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Céad Míle Fáilte 
In 2013 my husband and I travelled to 

the USA. We visited New York, Chicago 

and … Wisconsin! 

 

Many people asked us: why Wisconsin? 

The reason was to visit Watertown, 

where 3 generations of my family lived.  

 

We are going back to the USA with this 

issue: a “USA Special”.  

 

We start with some numbers in the first 

article. I share with you a letter from 

America from a Great Aunt of mine. 

 

I give some tips on where your Irish 

ancestors actually embarked even if the 

starting point of the ship's voyage is a 

port such as Liverpool, England.  

 

We also look at how death notices can 

help you make a link with the US.  

A USA special would not be complete 

without discussing Castle Garden and 

Ellis Island.  

 

Enjoy our magazine! 

Jillian 

 

 

 

Contact us 
Website: www.genealogy.ie 

Facebook: @genealogy.ie 
Twitter: @Genealogydotie 
Email: info@genealogy.ie 
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Irish in America 
 

Approximately one in ten Americans today claim Irish ancestry.  

 

This excellent map by the U.S. Census Bureau shows their reach is far and wide. Did you know 

in the 17th century, between 50,000 and 100,000 Irish people emigrated to the United States? 

This figure rose to at least 100,000 by the 18th century. By the 1830s, the numbers started to 

accelerate with more than 200,000 emigrants.    
 

 
 

Ireland's population was over 8 million in 1841 but by 1851 it was reduced to about 6.5 

million. This was due to the Great Famine (Gorta Mór 1845 to 1849) which saw so many Irish 

starve to death or forced to emigrate. This is reflected in emigration figures to the U.S., with 

over 780,000 Irish arriving in the U.S. in the 1840s and more than 900,000 in the 1850s.  

 

Many of the Irish flocked to the cities to extended families or former neighbours. The cities 

with large numbers of Irish immigrants included Boston, Philadelphia, New York, Pittsburgh, 

Baltimore, Detroit, Chicago, St Louis, St Paul, San Francisco and Los Angeles.  

 

We have heard the many success stories of Irish who made it in America. But we also 

remember the many who did not survive the journey or who faced poverty and hardship. In 

some cases, the Irish were made feel unwelcome. In remembering our ancestors, we need to 

be open to hear the truth of their stories. Family heirlooms such as pictures and postcards 

may help you understand the journey of your ancestors.  

 



 

Genealogy.ie Magazine | Autumn and Winter 2020  Page 3 

Letter from America 
 

One such letter is from Catherine Foley nee Hassett in 1937 writing to her brother Michael 

Hassett who was still living on the family farm in Knockanean, near Ennis, Co. Clare. 

 

Catherine 'Katie' Hassett was born in 1867. In 

1889 she and a friend Anne Halloran sailed for 

New York. Her brother, Thomas, saw them off at 

Queenstown (now Cobh). A few years later, the 

girls married two brothers named Foley (John 

Joseph and Alonzo). Katy settled in Jersey City, 

New Jersey.  

 

In her letter, she says "Well Michael if you can 

write at all do drop me a line and let me know 

how you are."… "I've been miserable always 

ever since I came out here." "Gosh how I would 

like to go into every corner and cranny of the old 

place, my little beds of strawberries and hazel 

nuts it used to be such a lark to go picking nuts."   

 

She ends by saying "Well I hope we will all meet 

some day not to be separated again and with 

Gods help, we will. May God take care of you 

Michael and help you on your journey through 

life, from your loving sister Katie". 

 

At the time of writing this letter, Katie and Michael were the only siblings of a family of ten 

still living. Michael died in 1940 in the county home (hospital) in Co. Clare. Katie died in 1947 

in New Jersey.  
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They left from Liverpool, England – not Ireland! 

In fact, they boarded in Ireland.  
 

When you look at ship manifests for Irish travelling to the 

U.S., it will often start in England at ports such as Liverpool. 

The newspaper cutting from the weekly newspaper The 

Nation in January 1846 gives details on how you can board in 

Dublin.  

 

Excerpt: "Persons about to emigrate to any of the above ports 

can obtain every information respecting sales of passage, 

days of sailing & on application by letter (post paid) and 

secure their places, without leaving home, by sending their 

names and deposit of 1l each, to the subscriber to secure 

berths, and then they need not come to Dublin until the day 

previous to the one name for sailing, whey they can go direct  

on board the ship, and thereby save themselves considerable 

expense and delay." 

 

When researching your family history, ensure you join all the pieces together. Very often 

ships stopped in Dublin, Queenstown (now Cobh) and other ports on their way to America 

and Canada.  

 
 

“American papers 

please copy" 
 

When researching your family history, check 

if there is a death notice in the newspaper. 

In addition to providing family information, 

they can leave a clue in their footer. This one 

from 1950 shows Christina Coleman nee 

Horgan has relations in the United States 

and the U.K. It encouraged us to look wider 

and find her extended family members.  
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Castle Garden  
 

A tour of Ellis Island is on most Irish people's list 'must 

visit' if they have an opportunity to be in New York. It 

evokes the memories of the generations before us 

who set sail from Ireland for a brighter future. 

However, Ellis Island only opened on 1 January 1892, 

and therefore, a far higher number of Irish would have 

gone through Castle Garden.   

 

With the increased volume of immigrants arriving sick 

or having died in transit, the U.S. Congress in 1819 

passed legislation to limit the number of passengers 

on each ship. The U.S. Customs Service was 

designated to monitor immigration. 

 

Beginning in 1820, the captain of each arriving ship prepared a Customs Passenger List and 

filed it with the collector of customs at the port of arrival. This marks the commencement of 

the systematic collection of data on immigration to the United States—and is the starting 

point for the records held by Castlegarden.org. 

 

During this period, deceptive employers and unscrupulous money changers preyed on 

immigrants as they disembarked and attempted to secure work and lodging. In response, the 

State of New York's Board of Emigration Commissioners established in 1855 the Emigrant 

Landing Depot at Castle Garden. 

 

From 3 August 1855 to 18 April 1890, Castle Garden was America's first official immigration 

center, a pioneering collaboration of New York State and New York City. It operated until the 

U.S. Office of Immigration opened the newly built Ellis Island in 1892. 

 

Today all that physically remains of Castle Garden Emigration Center are its original 

brownstone walls, the historic Battery landscape that surrounds it, and the original manifests 

recording the names of the immigrants. 

 

 
 



 

Genealogy.ie Magazine | Autumn and Winter 2020  Page 6 

Ellis Island 
 

Castle Garden, the previous facility, was in New York itself.  The number of immigrants was 

rising, which meant a bigger facility was required. But there was also a wish to better contain 

the immigrants, who often arrived sick and unhealthy. 

 

In 1890, Congress approved a budget of  $75,000 to build America’s first federal immigration 

station  on Ellis Island. 

 

The size of the Island was doubled to six acres, using fill material from incoming ships’ ballast 

and from the construction of New York City’s subway tunnels. 

 

 
Ellis Island, picture taken during our visit  

 

The first building was a three-story wooden structure. It opened on 1st January 1892 and 

already on that first day, three large ships with 700 immigrants passed through. That year, it 

processed almost 450,000 immigrants . 

 

A few years later,  on the 15th June 1897, a fire of unknown origin, completely destroyed the 

building. 

 

Thankfully there was no loss of life reported. On the negative side, it meant that all 

immigration records going back to 1855 were destroyed. 

Between opening and the fire, the station had processed 1.5 million people. 

 

A new station was build, this time from stone. It opened on 17th December 1900. Almost 

immediately however, it turned out to be too small to handle the enormous numbers of 

immigrants. It was therefore quickly expanded. 

 

When it closed on 12th November 1954 it has processed 12 million immigrants. Despite the 

fire, many records are still available and new collections have recently come on line. However, 

you should be aware that most records only contain basic information. 
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The first immigrant to be processed at Ellis Island 
 

The honour of the first immigrant to be processed at Ellis Island goes to Annie Moore. Her 

story mirrors so many Irish stories of emigration.  

 

Annie Moore was born on 30 May 1874, at 154 Old Youghal Road, Cork City to parents 

Matthew Moore and Julia Moore nee Cronin. Her father was a labourer. 

 

 

 
 

 

Matthew and Julia Moore, Annie's parents, emigrated to America around 1890 in search of a 

better life. They left Annie and her two brothers Phillip and Anthony in the safe care of their 

Aunt. They settled in Manhattan and then sent for their three children to join them.  

 

 
Statute at Cobh of Annie (aged 17), Anthony (aged 15) and Phillip (aged 11) 
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On 20 December 1891, Annie and her brothers went to Cobh (was called Queenstown at the 

time) and took passage on the S.S. Nevada. They were only a handful of Irish in steerage as 

the passengers were mostly Russian and German who had boarded at an earlier port.  

 

After 12 days of sailing, they arrived in New York on 31 December 1891 where their boat 

docked and ferried them to the newly opened Ellis Island. Annie Moore was the first 

immigrant to be processed 

at the newly opened facility. 

She made headlines across 

many newspapers, and she 

was presented with a $10 

commemorative gold coin. 

Recently, we have seen the 

colourisation of photos, and 

we love this one of Annie 

with her brothers Anthony 

and Phillip. We cannot imagine what it was like to make the journey and then all the fuss and 

commotion when perhaps they just wished to see their parents.  

 

Passengers list can be a useful source, especially if an ancestor is travelling with other family 

members. Here is the passenger manifest for the S.S. Nevada listing Annie with her brothers 

Anthony and Phillip.  
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Two statues sculpted by Jeanne Rynhart honour 

Annie Moore. One stands at Cobh Heritage Centre 

(formerly Queenstown), her port of departure, and 

another at Ellis Island, her port of arrival. The image 

is meant to represent the millions who passed 

through Ellis Island in pursuit of the American 

dream. 

 

Annie married the son of German Catholic 

immigrants, Joseph Augustus Schayer in 1895. 

Annie had an extremely hard life, with only 5 of her 

11 children living to adulthood. Joseph was a 

salesman at the Fulton Fish Market in New York, 

and they set up home in Rutgers Street and finally 

settled at 99 Cherry Street.  

 

Annie died of heart failure on 6 December 1924 

aged 50 at her home in Cherry Street, New York.  

 

 

As genealogists, we were intrigued to see a woman named 

"Annie Moore" who died near Fort Worth, Texas, in 1924 

had long been thought to be the one whose arrival marked 

the beginning of Ellis Island. Further research, however, 

established that the Annie Moore in Texas was born in 

Illinois. 

 

With thanks to Genealogist Megan Smolenyak who found 

the unmarked grave of Annie Moore and her husband at 

Calvery Cemetery in Queens, New York. It is now marked 

and on 11 October 2008, a dedication ceremony was held. 

The headstone features a Celtic cross in Irish blue 

limestone, Celtic knots and an Irish harp.  

 

Ar dheis Dé go raibh a hanam 

(May she Rest in Peace) 
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Why Hire Genealogy.ie? 
 

 

 

 


