The Irish Girls &
Women Who
Emigrated in
Steerage Class

In my years of doing genealogy presentations, I have made it a
point to talk about the need to add context to the bare facts of
our family history. One aspect of that is learning about the
specifics of the emigration journey itself. What was it like to
walk away from family, friends, and homeland based upon the
hope of a better life in a strange new world? How did our
ancestors make their way from home to a ship and then to the
shores of a new country? What perils and obstacles did they
have to overcome to make it to that ship and how did they
survive weeks in its belly along with hundreds of other souls
like themselves? In my talks, when I describe the gauntlet that
emigrants faced in leaving their homelands, I often see wide
eyes and pained expressions in my audience. Those reactions
illustrate how context allows us to truly know our ancestors.
So, what were the motivations and experiences of 19th century
Irish emigrants, particularly women, who left home with so little
and boarded a ship hoping for so much more? My own Irish
emigrant ancestors’ journeys to America shed light on that
question.
In late 1846, after the second seasonal failure of the potato
crop, my five-year-old great-great-grandfather, John Flannelly,
his parents, and five siblings were among the thousands of
Irish who left their beloved homeland seeking refuge in
America. The Flannellys walked away from their Sligo tenant
farm, heading first to Liverpool (UK) where they sought
passage on a ship that would take them across the frigid winter
waters of the Atlantic Ocean to New York City. Like most
emigrants, they were steerage passengers. This meant being
consigned to cramped communal quarters below deck where
primitive and unsanitary living conditions were ripe for the
spread of disease. The Flannellys were among 56 men, 56
women, and 74 children crowded into steerage on that voyage,
most of them families fleeing the effects of the Great Famine
(1845–1852).
Fortunately, all eight Flannelly family members survived
their weeks in steerage, arriving in New York City on November
28, 1846. Fifteen years later, my great-great-grandfather John,
then nineteen, enlisted in the Union Army and served in the
American Civil War. Private John Flannelly, although injured
during the Battle of Williamsburg, Virginia (May 5, 1862), did
return home after his three-year enlistment term.
In May 1862, while John Flannelly was fighting in Tidewater,
Virginia, a young girl in Ireland made the life-altering decision
to emigrate from Ireland to America. Bridget “Delia” Hough, all
of thirteen years old and on her own, repeated the journey the
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Illustration of 19th century
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Flannellys had made almost sixteen years earlier, making her
way to Liverpool and arranging passage to New York City in
steerage on the ship Vanguard. Rather than the 186 in steerage
when the Flannellys sailed to America, Delia was one of 345 in
steerage and, beyond the much larger number of passengers in
steerage on the Vanguard, the composition of the group of
travelers was also quite different. Females numbered 190,
males 155. More telling was the fact that very few of the
passengers, male or female, were part of family units, and the
overwhelming majority of girls and women were traveling
without a male family member. Three-quarters of the male
steerage passengers were listed with the occupation “laborer”
on the ship manifest, the remaining 40 men listed with
occupations including tailor, collier, blacksmith, groom,
carpenter, musician, cook, horse jockey, stone mason, painter,
miller, ploughman, butcher, and printer. Of the 190 females, 140
were listed on the manifest with the occupation “servant” or
“housemaid,” their ages ranging from 7 to 62. Some others
were listed as laborers or as having no occupation. Among all
190 female steerage passengers, just 8 did not fall into those
categories: one “factory girl,” one “milk maid,” one “governess,”
one “school teacher,” and four “dressmakers.” One of the 140
girls and women listed as “servant” or “housemaid” was
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thirteen-year-old Delia Hough, my own great-greatgrandmother, who would meet and marry Civil War veteran
John Flannelly in 1867 in New Jersey after his return from the
military.
The contrast in the composition of Irish emigrants in
steerage in 1846 versus 1862 reflects changes in economic
and social conditions in the aftermath of the Great Famine.
Historians have written about some key differences in Irish life
before and after the famine that had a direct influence on the
decisions of tens of thousands of young Irish women to
emigrate. Before the Great Famine, it was common for the
holdings of potato farmers, however small, to be divided
among their sons when the father died, thereby giving the sons
a modest economic start. That leg up made it more possible
for marriage at an early age. After the famine, there was a
consolidation of farm holdings, and inheritance patterns
changed as well. Sons could no longer count on being
bequeathed a plot of land and, without that, the prospect of
marrying was, of necessity, postponed. For Ireland’s daughters,
these changes signaled an era of less opportunity to become
wives, mothers, and working family partners. The disruption of
the pre-famine economic and social order played a significant
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role in fueling the exodus of young women from
Ireland in the decades immediately following
the Great Famine.
My own Irish family history bears this
scenario out. My Flannellys fled Ireland in the
depths of the famine as a complete family unit:
father, mother, and children hoping for a new
and better life. Fifteen years later, my greatgreat-grandmother, Delia, a child of the famine,
boarded a ship in Liverpool along with 140 other
Irish female “servants” striking out on their own
in pursuit of opportunities they likely believed
were no longer available to them at home. In
both cases, despite any differences in
motivation for their emigration, their decisions
reflected traits deeply rooted in the Irish race:
persistence and resilience. After the harrowing
journey across the Atlantic, they would find
those same traits essential in dealing with the
challenges that faced them as new Americans.
Two decades after my thirteen-year-old
great-great-grandmother traveled from Ireland
to America on her own, an Irish-born woman
named Charlotte Grace O’Brien single-handedly
took on the mission of providing safe havens for
Irish female emigrants. O’Brien was born in
County Limerick in 1845 and although her family was
Protestant, her father was an active nationalist and supporter
of Irish home rule. Like her father, she would become a social
activist, her curiosity piqued by the large number of Irish
emigrating to America. She traveled to Queenstown (now
Cobh, County Cork), a main departure point for ships
transporting emigrants and arranged to tour one of those
ships. Appalled by the conditions she saw on the ship, she also
observed the arrival of scores of Irish women planning to
emigrate, describing them as “poor creatures . . . emerging like
cattle from crowded carriages, sick with hunger or fatigue,
stupefied with grief.”
In 1882, responding to what she had seen, she established
and took on management of a lodging house in Queenstown
that provided 105 rooms to girls and women waiting to depart
for America. She also regularly visited the ships that were to
take her boarders across the Atlantic. Wanting to know more
about the actual voyages, she booked passage for herself to
New York. After arriving there, she spent time residing in a New
York City tenement, concluding that the city environment
presented significant dangers for vulnerable young girls
traveling alone. She contacted Catholic church leaders in New
York City and beyond, lobbying for the establishment of a
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mission to aid these immigrants. She returned to Ireland
soon after but with the support and efforts of the Church,
in 1883, the Mission of Our Lady of the Rosary for the
Protection of Irish Immigrant Girls was established in
Manhattan. Over the following 25 years, over 100,000
Irish girls passed through the doors of the Mission which
helped reunite girls with local family members, provided
temporary housing and assistance in finding
employment, and offered guidance to girls traveling on
beyond New York. Charlotte Grace O’Brien, who saw a
pressing need and addressed it on both sides of the
Atlantic, died in 1909 in Limerick, Ireland.
The Mission building, built in 1793 and now known as
the James Watson House, still stands today in the
shadow of towering skyscrapers near Battery Park. It is
home to the Parish of Our Lady of the Rosary and Shrine
of Saint Elizabeth Bayley Seton who briefly lived next
door to what became, 80 years later, the Mission of Our
Lady of the Rosary for the Protection of Irish Immigrant Girls.
Happy St. Patrick’s Day!
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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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