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INTRODUCTION



This book considers the role of Irish migrants and, in particular, how they worked and lived – primarily in London – during the peak years for immigration after the Second World War.


The war took away the majority of capable young men – more than 3.5 million served in the British Army. To replace their workforce, women and immigrants took the jobs formerly performed by men. After all, Britain needed to keep the country going before, during and after the war, and to rebuild the bombed and destroyed infrastructure.


The Irish had been the most substantial minority group within the British population from the eighteenth century onwards. For approximately 100 years before the Great Famine in the mid-1850s, the Irish had been a strong and stable workforce in Britain who came in droves to harvest, heave coal and work in all kinds of industries to develop the country. The Great Famine was a decisive historical event as it pushed more than a million Irish people out of Ireland – chiefly to North America, but also to Britain and other countries. The impact of the Irish immigrants was especially significant in politics, in the labour market, trade unions and the Roman Catholic Church on both sides of the Atlantic.


A steady stream of Irish immigrants had been flooding into the US but the direction of the mass migration eventually turned back to Britain due to the aftermath of the Great Depression in the 1930s, as well as the strict immigration laws introduced by the American Government.


The establishment of the Irish Free State in 1921 had failed to pave the way for economic growth. For most people, emigration was vital for survival rather than an opportunity for a better future. The fact that the State was neutral during the Second World War made ordinary people’s lives even harder. After the war ended, the Republic of Ireland’s economy remained dormant, even though other western European countries were enjoying the post-war reconstruction economic boom. The Irish economy simply could not cope with the strains of independence, despite the fact that the country received a substantial amount of post-war aid. During the 1950s, the gross national product, or GNP, continued to decline each year and Ireland officially had the most sluggish economy in Western Europe, typically dubbed as ‘a capitalist country without capital’. In Ireland, times were hard, with no job prospects, bleak rural life, unfair marriage practices and an inflexible Roman Catholic Church, amongst other things.


It is unsurprising, therefore, that Irish emigration in the 1950s was at its highest since the Great Famine. Attracted to the post-war reconstruction boom between 1951 and 1961, more than 400,000 people – or one-sixth of the population – crossed the pond. Within this group, two-thirds of Irish immigrants ended up in London. According to the British Census of 1951, one-third of the people born in the twenty-six counties were living in Greater London. Because the majority of the post-war immigrants from Ireland were Catholic, rural and from the South, the term ‘Ireland’ in this book generally is used for Republic of Ireland, and ‘the Irish’ are the people from the Republic.


Going to British cities was more like a rural-urban internal migration, just like Scottish or Welsh people moving to larger English cities; it was a completely different situation from the transatlantic or long-haul international migration. Irish emigration to Britain has often been done as a result of rather impetuous decisions, and the principal reason has always been economic. A lack of major industries in Ireland resulted in very little opportunity for steady employment. Britain, meanwhile, offered jobs that were not available in Ireland. Close geographical proximity and historical connections made London and other British cities popular as major centres of Irish settlements.


During the post-war years, scores of newcomers who were arriving in British cities on a daily basis had to fit in as quickly as they could amid changing political, economic and social climates. Compared to other immigrants from Commonwealth countries, Irish people’s cultural and characteristic similarities to the British ensured that Irish people remained in ‘a curious middle place’ within the British system. Their de facto British status and invisibility within British society made their lives slightly complicated, as they were called ‘citizens of the Irish middle nation’.1


To cater for Irish immigrants’ specific needs, social clubs, county associations, dancehalls, newspapers, GAA clubs, religious and non-religious charities and Irish businesses quickly sprang up, forming a thriving Irish community. Priests and nuns also played a significant part in Irish immigrants’ lives. As British rule had influenced Ireland for such a long time, Irish people know what it meant to be treated unfairly. To fight against injustice, albeit in a different context, Irish trade unionists had indispensable roles in all industries.


The two most conspicuous Irish occupations during the post-war reconstruction period were nurses – who were the backbone of NHS hospitals from its inception – and navvies, who were involved in building all essential infrastructures. Quite a few construction workers who came to England with little or no money in their pockets eventually became wealthy and successful businessmen, simply by seizing the moment. Some of the most prominent people who have become synonymous with large company names are John Murphy from County Kerry, Pat McNicholas from County Mayo, Michael Clancy from County Clare, Pat Fitzpatrick from County Cork, Michael Joseph Gleeson and Peteen Lowery both from County Galway, to name but a few. Needless to say, these bosses were always partial towards hiring their own countrymen, who were incessantly arriving.


It is not an exaggeration to say that without their hard work and sweat, Britain would never have been rebuilt after the war. As Donall MacAmhlaigh, the author of An Irish Navvy: The Diary of an Exile, put it: ‘Here in Dublin, there are Irish of all kinds – rich, poor, intelligent and ignorant – but in England, for the most part, there is only one kind of Irishman and that is the worker.’


This was especially true during the post-war period.




1


IRELAND



It is a good country to die in.
You can always get a good funeral in Ireland.
But it is not a good country to live in.
It is a country of enormous funerals.
Priests, policemen, publicans and politicians.


John Broderick2


You cannot talk about Ireland without addressing its history of emigration. Some of the distinguished characters of the history of Ireland can be explained through British colonisation, oppression and, as a consequence, poverty and emigration. Most famously, Ireland is known for the Great Famine, a key point in the history of the Irish Diaspora. However, Irish people have been populating all corners of the globe for centuries. The vast majority of Irish migrants were involuntary immigrants, who had to leave in large numbers to survive or earn a living, especially when times were bad. The people who left home believed that there was a better life elsewhere.


The establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922, which consisted of twenty-six counties (officially later renamed Éire), didn’t change much for the better. The biggest change was that after the British were gone, Catholic Church authority became clearly visible in all aspects of Irish life and, arguably, more powerful than the Free State government.


Ireland was neutral and didn’t join the Second World War. The wartime neutrality cost Ireland and Irish people politically and economically during the post-war years. Most imports, such as coal and food, were stopped during the ‘Emergency’. In terms of the North-South political relationship, neutrality reinforced partition and strengthened unionist rule in Northern Ireland, which became the serious problem of the post-war isolation of the northern Irish Catholic community. Consequently, a large inflow of post-war Irish immigrants contributed to the Irish Republican Army activities in Britain in the subsequent years of the Troubles.


Referring to a mass exodus from Ireland, the post-war period was famously described as ‘the decade of the vanishing Irish who disappeared in silence’.3 During this decade, one of the most popular Irish songs was called ‘The Boys of Barr na Stáide’, written by Irish poet Sigerson Clifford. It is about his childhood friends in Cahirciveen, Kerry, who fought the Black and Tans, and had a good time with him but are now all scattered: ‘And now they toil on foreign soil, where they have gone their way, deep in the heart of London town or over in Broadway.’



MAKING A LIVING


People migrate for all sorts of different reasons, be they economic, political or social. Their motives and migration routes also vary, depending on their education, gender, age and family background. The general ‘push factors’ that drove Irish people out of the country during the post-war period was mainly economic, due to the lack of steady employment opportunities, particularly in rural areas. But the situation was a vicious circle: underdeveloped areas in Ireland remained the same due to a lack of a workforce as capable people who should have been productive had left in search of work.


The most common reason for Irish citizens to leave their homeland has been always to earn a living. An Anti-Partition League report of 1957 surmised that Irish people lacked national sentiment, particularly in the younger generations. The report shows that the primary concern for the vast bulk of the Irish-born population was to make a living and, if possible, ‘put some money aside’.


When the Irish Free State was established in 1921, everybody expected that the state would soon become industrialised and transform the whole region. Sadly Ireland was unable to recover from the slump and continued to suffer from the debts incurred in the civil war. William T. Cosgrave from the Cumann na nGaedheal government was more focused on improving the agricultural sector rather than industrialisation. As a result, de-industrialisation became a common sight in most parts of Ireland, which remained part of the British market. As a matter of fact, the majority of Irish industries in Ireland were either owned or controlled by the British.


Instead of attempting to improve the situation with new economic policies, the Irish people concentrated on restoring Irish culture such as Gaelic language, music and sport and the rigid values of the Catholic Church. This meant that even creative people, such as writers and artists, joined the migration trend due to the rigid censorship establishment after the Censorship of Publications Act came into force in 1929. In 1950, poet Robert Graves famously described this as ‘the fiercest literary censorship this side of the Iron Curtain’. Cork writer Frank O’Connor was also critical of the government: he saw it as attempting to destroy the character and prospects of Irish writers in their own country. John Broderick, a writer from Athlone who migrated to England, described Ireland as ‘very self-destructive’. His book The Pilgrimage was among countless books that were banned in Ireland. Whether one likes it or not, however, taking a boat was a sensible thing to do. Patrick Kavanagh wrote in his autobiographical novel The Green Fool:




I decided to go to London. Ireland was a fine place to daydream in, but London was a great materialist city where my dreams might crystallize into something more enduring than a winning smile on the face of an Irish colleen – or landscape.4





Because so many people left between 1841 and 1961, the population of Ireland was almost halved. Late marriage and low marriage rates also contributed to the population loss throughout post-war period. The standard of living was getting worse rather than better. The Republic’s total labour force in the 1950s was almost the same as at the foundation of the state.


The post-war period of reconstruction was a time of great progress in some European countries. While these countries began to enjoy a better standard of living, the Republic of Ireland – which came into force and was renamed in 1949 – was stagnant in many ways and suffered from chronic unemployment and emigration throughout the decade. Ireland was the only country in Europe in which the consumption of goods and services fell, and frequent strikes, such as the Dublin Unemployed Association marches in 1953, only highlighted the severity of the problem. Although the Irish Republic became independent and received a substantial number of grants and loans by 1950, Irish unemployment still depended very much on conditions in Britain and Ireland was thus unable to become self-sufficient or build its own industries.


The agricultural sector was not performing well, either. The drudgery of rural life resulting from the lack of power, water and sanitation only encouraged farmers to leave. During the post-war years, many small farmers gave up agriculture as they could not afford new technologies to compete with bigger farmers with land and so were not able to support their families. As few employment opportunities were available in rural areas in Ireland, they were left with no choice but to go elsewhere. Consequently, the country lost a large amount of farmers. Between 1950 and 1959, three government departments – Agriculture, Local Government and Lands (a scheme restricted in the Gaeltacht, or Irish-speaking region) – provided grants for the installation of water in rural homes, but by 1959, only 1,600 households had benefitted from these schemes (as many of them had gone by this time). Subsequently, by 1961, agriculture had declined by nearly 50 per cent, to a level not seen since 1926 and the agricultural industry lost its position as the leading employment sector.


The Irish Government did not completely ignore the issue of population decline, although it was not really keen on preventing its citizens leaving the country. In 1948 it set up the Commission on Emigration and Other Population Problems, acknowledging for the first time that emigration was an integral feature of Irish economy and needed to be considered in the policy-making process. After seven years, the commission finally issued The Report in 1955, which analysed the current situation such as the impact and patterns of emigration and its consequences. The government did not encourage emigration, but The Report did not offer any concrete solutions or remedies to stop it: because ‘going away’ was the country’s real solution. The Leader magazine reported that many politicians were privately more relieved than disturbed by the post-war emigration, because ‘if emigration were to be stopped tomorrow conditions favourable to social revolution might easily arise’.


In a mediocre and rather vague attempt, however, the government did ask its people who had already left to come back. On 2 January 1950, the Cork Examiner printed an article entitled ‘Not enough skilled labour for building programme “Return”, says Taoiseach, or Prime Minister, to emigrants’:




Speaking on the government’s housing programme in a talk broadcast from Radio Éireann last night, An Taoiseach (J.A. Costello) said that during the Second World War, many of Ireland’s skilled workers had emigrated. It was now desirable, as well in the nation’s interest, that they return home. They would find work in Ireland at payment rates at least as good as, if not better than, what they earned abroad, and they would have an assurance that for the foreseeable future, they would have constant work in the building industry. There were over 100,000 homes to be built, said An Taoiseach, and by the time that number was completed, a great many more houses would require reconstruction. We had not enough of skilled men and we needed these urgently if we were to get on with the job…the new state inherited a really formidable and terrible burden of slums hovels and insanity dwellings. Years of neglect and over crowding in cities and towns during the nineteenth century produced shamefully bad housing conditions, particularly in Dublin where the slums were a disgrace to any civilised people…the Government recently announced their decision to undertake a programme costing over the years about £120 millions, which would provide 110,000 new dwelling houses in ten years and within seven years, would adequately equip the country with modern hospitals. That programme was now being put into effect with accelerating speed so as to provide now houses in all parts of the country as well as 33 new hospitals…Christian family life required a decent dwelling for every family…





This evasive and rather controversial article was read by many Irish immigrants in England with interest. The majority of them responded to it with scepticism, annoyance and even anger. One of them, Micheal O’Siochain, wrote a letter to the editor:




It is quite obvious that it applied only to skilled building workers … it doesn’t seem to be a call that is received here with the enthusiasm that a national call of its apparent urgency is entitled to.





Despite the economic depression in the country as a whole, the capital of the republic was undergoing a transformation. In the 1950s, there were plenty of employment opportunities in Dublin. The Bord Failte, or tourist board, was created in 1952. Trams had been phased out, and so tram tracks were removed from the streets. Buses were typically packed at the weekend for those migrant workers from rural areas to go home. Long-awaited development and slum clearance plans were executed. Scores of cottage houses were built rapidly, along with hundreds of balcony block flats and council buildings.


Dublin Airport expanded rapidly; runways were extended and terminals were enhanced in order to deal with foreign airlines such as British European Airways, Sabena and BKS Air Transport. Subsequently, Ireland’s own airline, Aer Lingus, grew swiftly with the help of economist Garret FitzGerald, future Taoiseach. Its first transatlantic flight from Shannon-Dublin to New York was in 1958. Although it was still expensive to fly for the average person, the development of Shannon Airport brought a large number of Americans to Ireland. Used as a refuelling stop, Shannon Airport was the entry point into Europe. American presidents, politicians, film stars and high-profile business people stopped over and, as a result, the first duty-free shop was opened here. This is also the place where Irish coffee was invented and served for the first time.


The post-war period was seen as a complex and tumultuous time for the Irish economy until the Secretary of the Department of Finance, Kenneth Whitaker, called for free trade and an end to protectionism. His White Paper, entitled The First Programme for Economic Expansion and published in November 1958, became a landmark in Irish economic history and Ireland finally underwent structural reforms in the 1960s.



THE CHURCH


Even though the post-Famine years were long gone, the landlord mentality and logic lingered on in society and made ordinary people’s lives intolerable. On top of this, the Church became a dominating figure and represented the ultimate authority in Ireland.


English control, begun in 1171, continued to influence the Irish way of life and helped form national as well as religious identities of Irish people. Since the establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922, the control exerted by the Roman Catholic Church became more conspicuous, particularly in the fields of education, health and welfare services. Catholicism played a critical part in the formation of Irish society and it was overwhelmingly the centre of people’s lives, whether one was religious or not.


After the post-Famine period, the Roman Catholic Church in Ireland embarked on major church-building projects in both rural areas and towns. As a result, churches prospered all across Ireland and they often had six Masses on a Sunday to accommodate a vast number of churchgoers who flocked to fulfil their religious obligations.


Because religious practices were rife, it was not unusual that work was frequently interrupted. Jim Duggan from Waterford, who came to London in the 1950s, recalled his workplace in Ireland: ‘When the bells of church rang at 12 o’clock each day, we had to kneel down on the job and say the angelus prayer. And there was a prayer meeting during the day, too.’5


Local newspapers in Ireland unanimously carried news on the Pope and the Catholic Church catechism and propaganda on a daily basis, as well as all kinds of stories related to Catholicism around the world. Catholicism dominated everyone’s life. The Catholic Church soon became so powerful that it was able to enforce censorship in newspapers, books, advertisements and arts, especially in the areas that were considered against Catholic dogma, such as sexuality.


During this period, Church-run institutions such as industrial schools, homes for unmarried mothers, Magdalene laundries and other institutions gained absolute authority. Some of them existed for many decades prior to the 1950s and grew to be authoritarian institutions, regardless of their original intention. In many cases, those children and grown-ups who had to endure abuse there were left in appalling physical and psychological circumstances.


Although the Church did not assume an obvious political role, its influence in government became increasingly conspicuous. One of the examples was the Mother and Child Scheme, which was proposed by the Minister for Health Noel Browne in 1950. The scheme was intended to provide free maternity care for mothers and healthcare for children, but the then Archbishop of Dublin, John Charles McQuaid, among others, feared that the scheme would pave the way for abortion and birth control.


Direct intervention by the Catholic Church in public life like this was not unusual; the Catholic Church typically encouraged traditional women’s roles such as wives and mothers, and church authorities were adamant that it was the right of parents to provide the care for their children. This healthcare programme was engulfed in crisis from the beginning, simply because it had provoked the hierarchy. Browne’s proposal ended disastrously as he was isolated and did not receive any support from his colleagues at all. The government yielded, as was often the case when the Church and State came into conflict.


During this time, the Irish Department of Health was conscious that Britain was developing the welfare system, but showed only lukewarm interest. Fianna Fáil’s Social Welfare Act in 1952 rationalised and finally extended national health insurance, unemployment insurance, and widows’ and orphans’ schemes. But compared to Britain, which by this time included Northern Ireland, benefits in the Republic were relatively meagre and not for all.



EMIGRATION


Many politicians such as James Dillon, the leader of Fine Gael at that time, were aware that a substantial number of people left not simply due to economic pressure, but also for other reasons; he suggested that these emigrants consisted of ‘some of whom had the temerity to be already above the poverty line, to improve their own condition and even that of their children’. The Report by the Commission on Emigration also suggested that emigration was rife even where land was relatively good. James Dillon concluded that ‘even employed persons are leaving their jobs for more highly paid employment in Britain’.


One of the main social reasons – especially for women – to emigrate was unfair marriage practices. Marriage in Ireland was at one time directly linked to land ownership. But after the Great Famine, rather than the traditional custom of subdividing land between siblings, only one child would inherit the land.


The typical marriage arrangement (which remained in place until the 1950s), especially for medium and large farmers, was the ‘match’: an arranged marriage for the son nominated to succeed to the family farm. The match reflected parental control, as well as that of the husband-to-be: the woman had to bring a dowry, or ‘fortune’ as it was called, with her. The money was typically used to support the other children in the household, and often assisted their emigration.


This marriage practice almost made it impossible for women to even find a husband to get married locally. As a result, many women remained single or emigrated, as they could not afford dowries, while male siblings who could not inherit the land also contributed to the high rate of emigration. There is a strong connection between high emigration and low marriage rates, as they were the products of the same root cause.


Furthermore, there were no available jobs for women in the locality, but women in the workforce were not common in Ireland in those days. Emigration seemed to be the only option for women who wanted to work.


There were huge differences between rural and urban areas not only in transport, electricity and water supplies, but social services such as health, welfare, entertainments and recreational centres were non-existent in some regions. Youngsters in rural areas had nowhere to go, so they were naturally attracted to the exciting city life outside their villages. They were all too aware of the better conditions elsewhere as they received letters from migrants, which were often accompanied with remittances, nothing but positive newspaper articles about successful immigrant stories and life in foreign lands. Local Irish newspapers advertised plenty of job opportunities in Britain on a daily basis and the emigrants themselves would regularly return home on holidays looking well-dressed and sophisticated with accounts (possibly exaggerated) that never failed to make a vivid and lasting impression on young people’s mind.


The Commission on Emigration acknowledged that – especially for youngsters – rural areas appeared to be ‘dull, drab, monotonous, backward and lonely – a view, however, which many would regard as superficial’. In certain rural areas, the only entertainment was to go to see an occasional GAA match.


Another important factor was a herd mentality. A considerable number of Irish people left for British cities by following their friends, relatives, or the other people they know from home. Many people followed the crowd without questioning; it was a natural thing to do. Rural youngsters often wished to escape the monotony of daily routines of rural life and left after hearing from their friends and family members about the fun and exciting city life in London and other British cities. Some people just left home without planning or thinking as a result of making a snap decision, especially after seeing close friends leaving for England, or a fight or an argument with their father.


An Irish immigrant who just gave his name as ‘Gerard’ recalled that his decision to leave home came fairly quickly and easily:




I came to England in the 1950s, when there was a great demand for Irish labour. One Saturday night I was in Dublin and I went to a dance in O’Connell Street and ran into an old friend of mine whom I’d known in college and we had been in digs together; he’d qualified and come to England. This was on Saturday night, we had a jolly good drink and I went back to the hotel with him and spent the night, went down to the North Wall and I got the boat to England.6





Another migrant, ‘Tony’, decided to come to London after the Second World War, having lost his parents:




My mother died when I was 12. My father was a gamekeeper and had a tied house in Cork. He had a heart attack and died at 51. I was 16 then. I was working as a junior cadet and only realised that I was not going to get an officer’s job. I had no responsibilities so I came to London in 1955, when I was 19. I had no one here. I have relatives in Connecticut in the US, so I thought about going there before coming to London. But it is 3,000 miles away, and if I didn’t like it, or if anything went wrong, I cannot come back. But if I come here, I can always come back to Ireland. I thought it was easier. This country has been good to me. As an Irish man, I think I did well.7





The majority of parents were supportive and encouraged their children to emigrate. Donall MacAmhlaigh, who worked in various English cities including London, recounted in his autobiography how he made his mind up to come to England in the first place, although he was rather reluctant:




[My] mother saw the ad. in the paper: ‘Stokers wanted. Live in. Apply Matron, Harborough Rd. Hospital, Northampton.’


‘You could give it a chance,’ she said, ‘for surely God put it in your way …


My mother called in from the street one of the children playing around there and sent her off to the shop for a sweet cake so that we’d have a celebration in honour of the occasion. As she took up the pot to make the tea, I could see that her eyes were brimming with tears.8





Many clergy expressed grave concern over the situation as there were so many young, innocent teenagers leaving Ireland – some were as young as 15. Father Ambrose Woods, a parish priest, was involved in welfare work and helped countless Irish people in his bomb-damaged parish in Southwark. He later played a major role in the development of the Irish Centre in Camden. He condemned the parents who encouraged their children to leave: ‘I can only call it the murder of the Irish innocents. There are fathers and mothers who allow their immature and uninformed children to go to England.’9


Priests believed that these young, naïve and inexperienced emigrants were immediately exposed to temptation and moral danger in the metropolis. The Director of the Central Statistics Office in 1956 pointed out that three out of every five children born in Southern Ireland could expect to emigrate.



SOCIAL OUTCASTS


Many studies found that the status of female workers in Ireland was significantly lower than in Britain. Domestic servants, for example, were considered to be ‘an inferior form of life by both employers and the community at large’, according to the Irish Housewives’ Association, or IHA. Hilda Tweedy established the IHA in 1942 in an attempt to gain recognition for the right of housewives, and it became affiliated with the International Alliance of Women in 1947. The IHA also functioned as a pressure group to address the injustices and the needs of Irish women, both domestically and internationally.


The IHA also pointed out that ‘the domestic worker in Great Britain gets recognition as a human being while she does not get it here’. Many women were fed up with Ireland because of their low status and harsh conditions of work. In Britain there was better pay, better facilities and better prospects for domestic servants, though many typically dreamed of working as teachers, nurses or in the office – more respectable jobs with promotion opportunities.

OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


 

Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Acknowledgements



		Introduction



		1. Ireland



		Making a Living



		The Church



		Emigration



		Social Outcasts









		2. Britain



		Attractions



		Irish Status in Britain



		Working in Britain



		Harsh Realities



		London Life









		3. Migrants at work



		Navvies



		Irish Employers



		Public Services



		The British Army



		Domestic Workers



		West End Theatre



		White-collar Work



		Trade Unions



		The Connolly Association









		4. Support systems



		The Church



		Catholic Institutions



		Catholic Clubs



		Pubs and Clubs



		Dancehalls



		Independent Charities and Groups



		Sporting Groups



		Gaelic Cultural Groups



		Independent Groups



		County Associations









		Epilogue



		Bibliography



		Notes











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start











OEBPS/images/title.png
REBUILDING
LONDON

IRISH MIGRANTS IN POST-WAR BRITAIN

MIKT GARCIA






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
REBUILDING
LONDON

IRISH MIGRANTS IN POST-WAR BRITAIN





