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Remember, remember always, that
all of us...are descended from
immigrants and revolutionists.
Franklin D. Roosevelt
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What’s Happening Here?
The World in 1891
Firstly, Some Context
The 19th century was marked with incredible progression and change. The Industrial Revolution
reached its peak in America and Great Britain; elsewhere, technological and industrial
improvements led to major social shifts. Unfortunately, with these changes came racialized
prejudice, rebellion, and extreme civil conflict, prompting many to leave their homelands and
escape to America, their “Land of Dreams.” For the purposes of this project, we’ll be focusing
on the happenings in Ireland and Italy. Before delving in, though, a brief timeline of important
events that would have affected Annie, her brothers, and the passengers on the S.S. Nevada
follows below (green for Ireland, purple for Italy, red for America).1
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

1845 – 1849: the Great Potato Famine occurs, resulting in the deaths of millions
1867: an Irish immigrant, Frank McCoppin, is elected mayor of San Francisco
1870: the Irish Home Government Association is founded
1870: Italy is finally unified with the acquisition of Rome, after over a century of a
divided peninsula
1873: William “Boss” Tweed goes to jail, ending the era of Tammany Hall
1874: Benjamin Disraeli becomes prime minister of England
1876: Rutherford B. Hayes becomes President of the United States
1880: The Royal University of Ireland is established, an effort at compromise between
the Catholics and Parliament
1881: The Irish Land Act establishes better protections for tenants from oppressive
British landlords
1881: The Socialist Party is founded in Italy
1883: The Brooklyn Bridge opens
1886: The Statue of Liberty is dedicated in New York Harbor
1887: Francesco Crispi becomes prime minister of Italy
1887 – 1898: The Tariff War rages between France and Italy, obliterating Italy’s
economy
1890: Jacob Riis publishes How the Other Half Lives
1890: The construction of Ellis Island begins

Of note for our immigrants, as well: the 1890 American census decreed that the US population
was 62,979,766, and placed New York City proper as its largest, with 1,515,301 people.2

1

Timeline pulled from Oxford Reference, The Course of Irish History, ThoughtCo, Britannica, Irish Statutes,
Britannica, Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Foundation
2 The United States Census Bureau
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Ireland: Centuries of Political Strife3
Ireland has had a complicated history, rife with mistreatment from nations who conquered them
with militant brutality. As many know, there is a particularly antagonistic relationship between
Ireland and Great Britain. The fallout of that relationship was one of the biggest underlying
causes of Irish immigration to America. What follows is only a brief explanation of centuries of
complication, oppression, and power play.
The country of Ireland had been officially under English control since 1171: under the reign of
King Henry II, the powerful, largely giving Irish Kings and Queens were forced to submit to
Anglo-Saxon control. The English set about killing traditional Irish culture, to some degree
successfully. The 17th century brought about intensive land confiscations. Any Irishman who had
been considered a part of the landed gentry were no longer; farmers became tenants on the land
their family had owned and worked for generations. In short, the Irish did not own themselves in
any significant political way.
Following the 1798 Irish Rebellion (one that came close to working after many previous failed
attempts), Britain coerced Ireland into the 1801 Act of Union. The British forced the Irish to
legally conjoin their two islands, subsequently abolishing Irish Parliament and allowing the
nation to vote 100 members into British Parliament. For all intents and purposes, that excluded
true Irish people: the 17th century Test Act still held, barring Roman Catholics from serving in
Parliament. That left only members of the Church of England, or the British oppressors of the
Irish oppressed. Truly, Ireland had no control of their lives or protection of their peoples.
This was only somewhat alleviated by the abolishing of the Test Act during the 1828-1829
session of Parliament. By ridding the nation of the Act and passing Catholic Emancipation,
Irishmen practicing Catholicism had technical political equality. Frankly, that didn’t mean much,
as it did nothing to aid in the horrible socioeconomic conditions of the time. From the 1860s
onward, the Fenian movement agitated for Irish independence, ultimately inspiring the
successful 20th century rebellion that freed southern Ireland.

The Irish evicted from their homes, c. 1800s.
Source: Library of Congress

3

Britannica, Irish Statutes
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Ireland: A Mess of Socioeconomics4
The complexity of Irish political strife leant itself neatly to a spider’s web of socioeconomics.
From the get-go, the English presence negatively affected Ireland’s people. Traditional Gaelic
civilization was nearly annihilated by the late 16th century, killed off among the upper classes
and maintained by the lower, especially in the west and southwest of the Isle (where Annie,
John, and Davis are from). The influx of English nobility, the growth of the British landed
gentry, and the confiscation of Irish land (see “Centuries of Political Strife”) created struggling
country towns and grasping lower classes. In the 18th century, tilling farming gave way to
pasturage, leading to severe unemployment among the rural populace: the English landlords
either didn’t need more employees to work the less intense style of farming, or they brought in
their more trusted Englishmen.
By the 19th century, Ireland had begun to rise up. Several Rebellions took place, largely
composed of the middle class and the urban and rural poor. Unfortunately, none were successful,
and all were put down in ways quite violent and disturbing. Irish leaders were executed, their
families often punished with ostracization and/or eviction. This cycle continued until, in 1828, an
acquiescence of a free trade agreement was established between Great Britain and Ireland. It was
far too little, far too late.

The plummeting of Ireland’s population in the 19th century. Source: Boundless

4

Largely pulled from the Encyclopedia Britannica
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The Great Famine (occasionally called The Great Potato Famine) struck in 1848. It was the result
of a combination of horrors: with the Industrial Revolution, agricultural value severely dropped
and estate rentals declined (with those that still occurred only giving small allotments), and a late
blight from a water mold settled into the ground and the crops. At that point, many Irish had
become subsistence farmers, as English trade agreements and prejudice against the Irish did not
allow them to make money enough to support themselves; the majority of Ireland, especially the
rural poor, relied on the potato to get necessary sustenance: this heavy reliance on one or two
high-yielding crops crafted a soil ready for blight and famine.
The Famine would last until 1852. During this time, English assistance was nearly nonexistent.
The majority of Parliament ignored the Irish suffering; they, along with a good portion of
Britain, believed that the Famine was a “corrective effort” from God 5, addressing the high birth
rates and perceived racialized flaws among the Irish. Most of the relief efforts fell to Irish
landowners or the largely absentee British gentry, leading to hundreds of thousands of starving
and dying Irish evicted from their homes. What help there was didn’t provide much. Under the
terms of the 1838 Poor Act, those able-bodied but starving were sent to workhouses instead of
receiving assistance; soup kitchens provided barely edible food, leading to nutritional deficits,
disease, and death. By the end of the Famine, nearly one million had died of starvation and
disease, and nearly two million had emigrated out of the nation to the United States and England.
The native population of Ireland had been cut in half, largely due to the inaction and prejudice of
British rule.
In short: the cruelty, oppression, and prejudice of the British rulers over the course of centuries
led to one of the most deadly famines in world history. It was the final straw, in a sense, for the
Irish people. Still recovering in Annie’s time, the emigration showed no signs of stopping.

5

Britannica
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Ireland: The Social Hierarchy
Over the course of colonized Irish history, there developed two Irelands: one, Catholic,
republican, and nationalist; the other, Protestant, loyalist, and unionist. 6 The first held the
majority of Southern Ireland, especially within middle class and urban and rural poor groupings.
They desired freedom for Ireland, their own representation, and the ability to practice their
traditions and religions. The second composed most of Northern Ireland, illustrative of their
desire to remain attached to Britain and British practices. For this project, the North can largely
be ignored: we do not meet any characters from there. The only thing for you, our actors, to
know is that there was animosity.
That doesn’t mean there weren’t antagonistic relations between the socioeconomic classes of
Southern Ireland. There were certain Irish folk who rose to the upper classes, usually in cities
like Dublin and Galway, and, as the English enacted their oppression, the upper Irish fought for
their places by pushing the lower Irish down. Social mobility was not common: if accomplished
at all, it was often by a poor woman marrying a rich man. Education was not a possibility for
upward movement, either. Working class and rural children often left school with only a cursory
education. Their grueling twelve to sixteen hour work days left little time for studies or business
administration. The upper middle class, by comparison, were often businessmen of some
generations, and were allowed both education and some frivolities.7
This, then, is where one sees the emergence of two terms used within this project: the Lace
Curtains and the Shanties. This terminology was used to categorize the Irish, especially within
America. Lace Curtains were the well-off Irish, named as such because they could afford lace
curtains in their home. Stereotyped as pretentious, overly ambitious social climbers, the name
also mocked their supposed fragility. Shanties, on the other hand, were the poor Irish, named as
such because they lived in “shanties,” or roughshod cabins. Their stereotypes fell in the realm of
feckless, ignorant, and violent.8 It is important to note that neither of these words were
complimentary: both were mocking, and often used by Irish-hating Americans.
There are two other terms used within this project that are helpful to know:
•
•

Culchie: a derogatory term for someone from the countryside, used especially by
Dubliners; in the present day, it’s been reclaimed 9
Swarthy: a horrifically derogatory term of the time for Irish people with dark features;
alternatively, they were known as “Black Irish” 10

6

Stewart Weaver, The University of Rochester
Mary E. Daly, “Social Structure of the Dublin Working Class, 1871-1911”
8 Arthur A. Hutson, “Gaelic Loan-Words in American”
9 Sentence First
10 Irish Central
7

8

Ireland: Religion and Culture
Ireland and its Gaelic origins have a beautiful culture. One could dive in for decades. For the
purposes of this project, we’ll narrow our focus to religious importance.
As many will know, Ireland is composed of two religious groups—Catholics and Protestants—
who have animosities stretching back centuries. The rift between the two is a major cause of the
20th century Troubles and the current partition of Ireland. It had its inception in the Hanoverian
dynasty: under King George I, Catholics were excluded from all political and landed power.
Protestants (only 10% of Ireland’s population at the time, and nearly all English) were granted
strongholds and wealth, becoming landlords and nobility. The majority of Irish Catholics were
forcibly removed from their ancestral homes by English and Scottish Protestants. The Protestant
distrust was so bad, in fact, that, in 1795, the Orange Order was founded to “protect” good
Protestants from the “horrible” Catholics.11 By the post-Enlightenment era, there had been “an
intensification of Ireland’s Catholic identity…and a deepening of Catholicism and of Irish
consciousness and Irish political identity,” leading to a mutual distrust and near-hatred on both
sides.12 By Annie’s time, the majority of the working class population was Irish Catholic (around
80%), whereas those in the elite classes and skilled trades were Protestant 13, a socioeconomic
statistic that helped nothing; this was further antagonized by the fact that most Fenians (Irish
patriots, for lack of a better term) were Catholic.
Religion is an extremely important part of Irish life, and many traditions have survived today.
John and Annie sing of Lá an Dreoilín, or The Day of the Wren. Known in Catholicism as St.
Stephen’s Day, it is a holiday to celebrate the incoming new year, good luck represented through
the wren. A grouping of “wrenboys” go door to door with a captured lucky wren (in Annie’s
time, it would have been a live bird), giving out money to assist with prosperity in the new year.
The tradition itself is likely a pagan one, reaching back to Gaelic times and influenced by the
Norse; either way, it was Christianized by the 20th century.14
Though it’s not explicitly addressed in this project, something of both fun and import to note, as
well, is that Ireland traditionally celebrates pagan holidays. The Celtic Wheel of the Year is a
good representation15:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Samhain (The Beginning and the End)
Yule (Festival of Rebirth)
Imbolc (The Earth’s Awakening)
Ostara (The First Day of Spring)
Beltane (Festival of Fertility)
Litha (Summer’s Height)
Lughnasadh (Festival of Gratitude and Marriage)
Mabon (Festival of Harvest)

11

Te Ara
Stewart Weaver, The University of Rochester
13 Mary E. Daly, “Social Structure of the Dublin Working Class, 1871-1911”
14 Medieval Ireland,
15 Lisa Lister, Witch
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The Wrenboys, c. late 1800s. Source: Rose Eveleth

The Traditional Celtic Wheel of the
Year. Source: The Horned One
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Italy: The Jigsaw Puzzle of Europe16
If Ireland has a complicated history, Italy’s is far worse. Even attempting to make this concise is
a mind-boggling venture: essentially, the country of Italy, up until the late 19th century, was
Europe’s childhood puzzle. The two halves of the peninsula—North and South—changed hands
between Empires so many times it makes one’s head spin. For your ease, there follows an
attempted summary of important happenings.
By the time of the Nevada’s crossing, Italy had become firmly embroiled in a legacy of
upheaval, violence, and social chaos. Throughout the 18th century, the peninsula was passed
around between the wide-reaching Habsburg Empire: duchies were split up and separated
between the Spanish, French, Austrians, and Germans. Italy was, simply put, not Italy. Nothing
was better in the early 19th century, either. The first fifty years were rife with failed rebellions,
the further splitting of geographic areas, and the intensified solidification of the Italian peoples as
(non-submissive) pawns. Those who attempted rebellion and the reunification of a long-forgotten
one Italy were caught and brutally punished, tortured and executed as an example for the
following generations.
Fortunately (in a sense), the Revolutions of 1848 led to many ducal abdications of non-Italian
rulers, pushing the peninsula towards unification. Finally, in 1870, the two Italies became one
with the acquisition of Rome. This did not mean the end of a tumultuous era, however.
After the reunification, there alighted severe issues of power between local and federal
governments, especially within the South. There, political constituencies were controlled by the
Italian elites: this led not only to rifts with politicians attempting one legal system, but with the
rural workers wanting their own land, power, and autonomy. Often, this led to violent strikes put
down equally as violently, rioting and death a commonality in rural and/or mountainous regions.
In 1887, there seemed to be a light of hope: Francesco Crispi was elected prime minister. His
administration was somewhat effective: he abolished the death penalty; allowed for strikes if
they weren’t violent; extended male suffrage to include over three million men (therefore
lessening the power of the landed elite); reformed charities; and got a reasonable administrative
law enactment together. Unfortunately, his administration was also incredibly corrupt, with a
tariff-bankrupted bank system revealing his embezzling and bribery.
There were several groups protesting the new federal system. Among them were the Anarchists
(the most aggressive), the Catholic Church (who had lost much of their power and control with
the unification), and the Socialists (the most popular). In fact, in 1893, the original Socialist
Party became the Partito Socialista Italiano, growing ever more powerful in opposition.
To summarize: the political system of Italy was an absolute disaster in the 19th century, leading
to abuses of power, fatal riots, banditry, corruption, and less than desirable socioeconomics.

16

Britannica, Library of Congress
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Italy: Tumultuous Socioeconomic Changes17
The 19th century was a brutal time to a be a non-elite Italian. There were some progressions—an
improvement upon public education, the expansion of male suffrage, the abolishment of obscene
business taxation—but, by and large, it was a time of struggle and strife for many, especially in
the Italian countryside. In the purely physical sense, violent crime was common there, as many
disagreed with the political elite: there were upwards of 3,000 murders and as many as 250 killed
in riots during any given year. 18 Birth and death rates were extremely high, as well, with half of
the children born alive dying before the age of five, often of disease, nutritional deficits, or
starvation.19 As horrible as those numbers are, however, that was not the worst of it.
The peasantry had little hope of bettering their position. Though it seemed an improvement on
the surface, the expansion of land rights was only superficially protective: the poor who acquired
land were required to pay exorbitant taxes, and were often forced to sell it right back. This was
aided by the Roman Catholic Church, who abhorred the fact that the lower classes could own
property, and made it as difficult on them as possible. In addition, 70% of Italian peasantry were
entirely illiterate: they couldn’t read the very contracts they were signing. 20 This only worsened
after the Italian state abolished traditional allowances such as grazing. Without the land and
freedom to farm, poor Italians were forced into poverty and beggary or to break the law and be
imprisoned.
The hardship continued up the line, as well. Protectionist lobbying in the 1880s led to protective
tariffs 1887, launching a rift between Italy and France, their biggest buyer. The ensuing Tariff
War lasted until 1898. Overnight, entire Italian industries collapsed: the bankruptcy trickled
down the line, worsening poverty, violence, disease, and death. The first Italian immigrants may
have been Northern businessmen looking for new shores to sell, but, by the late 19th century,
they were all Southern Italians searching for a place to simply survive.
In short: the 1870s through the 20th century in Italy were filled with disease, violence, corruption,
poverty, and fear, leading to many fleeing the country in search for a better life.

17

Britannica, Library of Congress
Britannica
19 Britannica
20 Library of Congress
18
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Italy: Culture in the 19th Century
It is important to note immediately that, while many of the Italian characters we meet in this
project would have been largely illiterate, they were a cultured people. This was the era of
Romanticism, and Southern Italians were proud of their opera and country music, of their poets
and sculptors.21 Many knew the names, even if they had never seen the pieces.
That said, there existed (and exists) to distinct Italian cultures: much like Ireland, they are split
into the North and the South22:
•
•

The North: has an Alpine/Germanic culture, speaking languages like “Swiss Italian” and
“Franco-Provençal;” holds more artisanal businesses; has the stereotype of being
snobbish and overly hard-working; career-oriented and social climbing
The South: has a Mediterranean culture, influenced by Greece and Spain; a slower rural
life, wherein siestas are incorporated in modern day; has the stereotype of being laidback
and lazy; incredibly family-oriented and religious

To simplify the two, think of the cultural differences between New York City and Midwestern
America. That contrast was just as hefty in the 19th century.
For the purposes of this project and this reading, that is all you need to know, though I encourage
expansion of your knowledge.

Northern Mountains vs.
Southern Seaside.
Sources: The Culture Trip;
Hand Luggage Only

21
22

Italian Guide
Miramonti, Surviving in Italy
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America and Its Immigrants: An Overview
The current cast of this piece is composed entirely of Americans. As each of you know at least a
little bit on the state of affairs in 19th century America, this section is brief. Largely, it focuses on
America’s relationship with its immigrant members, specifically Irish and Italian.
Following the Civil War, progress in technology and industry made the USA an industrial giant:
the expansion of a variety of industries and the introduction of new ones, including petroleum,
steel, and electrical power crafted an unstoppable economic force. It created an extremely
wealthy upper class (think the Rockefellers and the Carnegies) and a blue-collar middle class.
Railroads opened up the American West for non-Native settlements. Overall, the Industrial
Revolution led to sweeping change everywhere.
Immigrants are what made that possible: they were seen as cheap labor, and, with nearnonexistent labor laws, could be forced into dangerous, backbreaking work. 23 That cheap cost
came due to competition. The sheer amount of immigrants flooding into the nation through New
York City led to the many competing over the few jobs. This, in turn, created animosity. The
Irish and Italian communities were no different. Both faced intense prejudice upon arrival in
America: the Irish fought against anti-Catholic hatred and the stereotypes of lazy and violent; the
Italians were considered superstitious and proud, due to their worshipping of saints. Both were
looked down upon in equal measure, causing one political cartoonist of the time to inquire,
“Which color is to be tabooed next?”24

23
24

Library of Congress
Library of Congress
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The arriving immigrants did not only stay in New York City. Many did, of course, taking on the
inhumane tenement housing exposed by Jacob Riis and the racialized hatred of the urbanites.
Some, though, went West, like John and Davis’s father.
Many Irishmen, upon leaving their homeland due to economic strife in the mid-19th century,
followed the Gold Rush to California. By 1870, Irish people made up the majority of San
Francisco’s working class: they were 13% of the total population and 21% of the labor force. 25
Though they and the Germans came at the same time, the Irish population rapidly ascended the
social ladder, gaining political and economic superiority “because they were native English
speakers; because they understood the U.S. political system (based on the British system they
came from); and because of their sheer numbers.”26 That was fantastic, of course, but there was a
downside: the Irish would use those advantages to push down other immigrants, fearful of losing
their place. Often, they would incite hatred against other ethnicities (namely, Chinese) to
maintain their social standing.
Regardless of whether one was on the East or West Coast, the internal immigrant animosity
came from economic hardship, continual prejudice (all, at one time or another, were considered
“morally unfit to be Americans”), and difference in religion. 27 On occasion, that animosity
turned to violence, gang wars, and death. However, this intermingling of cultures also created a
stunning melting pot of culture, language, and innovation. From the Five Points of New York
City, we’ve received tap dancing, top baseball players, and story and song. In short, America’s
immigrants brought the best to the worst.

The Five Points, c.
1827.
Source: South Street
Seaport Museum

25

Digital Archive of FoundSF
Digital Archive of FoundSF
27 The New York Public Library
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Where Are We?
Life on the S.S. Nevada
The S.S. Nevada
The S.S. Nevada was built in Newcastle, England in 1868, a steamship built by Palmer’s
Shipbuilding and Iron Co. for the Liverpool and Great Western Steamship Co. 28 Sailing from
England and Ireland, it traversed the Atlantic Ocean, to and from America, for over two decades,
eventually being scrapped in Italy in 1896. Importantly, it was one of the first major steamships
to implement “closed-berth” living for a percentage of its steerage passengers; 29 this switch from
“open-berth” housing—essentially, packing as many people into one long, wide room as would
fit—led to more hygienic conditions and less influx of disease.
It was one of the first three ships to dock at Ellis Island, landing on December 31, 1891 and
disembarking on January 1, 1892. That voyage was composed primarily of Italians and Russian
Jews, though it held a good percentage of Irish, as well. It carried 148 passengers in the
steerage—or third class—compartment.

The S.S. Nevada, c. 1870s (Source: Ulster American Folk Park)

28
29

The Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Foundation
Drew Keeling, the University of Munich
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Life on the S.S. Nevada
The S.S. Nevada functioned much the same way as all immigration steamships of its time. With
the rapid progression of technology and engineering during the Industrial and Gilded Ages, a
voyage that previously took several months had been decreased to under two weeks; in the
Nevada’s case, it took them twelve days to sail from the Isles to America. 30 In this facet, and in
many others, those who traveled in steerage were far more fortunate than the previous: the
passing of 1855’s Carriage of Passengers Act improved upon the treatment of steerage
passengers, lowering the mortality rate of adults from a staggering near-20% to under 1%.31
Unfortunately, even that could only go so far.
Daily life on a ship was composed of nearly unchanging routine. The important thing to note for
this project, however, is the passenger hierarchy. Annie Moore sailed in steerage with her
brothers; John and Davis were in first class. These classes held stark differences, and they’re
imperative to know.
Firstly, a passenger ship was most often composed of three classes, oftentimes separated by race,
religion, and wealth32:
1) First class: composed of the wealthiest of passengers, more often than not Americans
returning from a vacation abroad. Only 1% of immigrants traveled within this class.
2) Cabin (second class): composed of the middle class, those well enough off to get a cabin
but not to afford luxury. 12% of immigrants traveled within this class.
3) Steerage (third class): composed of the largest portion of immigrants, poor folks looking
for a better life. 87% of immigrants traveled within this class.
Within these classes separated the various nationalities, occasionally causing rifts due to
religious animosity and the like.

30

Steamship Historical Society of America
History
32 Percentages provided by Drew Keeling
31
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Steerage
passengers
vs. a firstclass
stateroom,
c. 19th
century
(Sources:
ByDuncan;
Steamship
Historical
Society of
America)
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So, what were the differences between these classes? As we do not meet any second class
immigrants in this project (and, frankly, they can largely be conjoined with the first class), let’s
focus on the differences between first class and steerage passengers.
First class passengers33:
• were granted luxury accommodations, growing more impressive as the years passed. At
the very least, each received their own cabin (or two or three, if their wealth so chose).
• were given healthy food, the freshest available.
• often received private staff, ensuring cleanly travel.
• could tour the lower decks if they desired. Essentially, they were given free reign of the
ship outside of the captain’s quarters.
• received tip-top medical treatment and, when they reached Ellis Island, only received a
cursory, superficial medical exam in the privacy of their rooms before disembarking.
The vast majority of first class passengers encountered no issues before, during, or after the
journey, outside of the prevalent problem of seasickness. Privileged and private, they were
royalty of the seas.
Third class passengers34:
• were packed into semi-suffocating holds, transported as late as the 1890s with cattle and
other livestock. As one historian notes, “Between decks was like a loathsome dungeon.
When the hatchways were opened under which the people were stowed, the steam rose,
and the stench was like that for a pen of pigs.”35
• had little ventilation, and that which was had vanished upon the arrival of a storm, as
hatches needed to be closed.
• traveled below the waterline, which leant itself to an influx of diseases. Typhoid, cholera,
smallpox, and dysentery ran rampant prior to Annie’s voyage, and was still a very real
fear during her time.
• did not have ample, clean water closets. Often, they were forced to relieve themselves in
buckets, which would overturn during storms.
• were given the bottom of the bucket for food, leading to nutritional deficits and food
poisoning.
• were not allowed up further than their allotted foredeck. Even that, on occasion, was
closed to them.
Even the introduction of closed-berth housing, allowing more space and cleanliness, did not fully
alleviate these issues. That said, it wasn’t all horrible. As chronicled by traveler Edward Steiner,
though the lodgings “ought to be condemned as unfit for the transportation of human beings,”
there were hours of amusement between different cultures that led to “larger fellowship than they
ever enjoyed [before].”36 A truly multilingual, multicultural sense of harmony was born.

33

Steamship Historical Society of America, History
Steamship Historical Society of America, History
35 Steamship Historical Society of America
36 Drew Keeling, the University of Munich
34
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The Immigration Process
Upon arrival at Ellis Island, first class and cabin passengers did not have to undergo the intensive
inspection we so often associate with the period. Given a quick, superficial onceover by a
physician and a rapid greeting by a legal official, they were allowed to disembark directly onto
the streets of Manhattan, rarely stepping foot on Ellis Island.
For third class passengers, it was another story. After traveling for nearly two weeks in the
aforementioned unsanitary conditions, the immigrants in steerage underwent an inspection
process that lasted three to five hours; if their papers weren’t in correct order or they looked to be
in poor health, that process was even longer. There were two main elements to the inspection 37:
1) A medical examination: the immigrants were inspected first on the ship, then again in the
Registry Room. If these “six-second physicals” proved unsatisfactory or alarming, they’d
be taken to another room and thoroughly examined by a doctor of their same gender.
2) A legal inspection: upon boarding their ship, the immigrants answered a series of 29
questions. This was a cross-examination to ensure they weren’t lying or changing their
answers.
Over the years, a total of only 2% of the immigrants received at Ellis Island were sent back. This
was usually for one of two reasons: disease, or the fear that an immigrant would become a public
charge or an illegal contract laborer.38 If they were detained for either of these reasons, they
could be held for months, occasionally up to a year, and still sent back to their home country.
To note, as well: “Of those who were denied entry, most were certified, not with ‘loathsome and
dangerous contagious diseases,’ but with conditions that limited their capacity to perform
unskilled labor. Senility (old age), varicose veins, hernias, poor vision, and deformities of the
limbs or spine were among the primary causes for exclusion.”39
To walk through the entirety of the process, the artistic team recommends this interactive tour of
Ellis Island.

37

The Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Foundation
The Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Foundation
39 The Research of Regan
38
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Ellis Island Itself40
The 19th century was rife with political instability, economic distress, and religious persecution, a
petri dish that led to a sudden, intense increase in immigrants fleeing to America. By the 1880s,
it was clear that the United States needed a centralized, effective processing center in which to
receive these immigrants.
Thus, Ellis Island was born. The construction began in 1890; the first immigrants—beginning
with Annie Moore—passed through its doors on New Year’s Day, 1892. The Island would go on
to welcome over 12 million immigrants to their American home.
On June 5, 1897, a fire engulfed the station, burning it to the ground; though no one was killed,
immigration records dating back to 1855 were destroyed. Customs records survived, but the
names of many were lost.
What we do know, though, is that an estimated 40% of America can trace their roots back to
Ellis Island. That, in and of itself, is quite the legacy.

Ellis Island, c. 1890s (source: The Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Foundation)

40

The Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Foundation
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Annie, Mo Ghrá
Why We Care About The Irish Lass
A Short Biography
Much of Annie Moore’s life has been lost to the dusty shelves of history. That which we do
know has become a touch confused and confusing: after immigrants passed through the
processing centers of America, they were rarely kept track of, no records maintained of their
lives, losses, successes, and existences. For many, their final listing in the record of the United
States rests in the hands of the modern-day Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Foundation41.
That said, we do know several things for certain. Annie Moore was born sometime between 1874
and 1876, the third child of a farming family located outside of Queenstown (now Cobh), County
Cork, Ireland. When Annie was around thirteen years old, her parents and two older siblings left
for America in search of a more prosperous life, meaning to send for Annie and her two younger
brothers soon after. That turned into four years, spent caring for the farm and the boys whilst
navigating growing up herself.
On December 20, 1891, Annie and her brothers boarded the S.S. Nevada. By January 1st of the
new year, they had arrived in America; Annie Moore became the first immigrant to pass through
the halls of the newly-opened Ellis Island. Described as a “rosy-cheeked Irish girl,” she was
gifted a 10-dollar gold piece as congratulations and sent to live with her parents on the Lower
East Side.
According to New York City’s Commissioner of Records, Brian Andersson, and genealogist
Megan Smolenyak42, that is where Annie stayed. After marrying a German man named Joseph
Augustus Schayer, she had 10 or 11 kids (sources differ), though only five survived past the age
of five. She lived a fairly normal immigrant life in the Lower East Side until her death in 1924,
passing away of a heart condition. She and her children were buried without headstones.
Annie Moore was the first immigrant of over 12 million that passed through the gates of Ellis
Island. From the few accounts that exist of her, one can see she was an intelligent, determined,
vibrant young woman. Her importance is not lost: two statues exist of her, one outside of the
Cobh Heritage Centre and one on Ellis Island; and The Irish-American Institute presents an
annual Annie Moore Award “to an individual who has made significant contributions to the Irish
and/or Irish American community and legacy.” 43 Her story—that of a young female immigrant
looking for a better life—still resonates today.

41

Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Foundation
History.com
43 The Irish-American Institute
42
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Annie, her brothers, and some of the immigrants they so inspired
(Sources: The Irish Times; The Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Foundation)
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Why Tell Her Story Now?
In our playwright Regan Hicks’s own words:
“…a story that is both whimsical yet grounded in reality, Liberty is an emotional, enjoyable, and
inspiring experience for all ages. It embodies the essence of the American Dream and explores
the question ‘What does it mean to be American?’ A quote that really inspired me while writing
was ‘Remember, remember always, that all of us...are descendants from immigrants and
revolutionists’ by Franklin D. Roosevelt. Besides the Indigenous populations (whose land we
now live upon is rightfully theirs), Americans can trace our ancestry back to immigrants whether that is a recent generation or many generations ago. I, myself, am a blend of Irish,
Scottish, English, and German ancestry and I have always been fascinated by my ancestors'
journeys to America. I wonder what led them here, how they must have felt, and what hardships
they must have faced to search for a better life. We need to be reminded of the struggles they
faced and the struggles immigrants today are still facing. Annie and her incredible true story
takes our modern audience back in time ~ showing them the pain of moving away from your
home, the fear of the unknown future, and the hope for what lies ahead in this so-called ‘Land of
Dreams.’ Her tale sheds light on the discrimination many immigrants faced and the prejudices
that pitted them against each other. Hopefully, the audience will realize that those same
prejudices the characters face are, unfortunately, still dividing us today.”

Fighting for the rights of immigrants in the 21st century. (Source: Boundless)
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How Do I Say That?
A Brief Guide to Irish and Italian
The Rules of Irish
The Irish language is fairly uniform throughout all dialects: regardless of whether the person you
are portraying is upper, middle, or lower-class, you will pronounce the language largely the same
way. There are four consistent rules—a “cheat sheet,” if you will—surrounding Irish and Irish
Gaelic. They are as follows:
•
•
•
•

A consonant is “broad” if the vowels on either side of it are “a,” “o,” or “u.”
A consonant is “slender” if the vowels on either side of it are “i” or “e.”
Regardless of dialect, at the beginning of a word, there’s no difference between slender
“r” and broad “r” (both make a slightly harsher version of the English “r” sound, with the
middle of the tongue raised slightly and a little more air coming through).
In the middle of a word, slender “r” is “tipped.” This is similar to what singers do when
they need to sing an “r” and don’t want to make an “rrrrrr” sound: The tip of the tongue
flicks off the hard palate, as if you start to say “d” but change it to an “r” at the last
moment. Important to note: this is a single flick of the tongue, not a trill.

One of the few clear differentiations between dialects in the Irish language comes at the end of
the word. The pronunciation of a slender “r” at the end of a word will vary according to dialect.
In Connacht, you’ll hear something of a “d” or “ds” sound. In parts of Ulster, you’ll hear an “ee”
sound. In some areas, there may be little difference between it and the broad “r.” (For the
purposes of the 12/2/2021 reading, don’t worry so much about this section – it matters only for
production purposes.)
Reading the Irish language can be quite the shock for English speakers. Similar to its Gaelic
cousins, Scottish and Welsh, Irish and Irish Gaelic use a series of consonants to write out what
we know as vowel sounds; on the flip side, those consonants can also cancel each other out to
create an entirely new word. For ease of comprehension, see the following for a list of language
guidelines:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A “t” becomes silent when an “h” is added.
Ex. Maith (Good) = Mah-eeh or Mai-h
An “s” becomes silent when an “h” is added.
Ex. Dushlan (Challenge) = dew-hlan
An “fh” is completely silent.
A “ch” sounds like a guttural German “ch” – the tongue rises up in the back of the throat,
cutting off the sound.
Ex. Seachain (Avoid) = sha-ch-an
A “dh” followed by a slender vowel (i / e) is pronounced “yeh.”
Ex. Ar Dheis (On the Right) = air yesh
A “dh” followed by a broad vowel (a / o / u) sounds, again, like the guttural German
“ch.”
Any word that ends in “gh” is pronounced like “yee.”
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•
•
•

Ex. Bailigh (Gather/Collect) = ball-yee
Both “amh” and “adh” are pronounced like “ooh.”
A “ui” is pronounced as “I.”
Ex. Uisce (Water) = ishka
A “cn,” “gnn,” or “mn” are pronounced with an “r:” “cr,” “gr,” and “mr.”
Exs. Cnoc (Hill) = kruk
Gno (Business) = grow

For auditory assistance, and an expansion on these rules and terms, the artistic team recommends
you visit Bitesize Irish. They’ve done quite well at simplifying the complex.
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The Rules of Italian
While Italian tends to be easier for native English speakers to grasp an elementary pronunciation
of, it does come with far more rules and guidelines. They’ve been as simplified as possible
below.
There are only seven Italian vowels, as opposed to around fifteen in the English language. Italian
vowels are pure vowels; they are spoken as they are written, and do not change value. In
addition, they tend to avoid neutral value. See below for examples.
•
•
•

An Italian “a” is quite open, pronounced like the “o” in “hot.”
An “i” makes a long “e” sound, like is “steep.”
A “u” sounds like “ooh,” as in “boot.”

The remaining vowels (e / o) vary dependent upon the word and where one is in Italy. A slight
oversimplification would be:
•
•
•

Unstressed “e” and “o” in Italian are always closed. Closed “e” sounds like “eh,” as in
“chaotic.” Closed “o” doesn’t appear often in English. It’s pronounced as the first
syllable in the diphthong for “go.”
An open “e” is similar to the “e” in “bet,” with a taller, more open mouth.
An open “o” is tall and rounded, pronounced like “awe” without the diphthong

Diphthongs and triphthongs are also quite frequent in Italian. The stress is always on the strong
vowel (a / e / o), never the weak vowel (i / u). Examples follow:
•
•
•
•

io: chiodo (key-OH-doe)
ia: piatto (pee-AH-toe)
ua: guasto (goo-AH-sto)
oi: poi (POH-ee)

And so forth.
Consonants have their own set of rules, as well. For ease of comprehension, an oversimplified
list of rules follows.
•
•
•

•

Any double consonant should take a touch longer to say, noticeably so.
Ex. Tutti
A “c” or “g” is soft when followed by an “e” or an “i.”
Ex. Città (City) = chee-tah
A “c” or “g” is hard when followed by “a,” “o,” or “u,” or when followed by another
consonant.
Ex. Così (So) = coh-zee
Clemenza (Clemency) – cluh-mehn-zah
A “c” or “g” followed by an “h” makes the pronunciation hard.
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•
•
•
•

•
•

Ex. Pinocchio = pihn-oh-key-oh
An “i” that makes the consonant soft has no sound of its own.
Ex. Pagliaccio (Clown) = paul-eeh-ah-cho
An “r” is flipped.
A “t” and a “d” should not be harsh: your tongue should touch the back of your teeth,
somewhat relaxed. The sounds should not be aspirated.
“S” and “z” can be both voiced and unvoiced on their own. This is difficult to tell in a
read for an English speaker; indeed, this is usually picked up through listening. A
generality is that a single “s” is voiced if it occurs between two vowels or if it precedes a
voiced consonant.
An Italian “gn” sounds close to the “ny” sound of “canyon:” the tip of the tongue touches
the back of the bottom teeth.
An Italian “gl” sounds close to the middle of “million:” the tip of the tongue touches the
back of the bottom teeth.

For further resources, the artistic team recommends Stanford’s Starter Guide and Mansfield’s
Beginner PDF.
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Specific Words and Phrases in Liberty
For the ease of reading, the following is a collection of prominent words and phrases in Irish
found throughout Liberty. Their meanings are included. For those who play Italian characters,
reference the above pronunciation notes.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Mo ghrá beo (Forever Love) – mo ch-ra bay-oh
Óró (an exclamation, like “oh!”) – oh-ro, with a flipped “r”
Craic (A good time) - krak
Sláinte chugat (Health to you) – slan-cha hoo-uv
In ainm an Athar agus, an Mhic agus, an Spioraid Naoimh (In the Name of the Father and
the Son and the Holy Spirit) - in ahn-yim uh nah-hur, oh-guss uh vick, oh-guss uh spih-rij
neev
La An Dreoilin (Hunt the Wren Day) – la ahn droh-leen
Slan abhaile (literally, Safe Home; used to bid good-bye to a traveler) – slawn a-wal-ya
Nollaig shona [dhuit]! (Happy Christmas [to you]!) - null-ig hunn-ah [gwitch]
Dia linn (God bless you) – jia lin
Dushlan (Challenge) – dew-hlan
Seachain (Avoid) - sha-ch-an
Daoine (People) – dee-na
Bhfiann (Warrior) – vee-un
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There is no them! We are ALL
Americans now!
Annie Moore
Regan Hicks’s Liberty
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