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Foreword

WHEN I was born in 1953, the population of the United States was 160, 184,192 and approximately 25 percent Catholic. Waves of immigrants arrived from Europe between 1800 and 1914, including Italian Catholics and German Catholics. They were never referred to as “Italian Catholics” or “German Catholics.” They were simply Italians or Germans. But the Irish earned the double moniker of “Irish Catholic,” when being referred to as simply “Irish” would have sufficed.


John Cony’s Golden Clan begins at a time in America when the Irish were still accepted co-partners in settling the New World. They were enterprising adventurers with enough brains and resources to make their mark. Though some of these Irish were Catholic, and a few Protestants, the prejudices against Catholics had yet to crystalize in the New World and the possibilities for Irish Catholics were still boundless.


Corry then summarizes the injustices visited upon Irish Catholics by the British through a series of laws that were enacted from 1607 to 1771 to punish Irish Catholics for being Catholic. Catholics were prohibited from being educated, leasing land for more than thirty-one years, indulging in commerce, speaking Gaelic, owning a gun, marrying a Protestant, or voting. Collectively, these laws were referred to as the “Penal Laws.”


The English colonies in America each practiced their own version of religious preference, but the majority recognized the supremacy of Anglicanism over alternative faith and the power to discriminate against non-Anglicans was invested in each colony’s governing body. This was particularly so in Virginia, North and South Carolina, and Georgia. Massachusetts was governed under a Puritan theocracy which promoted Congregationalism, but did not tolerate papists. Connecticut adopted Congregationalism as its official religion and even tolerated Quakers, but no relief was granted to papists until 1741. Rhode Island, Pennsylvania, and Delaware chose a clear separation of Church and State, and both Maryland and New Jersey eventually did the same.


However, prior to 1763, Marylanders still paid a twenty-shilling tax for each imported Irish domestic servant, Catholic mothers could lose their children if their Protestant husband died, Maryland’s Capitol was transferred from St. Mary’s, then a Catholic enclave, to primarily Protestant Annapolis, priests could not say Mass, and many Catholics turned to Europe for the Catholic education that was denied them in the colonies. That period supplied the kernel of prejudice that grew into a general disapproval of Irish Catholic immigrants who soon arrived in the wake of the potato blights, the worst of which were in 1845 and 1879.


These were the “Shanty Irish” who inspired nicknames like Bog Jumper, Coal Cracker, Pot Licker, Mackerel Snapper, Potato Eater and Mucker, or, as I was once called by a neighbor, Filthy Mick. I was filthy because we were playing football, but I had to ask my mother about the “Mick” part, and she took a deep, calming breath before dispatching my older brother, George, to correct the offender, the son of a prominent Youngstown, Ohio, steel executive. That was in 1961, approximately 100 years after my great-grandfather made the trip from Cork, Ireland, to New Hampshire. While I was never called a Filthy Mick again, at least to my face, my parents took pains to enlighten us as to the struggles, the failures, and the disappointments that Irish Catholics faced in their climb out of poverty.


Our Youngstown, Ohio, home was a shrine to Catholicism, starting at the front door where you were met by flanking portraits of recent popes—Pope Pius XII and Pope John XXIII. There were crosses over our beds which were tucked behind the white-green fronds from the last Palm Sunday. Each May, my mother converted a dresser into a May Altar by draping a blue sheet over a stack of books, and topping the ziggurat with candles, daffodils, and a statue of the Virgin Mary.


My mom and dad would gather all nine children kneeling before the May Altar with our rosaries, where we would project our pious best while secretly calculating exactly how many Hail Marys and Our Fathers remained before we were released. We never ate meat on Fridays and we always went to Mass on Sunday with empty stomachs. My dad went to Mass every morning, except Saturday, and both my mother and dad knelt in prayer by their bed every night. As altar boys, we had to master the Mass in Latin so the priest would not clip us with his wingtips for botching a Latin phrase.


The struggles of the Shanty Irish in America made great copy, as evidenced in works by Jim Tully, Shanty Irish, Jeanne Charters, Shanty Gold (Daughter of Ireland); and books by Maeve Binchy, Sean O’Casey, John Synge, and others. However, a few authors focused their attention several rungs higher up the social ladder on those who not only climbed out of poverty, but who outdid the cultish rituals of the socially upright Protestants. One can find this in John O’Hara’s short stories; John Corry’s Golden Clan is a tour de force of this genre.


Corry was bom in 1933 in Brooklyn to Irish Episcopalian parents whose ancestors changed Curry to Corry because they thought it sounded more Protestant. He graduated from Hope College in 1954 and spent two years in the Army before commencing a thirty-one-year career with the New York Times.


At the New York Times, he once devoted an entire year reporting on the residents of a single block on West 85 th Street in Manhattan. The results appeared under a column entitled “City Block.” This approach was akin to focusing the Hubble Space Telescope on a speck of the outer universe only to discover millions of sub-subjects within. In Golden Clan, he focuses that same investigative intensity on the Murray clan to capture the cohesive forces used by Irish Catholics at the time to attain a measure of respect from a country that was loath to offer them any.


Somewhere in his career, he found a sixth gear for clarity, humor, and style which kept his writing from devolving into a long-winded society column that fawned over the oddities of the rich and famous. And while Golden Clan had plenty of material of that ilk, he lingered longer on the character within his characters, particularly the discipline they derived from their Catholic beliefs.


As an Irish Catholic, I rarely gave much thought to my upbringing before reading Golden Clan. At first, I was amused by the obsession of the Real Lace Irish, or, as Corry deems them, “the Irish Aristocracy” on being perfect, perfectly devout, clean, educated, punctual, honest, polite, and loyal. But then I realized he was describing the Irish Catholic families of my youth. In fact, I never needed to say I was Irish Catholic, only that I was the seventh of nine children, or that my dad was the first of ten children, and that declaration normally garnered a polite and knowing nod.


Corry’s champion in Golden Clan is Thomas Murray, who was born in Albany in 1860 and who worked his way up from lighting gas lamps to building the largest power generation plants in the country, culminating with the creation of Consolidated Edison. His eight children were raised in the Catholic tradition, as were his thirty-eight grandchildren, and the family slowly built an all-Irish Catholic protectorate that straddled Albany, Manhattan, and Southampton, New York.


John Corry takes readers through the carefully curated upbringing of the Murrays and their children with emphasis on the power the matriarchs had in raising their children. He also observes how the petty slights of non-Catholics unleashed an urge to produce children who were an improved version of the best the Protestants had to offer. Any deviation from strict maternal norms was considered a threat to respectability, and respectability was the currency they amassed in their quest for greater social status in America.


Corry’s description of the Murray family’s adherence to the strict proprieties of an Irish Catholic upbringing seems overwrought in retrospect, but they were the norm of the time for Irish Catholics nationwide. They were certainly embraced by the Catholic families I knew growing up, both rich and poor, and the Church was absolutely at the center of that universe.


A good deal has changed since Thomas Murray said rosaries with his daughters’ dates before they were allowed out of the house. Families of seven to twelve children are now rare, and many of the ascetic requirements of being Catholic have given way to modernism.


Prior to 1964, Catholic masses were as uniform as McDonald’s hamburgers, whether you were attending mass at Saints Faith, Hope & Charity in Winnetka, or St. Patrick’s in Manhattan. Priests and nuns were holy people who were deemed to be closer to God than the congregants and were granted unquestioned respect and authority. Being Catholic still required strict adherence to a litany of obligations, many of which were coupled with a threat of damnation, if ignored. There was order, discipline, and direction, and there was comfort in belonging to a community doggedly hewing to the ways of being a good Catholic, some of which were also amusing.


My mom had a great chuckle that would devolve into an eye water snort if encouraged. If a sermon was dragging but provided an opportunity for a humorous aside to mom, we would all watch her, head bent, hand over mouth as her shoulders shuddered in her attempt to suppress an outburst. My dad would quietly pass his silver rosaries to the culprit. I also learned to scrape my feet along the carpet at St. Edwards when holding the brass patent for the priest during communion. As soon as a classmate stuck their tongue out for communion, I would unleash the built-up static electricity by tapping the edge of the patent to their throat.


My mother was taught philosophy at Rosemont College by Bishop Fulton Sheen, who had a nationally televised broadcast called Life Is Worth Living. Bishop Sheen was credited with converting Clare Booth Luce to Catholicism after her daughter, Ann Clare Brokow, died at the age of twenty-two in a car accident. In 1961, Mrs. Luce was invited to address the Junior League in Youngstown and stayed at our home the evening before. My older brother, Jake, then six, bounded home from school to meet the famous woman but was told that she was indisposed. Undeterred, Jake found her in the bath where she was heard saying, “Go away little man, Auntie Clare is taking her bath, now go away!”


And there were downsides to being Catholic. For example, in certain Catholic schools, transcripts from students with Ivy potential miraculously only found their way to Catholic colleges—Holy Cross, Manhattanville, Boston College, Fairfield, Georgetown, Fordham, St. Mary’s, or Rosemont. Certain clubs and neighborhoods quietly nurtured anti-Catholic policies and some communities aggressively limited the leadership positions available to Catholics, particularly in the Northeast.


In 1962, Pope John XXIII realized that the conservative ways of the Church were out of step with the modern world, so he initiated a series of forums to evaluate ways to make the Church more relevant. Those forums took place from 1962 to 1965 and were referred to as Vatican II.


Some of the changes from Vatican II were welcomed. Priests now face the congregation, Latin was set aside for the local vernacular, and the mournful dirges of the lady on the organ in the back of the church were replaced by smiling guitarists doggedly coaxing toneless congregants into song. Lay people are involved in the Mass, and Masses differ church by church. Some held to a solemn tone, others took on hootenanny theatrics. One’s faith journey is now more a matter of personal autonomy than a blind obedience to the strictures of the Church.


And there were some not-so-wonderful results as far as some of the affected were concerned. Nuns were demoted to the status of parishioners and were no longer required to wear habits—ninety thousand left the Church. While abortion was never condoned, in 1968, Pope Paul Vi’s Humanae Vitae declared birth control a moral offense. His timing was a bit off because women were finally slipping their domestic shackles and were less enthralled by the notion of blind obedience to the Church, particularly on birth control. Then there is the slow dissipation by intermarriage with alternative faiths, or no faith at all, coupled with a general secularization away from religion. For me and many disappointed Catholics, the Church’s lackadaisical response to pedophiles within its ranks justified a general exodus.


Still, the Catholic Church remains vibrant and necessary in a world that is increasingly infatuated with all things amoral. While the hairshirts and ascetic ways of the past have been relaxed, the results of the Catholic tradition remain all around us in its churches and schools and charitable programs and in the stories of its champions, such as the Murray family.


This book is filled with stories of fortunes made and lost, scoundrels and saints, and while it is told through the lives of several Irish Catholic families, it is really about America coming of age. I hope you enjoy the stories behind the Golden Clan as much as you will John Corry’s wonderful style of writing.


—James F. Coakley

Alexandria, Virginia

May 2024 








Preface

JOHN CORRY always said he wanted his daughters to be as comfortable with his secretary as the Queen of England. He took great pride in exposing us to both worlds—introducing us to the receptionists at the New York Times where he worked, while also putting us in front of the various people he interviewed—including an actual prince and princess, with whom he insisted we share our cookies.


He also raised us to know we were—with no question—“Irish Protestant.” This was pronounced as one word, “Irish-Protestant,” as if one was inseparable from the other. It wasn’t until I was a teenager that I learned that indeed, it was possible for someone to be Protestant and French—or Irish and Catholic. “IrishProtestant” was who we were, and who we should always be proud to be. So what in the world was he doing writing a book about the well, the unspeakable “other”? I suspect it had something to do with the very fact they were the other.


John grew up in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, when it was a gritty, toughened affair, a working class neighborhood. People lived and died there without leaving. At least, that was the neighborhood he would describe to my sister and me as we rode the subway from Manhattan to visit his mother.


As the subway stops rolled by, he would tell us story after story. (He was a brilliant storyteller—in print, yes, but even more so in person. And while some stories may have been slightly embellished, they all were dynamic, entertaining, and always had a curious blend of a boisterous self-regard and raw self-deprecation.) Colette and I would sit rapt as he wove tales about his life there—playing stick ball in the street, buying bubble gum to trade, and his (exaggerated, I suspect) success as a champion yo-yo player.


His father, a bank teller, and his mother, a secretary, took their Protestant faith very seriously—even managing to save enough money to install a stained-glass window at their church—which is there to this day. As a child, I believe John (or “Johnny” as he was called then) was marched there every Sunday to pray.


Sometimes we would go to that same church when we visited our grandmother. During services, I’m not sure he even sang the hymns, but it was clear: “THIS is your heritage.” And while “Johnny” apparently had pride in his family’s place there, I never got the impression it was the religion that mattered as much to my father as the identity.


It was on the rides back we heard some of the darker side of Bay Ridge. Poverty. Street gangs: Italian. Norwegian.


Irish.


The Irish had two factions, and mixing was not tolerated. The Protestants kept separate from the Catholics, and the Catholics kept separate from the Protestants. In fact, John told us once about a brutal fight between the two groups, and even his normally animated storytelling was subdued. But then we would be back in Manhattan, and life—and John—would be chatty and relaxed again. Somehow, even as a young girl, I knew those subway rides were taking us between different worlds. He loved New York, and everything that made it itself. But he loved Manhattan best.


Brooklyn was, for him, a place of his childhood and, I suspect, limitations. It was a long ride for a kid from Bay Ridge to the newsroom he had longed for. Manhattan was where he could fulfill his dream of being a writer for the New York Times and live a life of words and intellect, glamour and freedom.


People fascinated him. He was, in every sense of the word, a reporter. He loved to watch everyone around him and speculate. When he took us to restaurants, he would encourage us to listen in on nearby tables without looking, and see if we could guess the age, the country, or anything at all about the people speaking.


For several years he wrote “About New York,” a weekly column about the people and places that made New York City what it was. He went with cops on raids, and described once using his ballpoint pen, thrust menacingly in his pocket, at a suspect while the raiding team hid in the shadow doubled over in laughter. He wrote about the animal keepers at the zoo, and the violinist at the Plaza Hotel. He wrote about the mayor, and the street cleaners. He wrote about lonely women, and divorced men putting their children on the crosstown bus back to their mothers, and away from them. He wrote because it was what he was bom to do.


So why then of all the people and places in New York, did he decide on the “Golden Clan”? I will never be able to ask him, but I think since his identity as “Irish Protestant” was so very much a part of his upbringing, celebrating the “Irish Catholic” may have been a kind of liberation. Perhaps there was even a little bit of rebellion in the research—as if to thumb his nose and tell his parents, “See? I can be different.” To research and write about the “Others”—and to do so with affection and care—was definitively to say: “I am no longer only that boy in Bay Ridge. I can talk and walk with the elite of the city, and be exactly who I choose to be.”


My father did not want to be stuck as one thing or another. Like the Irish Catholic you will meet in this book, John Corry was raised to be “one identity”—and also understood we can be so much more. There may be magic, and meaning, and wonderful tales to tell—but at the end of the day, we are all a gloriously and perfectly messy community of humans.


And like his desire to introduce his daughters to receptionists and royalty, I believe my father would want you to be interested in everyone in this book—from the troubled Daniel Murray, to the supremely organized and well-coiffed Mrs. Anna Murray.


If he were with us, I suspect he would ask you what you think of everyone, and if you can say more about their stories (peeking at their pictures definitely allowed). I know he loved learning about “Catholic royalty” and had great fun researching and writing this book. I feel sure he would be delighted to know it is in your hands.


—Janet Farnsworth








I

The Patriarch

THE FIRST of the Irish arrived only a few at a time, and the wonder is that they chose to go there at all. Albany, New York, was Dutch, and the Dutch, not being greatly known for their hospitality, and speaking a language full of sounds made from behind the epiglottis, hardly seemed like suitable neighbors for the Gaels. Still, the Irish came anyway, and usually they only endured, but sometimes they even prevailed. John Anderson of Dublin arrived in Albany in 1645, and through some charm all his own was made a burgher. He farmed, sold liquor, and became known as “Johnny the Irishman,” A few years after him, John Connel opened an inn, and then Thomas Parvel became a baker, and then William Hogan opened an inn, and then John Finn did, too. Finn, however, was litigious, forever turning up in court with this grievance or that, and once suing a farmer because he thought the farmer had slandered his wife. A nuisance, the Dutch call Finn, a Gott-damn nuisance.

Now these, of course, were not your ordinary Irishmen, your ordinary Irishman then being a person of no substance whatsoever, more likely to be driving a cart or cleaning out a stable than to be doing anything of importance, and almost certain to leave nothing behind him when he died. Indeed the poor Irishman in Albany left only his name and sometimes not even that. It was curious: the Irish men married Dutch girls and begat daughters and more daughters, and not many sons. The Irish names disappeared, and it seemed that the Irish were losing again, which was really all they had been doing since they had beaten the Danes at Clontarf in 1014. Nonetheless, the Irish kept coming over to Albany, a man alone, and now and then a husband and wife, and by the time of the Revolution there were Irish all about the place.

In time, Irish was to mean Catholic, and it would be understood that if you were Irish the Catholic part simply followed. When the country was young, however, being Irish meant that you could be Scotch Irish, too. The grandparents and great-grandparents of these Scotch Irish were Scots, who had been settled in Ireland by the English to shed the light of Protestantism over that wild land, and the grandchildren and great-grandchildren who came here were Presbyterian and Church of England. Still, they were considered Irish, and in those days there was no great stigma attached to being Irish, even if there was plenty to being Catholic. In 1802, the Scotch Irish and the Catholic Irish in Albany even got together long enough to form the United Irish and Scotch Benevolent Society, although forming it was all they ever did. A year later, the Scotch Irish marched out, leaving the Catholic Irish to themselves, and organized the St. Andrew’s Society. A few years after that, however, the Catholic Irish in Albany, deciding to “afford relief to indigent and distressed emigrants from the kingdom of Ireland,” formed a St. Patrick’s Society.

In a few years they were celebrating St. Patrick’s Day, and since these were mostly respectable Irish, even if they were Catholic, and not the wild kind who came swarming up the Erie Canal a little later, the Mayor of Albany and Governor of New York attended their affairs. In fact, “the celebrated Irish patriot, orator and lawyer, Thomas Addis Emmet, whose attendance was a distinguished mark of consideration and evidence of the importance of the Irish in Albany and their high standing and character as citizens,” was at one, too. At that particular party everyone drank eighteen toasts, first to noble sentiments, and then to people and things, and finally to the fairies and leprechauns themselves. It was forty years before there was a big celebration of St. Patrick’s Day in Albany again.

By 1825, when the Erie Canal reached Albany, there were perhaps 100,000 Catholics in New York State, with about 50,000 of them, nearly all Irish, living along the path of the canal. The work on the canal had begun in 1817, and within a year 3000 Irishmen were at it, doing the foul jobs that no one else wanted to do. At first, they were paid as much as $1.50 a day, but as more Irishmen kept showing up the wages dropped, sometimes to as little as fifty cents a day, and sometimes less. These were lean times, hard times, and the Irish lived in shanties and died in mud slides. There were brawls, there were accidents, and fetid whiskey huts were thrown up overnight. Contractors cheated the Irish workers. Rival gangs terrorized them, and missionary priests ministered to them. By 1840, New York had 944 miles of canals, and the Irish had built all of them.

These canal Irish, rude, uncouth, smelling bad, and only lately off the boat, were a different kind of Irish. They bothered the Americans, and they bothered the Irish who had gotten here before them. In 1832, the Albany Hibernian Provident was organized, with its purpose “twofold: to create a fund by a general subscription among the Members, which shall contribute to their mutual advantage if by reason of sickness they should become destitute of the conveniences of life; and also to organize in one body a numerous class of Irishmen residing in this City, and to congregate their moral energies, so as to bring fairly before the American people the Republican features of their national character.” In other words, the Irish were not only ragged and broke; they were suspect, too. This was because there was a question in Albany, as there was in the rest of the country, whether these ditchdiggers, who, in truth, were the most republican of men, were fit for the Great Republic at all. So, Albany watched and waited, and while it did the Irish kept coming.

Catholicism, being rather invisible, had not been much of an issue in the earliest days. The Catholics in Albany, Irish and otherwise, had met in someone’s home, and it was not until 1797 that the cornerstone of St. Mary’s Church was laid. Seven Irishmen were on the board of trustees, and it was only the second Catholic parish in the state. With the coming of the canal Irish, work was begun on a new St. Mary’s in 1839. If it was not chic, it was at least respectable, and Talleyrand and Lafayette visited it. Soon, there were St. John’s, St. Joseph’s, the Church of the Holy Cross (which was for the Germans, who did not get on well with the Irish, with the Gaels finding the Teutons unbearable, too), and eventually the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception. From the Cathedral, Bishop John McCloskey, a gentle man who was the son of an Irish shopkeeper in Brooklyn, watched over the flock. One day he was to be made the first American Cardinal, greatly annoying the other Bishops, and also unloosing those political and social intrigues in which generations of Catholic matrons would someday take pleasure. “I hope we shall have no Cardinal’s hat in this country,” McCloskey himself once wrote to Archbishop Martin Spalding of Baltimore. “We are better without one.”

By the middle of the century, Albany was a quiet town of 25,000 people, full of old Dutch pride, as it was forever reminding itself, and the sensibilities of the newer people. A man had built the great Delevan House in 1844, just across from the train station on the corner of Steuben and Broadway, and the man, who until then had been a prominent temperance worker, immediately began to sell whiskey. By the middle of the century, an old elm tree at the corner of State and Pearl streets was also famous. Once, the burghers had tied slaves to a ring driven into its trunk; now it was a rendezvous, a place for lovers and children. The largest brewery in the country was in Albany; so was the state capitol. Jenny Lind had been in town twice, and she had sung in the Third Presbyterian Church. Albany had a hospital by 1849, and this was also the year that a state teachers college was built at Lodge and Harvard streets. The first public school had gone up in 1832, not far from the elm tree, although the first schools that charged no tuition at all did not appear until thirty years later. Albany by then was a middling city, neither a good place nor a bad place for an Irish Catholic, and it was there on October 21, 1860, that Thomas Edward Murray was born.

Now the blotting out of familial memories is a common thing among the Irish, much remarked on by those who know them. Some say that the Irish past has been so full of misery that the Irish simply stopped remembering, the habit and burden of memory being too painful for them to bear. Others say that the Irish are a careless people, and little given to reflection. Others, however, say that the Irish, relentless in their search for respectability, and greatly eager to rise above the past, do not look back because they cannot afford to; the past, somehow, may be gaining on them. Whatever the reason, it is a fact that as a man Thomas E. Murray spoke hardly at all of what it was like when he was a boy. His heirs and their heirs would walk with and even marry captains and kings, and he, being the patriarch, would have made it possible. But, few of the heirs would reckon it this way, and they would never know much about him. This disrespect for the past is very Irish.

Murray’s father, John, was a carpenter. He was from people out of County Wexford, and he died when Tom Murray was nine years old. He had another son, whose name also was John, and if Thomas Murray had little to say about his father in years to come, he had nothing at all to say about his brother. In fact, he disapproved of him. John drank. He was what was called a ne’er-do-well. When the father died, he did a bunk, and so young Tom quit school to go to work to support his mother. He had not been attending a public school; he had been taking lessons from a man called Paddy Keenan, and the Murrays, driven by God knows what respectable impulse, had been paying Keenan a tuition of five candles and twenty-five cents a week. So, on the death of his father, Tom found a job with the Albany Gas Company, turning on their streetlights in the evening and extinguishing them in the morning. Electricity then was still a toy, and the incandescent bulb had not even begun to tax Thomas Edison’s imagination. In Britain, Michael Faraday already had announced that he had developed a dynamo, although oddly enough Joseph Henry, a mathematics teacher at the Albany Boys’ Academy, who later became a professor of physics at Princeton, had done it first. Nonetheless, he had not announced it, and Murray, who one day would build some of the biggest power plants in the world, never even heard of him.

Instead, Murray was to insist that the great influence in his life was his mother, Anastasia. “My dominating ambition was to earn money to help support my mother,” he insisted in his later years, and he insisted it with passion. Anastasia, he would say, drove him to newer and greater triumphs. She had succored him and nurtured him, and in the evenings and on Sunday afternoons she had sung old Irish melodies to him. “Those songs you sing,” Murray told the great tenor John McCormack, “people think they’re new, but my mother sang them to me years ago.” Murray was an Irish boy, and he carried the memory, the imprint, really, of his mother forever. (After Murray’s death, a letter writer to the New York Times said that a flag flying at half-staff in his honor was actually “a banner proclaiming the love of a boy for his mother.”) In time, the priests around Murray would speak of his wife the same way other priests once spoke of his mother. They were both upright and pious women, given to training their children, and trudging to work as a boy Murray would recite the rosary. “I believe in one God, the Father Almighty,” he would begin, and go on through all fifteen decades.

There were other influences, too. The Van Rensselaers were the great family in Albany when Murray was a boy, and anyone who had not dined in their manor house near Washington Park was not of much importance. Still, the Talcotts weren’t bad either, and one of them became a patron of young Tom Murray’s. This was General Sebastian Vissher Talcott, a man much afflicted by the burden of genealogy, which Murray, being Irish, was not. General Talcott, as he was always known, was a graduate of Yale who became a civil engineer and then a surveyor for the Erie Railroad. During the Civil War he was named the Quartermaster General of New York, which obviously suited him since nearly everyone else in the family had a military rank, too. His father, who had also been a general, once commanded the Albany Arsenal, but he was court-martialed for disobeying orders and for what the army called “conduct unbecoming an officer and gentleman.” The son later showed a fine family loyalty when he wrote, “The Talcott Pedigree and Genealogical Notes of New York and New England Families” and other works of family history. He never once mentioned the court-martial.

One day, Tom Murray was shoveling snow in front of General Talcott’s home, and on a whim the General invited him inside. It was the first time the boy had met an engineer, and he was impressed. The General was also impressed, and he invited young Tom back for dinner. “Tom,” he said that night, “I think you’ll be President of the United States one day.” The other thing about the dinner was that the General served roast beef, which Murray was henceforth to consider fit only for ceremonial occasions, and horse radish, which he had never seen before. Whipped cream, he had thought, why is he giving me whipped cream?

And so young Tom moved upward. When he was twelve or so he built a boiler, getting steam from coal, and hired himself out to unclog the frozen downspouts of Albany’s gracious Victorian homes. A year or two later he was out walking and passed a bakery. Inside there was a steam engine that enchanted him. He walked in, asked for a job running it, and was told that he was too young, and what did he know about steam engines, anyway? Annoyed, he returned to the machine shop where he now worked and set about building his own steam engine. He did it on his lunch hours and holidays, early in the morning and late at night, first persuading kind friends to turn lathes for him by hand and then making all the parts for the engine himself. In time he returned to the bakery and asked once more for the job, but there is no justice in these things sometimes and he was turned down once again. As a consolation, he sneaked his steam engine into the Albany science fair, where he won the prize in a competition that was supposed to be open only to college students.

He moved onward. At sixteen, believing that his youth was against him, he grew a mustache to look older. At eighteen, he became an engineer with the Albany waterworks. At twenty-one, he became the chief engineer, running the old pumping station at the foot of Clinton Street, and attracting as he did so the attention of Anthony Nicholas Brady.

If Murray was a genius with machines, Brady was a genius with money, early on in life learning how to get large amounts of it and then using it to get even larger amounts. Brady had been born in 1843 Lille, France, the son of Nicholas and Ellen Malone Brady, and had come to the United States as a child. He had been indifferent to the benefits of education, which was just as well because his parents couldn’t afford one for him, and so he had gone to work. The legend is that as a boy Brady was working as a bartender in the Delevan House in Albany, and that one day a stranger walked in, mumbling and complaining, and saying that he had imported a great deal of tea, but that having fallen on hard times he was unable to pay the duty on it. Consequently, he said, it was locked up in the customhouse.

It was not for nothing that Brady in years to come would be known as the quintessential self-made man, and so he proposed a deal. He would put up the money to get the tea out of the customhouse, and in turn the stranger would take him in as a partner. It was agreed, and in a short time Brady was the master of a number of tea stores, first in Albany, then in Troy, then in other places in the state, and finally in New York City itself. Brady, in fact, was running some of the first chain stores, although this was of no great importance to him because there was far more money to be made elsewhere.

Quite naturally, these being boom times, he turned to construction, and from there he went on to public works, where many Irish fortunes were begun, and where he learned a thing or two about dealing with politicians. Brady was offered contracts to build sewers, sidewalks, and roads. He got control of some granite quarries, and soon he was supplying his own raw materials. He was making a lot of money, and he would make even more when he went into transportation. Eventually, this stocky, florid man would become what was known as a traction magnate, first in Providence, Rhode Island, and Upstate New York, and then in New York City, where he would have as much to say as anyone about where the subways would be built. Brady was an operator, buying and selling politicians at a time when many successful men were doing it, only he was doing it bigger. When he died in 1913, the patriarch of a family that is with us still, he left behind him something like $200 million, which a surrogate judge in Albany somehow appraised for tax purposes at only $80 million. When he first noticed Thomas E. Murray, however, Brady was mostly interested in the possibilities of the new electric light.

Albany had gotten its first streetlights in 1771, when the men who ran the town appropriated the money for twenty oil lamps. In 1841, the Albany Gaslight Company was formed, and within a year it had put burners on ninety old oil lamps. Then, in 1872, something called the Peoples Gaslight Company was formed and consolidated with the old Albany Gaslight Company. This was Tom Murray’s first employer. Nonetheless, gas was on the way out, which enterprising men like Brady suspected, and the country was about to undergo a revolution. In 1878, in Menlo Park, New Jersey, the Edison Electric Light Company was born. By 1879, Thomas Edison had perfected the incandescent lamp, and in the same year he and his colleagues designed a complete system for the distribution of electricity. It was really an astonishing feat.

They had to plan a system of conductors that could be placed either above the ground or below it. They had to invent meters. They had to build dynamos larger and more efficient than any yet made, and they had to invent all the appurtenances, even the simplest ones, that went into lighting a home. They did all these things, and in 1880, with its first generating plant in a downtown slum, and with only fifty-nine customers, the Edison Electric Illuminating Company of New York was organized. By then, there had been something like fifty attempts to set up commercial arc lighting systems and they had all failed. Indeed, when Edison talked of “indefinitely subdividing” the electric current, eminent scientists said it was impossible. They were wrong and he went ahead, and there was the revolution.

In Albany, Brady offered Murray a job with the Municipal Gaslight Company, which, despite its name, was involving itself with electricity. Murray was put in charge of the power plant, and eventually Brady began to use him as a consultant on his other projects. There were street railways in Troy, Albany, and Providence, and there were the beginnings of electric companies throughout New York State. This was when technology was new, and when not only entrepreneurs like Brady could rise up from small beginnings; engineers and inventors could, too. The time was right, and Murray was coming up in life.

Soon, Murray was running the Municipal-Gas Company. Then, in 1881, the Albany Electric Illuminating Company was organized. Brady had a hand in that, too, and it got a contract to light the streets of Albany. Within a year it had strewn the new electric lights about the capitol building, and a year after that it had all 473 streetlamps in Albany on for ten and a half hours a night. Albany had gotten the telephone only a short time before, and although it did not have sewers in every part of town, the neighborhood where the Irish lived being the last to get them, it was certainly getting the new technology. In 1887, Brady made Murray the general manager of the Albany Electric Illuminating Company, and Murray, ready at last to build his own patrimony, chose to take a wife.

From the beginning, it had been the most Irish Catholic of romances. Thomas E. Murray and Catherine Bradley had met in church. They had sung in the choir of the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception, and there in the choir loft, surrounded by an acre of imitation stone, overlooking the burnished brass of the high altar, they had fallen in love. Catherine was the daughter of Daniel Bradley, the State Senator from Brooklyn, which, in those long-gone days, meant she was the daughter of someone of stature. Bradley was called “Honest Dan.” He carried a walking stick, and when he campaigned in the Irish Catholic wards of Brooklyn he turned his collar around, thereby reminding his people that he was devoted to the church, and perhaps — who knows? — even being mistaken for a priest himself. When Thomas Murray married his daughter, the ceremony was solemnized by the first nuptial mass ever held in Brooklyn. This may not sound like much now, but it was a sure sign then that this was no ordinary union. There was even talk that Murray, who had been just a poor boy, was committing the worst of all the secular sins among the Irish Catholics; he was getting above himself, as they used to say, and who did he think he was, anyway? “Ah,” a neighbor told a neighbor, who passed it on to the Bradleys, “she didn’t do so well for herself, did she?” The neighbor had just seen Thomas Murray, newly married to his Catherine, walking down a street in Albany. Tom was a swarthy man, one of what was sometimes called the “black Irish,” and his mother was a poor widow woman. Who did he think he was, indeed?

Thomas and Catherine built a home in Albany on Madison Avenue, and it was, of course, close to their church. Murray hung it with electric lights, and it had a stained-glass window that was a copy of the west window in the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception. The Protestant neighbors thought there was an altar behind it. Soon, the children began arriving. First, there was Daniel, then Joseph, Thomas Jr., Catherine, Anna, Julia, and John, and the wonder was that there was time for any children at all. Murray, having worked out an arrangement with an engineer on the New York Central, was commuting every day to New York. Rounding a curve at 140th Street, the train would slow down, and Murray would jump off, ready to go about the work of putting together the electrical empire of Anthony Nicholas Brady.

Brady had gone to New York with a plan, and it had been simplicity itself. There were five or six gas companies competing with one another, and perhaps twice that many electric companies. Everyone knew that in time the gas companies would expire, and the question was what to do about it. Brady wanted Russell Sage, William Rockefeller, and J. Pier-pont Morgan to arrange a merger of the gas companies, and then to use the new monopoly to take over the electric companies. This was done, there being some hanky-panky in the state legislature to go with it, and the new monopoly, the Consolidated Gas Company, which later became Consolidated Edison, soon controlled both gas and electricity. Murray was supposed to put together Brady’s electrical interests in the operation.

Soon, commuting from Albany palled for Murray, and shortly before 1900 he moved his family to Brooklyn. There had been a community of Irish Catholics there for years, and in the early days they had worked in the Brooklyn Navy Yard as laborers and lived huddled around the Navy Yard and along the waterfront. In 1823, they built a small church for themselves, but before that they had taken a ferry to Manhattan and attended St. Peter’s. One of their children was to become Cardinal McCloskey, another the Bishop of Kentucky, and a third the first head of the American College in Rome. Consequently, the Irish Catholics were long established in Brooklyn, although they were not much in evidence in Brooklyn Heights. This was where anyone with social pretensions lived in Brooklyn, and the people with the old Dutch names there even looked down on Manhattan society as arriviste. Murray, who would not have cared for that life anyway, moved his family to St. Mark’s Avenue in Crown Heights.
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