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Immigrants arriving in the United States tend to share at least two experiences: they look
forward, trying to become American, and they look back, trying to maintain some
traditions from their homeland. This document is part of a series discussing these
tendencies in groups that have migrated to New Hampshire. The series is meant to
support the New Hampshire Historical Society school program Passport to New
Hampshire History: Immigration and the Granite State.

Becoming American
No Irish!

Fighting Words?
For Irish Americans whose
ancestors faced prejudice and
hostility from native-born
Yankees, the “No Irish Need
Apply” signs displayed in
store and workshop windows were a symbol of the challenges that immigrants and their
children had to overcome.

However, according to one historian, there is little if any evidence that proves these signs
were widely used in the 1800s and early 1900s.

Richard J. Jensen of the University of Illinois says that there are no written or visual
records from the time period that account for a specific “No Irish” sign at a specific
location. Jensen pored over hundreds of thousands of pages of newspapers, magazines,
and books and suggests that the “No Irish Need Apply” sign is a part of a cultural myth
that grew up around the Irish American perception that they were discriminated against
because of their ethnicity. To be sure, many Irish immigrants were mocked because of
their ethnicity and their cultural heritage, but this particular episode in Irish American
history, Jensen argues, is unfounded by the evidence. Jensen believes that the signs
available at antique stores are modern fakes and that no historian, archivist, or museum
curator has ever located an original.

Jensen’s theory is a very controversial one and has yet to win over many of his peers.
While other historians agree that there is little evidence to support the widespread use of
the signs, some historians, like Timothy Meagher of Catholic University, feel that
discrediting the signs might make some mistakenly believe that the Irish faced no
prejudice. “They weren’t inventing enemies,” Meagher said in a 2003 story on the topic
in the Boston Globe. He cited street riots, attacks on religious buildings, and hostile
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political cartoons of the 1800s as evidence that many native-born Americans held hostile
feelings toward the Irish.

Jensen does not dispute that the Irish faced difficult challenges. Nor does he think that the
lack of evidence for the signs cancels out the overwhelming evidence illustrating the
hostility that the Irish endured. But he feels it necessary to separate fact from the alleged
myth.

Jensen believes that the phrase, “No Irish Need Apply” originated in the Old World and
made the trans-Atlantic journey with the immigrants who had experienced difficulty in
Ireland under English rule. The phrase was popularized in this country by a song of that
title published in 1862:

Thin I felt my dandher rising, and I’d like to black his eye
To tell an Irish Gintleman: No Irish Need Apply
I couldn’t stand it longer: so hoult of him I took:
And I gave him such a welting as he’d get at a Donnybrook.

Jensen does acknowledge that he has found some newspaper ads from the mid-1800s
seeking maids and nannies specifying that Irish applicants weren’t welcome. But he
maintains that no account of the signs survives and that the anti-Irish ads disappear by the

post-Civil War period.

For Kevin Kenny, a
professor of history at
Boston College, the
issue of whether the
signs are myth or fact is
beside the point. “‘No
Irish’ is a symbol of
something real, the
prejudice the Irish faced,
that we don’t want to
discount.”

Note: the full text of Richard Jensen’s article “No Irish Need Apply” may be found at
http://tigger.uic.edu/~rjensen/no-irish.htm

Immigrants at Ellis Island, ca. 1900
http://www.historyimages.com/Ireland/clipart.html
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Father John’s Medicine

Father John’s Medicine and New England Immigrants
For many first, second, and
even third generation
Americans whose ancestors
came from French Canada,
Ireland, and other Roman
Catholic countries, coming
down with a cough or a case
of the sniffles was often
accompanied by a dose of a
New England
tradition—Father John’s
Medicine.

For the customers of the
medicine, the product’s strong association of its advertised health-giving qualities and the
trustworthiness of a local parish priest implied a combination of spiritual well being,
healthfulness, and right living.

The origin of the Father John Medicine Company, which takes its name from an Irish-
American priest who lived in Lowell, Mass., is a bit murky and is imbedded in the
folklore of the region.

According to one account, in 1850, an ailing Father John O’Brien of Lowell gave his own
cough and cold recipe to local apothecaries George Carlton and Charles Hovey to

prepare. Whether with or without the priest’s permission, the
druggists later bottled it for retail sale.

A second account, put forth by the University of Massachusetts’
Center for Lowell History, cites the tradition that Father John O'Brien
had taken ill in 1855. When he went to the pharmacy of Carleton and
Hovey for some medicine, he was given a tonic composed of cod
liver oil with a licorice taste and no alcohol content. The legend took
root when Father John began recommending that his parishioners visit
the apothecary and ask for “Father John's medicine.”

Although the specific details of the product’s origins may never be
known for certain, its makers created a wildly successful brand that
long outlived its namesake. While the tonic may have debuted in the
mid 1800s, extensive advertising campaigns helped the product reach
peak sales in the first half of the 1900s.

Shown here are a drugstore advertising sign from the 1930s and a
close-up of the product’s label. Both associate the medicine’s

purported strength and health-giving properties with the priest’s face—an abiding
reminder of the company’s desire to have its product equated with trustworthiness and
reliability.
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But increased competition from other brands, advancements in medicine, and changing
tastes and attitudes contributed to a decline in sales. In the early 1980s the company was
sold and moved its manufacturing plant to Cody, Wyoming. While Father John’s
Medicine is still on the market today, it is mostly available at specialty stores that offer
modern day customers a dose of their parents’ medicine.

St. Patrick’s Day

Irish Americans and St. Patrick’s Day
March 17 is St. Patrick’s Day, which has special meaning for the
Irish and Irish Americans alike.

Although St. Patrick's Day parades in American can be traced as far
back as 1737 in Boston, these early events were simple affairs
similar to other European feast days. The modern American
celebration of this holiday, according to many Irish and Irish
American traditionalists, differs significantly from long established
customs. For example, in America today, elaborate parades, green
beer, and leprechauns peeping out from a wide variety of novelty
items mark St. Patrick’s Day observations. By contrast, in Ireland
and among the first Irish immigrants settling in New England a
century and a half ago, the holiday was marked by quiet
contemplation, modest parades, and small gatherings of family and
close friends.

As the Catholic Irish population in America grew in the mid-1800s, stereotypes of the
Irish evolved and cultural prejudice against them increased. Native-born Protestant
Yankees mocked the Irish reverence for St. Patrick by parading through immigrant
neighborhoods on the holiday bearing insulting likenesses of the saint. These effigies,
called “Paddies,” came to symbolize the conflict between Irish immigrants and nativist
Yankees. The custom of “Paddy making” originated in the early 1800s and became more
widespread through the middle of the century. Paddies were caricatures of either St.
Patrick or Irish immigrants themselves. They were clad in tattered rags, their mouths
daubed with molasses, and their necks decorated with a necklace of potatoes. Sometimes
a fish was hung around the Paddy’s neck to mock the practice of refraining from meat on
Fridays. The caricatures angered Irish immigrants who felt that the practice was an insult
to their culture and to them personally.

By the beginning of the Civil War, however, St. Patrick’s Day parades were becoming
more accepted by the native born. As a consequence, perhaps, the celebrations became
more elaborate and grew to be a feature of most major American cities. The celebration
has evolved beyond its religious origins and now symbolizes a hard-won battle for
acceptance into mainstream American society and Irish Americans’ constitutional right to
freely assemble.
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Keeping Traditions

Keeping Traditions
Symbols

Symbols of Ireland
This postcard, dated March 16, 1907, prominently
features some of Ireland’s most cherished
symbols. Mailed to a Miss Blanche Eaton at
Manchester’s Mt. St. Mary’s Academy, the post
card was delivered to coincide with the annual
feast of Ireland’s saint, St. Patrick.

The Harp

Music is strongly associated with St. Patrick's Day
and Irish culture more broadly. The important
relationship between music and the larger Irish
culture originated with the ancient Celts who
possessed an oral tradition
where religion, legend, and
history were passed through the
generations through stories and
songs.

Other traditional musical
instruments include the fiddle,

the uilleann pipes (a cousin of the Scottish bagpipe), the tin whistle,
and a hand-held drum called the bodhran.

 Shamrocks

The three-leafed clover, or shamrock is Ireland’s national symbol.
Called the seamroy by the ancient Celts, the shamrock’s spiritual
significance likely originates with its association with the rebirth of
spring. Some believe that patron saint, St. Patrick, used this ancient
emblem to illustrate the Christian doctrine of the trinity, although this
theory may never be fully proven.

As the English began to seize Irish land and make laws against the use of the Irish
language and the practice of Catholicism, many Irish began to wear the shamrock as a
symbol of pride in their heritage and their displeasure with English rule.
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Irish Recipes

Traditional Irish Recipes
Corned Beef and Cabbage

Corned beef is among the most popular traditional Irish dishes and is often served at St.
Patrick’s Day observances in Ireland and the U.S. Below is a traditional recipe for the
dish.

2 –1/2 lb joint of corned beef 1/2 large cabbage bay leaf
1 large onion cold water to cover 1 large carrots
ground black pepper 2 potatoes

(Serves up to four)

Cut cabbage into wedges. Peel and slice potatoes, onion, and carrot. Cover meat with the
water and bring to a boil. Skim surface, add all vegetables except cabbage, the bay leaf
and ground pepper; simmer together for twenty minutes. Add the cabbage and cook for
an additional thirty minutes. Serve the meat surrounded by the vegetables with additional
mashed potatoes.

Mulligatawny Soup

Mulligatawny is the Anglicized version of the Indian Dravidian words for “pepper broth.”
It first became popular in the 1700s among the Britons who brought the recipe back with
them to England and Ireland following their service in India.

Today Mulligatawny bears little resemblance to the original. In India, it was a rich
curried soup made with peppers but has changed to suit Western tastes in its adopted
homelands. Ingredients can include chicken stock (also mutton or vegetable stock) and
curry, with cream, pieces of chicken, onion, celery, apples and almonds.

Along with corned beef and cabbage, it is a dish frequently served during traditional
observances of St. Patrick’s Day.

1/2 lb scrag neck of lamb Saxa White Pepper 1/2 small turnip
1 large carrots 1 large onion 1 small apple
1 spring of thyme 1 blade of mace 1 tsp chopped parsley
1oz corn flour 1 tsp curry powder

1. De-fat neck of lamb and fry in large pot
2. Slice vegetables and apple. Fry the vegetables in a pan with the lamb-fat for five

minutes until golden brown.
3. Add the apple, parsley, thyme and mace. Add corn flour with water, stirring

continuously. Bring to boil. Add curry powder. Lower heat and simmer for three
hours. Take meat off bones, discard bones and chop up mead and add back to
soup.

4. Season with salt, pepper and parsley.
5. Serve hot. Serves six.


