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IN MEMORIAM

While writing this book three people very close to me died. Two nephews born two years apart died two years apart.

My nephew, William McEvoy, was a very spiritually gifted young man and he left us too soon.

Another nephew, Eugene (Geno) Cella, also left us. He was very proud of being half-Irish and was in the process of trying to get his Irish passport when he passed. Hopefully, there’s a place for him in Fenian Heaven.

God love both of them.

And then there’s my first cousin, Monsignor Vincent Bartley. Vince and I had a great relationship and whenever we were together there was nothing but laughter. He was the son of my Aunt Kathleen McEvoy Bartley—the matriarch of the McEvoy family—and a brave Irish revolutionary in her own right, a hostage and survivor of the North King Street Massacre in 1916 and later a member of the women’s IRA’s auxiliary, Cumann na mBan. When I was writing a book, Vincent was always the one I went to when I was writing about the Church. No one can imagine how much I miss him.


INTRODUCTION

When I was a kid, my father’s Italian friends used to brag about how Columbus discovered America. “But how about the Irish longshoreman who threw him the rope when he docked?” the old man would retort. He was going for the laugh, but he was also sending a message—the Irish were here in New York before you guys and they sure as hell weren’t leaving now.

William Faulkner once wrote, “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.”

Especially when it comes to the Irish.

Those two statements, from my father and Faulkner, say a lot about the Irish and their relationship to New York City. Driven out of their homeland by the British, especially during the Great Famine of the 1840s, the Irish arrived in New York City with a bang. They were feared, hated, reviled, and told to go back from where they came by the WASP establishment. But that was impossible. They were stuck. And they were in America—and New York—to stay.

The first thing they had to overcome, just like in Ireland, was Protestant hegemony. They did not fit into the proper, orderly little Protestant pigeonhole that was designated for them. Let’s face it, they were rambunctious Catholics. And out of Ireland, they would not do what the Protestants, the same Protestants who had stolen their land and tried to starve them to death back in the old country, wanted them to do.

This time they had someone on their side—the archbishop of New York, John Joseph Hughes. “Dagger John,” as he was called, would take his feral countrymen and, like a good bishop, shepherd them. In the time of the Know-Nothings—nativists who mirrored the Make America Great Again gang of today who want to keep other ethnic groups out of their America—Hughes knew how to fight fear with fear. Bullies don’t really like a fight, and if there is one thing about the Irish, they will fight. Check out the lyrics to their national anthem. In New York City, at least, the Know-Nothings would not be putting match to Catholic churches for sport. They knew better.

Every decade would bring a new challenge. The 1860s brought the Civil War. The Irish were ambivalent. They did not like the abolitionist Republican party because of their anti-Irish bias. But they saw an opportunity in war, and, as the Know-Nothings found out, they would fight for their new country, the United States of America. Without them, the Union would have been lost.

After the Civil War was over, many Union soldiers went back to Ireland to fight in the Rebellion of 1867, an unmitigated disaster for these “Fenians.” A few years later, out of jail and forced out of their own country again, the Fenians would find refuge in—where else?—New York City. The two most prominent, John Devoy and Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, would stay in New York and fight for an independent Ireland with great success.

The Irish began to rise. Archbishop Hughes had set up his own Catholic infrastructure—schools, hospitals, orphanages, universities—and the Irish did not have to depend on Protestant hegemony anymore. Their system was just as good, if not better, than the services rendered to the rest of the citizens of New York.

After the Civil War, most of the ships in Manhattan, as my father had hinted, were loaded and unloaded by Irish longshoremen. And these stevedores, many Irish speakers, put their imprint on their backbreaking profession. They called their job “Loingseoir.” (“Lung” is the Irish word for “boat.”) It became corrupted by English speakers, and that’s how anyone who works with ships became what we know today as “longshoremen.” The Irish were already putting their own unique stamp on their city.

Soon they were more than longshoremen. They were teachers, priests, nuns, lawyers, doctors, and, through the magic of Tammany Hall, politicians. They were cops and judges, and their politicians, like Al Smith and Jimmy Walker, were running the city and the state.

But they did not forget Ireland. John Devoy, a Fenian felon refugee, was an extraordinary mentor of revolution. Under his guidance, prominent men—and martyrs—of the 1916 Easter Rising were nurtured, like Tom Clarke and Sir Roger Casement. Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa engineered his dynamite campaign from Staten Island and, in his final salute to Ireland, was returned home after death to light the match in August 1915 to the blaze that would become the Easter Rebellion. Without the guidance and money from New York, there would have been no War of Independence. Eamon de Valera found refuge in New York as Michael Collins wiped out the British Secret Service, making way for the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921. When the North ignited again in the 1960s, New York once again became a focal point for gunrunning, money, and political agitation. And the Good Friday Agreement that finally brought peace to Northern Ireland had its genesis in the Big Apple.

Some of the Irish became Cardinals, others gangsters. Margaret Sanger took another direction and created Planned Parenthood. A man like Mike Quill, in the tradition of Jim Larkin and James Connolly, ran the transport union. Elizabeth Gurley Flynn agitated from the left. Dorothy Day inspired with the Catholic Worker Movement, and acolytes such as Michael Harrington went on to pique the soul of America and the Kennedy brothers with The Other America. W. R. Grace became the first Irish Catholic mayor of New York City while guys like George M. Cohan and James Cagney paved the way for wise guys like George Carlin from White Harlem. There were writers like Jimmy Breslin, Pete Hamill, Joe Flaherty, and Frank McCourt. Fighters for the liberal cause included Paul O’Dwyer from County Mayo and a millionaire from Boston named Bobby Kennedy who tried to save a Brooklyn ghetto called Bedford-Stuyvesant. There were Westies and bank robbers like Willie Sutton and cold-stone killers like “Mad Dog” Coll, born Uinseann Ó Colla in County Donegal. They were all part of Irish New York.

Another Irishman, journalist Peter Finley Dunne, who also made New York his home, famously said, “Comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.” Most of the Irishmen and women I’ve mentioned agreed with that sentiment—to the extreme. Irish New York’s imprint would be worldwide, but it all started at the mouth of the Hudson River in the greatest city in the world—the Real Irish New York.


PART ONE

FENIAN NEW YORK

WHEN IRISH EXILES NEEDED A HOME THEY LOOKED TO THE BIG APPLE


Fenian—A member of an Irish revolutionary movement organization that advocated an independent republic.

—THE RANDOM HOUSE COLLEGE DICTIONARY

Fenian—an elite—albeit usually unsuccessful—Irish Revolutionary

—DERMOT MCEVOY



There is no doubt in my mind that without New York City there would be no Republic of Ireland today. Without the money, political influence, and hospitality New York—the original sanctuary city—provided for Ireland’s failed revolutionaries, independence would have been impossible.

New York has always been a refuge for Irish rebels, going back to the United Irishmen, who led the Risings of 1798 and 1803. Thomas Addis Emmet was banished after the 1798 insurrection and imprisoned. In 1803 his brother, Robert Emmet, was apprehended in the abortive 1803 scuffle and sentenced to death. From the dock before his execution he left behind a legacy in words that would beat in Irish hearts for the next century:


Let no man write my epitaph; for as no man who knows my motives dare now vindicate them, let not prejudice or ignorance, asperse them. Let them and me rest in obscurity and peace, and my tomb remain uninscribed, and my memory in oblivion, until other times and other men can do justice to my character. When my country takes her place among the nations of the earth, then and not till then, let my epitaph be written. I have done.1



Thomas Emmet, who was living in Paris and acting as an agent to Napoleon for his brother, fled to New York and joined the bar. He was attorney general of New York state from August 1812 until February 1813, when he was removed by the Federalist Party. He became one of the most prominent jurists in the city and was called by United States Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story to be “the favourite counsellor of New York.” Emmet died in 1827 and was buried in the churchyard attached to St. Mark’s-in-the-Bowery.

Even William Theobald Wolfe Tone, son of Wolfe Tone, martyr of the 1798 Rebellion, found refuge in New York after the Battle of Waterloo. He died there in 1828 and is buried in Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn.

Perhaps the most prominent Irish refugee before the Civil War was Thomas Francis Meagher. Meagher, one of the leaders of the Young Ireland movement along with the likes of Thomas Davis, William Smith O’Brien, John Mitchel, and Lady Jane Wilde, Oscar’s mother, found himself deported to Australia after the skirmish called the Rising of 1848. By 1852 he had escaped to New York and by the time of the Civil War he had President Lincoln’s ear as he personally raised the Irish Brigade, the famous “Fighting 69th” Regiment, which shed its blood at such battles as Antietam, Fredericksburg, and Chancellorsville.

The Great Famine in the 1840s forced millions of Irish out of Ireland, initially flooding the big cities of the East Coast of America, especially New York and Boston. New York became a popular target for settlement because it already had an Irish population and a strong leader in the aforementioned Archbishop “Dagger” John Hughes. These refugees came for food and jobs, but they never forgot Ireland. In fact, pushing the Irish out of Ireland would, in less than seventy-five years, help push the British out of what is now the Republic of Ireland.

THE FENIAN BROTHERHOOD

In 1858 James Stephens established the Irish Republican Brotherhood in Ireland. It was a secret organization pledged to freeing Ireland from Britain by physical force. The following year in New York City, John O’Mahony, a veteran of the Young Ireland movement who had been exiled as a Fenian felon, opened a sister organization, the Fenian Brotherhood. This was to be the beginning of New York as a hotbed of anti-British activity, which would last through the establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922.

Many New York Irish fought for the Union in the Civil War. O’Mahony, like Meagher with the “Fighting 69th,” organized a regiment of the New York National Guard (the 99th) composed entirely of Fenians. The Civil War proved a tough training ground for many Fenians, and after the war they put their training to use, returning to Ireland to fight in the Rising of 1867. They were betrayed by informers, and many of them were arrested as they got off the boat in Ireland, revealed by their Union Army–issued boots, of all things.

JOHN DEVOY, FENIAN PIED PIPER, RULES FROM NEW YORK

The failure of the ’67 Rising would see many Fenians imprisoned by the British. One of those felons was John Devoy, who after jail time, finally made his way to New York in 1871 (along with Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa). He soon became active in Clan na Gael, the successor to the Fenian Brotherhood.

It was from this base in New York that Devoy organized the voyage of the Catalpa in 1876, which freed imprisoned Fenians from an Australian penal colony. The story of the Catalpa is one fraught with drama and high-seas adventure. Devoy called on the expertise of former Clan na Gael member John Boyle O’Reilly, then a newspaper editor and poet residing in Boston. O’Reilly was an old friend of Devoy’s and a former Fenian felon himself who had escaped from a penal colony in Australia via whaler ship. O’Reilly, according to Devoy, offered “invaluable co-operation” as he put Devoy in touch with the proper people to implement the audacious procedure and offered key insider advice. In a thrilling ending worthy of an Errol Flynn swashbuckler, the freed Fenians escaped a British warship by hoisting the Stars and Stripes: “My flag protects me,” said the Catalpa’s captain, “if you fire on this ship you fire on the American flag!” Devoy called the mission a success because of “a combination of Irish skill and pluck and Yankee grit.” O’Reilly congratulated Devoy, declaring: “All credit belongs to you, old man. Soon the world will know what you have brought about.” With this daring Michael Collins–esque escape, Devoy began to attract prominent Irish rebels to New York.

Probably the most important rebel to arrive in New York during this time was Thomas Clarke. Clarke emigrated in the early 1880s. He became an American citizen in Brooklyn in 1883. (He would become the only American citizen executed by the British in 1916. His citizenship certificate can be viewed at the National Library at Collins Barracks in Dublin.) He left New York to take part in Rossa’s ill-conceived “Dynamite Campaign” and subsequently spent fifteen years in British dungeons. Upon his release, he returned to New York and struck up a strong, lifelong friendship with Devoy. In 1901 he married Kathleen Daly in New York. John MacBride—another 1916 martyr—was best man and Devoy was also a member of the wedding party. The newlyweds were true New Yorkers, living in Manhattan, the Bronx, and Brooklyn. “New York was as new and interesting to me as anywhere else in America,” Kathleen wrote in her autobiography, Revolutionary Woman. Tom was instrumental in the start-up of Devoy’s newspaper, the Gaelic American. Eventually the Clarkes moved to Long Island to run a farm. But the thought of an impending war between the British and Germany moved them back to Dublin in 1907. He opened a tobacconist shop on the corner of Parnell and Sackville (O’Connell) Streets, under the shadow of the Parnell Monument, where every young Irish revolutionary—such as Seán MacDiarmada, Patrick Pearse, Joseph Mary Plunkett, and even Michael Collins—would journey to discuss treason. The strong bond that Clarke and Devoy had forged in New York would play a vital part in the coming rebellion.

Another Irish expatriate who was under Devoy’s sphere of influence was John Kenny from County Kildare. Kenny was a brilliant businessman and a member of Clan na Gael, for which he served as president on several occasions. He was instrumental in the rescue of the Fenian felons from Australia during the Catalpa adventure and kept his maritime interests alive with the financing of one of the first attack submarine prototypes, John Holland’s Fenian Ram. (The Fenian Ram survives and can be viewed at the Patterson Museum in New Jersey. It is probably the only nonyellow submarine to have a song written about it—“The Great Fenian Ram” by the Wolfe Tones.) Kenny was also active in the Land League, which was organized in the late nineteenth century to help impoverished Irish landowners and was headed by Charles Stewart Parnell.

He swore Tom Clarke into the Clan na Gael and was responsible for choosing Clarke for a “special mission” in England, which turned out to be a bombing attempt on London Bridge, for which Clarke did hard time. Years later, when Clarke resigned his position on the Gaelic American, Kenny took over as business manager. With the outbreak of the Great War, Kenny traveled to Europe, hoping to involve Germany in Ireland’s fight for freedom. (The intelligence he gathered was passed on to Sir Roger Casement back in New York.) In the two years leading up to 1916, he served as a courier of money between New York and Dublin, knowing all the key players involved. He died in New York in 1924.

O’DONOVAN ROSSA: “SEND HIS BODY HOME”

On June 29, 1915, Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, the old Fenian, died on Staten Island. Legend has it that Devoy wired Clarke in Dublin, “Rossa dead. What should I do?”

Clarke replied: “Send his body home at once!” Thus began the long, final, and heroic journey of Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa.

Like a lot of the Fenians, Rossa was a very tough character. His family in West Cork was fairly comfortable until the time of the famine, which destroyed it. It was the trigger that set him afire with nationalism. The odd thing about Rossa is that he never got to fight in any of Ireland’s battles. As plans were being made for a rising in 1865—it was postponed until 1867—he was arrested in Dublin and sent to British prisons, where, under brutal conditions, he would live for the next five years. He was freed in an amnesty and sailed for America, arriving in 1871 with Devoy, who he had met in prison.

Rossa’s personal life was as complicated as his political one. He was married three times, with his first two wives dying at a young age. In all, he fathered eighteen children. In America he was famous for the dynamite campaign, which tried to blow up prominent British landmarks during the 1880s. Ironically, one of his bombers was Tom Clarke, who would be a central character in his final sendoff. During his time in New York he challenged the Fenian John Daly to a duel which never took place. He was also shot by a deranged British woman named Dudley because of his dynamite campaign but survived to live another thirty years.

When Rossa died, Clarke said, “If Rossa had planned to die at the most opportune time for serving his country, he could not have done better.”

In one of the great shows of nationalistic theater, Clarke paraded the body around Dublin as if he had found the Fenian Lazarus. (Devoy once said: “No matter how the Irish treat a leader when living—and the treatment is often very bad—they never fail to give him decent burial.”) This idea of using the honored dead as props might have led the British to bury the executed 1916 leaders in a quicklime mass grave to avoid propaganda. Rossa laid in state at the City Hall and was given a funeral mass at the Pro Cathedral. Thousands followed his coffin to Glasnevin Cemetery on August 1, when Patrick Pearse gave his famous speech: “the fools, the fools, the fools!—They have left us our Fenian dead, and while Ireland holds these graves, Ireland unfree shall never be at peace.” Rossa’s funeral was the unofficial launch to what would become the Easter Rising eight months later.

EAMON DE VALERA HITS NEW YORK—AGAIN

In one of the most bizarre moves in Irish revolutionary history, Eamon de Valera left Dublin in May 1919 for a twenty-month stay in America. (In a parallel historical situation, this would be like George Washington saying in 1776: “I’ll see you guys in two years!”) It was the first time he had visited the city of his birth in nearly forty years. He arrived in New York in June and was feted by Devoy and company at the old Waldorf Astoria hotel on 34th Street (on what is now the site of the Empire State Building). De Valera’s rationale for leaving his country in a time of revolution was to bring Ireland’s cause to the attention of the world and to raise money for the emerging nation. (He left the dirty work of revolution back home to the minister for finance, one Michael Collins, who quickly learned how to terrorize the British terrorists.)

At first, Devoy and de Valera got on famously. Devoy even went so far as to comment that Dev was “the best leader that Ireland has had for a century.” But things began to sour when philosophical questions arose between the Irish Americans and de Valera, particularly during the American presidential race of 1920. Also, questions about how the national loan should be solicited had the two sides butting heads. The National Loan was a bond organized by finance minister Michael Collins to raise money in Ireland and America for the nascent revolution in Ireland. If de Valera thought he was going to come to New York, act like a dilettante, and order John Devoy around, he had another think coming. By August 1920 Devoy was calling de Valera “the most malignant man in all Irish history!” The Fenian honeymoon was definitely over.

Relations between Devoy and de Valera became so toxic that Devoy started referring to Michael Collins in the Gaelic American as “the recognized leader of the fighting men of Ireland” (inferring that de Valera was sitting on his arse, living it up at the Waldorf—which, to a great extent, he was!). Terry Golway wrote in his Devoy biography Irish Rebel that “Devoy would later write that had it been up to him, he’d have had de Valera shot rather than waste the government’s time and money with a mere prison sentence.” Coincidentally, one month and two days after Collins’s Squad shot up the British Secret Service in Dublin, de Valera returned to Dublin, perhaps thinking that the tide of the war had turned on the side of the rebels—and they would need him to make peace. Once again, Dev’s narcissistic timing was impeccable.

DEVOY: PRO-TREATY TO THE END

John Devoy, perhaps because of his great admiration for Michael Collins (and antipathy toward de Valera), was strongly pro-treaty. He returned home to Ireland for a hero’s welcome in 1924, feted by the government of William T. Cosgrave. He would die while on vacation in Atlantic City, New Jersey, on September 29, 1928. He was given a state funeral in Dublin and buried in the appropriately named “Republican Plot” of Glasnevin Cemetery, just two graves from his old friend and antagonist, Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa.

The road to Irish independence—which seemed to wind its way through New York—was a long and tenuous one, stretching from the 1867 Fenian Rising to the establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922. It can be safely said that without the help of America—and in particular John Devoy and his New York allies—Ireland, today, would still be part of the United Kingdom. America and New York not only gave shelter to innumerable Fenian felons, but also raised millions in funds that brought everything for the nationalistic movement, from propaganda to guns and bullets. New Yorker—and he was a real dyed-in-the-wool New Yorker—John Devoy devoted his life to Ireland, albeit in exile three thousand miles from home. In the annals of Irish history, he is ranked at the top of the Fenian hierarchy and as Patrick Pearse noted in 1915, he was, without a doubt, “The greatest of the Fenians.”


CHAPTER ONE

FENIAN ODD COUPLE

THE UNLIKELY FRIENDSHIP OF JOHN DEVOY AND SIR ROGER CASEMENT

They say that politics makes for strange bedfellows. Well, two of the oddest ducks to share the same Fenian bed were Sir Roger Casement—executed for his part in the Easter Rising—and John Devoy. If you read Irish history, you would be led to believe that Devoy, the leader of Fenianism in the United States at the time of the Rising, probably loathed Casement.

You could not find two men more different in background: Casement—Protestant, knighted for his work in the British Foreign Service, and a latecomer to the nationalist movement—and Devoy—Catholic, imprisoned before the Rising of 1867, and banished to America.

Devoy became the driving force behind the new militant nationalism that spread throughout Ireland through the Gaelic League and the eventual establishment of the Irish Volunteers. Devoy supplied money and ideas to keep the movement afloat. He also nurtured and groomed rebels in exile in New York—like 1916 martyr Tom Clarke—for their return to Ireland.

Devoy did not meet Casement until 1914 when he was seventy-four. By that time Devoy had failing hearing and eyesight

Based on comments from those on the Irish side of the Atlantic, you would think that Devoy and Casement shared no common ground. “Casement had come into things national,” Kathleen Clarke, Tom’s widow, recalled in her autobiography, Revolutionary Woman, “and Tom knew very little about him. Naturally, he had no cause to place much confidence in him; and the fact that he had been knighted by England in recognition of services rendered made Tom suspicious of him. Casement was not long enough in nationalist things in this country to prove his genuineness.”

Joseph Plunkett’s sister Geraldine’s opinion was brutally stark: “John Devoy simply hated him,” she wrote in her autobiography, All in the Blood.

With the outbreak of the Great War, Casement landed in New York, living at the St. George Hotel in Brooklyn Heights. Devoy was suspicious of Casement because he sided with John Redmond, the leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party, in Redmond’s takeover of the Irish Volunteers in 1914. This may have also been the reason why Tom Clarke didn’t trust Casement and it wouldn’t be a shock if Clarke relayed this opinion to his old friend, Devoy, in New York.

Oddly enough, Devoy’s autobiography, Recollections of an Irish Rebel, shows an affection for Casement that one would not expect from the tough old Fenian jailbird. The book was not published until a year after Devoy’s death in 1928. (The interesting thing about the book is that it basically stops after the Easter Rising. There is not one mention of Eamon de Valera, Michael Collins, or the Treaty.)

Although he was suspicious of Casement because of the John Redmond/Irish Volunteers fiasco and highly skeptical of his plan to seek German help for the coming uprising, Devoy introduced Casement to his German contacts (Franz von Papen—future stooge of Adolf Hitler—was a prime New York contact for Devoy), gave him an immense amount of money (probably in excess of $10,000), and packed him off to Europe.

Devoy did so with reservations because he did not trust Casement’s traveling companion, one Adler Christensen. “[I] missed the fact,” wrote Devoy in his autobiography, “that the acquaintance between the two was only of a few weeks’ duration. Had I understood that, I would have objected strongly to Christensen’s going as Sir Roger’s companion.”

It is thought that Christensen might have been a British agent, maybe a German agent, or even a double agent playing both sides. He may also have been Casement’s lover. “Christiansen . . . double-crossed us,” said Devoy, “[and] proved himself a trickster and a fraud.”

Devoy is blunt in his assessment of Casement and his work in Germany.:


Casement’s mission to Germany had three main objects: First, to secure German military help for Ireland when the opportunity offered. Second, to educate German public opinion on the Irish situation, so that the people would stand behind their Government when it took action in favor of Ireland. Third, to organize, if possible, Irish prisoners of war into a military unit to take part in the fight for Irish freedom. Casement did his best in all these things, but did the first ineffectively, succeeded admirably in the second, and failed badly in the third.



Devoy may have been old, frail and crotchety, but he was an excellent judge of character. While Tom Clarke may have been suspicious of Casement’s motives—he probably thought him a British agent—Devoy took Casement for what he was—a true patriot—with a strong shake of salt:


While a highly intellectual man, Casement was very emotional and as trustful as a child. He was also obsessed with the idea that he was a better judge than any of us, at either side of the Atlantic, of what ought to be done (though he was too polite and good natured to say so), and he never hesitated to act on his own responsibility, fully believing that his decisions were in the best interests of Ireland’s Cause. This created many difficulties and embarrassments for us.



“Practical politics he did not understand,” wrote Devoy, “but the end to which the practical politician, the statesman and the soldier should devote their efforts he understood most thoroughly. He was an idealist, absolutely without personal ambition, ready to sacrifice his interests and his life for the cause he had at heart, but was too sensitive about the consequences to others of his actions.”

When Casement was in London awaiting trial, Devoy selflessly donated $5,000 he had just inherited from his brother’s estate in New Mexico to Casement’s defense. In his autobiography he slammed the British for their whispering campaign about the “Black Diaries,” Casement’s supposedly notoriously graphic descriptions of his homosexual romps on two continents—which may or may not have been a fabrication of the British Secret Service—as “foul and slanderous propaganda to arouse public opinion in America against him.”

He wrote of Casement’s demise at the end of a rope on August 3, 1916: “Thus ended the career of one of Ireland’s noblest sons. . . . [H]e was withal one of the most sincere and single-minded of Ireland’s patriot sons with whom it was my great privilege to be associated. His name will ever have a revered place on the long roll of martyrs who gave their lives that Ireland might be free.”


CHAPTER TWO

FENIAN LETTERS FROM NEW YORK

THE LETTERS OF NORA CONNOLLY AND LIAM MELLOWS HIGHLIGHT REBELS IN EXILE

Irish American writer Rosemary Mahoney’s (For the Benefit of Whose Who See, Down the Nile, and Whoredom in Kimmage, among others) family was highly politicized at the time of the Easter Rising. “My maternal grandmother, Julia Fraher,” Mahoney told me, “and her five sisters, who had recently emigrated from County Limerick to Boston, were serious Sinn Féiners, my grandmother most of all. She was a member of Cumann na mBan. She donated money to the Irish Republican Brotherhood to help them buy arms and campaigned at all the Boston meetings for a free Ireland. She knew everybody in the cause. Many involved in the Easter Rising, in one way or another, stayed at their house in Dorchester, Massachusetts. Julia must have been in her mid-twenties at this time. Not married yet.”

Not only did they stay at Julia Fraher’s house, but they also wrote her letters from their bases in New York. Some of the letter writers included Nora Connolly and Liam Mellows. The letters are filled with the mundane, but also the poignancies of the time.

NORA CONNOLLY, the daughter of 1916 martyr James Connolly, wrote in July 1917 from her apartment on Vanderbilt Avenue in Brooklyn, and her homesickness is obvious: “It was just a year ago that I left Mama and got away. It seems years now.” Maybe her homesickness had something to do with her opinion of New York: “New York is an ugly horrible place. Anyone who prefers New York to Boston must be mad.” She goes on to gloat over Eamon de Valera’s victory in the Clare by-election and mentions a mutual friend: “I saw Liam Mellows on Monday. He is looking well but horribly Yankeefied.”

In August she wrote again, voicing a common summer lament from Irish immigrants: “I cannot write to you now as much as I would wish because I am simply dying with the heat.” On a more serious note she laments the death of Muriel MacDonagh, wife of 1916 patriot Thomas, who was drowned in a tragic swimming accident: “Wasn’t that dreadful news about Mrs. MacDonagh? Just think of the two little ones left without father or mother.” In June 1918 Connolly was heading for home and obviously worried about German U-boats: “Dear folks won’t you pray that we reach home safely,” and she adds a bit of Fenian gossip also: “Mrs. [Hanna Sheehy-] Skeffington is sailing on the same boat.”

LIAM MELLOWS led men in the west during the Rising and escaped to New York, where he was jailed for his support of Germany during the Great War. He would return to Ireland and act as director of supplies during the War of Independence. He went against the Treaty and was captured when the Four Courts in Dublin fell to Pro-Treaty forces. Jailed, he was murdered by the Free State in retaliation for the murder of Seán Hales, TD, Teachta Dála, a member of the Irish parliament.

In April 1918 he wrote to Julia and is delighted about the news from home: “Everything at home looks well. It’s laughable to see the hierarchy advocating strikes & John Dillon embracing Sinn Féin.” He celebrated a special anniversary: “Do you know that today is the anniversary of the beginning of that week in 1916? I see by a paper from home that Galway was ablaze with bonfires on Easter Saturday night. That’s grand.”

In June Mellows (who signed his letters in the Irish: “O’Maeliosa”) offers his condolences to Julia on the death of her mother, but the discussion soon turns to brutal politics: “Well, God rest her soul. Who knows but that it is all for the best. She would feel so bad if she lived long enough to witness the trying—indeed terrible times—that are coming. God help us all & give us the courage & faith to endure & the people at home the strength to suffer, for we are on the verge of impending & terrible events. But we can win. That I do not doubt. To doubt it is to lose & we cannot lose for the hand of God is with us & He can triumph over the poor efforts of mortal men.”

By August there is a familiar Irish lament in the letter: “It must be the heat, and sure that is enough to drive anyone—like the cows in summer with the gadflys—mad.” But the talk soon turns to politics and the dreaded threat of conscription: “The people at home are sticking [or striking] out well, but they expect Conscription the end of October, then—God help us all.”

By January 1919 Mellows was living on West 96th Street in Manhattan and worried about cases of influenza and pneumonia that were striking family and friends on both sides of the Atlantic. But politics was always in the forefront as he mentions being elected a TD to the first Dáil: “Everything goes well in Ireland—the spirit is wonderful, as the results of the election has shown. . . . You will see by it that your humble servant has been elected to two seats [Galway East and North Meath]. The whole thing came as a surprise to me; unsought and unwanted. God give us all the strength, wisdom, & principle to do what is right.”

He speaks of his adventures at the White House: “Diarmuid [Lynch] and myself paid a visit to Washington six weeks or so go and called at the White House to see the President [Woodrow Wilson] to present a demand from the people of Ireland for representation at the ‘Peace’ Conference. His Lordship was not home, but we left the ‘scrap of paper’ and bowed ourselves out of the august presence of his secretary’s secretary. Some style, eh!” His spirits remain high: “As the Yanks in New York say—‘Safety foist’ ”

In August 1919 Mellows was living at 220 East 31st Street in Manhattan and was congratulating Julia on her marriage to Michael Rohan: “I hope you are happy in your new home and that Michael is as kind and loving a husband he was before the great event in Boston.” But the talk quickly turned political: “The President [Eamon de Valera] will speak in Baltimore but I don’t know exactly when as his tour is not yet mapped out completely. He returned from California yesterday delighted with the result of his trip.”


CHAPTER THREE

NIALL O’DOWD

FENIAN NEW YORK—HOPEFULLY—ENDS WITH THE MAN WHO ORCHESTRATED THE GOOD FRIDAY AGREEMENT

John Devoy arrived on American shores in 1871, and Niall O’Dowd arrived in 1978. Although a hundred years apart, their similarities don’t end there. Both chose the same professional—journalism—to help their people.

Devoy had the Gaelic American to promote his Fenian ideas. O’Dowd, first stationed in San Francisco, started by launching the Irishman newspaper with $952 he put together with the help of his friend Tom McDonagh. When O’Dowd moved to New York he started Irish America, the first Irish American glossy magazine. He followed this by creating the Irish Voice, which was aimed mostly at young Irish immigrants. In the age of the Internet he founded IrishCentral.com, which today commands four million plus monthly readers. One thinks that Devoy would be impressed by O’Dowd’s entrepreneurial workmanship.

Without Devoy, there would be no Republic of Ireland today. Without O’Dowd, there still might be a raging war in Northern Ireland and the possible eventual reunification of both North and South would be impossible. O’Dowd’s actions on the Good Friday Agreement, now threatened by Brexit, made the peace that is Ireland today possible.

I asked O’Dowd how he feels about being compared to the old Fenian? “Devoy is a personal hero,” O’Dowd told me in an interview, “a man who gave his whole life to Irish freedom. There would have been no Easter Rising without him and he understood the American role like no other before him. He was a rebel in the truest sense. He was a key figure in the Fenian rising, the 1916 Rising, and the War of Independence. He refused to buckle to de Valera and understood his evil machinations in America. Most importantly, Devoy met Charles Stewart Parnell and encouraged a ‘New Departure,’ the attempt to solidify and align constitutional and physical force nationalism aided by America. It was the exact same template that Hume-Adams-Clinton created over a century later. I long believed that the modern New Departure based on the Devoy model was the key to creating the Irish peace process.”

The key to the Good Friday Agreement was President Bill Clinton. O’Dowd was early in his recognition of Clinton as someone who would be sympathetic to the nationalist cause in Ireland. “What attracted me most was he wasn’t George Herbert Walker Bush who had shown no interest during his time in office in Ireland,” said O’Dowd bluntly. “We knew Clinton had been to Oxford during the Irish Civil Rights movement and was interested in the issue. He was also a clean slate, a new face with little to fear from taking on the issue. I was frankly amazed about how much he knew when I first met him. What people miss is his incredible mind and ability to see the next move on the chessboard before anyone else.”

Clinton, the master politician, also knew that the Irish peace process was a winning political issue for him. “He was keenly aware of the importance of the issue to Irish Americans in key states such as Pennsylvania and Ohio,” said O’Dowd. “He understood there wasn’t an Irish vote per se but a huge fount of goodwill for any American who took on what seemed a thankless task in Northern Ireland. It was post the Cold War, the alleged end of history, the South Africa and Israeli peace processes were underway, and Ireland was about to have its moment. It could never have happened during the Cold War or after 9/11, but there was a critical decade when there were relatively speaking, no huge pressing foreign policy problems. It was an inspired choice by an uber politician.”

CLINTON SUFFERS “IRISH ALZHEIMER’S”

Probably the most accurate joke about the Irish ever is “Irish Alzheimer’s—they forget everything except the grudges!” It seems Bill Clinton has also inherited this gene. British Prime Minister John Major tried to help President Bush in the 1992 election by probing what Clinton was doing in Britain when he was a Rhodes Scholar there. (Current US Attorney General William Barr, then Bush’s AG—obviously boning up for his Trump tricks of the future—was behind the Clinton probe.) Clinton never forgave Bush. How important did O’Dowd think this factored in Clinton’s taking on the Irish issue? “I think it was a factor but not a huge one,” replied O’Dowd. “Clinton was already ready to act, and Major’s foolishness just added some fuel to the fire.”

The fingerprints of the Kennedy family are all over Clinton’s Irish policy. One of the first important things was the appointment of Senator Ted Kennedy’s sister, Jean Kennedy Smith, to be Clinton’s new ambassador to Ireland. “Incredibly important,” said O’Dowd. “For decades the job had mostly been the retirement home for rich old farts utterly uninterested in getting involved up North. Kennedy Smith took on the State Department and the British government and finally ensured that the Irish voice was heard. She took risks for peace, traveled North, met Adams, pushed for a visa and special envoy, got Joe Cahill a visa against all the odds. Could not have happened without her.”

Conversely, even with Kennedy Smith in place, not every Irish American politician, regardless of party affiliation, was behind the program to break the deadlock on Northern Ireland. One such important person was House Speaker Tom Foley who, according to Conor O’Clery in his exciting book on the peace process, Daring Diplomacy, was an “Anglophile.”

“Foley was so busy kissing British butt that he completely failed to read the signs even though folks like Ted Kennedy warned him change was coming,” O’Dowd candidly put it. “He was the worst kind of Irishman, England’s favorite pet. I hold him in complete contempt. I mean even Daniel Patrick Moynihan came around.” Foley soon lost his seat in the 1994 Republican takeover of the House. So, Newt Gingrich gets some undue credit here too.

One of the least appreciated men involved in the Good Friday Agreement was Taoiseach [the name for the Irish Prime Minister] Albert Reynolds. I asked O’Dowd why he gets such short shrift for his efforts in pursuit of peace. “You are completely right,” O’Dowd replied. “I think it was the ignominious way he was forced out of office just a few months later that tarred him. He was a clear example of the right man at the right time first and foremost a pragmatic businessman ready to do a deal on a transactional basis and to hell with ideology. He saw it as a problem to solve not to admire its difficulty as so many mainstream politicians did. He deserves better from history.”

Several men put their reputations on the line to move the peace process forward. Without these men—Senator Teddy Kennedy, former Congressman Bruce Morrison, businessmen Bill Flynn and Chuck Feeney—there would have been no Good Friday Agreement. “Kennedy was the gatekeeper to the Irish issue on Capitol Hill,” said O’Dowd. “Nothing moved without his say so. He was a loyal decent man who stepped back and let Clinton have all the glory but his call on approving the Adams visa was the key, allowing Clinton to grant it. That was the singular moment when the pendulum swung from centuries of acquiescence to British policy on Northern Ireland to taking up an approved Irish position. The British never knew what hit them.

“Bruce Morrison was always the smartest politician in the room,” continued O’Dowd. “He understood the nuances of Northern Irish politics which is a minefield and never made a mistake as spokesman for the Irish American delegation. He was a rock star in Ireland because of the Morrison Visas which allowed forty thousand Irish to immigrate legally.

“Bill Flynn provided a powerful legitimacy as a leading business figure,” said O’Dowd. “He was the exact opposite of the stereotypical drunken plastic Paddy putting dollars in the tin can. In addition, he forged a powerful link with the Loyalists and got them included in every major delegation to America. He was chairman of the National Committee on American Foreign Policy which allowed the perfect platform to invite Adams to speak to. He and his successor Tom Moran at Mutual of America were vital figures in presenting a new and different face of Irish America.

“Chuck Feeney,” said O’Dowd, “is an incredible character: a multi-billionaire who gave it all away. His presence made it much easier to bring other business leaders on board as he was a legendary figure, and everyone wanted to know him. He was the best reader of intentions I ever met, knew instinctively what people were planning and thinking. I began to believe he could see around corners. I came to rely heavily on that insight before major meetings. When push came to shove, and Sinn Féin wanted one million dollars to set up a DC office as part of the deal he immediately said ‘yes.’ I think I picked the only businessman in the world who would have so answered. His philanthropic donations to Ireland North and South runs into the billions. He transformed the educational system North and South at university level, and he played a key role in achieving peace.”

O’DOWD GOES CLOAK & DAGGER

Soon after Clinton’s election, O’Dowd became the point man between the IRA and the White House. I asked how he got drafted into the cloak and dagger world of espionage that led to the Good Friday Agreement? “I drafted myself as no one else seemed to be doing anything,” he told me. “I had created Irish Americans for Clinton after a meeting with the candidate. I was aware from my sources that there were major discussions going on within the IRA about future strategy in the wake of the election of Bobby Sands and the political support that engendered. I thought it was time to put a new strategy together.”

Soon O’Dowd found himself having surreptitious meetings with IRA contacts. One of the first was with “Ted” at Wynn’s Hotel on Lower Abbey Street in Dublin. “Ted Howell was the Quiet Man behind much of the Sinn Féin/IRA strategy and responsible for America,” O’Dowd remembered. “He was at the level of Adams and [Martin] McGuinness, but incredibly low key. I had been told that convincing him was vital. I quickly learned that was true. We met in Wynn’s Hotel off O’Connell Street, a highly unlikely place to be spotted, frequented mainly by up-from-the-country shoppers. I put it to him that Clinton’s election opened up a huge new vista for them, but they needed to show they were serious. I suggested an American delegation I would put together and an outreach to them with the blessing of the new White House. In return, the IRA should show their good intentions with a ten-day ceasefire. Long term I told them I thought I could deliver a US visa for Gerry Adams.”

Being the intermediary between the IRA and the White House resulted in some harrowing experiences. “[I was] picked up in my hotel once by a driver to go to a clandestine meeting,” O’Dowd recalled. “He never uttered a word, just drove at speed, dodging up side streets doubling back, constantly checking his mirror. We drove through a loyalist area and for a terrible ten minutes I thought he was from the UDA or UVF and I had been kidnapped. I almost wept with relief when we hurtled back into a nationalist area. On another occasion I was followed late at night from Belfast to the Irish border by a car with its headlights full on right behind me the entire way, slowing when I slowed, accelerating when I did. At the Ballygawley Roundabout, close to the border, I signaled I was exiting, but drove around again and drove to the village and lost them.”

WINNING TRUST

Both sides, the IRA and the White House, were suspicious of each other. One of O’Dowd’s jobs was winning the trust and confidence of both. O’Dowd found that being totally truthful was the best policy. He succeeded “by always telling the truth about what I thought I could do, about what the true situation was, and about what I thought they both needed to do. I tried to be as honest as possible, you learned quick the Provos did not do exaggeration or BS. Likewise, the White House wanted solutions, not more problems. The hardest part with them was IRA activity on the run-up to the ceasefire, especially dummy bombs at Heathrow. I had to explain this was good news in that it meant they were signaling strength not weakness before the ceasefire. It was not easy. A huge problem was language. The IRA talked and thought like an army, clear concise, objectives known. Clinton was a jazz singer, improvising brilliantly as he went along. I had to interpret one side for the other, often for hours.”

The biggest obstacle to getting a visa for Gerry Adams was the State Department, which was staunchly against it. “The British had had it their own way for centuries when it came to Ireland and their ‘special relationship’ with the U.S. seemed eternal. They had long dismissed Irish Americans as rabble-rousers, so I was happy about that—we sneaked up on them.”

According to Daring Diplomacy by Conor O’Clery, one of the most interesting things O’Dowd ever said about the British, Clinton and the peace process is that “there were no votes in the British position.” In other words, there were no votes in supporting the British position on Ireland. “There is no British American ethnic constituency while in key election states like Ohio, Pennsylvania, Michigan, and New Hampshire there are huge numbers of Reagan Democrats and Irish ethnics. That was a no brainer to point out.”2

RAY FLYNN’S MONKEY-WRENCH

As part of the quid pro quo for getting Adams a visa, O’Dowd had to get a cease-fire out of the IRA. Boston Mayor Ray Flynn spectacularly blew that up and got O’Dowd into trouble with the IRA. “One of the worst moments of my life was when Flynn pulled out,” O’Dowd recalls. “I literally had the ceasefire letter from the IRA in hand and history on the horizon when Flynn screwed me over and went on a solo effort and decided to bail out. I should have known, but he was a high-profile political figure at the time and a valuable name. I flew over to Ireland to explain and just admitted I had picked the wrong guy. It was a tense meeting at first, but [the IRA] believed me.”

The one big issue to break the deadlock was to get a visa for Gerry Adams so he could visit the United States. Under tremendous pressure from the British, the State Department, and everyone else, Clinton went with his gut and granted the visa. Looking back, how important was that one single act that four years later would result in the Good Friday Agreement? “Incredibly important because there wouldn’t be a ceasefire without it—and Adams will tell you that,” O’Dowd said. “Breaking the international isolation, joining Irish America and Irish Republicanism at a different level than ever before. My favorite moment was the Larry King interview with Gerry Adams and the broadcast was banned in Britain. It shows you the insanity of it.”

O’Dowd’s relationship with Adams goes back to 1983. The two of them have a solid, trusting friendship. “[Our relationship is] incredibly important and mine in him,” said O’Dowd. “He never lied or varnished the truth. After the London dockland bombings and the end of the first IRA ceasefire, the Taoiseach and the White House were waiting on definitive word from me. I asked Adams straight, was it the end, and he said no, he could get it back. That conversation shaped all future U.S. and Irish policy and he kept his word. I have great admiration for him. He’s very different as a private person—a lot of biting Northern humor, great to be around. I’ve seen him hold a room like very few others as well.”

One of the most important—and overlooked—ingredients in the Good Friday Agreement was the contribution of the North’s Loyalist Protestants. How important was the work of people like Gary McMichael, David Ervine and David Trimble? “The Loyalist leaders were a revelation to me, and I got to know them well, especially Gary McMichael and David Ervine. They were street smart savvy guys who understood just how much they had been used by ‘respectable’ unionism. They were the great surprise of the peace process to me and I learned an awful lot about how bad things were for their people too. David Trimble clicked his heels the first time I was with him and it went downhill from there. But he stood up when it most counted and I give him full credit for that.”

Was the Good Friday Agreement maybe President Clinton’s most crucial foreign policy achievement? “He thinks so himself,” said O’Dowd. “Maureen Dowd has written that the first visit to Belfast and Derry in 1995 were the best days of his presidency.”

NIALL O’DOWD—ILLEGAL IMMIGRANT

O’Dowd first came to the United States in 1978 on a student visa and overstayed it, making him an illegal resident. “I did not consider it a big deal at the time,” he recalled, “as there was nowhere as much focus on it as now. You just went about your business and kept your slate clean. I had a very fatalistic attitude that whatever would be would be; that I’d get legal someday and there was not much point stewing over it.”

It was through Irish Press editor Tim Pat Coogan, the prominent biographer of both Michael Collins and Eamon de Valera, that O’Dowd got his visa. “Tim Pat did indeed furnish me an I-Visa so I could report for the Irish Press from the U.S. Later there was a scheme known as the Donnelly Visas set up to allow some Irish undocumented an opportunity to become legal as the 1965 Act had barred immigration essentially from Ireland. I got one of those.”

In this time of Trump and Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) being on the rampage against illegal immigrants, O’Dowd reflected on how it could have changed his situation back then: “I would not have come to America.”

His experiences as an undocumented alien have influenced how he views the new American immigrants, no matter what their background: “Very much so. It was once the Irish who were demonized. Irish Americans sometimes fail to grasp that.”

Luckily for both Ireland and America, Niall O’Dowd—like John Devoy, Tom Clarke, and Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa—made it to New York and made the world a better place for Irishmen and women on both sides of the Atlantic.


PART TWO

IRISH NEW YORK AND THE ARTS

NEW YORK HAS ALWAYS BEEN THE ARTS CENTER OF THE WORLD AND THE IRISH IMMIGRATION EXPERIENCE HAS ONLY ENHANCED IT

America has long been entertained—and educated—by Irish New York.

I think the New York Irish of the baby boom generation, as well as the rest of the country, may have learned more about Irish history by listening to the Clancy Brothers and Tommy Makem then reading any history book. There they were one Sunday night singing on the Ed Sullivan Show about Brennan on the Moor and his deadly blunderbuss. Thirty years later, there was Larry Kirwan and Black 47 extending the history lesson with his songs about Michael Collins, James Connolly, and Bobby Sands. Different sounds, but the same message.

Boomers grew up on the old Warner Brothers movies of the 1940s on TV, and who was more popular than James Cagney and his brilliant New York swagger? Not only did he play Rocky Sullivan in Angels with Dirty Faces, he was Rocky Sullivan—a New York Irish wise guy to the bone. A half-century later the top-notch entertainment continues with John Keating’s wonderful work at the Irish Rep, where he delights in all sorts of roles, a kind of Barry Fitzgerald for the twenty-first century.

And speaking of Irish wise guys, how can we ever forget George Carlin, a kid from white Harlem who first made us laugh at his wacky weatherman, then made us think about the serious issues of the day like war and hate? He was the antithesis of Cagney, but they also had a lot of Irish New York in common. Both demonstrate the great diversity that New York breeds.

As you walk around Irish New York you walk by them every day, the statues of Admiral Farragut in Madison Square Park and General Sherman at the corner of Central Park opposite the Plaza Hotel on Fifth Avenue. You just take these great sculptures for granted, not thinking that they were done by the Dublin-born, New York–raised and–educated Augustus Saint-Gaudens. When you visit Dublin you are struck by the vision of Charles Stewart Parnell sitting atop his monument on Upper O’Connell Street and suddenly you realize how prolific Saint-Gaudens was and what a great educator he was with his statues, not only in New York and Dublin but also in Boston and Chicago. President Teddy Roosevelt’s favorite sculptor made his mark on both sides of the Atlantic.

All these artists came out of Real Irish New York and America—and the world—are better off because of them.


CHAPTER ONE

IRISH NEW YORK’S SHOWBIZ EVOLUTION

HOW JIMMY CAGNEY MORPHED INTO GEORGE CARLIN

It’s the attitude that always got me.

In the 1935 Warner Bros. movie G Men, Robert Armstrong, an FBI supervisor, says of his New York recruit, James Cagney: “Mr. James Davis, Doctor of Law, Doctor of Philosophy, Phi Beta Kappa. Now, isn’t that sweet? Phi Beta Kappa.”

Cagney, standing behind him, cuts in, “What’s yours? Flatfooted Copper?”

It was the perfect wise guy retort, delivered with lots of relish, red onions, and mustard by the quintessential New York Irish of his time, Jimmy Cagney.

And who can forget Cagney in Public Enemy in one of the most classic misogynistic scenes in movie history when poor Mae Clarke keeps saying, “You know what I wish?”

Cagney has had enough: “There you go again with that wishin’ stuff again. I wish you was a wishing well. So that I could tie a bucket to ya and sink ya!” Then pow! The grapefruit right into Mae Clarke’s kisser.

I grew up with Jimmy Cagney and guys like Pat O’Brien and Spencer Tracy. O’Brien was Father Jerry Connolly from Angels with Dirty Faces who gives counsel to Cagney’s splendidly rotten Rocky Sullivan, who is quick with the quip: “Whadda ya hear? Whadda say?” Then there was Tracy as “Fadder” Flanagan, the priest ahead of his time—in a good way—with an interest in the rancid youths of Boys Town. They were the priests of my youth, just like the priests at St. Bernard’s Church over on West 14th Street. They were too good to be true.

But I didn’t like them. I liked Cagney, the Irish wise guy, the guy with the quick retort, the guy with the New York Irish guts. The guy who laughs at death as the OSS agent in 13 Rue Madeleine. The seriously demented, mommy-loving psychopath Cody Jarrettt in White Heat, who, almost comically, asks a hostage locked up in the trunk of a car how he is. The hostage says, “Hot,” so Cody, with typical Cagney joie de vivre gives him a little ventilation by shooting him right through the trunk. And he even dies in hellfire with great élan: “Made it, Ma! Top of the World!”

Ten years later the nuttiness of Cody Jarrett was reincarnated in Shake Hands with the Devil, in my opinion, the best movie ever made about the Irish revolution and the one that Cagney called “The best movie I made overseas.” He is Dr. Sean Lenihan, an instructor at the Royal College of Surgeons on St. Stephen’s Green in Dublin by day but who, by night, is really an IRA Commandant, reporting to General Michael Collins. Like Cody, Lenihan is a ruthless misogynist and sociopath who will go against Collins and peace in the end and be senselessly gunned down.

“MALICE”

And everyone knows where Cagney got those moves—the gutters of New York City. He once was asked to describe the Irish in one word and his response was: “Malice.” Thus, a great Hollywood career was born.

According to his autobiography, Cagney by Cagney, he was born on July 17, 1899, in what is today known as Alphabet City, Avenue D and 8th Street. When he was an infant his family moved to Yorkville on the Upper East Side. At the turn of the twentieth century, Yorkville was, in Cagney’s words, “almost exclusively first-generation German, Irish, Jewish, Italian, Hungarian and Czech.” It was the home of the immense Jacob Ruppert & Company brewery, which ran from 90th to 95th Streets between Second and Third Avenues, and its flagship brand, Knickerbocker Beer.

Colonel Jacob Ruppert Jr. went on to own the great Yankee teams of the 1920s and ’30s. Ironically, and luckily, this same Yorkville neighborhood gave Ruppert his Hall of Fame first baseman, Lou Gehrig, who was born at 309 East 94th Street in 1903.

Cagney was three-quarters Irish, with his maternal grandfather being Norwegian. “My mother’s mother was Irish,” he stated, “born in County Leitrim around 1846. . . . My dad’s people I never knew.”

But he remembers his father as a bit of a good-time dandy: “From early on he had been rather well acquainted with saloons. He knew how to serve the product, and he knew how to consume it. . . . Pop’s gentle waywardness was thoroughly engrained. He had the charm of an Irish minstrel, he did everything to the tune of laughter—but he was totally deficient in a sense of responsibility to his family.” He died in the flu epidemic of 1918, and the burden of supporting the family was shifted to Jimmy’s mother, who was pregnant with her daughter, Jeannie, at the time—a full twenty years after the birth of her son Jimmy.

“My childhood,” Cagney remembered, “was surrounded by trouble, illness, and my dad’s alcoholism, but as I said, we just didn’t have time to be impressed by all those misfortunes. I have an idea that the Irish possess a built-in don’t-give-a-damn that helps them through all stress. Moreover, we had the advantage of an awful lot of love in our family, and wherever I lived when I was a kid—East Seventy-ninth Street, East Ninety-sixth Street, Ridgewood out on Long Island, and back again to Manhattan—we had each other, and that was enough. We went to church every Sunday and instructions every Tuesday to become good Catholics. We all made our First Holy Communion and received Confirmation at the proper time.”

The rock in the family was his mother, she of the Leitrim blood. “A question people have asked me through the years,” recalled Cagney, “is why the Cagney boys didn’t get involved with guns and crime the way my old Sing Sing pals did. The answer is simple: there wasn’t a chance. We had a mother to answer to. If any of us got out of line, she just belted us, and belted us emphatically. We loved her profoundly, and our driving force was to do what she wanted because we knew how much it meant to her. . . . We loved the great staunchness of her, and at times we four brothers together would impulsively put our arms around her, hold her, and hug her. She’d look at us, her nose would get red, and she’d start to cry. She just couldn’t take all that love.”

Next to a brainy family—two of his brothers went on to become physicians—the thing that impressed Cagney the most were his neighbors, who were made up of every ethnic and religious background imaginable. His youth was a living New York City melting pot: “We kids picked up all kinds of phrases from the Italians, the Czechs, the Germans, and the Jews, and in school I was a rather good German student. At least 90 percent of my classmates were Jewish, mostly up from the Lower East Side, and as I studied German, I learned the Yiddish equivalent from my Jewish pals. I still speak some German but a lot more Yiddish. . . . I enjoy speaking Yiddish. It’s a wonderful tongue for storytelling, and on occasion I’ve inserted a few bits of Yiddish dialogue in the pictures for the sure-fire comedy effect. We realized when we did it that there would be very little small-town reaction, but in the big towns where there was a substantial Jewish population the effect was pretty stimulating.”

The biggest sport in the neighborhood was not baseball, but bare-knuckled fistfighting: “About all this street fighting I’ve discussed, it’s important to remember that the Cagney kids conformed to the well-established neighborhood pattern. We weren’t exceptional. We weren’t battling phenomena or hyper-aggressive. We weren’t anything more than normal kids reacting to our environment—an environment in which street fighting was an accepted way of life. And in reacting to the environment we had what I suppose could be called colorful young lives.”

And it was a rough neighborhood too. Cagney remembers a visit his local baseball team—he was the catcher—made to the Ossining Correctional Facility—Sing Sing on the Hudson: “Everybody on our team knew somebody there. That is proof, if proof be wanted, that our neighborhood produced something more than ex-vaudevillians.”

His personality soon took him to the vaudeville stage as a song-and-dance man. Eventually the dyed-in-the-wool New Yorker found himself in Hollywood, and a picture named Public Enemy made him a star. His favorite? “Many people assume that one of those knock-down-drag-’em-outs would be my choice. A discerning critic like Peter Bogdanovich can’t understand why I choose Yankee Doodle Dandy over White Heat and Public Enemy. The answer is simple, and it derives from George M. Cohan’s comment about himself: once a song-and-dance man, always a song-and-dance man. In that brief statement, you have my life story; those few words tell as much about me professionally as there is to tell.”

YANKEE DOODLE DANDY REMOVES “THE TAINT”

Cagney arrived in Hollywood at the depth of the Depression and described himself “as a decidedly Rooseveltian Democrat.”

He backed many liberal causes during the ’30s and was getting that “commie” tag right-wingers liked so much back then. So, after Pearl Harbor, he went looking for a “vehicle.” Then the George M. Cohan story, Yankee Doodle Dandy, dropped into his lap.

“[Cagney’s brother, agent, and business advisor] Bill wanted to do the Cohan story as a 100 percent American experience,” wrote Cagney, “principally to remove the taint that apparently still attached itself to my reputation—a reputation now scarred by my so-called radical activities in the thirties when I was a strong Roosevelt liberal. Anyone of that background was usually colored pinko in hue at the very least. Bill chose Yankee Doodle Dandy with deliberations.”
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