irish paramilitarism had an early history in Philadelphia where there were no 

restrictions on the display of arms in public. On St. Patrick’s Day, 1859 Philadelphia’s 

Public Ledger reported on the parade’s march of Irish units:  “the following companies 

 The Rifles were an auxiliary organization 

attached to the A.O.H. who immersed themselve in the military trappings of nationalist 

opposition in Philadelphia. They assembled in uniform, drilled, marched and even went 

out on maneuvers, holding an occasional encampment in the Pennsylvania woods, 

readying themselves for the ultimate test to defend Ireland. 

                                                 
409 Philadelphia Hibernian, Feb. 3, 1898. 
410 Light, “Class, Ethnicity and the Urban Ecology in a 19th-Century City,” 91.  
[Constitution of the First Regiment of Hibernian Rifles of Philadelphia, Philadelphia, 
1886.] 
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participated:  Montgomery Guards, Irish Volunteers, Hibernia Greens, Emmett Guards, 

Meagher Guards, Shields Guards…after marching through the principle streets the 

Regiments proceeded in a body to hear a lecture…”411

 The Irish American Military Union was established in 1884 and presented itself as 

a national organization with the real associational energy confined to the branch societies 

such as Philadelphia’s. The Union advanced an ideology of Irish racial supremacy to 

contrast with the “Anglo-Saxon pirates” and organized encampments and instruction on 

how to use arms.

 

412

 The Hibernian Rifles, First Regiment under Colonel James H. Murphy, followed 

the tradition of Irish militarism on St. Patrick’s Day, 1890, marching through the streets 

of Philadelphia, displaying “soldierly bearing and excellent discipline.”

  As with most of the Irish American para military associations, there 

seems to have been much play acting at war in mock battles with the imagined historical 

enemy, the British. 

413

                                                 
411 “Dennis Clark Papers,” MBO-32-4, Historical Society of Pennsylvania. 

 This 

presentation by the Philadelphia Hibernian Rifles was apparently not all that threatening a 

military presence in Philadelphia: U.S. Army Colonel Wendell P. Bowman observed the 

Rifles on this occasion and reported: “when I saw this gang of buccaneers, who call 

themselves the First Infantry, Hibernian Rifles, or something of the sort, parading down 

412 “Constitution of the Irish American Military Union, 1889,” Catholic Historical 
Society, RGN 103, Box 36. 
413 Freeman & Irish American Review, March 22, 1890. 
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the street, I thought they were as harmless, as well as badly disciplined, a set of young 

fellows one could meet with.”414

 Such public disrespect of Irish military valor questioned the historical legacy of 

Philadelphia’s community and deserved a public defense: 

   

…at Gettysburg, Fredericksburg, Malvern Hill and Antietam, when the 
rebels saw the Irish Brigade advancing with the green flag of their 
motherland and the Stars and Stripes, they did not regard them as 
“harmless boys.  Neither Sheridan, Meagher, Corcoran, Shields, 
McClellan, nor Grant spoke of them as ‘buccaneers.”415

  
 

 The Rifles missed few opportunities to present themselves at Irish American 

public gatherings in the 1890s, promoted as “exhibition drill by Irish-American Military 

Companies.”  At the Clan Na Gael Games in 1890, Company F of the Rifles entered the 

drill contest, and they “gave an exhibition drill” for the large crowd gathered for the day’s 

athletics.416  The combined camps of the Hibernian Rifles, at the St. Patrick’s Day 

celebrations in 1894, “paraded in the afternoon” and held a reception in the evening at 

Horticultural Hall.”417

                                                 
414 Philadelphia Daily News, March 29, 1890. Bowman had a fear of public disorder, 
referring to the display of the Hibernians on St. Patrick’s Day, 1919, “while this free 
organization is allowed to continue there would be nothing to prevent a large band of 
socialists to arm themselves in the same way by loaded weapons and by a sudden and 
overwhelming onslaught exterminate the municipal police force.” 

  At the 1895 “Irish Nationalist Gaelic Games” at Rising Sun Park 

in North Philadelphia, there was “an exhibition drill by the Emmet Guards, commanded 

by John McAnnally, and the Irish Volunteer Company, commanded by Lieutenant 

415 Freeman & Irish American Review, March 22, 1890. 
416 Philadelphia Hibernian, Aug. 14, 1890. 
417 Freeman & Irish American Review, March 22, 1894. 
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Fallon.  Each company went through a series of military evolutions in a way that drew 

cheers from the spectators.”418

 The Hibernian Rifles of Philadelphia saw themselves as ideal public defenders of 

the Celtic race as well as American freedoms: 

  

The Hibernian Rifles are no tax upon the state.  They clothe themselves, 
pay for the rent of their drill rooms and buy their own guns…[if] a call 
came tomorrow for troops to defend the State of Nation, no body of men 
in Pennsylvania would more quickly respond than the Hibernian Rifles. 
The race of which they form a part has proven beyond all question its 
devotion to this Republic.419

 
 

 The Limerick Guards Patriotic, Social and Benevolent Society had its 

headquarters at 9th & Spring Garden Streets; it was a mutual aid society well-known for 

its Limerick Guards hurling team which added to its martial image in Philadelphia.420

 At the Clan Na Gael sports in the summer of 1899, on July 4th, “a detachment of 

the Irish Volunteers

 

421 were on duty…to maintain order.”422

…the Irish Volunteers gave an exhibition drill under the command of 
Captain McGuiness.  The efficiency and general conduct of this military 
body of Clan-na-gael men merits the highest encomiums.  For such 
meritorious duty…the ‘Irish Volunteers’ ought to be supported in every 
possible way and encouraged, and every true Irishman…should enlist in 

  The Irish militant nationalist 

Luke Dillon was the celebrity referee for the games. After the athletic contests were 

completed: 

                                                 
418 Philadelphia Hibernian, Sept. 14, 1895. 
419 Freeman & Irish American Review, March 22, 1890. 
420 Philadelphia Hibernian, March 16, 1895. 
421 Irish American Review, Aug. 20, 1899. The Irish Volunteers of Philadelphia were 
organized in October 1898 as a way to attract “younger members of the Irish-American 
Club of the city.”  Three “companies” were organized, 226 men in all; a social event was 
planned for the Irish American Club, 726 Spruce Street, for the young men of this 
association. 
422 Ibid., July 24, 1899. 
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this regiment and learn how to use the rifle and the day will come when 
they will have to use it “In freedom’s righteous cause.”423

 
 

 The branch associations of the Hibernian Rifles were committed to practice drill 

whenever they could get the team together;  Company E met every Friday, 8 PM, at 

Keystone Hall, 3rd and Girard, and Hibernian Rifles, Company G, met every Tuesday, 8 

PM, Mohan’s Hall, Edgemont and Somerset Sts.424

 The Hibernian Rifles of the A.O.H. also established a central board to monitor the 

branch associations, the various military “camps.” The board met at the Sheares’ Club on 

Sunday afternoons, and the organization kept up a military bearing in all things.  In 1890, 

Lieutenant Colonel O’Brien called “the quartermaster to the chair” for a Sunday meetings 

and the board decided to take part in a flag raising ceremony in Bryn Mawr for 

Decoration Day.  “Colonel O’Brien issued orders from headquarters to the captains of the 

various companies to assemble…for the train ride to Bryn Mawr.”

   

425

 Colonel O’Brien of the Philadelphia Hibernian Rifles was also the treasurer of the 

Irish-American Military Union.  The Irish-American Military Union of Philadelphia met 

at 8th & Walnut and had an “encampment” at Rising Sun Park July 3rd to 6th that 

coincided with the Irish nationalist picnic and athletic sport scheduled for that site at that 

time.

  Such was the 

vernacular of mock Irish militarism in the late 19th century. 

426

                                                 
423 Irish American Review, July 24, 1899. 

  Six hundred tents were ordered for the many associations expected for the event, 

from as far away as Brooklyn, Boston, Hartford, Scranton, a total of 2,000 expected for 

424 Philadelphia Hibernian, Oct. 19, 1899. 
425 Freeman & Irish American Review, May 24, 1890.  
426 Ibid., June 14, 1890. 
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the four-day military get-together, and prizes were to be offered for the contests in 

military march, formations, etc.427

 The Knights of the Red Branch was another Philadelphia Para military 

association. It called its divisions “commands,” and its leader was a “grand chief”: 

Commandery 14 of the Knights met on Sunday afternoons, Tasker Hall, 12th & Tasker, in 

South Philadelphia. There were at least 14 divisions spread across the city in the late 19th 

century.

 

428 The Knights and other Irish militia groups made appearances at Irish 

American gatherings—Company B of the Cathedral Pioneer Corps, under the command 

of Captain John B.J. Dever, was in force at a fair of the Ladies Total Abstinence Society 

held in 1890, at Church of Our Lady of Mercy.429  Even the staid clubs of the Catholic 

Total Abstinence Union had drill competitions at their games held in the fall at Pastime 

Park in 1895.430

 The penetration of the Irish American associations by militaristic images and 

mock preparation for war was all part of the renewal of a defiant Irish nationalism 

gathering momentum in the late 19th century for its pending break into the open in the 

early decades of the 20th century.  The distinctive uniforms, the marching and military 

order drill, the overnight encampments, the rhetoric of warfare and even the choice of 

Irish hurling over American baseball were propaganda set pieces in open display in the 

streets and gathering places of Philadelphia’s Irish, part of a forming identity that 

eschewed integrative complacency for images of militant opposition. 

   

                                                 
427 Freeman & Irish American Review, May 24, 1890 
428 Irish American Review, Sept. 30, 1895. 
429 Freeman & Irish American Review, May 24, 1890. 
430 Ibid., Oct. 26, 1889. 
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The Ideology of Militant Opposition 

 The Rifles, Guards and Red Knights were an extension of the construction of 

historical memory parlayed in the voluntary associations, a vital link that served to 

bolster a battered image of past military defeats in Ireland.  Meetings tapped into this 

reservoir of martial discourse—A.O.H. meeting #21, guest speaker Col. O’Reilly, “spoke 

of the gallant deeds of the 69th Pennsylvania during the Civil War.”431

 The following few lines were read at a Clan Na Gael dinner in 1891, to celebrate 

Robert Emmett’s birth: 

 

At Gettysburg 
 
Hancock is sullen and Meade is in anger; 
Chivalrous Lee cometh on with the South; 
Thunder on thunder the maddening clangor 
Bellows from cannon and battery’s mouth, 
Fierce is the shock—in the red gap of danger, 
Dire is the need of a stubborn blade; 
Golden and green comes the flag of the stranger— 
Forward to glory, the Irish Brigade! 
 
Vainly the volleying hurricane greets them, 
Forward the flag of Old Ireland is seen; 
Fiercely tho’ southern chivalry meets them, 
Forward in victory flashes the Green. 
Anderson reels from the shock of their onset; 
Bravo! The boys of the Irish Brigade! 
Over their banners the angels of sunset 
Laurels of victory blazon and braid.432

 
 

 Men of the various camps of the Hibernian Rifles of Philadelphia were 

appreciated for their martial militancy. John Flanagan, 10th & Locust, an officer in 13, 

                                                 
431 Freeman & Irish American Review, Sept. 21, 1889. 
432 Ibid., March 7, 1891. 
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was described as being from the “Irish liberating army that went to Canada years ago,” a 

reference to the Fenian “invasion” of Canada in the late 1860s.433  The president of the 

Division 35, Broad & Fitzwater, was “Captain” Thomas O’Neill, a title he earned as the 

leader of a Hibernian rifle company in Philadelphia—“while never seeking a fight in civil 

life, O’Neill is full of it as a soldier, and his sword is ready to leap from its scabbard at 

the first call for Irish volunteers or defenders of the American flag.”434

 The frenzied discourse of opposition and discontent punctuated the public space 

of the Irish American association at the monthly meetings in the late 19th century and a 

cultural consensus among Philadelphia’s Irish Americans arrived to confirm that they 

were a Diaspora nation, victims of British tyranny, exiled by the forces of Famine and 

landlordism, with a special mission to help set Ireland free.   

  

The Hibernian Rites of Discontent 

 The meeting of Hibernians was never complete without the obligatory discourse 

of blame, anger and regret aimed at British rule, its corrupting modernist influence and 

assaults on pure Ireland.  By the late 1890s, the cultural revival had begun and drifted 

across the Atlantic to Philadelphia.  Even though the focus was now on language and 

sport as pure Irish extracts and less on landlordism and the “cleansing” of Ireland’s rural 

poor in the aftermath of the Famine, the language of despair and commitment to an 

historical reckoning with Britain was unchanged, a necessary ritual dragged out for 

gatherings of the Irish American voluntary association in Philadelphia. 

                                                 
433 Philadelphia Hibernian, May 5, 1894. 
434 Ibid. 
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 Even the loss of the Irish language was presented as a British ploy—“the English 

government relied to crush the Irish nation by breaking the symbol of their civilization, 

the embodiment of their glorious and fond traditions, so elegantly set in the chaste and 

beautiful form of the Irish language.”435

 England’s loss was always seen as Ireland’s gain in the public vernacular of the 

ethic association; England’s struggles in the Boer War in 1899 were not lost on the Irish 

American associations in Philadelphia. An A.O.H. meeting produced this resolution,  

“this Division (64) of the Ancient Order of Hibernians does express its entire sympathy 

with the brave Boers in their just and righteous war  against their invader, and hopes that 

the God of Justice and Right will continue to aid them until final victory shall crown their 

gallant fight.”

 

436

 During the height of Britain’s troubles in the Boer War, at a monthly meeting of 

Division 31 at 20th and Federal Streets, visiting brother “Dillon...electrified his hearers on 

the South African question, conclusively showing that the British have broken faith there 

and their treaty, just the same as they did in Limerick, his native town, over two hundred 

years ago.  Brother Dillon is one of those impetuous Celts who shouldering a rifle in ’67, 

is just as willing at the present moment, to set a squadron in the field.”

 

437

 Division 21 “appointed a committee to draft resolutions condemning the English 

invasion of the Transvaal and Orange Free State of South Africa.”

 

438

                                                 
435 Philadelphia Hibernian, Feb. 3, 1898. 

  The Knights of the 

Red Branch in Philadelphia also joined the chorus of support for the Boers:  

436 Irish American Review, Dec. 16, 1899. 
437 Ibid., Sept. 20, 1899. 
438 Ibid., Dec. 16, 1899. 
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“Commandery No. 11 congratulated the Boers in their noble efforts for freedom against 

England’s brutal forces.”439

 Other Philadelphia Irish American associations took on names sympathetic to the 

Boer cause, such as the “Boers of Africa” and “The Krugers,” named after the Boer 

general.

 

440  Visiting “Brother Dougherty…gave a splendid description of England’s 

present difficulties in her struggle with the Boers” during an A.O.H. meeting.441  A 

visiting Irish priest, Father McFadden, at an A.O.H. meeting, after delivering the usual 

fund-raising pitch for a project in Ireland, “spoke with evident delight on the defeat of the 

English in the Transvaal and fervently prayed that God might continue to aid the brave 

Kruger in his righteous war against perfidious Albion.”442

 The following report was celebrated at an A.O.H. branch meeting, an account of  

“the reservists of the Royal Irish Fusiliers, who sang ‘God Save Kruger,’ and threw away 

their rifles as they marched aboard the transport from South Africa at Cork…”

 

443 The 

Knights Red Branch were also infected by the movement:  one of the officers of 

Commandery 9 rose and “spoke on the English usurpation of the Boer territory in South 

Africa.”444

 

 This outpouring of symbolic support for the Boers among Philadelphia’s Irish 

Americans was consistent with the oppositional tone the associations had assumed, a 

reflex of sympathy for victims of British colonialism. 

                                                 
439 Irish American Review, Dec. 16, 1899. 
440 Ibid. 
441 Ibid., Sept. 17, 1899. 
442 Ibid. 
443 Ibid., Sept. 22, 1899. 
444 Ibid., Oct. 28, 1899. 
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With the Hibernian Orders: The Practical Running of the Associations 

 The A.O.H. and its numerous branches in Philadelphia in the 1890s was indeed a 

voice for a resurgent and militant nationalism, but they were voluntary associations first 

with localized problems to attend to which demanded organizational order and financial 

solvency. If the Irish were well schooled in the opposition to British control, they were 

not opposed to mainstream Victorian methods of group cohesion, and their ethnic 

associations were bureaucratized fronts for correct public behavior.  

 The first phase of A.O.H. meetings were scripted events and were brought to 

order with business and that was the business of the group’s finances. Dues were to be 

paid on time, and even though allowances were made for late payments, eventually the 

non-payment of dues would earn a member his dismissal notice from the organization. 

The A.O.H and other Irish beneficial associations turned their dues over to bank accounts 

and drew out funds to pay the sick and death benefits promised by Irish American 

beneficial associations.  

 A.O.H. 10, 20th & Carlton Streets in Philadelphia, revealed that it had paid $1,600 

in sick benefits as well as $600 for funerals in 1890.445 A.O.H. No. 43 gathered at the end 

of 1895 at 9th & Spruce to go over the year’s expenses. They took in $659 in dues for the 

year and after using much of their dues money for sick benefits with a miscellaneous 

spending of $216 for meeting refreshments, this A.O.H. branch association reported $404 

in bank funds to face the next year.446

                                                 
445 Freeman & Irish American Review, July 12, 1890. 

 

446 Philadelphia Hibernian, May 11, 1895. 
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 Flu epidemics could wreck an association’s coffers—one, the Sourin Beneficial 

Society reported that its “society suffered heartily from “La Grippe” last winter.”447

The Bureaucratization of Associations 

   

There were few limits on the extent of this sacred rite—A.O.H. No. 12, meeting at 17th & 

South St., paid $60 to a sick member living in Ireland.  

 The typical A.O.H. division had a slate of officers; president, vice president, 

financial and recording secretaries, and often an additional assortment of specialized 

leaders with associated functions, like recreational secretary.  And each function, 

especially for large sports and recreation outings, were further divided into specialized 

committees assigned functional tasks. The division of labor by committee was intricate.  

For the July 4th, 1895, Gaelic Sports and Games at Pastime Park, members were 

encouraged to join one of the following committees: 

Picnic 
Games 
General 
Reception 
Order 
Grand stand 
Gate 
Dancing 
Hibernian bulletin & advertising 
Music 
Printing and badge 

 Street car advertising448

   

 

                                                 
447 Freeman & Irish American Review, July 12, 1890. 
448 Philadelphia Hibernian, June 9, 1895. 
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The County Board, the overseeing body of the Ancient Order of Hibernians had an impressive 

bureaucracy that included, in its normal cast of leaders, an Insurance Committee, Insurance 

Department, Auditing Committee, and a Building Fund Committee.449

 Irish American associations also had committees to help with the problem of finding and 

securing work for its Irish members. The I.C.B.U. had a Labor Committee and reported at one of 

its meetings that “employment had been obtained for three persons.”

 

450  The Clan Na Gael, 

division 246, instructed its members to stay within the ethnic network for its printing needs—

“any member knowing of anyone wishing to advertise [should] send their business cards to 

Callaghan Print, 8th & Sansom.”451

 Symbols were a necessary part of the identity equipment of Irish American 

associationalism, and the business meetings and social gatherings of the divisions 

displayed their own version of Irish identity and American loyalty. The Moriarity Branch 

of the Irish National Land League were found “all wearing green badges” to listen to 

Father McSweeney’s talk, “Ireland Today,” a lecture at one of their winter meetings.

 

452

 A “fine green silk flag of Ireland…emblazoned in green and gold, with the harp 

of ‘old Erin’ occupying its proper place in the center” was to be draped over the 

president’s chair of A.O.H. Division 68 as this association held its monthly meeting in its 

own Wharton Hall, 26th & Wharton Streets, every third Tuesday at 8 PM.  After a singing 

of “God Save Ireland” and “three cheers for the Red, White and Blue,” the meeting 

   

                                                 
449 Philadelphia Hibernian, May 4, 1895. 
450 Freeman & Irish American Review, May 3, 1890. 
451 Minute Book of the Clan Na Gael, Feb. 14, 1892. 
452 Freeman & Irish American Review, Dec. 14, 1889. 
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adjourned.453  At the Irish American Club on St. Patrick’s Day in 1890 the public was to 

be treated to a public statement on national loyalties—the “large American and Irish flags 

will float in the breeze from early morn to midnight.”454

Light-Hearted Gatherings 

 

 Once business had been finalized, time was set aside for leisure and monthly 

meetings closed with Irish songs or poems, the sharing of a joke, refreshments, and 

informal conversation among members. Such songs as “Gems of the Emerald Isle,” “Joe 

Hardy,” “Emmett’s Grave,” “Heroes of the Past,” and “Poor Pat Must Emigrate” 

punctuated the evening air at the close of Hibernian meetings.455

 When formal affairs were concluded at a meeting of A.O.H. 29 in South 

Philadelphia, “President Egan ordered the stewards to do their duty which they  

cheerfully and promptly did.”  Drinks and snacks served, sentimental voices were lifted 

for “Emmett,” “The Valley Lay Smiling Before Me” and “Brother O’Brien”…concluded 

by reciting in fine form a new and unpublished poem by Annie Kingstown, entitled, “An 

Eventful Dream.” On it went, song after Irish song, until it was time to rise and sing 

together the “national anthem of Ireland.”

   

456  Manyunk’s A.O.H. division 5 celebrated  

its 20th-year anniversary in 1894 with a series of guest speeches and, afterwards, 

“refreshments were then served and adjournment did not take place ‘til the  

‘wee sma’ hours.”457

                                                 
453 Irish American Review, July 14, 1893. 

 

454 Freeman & Irish American Review, March 15, 1890. 
455 Philadelphia Hibernian, Sept. 7, 1895; Oct. 12, 1895. 
456 Irish American Review, August 12, 1899. 
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 The Turf Cutters’ Leagues were an auxiliary of the A.O.H., a lighter version of 

the parent organization in which divisions were “bogs” and members were “ turf cutters.” 

The binding ethnic ideology was identical; President of Bog 4, Frank McGuckin, spoke at 

his meeting, “though it has not been my good fortune to be born in the ‘Green Isle.’  I am 

fully aware of her history, the wrongs she has so long endured, and as a consequence my 

heart yearns for the day when the land of my forefathers shall be…great, glorious and 

free.”  The Turf Cutters were prevailed upon, at the conclusion of this meeting, to 

commemorate “the memory of the ‘noble-hearted three’ who died for their country on an 

English scaffold thirty-one years ago,” a reference to the Manchester Martyrs.458

  A gathering of Philadelphia’s Turf Cutters was also an opportunity to poke a little 

fun at everyone’s Irish heritage, as President McGuckin went on to  “give a cheering 

report of the league of Turf Cutters over which he is chief.”  He reminded his fellow 

bogmen that “when the more serious business is o’er, the usual sociability will reign 

supreme.”

 

459  And, at another Philadelphia Bog, “Financial Secretary Quigley entertained 

the members by giving a comical and confusing dialogue between an Irishman and a 

Dutchman amid roars of laughter.”460

 The ultimate comic relief was always reserved for Ireland’s ancient enemy—at 

the Board of Erin meeting in 1899, a little fun was had at the expense of the Anglo Irish 

and the British monarchy in a song “The Dawning of the Day.”  One verse: 

  

“Is that your Queen, my Lord?” she said 
“That auld and burridly dame? 

                                                 
458 Philadelphia Hibernian, June 10, 1899. 
459 Irish American Review, Sept. 22, 1899. 
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I see the Crown upon her heid, 
But I dinna ken her name.”461

 
 

A Moveable Urban Sociability 

 Out-of-neighborhood guests were a welcomed feature of the monthly A.O.H. 

meeting, and these visitors were publicly acknowledged and often called upon for an 

observation or a song at the close of the meeting.  Visitors from other branches broadened 

the perspective of the local; travel to meetings was always problematic, and a financial 

sacrifice for the trolley fare and the welcomed, regular and expected appearance of 

brother guests was one more indication of the attraction and depth of commitment to 

Irishness in the late 19th century.  Travel to meetings and Irish events was mutually 

understood as a problem for the working class, and the associations considered the 

convenience of location in planning their events—The Hibernian Ball in November of 

1889 was promoted as an event that was easily accessible which “will enable many 

persons living in distant sections of the city to attend…”462

 An A.O.H. meeting of Kensington’s  Division 9 in 1899 attracted guests from five 

other divisions; business was dispensed with, and the meeting finished with the usual 

rituals of poems and songs, “Brother Lynch recited in fine form ‘For Ireland’s sake,’ 

[and] Brother Sheerin sang, amid cheers, ‘Who Fears to Speak of ’98.”  In addition, the 

visiting “Michael Quinn...sang his popular and comical ‘Michael Brady’ which as usual 

brought down the house.”

 

463
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 Halls were also loaned out to other divisions in need of a meeting place:  the 

Brothers of Erin met in the hall of A.O.H. Division 78, 20th Street below Reed in South 

Philadelphia, and A.O.H. guests from 11, 3rd & Poplar, and 59, 26th & Wharton, were 

present.464  At this meeting in the summer of 1898, after each new officer rose and gave a 

speech, the visiting president of 59 “delivered a very important address, relative to the 

necessity and advantage of naturalization.  The Brother is the Father of this idea which 

since its inception has been the means of enabling several Irishmen to go successfully 

through the trying ordeal of the Naturalization Courts.”  The meeting then set up a 

committee and a class schedule to help those born overseas with becoming American 

citizens; class was held on Monday evenings.465

 Officer election night was often a time for celebration and visiting friends.  

Division 24, 37th & Markets Streets—“a number of visitors came to congratulate Brother 

Stone on his election.  Singing, dancing and recitations figured largely on the programme, 

contributing to a successful and joyous evening.”

   

466

 Visitors were called upon for their speaking and singing abilities.  At A.O.H. 

Division 31 meeting, “Dunn, of eleven, gave some very excellent renditions, both in 

prose and poetry.  Bracken, of thirty-four, gave a parody of the three tailors of Tooley 

  During an election Sunday 

afternoon meeting of Division 11, now 15th & Ridge in 1999, “the usual number of 

visitors were present and the customary sociability reigned during the later part of the 

afternoon.”   

                                                 
464 Irish American Review, July 8, 1898. 
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Street” and also sang “Wolfe Tone’s Grave” and closed the meeting by singing the 

American national anthem.467 A.O.H. Division 86 met and finished with a long set of 

songs and recitations.  Visiting “Brother Clarke of 83 gave a recitation entitled ‘The 

Forging of the Pikes,’” and “Financial Secretary, John McShea, sang in fine form ‘Death 

to the Tyrant, Our Land Shall be Free’ as the evening concluded.”468

 A moveable Irish American sociability in the associations required multiple 

allegiances as members moved about the city to meet and engage colleagues and friends 

in the monthly business meetings. While the primary attraction was personal, relaxed 

association with friends and the fellow Irish, there was a satisfaction gained in 

reconfirming faith in Irish identity, sharing in sentimental songs about Ireland and lifting 

voices together for the obligatory singing of the Irish and American anthems to close the 

affair. The community of exiled men in the 1890s found each other in the  relaxed 

moments of formal association and at the same time reaffirmed the more serious supports 

for an Irish ideology devoted to historical remembrance and redress. 

  

Consensus of Forced Loyalty 

 Within the open forum that was the life of the associations, there also emerged a 

tight communal acceptance for the Irish way, the understanding of the Diaspora identity 

of the collective and little room for individual opinion or tolerance for dissent.  A brother 

made a motion at an A.O.H. meeting in 1898—“A motion was at once made…which was 

                                                 
467 Irish American Review, Sept. 22, 1899. 
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carried unanimously, almost, for one individual who displayed his unIrish animus made a 

very feeble objection, in which he was totally alone in his glory.”469

 This forced consensus was followed on matters affecting Irish culture and ethnic 

meaning, less so on the more mundane details of running the association. In business 

affairs, for example, whether to purchase a hall or make a move to another location or to 

float a fund-raising scheme, there was often much debate.  “Joseph McLaughlin spoke, 

who showed in plain and calm language the necessity of a large hall or headquarters for 

the united divisions of the A.O.H. in Philadelphia. The brother told some plain truths 

regarding the premises at 243 S. 8th St.,” and so the debate continued about the prospect 

of purchasing a large building and property in general.

   

470

 Group unity was a high value of the ethnic association which often proved fragile; 

failure to attend meetings and functions was a breaking point for many brothers who had 

to extend themselves to attend meetings. “Mr. O’Byrne, a guest…thrashed with a heavy 

flail ‘the laggards who are not with us,” at a meeting of 63. “The meeting adjourned with 

the singing of the American and Irish anthems.”

  

471

 Guest speaker, Rev. Cummins from Roscommon, Ireland, to A.O.H. Division 61, 

“took for his theme ‘Unity,’ and spoke upon its effect on the Irish people, demonstrating 

the power they could wield in this country if they were united and determined to stand by 

each other.” The guest spoke on history, the unity of the Germans and Irish in 

Philadelphia during the American revolutionary war, “in olden times…the Irish and 
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Germans fought side by side to drive England’s soldiery from this land.”472

Social Class and the A.O.H:  West Philadelphia’s Division 80 

  A consensus 

on Irish history and Irish victimhood was confirmed at each gathering, in formal 

discourse and educational moments, and informally, in song and poem as members 

closed the meeting and prepared to return home. 

 Much has been made in this study of the working-class content of the Irish 

American associations, their sacred defense of sick and death benefits as a first principle 

of support for vulnerable industrial workers and the close attention paid to working-class 

issues such as urban travel costs and even the timing of meetings to accommodate a 

working membership. It has also been proposed that the Irish American associations 

reconstructed the ideology of political and cultural opposition, designed to explain the 

hard facts of emigration and ethnic difference which included in a tangential way a 

working class mistrust of privilege and social status.   

 An analysis of the occupations and origin of birth of one of Philadelphia’s A.O.H. 

divisions is displayed in table 4.2.  Division 80 of the Ancient Order of Hibernians was 

established in 1889 in West Philadelphia—it was a populous branch of the A.O.H. with a 

membership that wavered between 200 and 300 from 1889 to 1924.473
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473 Roll Book of A.O.H. Division 80, April 12, 1906, Irish Center Library, Philadelphia. 
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Table 4.2. Occupations by Place of Birth of Membership of Philadelphia’s A.O.H. 

Division 80, 1887-1907 
 

Occupation % Born Ireland % Born U.S.A. 
 

Professional+ .04% 0% 100% 

Lower white collar* 31.4% 93.75% 6.25% 

Skilled Labor** 50.6% 85.5% 14.5% 

Unskilled Labor*** 17.5% 100% 0% 

 
Source: Roll Book of A.O.H. Division 80, April 12, 1906, Irish Center Library, 
Philadelphia. 
 
  
 This stratification description474

                                                 
474 Stuart Blumin, “Mobility and Change in Ante-Bellum Philadelphia” in Stephen 
Thernstrom and Richard Sennett, eds., Nineteenth-Century Cities: Essays in the New 
Urban History (New Haven, CT: Yale Univ. Press, 1970). Social class is closely 
associated with occupational hierarchy. Blumin’s hierarchical scheme is as follows: 
Merchants and Professionals; Manufacturers; Clerical Workers; Master Craftsmen; 
Journeymen Craftsmen; Day Laborers; Unskilled Workers. It is dated as we can see from 
the distinction presented between the craftsmen and the journeyman, a class that had been 
conflated into a general skilled for the industrial economy of the 1890s. when the 34% of 
the workforce in Philadelphia were master craftsmen, by 1860 they represented 16%. 

 of one division of the A.O.H. suggests, like the 

Cavan Society, that membership in an ethnic association in the late 19th, early 20th 

centuries was a mix of occupational and status types, dominated more by men of some 

means such as small property business and more so by working-class men with a skill 

suitable for Philadelphia’s industrial economy, an ethnic “labor aristocracy.”  The Irish 
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American association was also open to men at the bottom of the hierarchy, the unskilled 

labor, who found meaning and comradeship in the association. 

 Of note is the high number of Irish-born in this A.O.H. division, a finding 

replicated in other Irish American associations such as the Cavan Society. The typical 

Irish American association was a benefit society for working men and a schoolhouse for 

the promotion of Irish ethnicity and pride; it was also a home for new Americans, a 

refuge for Ireland’s exiled masses. 

 Travel outside of neighborhood walking distance to the monthly meetings or 

weekly committee meetings required a fare on the city trolley lines and sometimes a 

transfer. Table 4.3 displays the distance to meetings by occupation of the membership of 

Division 80 in West Philadelphia. A distance over one mile involved a trolley ride on the 

city’s electric cars and was an index of ethnic identity, a value placed on time and 

expense incurred for belonging to an ethnic association. 

 

Table 4.3. Travel to Meetings; Spatial Separation from Home and Association in A.O.H 
Division 80, 1887-1907 

 
 

     1 mile  1-5 miles over 5 miles 
 
Div. 80 members   42%  48%  10% 
 

 
Source: Roll Book of A.O.H. Division 80, April 12, 1906, Irish Center Library, 
Philadelphia. 
 

The Respectable Ethnic Association 
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 It has been proposed that the A.O.H. was an association in which many of 

Philadelphia’s Irish working class joined and felt comfortable in its numerous branches 

spread across the city’s neighborhoods. Dale Light Jr. is convinced that the Irish who 

joined associations were a different breed, a self-selected cohort of immigrants with a 

particular attraction for orderly, respectable norms of behavior—”Irish ethnic 

organizations…drew a sharp distinction between respectable and disreputable elements 

of the Irish working class.”475

Irish ethnic institutions established a boundary of respectability for the 
Irish—Through their unrelenting insistence upon the standards of 
Protestant bourgeois respectability the ethnic community selected out and 
exalted those elements of the working class that adhered to the standards 
of the dominant American culture.

 Light wrote: 

476

 
  

 

 In this analysis, social class conflates with aspirations of status to drive a wedge 

between the top layers of Irish labor in late 19th-century Philadelphia, a labor 

“aristocracy,” and an underlying mass of unskilled Irish American workers; the 

association was the social site of this cleavage and the attraction of an achievement 

culture the clear victor over a rougher brand of working class influence that had no vocal 

constituency, no set of leaders or spokesmen to articulate a defense against the 

encroaching hegemony of the spirit of individual accumulation.  Irish ethnic associations 

were, in this view, little schools for the unconscious dissemination of greater social 

norms, and Irish ethnic awareness tagged along and attached itself to the primary moral 

messages of an aspiring, achieving Irish elite. 
                                                 
475 Light, “Class, Ethnicity and the Urban Ecology in a 19th-Century City,” 212. 
476 Ibid. 
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 To be a member of an Irish American association in the late 19th century in 

Philadelphia was to attain a new kind of citizenship—“the sense of ethnic honor is the 

specific honor of the masses, for it is accessible to anybody who belongs to the 

subjectively believed community of descent.”477

 Yet, there was a tension about class privilege and Irish identity in the ethnic 

associations that surfaced in the cracks of bourgeois aspiration and the struggle to  

move upward. Describing an Irish American woman who had taken an interest in the 

Gaelic League, “unlike most of our countrymen and women who occupy a high social 

position and command wealth in the United States, she proudly boasts of the Old Land 

and her ancestry.”

 The mere fact of this citizenship, 

conferred by membership in an ethic association, was sufficient status for the average 

association member; it provided a measure of status differentiation that was satisfying  

in itself. 

478

 It was an allegiance, a worldview of opposition to rank and privilege and a 

distrust of established power that also defined the world of the exiled Irish in their 

associations in Philadelphia. Covering a meeting of the Gaelic League in Dublin, Rev. 

Hogan stood up and said “he was very sorry to say that the Irish in America neglected the 

old country. The Irish millionaires there had not done a mortal thing to perpetuate and 

improve the Irish tongue.”

   

479

                                                 
477 Weber, Economy and Society, 391. 

 It was a moral consensus of forced loyalty to an historical 

vision of Ireland as a defeated nation, and its people exiled victims forced to emigrate and 

478 Irish American Review, Aug. 19, 1899. 
479 Ibid. 
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struggle upwards in a merciless industrial economy that concentrated itself into an 

ideology of opposition. This ideology of opposition required identifiable opponents for its 

confirmation, which eventually included a host of enemies from Irish landlordism and 

British colonialism to the American Protestant Nativism as well as agents of material and 

industrial privilege in America. 

Philadelphia’s Clan Na Gael: The Normalization of Militant Nationalism 
 
 Philadelphia’s Clan Na Gael was a voluntary association with a mission; it was 

intended as a revolutionary outpost in the Irish Diaspora to provide support, especially 

financial, for the moment when Ireland would strike back at England.480

 The American Clan Na Gael was founded in 1867 in the aftermath of the decline 

of the influence of Ireland’s revolutionary Fenian Brotherhood. The Fenian Brotherhood 

was put together in 1858 in New York as a militant body of men determined to gain Irish 

  It was that, but 

through the course of organizing along the normative lines of American ethnic voluntary 

societies, it turned itself into a vast set of urban neighborhood clubs. Like the A.O.H., the 

branch associations scattered across neighborhoods in Philadelphia were independent, 

self-sufficient associations that adhered to a central board of control. In Philadelphia, the 

Clan never lost its revolutionary front and militant style, but as the 1890s gave way to the  

new century it had long ceased to be any threat to British domination of Ireland or 

American control over its militant ethnic groups and, in fact, came to resemble more of a 

reserved gentlemen’s club for Philadelphia’s Irish Americans.  

                                                 
480 Miller, Immigrants and Exiles, 45. Miller writes that “between 1913 and 1916 the 
Clan Na Gael sent the I.R.B. over $100,000 to help finance the Irish Volunteers and the 
Easter Rising. The I.R.B. was the precursor organization of the I.R.A. 
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independence through the force of arms. It was a secret society that operated by the 

system of autonomous small circles of committed revolutionaries scattered in geographic 

zones of influence and concentrations of Irish population. The Philadelphia Fenians in the 

late 1860s had 13 circles with an estimate of 800 men in each circle.481

 After two disastrous escapades involving botched invasions of Canada by Irish 

American Fenians and a failed rising in Ireland in 1867, the group withered away in the 

United States only to be replaced by the Clan Na Gael. The Clan Na Gael was designed 

to be the American outpost of the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood (I.R.B.), the militant 

successor to the Fenians after their failed 1867 rising in Ireland, and it achieved a shifting 

of the impetus for Irish revolution to the United States.

 

482

 Yet, events in Ireland would reinvigorate Irish militant nationalism and America’s 

Clan Na Gael.  In the 1890s, Irish cultural nationalism swept across the Atlantic to 

rekindle the flames of Irish political nationalism, and the Clan Na Gael found renewed 

purpose in its existence.  Later, the rise of Protestant-backed Unionism in the North of 

Ireland, Carson’s own armed volunteers, led Philadelphia’s Irish to the conclusion that 

 It achieved fame by organizing 

the spectacular rescue of six Irish Fenian prisoners on board the ship Catalpa out of 

Australia in 1875, but its revolutionary élan drifted into periods of inactivity, and it 

settled in the late 19th century into a patient wait for the right set of circumstances and the 

right time for active rebellion in Ireland.  

                                                 
481 Dennis Clark, “Militants of the 1860s: The Philadelphia Fenians,” Pennsylvania 
Magazine of History and Biography 95 (1971) 98-108; Light, “Class, Ethnicity and the 
Urban Ecology in a 19th-Century City,” 92. 
482 R.V.  Comerford, “The Land War and the Politics of Distress, 1877-1882,” in W.E. 
Vaughan, ed.,  A New History of Ireland: Vol. VI, Ireland Under the Union, II, 1870-
1921 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996) 22. 
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force was the only way to gain any type of Irish independence.  Fund raising for the Irish 

Volunteers of the South, dominated by the I.R.B., became the exclusive province of 

America’s Clan Na Gael, and Philadelphia’s branch was in the thick of the movement. 

Philadelphia’s Clan Na Gael 

 The Clan Na Gael in Philadelphia boasted 37 divisions in 1888 and was overseen 

by a Board of Directors which met the 3rd Sunday of each month at the Irish American 

Club at 1708 Race Street.483  Philadelphia’s Clan Na Gael also sponsored a debating club 

which met every Wednesday evening. The Clan enjoyed its image as a semi-secret 

society with insurrection as its mission; it was announced at a meeting in 1891 that “new 

members should be guarded in their expressions regarding the affairs of the Club” and 

reminded its men to “guard against the presence of strangers in the house.”484

 The Irish American Club was originally the exclusive home of the Clan Na Gael, 

but its doors were opened to a wider constituency in the late 1880s: “the portion of the 

constitution requiring members of this Club to be members of the Clan Na Gael be 

amended and that membership in this club be open to every person of Irish nationalist 

feeling and tendencies who shall be proposed and elected in the form at present set 

forth.”

   

485  The “debt of the club” moved the Clan Na Gael’s board to open its doors to 

other Irish Americans, a move that paid off as “a voluntary subscription list was opened 

and $400 subscribed in a short time.”486

                                                 
483 Minute Book of the Clan Na Gael. 

  Philadelphia’s Irish American Club was often 

484 Ibid., Feb. 1, 1891, July 5, 1891. 
485 Ibid. 
486 Ibid. 
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rented out for divisions to hold their monthly meetings but, as in the case of the Literary 

Society, its premises were provided rent-free.  

 Financial solvency was a constant problem for the Clan Na Gael, as it was for all 

the Irish American associations in Philadelphia, and fund raising and the collection of 

dues were of primary importance for the association.  A “collector of dues” was 

appointed who would go directly to the homes of members and solicit the funds; for his 

troubles, the collector received 10% of the remittances.487  In 1904, collector-brother 

Kearns of Clan Na Gael Camp 246 reported that he had personally “visited all the 

brothers he knew” to collect dues owed this branch.488

 The individual branches or “camps” were autonomous and ran their organizations 

as separate voluntary associations, but the Central Board had a voracious appetite for 

funds. There was a constant tension over the distribution of funds and the Board’s request 

for contributions from the camps; the divisional “camps” faced punitive sanctions for 

actions judged too independent for the Board, but were most often suspended for non-

payment of Clan Na Gael dues to the Central Board.

 

489  For Clan Na Gael summer sports 

picnic and balls, 75% was expected for the Board, and 25% went to the camps. In 1891, 

“brother” James Mulgrew was asked to leave the Irish American Club because his camp 

had been suspended.490

Entertainment as Nationalist Message 

   

                                                 
487 Minute Book of the Clan Na Gael, Feb. 1, 1891, July 5, 1891. 
488 Ibid., July 27, 1904. 
489 Ibid., May 22, 1892. 
490 Ibid., Dec. 6, 1891. 



224 
 
 The Clan Na Gael in Philadelphia organized large events that would focus 

attention on Irish nationalist causes. The 22nd anniversary of the “Manchester Martyrs, 

Allen, Larkin and O’Brien” was the theme for a Saturday evening in 1899 of Irish music 

and history at Horticultural Hall, Broad and Spruce Sts.  Solos in baritone and soprano 

were presented for songs such as “Our Land Shall be Free,” “Paddies Evermore,” “Green 

Old Flag,” and “Erin Weeps Forsaken;”  The songs were introduced by Clan Na Gael 

members, including Dr. Cronin, and a master speech was presented in remembrance of 

the Manchester 3 and what it means for the city’s Irish community by Edward 

O’Meagher Condon, editor of The Irish American Freeman.491

 The birthday of Ireland’s revolutionary patriot Robert Emmett was always a 

reason for a celebration within the associations, an opportunity the Clan Na Gael seized 

in 1891 in Philadelphia when it hosted a large celebration at the Academy of Music. 

Emmett celebrations were a tradition in rural Ireland; the 903 Emmet Centenary held in 

Baileboro, County Cavan, in Mr. Farrelly’s farm field, attracted over 400 people from the 

surrounding parishes of Killesandra, Killann, Killinkere, Termon, Laragh and 

Knockbride, listened to William Redmond, the leader of the Irish Constitution Party, 

address the crowd. Redmond recalled the sacrifice of Emmet in that pasture the fall of 

1903, “the bravest patriot and greatest soldier that ever gave his life for the liberty of any 

land,” a tradition of reverence that surfaced in the Clan Na Gael of Philadelphia.

 

492

 Five thousand ticket-paying Irish Americans were reported in attendance at 

Philadelphia’s Emmett day in 1903. “The Academy was beautifully decorated with the 

   

                                                 
491 Freeman & Irish American Review, Nov. 23, 1889. 
492 Anglo Celt, Oct. 24, 1903. 
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green and the orange, appropriate mottos, shields bearing the names of the four 

provinces, the counties of Ireland, eminent Irish patriots, and the Stars and Stripes.”493

 Mr. Fitzgerald, Esq., of Boston addressed the Philadelphians at a celebration and 

made a long address on Irish history to a Clan Na Gael gathering in 1891 on Emmett’s 

day, “the Irishmen of Emmett’s time were…extolled for their sagacity, self-sacrifice and 

patriotism…after sketching the ’48 and ’65 and ’67 movements…[and] The Young 

Ireland Party and the Fenian Brotherhood,” he reminded the members of “the matchless 

trio of our late generals, Grant, Sherman and Sheridan…”

 

494

 After such an important event in Philadelphia, there was the usual reception at the 

Irish American Club House, 1708 Race Street, in which 150 people were served a 

midnight dinner followed by “songs and recitations…[that] did not terminate until about 

4 o’clock in the morning.”

 

495

Camp 246, 814 Girard Avenue 

 Such was the nature of the grand Irish American spectacle 

in the early 1890s, part nationalist rally, a lesson in Irish culture and history, and a 

moment for entertainment. 

 Camp 246 of the Philadelphia Clan Na Gael had its headquarters on 814 Girard 

Avenue in the river district of the Kensington section just north of central Philadelphia. It 

was a branch “camp” association proud of its working class constituency reflective of its 

                                                 
493 Freeman & Irish American Review, March 7, 1891. 
494 Freeman & Irish American Review, March 7, 1891. 
495 Ibid. 
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location within this industrial mill town of Philadelphia.496 In the spring of 1893, this 

camp moved its meeting headquarters to 5th & Thompson Streets, a few blocks away 

from the Girard Avenue location.  Table 4.4 describes the occupational structure of this 

camp. This local association was dominated by Irish immigrants—over 85% of its 

members were born in Ireland.497

 

 

Table 4.4. Occupational Structure of Camp 246 of Philadelphia’s Clan Na Gael, 1892-
1895 

______________________________________________________________________ 
Occupation   % Camp 246  
______________________________________________________________________ 

Professional ---      

Lower white collar* 12%     

Skilled Labor** 61%     

Unskilled Labor*** 27% 
______________________________________________________________________ 
N= 62. 

*includes shopkeepers, grocers, saloon keepers 
**includes machinists, textile workers, railroad men 
***occupation specified as “laborer” 
 
Source: Minute Book of the Philadelphia Clan Na Gael, 1889-1923, Pennsylvania 
Historical Society, MSS 37, Box 1, Camp 246, 1892-1895. 
 
 

                                                 
496 Light, “Class, Ethnicity and the Urban Ecology in a 19th Century City.” Light, in his 
analysis of this camp in the late 1880s, found that 93% of members were working class 
and over ¾ were unskilled. 
497 Minute Book of the Philadelphia Clan Na Gael. This analysis is derived from a sample 
of the camp.  The Minute Book of Clan Na Gael, Camp 246, recorded the Philadelphia 
address of all new members and their year of initiation; age, origin of birth and 
occupation were also recorded in a sporadic fashion. 
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Table 4.5 displays an analysis of the occupational structure of the leadership of 

the 51 camps of the Clan Na Gael in Philadelphia, the officers of each camp that acted as 

delegates to the Central Board of the Clan Na Gael in Philadelphia in 1903.498

 

  The 

descriptive analysis of the occupations of the camp delegates to the Clan Na Gael Board 

of Directors follows the pattern of other Irish American associations of the era—a heavy 

recruitment from the strata of skilled workers, with significant support from an Irish 

lower middle class as well as a small contingent of unskilled workers. 

Table 4.5. Occupational Structure of the Clan Na Gael Leaders, 1903 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Occupation  Clan Delegates 
________________________________________________________________________
  
Professional   --   

Lower white collar*  22%   

Skilled Labor**  70%   

Unskilled Labor***  8% 
_______________________________________________________________________  
N= 28 
*includes shopkeepers, grocers, saloon keepers 
**includes machinists, textile workers, railroad men 
***occupation specified as “laborer” 
 
Source: Minute Book of the Philadelphia Clan Na Gael, 1889-1923, 1892-1895, 
Pennsylvania Historical Society, MSS 37, Box 1. Camp 246.  
 
 

                                                 
498 Ibid., 1892-1895. These data represent only a sample of the 51 delegates to the Clan 
Na Gael Board of Directors meeting in 1903. Occupation was surmised by matching 
home address and name in the City Directory of Philadelphia. 
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 Like the branch meetings of the A.O.H., the monthly Clan Na Gael “camp” 

meetings were neighborhood gatherings with an open invitation for outside Clan brothers 

to drop in and participate. There was a high degree of inter-camp participation among the 

various camps in Philadelphia as brothers were always visiting others’ meetings; at the 

end of the meeting, at a winter meeting of Camp 246 in 1894, a visiting brother from 

Camp 185, “Brother Dillon of camp 185 recited ‘the top of the mornin’,” to close the 

evening’s meeting.499  And, at the next month’s meeting, “Brother Hughes of 331 invited 

the Bros of 246 to pay them a visit.”500  In 1904, Camp 246 recorded that “Brother 

Newman of camp 15 spoke at length on how the brothers should visit camps and let the 

brothers see that we are all interested in the cause and that we should work earnestly in 

building up the organization.”501 It could also take action in Irish revolutionary cause—in 

1893 it moved that “a subscription list be opened for James Cunningham lately released 

from Portland Prison…”502

 Clan meetings adhered to the established order of meetings; business and 

financial obligations first followed by the sentimental rites of Irish American get-

togethers.  To end a winter evening’s meeting in 1894, “Brother E.J. Kearns sang “The 

Gem of Ireland” in his usual good way.”

 

503

                                                 
499 Minute Book of the Philadelphia Clan Na Gael. 

 At the end of the evening, the song rite was 

performed: “Brother Brown sang “Don’t Blame the Mother for the Fault of the Children” 

 147 Ibid., Feb. 2, 1894. 
501 Ibid., June 12, 1904. 
502 Ibid., June 30, 1893. 
503 Ibid., Feb. 2, 1894. 
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while “Br. Rooney of this camp entertained the brothers with a nice revolutionary 

speech.”504

 The Clan Na Gael, Camp 246, depended on the mass sale of tickets by its 

members for the large events, the Clan Na Gael “Nationalist Games” and summer picnic, 

and members took on tickets with an expectation of cash to be returned to the camp 

treasury.  In 1892, for the summer games in June, the camp showed a $3,000 shortage in 

money returned for tickets, a gap that was then attached to the monthly dues of the 

offending members.  Failure to come up with the money for advanced tickets meant 

expulsion.

  

505

The Clan as Gentlemen’s Club 

 

 
 The Clan Na Gael in late 19th-century Philadelphia hardly seemed like a militant, 

conspiratorial, secret society intent on seizing control of Ireland from the British in the 

name of an imagined Irish nation. Its headquarters, The Irish American Club, had become 

more of an Irish American gentleman’s club in Philadelphia that maintained the rhetoric 

and image of rebellion but was subdued in its program of action, comfortable in its club 

atmosphere.   

 Members of the Clan Na Gael’s Irish American Club at 1708 Race Street each 

received their own club key; a pool table was available on the third floor.506

                                                 
504 Ibid., March 16, 1894; Jan 19, 1892. 

  If we look at 

the monthly treasurer’s report prepared by the Board of Directors for the Irish American 

505 Minute Book of the Clan Na Gael, May 29, 1892. 
506 Ibid. 
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Club we can see how the resources were distributed, which commodities were purchased 

and where the members’ values were.   

 Club bills were paid for cue tips, pool balls, cigars, beer507

 In 1917, the business of leisure was paramount at Irish American gatherings at the 

club at 17th & Race Streets. A poker room was established in the front parlor while $175 

was spent for cigars in the spring of 1917 and 100 folding chairs purchased for events. 

The club had purchased a revenue license in 1891 which legalized the selling of beer and 

whiskey and cigars, and they kept a healthy stock of these items on hand at the Irish 

American Club.

, ice, glasses, playing 

cards, ice cream, lamps, carpets, paper hangings, plumbing, bookcase, liquor supplies, 

and whiskey. A sideboard of food was available for members to order from, and a 

steward was on staff every Saturday evening and Sunday afternoons to take care of drink 

and food requests. A waiter was also on the premises to carry drinks and cigars to the 3rd 

floor pool room; the waiter received 33% of the cost of this service and, after discussion, 

a dumb waiter was installed for this service in place of the waiter. In addition, expenses 

were paid for a front-doorman and watchman as well as a janitor. 

508 The closing hour would even be pushed back to 1:00 in the morning 

from midnight.509

                                                 
507 Philadelphia Hibernian, Aug. 9, 1890. Beer was easily obtained for the Irish 
American Club from any number of breweries, bottlers and purveyors in Philadelphia, 
from Pat Doherty’s on 20th & Ridge, Robert Walsh’s at 8th & South to Joseph McGurk’s 
in Kensington. On one advertising page of the Philadelphia Hibernian, twenty nine 
different breweries, bottlers and merchants for beer were listed.  . 

 

508 Minute Book of the Clan Na Gael, April 12, 1917; May 31, 1918. 
509 Ibid., March 9, 1922. 
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 The Irish American Club on 1708 Race Street was the place to be after Irish 

American events in Philadelphia. At the Clan-Na-Gael Games in 1890, an event that 

attracted 45,000 to Rising Sun Park, post-sport reception was held for out-of-town guests 

in which speeches were made and “patriotic songs” filled the air as the day of festival 

wound down.510 The leisure of the association was an assumed benefit for many Irish 

American associations; A.O.H. division 54 on N. Broad Street, were pleased with their 

new hall “where they can enjoy themselves in harmless amusement during their  

leisure hours.”511

 

 

Association Discipline 

 The Clan Na Gael, like other Irish American associations, adhered to an ideal 

model of respectability and control and expected its members to be restrained in emotion 

and disciplined in speech and public presentation of the association—the disciplinary 

code expected of an “association man.” The rites of initiation for entry into the Clan Na 

Gael were fairly loose, but on occasion a potential member was not admitted, cast as a 

disruptive force within the collective: Pat O’Hara was denied admission in 1894 “having 

received 3 black balls.”512  It took two “black balls” to be denied membership, a process 

of initiation that required  secrecy to protect the identity of voting members; anyone 

found guilty of exposing the authors of black balls was expelled himself.513

                                                 
510 Philadelphia Hibernian, Aug. 14, 1890. 

 Black balling 

members was a common practice in the Friendly Societies and Tontines of Dublin. In 

511 Irish American Review, July 24, 1899. 
512 Minute Book of the Philadelphia Clan Na Gael, March 30, 1894. 
513 Ibid., Aug. 17, 1904. 
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Ireland it was “black beans” and members from St. Jerome’s Tontine Society, for 

example, and others in Dublin could be fined for “exposing the beans” or the outcome of 

an initiation procedure.514

 Yet, the Clan had all sorts of distractions. There was a lawsuit in 1903 against the 

Irish American Club, and funds were borrowed from the Clan’s Defense of Ireland fund 

“to defray the expenses of the lawsuit in defense of the club.”

 

515 Bad behavior at the Irish 

American Club was not tolerated; in 1905 “a charge of conduct unbecoming a member of 

this organization was preferred against Wm. Carroll of [camp] 220 and a “trial 

committee” was appointed to hear the case.516 Brother Tennyson was involved in a brawl 

with another member at the Irish American Club and “suspended from the privileges of 

this club until trial by proper authority.  It was regularly moved and seconded that the 

Directors of the Irish American Club pay for the glasses of Ed Walsh which were broken 

by the assault of Mr. Tennyson.”517

 Squabbles between brothers naturally arose but were quickly tamped down. Inside 

Camp A.O.H. 246, “a discussion arose about Brother Brady accusing Brother Murray of 

slandering him…it was moved and seconded that this be laid over for two weeks.” After 

some further discussion it was moved and seconded that this whole matter be dropped.

 

518

                                                 
514 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:112. “Report 
by E. Daniel Lynch, Esq., on Friendly Societies in Ireland.” 

 

The branches of the Clan Na Gael also preferred to maintain criticism of itself inside the 

515 Minute Book of the Philadelphia Clan Na Gael, Feb. 13, 1903. 
516 Minute Book of the Philadelphia Clan Na Gael, Nov. 10, 1905. 
517 Ibid., Dec. 11, 1919. 
518 Ibid., April 27, 1904. 
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association—division 246 “moved that Brother McIntyre be suspended for one year 

being found guilty of slandering the order.”519

The Strident Nationalism of the Clan Na Gael 

  

 The Clan in Philadelphia preferred the nationalist version of Ireland’s past and 

created their own interpretive framework and language that members were compelled to 

master as they settled into the society of brothers taking part in meetings, voicing 

opinions and sharing cultural bonds. Association officers often closed meetings with a 

meaningful word or two, as did camp “Treasurer McConne [who] entertained his 

audience by giving the Croppie’s Grave” and referred to the great meeting of “’Tara’ in 

the time of O’Connell and to the struggle for freedom in ’98.”520 Meetings of branch 

camps ended with didactic reminders and resolutions of nation—“the necessity of 

carrying their nationality with them at all times” and the hope that “we will all go home 

to Ireland when the landlords go.”521

 The meetings of the division camps were convenient locations for visiting 

brothers” to engage in the celebration of Irish nationalism in the rites that closed the 

meetings.  In 1892, Camp 246 closed its monthly meeting when “brother Robert Walker 

of Camp 21…gave the bros a song…’who speaks to 98’.”  A meeting guest, Brother 

Murray of Camp 307, also rose and “called upon the Bros to stick to the cause for the 

 

                                                 
519 Ibid., March 20, 1892. 
520 Irish American Review, Sept. 2, 1895. The mass meeting at the Tara in Ireland in the 
early 1800s was the mass mobilization of Catholic national support behind the “Great 
Liberator” O’Connell and the beginning of the end for the anti-Penal laws in Ireland; the 
reference to 1798 was the violent and bloody rising of Irish peasants led by the Protestant 
Wolfe Tone. 
521 Minute Book of the Philadelphia Clan Na Gael, Nov. 27, 1892; March 19, 1893; Feb. 
12, 1893. 
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boys in the mother land was united and he asked the Bros to bring in good men and keep 

246 the same as it was always.”  Brother Guinn briefly lectured on “helping our country 

from the hands of our enemy” while another summarized his view on Celtic and 

American patriotism stating “a man without love for his country was worse than a 

dog.”522 The opportunity to reinvent Irish nationalism523 was rarely lost in the 1890s and 

the monthly meeting of the neighborhood branches of the Clan Na Gael were ideal 

locations for remembrance and distribution of the image of Philadelphia’s Irish as “exiled 

fellow-countrymen.”524

 The following song of longing, “Poor Erin” closed a meeting in Philadelphia in 

the late 1890s: 

 

Oh!  She’s a rich and rare land; 
Oh!  She’s a true and brave land. 
Yes, she’s a rare and fair land 
This native land of mine. 
No sons than hers are braver, 
Her daughters hearts ne’re waver, 
I’d freely die to save her 
And think my lot divine.525

 
 

Class Opposition and the Clan 

                                                 
522 Ibid., Dec. 11, 1892. 
523 Miller, Immigrants and Exiles, 334. Miller dates the beginning of the nationalist motif 
in all things Irish American to the years after the Famine when the Irish had begun to 
settle and suffer in different ways in America. He wrote, “…the Famine generation 
created modern Irish-American nationalism, with its mass-based, national societies and 
radical goals rooted in the republicanism of Young Ireland and the biter memories of 
‘black 47.’” 
524 Irish American Review, Aug. 19, 1899. 
525 Ibid. 
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 The Clan Na Gael did not operate as a surrogate society for the cohesion of social 

class or a specific advocate group for the rights of workers, but there was a generalized 

sense that the Irish in the association were all struggling against social and economic 

odds. The oppositional attitude toward Protestant influence and even toward Catholic 

Irish bourgeois values and achievements filtered up, through the accounts of discussion 

of meetings and through the seemingly minute and countless ways that the men handled 

their affairs, the small rewards they allowed themselves and the principle of solidarity for 

men of labor. 

 Class within the Irish American associations had a generalized, vague 

understanding; in E.P. Thompson’s words, it was “the growing distance between master 

and man” that combined attitudes about social inequalities with existing frameworks of 

ethnic injustice in the Irish American associations.526

                                                 
526 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 203. 

 Among the Irish Americans in 

Philadelphia in the late 1800s, early 1900s, there was a general understanding of isolation 

and vulnerability, imprinted from the difficulties of finding and keeping work in a 

bustling, industrial city, of maintaining families and finding homes, and fighting battles 

against established power. In addition, the heavy weight of a self-taught, self-imposed 

ethnic truth self, that Ireland and its people were forever victims of British law and 

occupation and the system of landlords, helped to solidify a bunker mentality in the Irish 

associations. The societies were locations that supported and augmented this belief; this 

unchallenged assumption of being forced to go it alone as a people, and at the same time 
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offered moments of respite from this vision and an opportunity for relaxation and leisure 

in the company of friends and similar exiles of Ireland. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 
CASE STUDY OF IRISH AMERICAN CIVIC LIFE: 

THE CAVAN SOCIETY AND THE DONEGAL ASSOCIATION OF PHILADELPHIA 
 
 Robert Vecoli wrote that ethnicity was “a subjective sense of peoplehood based in 

common memories, and manifested in symbols which evoke those memories…[it was] 

“shared history and culture.”527 In the late 19th century, early 20th, Irish Americans in 

Philadelphia established associations based on demographic descent that attracted large 

populations. These were primarily “county” societies and even though the home parish 

was the local store of shared memory the Irish chose the county as the boundary for their 

new associations and thus formed the Cork, Galway, Wexford, Tyrone, Derry, Cavan and 

Donegal associations.528

 Two Irish American associations, the Cavan Catholic and Beneficial Society of 

Philadelphia (1907) and the Donegal Beneficial, Social and Patriotic Association of 

Philadelphia (1888) form the basis for a case study of Irish American civic engagement in 

the late 1800s, early 1900s. These associations were beneficial societies for the working 

class and the Irish urban petty bourgeoisie, shop owners and clerks that constituted 

membership, many who were recent immigrants from Donegal and Cavan arriving with 

few industrial skills that could be transferred and applied to Philadelphia. This study will 

 The Connaught and Mayo associations of Philadelphia were 

based on Irish provinces, these the most western regions given to devastation and 

emigration during the mid-19th-century great Famine of Ireland. 

                                                 
527 Rudolph Vecoli, “Are Italians Just White Folks?” Italian Americana XII 2 (Summer, 
1995) 156. 
528 The English introduced the county in the 19th century as the official boundary, a social 
marker that was long thought of as a foreign designation.   
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also analyze the pre-emigration, native Irish sources of civic engagement in the rural 

zones of Donegal and Cavan and suggest linkages between early cultural contact and 

patterns of socialization with the norms of communal associations in rural Ireland and 

their influence on the later record of sophisticated Irish American associationalism in 

Philadelphia.  

The Donegal Beneficial, Social and Patriotic Association of Philadelphia (1888) 

 The presence of Donegal immigrants and 2nd generation Irish from that county 

had achieved a critical mass in Philadelphia by the 1880s; the early organization of 

Donegal descendants was confined to spontaneous, isolated initiatives to assist poor 

farmers experiencing continual rural crisis in Donegal. Due to the efforts of Hugh 

O’Donnell, sufficient momentum was established that led to an all-Donegal association in 

Philadelphia in the late 1880s.529

 The first meeting was held September 18, 1888, at Lewars Hall, 9th and Spring 

Garden Streets just near center city; only those born in Donegal were eligible for 

membership, a rule that was later amended in 1896 to allow for broader membership and 

included descendants from that county. James Dolan was the first president and Hugh 

O’Donnell was secretary joined by Magistrate Maurice Wilhere and Philadelphia 

Postmaster William Harrity as association officers.

 

530

                                                 
529 Clark, The Heart’s Own People, 24. 

 In 1892 the association became 

more established applying for and receiving a corporate charter from Philadelphia; the 

530 Ibid., 26. 
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charter was more a public statement of respectability than anything else.531 The 

association was primarily for that county’s exiles in America, but there was constant 

interaction and communication with the towns and villages of Donegal—priest from 

Killybegs dropped in on a fall meeting in 1905 visiting “old friends.”532

 Meeting locations moved around in the city and in 1897 the association held its 

monthly gathering at Fairmount Hall, 2100 Callowhill Street, a location just north of 

center city in the warehouse district. Eventually, Industrial Hall, 314 North Broad Street 

emerged as a central site that became a long time home of the association.

 

533

 The Donegal Association was primarily a beneficial society providing 

subsistence-level financial support for its hard-pressed working class members in the 

form of sick and death benefits. The Donegal Association structured its finances and its 

values to adhere to its primary mission of communal support, a form of working class 

insurance in an industrial environment that provided none and required much. The 

association also established the Donegal Building & Loan in its early years which 

provided investment income for the association and loans to its members that could often 

not qualify for home mortgages due to an uneven employment record.

 Donegal 

men were spread out all over the city and this location was hardly within walking 

distance of most members. 

534

                                                 
531 “Charter of the Donegal Beneficial, Social and Patriotic Association of Philadelphia,” 
The Irish Center, Philadelphia. 

 In 1905 the 

association accepted a 50-year purchase of bonds for the Philadelphia Rapid Transit 

532 Minute Book of Donegal Association. 
533 Ibid. 
534 Ibid., May 1, 1905. 
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Company, an investment in the “Market Street Elevated Railroad Company” that was 

thought of as a safe investment and a stake in Philadelphia’s transportation future. The 

association prided itself on embracing this new transport ecology in Philadelphia and 

touted “the lines of the Company, consisting of a subway on Market Street…from the 

Delaware to the Schuylkill; the new bridge crossing the Schuylkill, and the elevated 

Railway extending to the City Line…”535

 Donegal also joined the circuit of Irish American associations in Philadelphia that 

shared communications and supported each other through mutual purchase of tickets for 

entertainments, annual balls and summer Gaelic games. The Tipperary Beneficial, Social 

and Patriotic Association  bought tickets for the 1906 Donegal Ball.  In return, Donegal 

pledged that its 5 officers would attend the Tipperary Ball and passed the following 

resolution during the patriotic session—Donegal will “be glad at all times to co-operate 

with you [Tipperary] in anything relating to the welfare of your countrymen and that 

harmony and good fellowship may always prevail amongst us.”

 

536 The Wexford Society 

officers dropped into a meeting with Donegal to ask for their support for the Wexford 

Ball of 1907.537 The Women’s Auxiliary of the A.O.H. visited the Donegal men in 1907 

to appeal for support in a contest they were running for charity.538 Connaught Men’s 

Society visited and hoped people would join for their picnic at Washington Park in July, 

1910.539

                                                 
535 Minute Book of Donegal Association, May 1, 1905, 192. 

 

536 Ibid., Nov. 19, 1905. 
537 Ibid. 
538 Ibid., 1907, 
539 Ibid., July 17, 1910. 
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The Demographics of Irish Associations: The Donegal Association 

 Donegal and Philadelphia had strong ties and the Donegal Association had an 

ample pool of the Irish-born and the first generation whose parents were Irish 

immigrants. Emigration was an established pattern of Donegal life in the later half of the 

19th century. At the height of the Famine in 1847, Philadelphia’s Irish Relief Committee 

managed to land over a thousand barrels of meal, flour and beans into Donegal aboard the 

ship Adele.540 Steamships such as the Anchor Line advertised cheap fares and convenient 

passage directly from Derry, the port of Moville, to Philadelphia in the 1880s. Anchor 

Line employed a booking enterprise such as Henderson Brothers in Londonderry which 

had agents in the small towns of Donegal, in Ballyshannon, Bundoran and Kinlough.  

From Ballyshannon to Philadelphia in 1880, you caught the 4:45 PM train from 

Ballyshannon to Londonderry where you were met by an Anchor Line agent that moved 

you along to catch the departing steamship to Philadelphia.541

 Taking the data supplied from the membership roles of one of Philadelphia’s 

well-populated county associations, the Donegal Association, and matching the names of 

members with the original manuscript census, a picture of the demographics of Irish 

American association in Philadelphia emerges. The family life of association members 

was diverse, dominated by two types—1. The nuclear structure with wife and children at 

 The Donegal Association 

of Philadelphia had a committee on naturalization to help immigrant members with the 

process of becoming American citizens, an indication that so many were recently arrived 

from Ireland from Donegal County. 

                                                 
540 “Report on the Famine in Co. Donegal,” Donegal Annual (1976) 265. 
541 Ballyshannon Herald, Feb. 7, 1880.   
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home supporting a grandfather or sister-in-law or taking in boarders and 2. The single, 

individual boarder renting a room in a home or sharing a rented space with a relative or 

associate.542

 

 

Table 5.1. Occupations of  Members of Philadelphia’s Donegal Association, 1905-1910 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Occupation 
_______________________________________________________________________ 

Professional+ 6%  

Lower white collar* 38.7%  

Skilled Labor** 45%  

Unskilled Labor*** 11% 
_______________________________________________________________________  
N=334 
+refers to attorneys and physicians 
*includes shopkeepers, grocers, saloon keepers 
**includes machinists, textile workers, railroad men 
***occupation specified as “laborer” 
 
Source:  U.S. Manuscript Census, 1910, “Thirteenth Census of the United States, 1910,” 
National Archives, Philadelphia. 
 

 The occupational analysis of the Donegal Association in 108 demonstrates that 

the Irish who joined ethnic associations in the late 1890s, early 1900s were 

predominantly working class, occupying positions as skilled workers in the industrial 

                                                 
542 Cormac O Grada, Black ’47 and Beyond: The Great Irish Famine in History, 
Economy, and Memory (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1999) 116-117. Carol 
Groneman Pernicone, The ‘Bloody Ould Sixth’: A  Social Analysis of a New York City 
Working Class Community in the Mid-19th Century (University of Rochester, 1973). 
Carol Groneman Pernicone’s research on the 1850s in New York’s infamous Five Points 
section revealed, through manuscript census, a pattern of stronger than anticipated Irish 
family structure among the poorest of Irish urban regions.  . 
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matrix of Philadelphia. Donegal men worked in the Baldwin Locomotive Works, as 

bricklayer, plumbers and ironworkers. Donegal men were also established in white collar 

positions, many saloon owners and owner/operators of neighborhood grocery stores, 

occasionally self-employed as a building contractor or boarding house owners and 

increasingly clerks.543

 Table 5.2 displays data on the family structure of members of the Donegal 

Association from 1905-1911.   

 Two of Donegal’s presidents were lawyers. James Friel, 1906-

1909, Francis A McCarron, 1909-1912, and Thomas Harron, 1912-1915, and [William 

Patrick McFadden] representing an impulse to position respectability and status in front 

of an organization of working men. 

 

Table 5.2. Family Structure and Land of Origin of Donegal Association, 1905-1910  
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Family*  69%   

Boarder*  31% 
________________________________________________________________________ 
*72% of the sample of family-centric and boarders were born in Ireland; 28% American-
born. 
N= 75 
 
Source:  U.S. Manuscript Census, 1910, “Thirteenth Census of the United States, 1910,” 
National Archives, Philadelphia. 
 

                                                 
543 The data for the Donegal Association was drawn from the “U.S. Manuscript Census, 
1910.” The record of birth year and home address in Philadelphia at the time of 
association initiation were matched with the manuscript census. It is reasonable to expect 
that laborers might have changed addresses of escaped detection by the census takers and 
therefore not found in the census records and thus undercounted. 
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 There were two types that found their way to the ethnic association, the head of a 

family working as a grocer or a boilermaker and the single boarder. Sometime the family 

structure reflected both types, husband and wife taking in an Irish American boarder to 

help with finances and to assist a countryman from Donegal. Those Donegal members in 

the 1910 sample who were heads of the household also owned property in Philadelphia, 

85% recorded as home owners in the 1910 census.544 The Donegal Association in the 

first decade of the 20th century was also dominated by members born in Ireland—72% of 

the sample in table 5.2 were Irish born. The Association established a “committee on 

naturalization” in 1914 to help members work their way to becoming U.S. citizens.545

 Peter J. McGee was 25 when he joined the Donegal Association in 1909. He had a 

wife and a small family of two sons and a daughter living in a home he owned. John J. 

Murray was 35 when he joined the Donegal Association in 1909. He lived in a rented 

home on 18th Street with his wife and his sister-in-law; he was a plumber who ran his 

own shop.

 

546 On the other hand, John McGlinn was a dyer who lived as a lodger on 

North 3rd Street; he was 42 years-old when he joined the association.547

Democratic Leanings 

 

 The Donegal Association would eventually have a large membership, but the 

monthly meetings naturally attracted only a fraction of the total.  Judging from voting 

patterns on debates and meetings in which the elections of officers took place, a good 

turnout would represent a third of the membership and more often was less than that.  For 

                                                 
544 “Thirteenth Census of the United States, 1910,” National Archives, Philadelphia. 
545 Minute Book of Donegal Association, Feb. 15, 1914. 
546 Ibid. 
547 Ibid. 
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the election of officers and stewards and association physician in a membership of 713 in 

1907, 216 were in attendance and voted; 1910, 223 voted in a society of 686.548

 

   

Table 5.3.  Size of Membership of Donegal Association, 1895-1925 

________________________________________________________________________ 
Year  Population  
________________________________________________________________________ 
1895 251 
1897 282 
1898 329 
1901 407 
1902 440 
1904 462 
1907 713 
1908 825 
1909 698 
1910 686 
1911 736 
1912 752 
1913 780 
1914 788 
1915 781 
1916 757 
1917 809 
1922 741 
1923 789 
1925 885 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Source: Minute Book of Donegal Beneficial, Social and Patriotic Association of 
Philadelphia, 1895-1925, The Irish Center, Philadelphia. 
 
 
 Table 5.3 demonstrates the slowly accelerating growth of the Donegal 

Association which became a large and relatively affluent association in a city already 

                                                 
548 Minute Book of Donegal Association. 
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crowded with Irish American societies. High membership meant security and influence 

and in years when membership waned or growth was slow, members were assigned to 

visit brothers at their homes who had allowed their dues to slip. During the drop in 

membership in 1909-10, the association voted to $100 put into the contingency fund to 

allow officers to “assist any delinquent member who desires to continue his membership, 

the amount to be advanced as a loan…”549

 If the turnout at meetings was a third or less, the sheer size of the association gave 

it wealth and status and eventually the confidence to exercise its voice in Irish American 

public matters such as the struggle for Irish independence in the post-World War I years 

in the city. The Donegal Association’s size was a liability when it came time to pay the 

“per capita tax” that went along with being a member of Philadelphia’s Federation of 

Catholic Societies. Donegal had a contentious relationship with this umbrella society and 

withdrew from it for periods of time, the first time 1908. In 1910, after the Mayo Society 

of Philadelphia lobbied Donegal to return to the Federation, Donegal rejoined the city-

wide Federation of Catholic Societies.

 

550

 The careful financial planning of the Donegal Association which was based on the 

income from dues and fines balanced against the demand for sick benefits left the 

association with financial options which it exercised through its “contingent” fund. This 

fund was used for donations to all kinds causes, requests from Philadelphia and Donegal 

churches, from individual brothers in special need and for contributions to Irish 

independence. The Friendly Societies of Ireland, in contrast, were small by comparison 

 

                                                 
549 Minute Book of Donegal Association. 
550 Ibid. 
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with memberships of 40 to 50 considered a large association and only a handful of them 

registered over 100.  

 The sizeable population of the Donegal Association and the dispersion of its 

members throughout the city exacted a toll on the association’s four stewards who were 

charged with the responsibility of visiting members at their home and doling out sick 

benefits. The stewards stood for election each year, received a salary, but the task of 

visiting each member who requested sick benefits was formidable. In 1907, Donegal 

Steward Gallagher handed out $855 in sick pay which required 171 home visits. Steward 

Murray made even more home visits in 1907, 175 for the year; in 1908, Steward Murray 

made 242 home visits handing out $1,210.551 The membership recognized the complexity 

of the steward’s assignment; the yearly salary of the stewards in 1905 was $35 while the 

association secretary received $30.552

 In contrast, the Irish Friendly Association and the Dublin Tontine did not reach 

out to its members for sick benefits, normally paying only 10% of its disposable yearly 

income on sick benefits while the Irish Americans would typically use 80 to 90% of its 

yearly dues income on sick benefits.

 The stewards were also responsible for getting the 

society’s “flags and banners” ready for the St. Patrick’s parade. 

553

                                                 
551 Minute Book of Donegal Association. 

 The Donegal Association’s wealth and population 

also allowed its members more latitude in extending care to brothers in need or looking 

the other way when dues had elapsed yet the request for benefits arrived anyway at the 

monthly meeting. The association membership acknowledged the “hard circumstances” 

552 Ibid. 
553 Ibid., British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies. 
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which faced widow Boyce in 1905 and voted her an additional $25 above the death 

benefit.554 In April, 1906, “brother Gallagher” was unable to work and couldn’t pay his 

dues and after a committee investigated his circumstances it was decided that “the 

Society pay up his dues until July.”555 And, after member McDermitt’s wife died, it was 

decided after a close vote—34 to 31—to pay $30 in death benfits even though the 

member had not paid his dues for several months.556 And, the Donegal Association 

looked after its members in hard circumstances—in 1913 it was reported to the 

association that member Pat McLaughlin “was confined in the insane dept. of the Phila. 

Hospital and that he was apparently sound in mind and body, that he had been visited by 

Dr. McDermott and Dr. O Donnell about two months after being detained in the 

hospital…”557

 The earlier Irish model contrasted in several ways with the later Irish American 

association of Philadelphia was content to minimize member health benefits and squeeze 

funds from its yearly operating budgets for the Christmas bonus doled out to members in 

mid-December. The Donegal Association, by managing its asset carefully, spent 

extensively on the welfare of their members through a yearly outlay of sick payments 

and, through the Contingent Fund replenished each year by annual ball proceeds, 

extended a humanitarian hand where needed and took stands on public issues like Irish 

independence. In addition, the Irish society met weekly for two hours but were restricted 

 Dr. McDermott was the association’s physician elected to this role by a 

vote of the membership. 

                                                 
554 Minute Book of Donegal Association, 1905. 
555 Ibid., 1906. 
556 Ibid. 
557 Ibid. 
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by association rules from any political or religious discussion, subjects of such high 

controversy and traditional discord that they were avoided by regulation from the public 

discourse of the Irish Friendly society. 

 The Donegal Association meetings were also moments for leisure and cultural 

revival.  For St. Patrick’s Day, 1910, “cigars were passed around, and an hour was given 

by several members contributing to the entertainment by singing Irish songs.”558 Donegal 

monthly meetings, in contrast to the Dublin societies that eschewed public issues and 

debate, made time and space for the “patriotic session” of a monthly meeting in which 

more weighty issues of public interest were raised; in 1906 “the Irish language question 

was introduced and quite a discussion followed—those who desired to join an Irish 

school for the purpose of studying the language should give in their names and they 

would be called together sometime later.”559 Sunday afternoons were also times for 

Gaelic sport and Donegal joined other Irish American teams in Philadelphia such as 

“Young Ireland, Mayo, Tyrone and Kevin Barry”. These traditional Irish sporting  

events were a prelude to a Sunday afternoon picnic or an evening dance accompanied by 

Irish music.560

 The Donegal Association could also act as an interest group for the Irish minority.  

In 1909 it passed the following resolution and sent it to the governor: “there are in the 

city of Philadelphia American citizens of Irish birth and descent numbering about 1/6 of 

the population and they are entirely without representation on the bench of our county 

 

                                                 
558 Minute Book of Donegal Association, 1910. 
559 Ibid., 1906. 
560Clark, The Heart’s Own People, 29. 
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courts, whilst nearly all the other nationalities and races are…to appoint a person or 

persons of Irish birth, nationality or race…to fill one or more of the positions on the 

bench…”561

 The underlying premise of the ethnic association was social exclusion—the 

Donegal Association established its boundaries around home location and welcomed 

immigrants and American-born of Donegal consent. The association also held a 

monopoly on member services which it exercised in its choice of society physician. The 

choice of association’s physician was also a serious matter for the society and another.  

The physician was charged in its by laws to “immediately attend members reported sick 

and give them the same professional care he would to a private patient.”

 

562  The 

physician received a yearly salary in 1907 of $71; the voting could be competitive as the 

results of the election for the physician in 1905 for the year indicates563

 

: 

Dr. McLoughlin 105 votes 
Dr. O’Connell  40 votes 
Dr. Ferry  41 votes 
 
  
Dr. McLoughlin made 37 home visits and received 28 Donegal Men in his office in 

1906.564

                                                 
561 Minute Book of Donegal Association, 1909. 

 Members receiving sick benefits also bore a responsibility to the association; 

anyone receiving benefits whose malady “originates from excessive use of intoxicating 

562 Ibid., April 19, 1908. 
563 Ibid. 
564 Ibid., Feb. 17, 1907. 
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liquor” was subject to punitive sanctions.565

 The annual winter ball for 1905 was held in Harmony Hall and the “refreshment 

privileges” were auctioned off in November; member Joseph McShea was the highest 

bidder at $120. The exclusive rights of “wardrobe privileges” were also part of the pre-

ball auction going for $72 for the 1906 ball.

 The association physician received a 

substantial salary for his work with Donegal. 

566

 The Association’s Contingent Fund, replenished each year through profits from 

the annual Donegal ball, provided the financial source for the Association’s values. The 

association reached into the fund to support the Gaelic League’s Irish language 

movement sending $50 to the Philadelphia branch in 1906.

 

567 In 1920 the Donegal 

Association voted to buy bonds for the Irish republic to support Ireland’s fledgling 

independent state; later, $300 was dispatched to the Friends of Irish Freedom in 

Philadelphia, an action committee intent on pushing the American government to 

recognize Ireland’s new independence.568 In 1906, the association received a letter 

appealing for financial support from the Irish United League, a and dispatched $250 to 

Ireland for the “Irish Parliamentary Fund.”569

 Donegal’s monthly meetings set aside time for “patriotic sessions” in which 

public issues were discussed, motions raised and voted upon. This structured space was 

the members’ zone for expressions of opinion in the formal style of parliamentary 

 

                                                 
565 “Constitution and By-Laws of the Donegal Association, 1908.” 
566 Minute Book of Donegal Association. 
567 Ibid., 1906. 
568 Clark, The Heart’s Own People, 29, 28. 
569 Minute Book of Donegal Association, 1906. 
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procedure in small groups; its serious agenda outside of the mundane management of the 

association’s financial matters allowed for a construction of Irish identity and while the 

men of Donegal were never long-winded or overly expressive, they always seemed to 

side with the emerging cultural and political nationalism of the late 19th, early 20th 

centuries, with the Gaelic League and naturally with the movement for Irish 

independence and resulting war of 1919-1920. The association voted “co-operate with the 

Philadelphia Celtic Society to receive Dr. Douglas Hyde, the great promoter of the Irish 

language, when he comes to this city” when he toured Philadelphia in the fall of 1905.570

 In contrast to the Irish Friendly Society which was forced to censure potentially 

explosive debate on politics or religion, the Irish Americans carved out a more expansive 

public space for themselves. In 1914, Philadelphia’s Donegal Association on July 19, 

sent $25 to the “Irish Volunteers, more if wanted,” as the Irish army of Independence was 

forming from its civilian volunteers during the years leading up to 1916.

  

Meetings were often ended in sentimentality, in remembrance of a past brother or in 

song, as an August meeting in 1905 in which the “meeting adjourned with a song by  

Mr. McElwee.”   

571

 Finally, the men who joined the associations were overwhelmingly of the working 

class, many laborers and also many with a skill. Association leaders were all elected 

officers of the club but the members chose men of higher status and occupational 

achievement; two of the presidents of the Donegal Society 1905-1908 were lawyers. It 

should also be noted that many members were not traceable, that they existed below the 

 

                                                 
570 Minute Book of Donegal Association, 1905. 
571 Ibid., July, 1914. 
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scrutiny of official America, a floating proletariat of considerable mobility.572 One of the 

strict rules of the associations was the provision of a home address; a man without a 

home location was an urban wanderer that could prove costly in terms of benefits and 

therefore a risk. The Donegal Society had an extremely large membership but many of  

its Irishmen went out of the association each year only to be replaced with new  

recruits. Dublin Friendly Society routinely fined members for failing to report a change 

of address.573

The Associational Spirit Transported from Donegal to Philadelphia 

 

 The County of Donegal was a windswept coastal region of farmers and sheep 

herders with the towns of Letterkenny and Donegal as commercial outposts for the 

agrarian economy. In 1890, Donegal had 13 boot makers, 17 bakers, 7 butchers, 8 

blacksmiths, 15 carpenter shops and one bank.574

 Friendly societies similar to Dublin’s working class Tontines that would have 

catered to the rural laborers and town workers in Donegal were in short supply in the 

1890s and early 1900s. The long reach of the insurance companies was extended to rural 

Donegal as the Life Association of Scotland solicited life insurance subscribers in the 

  

                                                 
572 Stephen Thernstrom, “The Other Bostonians: Poverty and Progress in an American 
Metropolis, 1880-1970,” Harvard Studies in Urban History (Cambridge, MA: 1973). 
Thernstrom reminds us that the Irish working class can be considered as extremely 
mobile as men searching for work could easily change addresses and home locations. 
573 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:75, 
“Amended Rules and Regulations to Be Observed by the Members of the Inchiore 
Friendly Society.” 
574 Slater’s Directory, 1890, Donegal Library, Letterkenny. 
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early 1880s; these were insurance companies for the poor that employed “collectors” and 

promised payment of a decent burial.575

 The Irish Provident Insurance Company was active in Donegal, and these 

commercial enterprises, which substituted for local Friendly Societies, were often the 

objects of public mistrust. The Irish Provident operating in Donegal came under public 

criticism for its handling of the claim on the case of Catherine Connaughton of 

Ballyshannon in 1906—“when the woman died the company refused to pay till the 

plaintiff took out letters of administration.”

 

576 The strength of the Irish Friendly societies, 

their ability to rise (and fall) without much advance capital, was used against the Irish 

Provident Insurance Company which was exposed as “only a friendly society which can 

be started without a penny of capital behind it.”577

Donegal’s Clubs and Societies, 1880-1912 

 

 If rural Donegal in the late 1800s and early 1900s did not have a base of 

beneficial friendly societies in the late 1800s to act as incubators of civic learning, it did 

possess a diverse set of clubs and associations that operated under the principles of local 

democracy and ordered financial accounting. The Ballyshannon Protestant Young Men’s 

Christian Association was prominent in the 1880s in Donegal and this association was led 

by the Reverend S.G. Cochrane who strove to run the society along democratic lines. It 

                                                 
575 Ballyshannon Herald, Jan. 17, 1880. 
576 Donegal Vindicator, Jan. 12, 1906. 
577 Ibid. 
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boasted a reading room and weekly meetings; on a winter’s evening in 1880, Reverend 

Cochrane entertained his young members with a reading of Goldsmith’s poetry.578

 The Ballina Young Men’s Christian Association (1882) followed the example of 

Ballyshannon and recorded 34 members in 1883. It held weekly meetings, elected 

officers and its fundraiser for the year was “for purchasing new books for the library.”

   

579 

Derry also had a branch of this Protestant club for youth established by the mid 1880s.580  

And Strabane, southwest of Londonderry on the border of Donegal county, was home to 

the Strabane Young Men’s Mutual Improvement Society in 1885. This youth association 

focused communal energy on reading and accumulating books to be donated to the local 

library.581

 Temperance societies were also part of the associational landscape in the late 19th- 

century Donegal. The St. Eugene’s Temperance Society of Strabane put on a day of 

sports to promote its association in the spring of 1885. The two-mile walking race was a 

 The Protestant youth clubs of Donegal and Derry with their focus on reading 

and self-improvement could hardly have had a direct impact on the cohort of Catholic 

rural farm workers or the sons of small farmers given to emigration and arrival at 

Philadelphia’s Donegal Association, but the spread of proper civic form and 

constitutional order was horizontal, and Catholic associations such as Gaelic sport  

clubs easily borrowed the forms of respectability when it came to legitimizing  

their associations. 
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579 Ballyshannon Herald, March 21, 1883. 
580 Derry Journal, April 8, 1885. 
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popular event that attracted a high number of participants and spectators.582 Omagh in 

County Derry also had an active St. Eugene’s Temperance Society in 1890 and the towns 

of Upper Badoney, Banagher and Drunquin had their own societies.583 Banager held a 

winter ball in January 1890 that attracted “not less that 300 people” and featured 

exhibitions of “jig-dancing” and many songs that lasted through the evening.584 The 

Limavady Catholic Temperance Society met in a winter meeting to distribute silver 

medals to members who had achieved temperance and contributed to the society; the 

evening ended with a series of songs with “Miss Mullan presiding at the piano with her 

usual pleasing renditions.”585

 The Irish National Foresters’ also stretched their influence to the remote 

northwestern corner of Ireland; the Castlederg and Omagh established in the 1880s.

 

586

 Donegal was a distressed region in 1880 as it confronted the agricultural crisis of 

1879 and the possibility of the return of Famine conditions. Each district organized its 

own relief committee to administer funds to the poor under the grants from Dublin’s 

Mansion House Committee, the large grant established by the Duchess of Marlborough.  

Relief committees surfaced during the winter of 1880 in Clifden, Ballyshannon and 

Letterkenny; these organizations were led by the elite of the towns such as 

Ballyshannon’s Dr. Condon and charged with allocating funds and resources to relieve 

  

Irish Foresters’ operated as a beneficial society offering sick benefits for their members. 

                                                 
582 Ibid.. 
583 Ibid., Jan. 15, 1890. 
584 Derry Journal, Jan. 1, 1890. 
585 Ibid., Jan. 30, 1885. 
586 Ibid., Jan. 15, 1890. 
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the harsh conditions of farmers and rural workers in Donegal.587

 There was squabbling in the local relief committees as the Donegal central 

Committee attempted to rein in the contributions of the locals. Ballyshannon was 

reprimanded for its largess and asked to “be careful in the distribution of the funds 

entrusted to them.”

 The Reverend Dr. Logue 

headed the Central Relief Committee in Letterkenny. 

588 The Donegal central Committee was lobbied hard by the Derry 

Donegal Committee to include Inishtown among the distressed areas identified to receive 

Mansion House funds in the hard winter of 1880.589

 The Ballyshannon Relief Committee appealed to the Land League for a grant in 

the spring of 1880, a gesture approved of and led by Mr. Ludlow, a Methodist preacher 

and Mr. Lowry, a Protestant Minister. Not all relief members approved of the alliance of 

a relief committee led by Protestant clergy and the more militant local Land League, 

referring to a Land League meeting held in nearby Maryborough where the following 

slogan was prominently displayed, “Emancipate the white slaves by paying off the 

felonious landlords.

 

590

Gaelic Sport as Social Learning in Donegal 

 

 The Erne Football Club of Ballyshannon, a Gaelic football team associated with 

the Gaelic Athletic Association (G.A.A.) of Ireland, emerged in the early 1900s along 

with many other small sporting clubs in Donegal.  G.A.A. sport teams had their focus 

primarily on football and hurling, but each club was run as a formal association with its 
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589 Ibid., Feb. 14, 1880. 
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constitution and rulebook, elected executives, monthly member meetings and open 

financial records. The G.A.A. in Donegal supplied a form of rural popular culture and 

filled a void in local society that had been in decline since the Great Famine. On a 

January evening in 1906, Ballyshannon came out to support their Erne Football club with 

a fund-raising concert—“bandmaster Eldon gave two banjo solos with piano 

accompaniment” while the singing of Richard Deacon “brought down the house.”591

 Gaelic sport was formally reconstituted in 1884 and became extraordinarily 

popular in rural venues in a short period of time but the national consolidation of this new 

movement was in its infancy in the 1890s. The Derry County Committee was the largest 

in the area and it met in February, 1890—“the principle business before the meeting was 

the reading of the quarterly report, and the election of officers and committee members 

whose term had expired.”

 

592 A few months later, Derry met again and took on the 

problem of Northwestern G.A.A. football clubs making matches with teams not in the 

G.A.A. and for making up their own rules of play—it was pointed out that “the hand can 

be used in football according to the rules, but you can not run with the ball hopping on 

the hand nor throw it.”593

 Rules and G.A.A.  loyalties straightened out, an Irish football tournament was 

held in the summer of 1890 that featured teams from the Donegal/Derry region. The 

Derry Hibernians, the McCarthys, Bright Stars, Sunbursts, Emeralds, St. Patricks, and St. 
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Columbs got together on July 6, 1890, in Creevaugh,594 while later, in winter, a hurling 

match was played between Erin’s Hope and the Young Irelands of Derry took place on a 

winter’s evening in February, 1890, at the home field of Erin’s Hope.595

 

 

Donegal Land Leagues 

 The agricultural crisis of 1879-80 in Donegal was fuel for the growth of the Irish 

National Land League and branches sprouted in the region. The acrimonious debate over 

the power of landlords to evict and control rents escalated during these years of hardship 

made poignant by the memory of the mid-century Great Famine. The “tenant-farmers” of 

Claremorris met in 1880 to form a branch and were addressed by the parish priest who 

said, “the goal…is the riddance, root and branch, of the odious system of landlords.”596 

Invar and Ballyshannon had Land league branches which opposed “the unwise and 

blundering policy of coercion and arrests” in response to the tenant movement in 

Donegal.597  Land League branches in Donegal were also run like local associations with 

elected officers, regular meetings, transparent financial records all legitimized by the 

ubiquitous constitution and book of regulations available to members.598

 On the other side of the class/religious divide, Protestant political associations 

quickly surfaced in opposition to the organized tenant movement. The County Fermanagh 

Defense Association brought together the “gentry and tenant-farmers” of the region in the 
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fall of 1881; the Defense Association strove for legitimacy in its initial stages and thus 

named a “committee for the purpose of drawing up rules for its organization and 

guidance.”599 This group of landowners and wealthy farmers was appalled by the Irish 

land League agitation which was a “treasonable  and dangerous conspiracy” and pledged 

its members to “maintaining the authority of the law and the supremacy of the Queen” in 

a northwestern Ireland that questioned the legitimacy of landed authority backed by 

British rule.600

 Donegal and Northwestern Ireland also produced branches of the Irish National 

League, in Gweedore, Iniskeel, Strabane and East Urney. Weekly meeting were held and 

the associations were administered by a slate of officers and a small committee.

 

601 The 

rhetoric of these rural associations was heated as it supported Irish Home Rule—a 

resolution of the Iniskeel branch made by Conal McGeehan and seconded by Michael 

Houston stated, “we demand the restoration to Ireland of her native Parliament, and 

declare that there can never be peace or posterity in this country as long as the Irish are 

ruled by English-made laws.”602

 The rural crisis also consumed the National Leagues in Donegal in the 1880s.  

The Iniskeel branch also voiced its opinion on Irish landlordism and evictions in the 

following motion: 

 

That…the law that permits sentence of death—evictions—veto be 
inflicted on those who have committed no crime, except their being, from 
poverty and the failure of the crop, unable to pay back rack rents, violates 
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natural justice, and the Government which uses the forces of the Crown to 
enforce this law abdicates its chief duty… 

 
The branch then voted to push for a 25% reduction in current tenant rents for farmers due 

to the “admitted depression of the times.”603

Donegal Agricultural Co-Operatives 

 The rhetoric of militant opposition to British 

rule and social elites created in these small, rural associations in the 1880s was a 

transportable discourse that was easily reproduced in the Irish gatherings in Philadelphia 

in the 1890s and early 1900s. 

 Killybegs, a small agricultural community along the northwest coast of Ireland in 

County Donegal, established an agricultural co-operative in 1895 (1912?). It legitimized 

its presence with a president, treasurer, secretary and a “committee of management” that 

acted as a board of counsel and oversight. Like all rural co-operatives in Ireland in the 

early 1900s, it was governed by a lengthy set of printed rules distributed to each of its 

members, its shareholders, a set of standard regulations adopted by the Irish Agricultural 

Organization Society (I.A.O.S.) to govern rural co-ops in Ireland; local agricultural co-

ops such as Killebegs paid a fee of 1 shilling per member per year to belong to the 

I.A.O.S. and purchased a £1 share in the I.A.O.S. 604

 The society’s objective was to “develop and improve the industry of Irish 

agriculture by the introduction of improved methods, the supplying of agricultural 

requirements on the best terms, by economizing in the marketing of agricultural produce 
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604 Rules of the Killybegs Agricultural Co-Operative (Dublin: Sealy, Bryers and Walker, 
1900), Donegal County Archives, Three Rivers Center, Lifford. 
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and stock, by carrying on the business of wholesale and retail dealers and agents…”605  

The Co-Op’s practical aims were the “sale of agricultural goods” and the purchase of 

supplies such as “manure and seed.”606 This was not a dividing society as the  

Co-Operative rules of the co-operative society stated, “no profit arising from the 

Society’s loan business shall be divided by way of a bonus, dividend…”607

 From the Rules of the Killybegs Co-Operative, it is possible to outline the traces 

of a formidable parliamentary structure that governed the meetings and business methods 

of these societies of small farmers in early 20th century Ireland.  Farmers could purchase 

shares in the Co-Operative which were valued £1 in 1900; Co-Operatives were also 

empowered to secure loans not exceeding £10,000 and interest not greater than 5%, a 

measure that allowed locals to secure capital but limited the amount of debt the society 

could incur. Loans could be made to members for a one-year period with a £100 limit; 

individual loans to farmers were made for high-cost agricultural items such as the 

purchase of livestock.

 

608

 The Co-Operative aimed to lower prices of material needed for agricultural 

production, to regulate prices it charged for the co-ops products and at the same time earn 

something for the association and its members. Any money left over at the end of the 

year—no more than 10% of the total profits—was plowed back into a savings or could be 

used to promote the general agricultural co-operative movement in Ireland. The 
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Managing Committee had discretion on the use of profits over the 10% range—however, 

as noted, co-operatives did not allow the Christmas divide and no surplus could “be 

divided by way of bonus, dividend, or otherwise amongst the members.”609

 Agricultural Co-Operatives in Ireland were run through the management 

committee and each co-op determined the size of its committee. The committees were 

elected at the annual general membership meeting and each year the managing committee 

had to turn itself over and reconstitute at least a fourth of its membership. The governing 

committee met once each month but special meetings could be called by the committee 

chairman. Since there was only one required general membership meeting during which 

the books were revealed and committee elections held, agricultural co-ops were 

dependent upon the decisions taken by the management committee. The Killybegs 

Society had a manager and a secretary to runs its association.

 The tradition 

of the Dublin Tontine, its sometime unsavory reputation as an unsavory and at times 

unstable investment club, was eschewed by the co-operative movement in Ireland. 

610

 The intense religious divide and political debate over Irish independence at the 

turn of the century spilled over to influence the agricultural co-operative movement. Like 

the Irish Friendly associations, rural co-operatives strove to sidestep the image of 

communal associations as potential agencies of opposition and revolt and co-ops thus 

stipulated that “no political or sectarian discussion” was allowed in any of its meetings.  
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Like the Friendly Societies, members were also held to a high moral standard and faced 

expulsion if arraigned for a crime or for breaches of acceptable behavior in public.611

 The towns of Ballybofey and Stranorlar combined to create an Agricultural co-

operative in 1917; the Ballybofey and Stranorlar Co-Operative Society began its 

existence with 125 shareholders and its inaugural meeting was held July14, 1917. The  

co-operative elected a management committee of 12 members, three of whom were 

delegated to visit “Glen Chapel” on Sunday to hand out “share forms” to the 

congregation in an effort to solicit new members.

 

612 At the next meeting, Ballybofey and 

Stranorlar voted in its president, treasurer, secretary, correspondence secretary and a 

smaller governing committee of eight shareholders and approved the hiring of an auditor 

for the association’s financial records.613

 Agricultural co-operatives in Northwestern Ireland often could not raise enough 

capital to start their business from only the membership fees assessed to shareholders and 

since they were under pressure to return a dividend on members’ invested shares there 

was a constant search for additional, outside financial support. The secretary of the 

Ballybofey Co-Operative was advised to “approach the banks with a view to get terms on 

which they would supply capital to the Society.”

 

614

 Ballybofey and Stranorlar meetings were held twice monthly, alternating Saturday 

and Sundays, and they were not always perfect examples of associational discipline—
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President McCool had to admonish the assembly of shareholders to stay in their seats for 

the duration of the proceedings, forbidding the “leaving the meeting at intervals and 

going out of the room thus destroying the utility of the meeting.”615 Members were 

required to attend meetings and faced expulsion for the co-operative for shirking this 

required duty—shareholders Callaghan and Burne were required to leave the Co-Op 

“owing to non-attendance.”616

 Irish Co-Operatives were popular for their ability to set prices for the sale of their 

goods and undercut previously high market rates. Appealing to members for an infusion 

of cash in the 1920s, the president reminded members that their Co-Operative store 

“regulated the local prices” and thus it was in their interest to keep the Co-Operative in 

existence.

  In the third month of its existence, the co-operative 

society numbered 174 members and had hired a manager and retained a solicitor to 

oversee the bank loan. The young society had accumulated so much of its agricultural 

products that it had a problem with storage and the arrival of products soon overwhelmed 

the rooms donated by a shareholder.   

617 The Society abandoned its presence and store in Ballybofey in 1921 to 

consolidate its operation in the area.618

 The Letterkenny Co-Operative Flax Society was established in 1905 to for “flax 

scutching” in the area, a process of refinement that helped produce linen from flax.  In 
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1914 the Society had 51 members who paid in an average of £3 for shares that year.619  

The Donegal Co-Operative Agricultural and Dairy Society was another Irish co-op that 

operated in the Northwest of Ireland in the early 1900s. It serviced the region surrounding 

the town of Donegal.620

 The Irish Co-Operative movement of the late 1800s, early 1900s in rural Ireland 

was part of the expanding awakening of Irish cultural and political nationalism, a form of 

rural “home rule” that sought to empower small farmers through communal taking back 

of local agricultural markets and increased knowledge of animal husbandry and crop 

production through the co-operative experience. In essence, the co-operatives were 

voluntary associations with an explicit commercial goal buttressed by an ideology of 

opposition to outside control and products produced and imported from outside the local 

setting.  As such, the co-operatives also strove to run and present themselves as small 

democratic societies, backed less by tradition than formal rule traceable to written codes 

of behavior commensurate with established norms of civic life. 

   

The Cavan Catholic Social and Beneficial Society of Philadelphia 

 The Cavan Catholic Social and Beneficial Society of Philadelphia was established 

in 1907 for Irish Americans who were either born in Ireland’s Cavan County or could 

                                                 
619 “Annual Report for the Letterkenny Co-Operative Flax Society, 1915,” National 
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620 Registry of Friendly Societies, “Report to the Department of Industry and Commerce, 
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communicating their proceedings to the authorities. A letter from the registry to the 
Donegal Co-Operative Society in 1915 stated, “I am directed by the Registry to remind 
you that the Annual Return of the Society is long overdue…” 
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establish “Cavan descent.”621 Max Weber writes that ethnic groups are bound by “the 

vague connotation that whatever is felt to be distinctively common must derive from 

common descent.”622

 Cavan County is in North Central Ireland, Ulster, a rural barrier between the 

Republic and Northern Ireland, one of the few counties that was originally part of Ulster 

but located within the Republic. Its northern location and its population mix of Protestant 

and Catholic required its people to reach across the religious divide; a resolution from the 

Catholic-dominated Crosserlough Branch of the Irish National League in 1903 as it 

proudly announced its donation of £90 to the Tenants Defense Fund, “there were amongst 

the contributors a large number of our Protestant neighbors.”

 This simple principle, common descent, established the boundaries 

of closure for an insular ethnic identity devoted to Cavan awareness in Irish American 

Philadelphia and, as it did for the Donegal Association of Philadelphia, defined the 

organization’s purpose for existence in the early decades of the 20th century.   

623 It was in an agricultural 

area hard hit by the Famine ravages that swept the counties to the west, and a zone of 

emigration with its own set of harsh conditions that sent so many from its small villages 

and parishes to Philadelphia in the late 1800s and early 1900s. In a medical report on the 

spread of typhus in1879-80 Famine in Ireland, it was reported, “In Cavan, great 

prevalence of fever of a fatal kind.”624

                                                 
621 Minute Book of the Cavan Society. 

 

622 Weber, Economy and Society, 395. 
623 Anglo Celt, March 1, 1890. 
624 The Irish Crisis of 1879-80, 130, “Report of the Medical Commission” by Dr. 
Sigerson.  
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 While the Clan Na Gael of Philadelphia and, to a lesser extant the A.O.H., 

extolled a nationalist mission with a more militant approach and interpretation of Irish 

national memory, the Cavan Society was content to construct its version of ethnic 

awareness around the simple premise of common location in Ireland and the set of rural 

memories and traditions associated with country life in that county. The Cavan Society 

would be pulled into the politics of Irish Independence in the peak years of Ireland’s wars 

for independence, but it was a slow and reluctant show of support more than an 

enthusiastic endorsement. 

 The first Cavan meeting was held on a Tuesday evening in February, 1907, at 

8:00 PM at 1534 Ridge Ave., several blocks north of Philadelphia’s city hall which 

would be the home location for the Cavan Society for many years.  Thirty-two members 

attended that first meeting evening of the Cavan Society on a winter’s evening and paid 

the $1 initiation fee and an additional 10¢ for a copy of the association’s constitution. 

 Elections for officers were immediately held and the following leaders selected: 

President, L.J. Clarke; Vice President, John Fox; Financial Secretary, James Kelly; 

Recording Secretary, Joseph Smith; Treasurer, Pat Higgins, and Sergeant at Arms, 

Bernard Keenan. The newly elected “thanked the brothers for the Honor and trust they 

placed in them” and settled into running the newest Irish society to enter an already 

overcrowded establishment of ethnic associations in Philadelphia.625

 Cavan was initiated as a community of men and would remain an exclusive 

outpost of male associationalism. Women were included for the dances and balls, but not 
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for business. Mrs. Higgins, the wife of longtime association treasurer Pat, helped with the 

keeping of the financial record books in 1922-1924 when her husband was temporarily 

laid up, and she was awarded public gratitude and acknowledgement by the Society, but 

this female incursion into the workings of the association was the exception.626

 To gain membership in the Cavan Society, in addition to the modest initiation fee, 

new members had to be sponsored by two current members and then subject to an 

“investigation” of their reputation. The age limit for full initiation was posted to be 18 

years of age, but so compelling was the spirit of Cavan that communal norms were 

relaxed which allowed for those under-age Irish eager to join the society. In 1922, the 

meeting acknowledged “the initiation of Andrew Sexton who just became eligible to 

membership through having reached his 18th year and who has missed very few meetings 

for the past 3 or 4 years.”

 

627

 The Cavan spirit in Philadelphia had found its public expression in Philadelphia 

and membership rose rapidly as word of this new ethnic society spread. At the next 

meeting in March 1907, 21 new members were initiated for membership followed by six 

more in April and seven in May, two in June and 14 in July, 12 in August producing a 

healthy society of 94 in the rush of membership initiation of the first six months.

 Meetings were held on Sunday afternoons at 2:30, a day free 

from labor and a time that allowed some rest after attending morning mass.   

628

Occupation and Age Analysis of the Cavan Society 
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 This Irish county association reached out to anyone in Philadelphia with Cavan 

roots, but its membership roles filled with men drawn from specific occupation niches, 

modest locations within the class and status hierarchy available to the established Cavan 

colony in Philadelphia and its sizeable cohort of recent immigrants. Table 5.4 presents an 

occupational profile of Philadelphia Cavan men, 1907-1926. 

 

Table 5.4.  Occupations by Place of Birth of Philadelphia’s Cavan Society, 1907-1926 
 
Occupation   Cavan  % Born Ireland % Born U.S.A. 

Professional+ .04% 0% 100% 

Lower white collar* 13.4% 93.75% 6.25% 

Skilled Labor** 60.6% 85.5% 14.5% 

Unskilled Labor*** 25.5% 100% 0% 

N=334 

+Cavan had one lawyer from Chestnut Hill initiated during these years 
*includes shopkeepers, grocers, saloon keepers 
**includes machinists, textile workers, railroad men 
***occupation specified as “laborer” 
 
Source: Minute Book of the Cavan Catholic Social and Beneficial Society of 
Philadelphia, 1907-1926, The Cavan Society, Philadelphia.629

 
 

                                                 
629 Newly initiated members of the Cavan Society were recorded by home parish in 
Cavan County, current Philadelphia address, age and occupation in Philadelphia. 
Elections for officers were immediately held and the following leaders selected: 
President, L.J. Clarke; Vice President, John Fox; Financial Secretary, James Kelly; 
Recording Secretary, Joseph Smith; Treasurer, Pat Higgins, and Sergeant at Arms, 
Bernard Keenan. The newly elected “thanked the brothers for the Honor and trust they 
placed in them” and settled into running the newest Irish society to enter an already 
overcrowded establishment of ethnic associations in Philadelphia. 
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 The occupational structure of the Cavan Society favored the skilled worker: 60% 

of the members had learned an industrial skill and were employed as either machinists, 

ironworkers and firemen in Philadelphia by the early 1900s; many Cavan men found 

employment in the Baldwin Locomotive Works.630

 The Irish unskilled rural or town laborer continued to emigrate well into the early 

decades of the 20th century, and this type of worker at the bottom of the labor hierarchy is 

reflected in the demographics of the Cavan Society; unskilled laborers, all Irish-born, 

comprised 25% the Cavan membership, an occupational group that must have often 

stretched its meager financial resources to find the means to pay the dues and refreshment 

fees and the cost of transport to meetings and Cavan Association events.   

 This skilled stratum of the Cavan 

Society, 85% immigrants, born in Ireland and raised in small parishes in Cavan County 

must have been able to tap into and convert prior knowledge and work skills acquired in 

Ireland which they adapted quickly to the industrial economy of Philadelphia. In addition, 

many shopkeepers and men of small property joined the association as saloon owners or 

neighborhood grocers, and this cohort was also an overwhelmingly immigrant cohort of 

Cavan, 94%, born in Ireland.  

 The Cavan Society was staffed by men born in Ireland, many coming from the 

parishes of Killeshandra and Drumreilly (see Table 5.4), and thus the society was 

continuously fed in the early 1900s by a continuous supply of rural and town workers 

born in Cavan. By 1890, steamship companies such as the Anchor Line advertised in the 
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Cavan press with direct and inexpensive ship passage to Philadelphia.631

 Rural farm workers in County Cavan in the late 19thm early 20th centuries were 

dying cohort of the Irish labor force. As William Redmond addressed a crowd of over 

400 in a field in 1903 in Cavan’s Baileiboro parish, his speech extolling the prospects of 

the pending Land Bill was interrupted by a shout from the large crowd, “what about the 

labourers?” Red responded, “Men of Cavan...little or nothing has been done for the 

labourers this year I admit, “…and he promised attention to this downtrodden cohort and 

urged farmers to help hire agricultural workers to help run the farms.

 Cavan residents 

on their way to Philadelphia could take the train to Derry and then transfer to the Anchor 

Line steamship which docked their boats at Moville having embarked in Liverpool. 

632

 Day laboring among Irish immigrants in Philadelphia was a well-established 

practice; Stuart Blumin writes, “massive immigration of the Irish in the 1840s—poor, 

rural Irish, absolutely unequipped for urban life [resulted in] the significant increase in 

day laborers” in Philadelphia.

 

633

 Recent emigrant status was also related to occupational life chances of Cavan 

Society members in the industrial economy of Philadelphia as table 5.4 displays. A 

higher percentage of the skilled workers and those with clerical positions or small 

 For the unskilled workers the price of status in the 

Diaspora community was association membership; to be an association man during these 

years in Philadelphia was in itself evidence of respectability. 

                                                 
631 Anglo Celt, March 1, 1890. 
632 Anglo Celt, Oct. 24, 1903. 
633 Blumin, “Mobility and Change in Ante-Bellum Philadelphia,” in Thernstrom and 
Sennett, eds., Nineteenth-Century Cities, 200. 
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property owners were born in the U.S., while none of the day laborers were  

American-born. 

 

Table 5.5.  Age* Distribution and Occupation in the Cavan Society, 1907-1926 

Occupation   Mean Age 

White Collar   32 years 

Skilled Labor   33 years 

Unskilled Labor   25.5 years 

*Age at the time of initiation to the Society 

N= 334 

Source:  Minute Book of the Cavan Catholic Social and Beneficial Society of 
Philadelphia, 1907-1926, The Cavan Society, Philadelphia. 
 
 
 The age distribution correlated with occupation of the Cavan Association seen in 

table 5.5 adds to the profile of the association; those with small property or employment 

as clerks were initiated into the Society at an older age than the unskilled laborer—this 

difference could be reflected in the time lag required to accumulate the personal and 

material capital to open a small shop or accumulate the credentials to find work as a 

clerk. The skilled labor cohort of the Cavan Society was also a higher-aged group 

reflecting the time invested in acquiring a skill and applying it in the industrial economy. 

 The legacy of beneficial societies in native Ireland was to privilege the young 

over the old, to invite members whose health would be less likely to invade the precious 

coffers of the mutual aid society. We have seen that the Cork Mechanics Provident 
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Society for skilled workers restricted its membership to “exclude persons who are over 

the age of 36, or who are unhealthy” in 1872; this form of primitive actuarial 

consciousness for the society’s mechanics was a communal protection against the 

probability that older members would drain the society through illness.634

 It has been presented that the time, distance and expense required to participate in 

an ethnic voluntary association was itself an index of ethnic meaning and identity in 

Philadelphia in the late 1800s, early 1900s. The many branches of the A.O.H. were 

established as neighborhood outposts of the parent organization, but many members lived 

outside of the normal walking zone, and the monthly meetings attracted brother “guests” 

from all over the city who opted to pay the cost of a trolley ride or two.   

 

 The Cavan Catholic Social and Beneficial Society of Philadelphia held its 

meetings at 15th & Ridge, close to center city, and this “headquarters,” while central in 

location, was not convenient to the mass of members dispersed throughout Philadelphia.  

Cavan birth or descent, not convenient urban neighborhood, defined the boundaries of 

ethnic awareness and the basis for social inclusion in this association. Cavan, like all 

ethnic associations in these years, struggled from time to time with attendance at 

meetings and functions as well as periods of declining membership rolls, but this was a 

vibrant and lively association that members willingly paid the cost of travel to join. 

Table 5.6 displays the travel distance to headquarters of the members of the Cavan 

Society, 1907-1926.  

 

                                                 
634 British Parliamentary Papers: Friendly and Benefit Building Societies, 5:412. 
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Table 5.6.  Travel to Meetings; Spatial Separation from Home and Association in Cavan 

Society, 1907-1926 
 
     1 mile  1-5 miles Over 5 miles 
 
Cavan members   12%  22%  66% 
 
N= 334 
 
Source: Minute Book of the Cavan Catholic Social and Beneficial Society, 1907-1926.635

 
 

 
 The occupational analysis of the Cavan Society is consistent with the mixed class 

basis of the Irish American association in the late 19th, early 20th centuries. Cavan was 

overwhelmingly working class in nature, dominated by skilled workers, with a small 

stratum of shop owners and clerks contributing to the association’s profile. Looking at the 

membership during its peak years in the early 20th century, the Society was completely 

dominated by men born in Cavan County in Northern Ireland. Later, by 1913, we see 

more American-born Irish entering the society, and these men have a trade or a skill, the 

product of the advantages of American birth and were older and more experienced in 

their work. 

 Cavan members such as Andrew W. Quinn, a cigar manufacturer who was 51 

years old, born in Pottstown, Pa. and lived in the Chestnut Hill section of Philadelphia 

and Michael Brady, who was president in 1913 when he convened meetings in the 2nd 

story room on Ridge Ave., altered the working class profile of the Society. Brady was 

Irish-born, from Cavan’s Killinkere parish, but he was a saloon keeper from the Delaware 

River district of Fishtown, and at age 40, older than most members. He was committed to 

                                                 
635 The travel to the meeting was derived from the home addresses of Cavan Society 
members as indicated in the Society Minute Book. 
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the association, rarely absent as president, donating additional time and energy to the 

work on the society’s committees; he received one of two prizes awarded in August 

1915, for his services to the all-important ball committee which raised vital funds to 

support the organization.636

 This was a society dominated by men born overseas,

 His tenure as president lasted until 1918. 

637 in Cavan County, Ireland, 

who had to find their way in the dynamic, competitive industrial economy of 

Philadelphia. Walter Licht writes on finding work in industrial Philadelphia, “Young 

entrants to the labor market, the unskilled, new immigrants, and people laboring 

alongside kin tended to have the most unstable employment histories…”638

Irish American Discipline; Social Learning Transported from Cavan to Philadelphia 

 And so Cavan 

was created, a haven of traditional ethnic meaning for new entrants to the working class 

of Philadelphia, a location of relaxed sociability, and a primer on constitutional methods 

and civic responsibility. 

 It has been suggested that the strict adherence to group codes of behavior and 

discipline found in the Irish American association was a compensatory response to 

ingrained stereotypic public images of Irish American disorder, the perceived failure of 

Catholic Irish working men to be able to govern themselves. E.P. Thompson evokes such 

ethnic imagery when he describes the difference between the English industrial worker 

and the Irish immigrant laborer: 

                                                 
636 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, Aug 8, 1915, 223. 
637 Philadelphia Hibernian, May 5, 1894. Irish birth was still an important symbol of 
ethnic trust in the 1890s. Owen Markey was a high officer in the A.O.H. in 1894, 
“although an American by birth, very few men have done more to promote the cause of 
Irish liberty…” 
638 Licht, Getting Work, 231. 
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…the heavy manual occupations at the base of the industrial society 
required a spendthrift expense of sheer physical energy—an alternation of 
intensive labour and boisterous relaxation which belongs to pre-industrial 
labour-rhythms, and for which the English artisan or weaver was 
unsuited…639

 
 

 It was against this image of the Irish as capable laboring beasts, unable to adapt to 

the rhythms and discipline consistent with an industrial economy, that the Diaspora Irish 

in Philadelphia unconsciously protested against as they formed their ethnic societies.  

Once assembled in their own ethnic associations, they imposed a steely discipline on the 

formalities of civic democracy expected in small groups. 

 Cavan was also sensitive to this well-worn public image of the Irish and used its 

own ethnic organization to combat the “Paddy” legacy in Philadelphia. President Brady 

reminded the brothers that “all matters profaning against Catholic endeavors should be 

brought before the meeting…” [that] people in the “work shops and places of 

employment” should report offensive remarks against Philadelphia’s Irish.640

 Set side-by-side with this explanation is the long history and early establishment 

of self-imposed discipline in working class voluntary associations, the Friendly Societies 

in British working class districts in the early 1800s. E.P. Thompson suggests that 

“…anyone familiar with procedure and etiquette in some…working-men’s clubs today 

will recognize the origin of still-extant practices in several of the rules.”

 

641

                                                 
639 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class. 

 Like the 

ethnic societies in late 19th-century Philadelphia, these Friendly clubs were gatherings of 

working men, initially aligned for defense against capital, but also demonstrating a 

640 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, May 9, 1920, 340. 
641 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 420. 
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determination to make their own independent organizations outside of the influence of 

upper class or religious authorities. Thompson writes,  “…the discipline essential for the 

safe-keeping of funds, the orderly conduct of meetings and determination of disputed 

cases, involved an effort of self-rule as great as the new disciplines of work.”642

A Transportable Ethic: Cavan County Roots of Irish American Associational Spirit 

 

 If the Irish overreached in their application of social discipline to insulate their 

associations from outside criticism and unwelcome stereotypic depictions as an 

ungovernable minority, it can also be argued that the immigrants of Cavan were simply 

applying civic lessons that were part of their cultural experience of life in the small 

parishes of this Northern Irish County.   

 Like the ethnic associations of late 19th-century Philadelphia, the Friendly 

Societies in Ireland in the 19th century in Ireland operated as mutual aid societies that 

secured sick and death benefits for their members. By the late 19th century, there were 

few Friendly societies operating in the rural sections of the country having succumbed to 

the devolution of early 19th century, Pre-Famine communal norms and traditions in the 

wake of “Black 47.”643

 However, there were other forms of communal association than Friendly Societies 

operating in the late 19th century in Cavan County that would have acted as locations of 

social learning on the forms, methods and spirit of democratic voluntary associations for 

  

                                                 
642 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 419. 
643 It has been noted in the Registry of Friendly Societies in Ireland that at least half of 
the operating Friendly Societies in Ireland failed to register with Westminster in 1870.  
However, a review of the Cavan County newspaper, The Anglo Celt, a weekly that 
covered much of the news of the county’s parishes, failed to discover any mention of an 
existing Friendly Society in the county 1890-1910. 
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emigrating Cavan men who made their way to Philadelphia. The Ancient Order of 

Hibernians (A.O.H.) was established in the small parishes of Cavan County and, unlike 

the Friendly society’s imposed silence on political stances, the Hibernians of Cavan were 

openly partisan in their support of an Irish republic and stridently anti-British in their 

rhetoric of opposition. The Fermanagh Branch declared their support of Irish 

Parliamentary Party agitators in the early 1900s, celebrating the release from prison of 

M.O. John O’Donnell, who had “been condemned by the hirelings of the tyrannical 

British government for his love of Ireland.” The Greenass Cross branch of Killevan 

Parish and the Newbliss Hibernians of Cavan County also endorsed the Irish national 

party in public statements.644

 The meetings of these rural outposts of the A.O.H. followed the standard 

parliamentary format normal to Irish voluntary associations with the election of officers, 

distribution of the A.O.H. constitution and book of regulations, the reading of minutes, 

the presentation of quarterly financial status, and debate and discussion at members’ 

meetings proceeding in an orderly manner. The president of A.O.H. Newbliss “exhorted 

[the brothers] to have the rules and constitution of the Order strictly adhered to.”

   

645

 The United Irish League also operated branch societies in Cavan County that 

operated as voluntary associations devoted to the promotion and support of constitutional 

reform and support for Irish independence through the Irish party’s initiatives in the 

British parliament. The United Irish League, begun by William O’Brien in 1898, was a 

political movement designed to return grazing lands in the western agricultural zones of 

 

                                                 
644 Anglo Celt, March 28, 1903. 
645 Ibid. 
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Ireland back into small farms; its methods were persuasion and political organization but 

its message invoked a militant reordering of rural Ireland’s land use.646 Branches of the 

League emerged in Aghabog, Kingscourt and Larah Parishes in Cavan and these local 

branches also elected officers, held Sunday afternoon meetings, established and 

administered their own finances and voted on resolutions during local meetings.647 The 

Larah branch declared in 1903, “after centuries of unparalleled sufferings and misery” 

there seemed to be progress made to “reconcile the bitter racial and political enmities” 

that had governed agricultural life in their parish and in Cavan.648

 In Enniskillen, a town 30 miles west of Cavan town, the Enniskillen Loan Fund 

Society was established in 1879 and registered Friendly Society Registry in 1881.

  

649 In 

1912 the Enniskillen Society had 112 members and collected £85 in dues and another 25¢ 

in members’ fines.650

 Cavan town also established a branch of the National Foresters Benefit Society in 

1903. The Foresters moved into the rural zones of Ireland in the late 19th century and 

supplied a demand for beneficial societies in rural areas that would take care of member’s 

health needs as well as supplying a location for male fraternity. Meetings were held 

 This was not a beneficial society but an organization that loaned 

funds to its farmer members for large purchases. It employed an auditor for its financial 

records and was run by two trustees and a secretary. 

                                                 
646 Paul Bew, Conflict & Conciliation in Ireland, 1898–1910: Parnellites and Radical 
Agrarians (New York: Clarendon Press, Oxford Univ. Press, 1987). 
647 Anglo Celt, March 28, 1903. 
648 Ibid. 
649 Registry of Friendly Societies, “Registration Form of the Enniskillen Loan Fund 
Society, 1881.” 
650 Ibid. Fines were incurred by choice for members not wishing to serve of the 
association’s committees. 
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Monday evenings in the Hall on Bridge Street; like all benefit societies that relied upon 

members’ dues for sick and death benefits, the health of its members was of primary 

concern. The society physician, Dr. McCabe, was pleased to announce to the association 

that all eight of its newly initiated members in July 1903 had passed their physical and 

were cleared to join the Cavan Foresters.651 The “Chief Ranger” or president of the 

branch, Michael McCann, was quick to point out that their branch was “not a secret 

society,” which would invite scrutiny from the state and “endanger their liberty.”652

 The Foresters had a branch in Monaghan, County Cavan. On a winter’s evening 

in 1903, after their monthly business meeting, the Monaghan association devoted public 

space to the “industrial revival” in Ireland, a movement of Ireland’s workers “whether 

they toiled in the workshop or on the farm.”

  

653

Agricultural Co-Operative Societies 

 

 Agricultural Co-Operatives were part of the rural nationalist movement designed 

by Horace Plunkett. These local, rural associations were determined to stand on their own 

feet as agricultural businesses by polling members’ capital, establishing credit and 

borrowing from local banks for additional capital. Plunkett’s emphasis on co-operative, 

rural capitalist enterprises had much in common with the nationalist revival in Ireland 

begun in the 1890s, an all-Irish, internal support for home-grown production, a distrust of 

established landlords and a faith in the development of rural Catholic business ethic. 

                                                 
651 Anglo Celt, July 25, 1903. 
652 Ibid., July 4, 1903. 
653 Ibid., Feb. 14, 1903. 
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 The Cavan County Agricultural Society was just such a co-operative established 

in 1901 to “promote horse and cattle breeding and home industries.”654 The society’s 

1912 registration form to comply with the Friendly Societies Act showed 72 members 

who bought into the society for as many shares as they could afford or use; most 

members paid in £5 in co-operative shares for 1912.655

 The Cavan Co-Operative Creameries Co. was another co-op, a countywide 

enterprise with a central creamery and 15 “auxiliary” creameries operating in 1902.

 The Cavan Agricultural Co-Op 

allowed shareholders to buy feed for their cattle at Co-Op prices and use the Co-Op’s 

field for grazing their cattle—each year the Co-Operative put on an agricultural show 

displaying prized cattle.   

656  

Shareholders paid in £1 shares and the local cattle farmers who joined were responsible 

for only the shares paid in. The co-op used its resources to purchase an oatmeal machine 

that mixed grains for cattle feeding. In 1902, the Cavan Creamery showed a slight loss, 

£199,  a disappointment but one accepted by the association because “1902 was a bad 

year for all creameries in Ireland because of the bad weather” in comparison with 1901 

when the co-op registered profits.657

 New Cavan County creameries were erected in 1902-03 and the funding had to be 

derived from the banks because “the farmers will not subscribe the proper capital”—there 

was a constant tension in the co-operatives over insufficient funding from member’s 

   

                                                 
654 “Cavan County Agricultural Association Friendly Societies Registry Form, 1912,” 
National Archives of Ireland, Dublin, RFS R 677. 
655 Ibid. 
656 Anglo Celt, June 27, 1903. 
657 Ibid. 
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shares and the co-operatives were constantly forced to secure bank loans for their 

operations.658 The co-op was run by a central committee and they had raised only £300 

from farmers’ subscriptions to the co-op when they needed £1,300 for the building of 

additional creameries. The capital campaign was promoted through a series of meetings 

with farmers in 1902 in small towns, in Cavan County’s Belturbet, Tullyvan, 

Drumurcher, Redhills, Urney and Nahilla.659

 Cavan Creameries appealed to Plunkett’s local enterprise movement advertised in 

the local press—“why send your money to foreign countries for inferior food and beast 

when you can produce it cheaper and better at home?

  

660 Creamery Co-Op members also 

received a 5% discount at the Ballyhaise Mills Co-Op where their wheat and oats could 

be ground.661

 One of the society’s conflicts was over what to do about non-member Cavan 

County farmers who used the auxiliary creameries for turning their milk into butter.  

After debate at the annual meeting of the co-op, it was decided to continue to accept the 

milk from non-members and hope that these farmers would catch the spirit of the 

“movement on co-operative farms.” The co-op needed as much milk as it could to expand 

and survive and could not risk alienating local non-member farmers who wished to use 

the creamery.

 

662

                                                 
658 Anglo Celt, June 27, 1903. 

 

659 Ibid., May 14, 1903. 
660 Ibid., March 21, 1903. 
661 Ibid. 
662 Ibid., June 27, 1903. 
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 Belturbet was a small agricultural town on the northern side of the county.  In 

1905 farmers in Belturbet and its surrounding countryside established the Belturbet Co-

operative Agricultural & Dairy Society. The co-op operated as a “churning center” to 

process cream and butter from milk with sales to the public; in 1913, it had 93 members.  

I911 was a profitable year as members received £47 from sales of butter and cream.663

 Farmers in Killinach established a co-op in 1903 and had just under 100 members.  

Members paid shares and were able to order manure and other supplies for their dairy 

farms. In the winter of 1903, a governing committee of 24 members was elected as the 

administrative committee for the co-op to assist the co-operative’s president, vice 

president, treasurer and association secretary.

 

664

 Like the Donegal scutchers who put together their own co-op, scutchers in Cavan 

formed their own co-op, the Ballieborough Scutchers Union, which charged members co-

op-level fees for flax raw materials to make their products.

 

665

 Cavan men and women might also have been active in the Cavan branch of the 

Leaseholders’ Enfranchisement Association, a movement of renters that began in 

England and established branches in Ireland. The Cavan branch in 1892 was populated by 

 Scutchers refined their flax 

by beating it and eliminating rough fibers from the product they would eventually weave 

into linen. 

                                                 
663 “Annual Report of the Belturbet Co-Operative Agricultural & Dairy Society, 1912-
1916,” National Archives of Ireland, REF 769. 
664 Anglo Celt, Jan. 17, 1903. 
665 Ibid., July 25, 1908. 
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men and women from the town of Cavan renting residences who felt that they were 

members of and acting for a “long suffering and ground down class.”666

The Irish National League in Cavan 

 

 The Irish National League was a political association for the purpose of 

supporting independence for Ireland through constitutional reform in the British 

Parliament.  Branch associations were established all over Ireland and sprouted in Cavan 

County, the Killeshandra Insuppressible Wm O’Briens, Cootehill, Denn, Virginia, and 

Ballinagh. Officers and committee members were elected; the Denn branch of the Irish 

National League held its meetings every month on the first Monday evening.667 Each 

branch had a slate of elected officers and an elected committee of 12 who were 

responsible for doing the work of the association and were required to attend meetings.668

 By 1903, National League branches were more deeply dispersed across the 

county, in parishes and small towns such as Ballieborough, Lavey, Belturbet, Knocbride, 

Kingscourt, Killevan, Castleraghan, Aughnamullen, and Drumgoon, each local its own 

association.

 

669 The Killeshandra Insuppressible Wm O’Briens were indeed insuppressible 

as this branch had a “vigilance committee” who kept an eye on area landlords and 

“landgrabbers” who took advantage of tenants and small farmers; the vigilance 

committee reported 1903 on “traders” in Killeshandra who did business with the those 

identified as pariahs to the community.670

                                                 
666 Anglo Celt, Feb. 13, 1892. 

 The Ballinagh branch also reported to their 

667 Ibid., March 8, 1890. 
668 Ibid., Jan. 17, 1903. 
669 Ibid. 
670 Ibid., Jan. 31, 1903. 
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membership during their twice-monthly meeting that “goods had been supplied to a noted 

grabber and his assistant by a trader;” town merchants were expectd to boycott the 

identified, public enemies of co-operative Ireland in the early 1900s.671

 The branches of the National League in Cavan County saw themselves as 

advocates for the dispossessed classes of this rural area. The Crosserlough branch passed 

the following resolution condemning “the action of Mr. Renold Kilnateck in going before 

the Cavan Board to object to a labourer’s cottage built on his holding.”

 

672 The Killinkere 

branch sent a public warning in 1890 to a Mr. O’Hara who was a “shareholder in the 

Smith-Barry Eviction Company,” putting him and others on notice when it came to 

evictions of poor farmers and laborers in the region.673

Gaelic Sport and the Associational Spirit in Cavan 

 

 The cultural nationalism revival of the late 19th century extended to the revival of 

Gaelic sport, a movement that made its way with a renewed burst of enthusiasm in the 

1890s under the auspices of the Gaelic Athletic Association (G.A.A.), in Cavan and 

surrounding towns. The Cavan Slashers were the premier Irish football team of the 

County in the 1890s and competed in matches and tournaments with other teams such as 

the Gowa West Brefnies or the Ballymachuga Sons of St. Patrick.674 The clubs had 

colorful names evoking nationalist imagery such as the Finea Knights of Freedom, the 

Dreadnaughts, the Davitts, the National Leaguers, Erin’s Hope, and the Parnell’s.675

                                                 
671 Anglo Celt, Jan. 17, 1903. 

 

672 Ibid., Jan. 11, 1890. 
673 Ibid. 
674 Ibid., Oct. 4, 1890. 
675 Ibid., March 1, 1890. 
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 Each club was its own voluntary association with elected officers, financial 

records, periodic meetings, members’ rule books and the voting of resolutions; the clubs 

had individual central committees that administered the business of the association.676

According to the conclusion at the last Annual Convention, is high time to 
hold a meeting of the County Committee [of the County Cavan G.A.A.]. 
There is a considerable amount of business to be transacted, such as 
making out a list of the clubs that have been reafilliated…great 
dissatisfaction prevails in a great many places on account of the delay.

  

The main business was naturally sport, keeping the club financially solvent and populated 

with enough players for an Irish football side and arranging tournaments and matches 

with other clubs, but G.A.A. clubs were also locations for the transfer of cultural norms 

on the traditional methods of running democratic associations. The G.A.A. local clubs 

were affiliated with the County and organized by the Cavan County Committee of the 

G.A.A.  As the following letter to the editor of the Anglo Celt, Cavan press indicated, 

Gaelic sport administration was a loose federation of clubs: 

677

 
 

 Irish football was the Gaelic sport of choice in Cavan and the small towns 

developed their own league of 10 teams by the early 1900s. 

 The county of Cavan had a G.A.A. board that operated with a slate of officers, 

president, secretary and treasurer, all elected by the local club teams; the County G.A.A. 

of Cavan oversaw the local clubs and intervened in disputes. The rules and regulations of 

the G.A.A., often open to interpretation in the early years of the association’s existence, 

were printed and distributed to the local clubs to share with members.678

                                                 
676 Anglo Celt, March 1, 1890. 

 Within a short 

677 Ibid., March 8, 1890. 
678 Ibid., April 4, 1903. 
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period the G.A.A. in Cavan had constructed a new form of popular culture; the number of 

clubs was impressive, reflected in the standings in the summer of 1903: the Slashers, 

Celtics, O’Connells, the Breffnies, Belturbet, Leaguers, Sons of Ulsters, Sarfields, 

Tyrconnells, and the Benburbs.679

 Cavan County G.A.A. teams often had junior clubs associated with the adult 

members and these youth branches established their own officers and committees through 

elections thus introducing early socialization of the young Irishmen into the norms of 

local democracy. The junior Breffnies held elections for officers and for committees on a 

Sunday afternoon meeting in 1890.

 

680  One of the rules of Cavan G.A.A. sport was 

temperance, at least at the site of games; the Central Committee decided that “no 

intoxicating drink be given as refreshments at any of the League matches.”681

 A football match between the Lower Drumlane Sons of O’Connell and the Gowna 

West Breffnies attracted 1,000 spectators on a Sunday afternoon in June, 1903. These 

matches displayed the courtesy of Victorian sport, as “the teams parted fast friends, both 

clubs cheering for each other as they parted,” and injected energy and spectacle to an 

otherwise dreary rural life.

 

682

 The Total Abstinence Society had a strong presence in Cavan with many local 

branches established. These societies were voluntary associations that sponsored sobriety 

 The attraction of the games and its surrounding cultural 

spectacle drew many to join G.A.A. clubs in the Cavan region exposing them to Irish 

games as well as the norms and rules of associational life of the organization. 

                                                 
679 Anglo Celt, June 27, 1903. 
680 Ibid., March 8, 1890. 
681 Ibid., April 4, 1903. 
682 Ibid., June 6, 1903. 
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and encouraged and supported a withdrawal from alcohol. The local priest or reverend 

was often the energizing force, the society’s “spiritual director,” and the president of the 

local chapter—each branch had a slate of officers and a supporting committee of  

6 or 7 members and members took a public oath abstaining from drink at their moment  

of initiation.   

 The St. Patrick’s Branch of the Abstinence Society was established in Cavan town 

by the early 1900s—at their annual meeting in January, 1903, it was reported that “100 

labourers, artisans, farmers, merchants, shop-assistants and others attended at the old 

College, Cavan on Sunday evening for the purpose of paying their membership 

subscription…”683 The Meghera Total Abstinence Society celebrated its first year of 

existence at their first annual meeting in January, 1903. This was a society of 118 

members who were all required to take the pledge of total abstinence in front of their 

fellow members.684

 There was a mass celebration of the abstinence movement in rural Cavan, the 

Great Total Abstinence Re-Union, which was held in the Cavan County town of Virginia 

in the summer of 1903.

 

685

                                                 
683 Anglo Celt, Jan. 24, 1903. 

 This county wide event was sponsored by the Virginia branch 

of the union and featured a sports competition as a featured part of the celebration of 

abstinence. Gaelic football was played in a field near the town and all of the branches of 

684 Ibid. 
685 Ibid., July 5, 1903. 
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the Union were assembled in alphabetical order, fitted with “special badges” reflecting 

their local association, and marched to the sporting grounds.686

Transatlantic Civic Spirit: The Cavan Society of Philadelphia Flourishes 

 

 The Cavan Society of Philadelphia in the early 1900s was populated by Irishmen 

who were likely exposed to the local democracy inherent in the diverse associational life 

of the County, a branch the A.O.H., of the National Forresters, the local agricultural co-

operatives, even Gaelic sport clubs or the rapid growth of more political societies like the 

United Irish League. In these meetings or in casual discussions of events, in local 

newspaper articles or discussions at home, the norms of communal engagement were 

learned and transferred as well as the discourse of Irish resentment addressed toward 

landlords and “landgrabbers” and British rule of Irish land.  

Identity and Longing for Cavan 

 Ones home parish in Cavan resonated more brightly with members which made 

the association in Philadelphia an accumulation of individual parish exiles, from 

Killashandra or Drumgoon, who identified themselves with the Cavan parish as a place of 

origin and meaning. Table 5.7 displays the concentration of parishes within the 

population of Philadelphia’s Cavan Society. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
686 Anglo Celt, June 6, 1903. 
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Table 5.7.  Cavan County Parish Origins of the Membership of Philadelphia’s Cavan 

Society, 1907-1926 
 
Parish of Origin   Number of Cavan Members   

Annagh 2   
Bailieborough 1 
Ballintemple 1 
Ballyconnell 1 
Castlerahan 4 
Crosserlough 4 
Drumgoon 4 
Drumreilly/Corlough 24   
Drung 6   
Killashandra 16   
Killinkere  10   
Killinagh 3 
Kilmore 5 
Kinawley 6 
Knockbride 7 
Larah 9 
Lavey 2 
Templeport 9    

N= 114687

 
 

Source: Minute Book of the Cavan Catholic Social and Beneficial Society, 1907-1926. 
 
 

 Identification with parish was part of the identity machinery of Cavan men and 

women reinforced by the local organizations they established. National League branches 

were parish societies such as the Killeshandra Insuppressible Wm O’Briens and League 

                                                 
687 The parish of origin could not be determined for the entire Cavan membership because 
the Society did not record home parish for its first eight months of existence; the Society 
opened its doors in February, 1907, and Cavan men from around the city rushed to join 
this new Irish American association. Out of a membership of over 300, the county of 
origin can be determined for 114. 
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associations in Killinkere and  Crosserlough as well as the basis of identity with Gaelic 

sports clubs and their football teams, the Slashers, Erins and Celts all parish-centric.   

 Cavan members expressed, from time to time, a longing for the tradition of their 

previous village life and engaged in sentimental renderings of the idyllic memory of a 

simple life. In 1912, the Cavan Society joined other Philadelphia Irish associations in 

their condemnation of Synge’s play, “Playboy of the Western World,” scheduled to be 

seen in Philadelphia.688

 The manner and timing of new member initiations reflects the extended influence 

of local parishes within Cavan and the continued connection among ex-patriots from 

these regions in Ireland. Three members all joined from the same rooming house in Bryn 

Mawr, Hugh McGuire, age 24, Peter Byrne, age 29, Philip Sheridan, age 27, all born in 

Parish Corlough, County Cavan, Ireland. They were laborers all recently arrived from 

Ireland in search of work.

 Synge’s work and its satirical portrayal of Irish rural traditions 

and styles of life was interpreted as an insult to the image of an innocent Irish country life 

reconstructed and purified by the distant exile in the Irish Diaspora.   

689

 Many came to the Cavan Society from the same Philadelphia neighborhood or as 

kin of members already initiated and active in the Society. Cavan men were closely tied 

to their origins, their parish identity and their society was held together by insular bonds 

of unity; the Society made scant attempts to reach out and establish bridges to the outside 

community to establish what Putnam calls “social capital,” a networking of associations 

 

                                                 
688 Anniversary Program and Souvenir 2007, The Cavan Society of Philadelphia, 1907-
2007.  
689 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, 1924, 450. 
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and mutual obligations that turns itself into a form of urban power. The mature, 

established Cavan Society did, in 1924, invite the mayor of Philadelphia and his cabinet 

to a special banquet they had set up for a visiting Cavan dignitary, a Mr. McGovern of 

New York who was on a fundraising trip for Cavan, but such outreach was the exception 

and not the norm.690

Cavan Discourse: Opposition, Militancy, Pride, and Longing 

 Putnam’s concept of “reciprocal trust,” the building agent for social 

capital, was a missing ingredient in the mix of factors that bound the Cavan society and 

other Irish American associations together in these years—in fact, the emotional pull of 

the legacy of exile from home, the heightened longing for the green pastures of Ireland, 

and the unquestioned group acceptance of an ideological history of the Irish as victims 

militated against an ethic of trust and turned the Irish vision inward. 

 The Cavan Society was, at times, a reluctant partner in the Irish Diaspora theme 

of national victimhood at the hands of the British and landlords and was a late arrival to 

the popular cause of Irish independence. However, the cult of opposition in exile was 

central to the common heritage of the Philadelphia Irish, and this stance could not fail but 

permeate the inner workings and collective thoughts of the Cavan Society; it complied 

with the Irish duty to redress, as Miller states, “self-redemption re-emerged in the 

exhortations of many Irish and Irish-American nationalists.”691

                                                 
690 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, Dec. 14, 1924. 

 In the fall of 1920, at the 

height of the Irish-Anglo guerilla war for independence, we find the association engaged 

691 Miller, Immigrants and Exiles, 25. 
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in its own form of group education as the brothers paid $5 “for books entitled Escape 

From Mount-Joy Prison”.692

 The nationalist, exile theme penetrates the educational sermons that were 

expected and accepted as truth and knowledge in the gatherings of the Cavan Irish, 

delivered by ordinary association members or priests visiting the meeting or by a guest of 

the Cavan Society. It was suggested in 1907 that the Cavan Society research and 

reconstruct its own heroic history of Cavan militancy and military prowess for the 

education of its members, “a short history of some of our famous Cavan men…whose 

heroic deeds shed a luster on the County to which we are all proud to belong.”

   

693

 The following Cavan history became part of the record of the Society, a tale that 

affirmed the manhood of the pugnacious Celt and the embattled Catholic priest, all drawn 

from traditional Irish folklore in which the good fight would always be joined and only 

lost where alien forces were overwhelmingly superior in number:   

 

 
 …go back to the early days when Ireland was under the iron heel of the 

English oppression and when thousands gave up their life for faith and 
fatherland. In many of those battles were to be found true and tried Cavan 
men who gave up their life for their country and their God. Take as an 
illustration a great Irish man and a great cleric (Bishop McGovern) who 
was born under the shadow of Cuilcah and nigh the origin of the lovely 
Shannon this illustrious bishop lived at a time when the Catholics were 
being put to death for their faith and by the order of the great Bishop then 
of Armagh a meeting was summoned and some of the clergy suggested 
that it was proper that the Bishops and priests should flee to France.  
Bishop McGovern arose and with a voice that proclaimed the spirit of a 
true seggorth aroon he said that never would he abandon his people in 
such a crisis he was ordained to lead his people to a bright land and that he 
would fight manfully the battle of the cross his determination as a man and 

                                                 
692 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, Oct. 10, 1920, 349. 
693 Ibid., July 14, 1907. 
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his fidelity and courage as a pastor won for him the love and admiration of 
all his followers. 

 
 This rambling lesson on history and Celtic obligation to nation and religion was a 

moral myth that fulfilled the educational mission of the Cavan Society binding this 

county association to the popular ideology of Irish victimhood and discontent alive in the 

ethnic associational life of Philadelphia of the early 1900s. For Cavan, it was a mixture of 

masculine energy, Catholic pride and military valor, a common folk message whose 

defense of “Cavan soil” was the highest honor: 

 
…the great and noble Myles O’Reilly the slasher whose valour as a soldier 
is unequalled in the annals of warfare as one of Cavan’s greatest sons, 
whose fighting for civil and religious liberty on the Bridge of Finea when 
his antagonist split his head in two he held the sword in his teeth and with 
one magic stroke cut the head of the English tyrant then the great “o”reilly 
fell to the ground and died with the smile of a martyr whose name should 
be honored by all Cavan men and all Irish men whose deeds as a soldier 
should be an inspiration to all Irish men…and today I am confident if the 
occasion arose that Irish men were called up on to fight for the liberty of 
the dear land of their faith… 

 

 The Society even claimed in their historical lexicon the Union General Phil 

Sheridan as a patriotic warrior, the son of a “Cavan man whose deeds of valour shall 

hand his name to posterity…”694

The Business of Association Survival 

 

 The Irish American ethnic association catered to its high agendas of keeping Irish 

culture intact, supporting nationalism where it could and providing comfort and 

assistance and even leisure to its members, but its primary function was supporting itself, 

                                                 
694 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, July 14, 1907. 
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keeping its membership rolls high and its financial condition stable. This involved strict 

control over the collection of dues and organizing fund-raising projects for a wide 

audience and establishing sub-committees that assigned duties and obligations for the 

efficient and smooth operation of these events. 

 Philadelphia’s Cavan Society had a system of fines which they developed and 

imposed and a list of unacceptable behaviors catalogued for the distribution of punitive 

sanctions, such as fighting with another member, getting drunk, failure to attend 

meetings, or disclosing associational secrets outside of the club. The brothers of Cavan 

followed their disciplinary code and imposed fines and sanctions, especially for non-

payment of dues and any indecent public behavior that exposed the Society to criticism. 

 The regular payment and collection of dues was a vital practical and moral matter 

to the men of Cavan and indeed to other Irish American associations. It was not just the 

financial support that dues accorded the fledgling societies; regular payment was a 

statement on group loyalty and an indication that the Irish Americans could effectively 

run their own organizations. 

 Dues were $1 per month and often paid at the monthly meeting.  The $12 per year 

in dues, in addition to the 50¢ per meeting for refreshments or an occasional cigar at the 

meeting as well as the roundtrip trolley ride, often with a transfer, added up to a sizeable 

investment for the member earning worker’s wages.695

                                                 
695 Eudice Glassberg, “Work, Wages and the Cost of Living: Ethnic Differences and the 
Poverty Line, Philadelphia, 1880,” Pennsylvania History 66 (January, 1979) 17-58. It has 
been estimated that an unskilled laborer in the early 1880s had trouble earning $400 per 
year. 

 The collection of dues was always 
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a problem for the associations, and Cavan wavered in its collection policies between 

leniency and strict compliance.  

 Cavan sent out notices in the mail in 1918 to delinquent members setting a last 

date to settle past dues before being shown the door.696 And, in 1919, “any member not 

making settlement for tickets for [the] play in Mercantile Hall” will have the amount 

attached to his record of dues owed.697 An increase in dues was put into effect in 1925, 

up 50¢ to $1.50 per month; sick benefits also went up, from $5 to $7.50 per week.698

 By 1925, Cavan became more understanding in terms of dues collection. They 

formed a committee to go to the homes of “brothers who may be in arrears.”

   

699 A new 

policy on dues collection was also drafted—“a Brother, before being dropped from the 

role his name be read at a meeting or two before being dropped and a committee of two 

or more be appointed to visit said brother.”700 Termination of members was a severe 

blow to the fortunes of the association, and so members in arrears were always given 

extra time to settle their debt; in 1926, the society agreed to “retain Bro Peter Byrene, Bro 

Patrick Sheridan, Bro Frank McGuire on the books for 1 more month.”701

 The societies seemed to scrape by financially, living month to month, although 

the Cavan Society had established a surplus through savings by the mid-1910s.  Cavan 

members were guaranteed sick benefits of $5/week which could extend no longer than 13 

weeks; lengthy and numerous sick benefits were a constant threat to the financial health 

   

                                                 
696 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, Sept 8, 1918, 297. 
697 Ibid., June 8, 1919. 
698 Ibid., July 12, 1925, 467. 
699 Ibid., March 8, 1925, 457. 
700 Ibid., Feb. 8, 1925, 455. 
701 Ibid., March 14, 1926, 486. 
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of the association. In March 1913, eight brothers received sick benefits for the month for 

a total of $145, exceeding monthly cash on hand and monthly revenue for dues by $70.  

At that rate, Cavan would have had to reach deep into its permanent investments to keep 

pace with its commitment to mutual aid. As 1913 turned out, Cavan would finish the year 

with $1,154 in the bank and $495 in its Savings & Loan.702

 The Irish American associations counted on proceeds from their annual balls as 

well as the summer sport and culture picnics and outing popular in the 1890s and early 

1900s; mass attendance was a priority as well as the strategic location of events with easy 

access to urban trolley lines. The public events could assume extravagant proportions— 

the 1890 Clan-na-Gael annual ball featured “two orchestras of twenty performers 

each.”

 

703

 Cavan, in 1915, ordered tickets for the annual ball of the Catholic Sons of Derry 

and purchased 100 tickets from the Federation of Irish County Association for their 

upcoming field day. Cavan spent $5 in the spring of 1915 to place an ad in the program 

for the field day of the Irish County Societies, and, responding to a request from the 

 The various Irish American societies supported each other, and it was a shared 

assumption that fellow societies would contribute in the year’s never-ending schedule of 

picnics, field days, sporting days, St. Patrick’s Day gatherings, and Easter and individual 

association annual balls. Winter provided a circuit of Irish American annual association 

balls,  a period of entertainment and socializing that was in stark contrast to the Dublin 

Friendly Society that divided up its modest association surplus and distributed it to 

members as spending money during Christmas. 

                                                 
702 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, March 13, 1913; March 15, 1914. 
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Wexford County Association, purchased an ad in their souvenir program for 1916.704 

Also that spring of 1916, 100 tickets were accepted from the Federation of Irish County 

Societies for their annual ball and sold to members of the Cavan Society for 25¢.705

 At its height, a second, subterranean economy had been erected in Philadelphia in 

which various Irish American associations—county, political, neighborhood, and 

cultural—all exchanged monies through the promotion of their events and sale of tickets. 

Ball ticket sales also counted as a currency of mutual support among the various Irish 

associations of the city. In the fall of 1914, in the Cavan Society, 25 tickets were set aside 

for the “Roscommon men” and 20 for “the Irish National Foresters for the coming 

balls.”

   

706 Cavan took an ad in the ball program for the Conaught Society in 1917, an 

investment with an expectation of reciprocal generosity.707

 Event ticket sales were vital to the associations’ financial standing, and contests 

between members for the highest sales made the chore less tedious—“division 11 of 

A.O.H. recorded that there was much interest in the contest between the President and 

Brother Farroll, regarding the sale of tickets for their forthcoming ball.”

   

708 The spirit of 

the ethnic economy of mutual support extended to Ireland as well, as the Cavan Society 

donated to the building of the “parish house” in Corlough, County Cavan as a gift of the 

“Cavan boys and girls of Philadelphia.”709

                                                 
704 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, May 9, 1915. 

 

705 Ibid., March 12, 1916, 237. 
706 Ibid., Nov. 8, 1914. 
707 Ibid., Oct 14, 1917, 275. 
708 Irish American Review, Sept. 30, 1895. 
709 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, April 9, 1916, 239. 



300 
 
 The annual ball, winter evenings devoted to formal dress, grand entrances, 

dancing, the playing of the Irish fiddle, were occasions for celebration, and the success of 

these grand public events instilled confidence in the organizational skills of the 

associations. They also allowed the brothers to include kin relations and the company of 

women.710

 The Ball committee was the most important to the society, and its correct 

functioning kept the association alive; it met after the general business meeting of the 

association or in extra sessions on Sunday afternoons. Association presidencies were 

evaluated by the financial success of the annual ball, and the president himself often 

chaired the working committee for the annual ball. For years President Michael Brady 

was an energetic overseer of the annual Cavan Ball, usually held on Easter Monday, an 

obligation that reflected the duty and responsibility of leadership that went with the 

association’s highest office. For the 1925 annual Easter ball, an “advertising committee” 

was established; 28 members were put on various ball committees that year and 

broadsheets were printed and posted around the city to announce the ball. 

 In preparation for the Cavan Society annual Easter Ball of 1913, 23 members 

signed on to participate on the various ball committees and began their work in July, 8, a 

full months before the event.  

 The advance taking of tickets for public sale was a serious financial commitment 

for members, a sales tactic that did not always work out when too many tickets were 

taken and left unsold. Monies not accounted for on ticket advances left the organization 

short and the individual in trouble with his fellow association members. The financial 
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records of the association were carefully guarded and public—Cavan established  

early on an “auditing committee…to go over the book of our last ball and report at our 

next meeting.”711

The Economy of Ticket Sales 

  

 The Cavan rule on advance ticket disbursement and members’ responsibility for 

selling them was in force early on, in 1907 and carried forward for many years—“each 

member be compelled to cash 4 tickets…and failing to do so will be charged his account 

as dues.”712 In 1920, in preparation for the annual Easter Ball of 1921, it was “mandatory 

for each member to dispose of 10 tickets for our next ball.”713

 In 1924, the sale of tickets was still of primary importance to the financial 

survival of the society. It was important to sell as many tickets as possible because the 

price of admission was modest. For the Annual Easter Ball in 1916, the brothers debated 

about the price of tickets and decided that tickets would be sold 50¢ apiece.

  

714 Tickets for 

the 1925 ball were again set at 50¢, and each member was mailed four tickets and was 

“responsible for the four.”715

 The return on advanced tickets was always a problem in the associations; ticket 

monies from the Easter 1916 gathering of two months before were still pending as Cavan 

 Also, rewards of $10, $5 and $2.50 were established for the 

top three ticket sellers for the 1925 ball. 

                                                 
711 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, May 11, 1913. 
712 Ibid., Sept. 8, 1918; Aug. 13, 1907, 395. 
713 Ibid., Sept 12, 1920, 347. 
714 Ibid., Jan. 9, 1916, 233. While Patrick Pearse was in the final stages of his doomed 
Easter Rising in Dublin, 1916, the Cavan Society was debating about the price of its 
tickets for their annual ball. 
715 Ibid., Sept. 16, 1924, 445. 
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brothers were admonished in meeting that “all tickets be paid” and “prizes awarded.”716  

The ball for 1923 had an inducement of a $10 prize to the brother who sold the most 

tickets.717 Monies sometimes moved in slowly; final settlement of tickets sold for the 

Easter Ball in 1916 was not made until August, 1916, and even with four months grace 

time to make good, brothers would fall short of their commitment.718

 The care and compliance with alcohol at the ball during the period of American 

prohibition was yet another example of the sensitivity to ethnic labeling that the Irish 

associations struggled to avoid, a group discipline which refused to allow critics that 

opportunity to confirm the persistent image of the Irish immigrant worker as a drinker 

and a brawler. For that year’s ball, 1923, the brothers reluctantly agreed that the 

restriction on “the use of liquor or beer at our Ball be complied with [and] “no 

intoxicating liquors of any kind be handled at the Cavan Ball of 1923” and it was agreed 

that the brothers would run the refreshments on their own, and not have the service 

catered by the hall.

 

719 A week later, the Society seemed to be in denial about having an 

annual ball with no liquor and debated once again whether to flout Prohibition.  And 

again, they decided that they would bring the refreshments themselves, but they were 

strict, “no intoxicating drinks of any kind be allowed at the Cavan Ball of 1923.”720

                                                 
716 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, 196. 

 

717 Ibid., Sept. 9, 1923, 419. 
718 Ibid., July 9, 1916, 245. 
719 Ibid., Nov. 11, 423,. 
720 Ibid., 425. 
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The Ethic of Mutual Support 

 Disbursements for sick benefits were a constant threat to overrun the meager 

resources of the association, but mutual support was the founding principle of the ethnic 

association, and sick benefits were a sacred condition of communal  solidarity that was 

rarely questioned. The most expensive item on the monthly meeting balance sheet was 

sick benefits; in November, 1911, $85 in sick benefits were paid to Cavan members from 

a total monthly expense of $89.50721 In February, 1914, 90% of the monthly expenses 

were for brothers’ sick benefits commensurate with the Irish American civic value 

commitment to restore the member to health.722 In 1916, sick benefits of $75 for June just 

about wiped out the association’s operating reserve, leaving an account of just $12.723

 Yet, Cavan was steadfast in its commitment to extending financial aid from its 

financial resources over and above its minimal commitment to health—the society often 

extended need to brothers caught in dire straights. After paying death benefits for Joe 

Ward, the society decided to offer something extra for his surviving family—[after] “…it 

was brought to the notice of the chair about the financial condition of our late Bro. Joe 

Ward…” [the Society decided that] “$50 be taken out of the $100 sometime ago donated 

to the Irish Volunteers Fund and be given to Ben Ward as a Christmas present.”

   

724 A 

committee of Cavan members was formed to visit “Brother Logan” in the hospital and 

dispatched in 1907.725

                                                 
721 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, Nov. 11, 1911. 

 And, in 1917, the Society appealed to its members to “appoint a 

722 Ibid., 187. 
723 Ibid., June 11, 1916, 242. 
724 Ibid., 206. 
725 Ibid., Aug. 11, 1907. 
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committee to decide on some way to raise some money for a Brother member who is in 

poor circumstance.”726

 The sick benefits were an expression of moral support and personal comfort 

among working people who could ill afford time off from work. E.P. Thompson 

describes a similar communal solidarity among British workers a century earlier—the 

“cellular structure of the friendly society, with its workaday ethos of mutual aid” ended in 

“crystallizing an ethos of mutuality…widely diffused in the ‘dense’ and ‘concrete’ 

particulars of the personal relations of working people, at home and at work.”

  

727 For the 

Cavan Society, the sick and death benefits was also an ethic of working class 

responsibility which made the fundraising balls and summer picnics vital for the 

additional monies that filled contingency fund and allowed the society to act on its values 

of mutual aid.728

 The ethic of mutual aid was not just a Cavan principle; all of the Irish American 

organizations privileged its sick benefits and extra mutual aid because of its status as a 

sacred rite of the spirit of the commune. A.O.H. Division 10, from 20th and Carlton 

Streets, stated that they had paid “sick and death benefits over $1,400” for 1898, a figure 

 As noted in table 2.1 in Chapter 2, the late 19th-century Dublin friendly 

society spent under 25% of its funds on sick and death benefits preferring to conserve its 

expenditures on benefits in exchange for the Christmas bonus. 

                                                 
726 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, May 13, 1917, 265. 
727 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 423 
728 Sick benefits were simply paid, no matter how costly, with the exception of the city-
wide outbreak of the Spanish flu in 1918 which overwhelmed many of the ethnic mutual 
aid associations. 
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that the organization was proud of and committed to and “will ever continue to do 

whenever called upon.”729

 A.O.H., No. 13, which met at 8th & Walnut Streets, in 1894 heard “appeals from 

two sources for help for widows and orphans of deceased members, and both were 

promptly aided by unanimous vote, the sum to be taken from the treasury.”

 

730 And camp 

246 of the Clan Na Gael extended its financial resources to come up with $50 for a 

‘brother Harkins [who] was in a very low state and would not last long.”731

 The Limerick Guards Patriotic, Social and Benevolent Association was an Irish 

nationalist association that cultivated a Paramilitary public image. The Limerick Guards 

were also a society of mutual support; it donated “the sum of $25 for St. Joseph’s House 

for Homeless Boys” in 1895. At the same meeting, the Limerick Guards decided to give 

an extra $50 to the widow of one of their former officers “in addition to the $75 to which 

his membership entitled him.”

 

732

 However, the Irish Americans protected their societies from a run on sick benefits 

that could overwhelm their resources. The Irish Catholic Benevolent Union (I.C.B.U.), a 

large Irish American society in Philadelphia with many branches and members, 

distributed benefits, like Cavan, to its members, but it too protected itself from being 

financially overextended. Any I.C.B.U. member “not three months in arrears, shall 

receive benefits not exceeding five dollars per week for 13 weeks of each year; if the 
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assets of any society equal ten dollars per member, the limit shall be 26 weeks.”733

 The ethic of care and support for its people was extended to Cavan workers 

stretched thin by industrial strikes in Philadelphia. Many Cavan men found work at the 

Baldwin Train works in Kensington and Caven men who were men on strike against 

Baldwin Train in the summer of 1911 found support from their association as “all 

members employed in Baldwin and on strike be exempt from monthly dues until strike is 

ended.” Yet, ever vigilant when it came to dues and correct procedure, President Brady 

intervened to make sure the striking Cavan members were not supplementing their 

incomes with side work, “the chair appointed a committee to find out if the strikers are 

employed anywhere else…”

  

Cavan also put a yearly limit of 13 straight weeks for members’ sick benefits. 

734

 Even as the Cavan Society struggled to meet the financial demands of mutual 

support it was, by May, 1913, 6 years after its beginning in 1907, essentially a financially 

healthy Irish American association. For the month of May, 1913, Cavan reported $52.25 

in dues collected which added to $81.45 cash on hand. May’s expenses were a total of 

$78.90 for printing, for a deposit into the Savings & Loan, for meeting refreshments and 

normal but manageable payout of sick benefits. In reserve and carried forward was 

$754.44 in a savings account and $445 in a Building & Loan, which produced an ending 

balance of $1,254. Cavan, like Donegal, used its surplus for investments, a conservative 

 

                                                 
733 Freeman & Irish American Review, June 7, 1890. There were many branch societies 
of the I.C.B.U. that operated independently with their own set of officers keeping their 
own set of financial books. If a branch society had $10 per member in its bank, then it 
could extend the sick benefits further than the norm of 13 weeks. 
734 Ibid., July 9, 1911. 
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course of financial planning that eschewed immediate rewards in favor of a more secure 

association future. 

 In 1914, the Society was even stronger with $1,800 in assets given the influx of 

money earned from the annual Easter Ball.735 In July, 1914, Cavan took out 25 shares in 

the Liberty Bell Building & Loan. This bumped the monthly payment to the Building & 

Loan to $15, yet with ticket sales still trickling in from the Easter Ball, the association 

showed over $2,000 in its treasury at the end of August.736 Thus, as the Cavan Society 

approached the war years, through the year-long planning and execution of its grand 

fundraiser, the Easter Ball, and group vigilance over debt, it was an ethnic association 

that was able to meet its value commitments for mutual support as well as its financial 

responsibility for group survival.737

The Quiet Downturn, 1919-1926 

 

 If Cavan was at full strength in the years preceding World War I, it had, in the 

post-war years, begun to slip in popularity as membership rolls slowly dropped.  Irish 

American associations were conditioned to expect turnover among their mobile working 

class memberships; Cavan, however, had no central neighborhood affiliation and was 

instead coalesced around the memory and fact of common Irish county descent. 

   Still, in 1919 there had been no new members initiated for months, although one 

could argue that the pool of all of the city’s potential Cavan men had been thoroughly 

mined in the opening decade of the association, leaving recent immigrants as the only 

                                                 
735 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, 189. 
736 Ibid., 196. 
737 The Cavan Society is still operating in Philadelphia in 2009, a testament to the wise 
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viable pool for new recruits. The annual ball for 1919 was cancelled, a potential serious 

blow to the future financial resources of the Society. One of the problems the association 

grappled with in its ball decision was the supply of liquor for the ball, increasingly 

difficult as the nation headed for Prohibition.738 The ball decision was eventually 

reconsidered and set for the fall, not the usual spring ball on Easter Monday.739

Rebuilding Cavan Morale 

 

 An appeal to find new members and develop a new recruiting strategy gathered 

momentum at the end of 1919 and lasted into the early 1920s. The normal initiation fee 

for new members was $1.25, and it was decided that “25¢ be put in a pool and given to 

the member bringing in the most members at the close of December…”740 These contests 

for new members had been a long-standing practice of the Irish associations: a “gold 

prize” was offered to the “brother bringing in the greatest number of candidates” in 1899, 

Division 1 of the A.O.H. in Philadelphia.741 The Knights of the Red Branch also had 

contests to find new members; P. Mulholland won a badge for bringing in the most 

members for Division 9 in 1899.742

 At one point, in 1920, the Society was forced to borrow from their savings to 

continue to meet the ordinary costs of operation, expenses normally covered in the past 

by the payment of monthly dues. In July 1920, Cavan even voted to access its precious 

savings “from the sale of Liberty Bonds or a loan on stocks from Building and Loan Ass. 
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739 Ibid., Nov. 9, 1919, 309. 
740 Ibid., July 13, 1919, 317. 
741 Irish American Review, Sept. 17, 1899. 
742 Ibid., Aug. 29, 1899. 
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to meet the running expenses of our society.”743

 Yet they managed some debts, paying their tax in late summer, 1920, to the 

Federation of Irish County Society as well as past-due affiliation fees owed the 

Federation of Catholic Societies, assessments based on the number of official 

members.

 It is easy to imagine that a Dublin 

Friendly Society, facing losses from its yearly dues, would shut its doors and send it 

members off to relocate with another society—the Cavan crisis and the association’s 

struggles to rebound validates the Irish American model and its strategy of long term 

investments as a cushion against hard times. 

744  Soon the society was thinking in terms of raising a loan, through a bond, 

and they began working with Rev. Campbell on this project.745

 By spring, 1921, even though it had an impressive $2,600 in the bank, the Cavan 

Society was concerned about its funding and still focused on its dwindling membership 

base. The search was on for new, dues-paying members; brothers of Cavan dug into their 

own pockets to increase the financial inducements as Phil Brady offered $25 to the man 

who brought in 25 new members and other brothers followed his lead, Pat Higgins 

pledging $5 to bring in 15 members, Michael Brady $5 for 10 members, and Terence 

Smith $5 for 10 members. The once proud society was being reduced to a shell of its 

former self, an organization which elected the same officers each year, a set of leaders 

now pledging their own personal funds to sustain the future.

 

746

                                                 
743 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, July 10, 1921, 369. 

 

744 Ibid., Aug. 10, 1921, 371. 
745 Ibid., Sept. 11, 1921, 373. 
746 Ibid., April 10, 1921, 363. 
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 Early 1922, the brothers had initiated four more members and now debated 

whether to increase the death benefit from $75 to $100; the proposed increase was well 

received but the ongoing financial limits of the society forced it to postpone this 

consideration for another year.747 Yet, for the third straight year, the leadership of the 

association remained the same, Brady, Smith, Higgins, Kelly at the helm and imploring 

the group for “new recruits” in the coming year, 1922.748

 In 1923 new members trickled into the association, two brothers from suburban 

Bryn Mawr were initiated; each subsequent month one or two more. Cavan was aware of 

its diminishing numbers and institutionalized the financial incentives for bringing in new 

men of Cavan. The top prize of $10 was awarded, at the December, 1923, meeting, to 

James Sheridan of Bryn Mawr who when “given the prize took it and held it up in his 

hand remarking it was too pretty to put in his pocket returned it to the Treasury wishing 

the members a Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year.”

 

749

President Michael Brady Dies 

 In spite of their financial 

woes and dwindling numbers, the brothers of Cavan were still teaching each other about 

communal spirit. 

 President Brady died suddenly at age 56 in mid-December, 1922, not long after 

attending his final meeting of the Cavan Society. He “arrived at the closing prayer just in 

                                                 
747 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, Feb. 14, 1922, 383. 
748 Ibid., March 12, 1922, 385. 
749 Ibid., Dec. 9, 1923, 427. 
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time to wish the members a merry Christmas and a happy new year, and today he is dead; 

Lord have mercy on his soul.”750

 The brothers sent flowers and established a “vacant chair” for their future 

meetings in honor of Brady’s long body of work with the association.

 

751

 Later, in 1925, the Cavan Society, sometimes now referring to itself as the Cavan 

Men’s Society, drafted the following words of appreciation for Brady’s successor, 

Terence Smith: 

 He had been 

elected president for 12 straight years, beginning his leadership of Cavan in 1910.  

Brady’s passing reminded the brothers of the age of their organization and the necessity 

of dedicated leaders to attend to the many details of running a small democracy.   

 
we…the members of the Cavan Men’s Society subscribe to you this 
declaration of our high regard and steadfast confidence and our 
appreciation of your uniform justice and considerate courtesy in all 
your acts as president of this society in the past year.  We beg to 
express our hopes and prayers for you and your fellow officers and 
that God will spare you and your fellow officers for years to come 
with greater success and happiness in this society.752

 
 

This formal expression revealed that the men were fully aware that their association had 

come through lean times in the early 1920s and, even though they cherished and guarded 

the democratic functioning of their association, they owed their sustained existence to 

committed individual leaders.  
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Conflicting Nationalisms 

The War in Europe 

 The United States entered World War I in April, 1917, and soon Caven men faced 

military duties in France.  The Cavan Society sent a notice “to every member stating any 

member called on to defend the County shall be entyled [sic] to death benefits.”753

 Yet, the Cavan Society approached America’s entry on the side of the Allies with 

a reluctant vigor and the weight of the perpetual moral dilemma of the Irish fighting on 

the side of the British. The August, 1917, meeting recorded, “the sad heartbreaking 

feeling of mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters parting with the ones they loved best 

going forth, some to get killed and buried on a foreign soil for a cause not wise to 

mention.”

   

754

 It was also decided that men in uniform be allowed to stay “on the books” only if 

a friend pays their dues for them while they are away.

 The cause “not wise to mention” was the support for the British in  

World War I, and the reluctance of this organization to speak about its distaste for the 

Atlantic alliance reveals the tense loyalties in question among America’s Irish during the 

war years.   

755 This stipulation was later 

ignored; when the war was over Cavan men were welcomed back; “all members of our 

society returning from France be reinstated on the Books of our society in good standing 

as soon as they report.”756
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 Cavan also decided to purchase $500 in Liberty Bonds in support of the war in 

November, 1917, a sizeable amount when their total resources were just under $3,000.  

This amount was eventually reduced to $300 and finally to $100 as the society decided it 

was more prudent to invest $200 instead in its Savings & Loan.757

The Wars in Ireland, 1916-1923 

   

 The Cavan Society operated as a mutual aid and cultural organization but like 

other Irish American associations it was also an agency for news and opinion about 

native Ireland, an Ireland eventually embroiled in its own wars of independence and 

internal bloodletting after World War I. Unlike the Clan Na Gael with its more overt 

mission to directly support Irish independence, the Cavan brothers were much more 

conservative in their politics, influenced by religious constraints and narrowly focused on 

sustaining the identity of Cavan County descent in Diaspora Philadelphia.   

 Given the magnitude of change and disruption that would take place in early 20th-

century Ireland, beginning with the Easter Rising in 1916, through the guerilla war with 

England, 1919-1921, and the Irish Civil War of 1922-1923, it is surprising how little of 

these momentous Irish events penetrated the 2nd story meetings of the Society’s rented 

space at 15th and Ridge Ave. in Philadelphia. Eventually, Cavan would confront the 

dualism of supporting America in World War I and, at the same time, Irish freedom, and 

the society was mobilized to support the wars for an Irish republic. Cavan withdrew $100 

out of its precious annual ball receipts in 1916 and forwarded it to the United Irish 
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League.758

 By 1916, the wave of revolt and support for Irish independence had reached the 

Cavan Society, and it too established a fund for the Irish Volunteers. However, Cavan 

contingency always seemed to side with personal troubles over public issues and $25 was 

taken out of the Irish Volunteers Fund to help a brother in need.

 This was granted after a plea from the United Irish League and a lengthy 

discussion within the Cavan Society; it was only after a consensus emerged that the 

annual ball had generated a sizeable surplus in 1916 that allowed this donation to go 

forward. 

759

 A visitor to the March, 1918, meeting of the Cavan Society, President of the 

Federation of Irish County Associations, presented “an outline of the Irish Convention” 

and encouraged the brothers to attend Sunday night meetings “on the Irish Cause” held at 

1628 Arch Street.

 

760 In 1920, the Cavan Society, “after hearing from Ex-Congressman 

Donohoe on the condition of things in Ireland and the persecution of the Irish at the hands 

of the representative of England, the Black and Tans and of the work of the Friends of 

Irish Freedom,” decided to send one of their own to the gathering convention of Friends 

of Irish Freedom in Pottsville, Pennsylvania.761

 The Friends of Irish Freedom (F.O.I.F.) was a late arrival to Irish American 

nationalist organizations, emerging in the spring of 1916 from a New York gathering of 

the Irish Race Convention in March, 1916. It was an ad hoc creation of the militant Clan 

Na Gael whose mission was to raise funds for the growing Irish revolt and promote that 
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revolt to Irish America. A committee of the Cavan Society’s leadership—James Brady, 

Joe Kelly, Terence Smith, James Pryor and James Logan—were dispatched to attend the 

meetings of the Friends of Irish Freedom in Philadelphia in the summer of 1919.762 In 

compliance, the brothers arranged to “send the names of the officers of the Cavan  

Society to the Irish National Bureau in Washington for copies of the Societies’ action in 

Ireland’s cause.”763

 In 1920, The Friends of Irish Freedom in Philadelphia sent “circulars” around to 

the various county associations describing the vicious guerilla war in Ireland and the 

growing interest and support for the Irish fighters among the Diaspora community in 

Philadelphia. The Cavan Society approved the contents, “endorsing every act” of the 

Friends of Irish Freedom platform in 1920.

   

764 The Sons of Irish Freedom, another 

nationalist organization born in Philadelphia during the years of Irish revolt, also 

attracted Cavan’s attention, and the Society sent a committee of four, Andrew McHale, 

James Kelly, Philip Brady, Pat McBreen, to its 1920 gathering.765

 In 1921, the brothers turned their attention more and more to the guerilla war in 

Ireland— “after a lengthy address by Father Campbell on conditions in Ireland [it was 

decided that] the Cavan Society stand by Father Campbell in his progressive movement 

of the Irish Republic.”

 

766

                                                 
762 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, July 13, 1919, 317. 

 The Cavan Society, like other Irish American associations, 

became a source for funds to support the Irish cause in the war of independence.   

763 Ibid., Sept. 13, 1919, 321. 
764 Ibid., July 11, 1920, 322. 
765 Ibid., Nov 10, 1919, 327. 
766 Ibid., Jan. 21, 1921, 355. 
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 One hundred dollars in Bonds for the Friends of Irish Freedom were purchased by 

the Cavan Society in early 1920.  Individual members were encouraged to purchase 

bonds—it was announced at a meeting that “every member of Cavan Society interested to 

purchase Bonds purchase them through Cavan.”767 It was decided that each individual 

who made a contribution toward Irish Bonds be “credited to the Cavan Society as a 

whole [which] has a more deep…effect on keeping our society together.”768 Later in the 

summer of 1920, the society wanted it known how much their association had donated to 

the Friends of Irish Freedom and so made a request to “the members to report to the 

Recording Secretary the amount each member donated to the F.O.I.F. drive so it could be 

recorded on the books of the society.’769

 Nationalism cut both ways in Irish American associations during and just after 

World War I, and the Irish in Philadelphia confronted a persistent tension that forced 

them, on the one hand, to support an American alliance with their historic British enemy 

and, with the other, lend financial and moral support to Ireland’s war for independence.  

For the Cavan Society, late arrivals to Irish nationalist politics, the transition to the Irish 

cause represented a sizeable leap for an association consumed by its insular attention to 

preserving what Cavan memories they could reconstruct in industrial Philadelphia.  

 

Personal Troubles and the Disciplinary Code of the Ethnic Association 

 The Cavan Society, like Irish Friendly Societies and other Irish American 

associations, did not tolerate breaches with its disciplinary code or allow serious 
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dissension within the meeting that might threaten the fragile bonds of communal 

solidarity. There was no tolerance for fighting or acts that breached the agreement on 

how men were expected to behave in civic associations. A committee was formed early 

on in the society’s history to “investigate members who got into hard circumstances and 

if worthy be kept on the books of [the] society.”770

 The Society was moved to action with serious breaches of conduct—it 

recommended in 1914 “the name of Hugh Monroe be stricken from the books of the 

Cavan Society for conduct unbecoming a member of the Association.”

 Eventually a “Grievance Committee” 

was convened to hear appeals and make decisions on cases of member misconduct. 

771  It also was 

decided that “no cards be played at any of our quarterly meetings after the meeting 

opened…”772

 Friction among members was an inevitable result of close communal association, 

but Cavan was careful to avoid conflicts that could escalate and linger into feuds. In 

1925, President Smith was dispatched to visit Patrick Duffy, a member since 1908, and 

set a time when a group of members could visit him and “try to have him return to 

membership.”

  Things could also disappear from the society, like the beer donated for the 

annual Easter ball in 1913, but such mischief involving property was not as serious as 

moral misconduct: it was decided that “the mislaying of Barrel Beer sent by Bro McKeon 

be left in the hands of the Ball Committee.” 

773
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Church and Society: The Drain of an Exploitive Message 
 
 The nexus of the Catholic Church and the Diaspora Irish of Philadelphia was 

unavoidable within the social milieu of the Irish American voluntary association; for the 

Cavan Catholic Social and Beneficial Society, the bond was more tightly drawn than the 

nationalist organizations. One of the first acts of Cavan existence was to appoint a 

“spiritual advisor,” a Catholic priest who, in 1920, was paid $100 from the Treasury of 

the Society.774

 The Cavan Society made a ritual excursion to attend a Sunday mass at St. 

Theresa’s Church once a year.  St. Theresa’s was in the western suburbs of the city, and a 

special morning time was set aside to meet with the Monsignor; afterwards, the brothers 

enjoyed a meal in the church’s school hall. Compliance with the required Sunday 

excursion and masses at St. Theresa’s was not always forthcoming.   

 

 In 1918, after a dismal showing at the Sunday communal mass, the following was 

recorded at the next meeting, “after hearing several remarks for the brothers who were 

present at the mass in St. Theresa’s and several excuses from those who could not attend 

[it was stipulated] that any member absenting himself next year (without sufficient cause) 

be fined one dollar.”775 The following year, 1919, a circular was sent to the brothers 

reminding them of their commitment to the Holy Communion day at the church.776

 In 1923 the annual trek to this distant church location was still more of a burden 

to members than a welcomed outing, and non-compliance was still the norm; the 
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President urged “every member to turn out to St. Theresa’s to our annual Holy 

Communion.”777 In 1924, the brothers had not yet discovered the correct formula for 

motivating members to attend the annual commitment to the Catholic Church—“the 

secretary send out a double postal a week previous…to find the exact number that will 

attend.”778 It was decided in 1925, after yet another “poor showing” of the members at 

church, that the next outing would include wives and family in an effort to get out the 

society.”779 The Sunday excursion to St. Theresa’s might have benefited from the gesture 

of member Andrew Quince who donated 100 cigars to the Society to accompany the men 

on their trip.780

 Cavan also designed and purchased a special badge of their society which was to 

be worn en masse in attending church; one hundred badges were ordered in 1913 which 

cost the association $60.

 

781

 The Donegal Association of Philadelphia also made excursions on New Year’s 

Day and the archbishop of Philadelphia received those members who made the 

excursion.

 Two years later, the Cavan Society ordered the purchase of  

“200 small badges to be worn on such occasions as going to Holy Communion,” a public 

marker of the status accrued from association membership within the Irish Catholic 

community of Philadelphia. 

782
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 The Donegal commitment to the Catholic Church also suffered from lack of 

member compliance; in a meeting in December 1907 it was recorded “all who intend 

778 Ibid., June 8, 1924, 439 
779 Ibid., July 12, 1925, 467. 
780 Ibid., June 13, 1920, 341. 
781 Ibid., March 9, 1913. 
782 Minute Book of Donegal Association, Dec. 17, 1905. 
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going to the Cathedral on New Year’s Day should stand up, every member in the Hall 

stood up.”783

 A.O.H. branch associations in Philadelphia also felt the need to connect the ethnic 

association with the Catholic Church. Division 58, 22nd and Fitzwater Streets, “in 

connection with the other divisions in the southwestern section of the city, will honor the 

birthday of St. Patrick by attending Holy Communion in a body...at St. Charles’ 

Church…the middle aisle of the church has been set aside for them…”

 

784

 We have seen how the need to say afloat financially occupied the energy and 

talents of the membership of the Irish American associations in Philadelphia. These 

societies were also seen as a convenient place for representatives from Irish parishes and 

American Catholic churches to visit and solicit funds and a personal appeal for funds 

from a priest was often a message the brothers could not resist.   

 

 Kerby Miller writes, “Catholic missionaries regularly visited the United States 

seeking alms from affluent emigrants for new churches and schools which their 

parishioners at home could not afford to build.”785 The meetings of the Donegal 

Association were regular recipients of visits from priests seeking aid for projects in 

Ireland.  In 1897 Rev. P.H. O’Donnell visited the association in request for financial aid 

for poor farming families in Donegal; in 1905, Father McCafferty dropped in on the 

association in search of support for St. Euna’s College in Letterkenny.786
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 Father Cummins from Roscommon in Ireland was a guest to an A.O.H. meeting, 

Division 52, at 13th & Columbia in North Central Philadelphia, and after “speaking on the 

mission on which he was sent from the other side, it was unanimously agreed to that he 

should receive $50.”787 A.O.H. Division 68, 26th & Wharton, received “Fathers 

McFadden and O’Kane, respectively from Donegal and Tyrone…the rev. gentlemen from 

the ‘Green Isle’ addressed the members on the object of their mission—a most worthy 

one, and to the credit of 68 be it recorded that its members gave generously…”788

 Cavan too was on the circuit of roving Catholic missionary priests and donated 

$100 “for Rev. Father Sherlock from Oregon who is soliciting aid in the East for the 

maintenance of Catholic Schools and Catholic education in the northwest.”

 

789 The 

Church of the Precious Blood from Corpus Christi, Texas, was “given the privilege to go 

around our meeting to sell tickets,” in support of that distant parish. Cavan donated 

$10.790 The Killinagh Parish church in County Cavan took on a major renovation in 1890 

to add a “Marble Alter, Side Alters, Erection of a Gallery…” Over 160 members donated 

what they could, most often simply £1, to the fund, and donating members were 

identified in the local Cavan town press and inscribers to the church project.791

 The Cavan Men’s Society paid $50 for one of its members, C. Kearns, “to help 

him finish his last 3 yrs. study for the priesthood.”

 

792

                                                 
787 Freeman & Irish American Review, June 10, 1899. 

 And the brothers offered “a 

voluntary contribution of $1 be given by each member for a purse for Father Campbell on 

788 Irish American Review, Sept. 17, 1899. 
789 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, Oct. 11, 1925, 473. 
790 Ibid., May, 15, 1916, 241. 
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792 Minute Book of the Cavan Society, Sept 8, 1918, 297. 
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his return from Ireland…”793 In 1925, Cavan could still be called upon to support 

Catholic causes, and it placed “a $10 ad [in] the Hibernian Souvenir Program, proceeds 

which go to Father Daily for the benefit of wandering Catholic young men.”794

 When Rev. Mc Enroe, Cavan’s “spiritual advisor” died in 1914, the society sent 

out notices and arranged for the entire association to attend mass at St. Theresa’s to 

“receive Holy Communion in a body.”

 

795

Cavan and Donegal as Models 

 These public displays of loyalties to land of 

origin and priest were part of the identity mechanisms that made the Cavan Society 

whole, reinforced by the donating of scarce society resources for Catholic charity. 

 There were social trends in the growth and consolidation of the Cavan Society 

and the Donegal Association of Philadelphia that opened pathways for Irish identity 

within a limited breadth of vision. These associations reached out to a certain social type 

which can be described as a emigrating man from a rural parish in Cavan or Donegal, in 

his early twenties, with some prior knowledge and exposure to minor industrial labor 

skills that could be used as transitory capital in finding work in industrial Philadelphia.  

Many of the men who made their way to these county societies were Irish emigrants with 

no industrial skills and continued their life of labor in Philadelphia as manual workers. 

 We think of Irish emigration in terms of the Famine exodus, but the Famine was 

only the extreme representation of a long-term process that had begun in the early 1800s, 

magnified and intensified by the mid-century Famine exodus and continued through the 
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early decades of the 1920s. The 1880s in Ireland were especially cruel for the Irish 

smaller farmers and subsistence-peasants and those members of a remaining rural 

proletariat who were still available after the Famine “cleansing” of the countryside. 

 For the Cavan Society, the continuity of Irish emigration in the late 19th century 

resulted in a cohort of the county’s young men, men with modest industrial skills, who 

for the price of monthly dues and a friendly association sponsor, could join a society of 

their expatriates. From their Irish homeland to the monthly meetings of the Society at 15th 

& Ridge, these men reconstructed tradition and at the same time instructed themselves in 

the lessons of civic organization according to the principles and norms of American 

democracy.   

 In the ethnic voluntary association, the officers and men of voice and initiative 

were more often trained as skilled workers or owners of small businesses, grocery shops 

or saloons. For the Cavan Society, no manual laborer was ever elected as an association 

officer and the Donegal Association had preferred to elect men from the professions as 

their leader. Yet, the discursive tone and pitch of policy of these associations was of the 

working class; 86% of Cavan members between 1907 and 1926 were recruited from 

labor. Leadership of workers’ organizations had traditionally been an assortment of social 

types; as E.P. Thompson points out, during the formation of the factory system in the far 

reaches of England’s Midlands, in cotton and weaving, leadership was less a solid block 

of industrial labor than an “actual nucleus…of such men as shoemakers, weavers, 
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saddlers and harnessmakers, booksellers, printers, building workers, small 

tradesmen…”796

 The membership and the leadership had to attend to a number of influences, from 

parochial concerns and traditional alignments with the Catholic Church to secular Irish 

nationalism. For the most part, Cavan and Donegal were able to deflect the more 

rancorous content of the Irish Diaspora rhetoric of defiance and opposition, but it too 

allowed an ideological rendering of Irish history as tragedy to pass for public knowledge 

within the confines of the association. These were insular societies by nature, focused on 

what meaning could be distilled from a reconstructed vision of the narrow world of rural 

parishes, a vision its members preferred and longed for. 

 

 Cavan and Donegal men, almost all recent immigrants, found each other and 

came together naturally in search of comfortable companionship and, in the process, 

constructed an associational structure that De Tocqueville would have admired. There 

were many pre-immigration models on the meaning and methods of local civic 

engagement in their native Cavan and Donegal Counties, from branches of the Foresters 

and agricultural co-operatives to Gaelic football clubs, and all of these societies were 

learning centers that pre-dated American influences and gave Irish Americans a head start 

when it came to forming their own society in Philadelphia. 

 However, as noted, the Irish American association constructed its own path, 

different from the normal Friendly Society in Ireland with its minimal commitment to 

member health and well being and its primary focus on the Christmas division of its 

                                                 
796 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 193. 



325 
 
yearly surplus derived from member dues. Irish Americans deviated from their 

transatlantic roots to value member health and use its financial resources for sick 

benefits; it also chose to invest its extra funds instead of handing them out as a member 

bonus. Its meticulous democratic processes were evident in the strict adherence to the 

rites of the meeting, the public record that was the financial books and attention to debt 

management and investments. In addition, the Society pursued consensus on matters of 

group concern through the airing of opinion and the raising of formal motions.  In the 

tradition of societies of mutual aid organized by common men, Cavan and Donegal 

conformed to the ethic of self-education and self-reliance; it “made itself as much as it 

was made.”797
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CHAPTER 6 
 

SPORT, CULTURE AND NATION AMONG 
THE HIBERNIANS OF PHILADELPHIA 

 
 The 1890s in Ireland and Philadelphia were the years of the Irish cultural revival, 

a movement that asserted itself in these locations as a rising nationalism casting its gaze 

backwards to ancient and traditional symbols of Irish autonomy and pride. The revival 

embraced all forms of culture and expression and was seen in the Irish language 

movement and the rise of the Gaelic League in Ireland and in the United States in theatre, 

literature, and in sport.   

 The sports club was an emerging type of voluntary association in the late 1890s, 

and this new institution was changing the nature of leisure. E.J. Hobsbawm observed that 

sport had become “a mass spectacle…transformed into the unending succession of 

gladiatorial contests between persons and teams symbolizing nation-states…the imagined 

community of millions seems more real as a team of eleven named people.”798

Sport, Manliness and the Irish Nation 

 A 

complete globalized nationalism of sport was far in the future, but for the Irish Americans 

in the 1890s it became a medium of a racialized pride and an outlet that could be mined 

as an important means of raising funds for the voluntary association. 

 Like previous generations of British public school boys and Oxbridge men, 

Philadelphia’s Irish community adopted the athletic, nationalist creed which they then 

applied to their concept of the athletic Celt, a heroic masculinity based on “honor, pluck 
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and ability.”799

 Judging from the turnout at the sport picnics and the proliferation of these sport 

events on the social calendar of Irish American voluntary associations, many more 

Hibernians turned their attention to sport as leisure and an expression of nationalist 

sentiment.  Sport, in the form of Celtic nationalism, became part of the revival of Gaelic 

awareness in Philadelphia, and the ethic of Irish athleticism was nurtured in the voluntary 

associations and mined in their summer mass gatherings.  

 In the capillary branches of Philadelphia’s A.O.H. there was a warm 

sympathy for the rise of the language movement and encouragement to attend the 

evening classes in Gaelic offered at various locations in the city and even a casual 

suggestion for members to purchase Gaelic grammar texts.  

The Gaelic Sport Revival In Ireland 

 Michael Cusack, an eccentric Dublin figure, is credited with the inspirational 

vision and organizational energy behind the founding in 1884 of the Gaelic Athletic 

Association (G.A.A.) in Thurles, Ireland. Cusack, an exceptional athlete, had become 

disillusioned with Victorian sport in Ireland, impatient with the British influence and at 

the same time enamored with the Irish cultural revival and intent on the resurrection of 

the ancient Irish pastime of hurling. 

 The G.A.A. offered the Irish their own national games, restored to resemble the 

shape and form of established British games like soccer and rugby, but rougher and more 

traditional, with the skilled use of the Irish caman or hurling stick invoking ancient 

Gaelic martialism. The G.A.A. made political and social statements with its style, its 
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popularity among rural and town workers, and its active opposition to British Victorian 

sport and came to eventually place its own G.A.A. ban on British games all together.  

 The G.A.A.’s boycott of Anglo sport and society in Ireland was a reactive 

consolidation to the prestigious Anglo-Irish clubs, such as the Dublin Amateur Athletic 

Club (1872) and the Dublin University Club that dominated the early sport scene in 

Dublin and Ireland.  These early clubs had no qualms about adopting the British model of 

social exclusion, including the clause that reserved athletics for “amateur gentlemen,” 

excluding “tradesmen, labourers, and artisans” and thus, de facto, the majority of the 

Catholic population in Ireland.800

 Cusack, early on, shifted Gaelic sport to Sunday afternoons, the one day and time 

segment of the week the Catholic community could gather for leisure; he claimed that he 

had removed the class stigma “under which the honest sons of toil laboured”

 

801 in sport 

by reserving Sunday as the day for sport.  The Sunday afternoon meeting of the Irish 

American voluntary association in Philadelphia during these years was also the one 

moment of the week that this group could count as a consistently open time for its 

meetings and sports.802

Early Gaelic Sport in Philadelphia 

 

 
“The Irish and Irish Americans are the greatest athletes in the world” wrote 

Malachy Hogan in the Philadelphia Ledger in 1908. He went on to say that they have a 
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Fein…” 
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“phenomenal reserve of energy, such as quickness of thought and action and 

concentration of alertness, grit, nerve, ‘sand’ and lightning speed…” In all, Malachy 

states, the “Irish Celts…stand pre-eminently alone,” their success in sport a testament to 

their racial separatism.803

Ireland’s G.A.A. envisioned an American support system similar to the Land 

League branches that spontaneously surfaced in the 1880s and 1890s in American cities 

and, in fact, American branches of the G.A.A. sprouted in Boston, New York, San 

Francisco, Chicago and Philadelphia. The G.A.A. in Ireland was struggling with its own 

association in the 1890s, yet it endeavored to encourage the Gaelic sport revival in the 

United States, as we can see from this open letter in 1890 to Philadelphia’s Freeman & 

Irish Review

 This statement on ethnic sport could just have easily been made 

at any meeting in any camp of the Clan Na Gael in Philadelphia, or a division of the 

A.O.H., and it would have been accepted by the gathering as public knowledge.  

804

...the Gaelic Association in America can be worked only by the American 
Gaels themselves in the same way that as Irish counties manage their 
Gaelic affairs, under the guidance and subject to the approval of the 
Central Council... 

 from Limerick, Ireland: 

 
...but what about the Irish abroad?  Are not the exiled sons of our race, 
who are breathing the free air of the great Western Republic, as Irish as we 
are?  Are they not in position to raise the standard of the Gael in the land 
of their adoption with as much ease and with much lighter hearts than we 
at home, galling under the iron heel of alien oppression? 
 
Irishmen show yourselves equal to the occasion, show yourselves true to 
your national honor, and success will be sure to crown your efforts. 

 

                                                 
803 Philadelphia Ledger, April 8, 1908. 
804 Philadelphia Hibernian, May 31, 1890. 
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The Philadelphia Irish were well informed on G.A.A. events in Ireland through its 

extensive coverage in the ethnic press and may well have been inspired by the 

contemporary tales of Gaelic sport clashes. One could have read in the Philadelphia 

ethnic press about the 1895 All-Ireland football championships between Young Ireland 

Club Dublin and Desperandums of Cork in which 10,000 fans testified that there was 

“still an enormous amount of vitality in the Gaelic Athletic Association.”805 In addition, 

they would have learned about the modernization of this ancient Irish sport, the limit of 

17 players to a side and new safety rules, such as no “nails or iron tips...on the boots of 

the players,” rules against “collaring and holding and running with the ball,”806 and  

“pushing or shouldering from behind, tripping or kicking, catching, holding or jumping at 

a player.”807

But most of all Philadelphia’s Irish Diaspora would have learned about Gaelic 

sport through watching the games themselves among the burgeoning Gaelic sport clubs in 

Philadelphia. The G.A.A. in Philadelphia received a boost through the G.A.A.’s 

“invasion of America” tour in 1885. The tour was centered in New York, but the Irish 

hurlers and footballers came to Philadelphia for an exhibition in the Fall of 1885. This 

exhibition was promoted through the Irish American associations in Philadelphia, 

especially the Clan Na Gael and the A.O.H., and the Irish G.A.A. played a team of Irish 

 

                                                 
805 Philadelphia Hibernian, May 11, 1895. 
806 Ibid., May 18, 1895. 
807 Ibid., May 11, 1895. The G.A.A. also championed its new sport, Irish football. The 
championship of Leinster in the fall of 1893 was noted less for its pioneering of native 
brand of Irish football than a contest with “entirely too much tripping, catching, and 
general fouling.” 
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Philadelphians recruited from the various city hurling clubs at Philadelphia’s  

Pastime Park.  

The Philadelphia Hurling Clubs 

 The Limerick Guards Hurling Club of Philadelphia was established by 1889, five 

years after the beginning of the Gaelic Athletic Association in Thurles, Ireland, and was 

even affiliated with the G.A.A. in Dublin. The hurling club was formed from members of 

the Limerick Guards Patriotic, Social and Benevolent Association, a mutual aid society 

located at 9th and Spring Garden Streets in Philadelphia.808

 The Limerick Guards played exhibition matches—there were not enough teams to 

organize a league—the typical style of arrangement being a public challenge to a club for 

a match on an agreed upon date. On Thanksgiving Day, 1889, the Limerick Guards 

hosted New York’s Gaelic Athletic Club and its captain, Dr. M.D. Griggin, in a hurling 

match at Philadelphia’s Pastime Park.

   

809 Hurling was a new game for many in the Irish- 

American community of Philadelphia, only recently resurrected in Ireland as its national 

pastime—“a large number of those present saw for the first time a genuine hurling 

match.” The game’s speed and potential for collisions was also evident as one of the New 

York hurlers had to leave the field after he slipped and hit his head “against the drawn 

hurley of a member of his own club.”810

 After the event, the Limerick Guards hosted the Gaelic Club of New York at a 

reception and speeches at their hall. Edward O’Meagher Condon, editor of the Irish 

American Freeman, spoke on the martial imperative of Irish hurling. Recalling the Irish 

   

                                                 
808 Philadelphia Hibernian, March 16, 1895. The Limerick guards also sponsored their 
own city-wide picnic and games at Rising Sun Park. 
809 Freeman & Irish American Review, Nov. 9, 1893. The Thomas Francis Meagher and 
Charles Stewart Parnell hurling clubs of Philadelphia were in attendance for the 
exhibition, but they did not play this day. 
810 Ibid., Dec. 7, 1889. 
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American commitment to the Civil War and the need for readiness in the coming Irish 

war for liberation, Condon: 

 
referred to hurling clubs that were in existence in this country thirty years 
ago, and of which he was a member, having in those days played games at 
Niagara Falls witnessed at times by 20,000 people. He said that the war 
coming on soon after that broke up the clubs, the hurlers being the first 
from their localities to fall in line and fight for the preservation of the 
Union.  He hoped the hurlers of today would have an opportunity to use 
the supple limbs and strong muscles…for the attainment of Irish 
independence.811

 Every occasion during these last years of the 19th century when the Irish gathered 

in Philadelphia seemed to be a moment for building Irish culture and nationalist feeling, 

and the presentation in Philadelphia of Irish hurling with its violent clash of athletes 

armed with hurley sticks and its martial heritage became a symbol for Irish assertion of 

national rights and defiance.  The Limerick Guards, led by Captain Hogan, returned the 

favor when they traveled to Brooklyn on Dec. 29 to play the New York Gaelic Athletic 

Club on their own hurling turf.

 

812

 
   

 By 1893, the Thomas Francis Meaghers and the Charles Stewart Parnells joined 

the Limerick Guards in Philadelphia as established hurling clubs.813

                                                 
811 Freeman & Irish American Review, Dec. 7, 1889. 

 Philadelphia G.A.A. 

clubs took their names from fallen Irish republican heroes or molded their public image 

on republican themes—The Celtic Son’s, Thomas Davis, Charles J. Kickham, the 

Thomas Francis Meagher (Civil War general of the Irish Brigade), John C. Cosgrove 

(convicted of treason and hanged by the British for gun running), William Smith O’Brien 

812 Ibid., Dec. 14, 1893. 
813 Ibid., Nov. 23, 1893; Philadelphia Hibernian, May 18, 1895. Chicago’s G.A.A. clubs 
had also modeled themselves after traditional Irish nationalist heroes, taking club names 
such as the Emmetts, Grattans, O’Connells, Liberators, Parnells,and the Davitts. 
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(liberal elected representative of Parliament), and the James Stevens Club (founder of the 

Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood, the precursor to the Irish Republican Army) all merged 

sport and militant nationalism in their voluntary associations. The Philadelphia clubs of 

the G.A.A., like their transatlantic partners in Ireland, operated as voluntary associations 

with periodic meetings, elected officers and transparent financial reports; dues, however, 

went for sporting expenses and not, in the tradition of the beneficial society, for sick 

benefits. 814

The 19th-Century Irish American Sport and Cultural Festival in Philadelphia 

 

 At the 1890 Clan Na Gael Games in Philadelphia, a game of Irish football was 

organized between the William Smith O’Brien and Terrence Bellow McManus Clubs 

with the winner taking a $300 prize and a banner.815 At the Ancient Order of Hibernians 

Irish National Games, held in the summer of 1895, the premier event was a “Grand 

Hurling Tournament for the American Championship” that brought in G.A.A. teams from 

Chicago, New York and Boston to Philadelphia.816 The Philadelphia hurling clubs, like 

their Irish brethren across the Atlantic who seized the public space of a Sunday afternoon 

to march military style through the town square with their hurling sticks sloped on their 

shoulders like weapons, also displayed their version of Irish Celtic militarism as they 

gathered for a Sunday afternoon of Irish sport in the 1890s.817

 

 

                                                 
814 Freeman & Irish American Review, Nov. 23, 1893; Philadelphia Hibernian, May 18, 
1895. Chicago’s G.A.A. clubs had also modeled themselves after traditional Irish 
nationalist heroes, taking club names such as the Emmetts, Grattans, O’Connells, 
Liberators, Parnells,and the Davitts. 
815 Ibid. 
816 Philadelphia Hibernian, July 4, 1895. 
817 Ibid., June 22, 1895. 
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The Irish voluntary associations in Philadelphia used sport as a mechanism of 

appeal for their ethnic cause and a way to bring large crowds together in one location for 

fund-raising events. These summer spectacles were massive urban picnics, part 

nationalist rally, part cultural lesson and most of all a moment away from work for leisure 

and entertainment. The following 1895 announcement of the A.O.H. summer sports in 

the ethnic press818

 

 was typical of the appeal presented by this style of games: 

___________________________________________________ 
 

IRISH NATIONAL GAMES 
 

Under the auspices of the combined Divisions of the  
 

ANCIENT ORDER OF HIBERNIANS 
 

Washington Park,  July 4th, 1895 
 

$5,000——————IN PRIZES——————$5,000 
 
 
 

Two Bands of Music.  Tug-of-War  Tournament.  Grand 
Balloon Ascension.  Thrilling Leap from the Clouds.  

Dancing all Day and Evening. 
————————————— 

 
PROGRAMME 

 
Grand Hurling Tournament for the American 

Championship 
___________________________________________ 

 
 

                                                 
818 Philadelphia Hibernian, June 22, 1895. 
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Cultural events accompanied the sporting attraction and were presented according 

to the American competitive ethos, with competitions in the Irish jig, Irish reel and the 

popular, “mirth provoking” tug-of-war matches among the numerous branches of the 

A.O.H.819  The “ring” at Rising Sun Park in North Philadelphia became well known in 

Irish American associational circles, identified with Irish American track races in the 

1890s.820

The games attracted massive crowds, and the financial rewards for the association 

could be substantial. For the A.O.H. Memorial Day picnic in 1894, 20,000 tickets were 

printed and distributed among the divisions to sell. A “special paper” was printed and 

distributed to promote the games, and posters hung around the city two weeks in 

advance.

 Winning the A.O.H. tug-of-war match among the competing divisions provided 

bragging rights in the victorious association for the entire year. 

821

The 1895 Gaelic Games sponsored by Philadelphia’s Irish American associations 

also attracted top athletes from across North America: the 1895 “Irish Nationalists” 

Games in Rising Sun Park attracted runners from Canada, Pittsburgh, the Manhattan 

Athletic Club and Peter Cummings, “the champion 56-pound thrower of the United 

    

                                                 
819 Philadelphia Hibernian, Sept. 14, 1895; May 5, 1894. These games required extensive 
planning and a large staff supplied by volunteers from the A.O.H. and other Irish 
American clubs in Philadelphia. There was a general committee of five for the 1895 
Gaelic Games supported by other committees, such as reception, order, dancing, and 
grand stand, a total of 59 volunteers. The games featured 28 separate events.  
820 Freeman & Irish American Review, Aug. 2, 1890. 
821 Philadelphia Hibernian, May 5, 1894. 
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States.”822 Entrance fee was a manageable 25¢, and the site was chosen for its proximity 

to the trolley lines that ran north and south.823

The 1894 “Games of the Emerald Isle” sponsored by the “Irish Nationalists” were 

held at Washington Park in North Philadelphia. The featured event, the tug-of-war, was 

contested among the Irish American associations with colorful titles as the “Richard 

Barry, Daniel O’Connell, Free Soil, Larkin & O’Brien, Emmett and Speranza,” clubs all 

battlling for the coveted trophy and money prize.

   

824

The A.O.H. held its mass games in the same summer, Memorial Day, 1894, at 

Forepaugh Park, a baseball park in and home of the Philadelphia Quakers baseball team, 

North Philadelphia, Broad & Dauphin Streets. The games had the usual athletic sports, 

the drill competition among the Hibernian Rifles, but the main event was again the 

spirited tug-of-war contest “between teams of six men from each of the 57 Divisions in 

Philadelphia.”

 

825

                                                 
822 Philadelphia Hibernian, Sept. 14, 1895. 

 Access was along the usual trolley lines north; transport from around 

the city was crucial to the success of these events and, even though trolley rides were still 

costly in the mid 1890s and the routes could be inconvenient from some parts of the city 

involving transfers, the Irish came out in force for their summer sport picnics. The park 

823 Ibid. Transportation in the 1890s was still difficult and expensive, especially changing 
lines, and the financial success of he games depended on attracting a large crowd. The 
Gaelic Games advertisement took care to spell out the public transportation lines:  It read, 
“the 2nd & 3rd, 4th & 8th, 5th & 6th, 7th & 9th, 10th & 11th, 13th & 15th, and Richmond & 
Fairmont Park Lehigh Ave. Street cars run to the Park. Lombard & South, Callowhill St. 
(East  & West), Green &Fairmont Ave., Girard Ave. (East & West, Norris and 
Susquehanna Ave. lines pass North on 8th Street to the Park for one fare.” 
824 Ibid., June 28, 1894. 
825 Ibid., May 5, 1894. 
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sites just north of the central city were the most accessible by trolley from all parts of the 

city with direct routes north while routes from the east and west required a transfer.826

 The 1889 Nationalist Games sponsored by the Clan Na Gael were held in Rising 

Sun Park in North Philadelphia where “the immense crowd [was] estimated at from 

45,000 to 50,000”—the city’s Irish “came on the railroads, in the street-cars, in wagons 

and carriages and on foot.”

 

827 Eager to avoid the stigma of rowdiness at an Irish 

gathering, public order was a priority and on-duty police Lieutenant Brode was quoted as 

observing, “I never saw so much enjoyment, so great a crowd, and so little disorder…”828

 The Games themselves, the many sporting events, the tug-of-war, the reel and jig 

contests, the cultural events, the music and dancing were also a way of promoting the 

Clan Na Gael as less secretive and conspiratorial, a more respectable Irish American 

association unlikely to do public harm—“the whole body of the citizens of Philadelphia 

approve of the Clan Na Gael…it represents the Irish-American People.”

   

829

 In 1890, the Clan Na Gael’s Nationalist Games were again held at Rising Sun 

Park, and the attendance was estimated to be 45,000. The athletic events, the jig and reel 

   

                                                 
826 Coming into the central city from West Philadelphia one took the train to 12th and 
Market and then hopped on a trolley that ran north to the park, or there was another train 
directly to Huntingdon Street from 12th & Market; from Kensington and the Delaware 
River area, you took the Norris and Thompson Street cars and changed to either Dauphin 
or York Street lines that passed the park. 
827 Freeman & Irish American Review, Aug. 17, 1889. Spirits in the Clan Na Gael and 
Philadelphia nationalist circles were high at this event which followed so closely the 
murder of Dr. Patrick Cronin of Chicago: “the profits of this demonstration will be used 
to run down and prosecute the murderers of that uncompromising patriot and martyr to 
honest principles in Irish organizations, the lamented Dr. Patrick H. Cronin, of Chicago.” 
828 Ibid., Aug. 7, 1889. 
829 Ibid., Aug. 17, 1889. 
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competitions, were the main attraction, but this was just as much a total Irish cultural 

festival: 

The dancing pavilions were crowded all day.  A large brass band and 
several orchestras discoursed sweet music and scattered throughout the 
grounds were a number of fiddlers and piccolo players, to whose inspiring 
music even the old people were tempted to dance the reels, jigs and horn 
pipes of the old land.830

 
 

 The tug-of-war among competing Irish American associations in Philadelphia was 

again the popular event, and the Thomas Francis Meagher Club claimed the title in 1890, 

its $500 prize and the manly accolades that went with it.  The following Irish American 

clubs with popular Irish nationalist titles entered the contest: The Speranza Club, The 

Sarsfield Club, The Star Literary Club, The Celtic Son’s Club, The Thomas Davis Club, 

The Charles J. Kickham Club, The William Orr Club, The Napper Tandy Club, The 

Patrick O’Donnell Club, The James Stephens Club, and The Edward Duffy Club.831

 Philadelphia’s Clan Na Gael followed the summer extravaganzas with a massive 

Labor Day event in 1890 that was a combination of picnic, track event, nationalist 

political rally in which 40,000 people attended: 

 

 
They came on the railroads, in the street-cars, in wagons and carriages and 
on foot.  Men and boys, young women and old women, grandsires and 
babies.  It was a family gathering.  The people scattered through the park 
and enjoyed themselves in various ways.  Of course the games attracted 
the greater number...832

                                                 
830 Philadelphia Hibernian, Aug. 14, 1890. 

 

831 James Stephens was the founder of the Irish Republican Brotherhood and Charles 
Kickham was an Irish novelist and one of the members of this militant Irish nationalist 
organization. Thomas Davis was a defeated leader of the 1798 rebellion in Ireland, a 
Protestant intellectual of this violent revolt, and the Thomas Meagher reference is to the 
Irish American general of the Irish brigades in the American Civil War. 
832 Freeman & Irish American Review, Aug. 14, 1890. 
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For those with stamina, at the close of the athletic games there was a reception at the Clan 

Na Gael’s Irish American Club on Race Street, more speeches and the singing of “several 

patriotic songs.”833

Irish American ethnic associations copied the grand model of the Clan Na Gael 

and the A.O.H. Nationalist Games and picnics and smaller versions of this style of leisure 

appeared all over the city. Even the Catholic Total Abstinence Union held its games in 

the fall of 1889, at Pastime Park in North Philadelphia.

  

834 Baseball was played at the 

Company H. Hibernian Rifles picnic in the Falls of Schuylkill, between the many 

neighborhood teams of this working-class district; this time, the Actives of Manyunk 

defeated the Bellevues of East Falls 16-11.835 Such was the eclectic nature of Irish 

American sport and leisure in the 1890s as it spread itself across the Irish American 

associations of Philadelphia.836

Manly Sport and Irish Militarism 

  

 
 A.O.H. president of Division 34, Jeremiah Sheehan, stated in 1895, “…there 

should be 35,000 armed and disciplined Irishmen in this country…no organization is 

more worthy to foster the military spirit than the A.O.H.”837

                                                 
833 Freeman & Irish American Review, Aug. 14, 1890. 

  The attraction of sport and 

834 Ibid., Oct. 26, 1889. 
835 Ibid., April 12, 1890. 
836 Clark, “Muted Heritage,” Eire-Ireland 6, 1 (1971) 4. Philadelphia also reached out to 
the language movement in the late 19th century. The Philo-Celtic Society was formed in 
the 1890s and classes were held in Philopatrian Hall, S. 12th St., on Sunday evenings. 
This organization announced its purpose: “To lose our National language would be an 
everlasting disgrace to the Irish people...Philadelphia, with an Irish population of over 
one hundred thousand, of whom at least ten thousand can converse in the Irish language, 
is behind in this movement. 
837 Philadelphia Hibernian, July 13, 1895. 
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its Irish revival, in hurling and Irish football, also combined a Victorian obsession for a 

resurgent masculinity with Celtic racial nationalism, made more vital by displays of 

military bearing. The Clan’s vision of the Irish American masculine ideal was also the 

Celtic warrior that reflected “the Irish element, purer and more undefiled than any other 

organization in the land. There can be seen the broad shouldered and stately sons of  

Erin, glowing with the flush of health and sincerity for the cause which all Irishmen love 

so dear.”838

 The martial presentation of Philadelphia’s Irish athletes tapped into a popular 

version of Irish Social Darwinism that distinguished the Celtic race as the true martial 

expression of the coming Irish nation—John O’Dea, an officer in A.O.H. 49 and the chief 

organizer of Irish sport in the city and a fixture at every Irish sports picnic, revered the 

Irish athlete in Philadelphia as “an excellent type of the Irish race.”

  

839

In 1890 the Hibernian Rifle Clubs of Philadelphia got together for their 

sports/picnic on Easter Monday. The Frankford and Manyunk Hibernians squared off in 

the manly game of football in which one of the Manyunk “boys...was carried from the 

field.”

   

840 Across the Delaware River, in Camden’s Stockton Park, the New Jersey 

Hibernian Rifles Company C sponsored its field day of sports and cultural events in May, 

1890; Philadelphia participants took the ferry from Market St. in Philadelphia to Market 

St. in Camden.841

                                                 
838 Irish American Review, July 24, 1899. 

 

839 Philadelphia Hibernian, Aug. 17, 1889. 
840 Freeman & Irish American Review, April 12, 1890. 
841 Ibid., May 31, 1890. 
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 At the 1889 Irish Nationalist Games sponsored by the Clan Na Gael, the featured 

event was a tournament in “hurling by the leading Irish-American clubs” as well as the 

military drill exhibition by the Hibernian Rifles.842 And the Schuylkill Falls Hibernian 

Rifles sponsored a picnic in Pastime Park in 1890 playing the American pastime, baseball 

and enjoying the music of P.J. Graffan, the “Irish Piper.”843 Public order during the 

nationalist games and gatherings of the Hibernian Rifles was also an opportunity for 

martial display, and during the 1899 games “a detachment of the Irish Volunteers were 

on duty, under the command of captain McGuiness…but the Irish Volunteers whose duty 

it was to maintain order had scarcely anything to do.”844

 No activity was more popular than the tug-of-war competition among the 

branches of the city’s Hibernians, and this mock warfare produced its own set of rituals 

combining tribal flags, patriotism and naturally, the Irish nation. The proud 34th, the 

champions in the 1890s, rode in grand style through Philadelphia to the summer’s July 4th 

Irish Games in “tally-ho [coaches] decorated from front to rear with the colors of 34, the 

Stars and Stripes and the green flag floating proudly in the breeze…”

 

845 Division 34 was 

the tug-of-war king of Philadelphia, and their range of boastfulness was far flung; this 

division announced to the A.O.H. community in 1895 that they were “…prepared to meet 

all honest opponents whether they be from the far west or across the Atlantic.”846

                                                 
842 Freeman & Irish American Review, Aug. 10, 1889. 

  

843 Ibid., April 12, 1890. 
844 Irish American Review, July 24, 1899. 
845 Philadelphia Hibernian, July 13, 1895. 
846 Ibid., Aug. 3, 1895. 
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The Hibernian Rifles of the A.O.H. hosted a set of sports and cultural events at a 

mass urban picnic in June, 1895, at Washington Park, 26th & Allegheny in North 

Philadelphia. Twenty-two events were sponsored, and 50,000 people were reported to 

have attended, welcomed by “music by pipers, fiddlers and piccolo players, Irish reels, 

jigs and hornpipes [that] were constantly going on in one place or another.”847

Language and Culture War: The Gaelic Revival in Philadelphia 

 The Irish 

American voluntary associations of Philadelphia were well schooled by the turn of the 

century in the organization and presentation of large cultural events in Philadelphia, 

public galas that were opportunities for the display of an Irish martial bearing within the 

context of a communal pride in Celtic racialism. 

 English was the language of mid-and late-Victorian modernity and the emigrating 

Irish were forced to embrace the tongue that supplied the basis for survival and 

advancement in American cities. In the Irish Diaspora, English was seen as a necessity in 

the search for work in America, and this cohort of late 19th-century migrants abandoned 

their native Gaelic for English as part of a program of readiness for emigration.848

 In the 1890s, language, like traditional Irish sport, became part of the Irish 

cultural revival as intellectuals in Dublin intervened to save the dying language and form 

the Gaelic League. The Gaelic League was founded in Ireland by Douglas Hyde and Eoin 

MacNeill in July, 1893, for the “sole purpose of keeping the Irish language spoken in 

   

                                                 
847 Philadelphia Hibernian, June 1, 1895. 
848 Padraig O’ Fearail, The Story of Conradh na Gaeilge (Dublin: Clodhanna, 1975); 
Miller, Immigrants and Exiles. Gaelic was still spoken in the American Irish Diaspora; 
Kerby Miller estimated that between 1856-1880 there more than 500,000 Irish speaking 
who left for the U.S. 
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Ireland.”849

 The League in Ireland was committed to the sole purpose of the survival of 

Gaelic, its scholarly study and its mass instruction to new generations of Irishmen and 

women. Yet, within the high intensity of Irish nationalism during the 1890s and early 

1900s, the Gaelic League could not help but be caught up in the broiling political 

movements for Irish independence. Douglas Hyde resisted this tendency, but the currents 

of Irish nationalism were so strong that they eventually washed over his resistance to 

political interference in his beloved Gaelic League.

 The League evolved from The Gaelic Union, a previous organization devoted 

to searching the ancient roots of Gaelic culture. The Gaelic League initiated its own 

journal taking over the Union’s Gaelic and it was soon immersed in establishing evening 

classes in Gaelic grammar in Dublin and Cork and eventually all over the island. 

850 In 1898, the first edition of its 

journal, Fainne an Lae, noted the rise of nationalisms in more remote places in Europe 

and “in every case the revival of the national language had preceded the 

achievement…”851

 The Gaelic League was given broader life on a platform of nationalism and, as we 

have seen in the revival of Irish sport, a Social Darwinist promotion of the Celtic race as 

distinctive and separate from British cultivation. It was an imagery that promoted the 

sturdy Celt of the soil in contrast to the urbanized British Saxon, a victim of material 

   

                                                 
849 Timothy G. McMahon, “The Gaelic League and the Irish-Ireland Movement,” MA 
thesis, Univ. of Wisconsin, Madison, 1994, 4. 
850 Tom Garvin, Nationalist Revolutionaries in Ireland, 1858-1928 (New York: Oxford 
Univ. Press, 1987) 99. Garvin wrote that by 1915 the Gaelic League had “become 
another front, like the Irish Volunteers, for the IRB and the insurrectionist wing of the 
League led by Pearse.” 
851 O’ Fearail, The Story of Conradh na Gaeilge, 7. 
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satisfaction and bourgeois comfort. To Edward Normon, it was “a right wing movement 

at first scarcely conscious of its own political implications…based squarely upon the 

principles of racial discrimination.”852

Language and Culture in Philadelphia 

 For the Irish in Philadelphia, the language 

movement was primarily part of a nationalist calling, and its scholarly roots and 

intellectual pretensions were tolerated as life in the voluntary associations rushed to 

embrace this new movement. 

 The language movement attracted attention in the associations of Irish 

Philadelphia, more often a sympathetic gesture than the active pursuit of Gaelic grammar 

in the gatherings of the A.O.H. and the Clan Na Gael. The Philadelphia Hibernian 

featured the Gaelic League, reminding Irish Philadelphians of the commitment to 

preserve “Irish as the National language of Ireland.”853 The message of the Gaelic League 

was also the theme of promoting Irish manufacturing, “a powerful lever in the present 

Industrial revival” and a group commitment for “Leaguers will support none but Irish 

Manufacture.854

 The Gaelic movement in Philadelphia had its own newspaper, the Irish American 

Review and Celtic Literary Advocate. Its standard in 1899 read, “Irish in Every fiber—

 The agricultural co-operative movement in the late 19th century was born 

of this rhetoric, a connection with home-grown language and the resurgence of Irish-only 

manufacturing and agricultural production.  

                                                 
852 Edward Norman, A History of Modern Ireland (London: Penguin Press, 1971) 237. 
853 Philadelphia Hibernian, Sept. 24, 1892. 
854 O’ Fearail, The Story of Conradh na Gaeilge, 6. 
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American to the core…devoted to the interest of the Irish Race.”855 The progress of the 

Gaelic League in Ireland was covered in the Philadelphia ethnic press, League meetings 

in Dublin, in Cork, Galway and in London but also in small towns, like Castelbar, 

Drumgriffin, and Currane and the small towns of in Mayo. In Cork, Irish was being 

taught by the local branch of the Gaelic League, its young people able “to learn to read, 

write and speak the Irish language [as well as] Irish singing and music.”856 These 

excerpts were models of action for the Philadelphia followers of the Gaelic League and 

language movement who struggled to establish their own language classes.857

Language in Gaelic Philadelphia 

 

 The voluntary associations in Philadelphia took on the nascent Gaelic language 

movement as part of their educational mission on Irish public memory. A speaker at an 

A.O.H. branch meeting in Philadelphia rose and addressed the members:  

Destroy the tongue of a nation and you kill their very soul and stifle their 
every patriotic aspiration.  This is a truth which history has often verified, 
and on the strength of the English Government relied to crush the Irish 
nation by breaking the symbol of their civilization, the embodiment of 
their glorious fond traditions, so elegantly set in the chaste and beautiful 
form of the Irish language.858

 
 

 Language was also added to the Irish American platform of recrimination, another 

confirmation for certain conclusions about Ireland as a suffering nation.  The A.O.H. 

found a new cause in the late 1890s— that “the Irish language is of great antiquity is an 

                                                 
855 Irish American Review & Celtic Literary Advocate, June 10, 1899. 
856 Irish American Review, Oct. 21, 1899. 
857 Ibid., June 30, 1898. Contributions to the Dublin Gaelic League were printed; Patrick 
Ford’s Irish World National Language Fund donated 400£ to the home branch in Dublin 
in 1898. 
858 Philadelphia Hibernian, Feb. 3, 1898. 
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assured fact, and that there has been unlawful means used for its extirpation from Ireland, 

by the government of England, cannot be denied.”859 One A.O.H. division went as far as 

suggesting that there be two meetings per month, one “to transact the regular business, 

the other devoted to literary pursuits, such as a school for the revival of Irish language, 

readings from Irish history.”860

 Saving the Irish language, in Ireland and in the Diaspora colonies, was also 

understood as a blow against English modernism, its urban industrial landscape and its 

materialist values. These words were taken from a Dublin newspaper, The Freeman’s 

Journal, and read at a Philadelphia A.O.H. division meeting in 1894: “the preservation of 

the Irish language, the scattering abroad of the Celtic spirit and the Celtic ideals to leaven 

the materialism of the age, is a work considerably more than national.  It is a kind of 

apostolate.”

 

861

Philadelphia’s Philo-Celtic Society 

   

 Philadelphia’s Philo-Celtic Society was formed in 1891, and classes in Gaelic 

were held in Philopatrian Hall, S. 12th St., on Sunday evenings, for two hours; the 

language classes were free of charge, and free Irish language grammar texts were 

distributed.862

 The Philo-Celtic Society announced its purpose: “To lose our National language 

would be an everlasting disgrace to the Irish people...Philadelphia, with an Irish 

population of over one hundred thousand, of whom at least ten thousand can converse in 

 The Gaelic Language school met from October to June.   

                                                 
859 Irish American Review, Aug. 19, 1899. 
860 Freeman & Irish American Review, Aug. 12, 1899. 
861 Philadelphia Hibernian, Jan. 19, 1894. 
862 Ibid., June 15, 1895; Freeman & Irish American Review, Feb. 8, 1890. 
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the Irish language, is behind in this movement.”863 Similar local Gaelic language 

societies had sprouted across the country, such as the Boston Gaelic School, the 

Providence Irish language Society, the San Francisco Gaelic League and the Harlem 

Gaelic Society.864

 The Philo-Celtic language classes in Philadelphia had trouble getting started in 

the early 1890s: like previous cultural movements that had their start in Ireland, such as 

the G.A.A., there was a lag time between the high energy of the initiation in Ireland and 

the planting of a voluntary association in the Irish Diaspora. The class was begun in 

1891, but by 1894 it was still struggling, “meeting in Philopatrian Hall occasionally, but 

it seems to have attracted little attention.”

 

865

 By the late 1890s, however, interest in the revival of Gaelic was widespread 

among the Irish American associations in Philadelphia, such as the Donegal Society, and 

the school and its program of free lessons flourished. The Philo-Celtic Society ran its 

organization similar to the norms of other ethnic voluntary associations. Its final meeting 

before summer in June, 1899, after classes were suspended for the evening, the society 

held a “business” meeting to go over its financial resources. It had joined the circuit of 

associational fund raising in the city by organizing a series of raffles and declared a profit 

of $175 for the year, $25 of which was sent to “Patrick Ford of the ‘Irish World’ for the 

Irish language fund.”

 

866

                                                 
863 Clark, “Muted Heritage,” Eire-Ireland 6, 1 (1971) 4. 

   

864 Irish American Review, Aug. 19, 1899. 
865 Philadelphia Hibernian, May 5, 1894. 
866 Irish American Review, July 1, 1899. 
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 The Sunday evening meetings of the Philo-Celtic Society were also opportunities 

for lectures on Irish culture, politics and naturally language: “Father McFadden delivered 

an interesting address at the meeting, giving an account of the movement in Ireland for 

the preservation of the Irish language and of his visits to several of the Gaelic societies in 

America. His address was delivered in idiomatic Irish.”867 True to the style of Irish 

associations in these years, the closing of the meeting was a time reserved for leisure, 

socializing and song. To celebrate the birthday of Archbishop McHale in 1895 in their 

quarters in Philopatrian Hall, John Lyon delivered an address “in the Irish language” and 

the evening closed with “song and recitations of ‘O’Donnell Abu,’ in Irish, ‘Unfurl the 

Flag,’ ‘The Emerald Isle’, [and] ‘God save Ireland,’ all in Irish.”868

 In Ireland, Gaelic League branches performed an identical social function 

alongside the more serious agenda of the Gaelic League—learning Irish—to the 

frustration of serious Irish scholars. In Killarney, in 1911, the president of the Gaelic 

League branch lamented, “The social side of the branch seemed to hold greater interest 

for the members in general than the more studious side of its activities.”

 

869 And the 

Gaelic League in London was a home away from home for immigrant and established 

Irish.  W.B. Yeats went there, to join in the discussion and described it as a “little Irish 

society of young people, clerks, shopboys, and shopgirls…”870

                                                 
867 Irish American Review, July 1, 1899. 

 

868 Philadelphia Hibernian, March 16, 1895. 
869 McMahon, “All Creeds and All Classes?” Just Who Made Up the Gaelic League,” 
126. 
870 Martin Waters, “W.P. Ryan and the Irish Ireland Movement,” PhD diss, Univ. of 
Connecticut, 1970, 13. 
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 The Irish associations also enjoyed a degree of cross-fertilization among the 

various nationalist movements and associations, and so if you were a member of the 

Gaelic League you might be attracted to other traditional Gaelic arts, dance, music and 

even Irish sport. At the post-match banquet, when the Gaelic Club of New York visited 

Philadelphia to play a hurling match with the Limerick Guards of Philadelphia, the 

president of the New York team rose and addressed the group: 

…hurling was only one feature of the work their association had 
commenced, and that literary excellence was by no means lost sight of in 
the desire for greater physical prowess. A study of the Gaelic language 
is…the principle matter of a literary nature that engages the attention of 
the members of the club.871

 
  

 At the “Irish Nationalist Games” in 1895, sponsored by the Clan Na Gael, it was 

observed that “there were several interesting contests between tug-of-war teams from the 

different Irish-American literary clubs, for a handsome banner.”872

Race and Language 

 Various currents of 

ethnic identity and Irish nationalist fervor were constantly colliding and overlapping in 

the complex and broad cultural life that the voluntary associations of the era supported 

and extended.  

 David Fitzpatrick writes, “The Gaelic revival served a further purpose for 

immigrants by encouraging a belief in the community of Celtic peoples…feelings of 

abstract solidarity flourished in the absence of chilling first-hand acquaintance. The 

mystique of race helped ameliorate the immigrants’ sense of alienation…”873

                                                 
871 Freeman & Irish American Review, Dec. 7, 1889. 

 The Irish 

872 Philadelphia Hibernian, Aug. 11, 1895. 
873 Fitzpatrick, Politics and Irish Life 1913-1921, 677. 
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adaptation of the concept of race became more salient as the language movement 

broadened and intensified in the 1890s and Irish scholars joined the Gaelic revivalism, 

conflating race and nation in a mythical past that elevated the Irish as an historical social 

type.   

 A Catholic University (Washington, D. C.) professor of Celtic Languages wrote a 

piece in the Philadelphia ethnic press—“Irish is our race language: we know that its 

wealth of words is not equaled by any other civilized tongue; that it is eminently fitted to 

all needs of the modern life…its loss means a breach in our continuity as a race…a 

descent to the howling, dreary material flat of English vulgarity…”874

 The Irish cultural movement of the 1890s moved to establish a distinct separation 

from the British along the lines of race: Douglas Hyde reminded his audience in his 

famous speech in Dublin in 1893, “The Necessity for De-Anglicising Ireland” of the need 

to “cultivate everything that is most racial, most smacking of the soil, most Gaelic, most 

Irish,” and that meant promoting and learning Gaelic language.

 

875

 Hyde was treated as a celebrity during his 1905 visit to Philadelphia; the city’s 

Clan Na Gael set aside $100 of its treasury for a reception at the Irish American Club for 

the visiting Irish scholar and founder of the Gaelic League.

   

876

                                                 
874 Irish American Review, Aug. 19, 1899. 

 Celtic racialism flourished 

in the public discourse of the associations in the 1890s as part of the cultural revival. An 

875 McMahon, “The Gaelic League and the Irish-Ireland Movement,” 7. 
876 Minute Book of the Philadelphia Clan Na Gael, Dec. 8, 1905. 
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A.O.H. officer at a divisional meeting stated that our “movement is calculated to elevate 

our people here by teaching them the best kind of race pride—self-respect.”877

 Among the Hibernians of Philadelphia, Gaelic became a cultural icon to be 

resurrected and cherished as a symbol of the past and Irish opposition for “its very 

phraseology contained the seeds of dissatisfaction and rebellion.”

 

878 Gaelic language was 

admired and elevated as a new symbol of the cultural revival, referenced frequently at 

Irish American gatherings in Philadelphia but rarely understood as common language by 

the turn of the century—at the A.O.H. No. 46 meeting in 1895 the singing was in Irish 

“which to our regret, it must be confessed, some did not understand.”879

Irish American Culture and Leisure and Civic Responsibility 

 

 It has been noted that the surge of Gaelic revivalism in its most popular 

expression, Gaelic sport, experienced a surge of associational spirit in rural locations like 

Donegal and Cavan as new sports clubs emerged. The local clubs of the Gaelic Athletic 

Association were run like voluntary associations, designed for the pursuit of sport instead 

of beneficial societies promising sick and death benefits, but in essence democratically 

administered clubs with elected officers, periodic member meetings and transparent 

bookkeeping. 

 The Gaelic clubs and literary societies of Philadelphia that sprouted in the 1890s 

in the wake of transatlantic Irish cultural nationalism were also replicas of traditional 

Irish and Irish American civic engagement. Gaelic sport and language became one more 

                                                 
877 Irish American Review, May 5, 1894. 
878 Miller, Immigrants and Exiles, 94. 
879 Philadelphia Hibernian, Oct. 19, 1895. 
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reason for Irish Americans to join one of the ethnic associations in the city and in the 

pursuit of sport and culture the imprint of the means of self-organization in small 

associations was once again stamped on this ethnic group. 

 

 

CHAPTER 7 
 

TRANSNATIONAL ORIGINS OF CIVIC ITALIAN PHILADELPHIA 
 
 Let us turn to another history of ethnic associationalism in late 19th-, early 20th- 

century Philadelphia, to the rural emigrants of Abruzzo in Southern Italy and their exodus 

from their ancestral homes to a new location across the Atlantic in a vibrant industrial 

city. This was a people that might be expected to be traumatized by the urgency of 

departure and the enigma of arrival and settlement, but this study suggests that the 

Abruzzesse had acquired a set of social skills in their mountain towns, a level of social 

capital long established by the experience of life-sustaining seasonal migration and an 

awareness and knowledge of the ethic of communal civic action through the legacy of the 

many charitable associations and societies of mutual support. The social and economic 

structure of rural, mountainous Abruzzo collapsed in the wake of Italian unification and 

nascent modernization, but the lessons of communal associations did not and, in fact, 

were carried to Philadelphia and reborn in the proliferation of voluntary associations that 

sprang up in the Italian American enclave in the first decades of the 20th century. 

 The tactical approach for the following history of Italian American associations in 

Philadelphia, 1880-1924, involves a mapping that is something of a winding path replete 



353 
 
with small detours eventually running to a conclusion. A study of the voluntary 

associations the Italians made in South Philadelphia begins northeast of Rome, in the 

region of Abruzzo, with the full-scale exodus of an impoverished peasantry and rural 

proletariat from mountain redoubts along the coastal peaks and foothills of the Adriatic 

Apennines. 

 The chain of migration begins in the highest villages of the Abruzzo mountains 

and extends through the foothills to the more gentle rolling coastal hills and plains. The 

hard scrabble nature of agricultural existence at these altitudes, coupled with a long 

history of seasonal migration within Italy and Central Europe, prepared the Abruzzesse 

for the next massive step, migration across the Atlantic. In fact, migration among the 

rural workers of Abruzzo was “an ancient tradition of mobility” that sustained families 

and homes by providing supplemental income.880

 The “push” factors behind emigration from Abruzzo lie in the modernization of 

Italy’s economy, its national and international growth, which undermined the fragile 

basis of the localized agricultural structure of Abruzzo. Italy’s “late” arrival as a modern 

nation and the slow but steady growth and demands of its central state in Rome also 

pushed the peasants through taxation to bankruptcy and overseas emigration. Migration 

in the late 1800s and early 1900s affected the entire region, but it was the agricultural 

workers, the rural proletariat, that were the victims of a lost economy and the primary 

occupational group given to emigration. These were the origins of a concentrated cohort 

of South Italians that made their way to Philadelphia and established South Philadelphia 

  

                                                 
880 Eide Spedicato Iengo, “Dalle migrazione agli esparati,” in Storia Urbana (Rome: 
Franco Angeli, 2002) 116. 
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as an ethnic enclave; one of the most vital supports to that community were the numerous 

voluntary associations the new Italian Americans created in Philadelphia. Contrary to 

popular assumptions, it is suggested in this work that the impetus and the training for the 

rapid proliferation of organizations that De Tocqueville would have been proud of lay 

more in Abruzzo than in the immediate cultural influences of American society. 

Spatial Considerations for “La Colonia Italiana di Philadelphia” 
 
 The transformation of American cities, the carving up of whole neighborhoods 

and sections as zones of ethnic homogeneity, was a factor that isolated the Italians in the 

abandoned areas of South Philadelphia, in what was Southwark and Moyamensing. We 

have seen that the Irish had no overwhelming specific urban area because, in a walking 

city, their residence was based on proximity to work, and Philadelphia in the later half of 

the 19th century was a city devoted to industrial work with small to medium 

manufacturing sites widely dispersed in the city and surrounding environs.   

 Italian South Philadelphia was not a collection of mill towns that mixed factory 

and residence, a type seen in Kensington where the Irish mixed with native white artisans 

in the textile industries; it was instead a zone of residence where the immigrants found 

inexpensive housing as the Irish and other ethnic groups moved farther out. South 

Philadelphia was the metropole of Philadelphia’s vast Italian American community in the 

early decades of the 1900s, but other areas in the city had concentrations such as West 

Philadelphia (three sections), North Philadelphia (two sections), Chestnut Hill, and 

Kensington. 
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 By 1920, Philadelphia had 63,723 Italian-born residents, 16 per cent of the city’s 

foreign-born population; table 7.1 summarizes the rising impact of Italian immigration in 

Philadelphia in the late 19th, early 20th centuries. As we will see below, the rise in the 

Italian population of Philadelphia corresponds with the exodus of Italy’s rural population 

in Abruzzo/Molise overseas. The Philadelphia Italian colony was made by the vast 

exodus from Southern Italy in the 19th century, but there were isolated zones of 

emigration that had special meaning for the city, and the Italian region of Abruzzo would 

emerge as a major source for new Philadelphians; as Varbera writes, “Philadelphia’s 

south Italians were largely from Abruzzo and Sicily…”881 At the height of the Italian 

presence in Philadelphia, in the 1920s, Luconi writes that Abruzzo “had…become the 

area that provided the greatest inflow of Italian immigrants to Philadelphia.”882 La 

Societa Unione Abruzzese, the Abruzzo Union was founded in 1893 and claimed to be 

the first and oldest of the Italian American voluntary associations in Philadelphia; it had a 

vast membership and was one of the most influential associations in South Philadelphia.  

South Philadelphia was the home of a vast assembly of Italian associations. Biagi 

suggests that there were 83 separate Italian American societies in Philadelphia in 1910, 

but the real number was probably significantly higher and can never be known as 

localized association records are not known.883

  

   

Table 7.1. Italian Contribution of Foreign-Born Population in Philadelphia, 1870-1920 

                                                 
881 Varbero, “Philadelphia’s South Italians in the 1920s,” in Davis and Haller, eds., The 
Peoples of Philadelphia, 49. 
882 Stefano Luconi, “From Paesani to White Ethnics: The Italian Experience in 
Philadelphia (Albany: State Univ. of New York Press, 2001) 45. 
883 Ernest Biagi, The Italians of Philadelphia (New York: Carlton Press, 1967) 208-209. 
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Year Total Pop. Foreign Pop. % Italian Pop. % Italian 

1870 674,022 183,624 27.2% 516 .28% 
1880 847,170 204,335 24.1 1,656 .8 
1890 1,046,964 269,480 25.7 6,799 2.52 
1900 1,293,697 295,340 22.8 17,829 6.04 
1910 1,549,008 382,578 24.69 45,308 11.8 
1920 1,823,779 400,744 21.97 63,723 16.0 
 
Source: U.S. Census; Bianca Arcangeli, “Le Colonie italiane di Philadelphia,” Annual 
della Facolta di Lettere e Filosofia dell’Universita di Napoli 16 (1973-74). 
 To appreciate the level of ethnic clustering experienced by the Italian immigrant 

community in Philadelphia, we can borrow Yancy and Ericksen’s “index of dissimilarity” 

and make a comparison with the city’s Irish. The index of dissimilarity states that two 

thirds of the Italian community would have to relocate in order to reside in 

neighborhoods of identical distribution to that of native whites.884

 For the Irish, only one third of its population would have to redistribute to achieve 

parity with native whites. In fact, the initial Irish emigration into Philadelphia was not far 

off  its 1920s ratio: the Irish lived close to work, were dispersed around the city as they 

found manufacturing jobs, and were never part of a high-density, all-Irish zone.

 

885 Juliani 

writes, “at the end of 1902 two thirds of the houses in South Philadelphia were occupied 

by Italians: they had replaced the Irish and the Jews who had preceded them.”886

 While the concentration of Italians in South Philadelphia was greater than any 

experienced previously by the Irish, it was still not a complete ethnic ghetto. Caroline 

   

                                                 
884 Greenberg, “Industrial Location and Ethnic Residential Patterns in an Industrializing 
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885 Ibid. 
886 Richard N. Juliani, The Social Organization of Immigration: The Italians of 
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Golab writes on ethnic distribution in Philadelphia neighborhoods in 1915, “No 

immigrant group in the city ever totally monopolized a particular neighborhood to the 

extent that it achieved isolation from members of other groups.”887

 Comparing indices of dissimilarity, the Italians, as late as 1940, were twice as 

isolated into urban areas as Philadelphia’s Irish at the height of their concentration in the 

late 19th century.

 For Philadelphia in 

the 1920s, we find that the Italians were segregated by ethnicity; their separation, 

however, was in proximity to a still vibrant center of manufacturing jobs in Philadelphia 

and well in advance of Philadelphia’s de-industrialization. 

888 The burden of finding and purchasing a row home in the Italian zone 

was facilitated by Italians who had established themselves as all-purpose agents for the 

immigrant community such as Henry D. Beradino, 717 Christian St., realtor and notary 

who advertised through large ads in the weekly Italian-language press.889 Thus, by the 

early decades of the 1920s South Philadelphia became the exclusive zone for Italian 

immigrants who referred to their adopted home as “Sud Philadelphia.”890

 

 Table 7.2 

displays the ethnic concentration of Philadelphia during the period of peak Italian 

immigration. 

 

                                                 
887 Caroline Golab, Immigrant Destinations (Philadelphia: Temple Univ. Press, 1977) 
112. 
888 Theodore Hershberg, “A Tale of Three Cities: Blacks, Immigrants and Opportunity, 
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468. 
889 Il Momento, Dec. 19, 1919. 
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Table 7.2. Ethnic Representation of Foreign-Born in Philadelphia, 1920 

Nation of Origin Population % of total population 

Russia 95,744 24.1% 
Ireland 64,590 16.2 
Italy 63,723 16.0 
Germany 39,766 10.0 
Poland 31,112 7.8 
England 30,844 7.8 
 
Source:  “U.S. Census, 14th Census, 1920: Population III,” 853, National Archives, 
Philadelphia. 
 
 
 Transportation within and out of South Philadelphia was less a problem in the 

early decades of the 20th century; the elevated lines and subways were introduced to 

supplement the electric trolley lines that had started to appear in the mid 1890s. Still, the 

travel to work on truncated lines of transport was a problem in 1910 for all working 

Philadelphians—the South Philadelphia community with its new opportunities that arose 

to service the specialized food and cultural needs of Italians in Philadelphia helped make 

it an urban village within walking distance reducing the burden of travel for those in the 

ethnic economy.   

 Philadelphia’s economy in the early 1900s was still defined by its manufacturing 

diversity and its small enterprises and was strong now in publishing, textiles, printing, 
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foundry work and machines. Philadelphia’s metal works were in finished products for 

machine shops, in train locomotive production, ships and saws, that required finished 

work with skill. Midvale Steel needed raw labor to make its works go, but it was not the 

massive presence in the city. Italians, like their ethnic predecessors, were marked by high 

concentration in the manufacturing working class, especially as laborers (in 1900, 34.8% 

of the Italians in Philadelphia were laborers and 32.6% worked in manufacturing).891

South Philadelphia’s Ethnic Village 

  

Thus, the Italian presence in Philadelphia was established by the early decades of the 20th 

century, more isolated than the Irish, ideal for the replication of Italian American mutual 

aid societies. 

 The original emigration to Philadelphia was from Liguria in the pre-expansive 

years, 1878, but this all changed in the late 19th, early 20th centuries as the agricultural 

crisis of Abruzzo and rural Southern Italy initiated a massive overseas migration from 

these regions. “In 1901 the major areas of Italian origin to Philadelphia were Abruzzi-

Molise, Basilicata and Calabria and minor representation from Sicily and Puglia. These 

dates clearly reveal the change in the composition of the Italian colony in Philadelphia 

after 1880 and reflect the characteristic of the general change in Italian immigration to the 

United States.”892

                                                 
891 Hershberg, “A Tale of Three Cities” in Philadelphia: Work, Space, Family and Group 
Experience, 475. 

 These observations by Bianca Arcangeli on Philadelphia immigration 

conform to the two-phase modus of emigration from Italy and explain the rapid growth of 

South Philadelphia as an outlet for the Abruzzesse and other Southern Italian regions. 

892 Bianca Arcangeli, “Le Colonie italiane di Philadelphia,” Annual della Facolta di 
Lettere e Filosofia dell’Universita di Napoli 16 (1973-74) 237. 
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 In the early decades of the 20th century South Philadelphia had developed into a 

self-reliant urban village whose ethnic economy employed its own people and supplied a 

demand for specialized products and services for a mobile, expanding immigrant 

population. An Italian immigrant from L’Aquila or Chieti would feel right at home 

strolling the vicinity of 4th to  11th streets along Christian Streets in 1910 and, in fact most 

of his or her needs could be met within a few short blocks. 

 Italian American banks lined the streets of the Italian district of South 

Philadelphia. The neighborhood bank in Philadelphia’s Italian sections was more of a 

working office for all sorts of transactions required by the immigrant community, from 

wiring money home to family in Italy to arranging for steamship tickets. Banca Pasquale, 

in 1919, was on South 10th Street, and if you walked through its doors you could arrange 

to have money sent to Italy, have a letter written in English, and even contract for help 

with citizenship applications or make a reservation for the steamship back to Italy.893

 F. Roma & Brothers, two blocks east on S. 8th Street, wired money directly to the 

Bank of Naples in Italy. A two-minute walk found you at the Banca Abruzzi on 7th and 

Carpenter Streets and not far away was the Banca dell’Aquila which was started in the 

late 1890s by Thomas D. Yannessa, an immigrant from L’Aquila Province in Western 

Abruzzo and catered to the community of immigrants who had established themselves 

from that province in South Philadelphia.

  

894

                                                 
893 Il Momento, Aug. 9, 1919. 

 Frank Berardino, 821 Christian St. office, 

894 Juliani, The Social Organization of Immigration, 28. 
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offered sales of tickets on steamships back and forth to Italy—he promoted himself as a 

“direct general passenger agent.”895

 The Italian enclave was also a concentrated zone of small businesses and shops 

that supplied the burgeoning demand created by the ethnic population in the early 

decades of the 20th century. Within a zone of 4 or 5 blocks you could find Borgetti 

electrical contractor on South 8th, Giacopetti Pharmacy on 6th & Christian, stock up on 

cigars at Mario D’Urso Cigars at  8th & Christian, shop at Arano’s for olive oil, cheese 

and pasta at 8th & Catharine and get fitted for a suit at Del Grosso Tailors at 8th & Reed.  

Tetti’s Real Estate handled “foreign exchange, steamship tickets, employment office, 

collection, notary, express, money orders.” You had to walk a few blocks west and east to 

purchase wine at Di Fillipo’s wine merchants on South 13th & Dickinson. Funeral 

arrangements were also in the neighborhood at Revello’s Funeral Parlor at 12th & 

Ellsworth.

 

896

 Clubs and societies provided traditional forms of leisure for Italian American 

males; there were less formal locations for the recreation of traditional Italian pastimes.  

Any backroom of a front store in South Philadelphia became a possible location for 

gatherings of Italian men to share a drink and engage in traditional games of cards and 

 You could also stroll into “sala Abruzzese” of Philadelphia’s first and 

largest ethnic association, the Abruzzo Union, at 721 Carpenter Street to socialize, read a 

newspaper or simply interact with one’s own from the region of Abruzzo. 

                                                 
895 Il Momento, Aug. 2, 1919. 
896 Il Momento, Jan. 5, 1918. 
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male competition. Drinking games such as passatella (boss and under-boss) and scopa 

formed the basis for Italian leisure in the rapidly expanding Italian community.897

 The “colony” in South Philadelphia was further divided into transnational zones 

based on one’s original region of emigration; Luconi writes, the “the territory around 8th 

& Fitzwater Streets was home …to people from Abruzzi.”

 

898 Villages in Abruzzo had 

replicated urban locations in Philadelphia such as Tollo at 8th & Fitzwater, Torricella 

Peligna at Fitzwater & Delhi Streets and Vasto  was located just west of 9th Street.899

 The ethnic language press provided cultural bonds for the Italian community and, 

as a source of information about meetings and events, was a direct support to the 

workings of the Italian voluntary associations. Charles C. Baldi, one of the original labor 

bosses and a colorful figure with many business interests in the Italian American 

community, started L’Opinione, the city’s Italian daily in 1906; by 1916 it was the only 

daily left, and it stopped in 1935. Its editor was Agostino De Biasi, who was schooled in 

the world of Italian American journalism in New York working for Il Progresso. He 

“espoused a fervent Italian nationalism…seeking to uplift the cultural level and instill a 

passionate patriotism among the immigrants.”

 

900

                                                 
897 Elisabeth L. Mathias, “From Folklore to Mass Leisure: Dynamics of Acculturation in 
the Games of Italian-American Men,” PhD diss, Univ. of Pennsylvania, 1974. 

 Il Momento was a weekly that came out 

on Saturdays and shared the market with another Italian-language weekly 

 La Libera Parola. Such was the integrated and vibrant nature of the Italian American 

898 Luconi, From Paesani to White Ethnics, 27. 
899 Luconi, From Paesani to White Ethnics, 27. 
900 Rudolph J. Vecoli, “The Italian Immigrant Press and the Construction of Social 
Reality, 1850-1920,” in James P. Danky and Wayne A. Wiegand, eds., Print Culture in a 
Diverse America (Urbana: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1998) 22. 
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“colony in South Philadelphia, a concentrated ethnic zone that replicated the mutual aid 

societies with which it had grown up in Southern Italy. 

The Associational Habit Among the Italians of Philadelphia 
 
 The late national unity of Italy coming in 1859-1861, and its subsequent 

governing suggests, that Italians had less of the training and experience with running their 

own affairs, nationally and locally, than other western nations. In the North of Italy, 

“there existed no solid basis of local self-government to educate the people in applied 

liberalism.”901 In the South, “without a widespread class of independent smallholders, 

another pre-requisite of liberal parliamentary government was lacking.”902

 Not everyone in the Italian community during the years of associational fever in 

Philadelphia believed in the efficacy of the spirit of mutual support. A piece in 1918 by 

an Italian American in Philadelphia’s Il Momento, titled “unhooking the hyphen,” was a 

critique of localism and Italian ethnic associations which block assimilation into 

mainstream American society—“the political and fraternal associations of the adult 

foreign-born immigrant couples with the great difficulty that he experiences in mastering 

our language, understanding our ideals, and grasping our point of view form an almost 

insurmountable barrier to his thorough Americanization.”

 

903

 The rich leisure life of the Italian American associations was also subject to the 

press critique—when the Philadelphia Italian read the news, he turned immediately to the 

social life of the clubs and societies to satisfy an interest in “the multitudinous social 
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festivities of their national clubs and societies.”904

 Vecoli, however, described the role the Italian American ethnic press and ethnic 

associations as organizations that “espoused standards of bourgeois respectability,” while 

others described a comfortable connection with village tradition and rural patterns of 

leisure.

 This was a compelling critique of the 

insular role of common ethnic associations, the opposite tendency described by Putnam 

as “bridging” social capitalism or the defense of democracy and neighborhood 

pragmatism celebrated by De Tocqueville as a special rite of the American Anglo order.   

905

Communal Education in Italy: The Abruzzo Example 

 These were the tensions surrounding the flood of ethnic associations that burst 

upon the rapidly developed Italian American “colony” of South Philadelphia, an urban 

village of ethnic density.  Before we attempt to describe who the Italians of South 

Philadelphia were and what their organizations meant in terms of ethnic identity, let us 

try and understand who they were before emigration and what kind of “training” in 

voluntary associations the emigrants might have encountered in Abruzzo and Molise. 

Southern Italian Communalism—Burying “Amoral Familaism” as the Primary Model 
 
 Before we attempt to describe the social world of the emigrating Abruzzo native 

of South/Central Italy, his deteriorating life chances in a crumbling, late 19th-century 

rural economy and the extent of his likely awareness of civic responsibility, we should 

confront what he was not, the popular myth of extreme afamilial-centric village 

existence. Banfield gives us the term “amoral familism” as a way of explaining the 

                                                 
904 Ibid. 
905 Rudolph J. Vecoli, “The Italian Diaspora, 1876-1976,” in Robin Cohen, ed., The 
Cambridge Survey of World Migration (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1995) 23. 
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Southern Italian peasant’s penchant for an individualism of extreme self-interest, a 

history of social training that disallowed any fundamental lessons in communal 

organizing, in seeing the value of effort expended on anything but one’s immediate and 

extended network of kin. Voluntary associations in Banfield’s mythic town of 

Montenegora were non-existent because the concept of civic engagement, indeed any 

kind of social action outside of naked self-interest, was simply outside of the worldview 

of the rural peasants and landless farm workers. 

 Table 7.3 describes the structure of the rural economy of the mezzogiorno, 

southern Italy, the areas that threw up its rural people in the waves of emigration in the 

late 19th, early 20th centuries. It was an economic structure based on small farms and 

pasture in the mountains in 1911 as well as the rolling hills in the “plains” region 

contiguous to the Adriatic. It was a rural structure in which the vast majority of people 

who worked the land owned so little of it, barely supported by a fragile economy that 

would deconstruct in the later decades of the 19th century. 

 

Table 7.3.  Rural Occupations in the South of Italy by Percentage, 1911 

Occupation  Calabria  Bascilicata Puglia  Campania Abruzzo 
 
Day Workers 67.5% 61.2% 75.8% 57.1% 45.8% 
Share Croppers 9.5 3.3 1.5 8.0 11.0 
Landed Farmers 9.3 15.8 8.4 16.7 32.0 
Tenant Farmers 4.1 9.4 4.8 9.5 6.0 
Long-Lease Tenants .1 .1 .6 .6 .3 
Lease on Promise* 1.8 4.3 3.3 3.2 1.9  
Shepherds, Herdsmen 5.1 4.2 2.7 1.8 2.0 
Truck farmers .4 .5 .9 1.1 .2 
Wood Cutters .7 .3 .1 .6 .3 
 
*Verbal agreement between a land owner and tenant farmer 
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Source:  Ecole Sori, L’emigrazione italiana dall’Unita alla seconda guerra mondiale 
(Bologna: Il Mulino, 1979) 106. 
 

 The image of the primitive Southern Italian peasant became a persistent myth that 

gathered its own momentum. In a study of ‘alto Molise,” the town of Agnone in the 

Appienne Mountain region 100 kilometers south from Abruzzo’s principle city of Chieti, 

we find a similar description of the Italian contadini as a bound and servile class of 

Italian rural society. The peasant in this mountain area suffer from “a caste-like” social 

isolation and stigmatization, “He is distinguished as much by his uneasiness as by the cut 

of his clothes, his speech, his etched physical features and gnarled hands. He waits in line 

patiently as others are served before him…he does not join voluntary associations…”906

 This ideal type of the Southern Italian peasant as unskilled and uninterested in 

anything politically or culturally larger than his immediate and extended family does not 

correlate well with the explosion of voluntary associations in Philadelphia authored by 

Italian-born immigrants from the neighboring Southern Italian region of Abruzzo/Molise. 

One might argue that Banfield’s type, having emigrated and settled in urban villages in 

America, might have been exposed to the American tradition of civic engagement 

through voluntary associations and, having learned its traditions and methods, established 

similar Italian associations that catered to the immigrant Italian population. However, as 

we see from the statistics describing the rapid exodus from Abruzzo/Molise and the 

immediate and rapid buildup of civic life in the associations of Italian South Philadelphia, 

the time lag necessary for learning the American art of associationalism was impossibly 

 

                                                 
906 William A. Douglass, Emigration in a South Italian Town: An Anthropological Study 
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Univ. Press, 1984) 13. 
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narrow. Instead, it is suggested that the natives of Abruzzo had an advanced 

understanding and practical appreciation for the art of the voluntary association which 

was a social imprint carried across the Atlantic to Philadelphia. 

 In Southern Italy, the contadini or the peasants were severely limited in their 

chances for mobility and expansion. Their land holdings were tiny, and they lived in 

small villages and towns and worked nearby small plots of land which they leased or 

owned. The rural farm workers were even more disadvantaged, the giornaleri or day 

workers were landless and worked the small plots of the contadini or large rural land 

owners, finding work wherever they could;  in fact, the day workers of Abruzzo  had a 

long migratory existence within Italy and Europe prior to the breakup of the rural 

economy and overseas mass migration.Describing the 1870s, Frachetti, a Deputy in the 

Italian Parliament studied Southern agriculture for the government: “In the Abruzzi, 

Francheti related how the contadini were in every way slaves:  they worked on their 

lord’s farm for a stipulated number of days, they kissed his hand, suffered the gratuitous 

exactions which indeterminate clauses in contracts of service allowed him, and showed a 

groveling deference to anyone who was dressed at all respectably.”907

 

 The data in table 

7.4 allow us to understand that it was rural farm workers and unskilled labor that formed 

the accelerating nucleus for the exodus from Abruzzo, a lost rural proletariat that 

relocated much of its population in Philadelphia in the late 19th early 20thcentury. 

Table 7.4. Percentage of Emigrants from Abruzzo-Molise by Occupation, 1876-1915 

                                                 
907 Smith, Italy: A Modern History, 233. 
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Year Farm labor Artisan Industrial labor Day labor  
1876-1880 74.3% 2.3% 15.1% 12.2% 
1881-1885 72.9 2.4 6.7 16.5 
1886-1890 78.0 4.8 7.1 7.9 
1891-1895 74.6 5.2 6.0 9.2 
1896-1900 64.2 6.1 6.6 15.5 
1901-1905 54.8 4.4 6.3 31.8 
1906-1910 47.5 4.6 6.4 38.3 
1911-1915 50.6 6.0 7.0 33.0 
 
Source: Daniela De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese: Tra Ottocento e Novecento: Fuga 
dale campagne dal 1876 al 1915 (L’Aquila: Adelmo Polla in Cerchio, 1994) 115; 
Annuario statistico. 
 

 As table 7.4 shows, after 1900 there were fewer emigrants recruited from farm 

labor and more day laborers, manual town laborers, given to overseas emigration from 

Abruzzo. In the late 1800s, day laborers in Abruzzo had increased overall as an 

occupational strata as agricultural workers gave up all hope of continuing in farm labor 

and converted to day labor, and ultimately to overseas migration. The massive emigration 

in the second phase, after 1900, was a process of  “proletariatization” in the phase of 

massive emigration that turned former agricultural workers into unskilled workers.”908

 Thus, the reconstructed, swollen rural proletariat of Abruzzo emigrated in large 

numbers as the 19th century gave way to the 20th.

  

909

                                                 
908 Daniela De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese: Tra Ottocento e Novecento: Fuga dale 
campagne dal 1876 al 1915 (L’Aquila: Adelmo Polla in Cerchio, 1994) 114. 

  This static class system, now 

consisting of a cohort of diminished farm workers and increased day laborers, at the 

bottom of the rural social structure, starved for land, with a history of internal seasonal 

909 Ibid., 111. DeNardis writes, “the years in which farm labor emigration was most 
intensive were the early 1880s to the early 1890s which coincided with the crucial years 
of agricultural crisis in Abruzzo.” It also depended where you were from in Abruzzo:  
“the higher numbers of agricultural workers who emigrated were from the more 
mountainous regions in response to the crisis in pasture land.” 
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mobility within Italy and Europe, had few loyalties to its subsistence existence and still 

fewer to larger landowners. This assortment of the bottom-level rural class system in 

Southern Italy’s Abruzzo region took to emigration in the late 1800s and early 1900s, 

many finding Philadelphia as their new home as part of a chain migration.   

 The burst of Italian American associations that the fleeing Abruzzesse and other 

Southern Italians rapidly constructed in Philadelphia, then, under Banfield’s assumption 

must be explained by the influence of existing American culture, by the previously well-

worked, existing model of Protestant community organization with its rational means of 

conducting meetings and producing and maintaining accurate financial books. We have 

seen this explanation before, employed to explain the burst of ethnic associations among 

Philadelphia’s Irish Americans—“since ethnic institutions incorporated the dominant 

vales of 19th-century American Protestant culture, they served as a means by which that 

culture was transmitted to the immigrant population.”910

 The emigrating rural farm worker from Abruzzo was indeed poor and desperate, 

but we can surmise that he was not unschooled or culturally deficient when it came to 

voluntary associations. In fact, he came of age in a society long on a social trust devoted 

to charity and help of the rural poor of the region as well as a legacy of communal self-

sufficiency in the form of workers’ societies of mutual support. It was an easy transition, 

once in Philadelphia, for the Abruzzo/Molise peasant to develop and organize and sustain 

voluntary associations because the inspirational model for these associations was in rural, 

mountainous Italy and not in surrounding American society.  The first generation of 

 

                                                 
910Light, “Class, Ethnicity and the Urban Ecology in a 19th-Century City,” 81. 
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Italians in Philadelphia were in, fact well insulated in their South Philadelphia blocks of 

row homes by language barriers and cultural distance from the norms and customs of 

Anglo Protestant association-building, which suggests that the immediate proliferation of 

Italian communal self-help and cultural societies was based on a purely Southern Italian 

initiative. It is difficult, therefore, to believe that “amoral familism” ended once the 

Abruzzo peasant landed in Philadelphia and an American communal civic spirit replaced 

it; in fact, the opposite dynamic seems apparent as we suggest below, the emigrating 

peasant and farm worker from Abruzzo/Molise had a running head start when it came to 

communalism upon which he capitalized to construct a vast network of small ethnic 

voluntary associations in Philadelphia. 

Abruzzo’s Emigration: Pushing the Rural Proletariat Out 

 Philadelphia became a destination point in a system of chain migration for the 

emigrating farm laborers of Abruzzo.911

 Abruzzo is a mountainous region, part of the Apennine “spine” that splits Italy 

down the middle. Near the sea, there was more tillage of wheat and cereals in the valleys 

and rolling coastal hills; as you moved inland, east, dairy and grazing were carried out in 

 There were a number of factors that coalesced in 

the late 1800s, early decades of the 1900s, to convince the sons of Abruzzese small 

farmers and rural workers that their life chances were now to be found in overseas 

emigration.   

                                                 
911 Abruzzo is the region most associated with emigration to Philadelphia, but the 
neighbor region to the south, Molise, also contributed to Philadelphia’s population of 
Italians in the late 19th century, early 20th. The Philadelphia voluntary association, the 
Abruzzo Union, was also known as the Abruzzo and Molise Union. Abruzzo has become 
shorthand for emigration from the region that also includes its southern provincial 
neighbor, Molise. 
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the heights as well as the raising of crops on what soil the mountains provided. Fernand 

Braudel reminds us of the historical disadvantage of mountain peoples: 

Whether settled in tiny hamlets or in large villages, the mountain 
population is generally insignificant in comparison with the vast spaces 
surrounding it, where travel is difficult…in the mountains, society, 
civilization, and economy all bear the mark of backwardness and 
poverty.912

 
 

 The Abruzzo region also bore the mark of Braudel’s description, the mountains an 

inhospitable zone for productive farming, its people struggling to eke out a living on what 

limited opportunities the slopes provided for tillage, dairy and pasture and the depressed 

economy of timber. The people of Abruzzo were always “on the edge of financial 

disaster, an area of hunger, sickness and misery.”913 Seasonal migration in search of 

supplemental labor within Italy was a part of mountain existence—emigration from 

Aquilla, the most mountainous province in Abruzzo, “began as a manifestation of its 

mountainous zone, among the poorest of the region that suffered a real depopulation of 

their territory.”914

 Table 7.5 displays data on the correlation between the mountains and the “plains” 

of Italy’s Abruzzo region and the relationship to emigration in the late 19th century, early 

20th.  It is a small “test” on Braudel’s sweeping statement on historical ecology, the 

specific “backward” roles that mountain existence forced on its inhabitants. More 

 

                                                 
912 Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of 
Philip II, Vol. 1 (New York, 1972) 32-33. 
913 Iengo, “Dalle migrazione agli esparati,” in Storia Urbana, 112. 
914 De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese, 153. The governmental prefect for L’Aquila 
wrote, in 1888; “temporary emigration is absolutely necessary for this province where the 
only resources are limited farming and pasture and shepherding, where for half the year 
the people suffer from the severity of the seasons and can not find work—they are 
condemned to misery by their inertia.” 
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importantly, for this study, it is a starting point that helps to define the nature of 

emigration from Abruzzo to Philadelphia and the origins of the people that settled Italian 

South Philadelphia. It was a certain type of Southern Italian that experienced the need to 

leave home in search of work and part of the history of that type is found in mountain 

existence. The data is taken from the Jarach915

 

 report to the Italian Parliament in 1909 on 

the alarming state of Italian emigration. 

Table 7.5. Population of Emigration for Abruzzo Residents in Communities Above and 
Below 500 Meters 1881-1905 

A.  Population       
 
Years 1881  1901   
 
Area of Sulmona  
Under 500 meters 42,372 44,503 
Above 500 meters 43,059 48,250 
 
Area of Larino   
Under 500 meters 67,172 73,592 
Over 500 meters 40,320 39,182 
 
Area of Chieti    
Under 500 meters 94,335 109,945 
Over 500 meters 21,324 23,756 
 
Area of Lanciano   
Under 500 meters 79,353 87,452 
Above 500 meters 33,377 32,327 
 
Area of Vasto    
Under 500 meters 71,591 77,044 
Above 500 meters 44,068 40,383 

                                                 
915 Iengo, “Dalle migrazione agli esparati,” Storia Urbana, 116. The data are from an 
Italian Parliamentary report carried out in the first decade of the 20th century by Cesare 
Jarach. The Jarach report “showed a massive and immediate incidence of emigration ‘real 
and pronounced’ of long standing duration.” 
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Area of Penne 
Under 500 meters 86,257 103,704 
Over 500 meters 18,196 19,537 
 
Area of Teramo  
Under 500 meters 123,227 151,808 
Over 500 meters 27,126 32,395 
B. Mean Emigration per Year in Relation (Adjusted) to Population Size. Per 10,000 
Inhabitants 
 
Years 1884-88 1889-93 1894-99 1899-1900 1901-05 
 
Area of Sulmona  
Under 500 meters 19 117 139 197 288  
Above 500 meters 71 205 212 468 563  
 
Area  of Larino   
Under 500 meters 34 44 88 62 243 
Over 500 meters 117 153 191 182 358 
  
Area of Chieti    
Under 500 meters 15 28 45 92 312  
Over 500 meters 27 88 111 227 458  
   
Area of Lanciano   
Under 500 meters 50 66 80 146 331  
Above 500 meters 127 135 88 318 420  
   
Area of Vasto    
Under 500 meters 68 49 50 155 380  
Above 500 meters 165 95 70 206 452  
   
Area of Penne 
Under 500 meters -- -- 17 21 316 
Over 500 meters -- -- 52 77 623 
   
Area of Teramo  
Under 500 meters -- -- 6 14 240 
Over 500 meters -- -- 17 38 408 
      

Source: Eide Spedicato Iengo, “Dalle migrazione agli esparati,” in Storia Urbana (Franco 
Angeli: 2002) 116. 
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 Sulmona is inland from the Adriatic Coast, 50 kilometers, near Mt. Amara which 

towers over the region, 2,800 meters in height. This terrain accounts for the higher levels 

of emigration from the more mountainous regions of the Abruzzo-Molise areas listed in 

table 7.5. Lanciano and Vasto are more coastal regions and extend west in the mountains 

that rise quickly from the Adriatic coast. Penne, Teramo and Chieti are all in the foothills 

of the Apennine range that rise dramatically to the west. Larino is 30 kilometers inland, 

south of Vasto, in the zone of the Frentani Mountain range.   

 These data in tables 7.5 A and B reflect the topography of the area, the rolling 

hills in the Adriatic coastal region giving way to foothills and then mountain regions 

further west as the Apennine Mountains reach their considerable heights in Abruzzo. 

Emigration was widely dispersed in the different ecological zones, more numerous in the 

more populated coastal regions, but significant and devastating to the society in the more 

thinly populated mountainous zones. 

 When emigration is correlated with population sizes, in B, we see that the 

mountain regions, those over 500 meters, contributed a higher percentage of their people 

to emigration than less mountainous coastal areas. The subsistence nature of the rural 

economy in the mountainous zones was less able to defend itself against the forces of 

change and eventual deprivation, the tax increases, the nationalization of the market, the 

enclosure and loss of open spaces, and the disappearance of the timber industry due to 

deforestation.   

 Eide Iengo writes on the demise of economy and society and the rise in migration 

in Abruzzo in the years after Italian unification: 
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The years of unification did not temper the region’s complete hardship.  
On the contrary, exorbitant financial costs, the crisis of the shipbuilding 
industry, the introduction of the obligatory tax, alienation from the 
Church, the appropriation of communal lands by the aristocracy and rural 
bourgeoisie in small phases, the transformation of economic relations in 
the mountain economy and in the plains of the region, the decrease in 
income with the rise in the standard of living, new increases in interest 
payments that was basically usury…for the workers of Abruzzo suffering 
from indebtedness, malnutrition, they continued their tradition of looking  
to other regions for a means of survival as conditions worsened.916

 
 

Italy’s freedom from foreign rule and political unification in the 1860s were not kind to 

the peasantry and small farmers of Abruzzo. Italy’s political unification also created a 

national market that favored the more modern, large-scale agricultural centers in the 

northern part of Lombardy and Piedmont—unification consolidated “the economic 

system by creating a national market system and integrating the national economy into 

the international market.”917

 Life had always been hard for the small farmers of these mountain provinces but 

the increased taxation under liberal governments, the effects of deforestation on these 

communities and the diminishing prospects for economic survival turned seasonal 

migration into a more permanent sojourn across the seas. The Apennines in Abruzzi had 

long been stripped of its forests to supply timber for Italian construction and for export, 

eliminating a timber economy and depriving Abruzzesse peasants of simple materials like 

free firewood. The enclosure of lands and estates, formerly open spaces available for 

small plantings and the gathering of timber for sale, further shrunk the opportunities for 

 The competition from agricultural products from outside the 

region further depressed what chances farmers had in a market increasingly nationalized. 

                                                 
916 Iengo, “Dalle migrazione agli esparati,” Storia Urbana, 112. 
917 David I. Kertzer, Family Life in Central Italy, 1880-1910: Sharecropping, Wage 
Labor and Co-Residence (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Univ. Press, 1984) 28. 
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income in Abruzzo; it also converted small farmers into day laborers as the lands of 

Abruzzo were consolidated into larger holdings. National unification was a blow to the 

Southern Italian agricultural economy, in the form of tax increases to fund the new 

government in Rome and a market policy of protection that served to close down Italian 

exports and lowered the prices of agricultural products. 

 In addition, soil erosion resulted as winter rains carried away the topsoil to valley 

rivers further denigrating farming prospects. Finally, the sale and privatization of lands 

once open before national independence to larger landowners, took away these once-free 

public zones used for the grazing of livestock and gathering of wood.918 As migration 

accelerated in the last two decades of the 19th century, it became a self-supporting system 

in which word-of-mouth created a “chain reaction” among the province’s poor farm 

workers, spurred on by the advertising of the maritime companies that supplied the 

transport to the Americas.919

 Artisans in Abruzzo also lost ground, “unable to adjust their simple, elementary 

methods of production to the machine-driven and the larger, more efficient workshops 

that began to dominate the commercial markets.”

 

920

 An already impoverished mountain region with a history of seasonal migration, 

“the culture of mobility,”

 Skilled workers joined the rural 

proletariat among the ranks of the overseas emigrants by the turn of the century. 

921

                                                 
918 Iengo, “Dalle migrazione agli esparati,” in Storia Urbana, 114. 

 to reachable zones within Italy and Europe, was especially 

vulnerable to the ravages of the government centralization and the forces of 

919 Ibid., 128 
920 Ibid., 113. 
921 De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese, 86. 
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industrialization that were forming in the late 19th century, and farmers, unable to afford 

the tax or compete on the broader commercial markets, looked even further for relief. 

 Seasonal migration was an established social outlet that mediated the rigors of 

rural life and allowed for the truncated continuation of family and home in Abruzzo.  

“Emigration from Abruzzo was, before the mass exodus of the late 1800s, always 

characterized by the phenomenon of seasonal migration.”922 Depending on conditions in 

Abruzzo, it was normal for farm workers from L’Aquila and, further east in the Penne 

regions, to migrate north to Germany and to Austria-Hungary to find work. 923 Also, 

there was an established seasonal migration pattern, an “internal circuit of L’Aquila, 

Sulmona, Avezzano; from Vasto and Lanciano, in Chieti; from Isernia and Agnone in 

Molise.”924

 By the mid-1880s, emigration flows were consistently higher and outside the 

traditional zones of season migration. Chieti, Vasto and Lanciano became consistent 

zones of emigration after 1885. Teramo, Penne and Larino, “previously immune to 

regional migration, also became areas of overseas migration in the early years of the 20th 

century.”

 

925 The regional variations of emigration within Abruzzo/Molise before 1900, 

high rates in Campobasso in Molise, moderate in Chieti and L’Aquila and minimally in 

Teramo provinces, became “at the beginning of the 1900s a homogeneous flow of 

massive intensity.”926

                                                 
922 De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese, 86. 

 

923 Iengo, “Dalle migrazione agli esparati,” in Storia Urbana, 120. 
924 De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese, 86-87. 
925 Ibid., 88.  
926 Ibid. 
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 Molise, further south in the heart of the meridonale, had a head-start on migration 

over its northern partner, Abruzzo, but by the 1880s both regions were sending its people 

out, at first to Italian cities like Rome and Naples but also smaller outlets like Bari, 

Foggia and Tivoli. Abruzzesse and Molise migrant workers even reached as far as the 

cities in France, in Turkey and later Africa in their search for wage labor.927 Abruzzo 

caught up to Molise by the early 1880s, “and in the last 20 years of the 19th century, 

following the spread of poverty in the region and the loss of normal agricultural 

production, the region intensified its external flow of people overseas.”928

 Official Italy in the late 1800s recognized the suddenness and severity of the 

problem of emigration in Abruzzo as well as the social and economic causes. The prefect 

for Aquila wrote in 1881 of the “hope for better conditions among the peasants and 

laborers” while in Chieti, it was “an emigration motivated by a severe need to find more 

favorable conditions and not by suggestions of speculative wealth in new locations.”

 This new, late 

19th century migration of overseas destination also was seen in the mountain communities 

with their ancient tradition of mobility. 

929

The Two Phases of Abruzzo Emigration 

 

 It has been suggested that Abruzzo emigration was a movement of two phases, an 

early period from the mid-19th century to the 1890s in which the overseas option was 

                                                 
927 Iengo, “Dalle migrazione agli esparati,” in Storia Urbana, 114. 
928 Ibid., 115-116. 
929 De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese, 119; Roma Tipografia Bodoniana, 1882, 41-44. 
This is De Nardis’s thesis; the first phase targeted the agricultural proletariat while the 
second phase swept over all of the working classes of Abruzzo. Statistica della 
emigrazione italiana all’estero nel 1881 confrontata con quella anni precedenti e con 
l’emigrazione avvenuta in altri Stati.   
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gathering momentum as conditions worsened in late century, but was essentially a system 

still limited to seasonal movement, in the late fall and winter months, and internal to 

Europe, within Italy and to nearby lands in the Mediterranean basin, to France, Austria 

and eventually Germany.930

 The second phase, according to De Nardis, began around 1900, which marked the 

real onslaught of overseas emigration that involved all of the working classes and swept 

over the entire region of Abruzzo/Molise and led to the depopulation of these rural 

regions and the rapid growth of overseas Italian American communities like 

Philadelphia’s South Philadelphia.

 This first phase was defined by a need for short-term capital 

to supplement and sustain small farms and rural families and was restricted primarily to 

agricultural workers, the rural proletariat on the margins of existence in Abruzzo. 

931 In the second phase, beginning in 1900, “Abruzzo 

and Molise and Campania had a considerable increase in their own emigrant contribution 

to the colony of Philadelphia…Abruzzo, especially the area around Chieti, surpassed the 

numbers destined for Philadelphia from Campobasso, from the towns of Riccia, Venafro, 

St. Maria Oliveto and Agnone.”932

 We can take the emigration portrait of the province of Aquila during these years 

as a heuristic that helps explain the two-phase model of Abruzzo emigration. L’Aquila 

province was the most mountainous province of Abruzzo, its society and economy was 

even more perilous than the lower-altitude, cereal-producing plains nearer to the Adriatic 

 

                                                 
930 Mario Arpea, Alle Origini Dell’Emigrazione Abruzzese: La Vicenda dell’altopiano 
delle Rocche (Milan: Franco Angeli, 1987).  
931 De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese. 
932 Arcangeli, “Le Colonie italiane di Philadelphia,” Annual della Facolta di Lettere e 
Filosofia dell’Universita di Napoli, 240. 
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coast.933

 

 In addition to sheep herding and a small economy based on domestic production 

it depended on seasonal migration as an accepted fact of mountain existence, part of its 

rural social fabric; tradition gave way to economic reality as overseas emigration became 

an obvious outcome for such a mobile mountainous people threatened by financial ruin 

beginning in the 1880s. Table 7.6 displays emigration from L’Aquila province by each 

year, 1876-1907 and demonstrates the dual-phase nature of emigration from Abruzzo: 

Table 7.6.  Emigration from L’Aquila Province, 1876-1907 

Year   Europe  Overseas Total  

1880 23 105 128 
1881 12 179 191 
1882 439 333 772 
1883 2,828 283 3,111 
1884 1,515 91 1,606 
1885 223 308 531 
1886 388 471 859 
1887 218 666 884 
1888 806 958 1,764 
1889 841 1,051 1,892 
1890 1,506 1,597 3,103 
1891 2,355 467 2,822 
1892 2,212 414 2,626 
1893 2,061 2,496 4,557 
1894 2,050 885 2,935 
1895 1,209 1,917 3,126 
1896 1,158 3,338 4,496 
1897 656 3,401 4,057 
1898 2,030 2,211 4,241 
1899 513 4,143 4,656 
1900 1,958 4,640 6,598 
1901 7,114 9,068 16,182 
1902 4,613 10,338 14,951 

                                                 
933 Arpea, Alle Origini Dell’Emigrazione Abruzzese. 
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1905 4,569 11,759 16,024 
 
Source: Commissariato generale dell’emigrazione, Annuario statistico della emigrazione 
italiana, dal 1876 al 1925, Roma, 1926, parte I, 58; Mario Arpea, Alle Origini 
Dell’Emigrazione Abruzzese: La Vicenda dell’altopiano delle Rocche (Milan: Franco 
Angeli, 1987) 37.  
 

 L’Aquila was conservative in its initial response to the breakup of Abruzzesse 

economy, its mountain people responded according to their customs, moving slowly at 

first to more easily accessible places of work within Italy and Europe, before taking the 

risk of boarding a transatlantic steamer for the Americas. The exodus from L’Aquila 

naturally made its way to Philadelphia’s South Philadelphia; Thomas D. Yannessa, an 

immigrant from L’Aquila, opened the Banca dell’Aquila in the late 1890s to cater to the 

influx of Italian Americans from that province of Abruzzo.934

 There were differences in emigration pattern among the provinces of Abruzzo, an 

ecology of emigration response based upon topography and agricultural products. The 

people of the “plains” provinces, Chieti and Teramo on the Adriatic Coast, responded to 

the loss of the wheat and grain market with immediate and direct emigration overseas, to 

South America at first, but then to North America. Table 7.7 displays emigration by these 

two provinces that sent so many of its people to Philadelphia: 

 There were many 

associations that sprang up in the early 1900s in Philadelphia that bore the cultural 

imprint and names of L’Aquila and nearby towns. 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
934 Juliani, The Social Organization of Immigration, 28. 
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Table 7.7. Percentage of Abruzzo and Molise Emigrants per Destination 
 
Years    Europe America Other Countries 
 
   Chieti 
 
1876-1880 4.0% 95.0% 1.0% 
1881-1885 8.0 84.0 8.0 
1886-1890 .7 97.8 1.5 
1891-1895 .07 99.9 .03 
1896-1900 100.0 -- -- 
1901-1905 4.5 95.4 .1 
 
 Teramo 
 
1876-1880 73.0% 22.0% 5.0% 
1881-1885 45.0 28.0 27.0 
1886-1890 27.0 68.0 5.0 
1891-1895 11.0 86.0 3.0 
1896-1900 26.6 72.9 .5 
1901-1905 13.3 86.67 .03 
 
Source: Eide Spedicato Iengo, “Dalle migrazione agli esparati,” in Storia Urbana (Franco 
Angeli: 2002) 117.   
 

 Thus, we have an emigration of complexity and marginal differences within 

Abruzzo; the more mountainous zones with their established pattern of seasonal 

migration within Italy and Europe held out longer on the decision to move overseas to 

find the means to support their families. The more prosperous farming regions in Teramo 

and Chieti, its small farmers and agricultural workers also schooled on seasonal 
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migration, were more prepared to take the overseas option when  “economic and social 

malaise”935

 So dramatic was the dislocation and retreat from Italy in the second phase that 

“the first years of the 20th century were from the view of history a crucial time for 

Italy…for it destroyed the entire system of traditional life” in the rural zones of 

emigration.

 set in upon rural Abruzzo. By the 1900s, a second stage of overseas migration 

in full swing, buttressed by the pull of “chain migration” to the United States and the 

attraction of labor opportunities within and without of the ethnic economy of urban 

villages in industrial America, the mass exodus had washed over all the provinces of 

Abruzzo.  As we have seen in table 7.3, emigration shifted from the farm laborers to all 

types of workers in Abruzzo, to skilled artisans and especially to the growing cohort of 

the unskilled day workers of the towns and small cities of Abruzzo. 

936

 

 Table 7.8 represents the raw figures for emigrants from Abruzzo. 

Table 7.8. Emigrants from Abruzzo and Molise, 1876-1915 

Years   Number of emigrants 
 
1876-1880 6,482 
1881-1885 27,921 
1886-1890 60,076 
1891-1895 62,131 
1896-1900 88,783 
1901-1905 247,550 
1906-1910 236,664 
1911-1915 173,984 
 

                                                 
935 De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese, 90. 
936 De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese, 93. 
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Source:  “Annual Statistical Report on Italian Migration, 1876 to 1925,” General 
Commission on Emigration, 1926.937

 
 

 The United States supplanted South America in the second phase of emigration, 

and Philadelphia was an essential city for the Abruzzesse. Bianca Arcangeli writes: “The 

emigrant population for Philadelphia originated in a few precise areas in  

Abruzzo-Molise and sections of Campania, especially in the province of Chieti and the 

city of Atessa…”938

Pull Factors: The Development of Philadelphia’s Ethnic Economy and Labor Agents 

  

 If we conceive of the impetus for mass migration from Abruzzo in the 

combination of peasant tradition and the overwhelming forces of modernization as causes 

located in Italy, once the overseas emigration started, it developed a sustaining 

momentum of its own. In addition to the ecological conditioning and emigration 

responses of the different provinces of Abruzzo to the crisis in agriculture in the late 

1800s, we need to add “the informational ties that led to ‘chain migration’ as well as the 

actions of the commercial agents of emigration.”939

                                                 
937 Ibid., 95; “Annual Statistical Report on Italian Migration, 1876 to 1925,” General 
Commission on Emigration, 1926. 

 Labor opportunities in Philadelphia 

and the surrounding community as well as new niches in the division of labor to sustain 

the ethnic economy of South Philadelphia contributed to the chain of systematic 

emigration out of Abruzzo to Philadelphia.  

938 Arcangeli, “Le Colonie italiane di Philadelphia,” Annual della Facolta di Lettere e 
Filosofia dell’Universita di Napoli 16 (1973-74) 240. 
939 De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese, 97. 
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 The chain of migration from Abruzzo, especially the provinces of Chieti and 

Teramo, was accelerated by “agents who combed the countryside of Abruzzo spreading 

propaganda about the benefits of emigration to Philadelphia and the promise of 

immediate work.”940 This was an attractive appeal that received a captive audience from 

a people on the brink of survival. The labor agents working in Abruzzo opened offices 

and operations in rural locations that were ideally suited to attract rural laborers, small 

farmers and village artisans prepared to make a move—the agents became all-purpose 

mediators who promised work and would help arrange for a steamship ticket to the 

United States and with other details about the trans-Atlantic voyage. De Nardis writes:  

“The Philadelphia branch office for the labor contracts was situated in a strategic place in 

Abruzzo, and it became a direct connection for more of the out-of-the-way villages of the 

region and eventual relocation to the Italian colony of South Philadelphia.”941

 Frank DiBerardino was a Philadelphia-based labor “boss” active in the Abruzzo 

region in the first two decades of the 1900s:  “his firm, publicized as a travel agency, 

served primarily as a recruitment agency and bank for the emigrants. DiBerardino drew 

up, for example, different labor contracts from the Italian immigrant workforce, one 

important one was with the Rail Road Company as maintenance workers.”

   

942

                                                 
940 Ibid., 151. 

 In 

Philadelphia and upstate Pennsylvania, Italians worked for the big railroads, the 

Pennsylvania and Reading, laying track and as maintenance workers.  Caroline Golab 

writes that Italians were “…brought in by the Pennsylvania Railroad [which]…was the 

941 De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese, 151. 
942 Ibid.  [De Nardis references the “Work Progress Administration Ethnic Survey, 1938-
1941” as her source on the emigration agents in Abruzzo, 1901-1919]. 
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single instrument most responsible for initiating the Italian influx into Pennsylvania...”943  

Italians were initiated into the Pennsylvania industrial economy through labor contracting 

and railroad work, but it didn’t take long for this ethnic group to branch out to other 

industries, like construction.944

 The emigration sponsored by DiBerardino was “an immigration of the Abruzzo 

peoples…9,463 from the province of Chieti and 7,153 from the province of Teramo 

more

 

945 than any other region” in Italy. The efforts of this energetic Philadelphia-based 

labor boss and others explains why Philadelphia became a city of the Abruzzesse, the 

result of active agents of emigration and chain migration spread through kinship 

associations. De Nardis notes; “We have to therefore conclude that the emigrant labor 

agents were the cause of the emigration from Abruzzo, if not the only cause then 

undoubtedly a detonating force for the explosion of emigration at the beginning of the 

century when the rural crisis of society overcame the ability to maintain subsistence 

living in Abruzzo.”946

 

  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
943 Caroline Golab, “The Immigrant and the City: Poles, Italians and Jews in 
Philadelphia, 1870-1920,” in Davis and Haller, eds., The Peoples of Philadelphia, 214. 
944 Ibid. 
945 Juliani, The Social Organization of Immigration, 63. 
946 De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese, 152. 
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Table 7.9.  Italian Immigration to Philadelphia Influenced by DiBerardino by Italian 
Region 

 
Region   1900-19 1920-29 1930-40 Total 

Abruzzo  10,321 7,179 381 17,881 
Campania 1,304 2,963 178 4,445 
Sicily 2,274 2,510 180 3,964 
Calabria 967 1,652 114 2,733 
Molise 732 1,032 63 1,827 
Marche 936 692 81 1,709 
Puglia 517 837 45 1,399 
Lazio 823 500 40 1,363 
Tuscany 129 192 14 336 
Veneto 72 226 8 306 
Piedmont 81 211 14 306 
Emilia 61 77 4 152 
Liguria 17 98 11 126 
Venice-Giulia 5 84 15 104 
Sardinia 76 88 5 169 
Lombardy 23 33 3 59 
 
Totals 17,338 18,384 1,157 36,879 
  
Source:  Richard Juliani, The Social Organization of Immigration: The Italians of 

Philadelphia (New York: Arno, 1981); Bianca Arcangeli, “Le colonie italiane di 
Philadelphia,” Annual della Facolta di Lettere e Filosofia dell’Universita di Napoli 
16 (1973-74) 217-30. 

 
 The immigration data in table 7.9, the impressive number of immigrants from 

Abruzzo and other regions of Southern Italy, all influenced by a single contract labor 

boss, correspond to the profile of Abruzzo mass migration to the United States from 1900 
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on, the “second phase” that was the result of the inevitable collapse of rural social 

conditions and the failure of traditional methods of survival, like seasonal migration, to 

sustain the archaic system. Of the second, explosive phase of emigration, Bianca 

Arcangeli writes, “Abruzzo and Molise and Campania had a considerable increase in 

their own emigrant contribution to the colony of Philadelphia…Abruzzo, especially the 

area around Chieti, surpassed the numbers destined for Philadelphia from Campobasso, 

from the towns of Riccia, Venafro, St. Maria Oliveto and Agnone.”947

 In time, a working reciprocal relationship was established between villages and 

towns in Abruzzo  and Philadelphia through the recruitment effort of labor bosses in 

Abruzzo—as Juliani writes, “the tendency of labor contractors to concentrate their 

recruitment in Abruzzo for manual workers created bonds between the Abruzzo villages 

and specific destinations in North America.”

 

948

                                                 
947 Arcangeli, “Le colonie italiane di Philadelphia,” Annual della Facolta di Lettere e 
Filosofia dell’Universita di Napoli, 240. 

 However, the padrone, the intermediary, 

the labor contractor, the paid negotiator with English language skills and labor contacts in 

Philadelphia and Pennsylvania who roamed the hills and valleys of Abruzzo also 

acquired an unsavory reputation as reports of lost wages and failure to obtain jobs 

circulated.  In Philadelphia, many Italians arrived from New York and migrated to 

Philadelphia on their own to join kin in the search for labor and therefore simply 

bypassed the intermediary. Once the Italian colony had achieved a critical population 

mass of settled immigrants and new citizens, work in Philadelphia was doled out through 

948 Juliani, The Social Organization of Immigration, 64; Edwin Fenton, “Italians in the 
Labor Movement,” Pennsylvania History XXVI (1959) 135. Fenton writes the contractor 
was a boss, “who directed their labor, provided lodging and board, and exploited their 
charges in the process.” 
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other means, through political connections, and the Vare Republican machine was 

famous for connecting future Republican Party Italians with city street-cleaning jobs in 

the 1930s. Italian American voluntary associations were not designed as surrogates for 

ward politics, but “whole blocks of votes from the Italian societies were easily purchased 

by the political leaders by rewarding the Italian officers of such Italian societies with 

political jobs;” you simply joined Societa Operaia di Mutuo Soccorso to establish your 

credential for city work.  949

 The labor contractor in Philadelphia had brought the Abruzzese to the city and 

once there, in the ethnic colony, they continued to act as a system of total support, a  

small business devoted to supplying new emigrants with multiple services. Emigrants 

found a place to stay upon their arrival, for example, in boarding houses established  

for the immigrant trade by Italians. Juliani writes, “the Abruzzessi also opened a  

string of restaurants, like the Iron Wreath, that also supplied rooms for the new arrivals 

from Chieti and Pescara, and Palumbo’s supplied the same services from the other zones 

of Abruzzo.”

 

950

 The influence of the labor contractor, the padroni system in Philadelphia, was not 

the singular variable that matched frenzied Abruzzesse demand for labor with jobs.  

Walter Licht suggests that it was the expansive industrial city that pulled Italian labor to 

Philadelphia— jobs in “public-sector work in street paving and cleaning, utility-line 

construction, and work at the municipal gas houses”

   

951

                                                 
949 Maiale, “The Italian Vote in Philadelphia Between 1928 and 1946,” 158. 

 and opportunities in home 

950 Juliani, The Social Organization of Immigration, 63. 
951 Licht, Getting Work: Philadelphia, 1840-1950, 123. 
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building and the construction of the city’s infrastructure. In fact, Italians during the first 

two decades of the 20th century found work wherever they could in Philadelphia, “[in] 

cigar factories, orchestras for theatres, food importers, bakeries, insurance firms, small 

neighborhood food shops, factories for urban transportation…the immigrants were able 

to adapt and learn quickly new techniques of various industries and even though they 

were not qualified at first they took on craft skills needed for production.”952

 Thus the Italians were able to penetrate expanding industries with a demand for 

unskilled labor; even in the industrial economy of 1900, there was a high demand for 

unskilled labor, workers that could support and supply and work alongside the skilled 

and, at the same time, learn industrial techniques that allowed them to transform 

themselves into more knowledgeable workers. The Italians of Philadelphia also moved  

their families to New Jersey to work in the harvest of fruits and vegetables and to 

Maryland and Delaware as seasonal workers to harvest the truck farming crops. 

   

 Philadelphia was the economic and cultural center of the Italians, but they 

naturally followed the demands of the labor market and formed “satellite” communities 

near to job sites; these other “Little Italies” soon developed their own particular identity 

that was influenced by their new surroundings.  In the western suburbs of Philadelphia, 

“countless Italian gardeners and stone masons were at work on Main Line estates,” as 

Joan Dickerson writes. There was “…a growing colony in Manyunk and, across the 

Schuylkill, a larger cluster in Germantown, a smaller one in East Falls…each move 

                                                 
952 Juliani, The Social Organization of Immigration, 63, 65. 
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constituted the beginnings of an independent colony which soon enjoyed its own meat 

and fruit store, shoe repair shop, pasta makers and bankers.”953

 Thus, a massive population transference occurred in the late 1800s, early 1900s 

from Southern Italy, with Abruzzo/Molise leading the way, to South Philadelphia and 

surrounding environs, an exodus initially brought on by deteriorating economic and 

social conditions in the rural mountain villages and towns of this mid-Italian region, 

accelerated by contract labor agents and the demand for unskilled workers in industrial 

America. What began as a seasonal pattern of internal farm worker migration in the 

mountainous zones among the provinces of Abruzzo and Molise, turned into a massive 

overseas population movement first to South America but eventually focused almost 

entirely on North America. By the end of the 19th century, Abruzzo emigration had fixed 

the United States as the destination of choice and claimed Philadelphia as its first city. 

 

Transnational Origins: The Civic Impulse in Abruzzo 

 The American voluntary association exists first in the mind, as an historical 

archetype of small-town Republican democracy that energized small groups intent on 

solving localized communal problems, essentially an exercise on civic responsibility.  

The fragmentary roots of this stock conception are found in De Tocqueveille and small-

town America and replicated in our historical imagination, in the work of Robert Putnam, 

for example, who elevates localized American democracy as the founding impulse in 

communal associations.   

                                                 
953 Joan Younger Dickinson, “Aspects of Italian Immigration to Philadelphia,” 
Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography XC (October, 1966) 463. 
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 Exposed to the ethic of civic engagement and shown the way, ethnic arrivals 

capture the spirit and learn to form their own versions of voluntary associations based on 

the American model. In Philadelphia’s Italian American community, Italian-styled ethnic 

associations sprang up immediately contiguous with the fragile outlines of Italian 

settlement in Philadelphia. The modeling process in which ethnic immigrants acquire the 

social skills of organization, absorb the fundamentals of small group democracy, its 

structured leadership, its regular bookkeeping, and the rules of open debate cannot 

explain the almost immediate and rapid burst of Italian American associations in South 

Philadelphia, ethnic associations marked by a sophisticated tradition of communal 

responsibility, with written, formal rules of organization bound by democratic methods of 

communal action.  Instead, we look to the communal history of the working rural 

population in the hills, plains and mountains of Abruzzo for the origins of the 

associational fever that swept the Italian American colony of South Philadelphia in the 

late 19th, early 20th centuries. 

Charity and the Communal Heritage of Teramo Province 

 Let us focus on Abruzzo’s more prosperous Teramo Province and its history of 

workers’ mutual aid societies and communal support in the form of charitable 

organizations for a glimpse into the associational habits of the Abruzzesse. Teramo 

province was less mountainous than the other provinces of Abruzzo: it bordered the 

Adriatic and as it extended inland, west, its peaceful landscape rose rapidly from the 

rolling hills covered by river valleys into the foothills of the Apennine Mountain range.  

De Nardis writes of Teramo, “its difference is related to its topography, rich in hills and 
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valleys, in which the mountains do not assume the vitally important role they do in the 

other provinces of Abruzzo. The river basins were fertile zones for agriculture, those of 

Vomano, Tordino, Vibrat and Trento.”954

 The system of share cropping was begun early in 1700s in this province of 

Abruzzo and lasted until the first years of the 19th century among Teramo’s grain and 

wheat producers.  Share cropping was a contract between the owner or person in control 

of the land and a family contracted to work the farm; the family lived on the premises, all 

hands of the extended family were usually contracted to work the land, and the product 

was split between the owner and the family. Sharecropping was a subsistence-based way 

of life; the family hoped to produce enough to feed itself for the coming year and could 

rarely ever accumulate enough capital to actually purchase lands.

  

955

 Unlike L’Aquila with its mountain history and its tradition of sending its people 

for seasonal migration, for example to Rome for construction projects or to the nearby 

Italian regions of Basilicata and Calabria for off-season labor, Teramo was a more stable 

province of farming in wheat and grains. Agricultural machine production was introduced 

into Teramo on a small scale at the turn of the century which displaced farm labor and 

had the consequence of assembling a pool of unemployable farm workers  destined for 

overseas emigration. When the crisis of agriculture fully hit Teramo province in the 

1900s, there was an “explosive response in emigration;”

 

956

                                                 
954 De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese, 139. 

 Teramo was one of the 

principle provinces that sent its peoples to Philadelphia in great numbers. 

955 Kertzer, Family Life in Central Italy, 1880-1910, 26-36. 
956 De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese, 153. 
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 When we look at a sampling of associations and communal organizations that 

existed prior to and during the years of peak emigration from Abruzzo province to 

Philadelphia, we find a number of institutions that would have instructed its people in the 

norms and methods of civic voluntarism, charitable organizations designed to help the 

poor peasants in the smaller mountain towns of the region and societies of mutual aid 

established by workers. Instead of a fixed gaze on the survival of family and extended 

kinship, we find an ethic of communal support was in existence for much of the late 19th 

century in these small agricultural communities and grazing hill and mountain towns for 

this region that supplied so many of its people to the burgeoning Italian American 

community in Philadelphia.   

 Most of the Church-sponsored charities in Teramo province had been taken over 

by the state in the 1890s as part of the reform to reduce church taxes on citizens and 

therefore its influence on the people.957 Each small town had its own set of communal-

support organizations, some dating to the early 1800s and still in place in the late 19th 

century.  They had their own boards of governance and a modest fund supplied by the 

state or the Church to support the administration of the society.958

 In Ancarano, a small mountain town, several beneficial organizations had been 

established by the late 19th century, a recovery shelter for beggars, a nursery school for 

the children of the town and its surrounding region. Three charities were in operation by 

1882, all religious organizations catering to the poor of that town, the Congregation of 

 

                                                 
957 Smith, Italy: A Modern History, 222. 
958 “Report of the Land Agency for Tax for the Province, 1899,” State Archives of Italy, 
Teramo, Box 98 XXVI Folder 15. 
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Charity, the Congregation of Sacrament, and the Society of Suffrage. A Board of Charity 

for the town of Ancarano and its immediate region was established in the 1850s.959

 Atri, in Teramo province, had a shelter for the poor which was established in 

1888, an orphanage established in 1871 and its nursery school for the children of the 

community’s poor agricultural workers, which began in 1869. It also had seven various 

church-sponsored charities for relief of the poor, several dating from late 18th century 

and had established its hospital, Liberty Hospital.

   

960

 Many of the associations were for the care of poor farm workers, the segment of 

the rural stratification system of Abruzzo that was cut loose from its traditional ties to 

economy and society in the late 19th century. In Montepagano, a shelter was established 

in 1894 for the care of poor agricultural workers, that segment of the rural working class 

in Abruzzo that was in the process of disappearing due to land enclosures, deforestation, 

and no chance of inheriting or owning a small piece of the Abruzzo countryside. In 

Monrorio al Vomano, the shelter for rural workers was also established in 1895.  In this 

small town in Teramo province, eight separate helping institutions were operating in the 

late 19th century, including a nursery school for the poor, a small medical facility and the 

usual church and state charities for the assistance of the rural agricultural workers.

 

961

 In Teramo city, the provincial capital that catered to the modest agricultural 

economy surrounding it as well as the administrative seat, there were 19 communal 

associations operating in the 1880s, most were charities originally sponsored by the 

 

                                                 
959 Ibid. 
960 “Report of the Land Agency for Tax for the Province, 1899,” State Archives of Italy. 
961 Ibid. 
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Catholic Church and taken over by state contributions, but also institutions such as 

nursery schools and shelters.962

 The towns in Teramo province, which cover the entire province, all had a history 

of church and state associations of communal support that provided shelters, orphanages 

and supported local schools for the poor. Towns such as Ancarano, Atri, Bellante and 

Castelli in Teramo were examples of  towns that catered to the surrounding agricultural 

economy with extensive networks of communal support; Achille De Profetis was a native 

of the village of Castelli in Teramo province; De Profetis established a tailor’s shop in 

Chester, Pa., and was active in the Sons of Italy in Chester.

   

963

 All of these associations in the villages and towns operated with the same kind of 

administrative control expected for a democratically sponsored voluntary association, a 

rational order of hierarchically arranged leaders in which specific functional 

responsibilities were divided and watched over by a governing board. The president or 

the governor of the association was responsible to a board of members nominated, in the 

case of local state sponsorship, or simply assigned by the communal board of the 

commune; the president also had a secretary or a designated assistant to assist with the 

details of running the shelter, the nursery school, the mutual aid society or the charity.  

Sometimes only a small “citizens board” would be the sole governing body of the 

organization:  such was the communal nursery school in the town of Carrofroli, Teramo 

Province, in 1893.

 

964

                                                 
962 Ibid. 

 

963 Biagi, The Italians of Philadelphia, 43. 
964 “Report of the Land Agency for Tax for the Province, 1899,” State Archives of Italy. 
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 In the region of Penne, further south than Teramo city, near the Adriatic Coast 

inland from the city of Pescara, many small towns such as Casignano and Corvara had  

similar histories of voluntary associations that catered to its rural working population.  

The area around Penne also sent its people to Philadelphia in the period of mass 

emigration, emigrants like Nazareno Monticelli from the village of Pianella who made 

his way to Philadelphia in 1901 after stopping first in New York. Monticelli would 

eventually establish a patent medicine shop in the heart of Italian South Philadelphia on 

South 9th Street. And Antonio Sebastian, also of Pianella, who arrived in Philadelphia in 

1898 and established himself as a tailor; Sebastian also became a member of the Unione 

Abruzzese.965 Michael Renzetti came to the United States in 1900 from the village of 

Castellamare in the Penne region and became the minister of St. Lutheran’s Church in 

South Philadelphia.966

 Many towns had established associations to lend money to “poor agricultural 

workers,” such as Castel ba-stagna, Carprimeso alla Nora, Castellamare Adriatico, 

Citiaguana, Cugnoli, and Montesilvanno Cappelle in Abruzzo. In Citta San Angelo, one 

of the more sizeable towns of  the Penne district near the sea, the San Giovanni Hospital 

was established in 1873 with services for the area’s rural poor. In Alanno, a mountain 

village, an orphanage and a nursery school were established in 1889.

 

967

 The history of communal workers voluntary associations and institutions of 

support for the poor peasants and agricultural workers in Abruzzo contrasts markedly 

 

                                                 
965 Biagi, The Italians of Philadelphia, 43. 
966 Ibid., 66. 
967 “Report of the Land Agency for Tax for the Province, 1899,” State Archives of Italy. 
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with Banfield’s observation of mythic Montegrano in the province of Potenza in the 

region of Basilicata. Banfield observed in the small town, there was an “entire absence of 

civic improvement associations, organized charities.”.968

 Banfield suggests that his study might be an ideal type for Southern Italy, “there 

is some evidence…that in respects to this study, Montegrano is fairly “typical” south, 

viz., the rest of Lucania, the regions of Abruzzi and Calabria, the interior of Campania, 

and the coasts of Catania, Messina, Palermo, and Trapani.”

 Basilicata is 150-200 kilometers 

southeast of Naples, a region of hills and small-scale mountains.   

969 Edward Fenton’s 

emigrating Southern Italians were also intractably non-civic—they were “provincial, 

trusting no one from outside the bounds of their village…and they were self-reliant, 

preferring to rely upon their own strong backs and on their families rather than on group 

action.”970

The Workers’ Society of Mutual Support in Spoltore 

 The peasants and farm workers of Abruzzo did suffer from poverty and were 

forced into desperate acts of wholesale emigration from their homeland once the agrarian 

and pastoral economy collapsed, but they should not be counted among the emigrating 

population of Southern Italians labeled as doomed and naïve, a formless mass incapable 

of action.   

                                                 
968 Banfield, The Moral Basis of a Backward Society, 34. 
969 Banfield, The Moral Basis of a Backward Society, 10. 
970 Fenton, “Italians in the Labor Movement,” Pennsylvania History XXVI (1959) 134; 
Iengo, “Dalle migrazione agli esparati,” in Storia Urbana, 122. The Abruzzo peasants 
were also motivated to save their families; Iengo writes, “This was a family-centric 
society, dominated by economic apprehension and instability, an inability to make a 
secure claim on land or home, confronted at all times by the perpetual enemy of the 
peasant, a future that was arbitrary and unpredictable.” 
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 Let us analyze a workers’ mutual aid society from the late 19th century to 

penetrate and understand the nature of communal practices and civic experience among 

the emigrating peoples of Abruzzo; we can then compare the organizational style, the 

emphasis on formal rules and regulations and the strict value code of the Abruzzesse 

workers associations with Italian American mutual aid societies established in 

Pennsylvania. The village and commune of Spoltore is seven miles inland from Pescara 

city in Abruzzo’s Pescara Province.971 It was in the Abruzzo “plains” region of 

agriculture, the Adriatic Coastal zone of Teramo, Pescara and Chieti Provinces that 

dispatched its displaced small farmers, agricultural workers and artisans overseas en 

masse in the second phase of Abruzzo emigration that gathered momentum at the turn of 

the 20th century.972

 In 1880 Spoltore established a workers’ mutual aid society, La Societa Operaia di 

Mutuo Soccorso di Spoltore, a voluntary association for the self-help and support of its 

working class members. Typical of small-town culture in this area of Abruzzo, Spoltore 

had an established ethic of communal support in the late 19th century—in 1873, a room 

was set aside in the Municipal Hall as a town center of moral support for meetings of a 

society of charity, for the purpose of “moral understanding” among the town’s people.

  

973

 The Workers Mutual Aid society of Spoltore focused on health and financial 

benefits for its members, but it was also backed by an ethic of class solidarity and civic 

care for the worker’s immediate group and an artisan’s appreciation for the sanctity of 

 

                                                 
971 Iengo, “Dalle migrazione agli esparati,” in Storia Urbana, 111. 
972 De Nardis, L’Emigrazione Abruzzese, 150-152.   
973 “The Objective of the Society of Charity, Commune of Spoltore, 1870,” 44, State 
Archives of Pescara, Box 2, Folder 42. 
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work. It reminded its members that the “purpose of the association for participating 

members is to be useful and helpful to each other in the material matters of the order as 

well as intellectual and moral.”974

 There was a code of behavior expected of members described in the 44 pages of 

its association manual, its Rules of the Workers’ Society of Mutual Support of Spoltore.  

The society took care to insure peace and calm within the society, to minimize friction 

and the potential for disagreements within a small group of workers—members were 

reminded to “maintain cordial fraternal relations” and to “absolutely respect the honor of 

members and treat each member without prejudice and, finally, to spread the principles of 

mutual support among the working class.”

   

975

 Men and women between the ages of 15 and 60 were eligible for membership in 

the Spoltore Workers’ Society; they had to be of general good health without chronic 

ailments or permanent disabilities or a record of vagrancy that would make them a 

financial burden to the group and diminish its public presentation as a moral association 

of workers. Members were logged into the record book, after being admitted, by the 

nature of their labor, their “craft or trade.”

 

976

 There was an initiation fee as well as monthly dues which were applied on a 

sliding scale according to age: 15-29 years, 2.25 Lire; 30-39 years, 3 Lire; 40-49 years, 5 

Lire and 50 to 59 years, 8 Lire. Monthly dues for women members were on the same 

sliding scale according to age: women 15 to 29 years, 1.5 Lire; 30-39 years, 2.25 Lire; 

 

                                                 
974 “Rules of the Workers’ Society of Mutual Support of Spoltore.”  
975 “Rules of the Workers’ Society of Mutual Support of Spoltore,” 11. 
976 Ibid., 7. 
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40-49 years, 4 Lire and 50-59 years, 6 Lire.977 In Philadelphia’s Italian American 

associations, the identical logic of differential payments of dues according to age 

surfaced—for example, the spread of years for Lodge 21, Tripoli-Cirene, of the 

Philadelphia Independent Sons of Italy was: 18 to 35 years, joining was to be free; 36 to 

40, 50 cents, 41 to 45 years, $1; and $5 for those 45 to 50 years.978

 The society exhibited an administrative structure similar to the Irish American 

associations, its officers elected by the assembly of members. Italian associations 

typically operated through a board, and Spoltore was no exception. The size of the 

Spoltore board was based on the size of the membership—four board members for an 

association of 20 members, six for 40, eight for more than 60 and ten if Spoltore Mutual 

Aid Society ever reached over 100 workers in the society.  Elections were by secret 

ballot, run by the president, “assisted by two members who knew how to write.” Ballots 

were distributed by the president; the rule of “one ballot per member” was carefully 

spelled out and members could not share ballots.

 

979

 This was a mutual aid society of the working class and the issue of sick and death 

benefits was primary, a modest net of social support which also had the potential to be a 

devastating drain on the modest resources of an association of workers. Out of necessity, 

the material benefits were carefully prescribed and delimited. Sickness or disabilities, 

“not caused by vice or bad personal habits or a preexisting sickness,” were reimbursed up 

to 80 Lire per month or until the member was healthy enough to return to work. If one 

 

                                                 
977 Ibid., 5-6; 8-9. 
978 Il Momento, Aug. 2, 1919. 
979 “Rules of the Workers’ Society of Mutual Support of Spoltore,” 24. 
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was laid up longer than a month, then the benefits would continue but at half the original 

rate; provisions were made for emergency subsidies in the case of extreme need. In a 

society in which malaria was still rampant in rural sections, the association further 

delimited its sick benefits in the case of “contagious epidemics” and would be reduced 

accordingly “at the discretion of the board.”980

 We learn more about the original intent and aims of the workers’ association and 

its inner workings from the questionnaire the Spoltare association was required to fill out 

and submit to the provincial government’s statistics office, a set of questions on the 

“fundamental rules and actions of members and the state of Society’s finances.” This  

was a standard form for “the statistical report of Societies of mutual support that gave out 

subsidies or pensions in the case of sickness, the inability to work, old age, loss of  

work, etc.”

 Thus, like the Irish societies in 

Philadelphia in the 1890s, a strict accounting was expected and a level of thrift in the 

expenditures of benefits that did not threaten to undermine the financial solvency of the 

organization. 

981

 This was a modest association of rural workers, and the restrictions on benefits 

reflects the overall lack of resources.  Workers had to be members for three years before 

the sickness benefits could apply and after a month’s full benefits a medical report was 

required for review.  The only benefit promised by the Spoltore Workers Society in the 

early 1880s were sick benefits; other benefits such as inability to work, unemployment 

 

                                                 
980 “Rules of the Workers’ Society of Mutual Support of Spoltore,” 12, 14. 
981 General Office of Statistics: Department of Agriculture, Industry and Commerce, 
Province of Teramo, State Archives of Italy, Teramo, Box 98, XXVI, Folder 15. 
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assistance, accidents at work were all exempted from the association’s safety net of 

benefits until 1885.982

 The society did make allowances for the pensions of its older members; one had 

to be a regular, dues-paying member for a minimum of 20 consecutive years before the 

pension could be applied at age 60. In the case of a member leaving orphans, a subsidy 

could be applied after the case was brought before the group and voted upon.  Again, a 

very modest figure was allowed for orphans, 25 Lire per month was all they could expect 

from the Society in 1885. 

 

 Like the neighborhood branch societies of the A.O.H. and other Irish American 

associations in Philadelphia drawn from a working class constituency, the membership 

rolls rose and fell with frequency. In 1884, the Spoltore Society registered 86 men and 4 

women as active members, but by December of 1885 the numbers were down to 59 men 

and only 1 woman. The group consisted of 42 married males, 17 single men and 1 

married woman. Five male workers had joined in 1885, but 28 had left, which indicates 

the fluid nature of this association in a social setting in which rural workers were 

constantly on the move, searching for opportunities in an economy of diminishing 

opportunities. The association also had a leisure function for the commune’s workers; 

                                                 
982 General Office of Statistics: Department of Agriculture, Industry and Commerce, 
Province of Teramo. Later, by 1892, the association would permit benefits to a member 
who could not work because of an accident. 
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there was a social room set aside for the casual passing of time among friends and 

workers, for playing cards and other pastimes.983

 Like the Irish American and Italian American associations, the division of labor 

was established through the hierarchy or offices and work was performed through 

committees. However, the actual running of Spoltore Society seems to have been carried 

out more by its officers than a set of working committees. The secretary was assisted by a 

vice-secretary, and these two officers performed most of the detail work of running the 

association, keeping the books up to date for public scrutiny by the Society’s board. 

 

 Typical of working class associations, Spoltore meetings were held on Sunday, 

the final Sunday of each month, but the president could call, after consultation with the 

society’s other officers, a meeting when “extraordinary conditions” warranted it. Normal 

business such as the expense books, issues on the disbursement of benefits for workers as 

well as discussions on new members for admission constituted the mundane order of 

business for the month meetings.984

The Code of Honor in a Rural Italian Association of Mutual Support 

  

 The rural and town workers in Spoltore came together to form an association that 

provided modest subsistence benefits to its members and, in exchange, required members 

to adhere to an honor code of private and public behavior, an ethic of group solidarity and 

a  heightened vigilance about casting aspersions on the assembly. Like the disciplinary 

code of the Irish Americans in heir associations in Philadelphia, they seemed moved to 

                                                 
983 “Government Questionnaire for the Workers’ Society of Spoltore, 1884-85,” General 
Office of Statistics: Department of Agriculture, Industry and Commerce, Province of 
Teramo, State Archives of Italy, 3. 
984 “Rules of the Workers’ Society of Mutual Support of Spoltore,” 32-34. 
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disconfirm any public stigma against workers, any doubt that simple workers could be 

anything less than lawful citizens.   

 In addition, the association took pains to protect the internal peace of the 

collective, guard against factions and heated arguments that could lead to internecine 

feuds and took punitive measures against those that disrupted the spirit of community.  

The public morality of the association was a contract each member assumed, coded in the 

handbook, Rules of the Workers’ Society of Mutual Support of Spoltore, assigned to each 

member. It was a detailed, written code that outlined specific potential offensives drawn 

from the rough world of Spoltore commune’s agricultural and town artisan workers 

complete with punitive sanctions, but it was also a set of humanitarian guidelines for 

communal solidarity and brotherly affection that defined this small town society in the 

hills of Abruzzo. 

 Members were required to “care for the moral solidarity of the society, to 

maintain cordial relations among members, to refrain from offending the honor of a 

member of the society.” “Prejudice” of any kind was forbidden, and those who refrained 

from tolerance or who “promoted dissension and trouble among the membership” and 

those “convicted of a crime against people or property” would be brought up for review 

and subject to expulsion. 

 The punitive measures of the Spoltore Society were also detailed yet extremely 

protective of the rights of the accused. Only after a member broke two of the rules of the 

association and after receiving two written warnings from the president was a committee 

of the board established to hear the case. The accused was present during his hearing with 
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the board, presented with the accusations and allowed to make a personal defense. Only 

after two board members agreed on expulsion and the entire association voted in 

agreement would a member actually be expelled. However, expulsion was permanent, 

and the expelled member was also excluded, yet only for a year, from the “social room” 

of the association.985

 The democratic codes, the discipline of the group and the reciprocal expectation 

of internal codes of control and restraint within the individual reveal an appreciation for 

democratic awareness and processes that would have made De Tocqueville notice. The 

society also stipulated that it be known by a red and blue flag that bore the inscription, 

“SOCIETA OPERAIA DI SPOLTORE,” in the middle, a public marker of this modest 

group of rural farm and town workers that would appear in public during days of festival 

in Abruzzo. The Society’s flag, its 44-page set of rules, regulations and moral 

expectations, its sick and unemployment benefits and even its back room for playing 

cards were all advanced markers of the best tradition of a workers voluntary association, 

a public statement on the values of support, self-reliance and humanistic concern among 

common men and women.

   

986 [In Philadelphia, the Irish American Club of the Clan Na 

Gael, held an open house for St Patrick’s Day, 1890, announcing to its vast membership 

that outside its clubhouse “its large American and Irish flags will float in the breeze from 

early morn to midnight.”987

                                                 
985 “ Rules of the Workers’ Society of Mutual Support of Spoltore,” 11-12. 

] 

986 “Rules of the Workers’ Society of Mutual Support of Spoltore,” 44. 
987 Freeman & Irish American Review, March 15, 1890. 
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 Thus, this workers association of mutual support, started in 1880 in a small 

mountain town in the Abruzzo zone of emigration, operated in similar form and function 

to the Italian American associations that burst upon South Philadelphia 20 years later.  

The rules and requirements were public, written and formal—125 total—and the content 

and scope of the associations, its ethic of self-education, its strict attention to group and 

individual discipline and allowance for leisure, even the Sunday afternoon meeting time 

convenient for those on a workers’ schedule were similar to the codes and communal 

practices of the ethnic associations, Irish and Italian, of Philadelphia established in the 

late 1800s and early 1900s. A Sunday meeting of the Spoltore Society had much in 

common with a typical gathering of a neighborhood A.O.H. in 1890s Philadelphia or the 

Abruzzo Union in 1917.   

 As we have drawn comparative knowledge from the precursor organization, the 

Spoltore Society, and style and structure of later Philadelphia and Pennsylvania Italian 

associations of mutual support, an Italian type emerged that defined an exceptionalism in 

association building. The Italian-styled association was very explicit and formal in its 

rules and codes and always guarded against the potential abuse of sick and death benefits 

by members, a self-protective response to the high levels of disease that was part of the 

rural Southern life experience. The Italian-styled association based its existence on an 

explicit, formal and public statement that members were part of a moral community, that 

dissension and discord within the collective would not be tolerated, that banishment was 

the punitive response of breaking this moral code. In addition, Italian societies were more 

dependent upon the energy and actions of the president and an overseeing board that 
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stood ever ready to make decisions on group matters. The Irish associations were run by 

committees, and even if the chairs of the operating committees were often the Irish 

American association’s own officers, the formula was less formal and a more fluid 

application of group authority.  

 There was no gender separation in Spoltore; women were part of the membership 

and even though they paid fewer dues than the men and no woman was named among the 

officers or the original board, all of the rules and benefits and privileges of membership 

were equally honored in Abruzzo. In Philadelphia, the Italian American women formed 

separate organizations, women’s auxiliaries of existing men’s organizations, and focused 

on fund raising for their association, hosting dinners and raising money for charity.  

 The Workers Society of Spoltore was a voluntary workers’ association with scant 

material resources which is reflected in its tight rein over the distribution of benefits, a 

necessary measure for its financial survival in an Abruzzo landscape of declining 

economy and society. Yet, its very existence and commitment to the intellectual and 

moral growth of its members, its reliance on self-help and worker’s initiative was, in spite 

of its paucity of material support, an inspirational social location in an impoverished zone 

of rural Italy for community, class pride and a mobile model that emigrating rural 

workers carried with them on their overseas journey. 

The People’s Nursery School in Tortoreto 

 Let us take a microscopic look at how another of Abruzzo’s small associations, a 

nursery school for the children of poor agricultural and village workers in the small, 

coastal hill town of Tortoreto, approached its work and organized itself and the 
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surrounding community for this project of social support. In 1880 the Italian State, under 

the authority of the president of the Cabinet for the Minister of Internal Affairs, helped 

establish a nursery school in the small town of Tortoreto.988

 This small school opened its doors in 1880; it was a progressive institution that 

demonstrated a high concern about the welfare of Tortoreto’s disadvantaged children, 

from the food and clothing it provided to the discipline and order it required. The 

existence of state-sponsored social support for this region’s poor, its local, democratic 

organizational structure consisting of a Charity Board of the town’s elite within the 

school, even its public presentation of itself through communal fund-raising events like 

the children’s concert, was a lesson in the strength and value of localized civic action in 

1880s rural Italy.  

 Tortoreto is located near the 

Adriatic coast in Abruzzo’s Teramo Province where the small towns acted as cultural and 

market centers for the agricultural economy of the surrounding hill country that rose to 

the western foothills of the Apennine range. 

 The nursery school was for children, ages 3 to 7, who could not afford to pay any 

fees toward tuition; its board stated a simple case, “to be eligible for the nursery school 

subsidy, one needs to be poor, infirm and living in Tortoreto.”989

                                                 
988 “Rules of Organization for the Nursery School of the Town of Tortoreto, 1880,” 
Report of the Agency for Tax and Catasto of Teramo, 1898, State Archives of Teramo, 
Box 9, Folder 15. 

 An initial fund of 

468,023 Lire was established for the running of the school, for its maintenance and other 

acts of social support that were needed for the children. The fund was primarily for the 

989 “Rules of Organization for the Nursery School of the Town of Tortoreto, 1880,” 11. 
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school and its poor children, but could also be used, in small amounts, to provide 

additional assistance to the children at school and others with their subsistence needs. 

 The school had a capacity of 80 children, divided into two classes of 40. The 

question of child eligibility for admission was put in the hands of its local governing 

Board of Charity who made decisions on admission; if there was room, children of 

families of some financial means could attend and pay a monthly fee. The traditional, 

rural Italian fear of disease was also administered; admission was also granted following 

an inoculation for smallpox.990

 The children were also fed and clothed at the nursery school; the daily meal 

consisted of a “healthy soup of pasta, rice, and beans” with a dressing of olive oil, “all 

good quality.” Each child was provided with clothes, different colors and styles for the 

boys and girls; the boys wore a cap, the girls a hat which they were obliged to wear to 

and from school and for the school’s public functions.

 

991

 The nursery school had a primary teacher/director and, depending on the number 

of children enrolled, one or two assistants. The assistants were charged with keeping 

“discipline and general order” among the children in class; formal teaching could only 

last for no more than a half hour and the remaining time was to be spent in singing, 

marching and gymnastics.

   

992

                                                 
990 “Rules of Organization for the Nursery School of the Town of Tortoreto, 1880.” 

 School discipline in terms of children’s behavior and 

consistent attendance was a primary concern and even the president of the Board was 

accountable on this level as well. This special attention to a code of discipline, moral 

991 Ibid., 6. 
992 Ibid., 7. 
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education and the inculcation of regular, consistent habits among the children was a 

social engineering project among the region’s poorest social class, a response to fears that 

this most deprived subset of Tortoretto’s population might be more susceptible to anti-

social actions that could undermine the town and the reputation of the school. 

 Judging from the extended length of time the children were kept at school, the 

Tortoreto Nursery School was also a form of 19th-century day care for the area’s workers.  

The school went all year long with only one month off in the summer, and the hours were 

long, 8:00 in the morning to 4:00 in the afternoon in winter, and in summer the starting 

time was advanced to 6:00 AM to accommodate the early morning requirement for the 

area’s agricultural labors. In the days before the summer closing of one month, the 

children put on  a public concert for the surrounding towns to raise money for the  

nursery school.993

 Administrative oversight was minimal with a member of the local Board of 

Charity in Teramo and an appointed president from the same board; the president was the 

primary agent of control, responsible for the financial solvency of the institution, the 

physical shape of the building and for raising funds on a regular basis.

 

994

                                                 
993 “Rules of Organization for the Nursery School of the Town of Tortoreto, 1880,” 7. 

 Every January, 

a delegation of two men of the town, men of “philanthropic sentiments,” paid a visit to 

the nursery school, “to keep an eye on educational matters, the health and cleanliness of 

the children” and make suggestions to the teacher for improvements. In evidence was a 

high level of sensitivity and care for all involved in this school; the formal visiting 

994 Ibid. President of the Board of Charity in 1880 was Gaetano De Fabritas; board 
members Giovanni Rampa, Filippo Maggi, and Costanzo Capanna. 
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committee of two was not to disrupt the school or make critical comments in public; 

instead, their suggestions were made with “sensitive care and in private.”995

 The medical provisions for the children were extensive—the school was prepared 

to receive children from the region whose health had been neglected and the protective 

health measures required by the board acted as a redress of past health deficits, as well as 

a level of control and surveillance on the children and the poor communities that they 

came from. Children needed a medical certificate that described their general health 

before they could be admitted; many of the children must have been in poor health before 

they entered the school since provisions were made for the treatment of “emergency” 

cases of needy children eligible for entry.   

  The 

oversight visitations continued, scheduled at least once a week, with board members 

taking turns and making their own observations at the end of the year to the president of 

the nursery school.   

 A doctor visited the school and treated the children, free of charge, and was 

admonished to take special care to look for any evidence of unsanitary conditions among 

the children and to trace its source to the community at large. The president was to be 

informed immediately of general health issues.996

                                                 
995 Ibid., 8. 

 These strict provisions about health and 

sanitary conditions were part of Southern Italian life, traditional attitudes derived from 

decades of existence in zones used to pestilence and disease, an area where malaria and 

smallpox persisted in 1880. 

996 “Rules of Organization for the Nursery School of the Town of Tortoreto, 1880,” 9. 
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 The Nursery School of Tortoreto was a remarkably advanced and enlightened 

institution for the desperately poor children of a rural, impoverished small commune in 

Italy’s Abruzzo in the 1880s. The school functioned with an informal and balanced 

curriculum that combined with strict codes of behavior, a formal expectation of discipline 

and control among the students in the form of school uniforms, requirements on total 

attendance and the expectation of non-disruptive behavior. The school’s children were 

victims of rural poverty, recruited from the lower strata of farm workers eking out an 

existence in an unforgiving agricultural economy that left little social space for 

advancement; the institution that rose to address this long-standing social deficit was 

noble in its purpose, fully committed in its actions and oversight to provide childhood 

education and care in sanitary conditions and relief to working parents. Finally, the public 

concert given by the students in the days before summer break, as a fundraiser, was a 

replica of the associational style taken up by the Italians in South Philadelphia, a festival 

that doubled as a solicitation of funds for the support of the association. 

The Associational Impulse of Emigrating Southern Italy 

 The impulse and need to form protective associations, societies of mutual support, 

was evident in a people crushed by outside social forces, by the nationalization and 

modernization of a formerly protected, regional, rural agricultural economy. There have 

been historical questions raised about the civic maturity of Southern Italians, whether the 

poorer peasants and town artisans had the initiative, training and sufficient communal 

spirit to form voluntary associations in the small towns and rural outposts of Southern 

Italy in the late 19th century.   
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 For the small farmers, rural farm workers and displaced town artisans of Abruzzo, 

an historical cohort on the eve of mass overseas relocation to America, many to 

Philadelphia, we have found an advanced, enlightened network of mutual aid societies, 

communal orphanages, schools and shelters, all backed by an ethic of communal 

humanitarian concern and organizational sophistication. We have seen the vast number of 

charities sponsored in the villages and farming communities of Teramo province, the 

community-sponsored nursery schools for the poor, homeless shelters, orphanages and 

mutual support associations that were products of communal action in the best tradition 

of De Tocqueville’s Americans. In addition, workers formed voluntary associations that 

set common sense limits on levels of support, established democratic methods of group 

formation and espoused an ethic of communal solidarity that was a working educational 

primer on the values of community and local civic responsibility. The modest levels of 

support derived from workers mutual aid societies could not match the level of loss 

experienced by the collapse of the traditional rural economy in Abruzzo; as the 

overwhelmed Abruzzessi emigrated in masse they carried their legacy of localized self-

help and civic initiative with them.   

 It is difficult to know how many of the men and women from Abruzzo/Molise 

who emigrated were actual members of  mutual aid societies, but the fact of their wide-

spread existence as institutions in small towns that attracted the strata of workers given to 

emigration indicates that Italians took either the direct experience of associations or the 

cultural knowledge of their efficacy and legitimacy as helpful organizations. John W. 

Briggs writes on Southern Italian mass emigration: 
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…an important segment of Italian emigrants carried with them on 
their migrations the concept of voluntary associations as a means 
of achieving mutually desired ends.  They also had experience in 
the initiation and operation of such organizations.997

 
 

The proliferation of voluntary associations in Philadelphia and the speed and ease with 

which these organizations surfaced suggests that the arrivals from Abruzzo/Molise and 

other southern Italian locations had prior and advanced knowledge of the value of 

associations as well as the methods of communal action. The immigrants were in a state 

of exile from the lower strata of impoverished rural zones, but they took with them a 

cultural capital that was quickly converted in a more prosperous social setting. Southern 

Italian emigrants were exposed to a number of models of civic action, from charitable 

organizations, shelters for homeless workers and nursery schools to self-help voluntary 

associations, and they could draw on this cultural heritage when they emigrated and 

began to establish homes and communities in urban America. 

 Table 7.10 lists the number of voluntary associations for 1895 in Italy of mutual 

support by Southern Italian region according to region and number of members; the 

source is government statistics, and the Italian government took an interest in voluntary 

associations as potential sources of opposition and a political threat to national 

authority.998

 

   

                                                 
997 John W. Briggs, An Italian Passage, Immigrants to Three American Cities, 1890-1930 
(New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1978) 36; 17. Briggs also wrote, “Southern Italians, by 
the time heavy emigration was taking place, possessed skills necessary to maintain 
voluntary associations and recognized the possibilities for promoting individual goals 
through associative endeavors.”  
998 Briggs, An Italian Passage, Immigrants to Three American Cities, 1890-1930, 19. 
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Table 7.10. Societies of Mutual Support in Southern Italy, 1895 

Members 100 or fewer 101-200 210-300 301-400 over 400 unknown 

Abruzzo/Molise  116 (60.1%) 47 (24.3%) 17 (8.8%) 8 (4.1%) 2 (1%) 3 (1.5%) 
Campania 305 (61%) 114 (22.8%) 36 (7.2%) 16 (3.2%) 15 (3%) 14 (2.8%) 
Apulia 135 (64.2%) 40 (19%) 15 (7.1%) 7 (3.3%) 9 (4.2%) 4 (1.9%) 
Basilicata 46 (58.9%) 23 (29.4%) 4 (5.1%) 1 (1.2%) 2 (2.5%) 2 (2.5%) 
Calabria 88 (55.6%) 47 (29.7%) 15 (9.4%) 2 (1.2%) 3 (1.8%) 3 (1.8%) 

 
Source:  John W. Briggs, An Italian Passage, Immigrants to Three American Cities, 1890-
1930 (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1978) 23. Adapted from Elenco delle societa, Table 
4, 207, Minestero di Agricoltura. 

 

Table 7.10 reveals that the associations in Southern Italy were mainly small organizations 

of fewer than a hundred members, a reflection of the rural/town social structure we have 

seen in our micro analysis of several associations in Teramo province. It also reveals that 

there were a sizeable number of societies of mutual aid operating in the late 19th century 

in the zones of emigration. 

 We have taken a microscopic view of the communal energy and local institutions 

of self-help in small-town, rural Abruzzo in the late 1800s in the zones of overseas 

emigration. The small town and rural associations of southern Italy were a well-

established influence among the poor peoples of Abruzzo whose ethic of grass roots self 

help, moral uplifting and democratic means of operation could only have imprinted on 

the mass of Abruzzessi destined to resettle overseas.   
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 The efforts of the Abruzzessi were naturally limited due to their resources, but the 

paucity of material support did not limit the value commitment of their communal efforts.  

The associations supported the spread of literacy among its members; some associations 

even required literacy and gave its non-literate members one year to learn to read and 

write or face expulsion.999

 

 As we have seen with the workers’ support of the nursery 

school in Tortoreto, local civic initiative took seriously a commitment to educate 

children, to reverse previous health problems and instill disciplinary codes commensurate 

with citizenship and norms of commerce. In Spoltore and Tortoreto, civic action 

consisted of the coming together of impoverished workers and enlightened town citizens 

to form protective societies, responding to social need as well as a value commitment to 

uplift and educate, an impulse toward self government and improvement, easily 

transportable and replicated in Diaspora Italy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
999 Briggs, An Italian Passage, 22. The association in Matera had this rule on its books; it 
was later replaced by a stiff 10-lire fine. Briggs reminds us that the state required the 
three-year state dictated elementary schooling, but associations also pooled meager 
resources to offer evening schools in remote locations. 
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CHAPTER 8 
 

THE ASSOCIATION LIFE OF ITALIAN PHILADELPHIA, 1885-1920 
 

Introduction 
 

The relocated natives of Abruzzo and Molise, and other southern Italian regions 

like Campania, Calabria and Sicily all marked out their new territory in Philadelphia by 

establishing mutual aid societies based on a number of immediately recognizable social 

markers such as work, artisan credentials and original home village, town or region in 

Italy. The ethnic associations appeared spontaneously and rapidly as the Italian “colony” 

of South Philadelphia expanded in the 1890s and into the first two decades of the 20th 

century. This chapter describes the replanting of Italian civic forms in Philadelphia with 

an eye on the many small, local societies of the city as well as the broad network of the 

Sons of Italy; to complete this picture, the focus turns to also include the Catholic Clubs 

for Italian youth that sprang up during the same period around various Italian American 

Catholic churches in the Philadelphia region. 

 The First World War would intervene and alter the fundamental bond of Diaspora 

Italians to their land of origin and the birth of Italian nationalism at this late date in Italy’s 

national history spilled over to a heightened appreciation and understanding of the 

American nation. The new, war-inspired nationalism of the Italian community injected 
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fresh energy and vision into the life of the ethnic associations and momentarily motivated 

the diverse network of mutual aid societies and village associations to come together 

under one cause. 

 

Work As a Site for Ethnic Association 
 
 The Southern Italian-styled mutual aid society was replicated in South 

Philadelphia, organized around a number of socially meaningful symbols such as the 

transported memory of rural and village life in Italy but also around new sites in the 

expansive urban village of South Philadelphia—work was one such site. The Italian 

Americans in Philadelphia formed their own voluntary associations on the basis of 

mutual occupations and the social contacts that work in a dynamic urban economy 

immediately convened. These societies were fundamentally Italian in design, more for 

mutual aid, financial support and male leisure among one’s Italian-speaking peers. They 

were not proto-unions, and efforts to convert the Italian mutual aid societies into active 

labor unions, to fold them into existing unions were not successful among Philadelphia’s 

Italians. Galleano Nelli (Nelly Brown) was an exception, an Italian American garment 

worker and union organizer in Philadelphia’s Italian community, but the union as the 

primary association for Italian workers was the exception and the local, Southern Italian-

styled mutual aid society the norm. 

 Italians found work wherever there were openings or specialized niches in the 

division of labor in the industrial economy of Philadelphia in the early 1900s. The diverse 

nature of this group’s  labor is evident from the following advertisement for new or used 
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work clothes that was run in the Italian-language press of South Philadelphia addressed to 

the  “brothers of work, ” it read “everyday we workers go to the mines, railroads, 

factories and whatever kinds of work in Philadelphia and the surrounding city. We supply 

the workers, moreover, in restaurants, farms and hotels,” and offered to sell or rent work 

clothes in “excellent condition.”1000

 We have noted that the Italian American mutual aid society was organized around 

work more as a convenient site of social interaction than a location for union building.  

The exception to the pattern of association building was La Societa Operaia di Mutuo 

Soccorso, an overarching workers organization run by Philadelphia Italian Americans 

who operated as labor contractors for jobs in the city, specializing in city jobs such as 

street cleaning.

 

1001 To be eligible for a patronage job one was required to first join the La 

Societa Operaia di Mutuo Soccorso, the Workers Society of Mutual Support of 

Philadelphia that acted more as a labor agency for manual labor jobs than a traditional 

Italian mutual aid society with its explicit moral code and expectation of communal 

commitment to the rites, norms and localized members of the society.1002

 Italians in Philadelphia occupied niches in the industrial economy of greater 

Philadelphia, a cultural division of labor in which barbers, stone masons and garment 

workers stood out. In 1900, in Philadelphia, Italians represented 4 percent of the city’s 

garment labor, 8 percent of the masons and 19 per cent of the city’s barbers—and “in the 

two decades after 1900 the proportion of Italians in the three trades increased 
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1001 Dickinson, “Aspects of Italian Immigration to Philadelphia,” Pennsylvania Magazine 
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1002 Philadelphia Bulletin, May 25, 1918. 
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dramatically.”1003

  The Italian barbers organized a mutual aid society as early as 1886, “La Societa 

Barbieri Italiani Stella d’Italia.” The Society of Italian Barbers in Philadelphia followed 

the traditional mode of the mutual aid society and worked to offer the usual net of social 

support for its members—the Barbers “provided its members with unemployment and 

death insurance and with an opportunity to talk about common problems and to meet in a 

congenial atmosphere.”

 In the burgeoning ethnic market of South Philadelphia, Italians had a 

virtual monopoly of the many small shops, ethnic banks, and Italian products and 

services.   

1004 The Knights of Labor in Philadelphia had an Italian-language 

local of barbers, but La Societa Barbieri Italiani Stella d’Italia with its lavish annual 

masquerade ball, its publicized fund-raising gifts to charity and the war effort and its 

sizeable membership was the society of choice for his special occupational group of 

Italian Americans in Philadelphia.1005

 Barbers were independent contractors, one-man shops and had little incentive to 

organize collectively, even when there was an issue that contested their material interests, 

like their demand for a Sunday-closing law. There were larger shops that employed teams 

of Italian barbers, and these shops were the object of worker complaints about the long 

hours and Sunday as a required day of work. The barbers agitated against these ethnic 

enterprises as a group for shorter hours and for Sunday as a day off and moved against 

large shops, striking in 1919 against the extensive enterprises of Roma Brothers and A. 

  

                                                 
1003 Fenton, “Italians in the Labor Movement,” Pennsylvania History, 136. 
1004 Fenton, “Italians in the Labor Movement,” Pennsylvania History, 145. 
1005 Ibid. 
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Greco.1006 The Roma Brothers had many businesses in the Italian American community, 

including, at one time a typical, all-purpose immigrant banking concern in South 

Philadelphia.1007

 Like the Irish American societies, the Italian voluntary associations charged its 

members dues but really only managed to survive financially on an annual calendar of 

public fund-raising events that took on a double life as status enriching galas, concerts 

and balls and as well as sources of material reward. La Societa Barbieri Italiani Stella 

d’Italia became famous within the ethnic community for its extravagant ball, often a 

masquerade event; the barbers association had a sizeable membership and easy access to 

the ethnic population through their interaction-rich labor and the sale of ball tickets was 

an ongoing side project to the business of cutting hair.   

 

 We have noted that the Irish Americans preferred to retain their ball profits to 

supplement their association’s income from dues into contingency funds and, on 

occasion, would allocate funds to an Irish nationalist cause such as the Land League for 

Irish agrarian rites or the Irish Volunteers. For the Italian Americans, however, charity 

was a transportable Italian social value and became part of the code of Italian American 

associationalism in South Philadelphia—it seemed that each public event in Philadelphia 

in the early decades of the 1900s designed to raise funds through the sale of tickets was 

first promoted as a contribution to a worthy cause in the ethnic community. 

 The ball committee for the Society of Philadelphia barbers in 1917 consisted of 

34 of the society’s members all committed to selling tickets and working for the 

                                                 
1006 Philadelphia Public Ledger, Oct. 7, 1919; La Libera Parola, Nov. 15, 1919. 
1007 Maiale, “The Italian Vote in Philadelphia,” 121. 
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presentation of the ball and their association at Moose Hall, 13th and Broad. At their 

organizational meeting at Caruso’s Restaurant, 17 S. 16th St., the Italian Barbers also 

committed in advance $36 to a fund that would help the widows and orphaned children of 

Italian soldiers killed in World War I.1008  This was fall, 1917, when the worst of the 

costly Izonzo Italian offenses of Italy’s First World War were realized and its retreat from 

the Austrian front were being felt by the civilian population of Friulli, in Italy’s Northeast 

front, a calamitous defeat that wounded pride among the Diaspora Italians in Philadelphia 

and at the same time mobilized dormant Italian nationalism.1009

 Italians gravitated to the burgeoning construction industry in Philadelphia in the 

late 1800s and early 1900s, transferring previous artisan skills honed in Italy such as 

brick laying and stone masonry after putting in their time working under labor contractors 

on the railroad gangs of the Pennsylvania and Reading Railroads. They formed voluntary 

associations at the site of work such as the Italian Bricklayer’s Club of Philadelphia, 

which had its headquarters on South 7th Street in South Philadelphia.

 

1010

 Italian stone masons in Philadelphia had a long history of organization into 

mutual aid societies; the Italian Stone Mason Co-Operative Club of Philadelphia first 

appeared in 1886. Like the rural and town workers of the Spoltore Mutual Aid Society 

whose association was only considered legitimate and complete with the public unveiling 

of their society’s banner, the stone masons of Philadelphia threw a party in 1919 where 
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their association’s flag was proudly unfurled and introduced to the ethnic community.1011   

Italian masons, once they began laying bricks en masse for the expanding home 

construction industry in the city, also joined established local mason unions in 

Philadelphia as an ethnic group.  The first connection was made in 1887 with the Italian 

Local attached to the Bricklayers’ and Masons’ International Union of America.1012

 The Italian members of the United Shoe Workers formed their own voluntary 

association based on their common labor and union membership. The Italian shoe 

workers gave its annual ball in May, 1919, at Moose Auditorium, 1312 N. Broad Street, 

charging 50¢ per ticket.

 

1013 The president of the Italian United Shoe Workers Society  

of Philadelphia, Pasqualle Valle, reported a membership of 300 and a treasury of $5,000 

in 1919.1014

 The Italian Tailor’s Beneficial Society of Philadelphia was organized in 1884 and 

had a sizeable membership of 425 members by 1919; its president Valentino Ciullo 

proudly announced at a monthly meeting in 1919 that the Italian tailors had an impressive 

treasury of $8,376.

 

1015

                                                 
1011 Ibid., July 19, 1919. 

 The Society of Tailors in South Philadelphia held a fund-raising 

banquet in May of 1919 and used this public even to augment their treasury as well as 

their status in the colony—they pledged $1,000 to the fund-raising campaign of the 3rd 

Liberty Loan Committee-Italian Division which was used for war relief effort in the 

1012 Fenton, “Italians in the Labor Movement,” Pennsylvania History, 140. 
1013 Il Momento, May 2, 1919. 
1014 Ibid., May 10, 1919. 
1015 Ibid., April 12, 1919. 
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collapsed Northeast Italian front of World War I.1016 In addition, the Italian Tailor’s 

Society in Philadelphia sent donations to the National Bank of Italy in Italy to support 

workers’ causes making sure that the Diaspora community learned of their association’s 

largess in support of war-torn Italy.1017

 The Italian Tailor’s Beneficial Society also flexed its labor muscles by attaching 

all 100 of its members to the Journeymen Tailor’s International Union of America in 

1891. Yet, the Italian tailors in Philadelphia abandoned their commitment in 1899 to the 

general union, complaining that the rules were written only in English.

    

1018 An Italian-

language local emerged in response to this criticism and joined the Journeymen Tailor’s 

International Union around 1900;1019 later, in 1903, around 180 rejoined the International 

but refused to go out on strike in 1907.1020

 The Italian Tailors Society “was a rather powerful organization in the 1920s” in 

Philadelphia, even offering the association’s support for candidates for Philadelphia city 

council.

 The nexus of work and ethnicity in industrial 

Philadelphia always seemed to side with ethnic tradition and the familiar bonds of 

fraternity established in Italy; Italian American workers eschewed the call of labor 

solidarity based on common interests among workers and made labor class consciousness 

in industrial Philadelphia an elusive goal. 

1021

                                                 
1016 Ibid., May 10, 1919. 

 Italian tailors were driven by a competitive labor market, low pay and fears 

1017 Il Momento, April 13, 1918. 
1018 Fenton, “Italians in the Labor Movement,” Pennsylvania History, 142-43. 
1019 Luconi, From Paesani to White Ethnics, 76. 
1020 Dickinson, “Aspects of Italian Immigration to Philadelphia,” Pennsylvania Magazine 
of History and Biography, 454-468, 
1021 Maiale, “The Italian Vote in Philadelphia,” 135. 
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about subsistence in the industrial city—the tailors worked at home, primarily on piece 

work but also whole garments, and this independence and self-reliance was difficult to 

penetrate by a union consciousness that put the individual at risk during times of labor 

conflict.1022

 The Tailors’ fierce independence as a mutual aid society was set aside in 1919 to 

engage in a labor action in their neighborhood.  In late 1919, 900 employees, many of 

them Italians from the neighborhood, of Kirschbaum Clothing in South Philadelphia went 

out on strike for shorter hours, medical benefits and recognition of the Amalgamated 

Clothing Workers Union.

 Italian tailors and garment workers were on the margin of economic 

subsistence and a strike of any length was a risk not worth taking. 

1023

 The strike against Kirschbaum was a public affair that highlighted the potential 

militancy and class cohesion of Italian workers. Carlo Tresca was an Abruzzo native, 

from Salmona, and an anarchist who led the strike effort.

   

1024 Public gatherings in support 

of the Italian workers of Amalgamated Clothing were held at Garrick Hall in South 

Philadelphia—Italian strikers were arrested and threatened with deportation.1025

 The Italian garment workers, when motivated and organized, seemed to be the 

single occupational group to be able to move beyond the distraction of ethnicity to 

 The 

strikes against Kirschbaum, makers of military uniforms for the government, continued 

off and on from 1918 to 1921. 
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embrace social class awareness and action. The Amalgamated Clothing Workers, District 

Council 2, an Italian local, put on a celebration in Garrick Hall, South 8th Street in the 

heart of Italian South Philadelphia for the Italian national holiday of September 20th.  

Sept. 20th in Italian historical memory celebrated the capitulation of Rome in 1870 and 

signified the stalled beginnings of a modern Italian nation. An appeal was made in 

advance of the meeting—“it is absolutely necessary for the proletariat to tell their own 

history of September 20. While priests, the bourgeoisie and Italian patriots can assist, the 

proletariat needs to prepare arms for its redemption.” September 20 was one of the few 

nationalistic images carried from Italy to Philadelphia, the day when Rome and the 

Vatican territories were subdued in 1870—nationalist songs followed the meeting.1026

  The Society of Italian wood workers and carpenters was another example of a 

voluntary association that found its initial motive for community on the basis of common 

labor in Philadelphia. The Italian wood workers of South Philadelphia followed the 

ethnic imperative of hosting a notable banquet for a communal cause, this time in 1918 to 

support the civilian victims of the Austrian-German advance into Friulli in Northeastern 

Italy during World War I.

   

1027

 Italian Americans also established co-ops for their people to increase purchase 

power for families in South Philadelphia. The Italian Workers Consumers Co-op was 

established in South Philadelphia with its home office at 1339 Moore St.; members 

bought into the co-op for $5 and had access to “all the general products necessary for the 
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family, including coal and grapes.” A branch of the Italian Workers Consumers Co-Op 

was established in West Philadelphia as well.1028

 The social fact of labor and working class status were sufficient common grounds 

to inspire voluntary associations with an ethnic calling. Italian immigrants had 

established labor niches in street services in the city and were spread throughout the 

industrial matrix in all types of work, but they were naturally behind in entering the high 

professions. The working men of the Italian American Citizens Club of West 

Philadelphia honored the ascent in social status of one of their own in the fall of 1919, 

Eugene A. Alessandroni, assistant district attorney, at a banquet. This was a society 

consisting of “ “industrial workers, sincere, knowledgeable and strong in their principles, 

who believed in the honor of their counselor Alessandroni, not in the Philadelphia of the 

Bellevue Stratford or in other fancy hotels, but in a more peaceful place, the poetic 

countryside where they might avoid the stench of moldy ‘redincote.”

 

1029

 This association of Italian American workers in their citizens club had a clear 

understanding of their location within the hierarchy of work and status in Philadelphia 

and, while they were proud of their young associate who had achieved professional 

credentials, so much so that they gave him a dinner and a public acknowledgement, it 

was a working man’s adulation of respect expressed for transition to a higher 

occupational location. The attitude of the worker’s self-satisfaction in labor and in the 

company of his peer workers combined with loyalty to family in Philadelphia and Italy 

was an essential emotional mix that the comfort and security of the ethnic association 
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provided. The ethnic association negated the harsher aspects of labor and life in industrial 

Philadelphia; Fenton writes on the Italian immigrant worker in Pennsylvania, “Italians, 

like many late-comers to our shores, entered industries where workers had little 

bargaining power.”1030

 Like the Irish American societies, mutual aid was a concept ideally suited for the 

struggle that Italian working men faced in Philadelphia, a communal ethic initiated 

overseas on native lands with traditional roots easily mobilized for working men facing 

difficult times. This value of self help transplanted to the Italian American associations 

was in evidence when a member of a New York Sons of Italy Lodge working in 

Philadelphia, Adolfo Scotto, found himself in a Philadelphia hospital with “an attack of 

paralysis.” The word spread among the lodges of Philadelphia who came to the aid of 

Scotto and, in typical style, donated what they could, in $1, $5 and $10 amounts, which 

eventually totaled $263.50 from 33 different lodges of the Sons of Italy in Philadelphia 

handed over to the stranded Italian New Yorker.

   

1031

 The Italian societies were initiated as mutual aid societies based on the Italian 

model, but, like the Irish associations, they also doubled as sites for self-education in 

which their own interpretations of ethnic history reigned supreme.  Within the submerged 

and fragmented frame of Italian national awareness, September 20 emerged as something 

of a sacred date, the crowning point of Italian national unification when Rome and the 

Vatican territories were subdued in 1870. In 1918 the Sons of Italy Lodges of 

Philadelphia were invited, on a Tuesday evening in September, to a storefront hall at 7th 
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and Catherine Sts. for a lecture on the history of Italy and unification and the proper 

meaning of September 20th. Italian nationalism was at its all-time high in the war years, 

coalescing for Diaspora Italy around Italy’s hour of crisis in World War I. For 

Philadelphia’s Italian community any agreement on a singular worldview was folded into 

micro-exhortations on assimilation and understanding of America. After the gathering at 

7th and Catherine, the Italian Americans joined the large crowd of Philadelphians later at 

Independence Square for lessons on American democracy.1032

Identity Within “La Colonia” of Philadelphia: Home Village and Association 

 Italians in Philadelphia 

were always reaching to cross the social bridge to Anglo awareness and acceptance, in 

spite of a cultural vulnerability made more poignant by the language barrier still in effect 

in the early decades of the 20th century. 

 Part of the consciousness that bound the Italians in Philadelphia was the 

awareness that while they were on their own they were among their own people and 

relying on themselves, family and fellow Italian Americans for survival in a competitive 

industrial city—they described their community as “la Colonia di Philadelphia.” If the 

division of labor in the urban setting and the common sites of work were all that were 

needed as an inspirational stimulus to association building, then the memory of one’s 

home village in Southern Italy provided an equally facile platform upon which to 

construct the mutual aid society in Philadelphia. This movement was called 

campanilliismo or the ringing of the town bell which signified village allegiance in 

Southern Italy; Italian ethnic associations in Philadelphia would organize around these 
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old-world symbols and reflect a network of meaning derived from villages, towns, cities 

and even whole regions such as Abruzzo and other provinces of Southern Italy.   

 Italian voluntary associations in Philadelphia were often named after the patron 

saints of their home villages. Ellsworth Street, in South Philadelphia, still had eight such 

village-inspired societies in 1940, all on the same street within blocks of each other, 

Aprutium Mutual Support Society, 1236 Ellsworth; Societa San Antonio di Padova, 2132 

Ellsworth; Societa della Madonna della Carmine, 1328 Ellsworth; Societa Ancadegli 

Abruzzi, 1425 Ellsworth; Societa San Emidio, 1135 Ellsworth; Societa San Maria S.S. 

della Rosa, 2132 Ellsworth; Societa Michele Archangelo, 1218 Ellsworth; Societa San 

Panteleone Miglianico, 1203 Ellsworth.1033

 San Peligrino Martire Society of Mutual Support had its headquarters on 13th &  

Passyunk Ave. in South Philadelphia.

   

1034 Even the more cosmopolitan Don Bosco Club 

for boys in 1918 decided to celebrate the festival of Maria S.S., patron saint of Salesani 

(Patroness of the Salesian Congregation). This celebration was on Italian Flag Day, in 

concert with the Third Anniversary of Italy’s entrance into the Great War.1035

                                                 
1033 Maiale, The Italian Vote in Philadelphia,126. 

 One of 

Philadelphia’s most ambitious Italian immigrants, C.C.A. Baldi, in 1906, was president 

of multiple Italian societies organized around traditional village memory, the societies of 

Santa Barbara, San Biazio, and Maria Santissimo della Grazia.  Baldi’s home village of 

Riccia just south of Campobasso in Molise was a location of emigration to Philadelphia. 

1034 Il Momento, Jan. 18, 1919. 
1035 Ibid., May 18, 1918. 



432 
 
 The Society of Mutual Support San Camillo di Pacchi Arco celebrated its 

existence with a party for the community in 1919 which featured an appearance by the 

“original Bersaglieri Band.”1036 The Society Maria SS Delle Grazie held its annual ball in 

Charity Hall in April, 1917.1037 And President Benedetto Oro proudly announced in a 

meeting of the Americo Vaespucci Society of Mutual Support that his society derived its 

meaning from an American connection.1038 The Philadelphia Society of Mutual Support 

of San Pantaleone, of the town of San Pantaleone in the Calabria region of far Southern 

Italy, welcomed “all Italians and sons of Italian Catholics” ages 18 to  40 who hailed 

from that village and its immediate region to join their association. There was no 

initiation fee requested and the actual regional restriction was a loose requirement—all 

you needed was a medical certificate to be presented to the President, Joseph Mercurio, 

136 Morse St., or the secretary, Pantaleone Froio, 548 N. Simpson St., in West 

Philadelphia.1039

 The Christopher Columbus Mutual Aid Society was for people from Genoa, and 

the Castrogivannesi Mutual Aid Society included those from that village in central Sicily, 

 The medical document was a traditional requirement of small town 

mutual aid societies in Italy and a reminder of the diseases such as malaria that still 

plagued the rural zones of emigration in Southern Italy in the late 19th century; the 

medical certificate protected the small Italian associations from expensive health benefits 

for individuals with long histories of disease.  
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excluding all others.1040 The Societa Sulmonese was formed on April 29, 1906, for the 

people from this mountainous Abruzzo city and surrounding area of Sulmona, 50 miles 

inland from the Adriatic near Mt. Amara. 1041

 A temporary unity among the diverse Italian American associations of 

Philadelphia would eventually arrive during World War I as the Italian Diaspora awoke 

to the crisis of war in Europe. The Federation of Italian Societies emerged in 1912 as an 

umbrella organization for all the Italian societies in Philadelphia, but there was little real 

interest in ceding regional identity to a larger authority even during the crisis of Italy’s 

war. Instead, regionalism was the inspirational source for ethnic associations—in 1912, 

the Societa di Mutuo Soccorso Roma e Provincia was formed, for people from Rome and 

nearby provinces, and in 1913 Ottaviano Capponi started the Societa Beniamino Gigli fra 

Marchegiani for the emigrated artisans from Italy’s Marche region.

 

1042

 The localism that accompanied the campanillismo of village associations was 

temporarily overcome by the mass celebrations of ethnic awareness in Philadelphia, 

festivals that were also opportunities for self-education and ethnic awareness. Begun as 

 The Irish also 

demonstrated a localism in their association building in Philadelphia throughout their 

long period of emigration and settlement; Philadelphia’s Cavan Society succeeded as a 

Diaspora outpost for exiles from this one small county of north-central Ireland and the 

Donegal and Mayo Societies mobilized associational interest from the smallest of 

traditional memories of land and village.   
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early as 1869, the Columbus Day celebration was the most popular and visible display of 

widespread Italian unity in the city. The 1892 celebration was the 4th centennial of 

Columbus and the numerous Italian associations under the leadership of the United 

Italian Societies of Philadelphia brought many factions and regional associations within 

Italian Philadelphia together for the celebration.  

 The Italian Americans in South Philadelphia were also able to reach beyond the 

familiar and worked hard to conflate Italian awareness with American nationalism during 

these events—Columbus was credited with the “discovery of America for people of every 

creed and nationality.”1043 Columbus was a lightning rod for Italian celebration—The 

Italian Knights of Columbus Association had their second carnival and ball in 1917 in 

South Philadelphia, 813 S. 4th Street, in New Hall while the Society of the Sons of 

Columbus for Mutual Support of West Philadelphia prepared its festival for Columbus, 

“the grand Genovese,” complete with a parade down Vine Street featuring bands and “50 

young people in traditional costumes.”1044

 Garibaldi was also an Italian warrior/patriot celebrated for his heroic nation 

building, and his birthday became a day for Italian awareness in Philadelphia. The 

Garibaldi-American Fraternal Society was an early association established in the South 

Philadelphia community.

  

1045

                                                 
1043 Il Momento, Sept. 17, 1918 

 On July 7, 1907, a broadside was published by the Di 

Silvestro clan to commemorate Garibaldi and to develop an “awareness of their 

1044 Ibid., May, 12, 1917; Sept. 29, 1917. 
1045 Mathias, “From Folklore to Mass Leisure,” PhD diss, Univ. of Pennsylvania, 1974. 
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Italianness…to educate Italians about the origins of their struggle for independence in the 

19th century.”1046

 Italian identity was also established by joining national loyalties, especially 

during the war when American and Italian armies were fighting a common enemy, by 

cemented Italian patriotism to American and the 4th of July became an important date on 

the Italian calendar in South Philadelphia. Philadelphia’s 4th of July celebration in 1918 

included an Italian committee that joined other nationalities in the parade and the 

celebration at Independence Hall; the Italians reveled in the inclusion of American 

democracy—“peoples of all races, languages, nations and other differences marched 

together, united and in solidarity, under the same flag, the Stars and Stripes.” 

   

1047

Italian association and committee leaders strove to position themselves out in front of 

American nationalism; Joseph Bartilucci, Esq., Frank Roma and Giuseppe D Silvestro, 

followed by a march of the societies of Philadelphia’s Italian American community such 

as Union and Fraternity Association, various lodges of the Sons of Italy, the Independent 

Sons of Italy, the Charity Society, the Italian Tailor’s Society, first Legion of Umberto, 

the Italian Barbers Society, Society Saint Salvatore, the Citizens of Isernia Society, and 

many others were all seen at the July 4th gathering in 1918. 

  

1048

 As Italians acted to remake themselves as model American democrats, there was 

also nostalgia for an older vision of Italy that was fading in the fast-paced life of 

Philadelphia. A meeting was held at the Italian Graphic Sketch Club, 719 Catharine St., 
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Philadelphia to organize a committee to promote the teaching of Italian language in 

Philadelphia’s schools and surrounding Pennsylvania regions.1049

 The Piedmont Club of Philadelphia attracted young Italian Americans in a hurry 

to establish higher-status careers in America; this modern society announced itself to the 

ethnic community in a traditional way by offering a ball, its first annual in 1918, at Broad 

& Porter Streets in South Philadelphia. Admission was 25¢.

 Like the Irish, the 

Italians also experienced the loss of culture and connection through the effacement of 

traditional language, an inevitable result of assimilation especially among the American-

born second generation in Philadelphia.   

1050

 When the First World War came to the United States, it settled on an Italian 

community already well organized and strengthened with its own vast set of Italian 

American voluntary associations, eager and soon energized to promote Italian 

nationalism and newly discovered pride during war; this spirit also attached itself to 

American patriotism in the war years. The Cavour Club, 1438 Wharton St., a young 

men’s club named after Piedmont’s famous first minister, decided in 1917 to assist 

Italians of draft age in the community with the questionnaires that the draft board had 

 Piedmont was the 

northwestern province of Italy and home of Italian liberal democracy, Count Cavour and 

Italian national unity; it was likely that “i bravi giovani” who rushed to join this new 

association preferred to distance themselves from Southern Italian imagery, opting to 

associate with Piedmont’s cosmopolitan reputation and its leadership in making modern 

Italy than reflecting the village origins of their emigration. 
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circulated. This service for Italians without language skills was offered by the volunteers 

from Cavour free of charge and was initiated in response to reports of high fees being 

asked by notaries or others who offered their services to fill out the lengthy draft 

questionnaires for Italians who knew little English.1051

 Philadelphia’s Cavour Club was a departure from the Italian mutual aid society; it 

was more bourgeois than working class, “composed of good and studious sons of our 

country, active and intelligent Italian Americans,” and the namesake borrowed from 

Count Cavour defined its elite image. This club “carried the name of Italy itself and the 

founder of Italian independence”; its program was to “support the fundamental idea that 

information and education were needed to raise the spirit of the Italian American 

community,” and its clubhouse was located in the heart of the Italian community at 1438 

Wharton Street.

   

1052  The Cavour Club, lofty in its status aspirations, decided to conform 

to the accepted style of the Italian ethnic association, and it held a splashy banquet “with 

a Vaudeville show” at White’s Auditorium, 15th and Chestnut St. in 1917.1053

 The aspiring young men of the Cavour Club also held a “Conference on Cavour” 

in 1917, featuring his life and public work, “especially his role in the grand period of our 

Risorgimento.” This club was devoted to “physical development through sport and 

exercise, but also to the intellectual development of its young men, an Italian American 

version of Count Cavour.” 

 

1054

                                                 
1051 Il Momento, Dec. 15, 1917. 

 These men of Cavour were more modernistic in their 

embrace of sport and physical and intellectual growth, more achievement oriented and 

1052 Ibid., April 28, 1917. 
1053 Ibid., April 21, 1917 
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ambitious for professional careers, their invitation to the community to embrace the 

cosmopolitan, liberal Count Cavour and his high-handed leadership in the history of the 

Italian Risorgimento an example of their serious mission.   

 A society similar to the Cavour Club, “composed of intelligent and brave young 

men of our colony,” with the forward-looking name, Fiaccola Country Club, had its first 

ball at 8th and Locust.1055 And The Italian Professionals Club first met in December, 

1919, a new post-war association for an emerging occupational elite.1056

Mutual Interdependency of Italian Voluntary Associations 

 In an era in 

which ethnic associations proliferated rapidly in the Italian community there were bound 

to be several types, but the standard Southern Italian mutual aid society was of the 

working class, designed for workers’ support based on home Italian region or the location 

of one’s labor was the norm. 

 Like the Irish associations, the Italian voluntary associations leaned on each other 

for support which could take the form of lending a space for a meeting to spending 

precious association funds for the purchase of tickets for a fund-raising ball vital to the 

interests of a neighbor society. The Italian American Tailor’s Club at 1230 S 13th St. was 

offered as a meeting place for the Pro-Italy Propaganda Club in March, 1918 and 

Palumbo’s, on Catharine Street, became a destination for meetings and banquets for the 

community.1057

                                                 
1055 Il Momento, April 27, 1918. 

 In 1919, the South Street Businessmen’s Association, an Italian society, 

1056 Ibid., Dec. 13, 1919. 
1057 Ibid., March 23, 1918. 
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gave a dinner in 1919 for one of their own, A.C. Spaventa, a lawyer at the  

Tailor’s Club.1058

 World War I brought associations that might have preferred to remain within the 

security of their own, among their work-related or village related associations together, to 

link arms and pool resources for the Italian war cause.  A good example of this mass 

effort was a rally put together in the spring of 1918 at a march down Broad Street.  Two 

hundred graduates of Campbell-Lyons School in South Philadelphia started the march off 

singing, “What Are you Going to Do to Help the Boys?” and were followed by regional 

representatives of ambassador’s staffs from France, England and Belgium who were all 

accompanied by young women from various orders of the Sons of Italy.  The various 

mutual aid societies, the Sons of Italy as well as the Independent Sons of Italy and the 

Federation of Italian Societies all marched down Broad Street led by the Stephens Boy’s 

Band from Norristown, Pa.

 

1059

 The many Italian associations came to life in Philadelphia based on common 

heritage and exclusion of those outside the village circle, but there were opportunities and 

pressures to reach for an expanded world view and establish links with outsiders.  World 

War I was the basis for Italians to look towards the broader community. Two local 

societies that recruited their members from the Southern Italian region of Campania, the 

Avellino and Irpina Societies, met for a Sunday morning meeting at a storefront on South 

Broad Street in 1919 to explore ways to bridge the gaps between these “sister 
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societies.”1060 Also the Societa Unione Calabrese, Societa Palmolese, Federazione 

Politica della Societa Siciliana and the Unione Villamagnese followed this example in 

Philadelphia and tried to broaden the geographic base of recruitment for ethnic 

associations.1061

 Well-meaning, established Americans attempted to impose their model of 

American citizenship upon the new Italian immigrants through the mechanism of the 

voluntary association in the early decades of the 20th century. Harry Wright from 

Pennsgrove, N.J., established the Italian Order of Unity in three cities, New York, Jersey 

City, N.J., and Philadelphia. Wright defined his mission; “the problem of foreign 

residents in the United States is one of the most gravest difficulties, a problem that arises 

when we try to integrate the traditions and the attitudes of this republic. Each institution 

that is formed in order to find a solution to this problem is destined to find full and 

uncompromising public support.”

   

1062

 Italian identity was also shaped and challenged by racial tensions in the city.  

News of a racial brawl that broke out during the war years was widely circulated in the 

Italian community and served as a reminder of racial and ethnic tensions in these years.  

A group of thirty Italian American marines and their family and friends picnicking in 

Fairmount Park, Strawberry Mansion, got into a brawl when it was rumored that an 

Italian American Marine was insulted by a group of blacks. The blacks ended up taking 
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refuge at a black church, Battista Church, at 27th and York Streets; the white crowd broke 

the windows of the church.1063

  Such was the state of public discourse in and around the vibrant associational life 

of Italians in Philadelphia at the close of the First World War. Typical of the tactical 

approach to its surrounding, outside society was an instinct of protection in the face of 

potential conflict and threat to the ethnic community.  At the same, time, Italian 

Philadelphia proved adept at public displays of unity and seemed to employ a tactical 

scheme that reached across the ethnic and cultural divided to connect with the established 

Anglo community 

 

The Italian Ethnic Press in Philadelphia 

 The Italian language press in Philadelphia, like the spontaneous rise of voluntary 

associations, proliferated as the Italian community expanded in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries.  The following is a partial list of the Italian-language neighborhood newspapers 

and journals that catered to Philadelphia’s Italian community during these years: 
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Italian newspaper Origin date Editor Address Publication day 
 
Vesuvio 1886 F.C. Scannapieco 769 S. 8th Saturday 
Voce della Colonia 1893 Cerceo & Catalano 773 S. 8th Saturday 
Voce del Popolo 1893 Di Silvestro 758 S. 9th Saturday 
Giornale Italiana 1895 Thos. Barra 1022 Passyunk  Saturday 
Mastropaolo 1895 Jos. Bruno 742 Christian Saturday 
Battaglia 1898 L. DeBenedictus 769 S. 8th Saturday 
Corriere della Sera 1898 Pecoraro & DeBenedictus 769 S 8th Saturday 
Pensiro 1901 F. Ronca 711 Ellsworth Saturday 
Opinione 1906 C.C.A. Baldi 924 S. 9th Daily 
Vero (Vesuvio) 1912 L. Torrone  Saturday 
La Libera Parola 1919 G. DiSilvestro  906 Carpenter  Saturday 
(Voce del Popolo) 
Southern Progress 1892 F.A. Heywood  211 S 10th 
South Philadelphia 1895 J. C. Lennon 
South End Advocate 1899 A. B. Clarke   local 6th & Snyder 
Forbici 1901 V. Terracino  local W. Phila. 
26th & 36th Ward News 1905 G. Skipper  local (7th & Moore) 
1st & 39th Ward News 1895 G. Skipper   local (7th & Moore) 1917 
Sigaretta 1917 L. Benedictis   humor 
Italia Gente 1918 Augustinian Fathers   Catholic 
 
Source: Hugo Maile, “The Italian Vote in Philadelphia Between 1928 and 1946,” PhD 
diss, Univ. of Pennsylvania, 1950, 126.  
 
 
 The Italian American voluntary associations and the Italian-language press in 

Philadelphia had a reciprocal relationship and their inter-dependency allowed both 

institutions to thrive. Everything from local meeting times and locations, appeals for new 

members, association positions and statements on public life to the vital information 

about fund-raising balls and festivals was funneled through the ethnic press.  It required 

little in start-up capital to begin a newspaper in these years and many worked out of 

storefronts or back rooms in South Philadelphia—subsequently many Italian-language 

journals had a limited half-life in the turbulent world of ethnic publishing. 
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 Most of the Italian-language newspapers were weeklies with the exception of 

C.C.A. Baldi’s L’Opinione which was the community’s only attempt at a daily. The New 

York Italian-language weekly Il Progresso Italo-Americano, edited by Generoso Pope 

devoted its back page for news from Italian Philadelphia—such was the mobility and 

cohesion of New York and Philadelphia’s Diaspora Italians. Many Italian language 

newspapers had short appearances on the South Philadelphia audience, such as Maestro 

Polo, Corriere della Sera, Voce del Popolo, Voce della Colonia, Vesuvio, Mattino, La 

Ragione, La Rassegna, L Forbice, and  Battaglia. In contrast, La Libera Parola (1918) 

was a weekly of extended duration in South Philadelphia. La Ragione was a  new weekly 

in 1917 with a focus on Italian identity responding to the wave of Italian nationalism 

generated by Italy’s war experience; it defined itself as “an organ in defense of 

Italiainity.”1064

 Italian language newspapers were indispensable tools of information but could 

also become tools of status competition within the Italian community. Philadelphia’s 

warring prominenti, the DiSilvestro brothers and C.A.A. Baldi, used their own 

newspapers as battering rams to wage their battle for status control in the Italian 

community. Arpino Giuseppe Di Silvestro was the journalist in the family and started  

Il Popolo in 1899 as well as two dailies, Fra Francesco and Il Popolo. In 1906, with 

brother Giovanni, an attorney with a law degree from University of Pennsylvania, it 

became La Voce della Colonia and eventually La Voce del Popolo which lasted  

until 1916.  
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 La Libera Parola was launched soon after by the Di Silvestro brothers and 

became the paper that gave voice to the Sons of Italy; in 1918 it printed a letter from the 

members of the Italian Club denouncing Baldi.1065

 Baldi’s approach was less expansive, focusing on local news of the colony, less 

ambitious in an agenda for social change and accommodation to American values. The 

Italian-language press proliferated during the first two decades of the 20th century and, 

like the spontaneous rise of a vast number of Italian-styled mutual aid associations in the 

city, the lively world of the ethnic press was another visible social index of the rich 

communal life Italians had constructed in their new city. 

 Di Silvestro’s journalism pushed for 

an Italian community based on acceptance and promotion of American values and styles, 

an integrationist message not always understood nor accepted. La Libera Parola initially 

supported urban reforms and Woodrow Wilson’s post-war peace and treaty aims; it broke 

with Wilson and the Democrats in the 1920 and 1924 elections after Italian war aims and 

regional land ambitions for expansion, in Fiume for example, were not realized after the 

Treaty of Versailles.   

Raising Money: For the Associations’ Treasury and for Charity 

 We have noted that charity was a way of life in Abruzzo, part of the social 

currency in that poor region, and in Philadelphia, charity became an extended symbol of 

community, altered to fit the growing prosperity of the Italians and the broad expanse of 

its peoples in the city. The social learning was completed in Italy, prior to arrival in 

Philadelphia, yet the style and traditional reverence for communal gifts was maintained in 
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the form and function of Italian American voluntary associations in Philadelphia. The 

association ball became a standard model with the dual function of public service for 

charity and association fund raising designed to replenish the coffers of the host 

association.  

 The Irish raised money for themselves, for Church and their imagined Irish 

nation, but primarily to stay solvent and ahead of bad times and the excessive demand 

that the commitment to mutual aid entailed. The Italians in Philadelphia followed the 

Irish model of association survival with one deviation—the Italian cultural imperative 

required a fund-raising event with a charitable goal out front to morally sanction the 

occasion and attract the people of South Philadelphia. The association/charity split was a 

common practice among the Italian associations, rarely deviated from in public fund-

raising projects. Sons of Italy Lodge No. 26, “Victory,” held a Sept. 20 party open to the 

South Philadelphia community—45 percent of the proceeds went for the Italian Hospital 

project underway; 15 percent for communal education and 40 percent for the lodge’s  

own fund.1066

 The Federation of Italian Societies was an umbrella organization for various 

Italian American associations in Philadelphia that pooled the resources of smaller 

societies to increase the extent of their public events. The Grand Ball of the Federation 

was held in the winter ball season, 1919, to benefit “the needy.” The Italian association, 

Union and Brotherhood, held its ball in the spring of 1918 to benefit the war refugees in 

Italy. The committee chairs were Joseph P. Bartilucci and his wife; the vice chair was 
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John Queroli and his daughter, and the ball was kept moving by nine “floor managers” 

assigned from the club. The evening also had speakers, the two chairs Bartilucci and 

Queroli, who rallied the crowd behind the Italian war refugee cause and advised the 

group on the society’s next fund-raising campaign.1067

 Charity organizations, run by the Church and the state, were part of the Abruzzo 

response to rural and town poverty in the years of Italian emigration.  As we learn from 

associations around the city of Teramo, in Abruzzo, where peasant farmers and 

sojourning workers emigrated, the pattern of state help had been established and 

cemented in Italian world views and localized experience. And so it went with each 

Italian-American association and each of its necessary public events attached to a 

charitable purpose with part of the money going to the host treasury and the rest to a 

publicly sanctioned moral cause. The ideal Italian American public event also was 

imprinted, whenever possible, with a host of dignitaries and Italian and Anglo American 

men and women of position; as the Irish resisted the pull of public trust and tended to 

cordon off and reserve their ethnic space for themselves, the Italians were opening theirs 

and inviting the outside community, people of perceived importance and status, to 

sanction their public image. 

  

Status Competition Among the Associations 
 
 We have noticed that the Italians recreated in their Philadelphia associations of a 

similar style and structure they had known in Italy, the mutual aid society with its code of 

material and moral support for workers and an attendant value emphasis on communal 
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charity. The Italian American association also operated with a ritualistic adherence to an 

Italian-specific public style which presented the society to the ethnic public, a set piece 

approach that had a symbolic and functional link with charity and, once the birth of 

Italian nationalism surfaced in the Diaspora during World War I, with patriotism for Italy 

and public enthusiasm for American democracy.   

  The more one raised for the Red Cross or to support war orphans in Friulli, the 

higher the association’s status and pride in the regional definition of the association. This 

motivational heritage helps explains the rush in charity events and the extreme public 

nature of the balls, parties, parades and gatherings which naturally gave way to status 

competition among Italian American associations in Philadelphia. 

 The competition between C.C.A. Baldi and the Di Silvestros was waged through 

the medium of the ethnic association, each using the Italian charitable tradition as a 

mechanism to raise their stature in the colony’s eyes. In 1906, the relief for the victims of 

the eruption of Mt. Vesuvio became an argument over whose authority relief funds would 

be raised in Philadelphia and delivered to the victims of the Italian tragedy and, 

eventually, who would receive the honorific rewards of charitable relief for Italian 

victims.1068

 La Societa Unione Abruzzese, the Abruzzo Union, saw itself the leading 

association in the Italian American community, and it constantly worked to maintain its 

image as the most influential society in the city. The Abruzzo Union was founded in 1893 

and claimed to be the first and oldest of the Italian American voluntary associations in 
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Philadelphia; the Abruzzesse elided location with identity and restricted its membership 

to those of Abruzzo birth or descent.1069 Frank Palumbo Sr. was one of the Abruzzo 

Union’s founders in Philadelphia; Dr. Vincenzo de Virgilis was one of the early leaders 

as well.1070 There was also a “sala Abruzzese,” the Abruzzo Room, at 721 Carpenter 

Street in the heart of Italian South Philadelphia where meetings of all kinds of Italian 

American associations were held—Sons of Italy Lodge 686, Ferninand the Fifth, held its 

monthly meeting in the Abruzzo Room.1071 Dr. Settembre Mammarella was an Abruzzo 

Union member who billed himself as “the doctor of the Society Abruzzo Union” in 

Philadelphia.1072

 The Abruzzo Society was feeling its age in the second decade of the 20th century 

and began a campaign to attract new, younger members to its association;  it announced 

that it planned to initiate 50 new members on the evening of its grandiose party, March 

24, 1918, and so reinvent itself as the grandest of the established Italian societies. This 

open festival in 1918 was a celebration of its 25th anniversary, an event it used to promote 

a new beginning for a classic mutual aid society and a public reminder of its premier 

status in Philadelphia. The secretary of the Abruzzo Union, Arturo Scerola, wrote, “We 

were the first Italian association in Philadelphia. The progress of our association does not 

need to stop; we need to continue to grow; alone we will be able to extend the aims and 

benefits of our society and serve as a torch of light to the other associations.”

  

1073

                                                 
1069 Il Momento, March 16, 1918. 
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1071 Il Momento, May 26, 1917. 
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assertive public notice given by the Abruzzese of Philadelphia served to remind Italian 

Philadelphia of its storied past, and its promise of a grand banquet and ball followed the 

communal code that demonstrated ethnic values by the style and size of its communal 

commitment to put on a spectacular festival. 

 Camillo Mancini was the officer in charge of the banquet committee and Abruzzo 

Union members, like the brothers of the Cavan Society, were expected to sell books of 

tickets for the event—a book of 20 tickets went for $5 in 1918. It was also announced to 

the ethnic community that Abruzzo members will prepare, on their own, a buffet and that 

the evening will include “dances and songs with a magnificent orchestra that will be 

arranged without worrying about cost.”1074

World War I, Nationalism and Ethnic Identity in Italian Philadelphia 

 The promise of original Abruzzo cuisine was 

an included attraction that elevated the importance of this 25th anniversary party, an 

indication of the need for ethnic associations to engage in the competition for distinction 

in Italian association life in the early years of the 20th century. The First World War 

brought the associations together to support a unitary cause; status was ultimately 

achieved during the war’s heightened record of associational activity in joining the drive 

for Italian support for the war and charity for its victims. 

 World War I was a period of tension and doubt for the Italians in Philadelphia 

whose families in Abruzzo and Southern Italy faced the prospect of sending their sons to 

war against the Austrian Empire now backed by Germany; the war became a time for the 

discovery of a submerged Italian nationalism in South Philadelphia’s Italian community.  
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When Italy finally entered the war on the side of the Allies in 1915, the decision was 

greeted in South Philadelphia with enthusiasm and optimism for a quick victory over the 

dreaded enemy across the Brenner Pass. When the United States joined the Allies in 

1917, Italian American Philadelphia— through their voluntary associations—responded 

with an even higher-pitched fervor as they attached the Italian nation to American war 

nationalism. The diverse and localized ethnic associations of Philadelphia had found a 

cause that provided for a period of unity. When the U.S. marines began to solicit for 

recruits in the Italian language press in 1917 looking for men who had the determination 

and “technical skills” to join the corps, patriotic leanings for Italy and America at war had 

fully merged.1075

 Unlike the Irish of Philadelphia who carried their memory of long –suffering 

nation and hopes for national rebirth with them into exile in Philadelphia, World War I 

marked the birth of a modern national consciousness in the Philadelphia Italian 

community.

 

1076 Before 1915, it can be argued that immigrating “peasants only dimly 

perceived the concept of the national state,”1077

                                                 
1075 Il Momento, May 11, 1918. 

  their struggle to eke out an existence on 

a few parcels of rocky soil, the rigid rural social hierarchy that further depressed life 

chances for small farmers and agricultural workers, and the traditional focus on village 

and family restricted an expansive modernist view of the nation. The national state 

appeared more as a distant oppressor to the Abruzzo peasant in the form of taxation from 

1076 Varbero, “Philadelphia’s South Italians in the 1920s,” in Davis and Haller, eds., The 
Peoples of Philadelphia, 29. Richard Varbero noticed the difference in ethnic national 
awareness; “In sharp contrast to the Irish…the Italian sense of self-consciousness was 
formed by the pressures of a new external society, not from the memories of the old.” 
1077 Ibid.. 
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Rome, one of the original causes of the rural farming crisis in Abruzzo which pressed the 

Abruzesse into emigration.   

 Varbero writes, the “parochial patterns of long standing survived even 

nationhood…the basis of their society was the family; its sanction and influence 

dominated the peasant.”1078 Still, the Italian modern state existed, at a distance, and even 

if the arcane and complex and ineffective workings of its parliament did little to assist its 

people and more to increase the suffering and eventual emigration in the rural areas, it 

was a nation with a recent past, a shaky scaffolding for the late arrival of popular 

nationalism. John Briggs writes, “Italians…unburdened by the heavy responsibility of a 

people without a state, were free to concern themselves with their own personal 

advancement and their colony’s place in an American city.”1079

 Italian unification in the 1860s marked the beginning of the modern nation but its 

origins were fragmented, dominated by a political elite from the northwest region of 

Piedmont and ultimately by Northern Italian business interests, by large agriculture and 

industry.  National Italy inherited the problem of il meridonele, the vast expanse of 

southern Italy dominated by semi-feudal land relations, an agricultural economy 

increasingly in peril held together by rural tradition. Antonio Gramsci wrote that ”unity 

had not taken place on a basis of equality” and he described the persistent class division 

between the industrious North and poor rural South. The North’s economic advancement 

was “in direct proportion to the impoverishment of the economy and agriculture of the 
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South.”1080

 Even though Italy was wed to the Germans and Austrians by the Triple Alliance, 

it was a strained pact, renewed in 1913, and in the years leading up to the war, it was 

coming apart. Italy declared war on Germany and the Austrian Empire in May 1915, after 

ten months of neutrality and after making an agreement with England, the secret London 

Treaty, that promised much in terms of Italy’s claim to her native, Italian-speaking lands 

as well as territory on the Dalmatian Coast.  Thus, Italy meandered toward war during its 

period of neutrality, pushed by a collection of nationalists and irredentist fever, supported 

by Gabriel D’Annunzio and his cadre of Florentine rightist intellectuals, the futurists, 

who believed in a liberating spiritualism, a moral prerequisite for a great people, that only 

struggle and blood loss in war could address.

 As we have seen, the emigrating mass was from the South and in Abruzzo it 

was the rural farm workers and town artisans who made their way out to places like 

Philadelphia; if Southern Italians, cut off from modern political nationalism, by their 

isolation in rural agricultural zones, had existed below the a conscious level of an 

emotional modern nationalism they more than made up for a reluctant start in their 

homeland by a newly discovered enthusiasm for national Italy in the Diaspora during its 

crisis of arms in World War I. 

1081

 Philadelphia’s Italians were subject to the nationalist discourse of war emanating 

from Rome as they followed events in Europe in their own Italian-language press. 

Gabriel D’Annunzio’s speech in May, 1915 in Rome was an influential piece of rhetoric 
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extolling his bloody nationalism in favor of Italian intervention that made its way across 

the Atlantic: 

No, we are not and do not want to be just a museum, a hotel, a vacation 
resort, a Prussian-blue horizon where foreigners come for their 
honeymoons, a gay market where things are bought and sold.  Our genius 
demands that we should put our stamp on the molten metal of the new 
world…Comrades. It is no longer time for speeches, but for action, and for 
action after the high Roman fashion.  If it is a crime to incite people to 
violence, I boast of now committing that crime…This war, though it may 
seem destructive, will be the most fruitful means of creating beauty and 
virtue that has appeared on earth.1082

 
 

 The desperate and bloody conflict between the Italians and Austrians in the 

Carpathian Alps northeast of Friulli helped to bring about a more unified vision of Italy 

among its Diaspora people; the external threat temporarily dissolved the north-south 

cleavage, enervated the South Italians of Philadelphia who might have previously been 

described as disinterested and lethargic when it came to a national concept of Italy.  

 In 1915, it became popular to express public patriotism for Italy which became a 

form of cultural currency and a status requirement of Italian-American associations in 

Philadelphia. The Pennsylvania Sons of Italy recapitulated the effusive days of May in 

Rome when Italians thronged the ancient city in support of the decision to go to war by 

sending a telegram of support from Philadelphia to the Prime Minister Salandra, the 

architect of Italy’s fatal involvement in the war.   

 The troubled Italian offensives on the Isonzo River in Alpine Slovenia and the 

escalating sacrifice absorbed by Italy’s peasant army in 1916-17 reverberated in the 

communal life of Italian Philadelphia. The Pennsylvania Sons of Italy would go on to 
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raise and transfer to Italy over $12,000 for the war effort, their donations and their 

amounts were printed as a public epitaph to national loyalty in the ethnic newspapers.1083  

In 1917, an appeal to all lodges of the Sons of Italy in Pennsylvania to be sent to the Red 

Cross for aid to Italian refugees netted $5,192.1084 Sons of Italy Lodge 417, who called 

themselves the “Terra Irredenta” referring to the irredentist territory in South Tyrol that 

would extend Italy’s border to the Brenner Pass as well as other former Italian lands, such 

as the port city of Trieste, handed over $48 to the Italian Regional Counsel located in 

Philadelphia for war aid.1085

 On the political left, Italy’s militant socialists maintained firm opposition to the 

war from its beginnings through to the armistice. These polar opposite war positions 

would divide Italy and Italian Philadelphia, especially in the post-war years as the Italian 

Diaspora first grew frustrated with the outcome of the Treaty of Versailles and later 

confronted the expansionist nationalism of Mussolini and Italian Fascism.

  

1086

 There was neutralist opposition to Italy’s entry in World War I in Philadelphia, 

from the anarchist society, Circolo Francisco Ferrer, articulated in its monthly 

publication La Commune.

   

1087
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 The neutralist/interventionist tension in Italy was mostly a 

muted debate in Philadelphia, and once Italy was mobilized for its offensives against 

Austria support for martial Italy war fever became a test of citizenship for the newly 

1084 Il Momento, Dec. 15, 1917. 
1085 Ibid., April 27, 1918. 
1086 Mussolini and a group of socialists changed positions by the late fall and came out in 
favor of Italy’s intervention on the side of Britain and France. He was expelled from the 
revolutionary socialists and started his own interventionist newspaper, Il Popolo d’Italia. 
1087 Luconi, From Paesani to White Ethnics, 42. 
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established Italians of Philadelphia. An open letter addressed on Italian loyalty from 

Philadelphia Judge Joseph Buffington to Philadelphia’s Italian community in 1917 was a 

reassuring voice, “I have never had any doubts about the loyalty of the great mass of our 

foreign-born fellow citizens…I have always felt that when the time came that they would 

be ready to preserve and maintain the country to which they had chosen to come as their 

preference.”1088

 The Italian campaign, after being surprised by an Austrian thrust through the 

Trentino that was eventually repulsed after tough fighting, settled on a series of 11 

offensives along the Isonzo River in the Northeastern Alps. The Italians achieved limited 

success at a great cost in dead and wounded and were able to claim only Gorizia as a 

victory in 1916; even though they outnumbered the Austrians in the mountains, they were 

never able to make the breakthrough through the Alps onto the plains of Austria.   

 

 Instead, the defeat and eventual rout of the Italian Army beginning at Caporetto in 

October of 1917 was a blow to Italy’s chances in the war and a shock to its newly minted 

national character. German troops added to the Austrian, and the surprise attack on 

October 24, 1917, against a demoralized and exhausted Italian force, an army recruited 

among the nation’s peasants and workers treated by its generals as expendable war 

material, soon led to a general retreat that swept onto the plains of Lombardy and was 

eventually halted, with the aid of British troops, at the Piave River as the offensive forces 

ran out of steam and supplies. In 1918, as the war was coming to an end all over Europe, 

Italy took the offensive and pushed across the Piave River to engage the Austrians and 
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Germans at Vittorio Venuto. By now the Austrians were helpless and the Italians finished 

the war by taking the city of Trent and walking into Trieste. 

 The First World War and Italy’s disastrous set of campaigns, culminating with the 

disturbing retreat from Caporetto in November, 1917, reached across the Atlantic to the 

Diaspora community in Philadelphia, shaping a new consciousness of Italy and Italian 

citizenship. Through a variety of mechanisms such as letters from home villages in Italy 

and the Philadelphia and New York Italian-language newspapers and the now inspired 

informal communication network of the Italian societies in Philadelphia, a heightened 

internal awareness of the Italian nation and ethnic difference surfaced during Italy’s crisis 

of arms. The ethnic associations were enervated into action in support of Italy’s very 

troubled and extremely costly war in its northeastern Alps and finally in the Veneto plain 

and reached out in the tradition of mutual aid and popular charity to the civilians and war 

wounded of the embattled zones in Friulli and the families and peasant-soldiers of 

Southern Italy.  

 A discourse of unity and fierce resistance replaced the pre-war parochialism of the 

Diaspora Italians—the following 1917 appeal for unity which appeared in the ethnic 

press was a typical narrative played out during the war years and an indication of the 

popularity of national unity among the Italians in Philadelphia—“this war is to complete 

and is completing the unity of Italy…no longer is the Peninsula the home of Piedmontese 

and Neopolitans, Venetians, Tuscans and other separate, discordant atoms; no longer is 

there distinct North and distinct South: Italy today is Italy.”1089

                                                 
1089 Il Momento, Sept. 15, 1917. 

 Many in Philadelphia who 
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were still Italian citizens returned to fight, the motivation being the amnesty given for the 

avoiders of the draft and the call to arms accepted by Italians overseas. 

 War fever in South Philadelphia became the discourse of public life, the new 

consciousness of nation among the colony’s leaders, such as Giuseppe Di Silvestro, head 

of the Pennsylvania Sons of Italy, who made a speech at a gathering at the Academy of 

Music in support of the war, reminding the community of the need to purchase war 

Liberty Bonds. At the Academy of Music gathering, young Italian graduates of the 

Campbell-Lyons High School sang The Star Spangled Banner and the nationalist Italian 

song, Pinno di Garibaldi, and an orchestra of students, accompanied by 100 Italian girls 

under the direction of Conductor Maioriello, sang patriotic songs ending with “We Won’t 

Be Back ‘Till It’s Over, Over There.”1090

 The war spirit that pulsed through all the Italian American associations from the 

regional societies of mutual support to the highly organized Sons of Italy to the umbrella 

societies like the Federation of Italian Societies in Philadelphia demonstrated how porous 

the bonds of association had been and how shallow their protective localism was in pre-

war Philadelphia. Events in Italy, the disquieting news from the front, the retreat from the 

Alps, and the emerging knowledge of the terrible cost in lives lost and the number of 

Italian wounded—over 600,000—shocked the Italians at the very moment their 

emotional discovery of national Italy peaked. 

  

 The earthquake that ravaged Calabria in 1905 and Vesuvio’s eruption in 1906 

brought Philadelphia’s Italians together in a relief effort in a minor rehearsal for the 

                                                 
1090 Il Momento, May 4, 1918. 
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outpouring of support that World War I motivated; by 1918, the Italian community was 

much more widely and deeply established and the crisis to the newly minted shared 

Italian meaning found Italian more profound.1091

 The Italian Tailor’s Club, after their regular 2:00 Sunday afternoon meeting, held 

a conference on the war at their North 12th Street site. It was “a patriotic conference” 

presided over by Michele Strizzi, a lawyer; the subject of the conference was “Italian war 

aims and her natural borders,” a theme that would become a popular chant in the 

aftermath of the collective loss felt by the Italians by the Treaty of Versailles and 

DiNunnzio’s attempted seizure of the post of Fiume.

 At the end of the war decade, as the 

Italians worked through their own organizations and as they reached out for assistance 

and in co-operation to established Anglo organizations and to individuals, this ethnic 

group had remade themselves, recast their own conception of themselves as well as their 

public image in Philadelphia as confident, self-motivated achievers. 

1092 Representatives of the Pro-Italy 

Committee turned up and were presented at the meeting of the Tailor’s Society to make 

an appeal for aid for Italian families whose men were away at the front; the tailors closed  

their meeting with songs and rounds of vermouth.1093

 The Italian Beneficial Society was launched in early 1918 and announced its 

presence in Italian Philadelphia by giving a ball for the war refugees of Veneto; one half 

of its proceeds would go to the Italian refugees, the other half to sustain the voluntary 

 

                                                 
1091 Il Popolo, Sept. 23, 1905; April 14, 1906. 
1092 Il Momento, May 11, 1918. 
1093 Ibid. 
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association.1094  Individuals, inspired by the burst of patriotic activism surrounding them 

in South Philadelphia, acted as their own organizations during the war, soliciting moneys 

for causes in Italy to help soldiers. Giovanni Cervadore of S. 8th Street with a committee 

of eight others, raised and sent $113 to the people of Maida in the very southern region of 

Calabria to help soldiers now returning to their home village who had been wounded.1095

 The Red Cross came to symbolize aid for Italy during the war and was 

everywhere among Italian American organizations during the war years.  It visited the 

Catholic School of San Donato in West Philadelphia to recruit young Italian Americans 

in its fund-raising drive.

 

1096 The Society of Sant’Anna in Port Richmond gave $20 in 

June of 1918; the society of Victor Emanuel II (named after the king of Italy) of Chester, 

Pa., gave $52 and the Society of St. G. Savonaroia, Philadelphia, gave $100 to the Red 

Cross to aid the “refugees of the Austrian invasion.”1097

 In 1917, The Philadelphia Pro-Italia Emergency Aid Committee was established 

for Italian soldiers and civilians in need, backed by an ideology of well-worn propaganda 

that portrayed  innocent Italy defending itself from Austrian incursion.

 

1098

                                                 
1094 Il Momento, Jan 5, 1918. 

  The spirit of 

Italian charity received a new public symbol by the celebrated example of Aldino Autilio, 

a six-year old boy from the community who saved 500 pennies and donated them to the 

1095 Ibid., July 6, 1918. 
1096 Ibid., June 29, 1918. 
1097 Ibid., April, 1918. 
1098 Ibid., Nov. 10, 1917. 
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“Fund for the Orphans of the Italian War.” The year before, Aldino, on his own initiative, 

had performed the same act, this time for the Belgian orphans of World War I.1099

 Cividale del Friuli became Italy’s moral equivalent of a war-ravaged Belgian 

town, its civilians caught in the wake of the Austro-German advance.  An Easter mass 

was held to remember the victims of “German aggression” in 1918 by “La Strenna Italo-

Americana” Committee which mined the popular theme of  Germans and Austrians as 

evil invaders, casting Caporeto as an “unfortunate incident.”

 

1100

 La Societa Mutuso Socorso  Legione Umberto  gave $100 to the Italian Regional 

Counsel in Philadelphia for the relief of the Veneto refugees.  And, the mutual aid society 

“Unione e Fratellanza” presented a ball with the proceeds going to help the refugees in 

Italy’s northeast.

  

1101

 One of the shaping mechanisms for the new national consciousness in Italian 

American community was an exposure to a steady diet of propaganda about the war. 

lessons on the stereotyped threats from a now demonized enemy, all supplied in reprinted 

articles and letters to the ethnic press authored by its own citizens. One could go to the 

movies at Garrick Theatre downtown at Broad and Chestnut for afternoon and evening 

 So it went in Philadelphia during World War I, as association after 

association abandoned its parochial outlook to engage in a united Italian/American front 

in support of Italy’s war and then America’s, a movement that awakened and constructed 

nationalism for Italy and America in a people naturally disposed to mistrust such modern 

sentiments. 

                                                 
1099 Il Momento, Jan. 4, 1919. 
1100 Ibid., March 9, 1918. 
1101 Ibid. 
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shows and watch Italian war films, “as bright and as great as the Italian heart is…to 

properly value what the Latin geniality can do to upset the cold calculating mind of the 

teutonic race” and learn about “the glorious attack on Gorizia and the war on sea and in 

the sky.” A letter published under the name of an Italian American Philadelphian 

reminded readers “that Philadelphia is not Berlin and that between the two Williams, we 

stand for Penn, because he symbolizes brotherly love and freedom, and never for any 

Hohenzohern, an earthly, worthy descendant of Attila and the Huns, symbolizing 

despotical oppression, beastly brutality, barbarism.”1102

 For those Italian Americans who wanted to understand the war beyond the 

patriotic rhetoric, even during the period before the collapse at Caporetto when Italy had 

made minimal gains, the brutality and difficulty of the war for Italian troops on the 

offensive was available in print in the Philadelphia Italian language ethnic press:   

 

you could have seen 14,000 soldiers, as I did…coming down from the 
terrific fortnight’s fighting in the trenches.  They were quartered in the 
village and in tents in the surrounding muddy fields—deep, sticky mud 
characteristic of the Carso.  There was much rain, thunder-storms, and 
cruel north wind blowing…some of the men are fighting on peaks on 
peaks, where supplies can reach them only by the teliferica…or by cords 
and ladders up perpendicular walls of rocks.1103

 
 

 The rhetorical war served to motivate action in Italian Philadelphia—an appeal to 

the Italian American community from the Italian Committee of Emergency Aid of 

Pennsylvania was put forward seeking funds to establish a shelter in Udine, for Italian 

war orphans. The appeal described a grim situation of one family in the Friuli battle zone; 

the parents had been killed by artillery and the children were starving on the now 

                                                 
1102 Il Momento, Sept. 15, 1917. 
1103 Ibid. 
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abandoned farm—“will not the children of America (or their parents for them) send, each 

[Italian orphan], the price of a toy…”1104 The Mutual Aid Society of San Martino gave a 

benefit for the orphans of soldiers from the village of San Marino sulla Marucinna in 

Chieti province, Abruzzo. The event, a dramatic play “The Wolf of the Sea” was held at 

Lyric Hall on So. 6th Street.1105

 The spring of 1918 in Philadelphia was a time of mobilization in support of 

Diaspora Italy’s newly discovered nationalism. The following is part of a public appeal 

for “Italian Day,” 1918, which included a march down Broad Street starting in South 

Philadelphia, at Snyder Ave., to Philadelphia’s City Hall; like most communal events in 

working class Philadelphia, the City Hall march was held on a Sunday afternoon 

followed by speeches at the Academy of Music: 

 

 
  The Italian colony in Philadelphia, like a man alone with only his will, 

with only his heart, with only an ideal to focus on, will show the city the 
spirit of solidarity and patriotism that inspires it.   

 When a people is inspired by communal spirit there is no need to beg them 
to get involved.  Tomorrow’s day will bring a real celebration more 
meaningful than our colonial history, one that will count in our not 
inglorious past.   

 In these terrible hours in which the civilian population are being trampled, 
in the struggle being fought against a barbarism more dangerous than 
ancient times because we are enriched by human progress, this show of 
solidarity and strength will give the Italian colony in Philadelphia a future, 
will serve to refute the skeptics and reconfirm the conviction in the final 
triumph of justice.1106

 
 

These words to the Italian American community demonstrates something of the 

emotional damage that was inflicted on the community’s pride in the aftermath of its 

                                                 
1104 Il Momento, Nov. 8, 1919. 
1105 Ibid., May 4, 1918. 
1106 Ibid., April 20, 1918. 
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army’s 1918 defeat and helps us understand the burst of intense organizational activity, 

including the coming together of associations and the rekindling of defunct ones, that 

enlivened Philadelphia’s Italian Americans during the closing years of the war. 

 The Federation of Italian Societies, an umbrella group formed during  

World War I to unite Philadelphia’s Italian American associations behind the Italian war 

effort, aligned the Italian associations with the war bond appeal being presented by the 

government, through banks such as Third Liberty Loan and its Italian American Division.  

Each member society in the federation was challenged to raise $50 and purchase a 

Liberty Bond.1107

 LIBERTY BONDS. Yes, buy one of them now, another later and a 
third next, more of them tomorrow and many more, as you can the day 
after. 

 The following advertisement for Liberty Bonds was intended for an 

Italian American audience and was typical of the vernacular discourse of war that had 

become popular among the Diaspora Italians of Philadelphia: 

 Then, yes, then the BARBARIOUS  HUNS, the brutes, and their 
leader the “BIG BEAST OF BERLIN”, THE MONSTER, will most 
certainly be miserably crushed under the appalling weight of your billions 
of LIBERTY BONDS.1108

 
 

  

 The war left a troubled legacy for Italian Americans, a slowly emerging 

conclusion that Italy’s price was too steep in lives and wounded for the limited war 

results, the over 600,000 Italian soldiers killed on the Northeastern front trying to push 

their way through the Carpenian Alps to Austria.  And the post-war wrangling over the 

territories that Italy claimed through her secret treaties, the South Tyrol, Trieste and then 

                                                 
1107 Il Momento, April 13, 1918. 
1108 Ibid., May 4, 1918. 
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Fiume, all challenged by President Wilson, added to the sense of defeat within victory 

and stimulated a new wave of militant Italian nationalism after the war centered on the 

movement to reclaim irredentist Italy.  

 Appeals for the returning Italian American soldiers were posted—“finding work 

for our soldiers is everyone’s responsibility…return the patriotic service to your country 

by employing one or two ex-military men.”1109 The war went on in memory, its sadness 

concealed behind post-war memorials and ballads. The Cesare Batisti Band of the Sons 

of Italy held a concert in the streets of South Philadelphia in 1919; one of their songs was 

“an Italian Soldier”.1110

After the War: The Irredentist Movement in South Philadelphia 

  

 If the war held a legacy of loss and despair for many Italians at home and in the 

Diaspora, for others it had an opposite effect, a revival of pre-war Italian imperialism and 

a blind support for a more aggressive pursuit of these national aims. Irredentism had not 

surfaced just at the Treaty of Versailles; it was a long-standing principle of organization 

and action and in some ways part of an unfulfilled, socially fragmented and lengthy 

nation-building process of the Risorgimento.   

 The lands of Trent, South Tyrol, and the city of Trieste were always thought of as 

Italian territory even though they remained Austrian after Italian Independence in 1866. 

South Tyrol, which included the cities of Trentino and Bolzano and sections of the 

Dolomite Mountain range was an especially sensitive territory for the Italians since it was 
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thought to provide a buffer against Northern aggression and a natural border with Austria 

that extended to Alps at the Brenner Pass.  

 Trent was an Italian-speaking region when it belonged to the Veneto, before 

independence in 1866, and its people identified with Italy. After 1866, the Austrian 

presence was felt in language, education, and even the many Alpine trekking clubs, of 

Austrian influence established in the area.  Italians made their own mountain trekking 

clubs and in Trent, a monument to Dante was erected and so went the cultural wars in the 

region in the late 19th century up until 1919.1111 The rapprochement with Austria in the 

1870s did not settle the border disputes but simply set them aside temporarily out of the 

public debate.1112

 The campaign for Italian territorial expansion after the First World War put Italian 

Americans at odds with Wilson’s moral stance on national expansion and his refusal, at 

first, to honor the secret treaty Italy had extracted from Britain as a price for her entry 

into the war on the side of the Allies, a treaty that tacitly sanctioned Italian expansion in 

the Adriatic northern ports. To understand the emotion of these days for the Italian 

Americans of Philadelphia, the attraction of national pride based on war victory tempered 

by the public knowledge and shock of the horrific Italian war sacrifice we need only 

consult the letters, comments and editorials that appeared in Philadelphia’s Italian ethnic 

press in 1919.   

  

 Fiume, a port of mixed nationalities on the Northern Adriatic Sea, became a flash 

pint for Italian post-war imperialism when it was occupied by Gabriel D’Annunzio and 
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his band of ex-soldiers and adventurers in the name of Italy in 1919. The claim for the 

Adriatic port of Fiume, to the Italian Americans in Philadelphia, was based on 

“irrefutable historical facts…and because of the fundamental sacred rights on which 

Italy’s claim on Fiume stand.”1113

…there are other ports…on that essentially Italian arm of the sea, the 
Adriatic, than Fiume, and Jusgoslavia can have the selection. But Fiume is 
Italian by name, by nature, by nationality and remained so through the 
Austrian occupation.  Fiume is also Italian by treaty, and whatever may be 
said against secret pacts, they were…binding contracts of the past, and, 
when entered into between great and honorable nations should not be 
violated.

 The Italian title on the North Adriatic ports was less 

vital in terms of border protection but was based on an early period of Italian settlement 

as the Ventian influence branched out along the coast. The editorial in Philadelphia’s Il 

Momento concluded: 

1114

  
 

 A public meeting was held in West Philadelphia, at 60th & Girard, where Italian 

General Ugo Pizzarelli and his lieutenant Angelo Fanelli spoke, making the rounds as 

they were of Philadelphia Italian associations within the city. The general spoke on 

history, on the honor and valor of the Italian soldiers in World War I and the “irrefutable 

defense of the Italian claim to the irredentist lands;” he couldn’t resist a parting shot at 

Italy’s arch enemies across the Brenner, and the “underhanded way of the Austrians.”1115

 By March, 1919, a committee to advocate post-war Italian land claims, the “Italia 

Irredenta” Committee, had been formed in Philadelphia; it was fully stocked with 

recognized leaders of South Philadelphia’s Italian community, an assembly of the 
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community’s best known public men, the Regional Counsel for Italy, Giuseppe Di 

Silvestro, the head of the Sons of Italy in Philadelphia, Giuseppe Falanga of the 

Independent Sons of Italy in Philadelphia, and Ettore Martini, president of the local 

committee “Irredentist Italy,” Roberto Lombardi of the Italian Club of Philadelphia, 

Eugenio Alassandroni, a lawyer, and Frank Roma, who also appeared in the list of 

prominent Philadelphia Italians of “Italia Irredenta” Committee. Frank Roma sanctioned 

his multi-ethnic business empire with high-profile public roles in Italian associations; he 

was also the chair of the Committee for the Victims of the Italian War in 1918. In the 

summer of 1918, Roma delivered an address at a fund-raising gala making an appeal for 

aid to the soldiers who had “lost eyes, arms and legs,” and he capped his talk with an 

appeal for “terre irredente.”1116

 Thus, the “promenenti” of South Philadelphia strove to position themselves out  

in front of issues popular in the Italian American community. No club personified this 

self-serving tactic of Philadelphia’s Italian elite more than Il Circolo Italiano, The Italian 

Club.

 

1117 The post-war Italian land ambitions galvanized popular opinion in Italian 

Philadelphia and Frank Palumbo, Frank Roma, Joseph A Di Silvestri, Dr. De Vechis and 

The Italian Club met to put together a meeting on this cause to engage the entire Italian 

colony in Philadelphia “in the biggest room in the city” in 1919.1118

                                                 
1116 Il Momento, July 27, 1918. 

 

1117 Membership in an ethnic association also elided with city politics—Bartolemeo 
Mansolino was the president of the Italian American Club and a committeeman in his 
34th ward in 1924. 
1118 Il Momento, March 26, 1919. 
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 Philadelphia’s Italian Club was an early backer of the Italian war effort, a 

prestigious association of men of the community who had memberships in multiple 

ethnic associations. The club inducted 25 members at its monthly meeting in August, 

1917 and presented an honorary membership to the Italian Regional Counsel Gentile. At 

the end of this meeting it discussed plans to honor “an American personality,” a telling 

example of the Italian American willingness to reach across ethnic boundaries to connect 

with established Anglo society in Philadelphia. The list of Italian Club dignitaries was 

impressive and included the Italian Ambassador in Washington, the Regional Italian 

Counsel in Philadelphia, the honorary president of the Sons of Italy, Dr. Vincenzo Buffa 

as well as the acting president of the Sons of Italy, Giuseppe Di Silvestro.1119

 At the same meeting, the club discussed the return of $500 it had borrowed from 

C.C.A. Baldi, a public figure of community-wide renown, and another $100 from his son, 

Vito, which was used to buy a factory building that the club intended to use for its 

meetings and other affairs.

   

1120 C.C.A. Baldi, was asked to leave the Italian Club in 1917.  

Baldi, it was alleged, had packed the war-relief committee sponsored by the Italian Club 

with his own people and attempted to monopolize what was designed to be a community-

wide committee that combined associations in one common cause. The influential La 

Societa Unione Abruzzese and even the Italian barbers, La Societa Barbieri, protested the 

conniving nature of Baldi’s selections.1121

                                                 
1119 Il Momento, Jan. 27, 1917. 

 

1120 Ibid., Aug. 4, 1917. 
1121 La Libera Parola, July 6, 1918; Philadelphia Record, June 29, 1918. The brothers, 
Giovanni and A. Giuseppe DiSilvestro and Dr. Leopold Vacarro were high-level 
competitors with C.C.A. Baldi. 
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 Charles Baldi was a charismatic character within the Italian American 

community, known as a padrone and a controversial leader in the community. He had a 

lively career, starting as a vegetable hawker on the streets working the area around 22nd 

and Spring Garden; his ambition would drive him in many different directions. He was 

once called in by the Italian counsel as an Italian language mediator of a strike in the 

anthracite regions of Pennsylvania of Italian workers against the Schuylkill Valley 

Railroad.1122 Charles C. Baldi started L’Opinione, the city’s Italian-language daily in 

1906; by 1916 it was the only daily left in Italian Philadelphia, and it lasted until 1935. Its 

editor was Agostino De Biasi, who was schooled in New York working for Il Progresso 

and migrated to Philadelphia to take over Baldi’s L’Opinione—Baldi and De Biasi 

“espoused a fervent Italian nationalism…seeking to uplift the cultural level and instill a 

passionate patriotism among the immigrants.”1123

 Baldi’s bank, the 1st Italian Exchange Bank, operated in the heart of South 

Philadelphia on South 8th Street and was a full service immigrant bank—“Baldi’s role as 

bank president revealed his generosity and concern for the working-class patron.”

 

1124

 C.C.A. Baldi’s prominence within Philadelphia’s ethnic community also 

propelled him to public roles in local Italian American associations, often more as an 

  

Baldi also went on to acquire property in the immigrant community and was a landlord 

for immigrants seeking housing in the city.  

                                                 
1122 Varbero, “Philadelphia’s South Italians in the 1920s,” in Davis and Haller, eds., The 
Peoples of Philadelphia, 284. 
1123 Vecoli, “The Italian Immigrant Press and the Construction of Social Reality” in 
Danky and Wiegand, eds., Print Culture in a Diverse America, 22. 
1124 Varbero, “Philadelphia’s South Italians in the 1920s,” in Davis and Haller, eds., The 
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honorary symbolic link to a public man of status than an active leader.  Thus, he was at 

the head of associations such as the Societa di Mutuo Soccorso Maria Santissima della 

Grazia di Acqua-Villa-Cilento, Societa Italiana di Mutuos Soccorso San Biaggio, 

Federazione Italiane di Filadelfia, and the Societa Italaiana di Mutuo Soccorso & 

Beneficenza.1125 These were all smaller, local societies with their roots in Southern Italy 

from Cilento in the far southern region of Basilicata to San Biaggio in the Abruzzo 

mountains. The Federazione di Filadelfia was founded in 1903; its president was 

Domenico Biello and C.C.A. Baldi was its original treasurer.1126

 The Italian Club with its Italian American pedigree, did not tolerate the rough 

politics of Baldi; this association assumed a moral stance and strove to position itself as 

the elite leaders of post-war Italian land ambitions, leading the ethnic community in its 

public support for the return of Italian lands. A committee of 30 workers from the Italian 

Club was selected and, after recruiting members from other Italian American 

associations, a final organization of 50 was put together to give voice to the irredentist 

fever of post-war Diaspora Philadelphia.

   

1127 The “Italia Irredenta” Committee was 

careful not to publicly criticize Woodrow Wilson and offered its respects, “staying 

behind the President and reminding everyone of the devotion and fidelity that Italian 

Americans feel for the institutions that ‘rule the great country.’”1128

 In the summer, 1918, through fall, 1919, Italian associations in Philadelphia 

spawned action committees to call for the return of Trieste and the Dalmatian lands Italy 
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felt was theirs after the war. Antonio Scarsella was the chair of a group of 20 Italians 

from a small city in Pennsylvania, Hollidaysburg, calling for a return of Trieste.1129 A 

separate “committee for Italian Irredention” was established in South Philadelphia early 

in 1919 to press for the “return” of Italian lands in South Tryol, Trieste and the Northern 

Dalmatian Coast.1130

Gabriel D’Annunzio’s Faithful Philadelphians 

 

 Italian post-war land ambition was reincarnated in the words and daring actions of 

Gabriel D’Annunzio, the darling of Philadelphia’s Italians with his bold, risky stance in 

post-Treaty Fiume. The poet D’Annunzio was a Futurist who reveled in the spotlight of 

the risky, singular heroic action, backing aggressive individual and state initiatives, 

endorsing the necessity of sacrifice in war, and Italy’s destiny to lead and rule.   

 These contradictory currents were alive and pulsating in Italy and within the 

Italian American community in Philadelphia after the war years, and it was difficult for 

the ordinary citizen, looking for some reason to be proud of his nation of origin and his 

current existence in Philadelphia, to back his beloved Italy in its post-war claims and at 

the same time repudiate the imperialistic impulses and anti-democratic leanings of 

D’Annunzio and his irredentist warriors. This dilemma of conflicting emotional and 

political commitments would only become worse in the 1920s when Mussolini, following 

D’Annunzio’s example at Fiume, made his own bold putsch in his successful march on 

Rome. 
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 The Abruzzo Union donated $50 to the “poet soldier Gabriele D’Annunzio” in the 

September of 1919 during his seizure and occupation of the port of Fiume on the northern 

Dalmation Coast.1131 D’Annunzio was originally from Abruzzo, and his appeal in 

Philadelphia was only heightened by this ancestral connection, even if his modernist 

tendencies, his passion for danger and speed and aggressive nationalism distanced him 

from the peasant conservatism of the quiet mountain farmers of this region. The Abruzzo 

Union suggested that “no Italian will be deaf to the appeal of the Abruzzo Union for this 

heroic enterprise.”1132

 In fact, the Abruzzo Union became the lead association in the campaign to back 

D’Annunzio and a conduit for receiving and transferring funds raised and donated by 

other Italian associations in Philadelphia to the cause in Italy.

 

1133 The Society of Mutual 

Support of Atessani, established by emigrants from the Abruzzo town of Atessa, 

established a fund for the hero poet Gabriele D’Annuzio and funneled $50 for his 

occupation in Fiume through the Abruzzo Union. In November, 1919, $96 was collected 

from various Philadelphia societies and transferred to Milan, to Benito Mussolini, backer 

of D’Anunnzio’s “Italy for the People” campaign.1134

 Even the more reserved membership of the Sons of Italy in Philadelphia were 

moved by D’Annunzio’s occupation of Fiume in 1919;  Lodge No. 187 renamed itself the 

  

                                                 
1131 Il Momento, Sept. 1, 1919. 
1132 Ibid. 
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“Gabriele D’Annunzio” lodge of the Sons of Italy and “sent to Professor Benito 

Mussolini in Milan the sum of 5,000 Lire as a first contribution in support of the work of 

the patriot poet of war in Fiume.”1135 This lodge also sent $50 for the “sons of the 

wounded and orphans of the war” via an Italian officer, Lieutenant Zappi, who was 

named an “honorary brother” of the lodge during his time in Philadelphia.1136

 D’Annunzio Lodge was proud of its new title and association with irredentist 

Italy, with an Italy of bold moves and an aggressive spirit in post-war affairs, boasting 

that Lodge 187, “which took the name of the grand poet, is full of praise and admiration 

of the other Lodges who back the grand campaign in Fiume and the orphans of the 

war.”

   

1137

Social Capital and Italian American Associations 

 The Fiume affair would end badly for just about everybody who backed the 

poet/warrior’s attempted land seizure; after a year’s occupation by D’Annunzio’s bandit 

army, the Italian navy, in December, 1920, scattered the occupiers with a few salvos, and 

Italian claims on this Yugoslav port were abandoned.  However, the model for daring, 

direct political action in the name of a new Italian nationalism had been established and 

endorsed by Italian Philadelphia to be taken up later by Mussolini. 

 
 The Italian Committee of Emergency Aid was an organization that helped Italian 

Americans who found themselves in need of emergency funds and material. The 

chairperson of the Italian Committee of Emergency Aid was Mrs. Benjamin Miller; it 

was not unusual for Italian associations to have more established members of 

                                                 
1135 Il Momento, Sept. 13, 1919. 
1136 Ibid.; Mack Smith, Italy: A Modern History, 322. Mussolini took to calling himself 
“professor” after he became certified as an elementary teacher. 
1137 Ibid., Sept. 1, 1919. 
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Philadelphia’s Anglo community either in front, as chair, or working side-by-side with 

Italian Americans. It was also popular for established Philadelphians to lend a hand to the 

Italian community and lead in self-helping organizations. The Italian Aid Committee 

solicited and accepted donations that were deposited at a laundry site on South 8th Street 

in South Philadelphia, items such as socks, children’s clothing, cheese. The organization 

had established an impressive cash treasury and reported a cash reserve for future aid 

projects of $6,000 in 1918.1138

 Italian Aid turned itself into a war relief organization during World War I and 

attached a Fund for the War Orphans of Italy to its cause, relocating its headquarters 

downtown, to 15th & Walnut Streets. The Committee in Philadelphia sought clothes and 

cash in the fall of 1918 for the peoples of Abruzzo, making a “moving appeal for the 

women, children and the aged in L’Aquila, region Abruzzo. Almost all the men of this 

town are at the front; the old, women and children remain at home facing the prospect of 

enduring a brutal winter.”

 

1139 Italian Aid looked for “money donations and materials to 

help the soldiers serving and those in hospitals, also the prisoners of war.” The Piave 

fund aid also went to aid “families with war deaths and war wounded during the recent 

victory on the Piave.”1140

 The support and co-operation between the Italian American community and this 

committee led by an Anglo outsider demonstrated the bridging capacity, the ability to 

 Anglo leadership and capital merged with Italian American 

initiative during the war years in a combined communal effort.  

                                                 
1138 Il Momento, April 13, 1918. 
1139 Ibid., Sept. 8, 1918. 
1140 Ibid., April 13, 1918. 
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embrace inclusive strategies and to benefit from the links that were possible between 

Italian associations and established Anglo American individuals and groups. The 

motivating purpose was the crisis of war and its devastating effect on civilians and 

wounded Italian soldiers, but the result was an example of the real bonds of generalized 

trust between an emerging but vulnerable ethnic group and established American society.   

Self-Help Returned to Italy 

 Let’s sample the energy of one of Philadelphia’s small but vibrant regional 

associations, the Society of Mutual Support of Atessa of Philadelphia, named after 

descendants of the town of Atessa, Italy. Atesa is a mountainous town 70 miles inland 

from the Adriatic Coast around Vasto in Southern Abruzzo on the border with Molise 

Province, in the foothills leading to the Frentani Mountain range. It was populated in the 

late 1800s by a people devoted to eking out an existence from agriculture and timber; its 

immigrants to Philadelphia fit the pattern of chain migration from the small villages and 

hill towns of this rocky, agricultural region. 

 The 12th Annual Festival of the Society Atessani was held on a Monday evening 

in the spring of 1918; this festival was the product of a debate within the association 

about its decline in membership and status within the associational network of Italian 

Philadelphia. The Atessani decided to reassert themselves in true Italian style by 

presenting  a party to the community that reflected the “brave and kind sons of 

Abruzzo.”1141

                                                 
1141 Il Momento, May 18, 1918. 
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 The Society funneled its proceeds from the ball through the bank of C.C.A. Baldi 

to reach people in need in Atessani. The assistance was for the victims of the war, for 

“our dead, wounded, awarded for their acts of valor in the war against our age-old enemy, 

completely smashed by the heroism of our glorious campaign.”1142 The officers of the 

association were President Giovanni Tenaglia, Vice President Pietro Codagnone, 

Treasurer Gennaro Cicchitti, Secretary Antonio Gentili; other festival committee 

members were Giuseppe D’Alfonso, Francesco Iannelli, Luigi D’Amelio, Nicola 

Carnevale, Giuseppe Spaventa. We know something of the occupational backgrounds of 

this group of leaders; among the nine were a tailor, a grocer and a meat packer 

worker.1143

 The association members also donated to a pool of money dispatched to Atessa 

for the battered returning Italian soldiers from the highest donations among the Atessani 

of Philadelphia of $10 to the norm of $1, supported by many donations of 50¢ and 25¢.  

The total raised from 125 members of the Atessani association in Philadelphia was $262, 

and all the names of the donors were printed in the ethnic press.

    

1144

                                                 
1142 Il Momento, Oct. 25, 1919. 

 This mutual aid 

society of modest Italian Philadelphians in the late 19th and early 20th centuries was 

closely attuned to the life left behind in Italy and the Atessani of Philadelphia lived a dual 

existence, obliged to share their wages by sending cash back to Italy to sustain hard-hit 

families in this difficult agricultural zone. The dual responsibilities between home in 

Philadelphia and the home left behind in Italy was part of the life of the Southern Italian 

1143 Boyd’s City Directory of Philadelphia, 1920. 
1144 Il Momento, Oct. 25, 1919. 
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immigrants—table 8.1 displays the extent of Italian immigrant workers’ commitment to 

support their families in Abruzzo and Molise with funds wired home to Italy in the years 

1876-1900. 

 

Table 8.1.  Yearly Savings Deposit Sent through Overseas Postal Orders to Abruzzo and 
Molise, 1876-1900.  In Italian Lire 

 
Year L’Aquila Campobasso Chieti Teramo 
 
1876 16,906 33,921 15,569 5,995 
1877 34,136 72,329 66,675 22,227 
1878 55,470 100,720 128,308 61,895 
1879 121, 124 162,260 194,160 112,911 
1880 153, 436 300,401 258,973 233,558 
1881 250, 110 512,755 417,187 305,886 
1882 350,239 685,965 501,308 324,709 
1883 485,891 1,054,493 664,471 418,995 
1884 629,921 1,302,298 905,297 521,315 
1885 706,570 1,356,977 988,751 531,697 
1886 783,714 1,466,341 1,112,788 613,235 
1887 867,208 1,759,227 1,168,787 613,095 
1888 892,563 2,269,812 1,331,841 705,865 
1889 982,911 2,666,466 1,475,879 787,532 
1890 1,118,554 2,985,218 1,716,606 797,975 
1891 1,277,066 3,366,032 1,800,572 809,962 
1892 1,364,751 3,797,729 1,987,171 812,202 
1893 1,494,077 4,021,112 2,125,836 870,597 
1894 1,481,426 3,633,658 2,080,899 896,406 
1895 1,491,609 3,710,127 2,113,338 910,512 
1896 1,465,951 3,705,914 2,028,913 914,025 
1897 1,908,354 4,544,508 2,471,940 1,090,413 
1898 2,238,134 5,383,224 2,791,287 1,148,572 
1899 2,719,799 6,879,397 3,288,690 1,326,144 
1900 3,006,072 8,430,907 3,869,923 1,305,380 
 
Source: Eide Spedicato Iengo, “Dalle migrazione agli esparati,” in Storia Urbana (Franco 
Angeli, 2002) 123. 
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The Sons of Italy 

 Let us turn to the historical record of the Sons of Italy in Philadelphia and 

Pennsylvania; our purpose to this point has been to provide space and understanding for 

the smaller, local associations, but the large and extensive network of branch associations 

that was the Sons of Italy naturally had an impact on Italian Philadelphia during the years 

when ethnic consciousness was being constructed. The history of Italian American 

voluntary associations in Philadelphia and the surrounding suburbs influenced by the city 

is one of an expansive democracy, a veritable rising of localized civic engagement 

embodied in a vast number of associations of diverse origin and meaning relating in 

multiple ways to Italy as the land of origin, to the experience of emigration and eventual 

overseas settlement. We may never come close to knowing the full extent of the 

associational movement among the Italians of Philadelphia; many of the Italian ethnic 

societies have simply passed through history and are now lost. The Sons of Italy was the 

one movement that emphasized size and an all-inclusive approach to membership; its 

cellular structure of individual associations with localized meaning and membership 

allowed for a measure of regional autonomy within the larger Sons organization. 

 The Sons of Italy was founded in 1905 in New York; the organization quickly 

reached to Pennsylvania when Lodge Santo Stefano di Camastra was established in 

1909.1145

                                                 
1145 In 1908, The Independent Order of the Sons of Italy was formed in New York and 
this schism within the Sons organization worked its way to Philadelphia. Reunification 
was achieved in 1910, but some lodges in Philadelphia would remain independent even 
after the break had been repaired. 

 Giuseppe Di Silvestro and Alfonso Cubbiciotti, a banker, helped initiate another 

branch society, Lodge 77, Italia, in 1913— Lodge Italia became the replacement 
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association for the established Italian American Alliance.1146 Di Silvestro would go on to 

become the Pennsylvania “Grand Venerable” from 1913-1923, and in 1922 his brother 

Giovanni became Supreme Venerable, the national president, of the Sons of Italy.1147

 In Philadelphia, the leadership of the Sons under Di Silvestro became locked into 

a status conflict with another community leader, the charismatic C.C.A. Baldi and his 

organization, The Italian Federation and Figlie di Colombo. In 1912, the Italian 

Federation of Philadelphia was organized in an attempt to bind the various regional 

associations, but this was a project that would fall victim to the parochialism of Italian 

ethnic associations. The diverse network of Italian associations in Philadelphia would 

eventually achieve a temporary unity of purpose under the crisis of Italy at war, but their 

unity was temporary under a single-issue cause; the clannishness of Italian societies and 

their emotional clinging to a past territory and village memory was, like their Irish 

counterparts, the primary basis for coming together in the first place, and this primary 

 The 

Sons promoted an unusual brand of fraternalism, evoking rituals and sign language that 

mystified outsiders yet bound insiders, adopting a Masonic tone to their society. The 

president was the “venerable,” and there were lodges as well as grand lodges; the Sons 

organization was typical in it hierarchical leadership with a treasurer, secretary, an 

assistant venerable and an orator. Unlike many of the other associations that relied on 

such transnational credentials as home town village or region as a basis for association 

membership, the Sons of Italy welcomed members regardless of the location of Italian 

birth or ancestry. 

                                                 
1146 Biagi, The Italians of Philadelphia, 135. 
1147 Luconi, From Paesani to White Ethnics, 34. 
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attachment to communalism was never disassembled in the Italian ethnic association in 

Philadelphia.  

 The Sons had a cellular structure similar to the Irish Clan Na Gael and the 

Ancient Order of Hibernians—instead of branches or camps, the Italians referred to their 

local associations as lodges. The charter of the Sons had a secular spirit that also warned 

against political or even religious factionalism; it strove “to reunite in one single family 

all the Italians scattered throughout the Americas…respecting any religious or political 

opinion.”1148

 The Order of the Sons of Italy was the most prolific organization of Italian mutual 

aid and identity in Philadelphia and its lodges spread across the state—the Order of the 

Sons also responded to the surge of Italian nationalism initiated by the First World War.  

In May, 1917, before the retreat from their Alpine positions in the late fall, a number of 

lodges came together and raised funds for a medal to be dispatched to Italy’s chief 

commander at the time, General Cordona,

 In spite of this commitment to modern liberalism in the association’s 

charter, Philadelphia’s Giovanni Di Silvestri, the “Grand Venerable” in 1921, aligned the 

Pennyslvania and the national Sons with the Lega Italiana, the Italian League.  This was 

a fascist organization, and this unfortunate decision would stain Di Silvestri’s leadership 

and the Sons’ reputation in the United States. 

1149 from the Sons of Italy in Philadelphia. 

Also, a banner was ordered for the “first American division sent to Europe.”1150

                                                 
1148 Ernest L. Biagi, The Purple Aster: A History of the Sons of Italy in America (New 
York: Veritas Publishing, 1961) 25. 

   

1149 General Cordona would go on to be dismissed after the failure at Caporetto. His 11 
offensives in the Carpian Alps, 1915-17 would be remembered for the waste of Italian 
youth in fruitless efforts to dislodge the Austrians from mountaintop defensive positions; 
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 The local lodges all had colorful titles, and the names of the lodges of the Sons of 

Italy, their titles, represented an index of ethnic identity among the Italians of South 

Philadelphia. In the spring of 1917, 36 lodges ran a campaign to raise funds for Italian 

war relief, and the contributions of the individual lodges are listed below; these self-

selected association titles reveal the important symbols and cultural icons that bound 

Italian American in the war years. The small amounts raised for war assistance also tell 

us that these local ethnic associations existed with scant financial resources populated by 

people of very modest means.1151

 As the Irish Americans of Philadelphia named their associations in the 1890s after 

iconic nationalist heroes and images of Ireland, such as the Michael Davits, Parnells and 

the Emeralds, the Italian Americans applied an identical strategy of ethnic identity in 

their choice of titles for their lodges in Philadelphia in the early 1900s.  Thus, there were 

the lodges of  “Garibaldi,” “Fraternity, “Band of Brothers”, New Piave, New Italy, Terra 

Irredenta and September 20.” And meaningful locations of Italian memory such as 

Lodge 696, “Gran Sasso d’Italia,” named after the mountain that towers over the city of 

L’Aquila in L’Aquila province in Abruzzo and Lodges Gorizia and Udine named after 

the towns in Friulli that captured Italian memory of  

World War I.

 

1152

                                                                                                                                                 
he combined elitism and a contempt for the Italian peasant solider, a legacy not fully 
achieved in May, 1917 

   

1150 Il Momento, May 26, 1917. 
1151 Ibid. 
1152 Ibid., Jan, 5, 1918. 
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 The Sons of Italy in Philadelphia mobilized its extensive network of local lodges 

in 1917 for aid to war-time Italy, and, even though individual lodges had limited financial 

resources, by adding together $1 donations, the individual association was able to 

accumulate modest sums to overall contribution of the Philadelphia Sons—in 1917 the 

Sons were able to hand over $1,358 to the Italian Ambassador in Washington.  This 

campaign of $1 donations also allowed the Sons to present another check from the Sons 

for $233 to the Red Cross for Italian relief.1153

 Like the Irish associations, the meetings were also locations for lessons in ethnic 

heritage, more often an oral history of national heroism whose primary mission was to 

induce Italian pride in a mythical past. Lodge 498, Giuseppi De Felice Giuffrida, was 

founded in 1916 and celebrated their one-year of existence with members from Lodge 77, 

“Italia,” at a mutual gathering in 1917. After Giovanni Di Silvestro gave a short speech, 

association secretary, Alfredo Perfilia, offered a few words on the history of the “Fasci 

Siciliani,” and the “progress of freedom and liberation” in Sicily from 1793 to 1893.

   

1154

 The Sons were also a social outlet for leisure, an opportunity to get away from the 

concerns and worries of daily life, and, during excursions outside of Philadelphia, the 

society was able to combine family with community. The Sons of Italy in Philadelphia 

held their annual meeting in the summer at Atlantic City in 1919; it was a full day 

devoted to an associational agenda which began at 9:30 in the morning with the business 

of financial affairs, nominations of officers, and elections, breaking at 3:00 PM for a 

   

                                                 
1153 Il Momento, Feb. 2, 1918. 
1154 Ibid., April 28, 1917. 
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banquet given by the hosting Atlantic City Lodge, Cornona d’Italia.1155 The Sons 

traveled on an excursion train from Philadelphia, and, once in Atlantic City, members and 

their families stayed at any of the numerous hotels owned by Italian Americans, at the 

Allarato Hotel or the Hotel Mascagni.1156

The Italian American Catholic Clubs for Boys 

 

 We have seen how the Irish initially rejected the cultural content of the sports club 

from its Protestant roots, preferring to stamp it with their own brand of militant ethnic 

nationalism—the Irish Gaelic sport movement in Philadelphia in the early 1900s became 

another expression of singular Irish defiance. The Irish Catholic clubs for boys, however, 

started as religious organizations with the intention of molding young people through 

moral persuasion; in time, they found secular diversions such as competitive games and 

sports as a much better and more convincing method in which to wrap their moral 

messages. These sports were Americanized, pastimes Irish youth learned growing up in 

Philadelphia which gave them a cultural capital that eased interaction with youth clubs 

from other ethnicities in Philadelphia. 

 The Italian Americans also established its ethnic games, and bocce emerged as a 

popular pastime and a prime expression of Italian culture— Il Circolo Romano and the 

Italian American Bocce Club were well established in South Philadelphia in the early 

decades of the 1900s.1157

                                                 
1155 Il Momento, June 31, 1919. 

 The Italians also confronted the problem of childhood 

socialization in an urban center and responded with their version of the boys club.  The 

1156 Ibid., Aug. 23, 1919. 
1157 Mathias, “From Folklore to Mass Leisure.” 



484 
 
Italian Catholic youth club and its curriculum of religion, games and sport made its way 

to South Philadelphia in the 1910s as the Don Bosco Boys’ Club was formed to “elevate 

the morals of its young people.”1158

 In 1918 we find the Don Bosco Catholic Club still going strong, holding its 

regular 8:00 PM Sunday meeting on South 9th Street, electing its officers for the year; the 

Italian Don Bosco club thanked “brother James O’Hara…[who] conducted the election” 

of officers. The meeting closed with the singing of religious songs.”

   

1159

 The San Donato Boys’ Club in West Philadelphia, in Overbrook, was an Italian 

society for Catholic youth associated with San Donato’s Church, an Italian American 

Catholic Church that first opened its doors in 1910. It embraced a full agenda of activities 

and programs for the young Italians, a club that  “attracted the slowly-expanding middle-

class elements from all provinces of Italy.”

 Boys were 

socialized early into the code of the meeting, the responsibility of leadership as an officer 

or simply serving on a committee. There were committees for athletic events, for social 

and educational gatherings and for literary events, an early education in local association 

building mediated by the attraction of sport and games.   

1160

                                                 
1158 Il Momento, Feb. 2, 1918. 

 The Italian boys’ Catholic Clubs had a 

singular message to put out in the first two decades of the 20th century, an allegiance to 

church and a more subtle promotion of bourgeois values of achievement and self-

improvement through education, discipline, communal responsibility and personal 

initiative. Vietrix Catholic Club was another boys’ association for Italians, located at 

1159 Ibid. 
1160 R.A. Varbero, “Urbanization and Acculturation: Philadelphia’s South Italians, 1918-
1932,” PhD diss, Temple Univ., 1975, 65.  
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5435 Vine Street, in West Philadelphia, and from time to time the two clubs would get 

together for an evening of music and dancing and games like darts.1161

 Like many of the Italian-American associations, the First World War and the 

post-war conflicts over treaty and territory unleashed a wave of Italian nationalism, an 

interest in Italian affairs and a burst of activity in the Italian Catholic boys’ clubs.  South 

Philadelphia’s Don Bosco Catholic Club welcomed the neighborhood’s returning soldiers 

with a “monster smoker and package party in 1919.” Later, they formed committees to 

organize another banquet for “their overseas heroes” and held a reception and dance at 

Musical Fund Hall, 8th & Locust Sts.

   

1162

 Like the Irish Catholic youth clubs, the organizing principles and selection of 

activities were meant to create good citizens and solid habits of bourgeois consistency. A 

meeting for the boys, to elect officers and to pay monthly dues and to discuss the goals 

and purpose of the organization was held in January, 1919—this serious agenda for the 

Italian male youth of Overbrook was a veiled primer on the value of purposeful and goal-

directed actions that could be put to use in an adult commercial world. 

 No one in May, 1919, spoke of the real war, the 

over one million Italian soldiers killed and wounded, the expendables of Italy’s peasant 

army now lost and disillusioned, and the gathering internecine conflict in Italy between 

those who served and those who refused that would lead to the rise of Mussolini.   

 The nexus of Church and Italian society was diffused throughout the city’s Italian 

sections, but the close, sentimental, reverent association exhibited by “Holy Ireland” with 

Catholicism was missing in the Catholic Italian Diaspora. The historical legacy of the 

                                                 
1161 Il Momento, June 8, 1918. 
1162 Ibid., May 10, 1919. 
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Church’s sustained opposition to Italian unification and its association with foreign 

powers in the maintenance of its Vatican lands and political autonomy discredited 

Catholicism as a popular memory in Italian Philadelphia.   

 While the Irish established Catholic schools for the religious education of their 

children in Philadelphia, the Italians preferred the city’s public schools. A shared trust in 

the city’s high schools seemed to grow in the Italian community—meetings of parent-

teachers association were reported in the Italian ethnic press, presumably as models of 

integration and acceptance and pride that Italian school children were participating in the 

public schools. This faith in the public schools of Philadelphia can be seen in the many 

ways that the people of Abruzzo, for example, came to look to the state for education and 

social relief among the many organizations that existed in local towns in the late 1800s.  

In Ireland, reinforced by the dogma of forced exile and abandonment by the British state 

during hard times, this trust never existed nor was ever allowed to develop in the Irish 

Diaspora of Philadelphia. 

 There were exceptions to Philadelphia Italian diffidence toward the Catholic 

Church, like the popular San Donato’s Church in Overbrook with its commitment to 

mold good Catholics and good citizens, but also with a secular mission more suited to the 

Italian community, to “learn the glorious history of Italy and our beautiful language.”1163

                                                 
1163 Il Momento, June 8, 1918. 

  

Other Italian Catholic Churches emerged in Philadelphia during the first decade of the 

1900s, such as St. Lucy’s which was opened in Manyunk in 1906, Our Lady of Angels in 

West Philadelphia and in Germantown Our Lady of Rosary which opened in 1907, St. 
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Michael’s also in Germantown, St. Mary of the Eternal, 22nd and Clearfield, Mater 

Dolorosa Church in Frankford at 6th & Erie, and Our Lady of Pompei, a haven for 

Calabria emigrants, were all Catholic Churches opened by Italians for Philadelphia 

Italians.1164 In the heart of South Philadelphia, the Italian parishes of St. Paul’s was 

located at 9th & Christian and, a few blocks away, you found Santa Maria’s at  8th & 

Montrose which served the densely populated Italian community.1165

 If church could become a casual social site for the creation of Catholic boys and 

girls clubs, the social construction of an ordered, disciplined and compliant youth, it was 

also the place for the inculcation of an attendant manifest commitment to the construction 

of a new Italian identity. The location and settings changed, but the message was a 

constant reminder of the need to develop a new Italian American with the skills and 

personal capital necessary for achievement in an advanced industrial society. Thus, the 

Catholic youth clubs, in their attempt to engineer boys and girls into future Catholics, 

also advanced a dual model of ethnic citizenship, one in line with the growing Italian 

nationalism and ethnic pride and another in achievement America and its code of 

discipline in support of goal-directed behavior.    

 

 Haddington Library in West Philadelphia opened a reading room in the library’s 

basement to be used for the area’s Italian youth; the agenda was “the education and 

morale improvement of the growing generation” of Italians in West Philadelphia.1166

                                                 
1164 Arcangeli, “Le Colonie italiane di Philadelphia,” Annual della Facolta di Lettere e 
Filosofia dell’Universita di Napoli, 223. 

  

1165 Dickinson, “Aspects of Italian Immigration to Philadelphia,” Pennsylvania Magazine 
of History and Biography, 454. 
1166 Il Momento, Feb. 24, 1919. 
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Madonna House was opened in 1904, at 814 S. 10th Street in the heart of the South 

Philadelphia Italian community, staffed by a priest from St. Charles Borromeo Seminary, 

Michael Donovan. Madonna House offered classes in home industries, recreation and 

even sports; it had 600 children in its programs by 1905.  Asunta House followed at 12th 

& Reed, to join Dixon House (1888), Webster House, University Settlements and the 

Graphic Sketch Club as institutions dedicated to the oversight of Italian youth in a 

turbulent urban setting.1167

 In 1922 a cemetery in South Philadelphia was paved over and turned into a sports 

complex with a playground and a cinder track, the product of the work of the 

community’s Columbus Committee.

  

1168

Women and Italian American Associations 

  The Italian associations and their movement for 

mutual support were not immune to the penetrations of popular social movements and 

they too responded to general fears about childhood socialization in early 20th century 

industrial cities and whenever possible with their own means moved to offer alternatives 

to the street corner. 

 The Italian association life of Philadelphia was primarily an exclusive male sub-

society which can be partly explained by the early nature of emigration and the great 

number of single males who struck out on their own from rural Italian regions like 

Abruzzo. Table 8.2 displays the number of emigrants from Abruzzo who were single 

compared with the number who departed with the primary family, 1876-1900. The single, 

                                                 
1167 Varbero, “Urbanization and Acculturation: Philadelphia’s South Italians, 1918-
1932,” 233. 
1168 Ibid., 323. 
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sojourning Italian male emigrant dominated the early historical record; however, 

emigration in whole family groups increased significantly by the end of the 19th century 

which was reflected in the permanent settlement in cities like Philadelphia by the 

beginning of the 20th century. This switch in emigration strategy from the single male to 

the whole family in Abruzzo and Molise can be observed in the population increase of 

the American-born Italian population of Philadelphia displayed in table 7.2. 
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Table 8.2.  Number of Single Overseas Emigrants and Whole Family Groups from 

Abruzzo & Molise, 1876-1900 
 
Year Single Family Group 
 
1876 335 40 
1877 476 98 
1878 944 492 
1879 1,266 896 
1880 953 982 
1881 1,973 979 
1882 3,782 953 
1883 7,884 1,159 
1884 3,583 1,382 
1885 4,367 1,849 
1886 7,388 3,127 
1887 10,019 3,390 
1888 10,414 2,733 
1889 7,896 2,267 
1890 10,451 2,391 
1891 10,281 1,969 
1892 6,194 2,851 
1893 9,072 4,295 
1894 6,592 3117 
1895 10,145 7,615 
1896 13,128 7,459 
1897 7,137 5,454 
1898 8,972 6,179 
1899 8,889 8,633 
1900 13,391 9,541 
 
Source: “C. Jarach Report,” Eide Spedicato Iengo, “Dalle migrazione agli esparati,” in 
Storia Urbana (Franco Angeli: 2002) 125. 
 
 
 Yet, women contributed to the associational spirit of Philadelphia’s Italian 

American community whenever they could in ways that were available to them at the 

time.  All-female lodges of the Sons of Italy were organized such as “Corona d’Italia” 

(Crown of Italy), which attached itself as an auxiliary association to the men’s 
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society.1169  Lodge Cristina Bengioioso was an all-female association affiliated to the 

Sons; the women of this lodge helped prepare the men’s meeting room for the Atlantic 

City meeting of the Sons in August, 1919.1170 The Queen Margherita Italian Association, 

named after King Humbert’s wife, was another active women’s society in Philadelphia in 

1919.1171 And San Donato’s Church sponsored an “auxiliary club” for girls to 

complement the Catholic boys club in West Philadelphia, a separate organization styled 

along the lines of youth associations.1172

 The public events of the associations, the fund-raising balls for all-male ethnic 

associations were supported by women’s labor, most often the wives and daughters of the 

committee chairs selected to run the event. The chair could be a prominent member of the 

Italian community, such as the lawyer Joseph P. Bartilucci who, with his wife, ran the 

ball for Italian refugees for the Union and Brotherhood Association of Philadelphia.

 

1173

Post-War Association Myopia 

 

 Like the Irish associations, keeping up with the regular payment of dues and 

consistent membership roles was a problem for the Italian societies with its mobile 

working population; the waning enthusiasm for consistent membership accounting was 

also an index of the gradual, slipping popularity of the ethnic associations in the 1920s.  

We have noted that the Italian-inspired formula for the mutual aid society was a social 

contract that required an acceptance of a moral agreement on communal solidarity and 

                                                 
1169 Il Momento, Jan. 5, 1918. 
1170 Ibid., Aug. 23, 1919. 
1171 Ibid., Nov. 15, 1919. 
1172 Ibid., June 6, 1919. 
1173 Ibid., April 6, 1918. 
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subsistence-level material aid; it was also a commitment to bourgeois values, to thrift, 

discipline and consistency of habit, and the monthly dues payment was one of the 

important planks of the institution.   

 These communal values were carried from Italy, but one could also argue that the 

Italian societies, so intent on overcoming a social stigma that greeted their arrival in 

Philadelphia, constructed a firm, instructional message about correct procedure, and 

endorsed a mission to present themselves to the surrounding Protestant-influenced world 

as sober, respectable, self-governing citizens. The singular act of regular dues payment 

was vitally important as a practical matter for the local ethnic association but also a 

symbolic statement about citizenship in American society.   

 The associations attempted to adjust in the post-war years to the creeping decline 

in regular dues-paying habits and the decrease in association membership with new 

tactics to attract and bring back members. Lodge 21, Tripoli-Cirene, of the Independent 

Sons of Italy thus declared an “amnesty” for those in arrears over the payment of dues 

and made a public appeal for renewed payment and reinstatement under special terms.  

Dues adjustments were proposed and promoted on the ascending age scale we have first 

seen in Abruzzo, in Spoltore, and now later in Philadelphia. For those 18 to 35 years, 

initiation was free; 36 to 40 years, 50 cents, 41 to 45 years, $1 and for those 45 to 50 

years, regular dues owed.1174

                                                 
1174Il Momento, March 29, 1919. 

 This was an active lodge, named after Italian colonial 
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possessions in North Africa; it held its annual ball at the Musical Fund Center, 8th & 

Locust and in 1917 gave 10 percent of its gate to the Red Cross.1175

 The Italian Bricklayer’s Club of Philadelphia was a long-established society 

whose headquarters at South 7th Street were in the heart of Italian South Philadelphia. 

The Bricklayers also faced a crisis of membership after the war and had an amnesty and a 

special sale for new members in 1919—50¢ for old members to buy their way back in 

and $1 for new members to join. 

 

 A similar post-war “amnesty” was publicized by another Abruzzo society, the 

Society of Mutual Support of San Silvestro, in order to invite new members and increase 

their membership roles. It invited people from the provinces of Abruzzo and Molise and 

made an offer that extended from April to August, 1919, for reduced payment of dues.1176

 The Italian-American associations in Philadelphia in late 1919 seemed to be at the 

height of influence coming off a period of extended unity over the war and the post-war 

campaign to expand Italy’s claims to territory; at the same time the forces of stability and 

successful settlement in Philadelphia were chipping away at the supports for the old-

world mutual aid society.   

   

The Beginning of the End 

 The Faraday Improvement Company was looking for people to purchase homes 

and lots in the suburbs, in nearby Morton in 1917, and they featured this opportunity in 

                                                 
1175 Il Momento, April 21, 1917. 
1176Ibid., May 24, 1919; July 12, 1919. President James Giuliano of S. 10th Street; the 
recording secretary was Giuseppe Ciccotosto who lived in West Philadelphia, 68th & 
Haverford Ave. and the financial secretary was Domenico Vallone, 1115 Annin St. in 
Philadelphia. 
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the Italian-American press in South Philadelphia. Morton seemed ideal with “moderately 

priced homes,” a school and a Catholic church that were all under construction. Morton 

had a direct rail link to Philadelphia, and this suburban location featured “40 electric 

trains a day [which] could carry people in minutes from Philadelphia to Media.”1177

 Jerry Mangione wrote that the inward world view of Italian Americans was an 

historical fact due to the insult of emigration, a result of Italians “clustering themselves 

into various Italian-American groups that have little connection with the general life of 

the community.” 

  

 Suburbanization in Philadelphia was the beginning of the end for the Italian ethnic 

association; social integration in suburban schools, mixed neighborhoods, distance from 

the central cultural zone of the Italian settlement and the increasing understanding that 

mutual aid was no longer necessary in America in the form of a village-styled mutual aid 

society all militated against the need for sustained commitment to ethnic associations. 

1178

Building Social Capital in Philadelphia’s Italian-American Community 

 The idea that Italians had to stick together in organizations of their 

own may have had some validity in the precarious early decades of the 20th century, but 

by the end of World War II any self-imposed clustering response to the trauma of Italian 

immigration was over. 

 If the Irish, in their organizations, were guarded, not able to take full advantage of 

the kinds of bridging operations Putnam refers to in his description of social capital, the 

Italians in Philadelphia were not restricted by an insular cultural vision and seemed to 

welcome outsiders as temporary partners to the associations for community causes. The 

                                                 
1177 Il Momento, June 9, 1917. 
1178 Biagi, The Italians of Philadelphia, 256. 
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First World War was a catalyst to a broader Italian-American vision— the war 

established an agenda of wider national and ethnic meaning within the many small 

associations which had existed on traditional references and insular interests.  We have 

seen how the Irish raised money on their own, for their own societies in Philadelphia, and 

responded to the emotional pull of Irish nationalism and the occasional Church-sponsored 

cause. The Italians had an identical agenda of self-support and ethnic nationalism yet 

seemed more adept and willing to work with Anglo establishments to raise consciousness 

about the Italian and American war cause, about Italian-American conditions in 

Philadelphia and democratic principles and ways of the American republic. 

 Putnam elevated the Anglo-American tradition in democratic voluntary 

associations as the master type, the primary model ethnic immigrant groups in America 

aspired to and followed as they established their own societies in urban centers. We have 

seen how simple Southern Italian farmers and farm laborers from Abruzzo, however, 

arrived with a cultural head start in civic support; the emigrating Italians of 

Abruzzo/Molise were used to a system of state and church aid, socialized into a system of 

charitable assistance, a broader net for the unfortunate, and were comfortable with their 

own institution of self-help, the workers society of mutual support.  Putnam found this 

social safety net and the assumption of external help already existing in Italy, but he also 

speculated that an infusion of voluntary social action in the American democratic 
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tradition, an acceptance of surrounding social norms, made the small, local ethnic 

associations better examples of civic responsibility.1179

 An ideal representation of developing social capital across ethnic lines was an 

“open forum on Americanization” presented and publicized in the Italian community in 

1919 in which “all members of Italian association in Philadelphia were invited” and 

encouraged to attend the talk by Judge A.W. Johnson and by Eugene Alessandroni, 

Assistant District attorney in Philadelphia.

   

1180 Twelve members of the Manufacturers 

Club in Philadelphia, all Italian, sponsored a lunch for American and Italian Americans in 

the fall of 1918 to discuss national politics and local finance.1181

 As Italians worked to overcome the language barrier in Philadelphia, established 

Philadelphians reached inward to the ethnic enclave, and their influence and guiding 

benevolence seemed to be welcomed. We learn that A. Irving Hallowell, Financial 

Secretary for the Society for Organizing Charity, solicited funds to aid the distressed 

Italian family of Mrs. Crescenzo, a single mother struggling to keep things together for 

herself and her 11 children. Two of her sons were studying to receive their “working 

certificate [and] the whole family [was] most anxious to adopt American ideas…$100 

was needed to pay for the necessities of life.”

   

1182

  Evidence of the cross fertilization of civic energy and communal responsibility 

between Anglo and Italian Philadelphia was everywhere in the second decade of the 20th 

  

                                                 
1179 Robert Putnam, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy 
(Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1993). 
1180 Il Momento, Dec. 6, 1919. 
1181 Ibid., Nov. 4, 1918. 
1182 Ibid., July 13, 1918. 
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century. A group of established Philadelphians from the city’s Y.M.C.A. applauded the 

appointment of an Italian American who was being assigned overseas, to Italy, to become 

the overseas secretary of the Y.M.C.A.  They wrote, “this is simply a word of 

appreciation of your friendship, what it has meant to us, and how it has increased our 

esteem for the noble Sons of Italy, who have become our partners in the citizenship of 

this glorious Republic,” signed R. Stolland and 22 members of the Y.M.C.A. in 

Philadelphia.1183

 A “grand banquet” was held in the Golden Room of the Adelphia Hotel after the 

war, attended by 500 Italian Philadelphians, the “flower of the Italian colony.” This was a 

public presentation of the new confidence of Italian Philadelphia, organized as a post-war 

celebration and a visible statement of a vibrant and proud Italian America.

  

1184

The Legacy of Italian Civic Engagement 

 

 The rapid rise and proliferation of Philadelphia’s Italian-American societies in the 

late 1800s, early 1900s can be explained as a necessary functional social buffer to the 

dislocation of emigration and the shock of arrival and settlement in a vibrant industrial 

urban center, localized institutions that insulated its ethnic population in easily 

recognizable forms and structures of long Italian tradition. At the same time, the simple, 

fundamental democratic ways of De Tocqueville’s small-town, model Americans has 

been projected as an instructional manual for ethnic newcomers in the management of the 

American-styled voluntary association. The problem is one of transference, how might 

peasant emigrants, deficient in English, isolated geographically and culturally in urban 

                                                 
1183 Il Momento, May 18, 1918. 
1184Ibid., Nov. 4, 1918. 
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ethnic neighborhoods learn the fundamentals of localized democracy influenced by the 

Protestant tradition surrounding them.   

 The Irish arrived en masse in Philadelphia during a period of the city’s history 

when there was insufficient housing supply; as a result, this ethnic group found housing 

wherever they could and diffused and migrated all over Philadelphia. The Irish thus 

escaped the condition of ethnic clustering and settled in heterogeneous neighborhoods 

alongside German Americans and native white Philadelphians. Still, Irish America with 

its cultural eye fixed on the past, refused to accept their new Philadelphia citizenship as 

anything but a passport to exile and created a model form of democratic association 

which they stamped with their own form of cultural nationalism. 

 The Italians arrived in Philadelphia later and occupied a singular zone of old-

stock housing that became increasingly available as the Irish and other groups moved out 

of the central zone, to neighborhoods farther out. The result was a classic form of ethnic 

clustering in South Philadelphia which rapidly became an urban village with its own 

Italian-language press supported by a bustling ethnic economy.   

 It seems that one of the first acts of communal engagement, almost a reflex of 

Italian heritage, was to establish a mutual aid society based on one’s home village or 

Italian region of emigration. As Donna Gabaccia confirms in her study of Sicilian 

emigration, “…most Sicilian immigrants were familiar with the principle of voluntary 

association, especially the mutual benefit society.”1185

                                                 
1185 Donna R. Gabaccia, “Migration and Peasant Militancy,” Social Science History, 8, 1 
(Winter, 1984) 77. 

 The social learning required to 
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make the multitude of local Italian societies in South Philadelphia during the late 1800s 

and early 1900s was carried across the Atlantic from Southern Italy—the initial 

geographic and cultural isolation of the Italian immigrants made more severe by the 

language barrier must have insulated the early settlers Italian in Philadelphia from Anglo 

influence. Later, during World War I, the Italian community was a more settled and 

confident ethnic group in Philadelphia and in concert with American war participation 

reached across previous cultural barriers to form alliances with established American 

organizations.  

 The history of the associations that brought Italians together in Philadelphia who 

had risked the journey from the hills, mountains and plains of Abruzzo and Molise and 

other regions of Southern Italy, like their Irish counterparts, had a variety of functional 

values that ranged from real financial support during hard times to stealing a few 

moments for male leisure from the busy agenda of financial survival in an industrial city. 

In the process of building voluntary associations, a new ethnic identity emerged that 

revered tradition and at the same time discovered the “imagined community” of Italian 

nationalism in the burst of associational energy that emerged during and after the Great 

War in the Italian Diaspora of early 20th-century Philadelphia.   

 This study of the Italian associations in Philadelphia stops in 1920 therefore 

missing the struggle within the community over the resurgence of an aggressive Italian 

nationalism and Mussolini’s seizure of political power in the early 1920s. Many 

community leaders and association men in Philadelphia supported Il Duce and found 

themselves in conflict with the anti-fascists of the Diaspora community. C.C.A. Baldi’s 
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home in Roxborough was firebombed, and his longtime rival for status within the colony, 

John DiSilvestro, also found his home on South Broad subject to firebombing in 1927.  

DiSilvestro was a supporter of Mussolini and opposed the local historian Gaetano 

Salvemini who was anti-Fascist. Giovanni DiSilvestro aligned the Sons of Italy with 

Lega Italiana, the Italian League, and this gesture would stain the reputation of this 

association and open a debate inside and outside of the Sons of Italy. And the power 

struggles of Philadelphia ward politics could also easily become the politics of the ethnic 

associations; in one view of the period; “…the Italian clubs are an auxiliary political 

organization subservient to the ward leader.”1186

 The discovery of nation brought on by World War I, mediated through the surge 

of activism in the ethnic associations, chipped away at the stigma that many Americans 

cast on the Italian immigrant laborer in the early decades of the 20th century. The ethnic 

association in the early late 19th, early 20th centuries in Philadelphia served as a protective 

body for Italian Diaspora society as well as a comfortable haven and at the same time was 

a catapult for the sustained commitment to Italian ancestry and awakened ideological 

commitments that fit Italian-American ambition. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1186 Maiale, “The Italian Vote in Philadelphia,” 126. 
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CONCLUSION 
  

 This study has focused on the associational life of two immigrant groups in a 

large, industrial city in the Northeastern United States and proposed that there was a 

surge of civic life among the Irish and Italians of Philadelphia in the late 19th, early 20th 

centuries. This conclusion confronts recent scholarship that found that the locus of 

American associational life was outside of the industrial zone of the Northeast with its 

high population of ethnic immigrants, located instead in the mid-sized cities of the 

Midwest and the West.1187

 Looking at the real world of the ethnic association in Philadelphia we find a vast 

sub-culture of small, independent societies as well as numerous branch organizations of 

large associations that had high member populations and acted as self-sufficient, 

independent formal organizations. Recognizing the extent of the associational network in 

a large city like Philadelphia allows us to recast the industrial city as the real depository 

of civic engagement in America and the natural “home” for ethnic identity mediated by 

voluntary societies.   

   

 The Irish have long been portrayed as a nation in exile leaving their native land 

with a sentimental nostalgia but without much in terms of skills or knowledge adaptable 

to an industrial economy.  Early historical treatment of the settlement of Irish immigrants 

in Northeastern American cities has also been cast as an unequal labor exchange in which 

deracinated, traumatized peasants confronted modern forces of economy and society. 

                                                 
1187 Gamm and Putnam, “The Growth of Voluntary Associations in America, 1840-
1940,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History (1999) 511-557. 
 



502 
 
Yet, this work reminds us that the Irish did bring with them the cultural imprint of the 

Friendly Association to the United States and the knowledge of how men and women 

constructed formal societies of mutual aid.  There was a distinct cultural pattern of 

original Irish association building, a methodology explicitly outlined in a number of 

objective features, the small member’s books of by-laws and constitution, the periodic 

election of officers, and a code of honor that prescribed behavior in public spaces.   

 The Irish Americans of Philadelphia used this cultural knowledge as head start 

principles to organize themselves into small societies in Philadelphia; the Philadelphia 

Irish then expanded the original model to create lasting organizations that served their 

membership through sickness and death, offered humanitarian support in cases of special 

need, and created an internal life of the imagination whose center piece was Irish 

nationalism, heroic Celtic history and a determination to strike back at Ireland’s eternal 

enemies, real and perceived. The exceptionalism of the Irish American association was 

based on its wealth and a financial conservatism that pursued investments for the group 

instead of immediate cash rewards for its members, a formula that gave permanence and 

stability to the pursuit of Irish identity in Philadelphia. 

 This work finds that the extant influence for the Irish American ethnic association 

was the Friendly Society descended from the British working class of the early 1800s.  

These early working class societies were democratic, member-administered organizations 

with a sincere interest in self-education and a commitment to inquiry and debate—the 

Friendly Societies that came to dot the Irish landscape 30 to 40 years later had their own 

pattern of exceptionalism as these beneficial associations changed to adapt to the 
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pressures from the state and church, institutional forces  suspicious of any organized 

gathering of Irishmen in the 19th century. The Irish Friendly Society, servicing a working 

population in a declining industrial setting, acted less like a humanitarian support for hard 

times among town, city and rural workers than a savings club whose pay-out was timed 

for the arrival of Christmas. Thus, the trans-cultural basis for the rapid growth of Irish 

American associations is established as well as an understanding of the American 

deviation from the original model and patterns of cultural learning; it erases the tempting 

assumption that the ethnic group was influenced by his or her American surroundings in 

the construction of a vibrant civic life in Northeastern American cities. 

 The Irish Americans ruled their associations in the late 1800s and early 1900s 

through a hypostatized application of social discipline, a reaction to an inherited stereo 

type of the unruly Irishman. David Roediger writes, “the antebellum Irish were especially 

noted for drinking, for promiscuity, for brawling and for irregular work habits,”1188

 The displaced small farmers and agricultural workers of Abruzzo in south-central 

Italy also arrived in Philadelphia in the early 1900s without prior skills or experience 

 an 

unwanted legacy that accounted for the scrupulous control over members’ behavior in 

meetings and extreme care in managing financial matters and maintaining the books as 

public documents for all to observe. These practices of correct associational procedure 

were carried from Ireland but the Irish Americans, stung by the remnants of anti-social 

imagery, became ideal disciplinarians of parliamentary procedure in their ethnic 

associations. 

                                                 
1188 Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness, 152. 
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quickly applicable to an industrial economy. They did arrive armed with cultural capital, 

the knowledge and methods of creating and sustaining the local workers mutual aid 

society.  The Italians of the small towns and villages of mountainous, agricultural 

Abruzzo had a rich history of communal mutual aid as they established beneficial 

societies, local orphanages and nursery schools for the children of farm laborers in 

Abruzzo. 

 For Rudolph Vecoli, “it was the family which provided for peasant solidarity,”1189

 The associational life of Italian South Philadelphia, its practical and humanitarian 

focus derived from small-town Abruzzo, became the central catalyst for an awakening of 

new communal bonds, national and local Philadelphia community. As Handlin’s one-

dimensional depiction of the peasant-immigrant as cultureless is set on its head by 

Vecoli’s challenge, so this study borrows the energy of this debate and extends the reach 

and depth of Italian civic life in remote and poor locations—Abruzzo’s emigration 

zones—to elevate the level and depth of a rich civic life. 

 

as he states in his depiction of the Southern Italian emigrating peasant. Yet this study 

suggests that it was public institutions, especially the mutual aid society, a transportable 

civic culture of localized democracy in support of a burdened rural proletariat that was 

reproduced en masse in Philadelphia in the late 1800s and early 1900s. These societies 

provided practical health coverage to their working class members in a tough industrial 

city and a comfortable place to relax with friends and associates in the practice of running 

the meeting and taking care of the society.   

                                                 
1189 Vecoli, “Contadini in Chicago” Journal of American History, 51:3 (December, 1964) 
405. 
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 This transnational legacy was a transportable ethic of mutual aid ideally suited for 

the urban enclave of South Philadelphia, an integrated zone in which the Italians called 

home, and where they could walk to shop in Italian groceries, read the Italian-language 

press and join and contribute to local Italian American societies. The societies, during 

Italy’s national crisis of existence during World War I, became the institutions that 

mediated the expansion of Italian national identity from a past vision focused on village 

memory.  

 It has also been proposed that the ecology of the city, Philadelphia’s decentralized 

economy and network of row homes within walking distance of manufacturing jobs, 

dispersed the Irish working class and militated against the growth of specific Irish 

neighborhoods or urban zones of ethnic influence. Dennis Clark describes an Irish 

Philadelphia with influence in specific areas such as Southwark and in specialized labor 

niches such as building contracting, but the Irish followed work opportunities which gave 

them a sizeable if not dominant presence in all of the neighborhoods of 19th-century 

Philadelphia.1190

 Given Irish diffusion, an expansive Irish awareness was not sacrificed to a 

neighborhood parochialism—instead, a consolidated vision of ethnic collective 

consciousness emerged through the vibrant work of the leaders and members of the 

network of ethnic associations in Philadelphia. The community the Irish made was a 

mobile network as association members extended themselves to attend meetings outside 

 

                                                 
1190 Hershberg, ed., Philadelphia: Work, Space, Family and Group Experience in the 19th 
Century. 
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of their neighborhood, to frequent Irish culture and sporting events and even attend their 

own meetings which were often outside of walking distance.   

 The Irish American press unified ethnicity in Philadelphia as it covered local 

meetings as much as possible and stoked the fires of Irish nationalism with its coverage 

of insults, large and small, against the Hibernian nation at home and in exile. The 

mobility of the Irish within the city as workers changed jobs and home addresses easily 

could have been an impediment to community, but the ease with which new members 

could locate a new association and be initiated and welcomed immediately overcame this 

structural impediment. The Donegal Association had over 800 members at the height of 

its influence in 1907, but even this high member population was based on loss and 

renewal each year as mobility within Philadelphia was accounted for.1191

 Similarly, the form and content of the Workers Association of Spoltore in 

Abruzzo society is replicated later in the Italian American associations of Pennsylvania: 

the style and even the wording of the constitution and the members forms to claim sick 

benefits of the La Societa Mutuo Soccorso di Abraham Lincoln matches that of the 

Spoltore Workers.

 

1192

 The decision to join an Irish American association in the late 1800s can also be 

interpreted as an individual expression of status achievement for the “association man” 

 Yet, as we have seen with the Irish American societies, the 

inherited tradition and knowledge is carried but also went through a process of adaptation 

and adjustment in industrial Philadelphia.   

                                                 
1191 Minute Book of the Donegal Association. 
1192 “Regulations of the Abraham Lincoln Mutual Aid Society of Pecksville, 
Pennsylvania, 1924,” Historical Society of Pennsylvania, MSS 51, Box 1. 
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carried an image of respectability that separated him from ordinary working class 

Philadelphia. Oscar Handlin, in The Uprooted, wrote on ethnic leadership, “the man who 

took command of the immigrant group…had laid hands on the money to open a grocery 

or to take on contracts and had added by shrewdness and effort to his original store.”1193

 John Bodnar wrote on the American immigrant experience, “somewhere in time 

and space all individuals meet the larger structural realities of their existence and 

construct a relationship upon a system of ideas, values, and behavior which collectively 

gives meaning to their world…”

  

Handlin’s ethnic leader, however, by virtue of his status differentiation from the working 

class membership, grew distant and isolated from those lower in the social hierarchy.  

The Irish associations in Philadelphia may have elected men of some small achievement 

as president or secretary, but, like the beloved President Brady of the Cavan Society of 

Philadelphia, leadership confirmed solidarity and community more than individual status 

achievement. 

1194

                                                 
1193 Handlin, The Uprooted, 170. 

 The ordered world of the American ethnic 

association with its codes and means of group control and financial accounting and 

planning contained elements of bourgeois discipline congruent with individual 

achievement in a modern world. However, this study suggests that the invitation to the 

ethnic association was accepted as an act of group solidarity, the symbols and identity 

structures the Irish Americans chose were group oriented, the Gaelic community of 

working class Philadelphians, and in this choice community was forged. As the 

occupational analyses of this study show, the men who made the association were of the 

1194 Bodnar, The Transplanted, 208. 
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working class who confronted “the larger structural realities of their existence”1195

 The Irish Americans did not abandon their class affiliation in their private 

associations, and in fact the content of the discussion during member meetings reflected a 

first-hand knowledge of the hard life of the worker in industrial Philadelphia and the 

decisions voted upon were often designed to ameliorate the individual suffering of 

brothers falling on hard times. Class was, in E.P. Thompson’s view, tied to “the 

transparency of the process of exploitation and to the social and cultural cohesion of the 

exploited,”

 daily 

in their search for work, but in the more private, imaginary context of their association 

life they bracketed social class and industrial conflict, choosing Gaelic culture and 

common descent as the primary mechanisms of unity. Thus, class became just one more 

piece of identity equipment that worked both ways in the ethnic association, a support for 

the new disciplinary codes required to find and sustain work in modern, industrial 

societies and also as an emblem of resistance to established, elite privilege and historical 

forms of oppression. 

1196

 We have also seen that the Irish Americans, in contrast to the Friendly Societies 

of working class Dublin, provided a comprehensive form of health insurance for 

members in which it was normal for close to 90 percent of the yearly dues contribution to 

be expended for members’ sick pay. And working class conflicts and troubles were 

 and in the ethnic associations the Irish conformed to this discourse of the 

exploited, a generalized hostility to illegitimate social and political advantage, their 

community strengthened by this understanding of resentment and mistrust of privilege.   

                                                 
1195 Bodnar, The Transplanted, 209. 
1196 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 198. 
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attended to when they imposed themselves on members such as the Baldwin Locomotive 

Works Strike of 1910 which put so many Cavan men on the streets—however much 

social class defined the membership and shaped the oppositional attitudes toward 

privilege, it never edged out Gaelic identity as a primary emblem of unity. 

 Identity was born of an “ideological synthesis that guided Irish ethnicization,”1197

For the Italians, first came unity through diversity, the discovery of their own 

common bonds of nation in remote South Philadelphia as the peasant armies of Italy 

under the flawed leadership of a social elite that thought little of wasting the nation’s 

rural underclass on desperate offensives in forbidding Alpine terrain created a crisis in 

war that united the Diaspora. And, second, as the Americans joined the Allies in World 

War I, a brief alliance was formed in Philadelphia in 1918 that grafted Italian nationalism 

 

from the staid and formal business segments of the monthly society meetings to 

“patriotic” sessions of serious topic and debate to the closing moments of sociability and 

mirth as brothers rose to offer a joke, recite a poem or sing a song of Irish sentimentality. 

The synthesis of ethnicity was furthered by the rise of popular Gaelic sport which was 

attached to American sport, augmented by the folk festival that became the Games of the 

Clan Na Gael in Philadelphia that attracted massive Irish American crowds. Included was 

a reverence for the resurgence of the Gaelic language, more a symbolic tipping of the hat 

by ordinary members to acknowledge its importance in the Gaelic community than actual 

participation, Gaelic text in hand, in Sunday meetings of the Philo-Celtic Association of 

Philadelphia.  

                                                 
1197 Conzen, et. al., “The Invention of Ethnicity,” Journal of Ethnic History 12:1 (Fall, 
1992) 21. 
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in support of  Italy to American nationalism in support of its war effort. It was in this 

fused context that social capital branched out from the Italian associations to link arms 

with established Philadelphians in a joint war effort. 

 Finally, the legacy of the Irish and Italian American associations and societies of 

the early 1900s is found less in their sustainability as working forms of mutual aid; 

instead, as ordinary men and women of ethnic descent struggled to support themselves in 

small associations at the same time they created separate identities based on cultural 

remembrance. The ethnic voluntary association saved many an Italian and Irish 

Philadelphian through hard times, but its real legacy is in the saving of national cultures 

and histories that might have easily been lost in a busy industrial city. 
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