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All the News That’s Fit to Print . . .

That memorable slogan was the brainchild of one
Adolph S. Ochs, a 38-year-old Tennessee newspaper
publisher who rescued The New York Times from almost
certain death in 1896. Drowning in debt and bleeding
readers at the hands of its competition, the Times would
ultimately out-survive its rivals thanks to Ochs’s confidence
and leadership. His strategy, rooted in his objection to the
rampant “yellow journalism” of newspapers published by
Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst, was to lower
the price of the Times to match competitors while delivering
very different content: accurate, fast, comprehensive
reporting without sensationalism. His business sense
reportedly turned the paper’s financial woes to profit in less
than five years.

When I present programs on genealogy and historical
research, I often talk about using newspaper archives as a
resource. Truth be told, part of the value of those old papers
(particularly the more local publications) comes from
aspects of their content that Mr. Ochs might have found
less than acceptable: a lack of political correctness and a
tendency to include the seedier side of local events. As a
researcher, I am unapologetically grateful for that and can
regularly be found glued to my laptop screen reading
newspaper articles on Genealogybank.com,
Newspapers.com or the Library of Congress free on-line
newspaper archive: Chroniclingamerica.loc.gov.

Being a proponent of the “warts and all” school of
genealogical research, I am up for anything and everything
that I can discover be that positive or negative, chest-
inflating or jaw-dropping. Experience has taught me,
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however, to be more circumspect with such
discoveries when they belong to a friend or
client for whom I am researching. Not everyone
welcomes, wants to know or can handle finding
out that their grandfather was a 17-year-old
inmate at Sing Sing Prison and, after serving out
that 4-year-sentence, in short order showed up
on the 1915 New York State census as a guest
at the Blackwell’s Island Penitentiary. (That
recent discovery belongs to a close friend who,
long under my influence when it comes to family
history, found the news intriguing and
interesting. After mulling it over, we concluded
that the young man lost his way due to the
death of his mother that sent him to an
orphanage at a tender age. Marrying just two
years after the census recorded his presence on
Blackwell’s Island and staying on the straight-
and-narrow thereafter, we decided that his wife,
my friend’s Italian immigrant grandmother, was
the force behind his redemption.)

Now, back to those old newspaper stories.
Having adequately made my point I believe (old
newspapers rock as a genealogical resource),
how about some fun courtesy of my Irish family
and their escapades as captured in the pages of
Jersey City’s Evening Journal (predecessor to the
more well-known Jersey Journal)? Without
further ado, here is an episode of the saga, The
Fighting Flannellys:

The Flannelly, Connolly, Kelly Row
’Twas the morning of Christmas (1873) and all through the

house, Irish fists and furniture were flying about . . . . . . .
It was a much-reported all-Irish melee between my

Flannellys and two local police officers. As the newspapers
stated, whether you believed the story as told by Officers
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Connolly and Kelly or by the Flannellys, one thing was certain:
all concerned suffered “rough handling, being beaten and
kicked.”

According to Officer Connolly, on Christmas Eve, he
surprised brothers Patrick, William, and Edward Flannelly, and
their friend James Coughlin “apparently in the act of
committing a theft” which the accused absolutely denied. He
said he ordered them to disperse and as they did, they swore
“vengeance” upon Connolly. He claimed that later that night
while he was on duty, they attacked and beat him. They
claimed he clubbed them and they were only defending
themselves.

On Christmas morning, Officer Connolly arrested Patrick,
William, and friend James Coughlin at a local saloon and took
them in despite “stout resistance.” Forty-five minutes later he
said, he caught Edward and did the same. The court Justice
committed all four for trial but, once Officer Connolly left the
courtroom, instead allowed them bail.

The above brief account leaves out the specific
circumstances of Officer Connolly’s arrest of Edward which
took place at the home of my great-great-great-grandparents
(Edward’s parents), William Sr. and Mary Flannelly who would
then have been about 73- and 60-years-old, respectively. When
Officers Connolly and Kelly arrived at the Flannelly apartment
on Steuben Street, Edward, his brother Michael, and their elderly
parents were at home. Edward refused to leave with the officers
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and “a row ensued,” joined in by “old man” Flannelly, Mrs.
Flannelly, and their other son Michael. A neighbor, Mrs. Heavey,
was also accused of having helped Edward resist arrest by
Officer Connolly. The Flannellys said that during the melee, one
of the officers knocked old Mr. Flannelly down with a club and
while he lay prostrate, Officer Kelly kicked him. For his part,
Officer Kelly said that he stepped on the old man accidentally
while ducking down to avoid a chair thrown at him by Michael
Flannelly. At one point, it was reported that “old man” Flannelly
had been so badly beaten that he was expected to die which
would result in a charge of manslaughter against the officers.

On December 27, 1873, a follow-up article appeared in the
Evening Journal with a dire report on the condition of 73-year-
old William Flannelly Sr. My great-great-great-grandfather
William, who had been arrested and released for his part in the
Christmas Day brawl, was said to be “at the point of death”
with a fractured skull and internal injuries “apparently inflicted
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by kicks from a heavily booted foot.” Officer Connelly had
clubbed old William and Officer Martin had kicked him
according to the article, the officers stating that they acted in
self-defense. Old William was described as “quite feeble” before
receiving these injuries. Surprisingly (and happily), another
article soon reported that, after consultation by two
physicians, my great-great-great-grandfather was
“pronounced in no danger of dying from injuries received.” (In
fact, he lived another nine years dying just after he and his wife
marked their 50th wedding anniversary.)

Officers Connolly and Kelly were arrested and bailed
pending a Grand Jury investigation. The Evening Journal
concluded it could not “undertake to say which party tells the
truth” and legal proceedings would have to determine if the
officers were to blame for using unnecessary force or if the
Flannellys who have a “hard name earned by them” got what
they deserved this time which would be an “exceptional
instance.” The Grand Jury quickly acquitted the officers. One of
the Flannelly brothers submitted an affidavit accusing Officer
Connolly of trying to force him to play cards for money in a
local saloon so that he (Connolly) could then pull the saloon’s
license. The saloon owner testified that Connolly continually
harassed him by “calling out to him and blackguarding him and
by wrapping his club in front of the saloon.” A police
department investigation concluded that Officer Connolly was
“a resolute, faithful officer” and had “incurred the ill-will of the
rough (Flannelly) gang.” Case closed.
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No photographs or other images of my great-great-great-
grandparents or their children survive. Still, the detailed
descriptions of my Flannelly family’s raucous 1873 Christmas
and the aftermath painted a vivid image in my mind’s eye and
allowed me to “know” them in a way I would not have been able
to without the newspaper accounts. I knew they were poor
immigrants who fled the great potato famine in Ireland and
settled in downtown Jersey City in 1846 among others like
themselves who formed the nucleus of a struggling Catholic
minority that would grow and assimilate into the fabric of their
new home and community in the second half of the 19th

century. That was the “Cliffs Notes” version of their story. The
newspaper stories they played a role in (yes, there were others)
gave me the gift of a real-world peek into the life they actually
lived. Perhaps William Randolph Hearst wasn’t too far off when
he said: “News is something somebody doesn’t want printed;
all else is advertising.”
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“Our ancestors dwell in the attics of our brains
as they do in the spiraling chains of knowledge 

hidden in every cell of our bodies." 
---  Shirley Abbott
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