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The British evacuation from Boston on March 17, 1776, is celebrated annually
in Massachusetts as Evacuation Day. This date, which is also St. Patrick's Day, is
particularly significant in South Boston, where the annual St. Patrick's Day parade
has honored both holidays since 1901. (The city’s first St. Patrick’s Day parade was
held in 1862 by Irish Bostonians.) Source: Boston Globe, March 19, 1901.



“Adopting the Yankee Past as Their Own”:

Boston's Irish and Jewish Communities Celebrate
New England's Revolutionary Heritage, 1875-1917
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Abstract: [n the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Boston’s Irish
Catholic and Jewish communities contested Yankee narratives of New England'’s
colonial and revolutionary history by integrating their heritage into patriotic
holidays such as the Fourth of July, Thanksgiving, Patriots’ Day, Bunker Hill
Day, and Evacuation Day. As their numbers, economic influence, and political
power grew, they used public rituals—parades, meetings, and banquets—to
highlight their dedication to democracy, contributions to America, and shared
struggles against oppression. These celebrations became a means of acculturation,
allowing them to embrace, reshape, and claim civic holidays once dominated by
Yankee elites. In this way, Irish Catholics and Jews broadened the meaning of
American identity and secured their place in Boston. Dr. Meaghan Dwyer-Ryan
is Associate Director of the Center for Irish Research and Teaching ar Georgia
Southern University and the lead author of Becoming American Jews: Temple
Israel of Boston (Brandeis University Press, 2009).

* * * * *

New England has cultivated a unique regional identity as the birthplace
of American liberty. Descendants of Puritans, or Yankees, motivated by the
1875-1876 centennial and anxieties over the impact of rising immigration on
the region’s character, created and spread this narrative in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries to bolster their standing in the national culture
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amidst economic decline. They asserted their ownership of America’s origin
story on national holidays like the Fourth of July and Thanksgiving, as well as
local holidays commemorating Greater Boston’s role in the Revolution, such
as Patriots' Day, Bunker Hill Day, and Evacuation Day. Although Yankees
used this revolutionary legacy to educate immigrant groups about American
ideals, they still excluded them from full acceptance; they considered even
immigrants’ native-born children to be “home-grown foreigners” who were
not “wholly of us.” Instead, old-stock Protestants established a social hierarchy
of “true” Americanism based on lineage, leveraging it as cultural capital
against the newcomers who were reshaping Boston’s politics, economy, and
culture, leading to bitter tensions between the groups.!

As the city’s oldest and most influential non-Protestant groups, Irish
Catholics and Jews played a leading role in challenging the Yankee claim
that the only true Bostonians were those whose Anglo-Saxon ancestors
had come over on the Mayflower or fought in the American Revolution.
Through parades, rallies, and banquets on civic holidays and ethnoreligious
anniversaries, Irish Catholic and Jewish leaders sought to expand the
definitions of civic engagement, patriotism, and American identity to
make space for ethnic and religious contributions. Held in public spaces—
streets, parks, halls, churches, and synagogues—these “community rituals”
showcased their inheritance of democratic traditions and pride in their own
“Pilgrim” fathers and Revolutionary War heroes. More importantly, they
marked Irish Catholics and Jews as loyal sons and daughters of Boston at
a time when their political and economic influence was growing, but their
social status and “100% Americanism” remained uncertain. Through these
actions, historian Thomas Brown argues, they “adopted the Yankee past as
their own.””

Yet Americanization did not mean Anglo-Protestant conformity. Viewing
Boston’s diverse immigrant groups as enriching a shared cultural resource,
ethnic leaders blended American patriotism with their cultural heritage
in celebrating these holidays. Clergy linked Catholic and Jewish values
to Puritan ideals of religious freedom, claiming their faith bolstered their
commitment to their adopted nation, while ethnic politicians insisted that
longstanding Irish Catholic and Jewish struggles against tyranny qualified
them as ideal citizens in a country that had itself thrown off oppression. The
city’s wide range of Irish nationalist and Jewish Zionist leaders argued that
their efforts to secure independence for their people highlighted their belief
in the American ideals of freedom and democracy.’

Scholars of immigration have long been concerned with how immigrants
navigate the complex, dynamic process of acculturation, examining how
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they integrate into local communities, adapt to regional traditions, and
affirm a sense of belonging within specific geographic and cultural contexts.
Civic holiday celebrations represent a nuanced form of acculturation, where
immigrants negotiate their heritage, respectability, and acceptance within
the framework of American civic life. They “became occasions for public
retellings of a variety of historical narratives, some more idealized than
others” about America, their group, and the specific region in which they
settled. For Boston’s Irish Catholic and Jewish communities, celebrations of
New England’s Puritan and revolutionary heritage served as an important
platform to connect their distinct identities with broader regional and
national symbols.*

Such events also provided opportunities to work through class, religious,
and cultural tensions. Ever concerned with image, middle-class organizers and
orators—politicians, professionals, newspaper editors, and businessmen—
adopted a defensive, often self-congratulatory tone as they struggled to
project a unified message about their loyalty to America, their faith, their
homeland, and their adopted city. While not always successful, attaining
these goals, even temporarily, boosted acceptance, enabling Irish Catholics
and Jews to claim their place in Boston’s history—and, crucially, its future.’

IRISH CATHOLIC & JEWISH ASCENDANCY IN BOSTON

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Boston grew from a
Yankee merchant town into a multiethnic industrial city. Although a major
port, Puritans had not welcomed outsiders; a trickle of Irish immigrants began
arriving in 1718, part of the Presbyterian exodus from Ulster, while the few
Jews in colonial Boston chose to worship privately or convert to Christianity.
By the 1830s, the region’s expanding construction projects, textile, railroad,
and shipbuilding industries, and consumer economy created labor needs that
drew large numbers of non-Protestant immigrants for the first time. The
onset of the Great Famine in 1845 brought a massive influx of Irish Catholic
peasants, swelling the Irish population from 3,000 in 1820 to 35,000 in
1850. Successive waves of European immigrants followed, including 1,000
Jews fleeing religious persecution and economic hardship in the German
and Austrian provinces. The city’s Jewish population boomed starting in the
1880s due to Eastern European Jews fleeing religious persecution, expulsions,
and violence in the Russian Empire, growing to 40,000 in 1900 and 80,000
in 1920. The flood of immigrants overwhelmed Yankees, who viewed their
poverty and religion as dangers to their republican beliefs and the social
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order. While Irish and German service during the Civil War ended violent
nativism, political tensions remained.®

The city’s population doubled between 1880 and 1920, fueled by the high
rates of immigration and natural increase for Irish Catholics and Jews, as well
as Italians, Poles, French Canadians, and other groups. By 1900, Boston was
the nation’s fifth largest city and its second busiest port of entry. Almost 75%
of the population consisted of immigrants and their children, with the Irish
making up the largest portion at roughly 40% of the total and 56% of the
foreign-born. Jews formed the next largest group at 7% of the total and 9%
of the immigrant stock. In response to these demographic shifts, the city’s
Protestant Yankee elite—dubbed “Brahmins” by Oliver Wendell Holmes—
tightened their ranks, excluding those without “four or five generations of
gentlemen and gentlewomen” in their lineage. The city also became fertile
ground for the American Protective Association (founded 1887), which
opposed Catholic influence in public schools; the Immigration Restriction
League (1894), which campaigned against the admission of “undesirable”
immigrant groups; and the Good Government Association (1903), which
challenged ethnic politicians for municipal control under the banner of civic
reform.

Barred from influential Brahmin institutions in finance, philanthropy, and
culture, the Irish directed their energy towards politics, labor unions, public

EMIGRANT ARRIVAL AT CONSTITUTION WHARF, BOSTON.

Emigrant Arrival at Constitution Wharf, Boston (1857)

Ballou's Pictorial Drawing-Room Companion, Oct. 31, 1857.
Winslow Homer, engraving.
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schools, and the Catholic Church. Boston elected Hugh O’Brien (1827-1895)
as its first Irish Catholic mayor in 1884 and Patrick Collins (1844-1905) as
its second in 1901. The Irish dominated city politics by the early twentieth
century, led by native-born politicians such as John F. Fitzgerald and James
Michael Curley, who combined ethnic loyalty with working-class advocacy.
Immigrants often worked low-paying jobs in construction, domestic service,
and municipal sectors, but involvement in unions, political patronage, and
civil service jobs (like police, fire, and teaching) gradually led to improved
social standing. Close-knit communities built around parish, family, mutual
aid, and business connections also contributed to helping the Irish grow
from a marginalized immigrant group to a powerful force in Boston. Still,
a combination of nativism, poverty, and religious separatism engendered a
defensive insecurity that spanned generations.®

Boston’s Jewish community underwent dramatic shifts as successive
waves of immigration reshaped its character and institutions. Although also
excluded from Brahmin circles, Jews progressed faster than other groups due
to a family-based economy and dedication to education. The first German-
speaking arrivals built lives as merchants and professionals, reflecting their
middle-class acculturation in their homes, workplaces, and synagogues.
Prussian-born Reform Rabbi Solomon Schindler (1841-1915) and Bavarian-
born Congressman Leopold Morse (1831-1892), for example, participated in
American civic life and had close ties to liberal Protestant Yankees and Irish
political figures. Later Eastern European immigrants, often lacking resources,
worked in the garment and shoe trades or as peddlers, building vibrant,
multicultural Yiddish-speaking communities with the aid of landsmanshaftn
(hometown benevolent societies), Orthodox shuls (synagogues), and Hebrew
schools. Religious, cultural, and political differences created tension between
the “Germans” and “Russians” on issues like Americanization, politics, and
socialism; however, by the early 1900s, the community had coalesced against
antisemitism and in support of immigrant welfare, public education, and
naturalization.’

Living patterns reflected economic mobility for both groups. New arrivals
populated the slums of the North End, Charlestown, and other wharf areas,
but working-class families moved to tenements in the “old” South End
and West End. Lasting ethnic enclaves developed as second- and third-
generation immigrants, mainly municipal employees, white-collar workers,
entrepreneurs, and professionals, moved to triple-deckers or bought single-
family homes in the “streetcar suburbs.” By the 1910s, Irish Americans
dominated the neighborhoods of South Boston, Charlestown, Dorchester
Heights, Jamaica Plain, and Roxbury. Working class Eastern European
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The Jewish Quarter [North End], Boston, 1899
By William Allen Rogers

Source: Library of Congress
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Jews predominated in the North End (along with an increasing number of
Italians), the South and West Ends, Roxbury, Malden, Chelsea, and East
Boston, which had the largest Jewish community in New England. Middle-
class Jews settled in the “new” South End, the Yankee-dominated Back Bay,
and the western suburbs of Newton and Brookline.!

Immigrants created comprehensive networks of churches and synagogues,
charities, cultural societies, ethnic nationalist organizations, political clubs,
labor unions, and sports teams which provided aid, fostered ethnoreligious
identity, and promoted civic participation. They saw the United States as a
haven for exiles, but as their numbers increased, they often struggled to adapt
religious and cultural observance to mainstream American society. Irish
Catholic organizations consolidated power through centralized religious and
political structures, while Jewish institutions were more decentralized and
ideologically varied, reflecting internal debates over tradition, radicalism,
and cultural expression. Although members came from diverse cultural,
religious, class, and regional backgrounds, organizations fostered a strong
sense of community through interconnected memberships. Consequently,
they could combine ethnic traditions with “an unwavering attachment to
their adopted country.”"!

The Catholic Church shaped every aspect of life for Irish and other
Catholic groups, as Boston’s bishops, together with an army of Irish priests,
nuns, and lay leaders, created their own system of parishes, schools, convents,
hospitals, aid societies, and cemeteries. Archbishop John Williams (1866-
1907) and his successor, Archbishop William O’Connell (1907-1944), advised
immigrants to follow American laws to help them become good citizens and
good Catholics. Yet while Williams urged conciliation with Protestants,
O’Connell advocated a separatist, defensive posture in line with Pope Leo
XIII’s criticism of American liberal Catholicism in 1899. Boston’s Irish
would come to “glory in being at least as Catholic as the pope,” particularly
after O’Connell’s elevation to cardinal in 1911.2

Unlike Catholic parishes, Jewish synagogues, from the smallest
neighborhood Orthodox shuls to the largest Reform temples, were
autonomous organizations defined by the religious and cultural perspectives
of their congregants and rabbis. Solomon Schindler (1842-1915), rabbi of
Boston’s Reform congregation, Temple Israel, and his successor, Charles
Fleischer (1871-1942), advocated assimilation and religious reform,
while Moshe Margolies (1851-1936) of the North End’s Baldwin Place
Synagogue, the unofficial Chief Rabbi of Boston’s Lithuanian Jews, argued
for “unbending orthodoxy.” Conservative Jews sought a balance between
Orthodoxy and Reform. “This country with its unbounded opportunities
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" CHARITY BALL OF THE PURIM ASSOCIATION.

Brilliant Scene in S}mphony Hall---Leading Representatives of
Jewish Society Take Part in Festivitics---Some Beautiful Costumes.

( . I
/ T |
B. M WelE e\ i i

AT THE PURIM CHARITY BALL IN SYMPHONY HALL.

Elite and middle-class Irish Catholic and Jewish organizations, such as the Purim
Association and the Charitable Irish Society, held banquets and balls to raise funds

for charity, combining philanthropy with social advancement. Boston Globe, Jan.
16, 1901.
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is as much the home of the Jew as that of the citizen of any other race or
creed,” Rabbi Menahem Eichler stated at his 1905 installation at Boston’s
oldest synagogue, Ohabei Shalom. Boston’s first American-born rabbi,
Harry Levi (1875-1944), succeeded Fleischer in 1911 when he left to form a
non-sectarian congregation. “Between Americanism and Judaism there is no
incompatibility,” this optimistic moderate declared.”

Ethnic leaders used aid societies to encourage newcomers’ acculturation.
The Charitable Irish Society, for example, was established in 1737 to aid
Irish immigrants in Boston but had become more of an elite social club
by the 1870s. Their annual St. Patrick’s Day banquets and Ladies’ Night
dances were highlights of the Irish social calendar. The Purim Association,
organized by German Jews, held the first of many “brilliant” balls in 1896
to raise funds for the city’s Jewish charities, which had combined efforts the
previous year. Attended by civic and communal leaders, these elite events
attracted extensive press coverage. Unlike the derogatory, racialized images
in Harper’s Weekly and similar publications, these images highlighted the
increasing prominence of ethnic leaders and their respectable, middle-class
approach to encouraging Americanization.

Initiatives to bolster cultural identity were equally important. The influx
of Irish speakers from the west of Ireland in the 1870s, coupled with the Gaelic
Revival of the 1880s and 90s, spurred the creation of literary and language
societies, music and dance schools, sports clubs, and county associations
dedicated to preserving and sharing Irish culture with American-born
Irish. Boston also had chapters of national fraternal orders like the Ancient
Order of Hibernians (AOH) and Knights of Columbus (K of C). The AOH
(1836), promoting the compatibility of Irish nationalism, Catholicism, and
Americanism, had 74 men’s divisions and 38 ladies’ auxiliaries in Suffolk
County by 1902. By 1904, it was the largest Irish group in the state, with
260 divisions and 26,000 members, alongside a Ladies AOH with 15,000
members. Founded in 1882 by middle-class Irish Americans in New Haven,
Connecticut, the K of C was a Catholic benevolent society. Unlike the AOH,
“a distinctively Irish, Catholic body” known for its militant working-class
immigrant base, the Knights embraced a broader Catholic membership.”

Jewish Boston’s diverse voices produced a vibrant yet occasionally
conflicted cultural scene. As the community expanded, more than 500
charitable institutions, benevolent societies, Yiddish cultural centers, socialist
clubs, labor unions, and Zionist groups formed in different neighborhoods,
reflecting a range of regional origins, cultural and religious practices, and
political orientations. Jews of various backgrounds joined the benevolent
association B’nai B'rith (1843) while the Boston chapter of the Workmen’s
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National Monument of the Forefathers, Plymouth (1929)

Irish Catholics and Jews saw themselves as the true inheritors of the ideals of religious
tolerance and republicanism that were attributed to the Pilgrims and Puritans, and
each claimed Thanksgiving as their own invention. In 1889, Irish journalist John
Boyle O'Reilly was asked to read his poem, "The Pilgrim's Fathers," at the dedication
in Plymouth, signaling to the Irish community that they had gained acceptance.
Source: Leon H. Abdalian, "National Monument of the Forefathers, Plymouth,
Mass." Digital Commonwealth.



"ADOPTING THE YANKEE PAST AS THEIR OwN"

Circle, Arbeter Ring (1903), provided labor advocacy and cultural
programming for Yiddish-speaking socialists. The Young Men’s Hebrew
Association (YMHA, 1874) and its ladies’ auxiliary (1902) helped bridge
the divide between the immigrant and American-born generations, teaching
English, civics, American history, Jewish culture, and Hebrew, advocating
Americanism in “a distinctly Jewish manner” to uplift the community.'®

VARIETIES OF ETHNIC NATIONALISM

Ethnic nationalism, despite its controversies, was pivotal in both
communities, creating both unity and division. Boston was a center of
Irish nationalist activity in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Revolutionary groups such as the Fenian Brotherhood and, later, Clan na
Gael, attracted broad support among working-class immigrants who saw the
fight for Irish independence as a continuation of their own struggle for dignity
in America. Home Rule, with its parliamentary strategy, and the support of
prominent nationalists such as Patrick A. Collins and John Boyle O’Reilly,
was more appealing to middle-class Irish Americans seeking respectability.
The Irish in Boston played a central role in transatlantic fundraising for
various Irish causes, including the Irish National Land League (1879-1882),
the 1916 Easter Rising, and the Irish War of Independence (1919-1921).”

Zionist ideals took longer to gain traction among Boston’s fractured
Jewish community. Modern political Zionism—the movement to create a
Jewish homeland in Palestine—developed in response to a rising climate of
antisemitism in Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
In the North End and East Boston, Lithuanian Jews created at least three
“Zionistically inclined” cultural groups with Zionist leanings by 1891,
including B’nai Zion and B’noth Zion. Over the next several years, inspired
by Theodore Herzl’s influential 1896 treatise, Der Judenstaar (The Jewish
State), and the success of the first Zionist Congress (1897), Boston Jews
formed various societies dedicated to the Hebrew language, fundraising, and
Jewish self-determination. Still, many Reform Jews argued that Zionism went
against integration, while some immigrants saw America—not Palestine—as
their “promised land.” Jewish Socialists varied in their views: groups like
the Labor Bund and the Workmen’s Circle (1900) worked for social justice
within existing societies, whereas Poale Zion (1903) promoted a socialist
Jewish state in Palestine.

By 1905, rising antisemitism brought new immigrants to swell the Zionist
ranks. In addition, emerging leaders like Herzl’s former secretary, Jacob de
Haas, editor of the English-language newspaper, 7he Jewish Advocate (1905),
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and Horace Kallen of Harvard’s Menorah Society (1913), expanded Zionism’s
reach beyond the immigrant generation, gaining support from prominent
secular Jews like labor lawyer Louis D. Brandeis (1856-1941). By World War
I, Boston emerged as a center of American Zionism, linking local activism to
the global campaign for Jewish self-determination.'®

These efforts deepened ethnic consciousness and provided a counterpoint
to narratives of assimilation that demanded exclusive loyalty to the United
States. Irish Americans saw no conflict between their American and Irish
loyalties. As Collins remarked, “Ireland to us is father and mother, and
America is the wife,” signifying the love they bore their homeland even as
they attached themselves to their new country. Even so, they invested much
time refuting nativist attacks. In the debut issue of his Democratic newspaper,
The Republic (March 1882), Patrick Maguire refuted the charge of divided
allegiances, arguing an Irishman had a duty to free Ireland and other “down-
trodden” countries, thus proving himself “not only a good Irishman but a
good American.””

Emulating their Irish neighbors, Zionist Jews became more assertive in
invoking American symbols and values in their cause. At the Federation of
American Zionists’ 1903 meeting held at Faneuil Hall, President Richard
Gottheil compared the Puritans’ sanctuary in Boston to a Jewish homeland
in Palestine. “What the Puritans established on a ‘grand scale,” he argued,
Zionists hoped to “accomplish on a very small one.” As the leader of American
Zionism by 1915, Brandeis equated Jewish Zionism to Irish American
support for Home Rule, arguing that both showed allegiance to American
values. “Loyalty to America demands rather that each American Jew become
a Zionist,” he insisted. This language reframed Zionism, portraying it as
representing a dual, not divided, loyalty—the ability to be both staunchly
Jewish and deeply American.?

The ethnic press’ reporting on community events was vital to developing
group consciousnessand civic engagement. Boston’s Irish Catholic community
had several long-running English-language newspapers, including 7he Boston
Pilot (1829-present), The Republic (1882-1925), and The Sacred Heart Review
(1888-1918), which promoted Catholic values, Irish culture and nationalism,
and Democratic Party loyalty while fighting against nativist attacks. The
Jewish community was supported by a range of newspapers in both English
and Yiddish. English-language publications, including Rabbi Schindler’s
Hebrew Observer (1883-1886) and The Jewish Advocate (1902— 2020), and
Yiddish-language papers such as the socialist weekly Der Emes (1895-1896),
the Boston Yiddish American (1908-1928), Der Bostoner Idishe Shtime (The
Boston Jewish Voice, 1913—1916), and Idisher Fibrer Boston (The Jewish Leader,
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1913-1926), offered platforms for discussions of Zionism, labor rights,
religious practice, and antisemitism. By covering their participation in local
holiday events, the ethnic press highlighted how Irish Catholics and Jews
engaged in civic life and adopted American values.”

“THE TRUE DEFENDERS OF THE PILGRIM’S REPUBLICAN
LEGACY”

Irish Catholic and Jewish leaders leveraged these networks to cultivate
ethnoreligious identity within the context of Americanism, encouraging their
communities to connect to their adopted city. The centennial celebrations of
1875-1876 had awakened a new appreciation for America’s revolutionary past
and the role Boston played in the nation’s founding. Its success prompted
a new interest in genealogy and a Colonial Revival movement to save
landmarks of historical significance, many of which, such as Paul Revere’s
house in the North End, had deteriorated in a neighborhood now dominated
by Jewish and Italian immigrants. The Brahmin founders of the Society for
the Preservation of New England Antiquities worked to make the house “a
constant incentive to patriotic citizenship” and a monument to “acceptable
Yankee values.”*

Yet as Irish Catholics and Jews gained political power and economic
influence, they pushed back against this Anglo-Saxon narrative, insisting
that they were the “true defenders of the Pilgrims’ republican legacy.” John
Boyle O’Reilly and other editors of the Pilot, for example, loved to discuss
“the decay of the Puritan stock” in the region. In 1889, O’Reilly was asked
to write an original poem to read at the dedication of Plymouth’s Pilgrim
Monument, thus representing the Irish arrival in “the land of the Pilgrims and
Puritans.” He celebrated the Pilgrims’ legacy of religious liberty, arguing that
their heritage belonged to newer arrivals: “The past is theirs, the future ours;
and we must learn and teach.” Rabbi Fleischer agreed, declaring in a 1906
sermon that later immigrants, due to their “intelligent” understanding of
democracy, “are more truly Americans than those who have descended from
the Mayflower.” Jewish author Mary Antin similarly wrote, “the average
immigrant of to-day, like the immigrant of 1620, comes to build a civilized
home under a civilized government.”*

To dispute Brahmin genealogists’ claims of exclusive founding-father
status, Irish and Jewish elites developed rival chronicles emphasizing their
contributions in the region. In Israelites in Boston (1888), a fundraiser for the
Leopold Morse Home for Infirm Hebrews and Orphanage, Rabbi Schindler
outlined the “glorious” (albeit short) history of the city’s Jewish pioneers. “Not
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fifty years have passed since the very first Jewish settlers arrived in Boston
and formed a congregation,” he noted, “and now behold the development!”
Similarly, James Bernard Cullen’s 7he Story of the Irish in Boston (1889)
chronicled the “generations of Irishmen [who] have made their home in
Boston.” Those early settlers were not all “hewers of wood and drawers of
water,” he argued; the “self-reliant and brainy Irishman” numbered among
the most “dignified” professionals and businessmen.?*

These ethnic elites also established the “non-sectarian” American Jewish
Historical Society (AJHS, 1892) and the American Irish Historical Society
(AIHS, 1897) to counter rising anti-immigrant sentiment and document
their history in America. In their journals and the ethnic press, researchers
cited evidence of Irish and Jews in Puritan Boston, including Anthony
Hancock, an ancestor of John Hancock who came from County Down in
1681, and a Sephardic Dutch Jewish merchant, Solomon Franco, who landed
briefly in the city in 1649. They also waxed poetic about George Washington’s
tributes to Irish soldiers in the Continental Army and Abraham Lincoln’s
praise of Jewish contributions during the Civil War. They cited ethnic heroes’
commitment to American ideals. Judas Maccabaeus was the “Washington
of ancient Israel”; his brothers, Simon and Jonathan, “made together the
Abraham Lincoln of their age.” The devotion to liberty shown by Irish rebel
martyr Robert Emmet paralleled that of Washington, and their shared spirit
was embodied in Irish Americans.”

This type of rhetoric was also used to emphasize shared values on
patriotic holidays. Thanksgiving, a long-standing New England tradition,
achieved national recognition during the Civil War, and the late 1800s saw
the popularization of the Pilgrim myth. |==
While acknowledging the Puritan roots FESTWE WEEK,
of the nonsectarian holiday, the ethnic
press embraced its themes, viewing it as | Boaton Jews Have Their
a means of civic integration in Boston. Own Thanksgiving,
The Sacred Heart Review noted that the e g
Ca‘jlogc (glmr‘:h’s emphazlis ‘in tha{:kfing 250 Annlversary of “Landing of
God for blessings existed “long before ;

Puritanism was thought of.” Both Jacob Habrows to Ba Obsorvet
de Haas’s Advocate and Ezekiel Leavitts | mie most smportant event in Jewisn

. . . history in this country will be the cele-
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thanks originated from the Jewish harvest |America, wnicn wili bve observed
. .. Thanksgiving week throughout this
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many impoverished immigrants did not have. As writer Morris Winchevsky
observed in 1895 in 7he Truth, his Yiddish newspaper connected with the
Jewish section of Boston’s Socialist Labor Party, “In America, people thank
God that this year wasn’t worse than the last.”*

Columbus Day, first observed in 1892, allowed Catholics and Jews
to contribute to an alternative American origin story to Thanksgiving. A
popular Irish assertion was that the Itralian Catholic Christopher Columbus
had Irish crew members, while Jews speculated on his Jewish financiers
in Spain. Catholics and Jews took part in Boston’s commemoration of
the 400th anniversary of Columbus’ voyage to America, which included
concerts, orations, and the unveiling of a Columbus statue outside Holy
Cross Cathedral. The day’s highlight was a parade of 20,000 marchers from
Irish, Italian, and Portuguese parishes and societies. Four hundred B’nai
Zion members joined them, proudly carrying both the Stars and Stripes and
the “flag of Judah,” designed by member Jacob Askowith. This standard,
containing a blue Star of David on a field of white with two horizontal stripes
of blue, was “the first of its kind ever seen in Boston” and became one of the
models for the Zionist flag.”

George A. Scigliano, an Iralian American community leader in the
North End, worked with neighborhood boss John Fitzgerald and other Irish
politicians, along with the Knights of Columbus, in a cross-ethnic effort
to make Columbus Day an ofhicial state holiday. Finally approved in 1910,
the first official state-sponsored parade included 40,000 marchers from
various faiths, reviewed by various dignitaries in the Back Bay. In 1911,
Mayor Fitzgerald led the procession, stopping at the grandstand to lead an
impromptu singing of “America,” followed by three cheers for “Boston.” Later
celebrations included a 1915 mass meeting organized by the Roxbury Ladies
Bikur Cholim Society, founders of Boston’s Jewish Memorial Hospital.
Despite backlash from some Yankee leaders who viewed the state holiday
as an Irish power grab, Columbus Day became an important tradition,
especially for Italian Americans, who embraced it as a heritage day akin to
St. Patrick’s Day.?®

The ultimate day to show the compatibility of Irish Catholic and Jewish
patriotism was the Fourth of July. Boston’s official Fourth of July observances
took place at Faneuil Hall, the symbolic “cradle of liberty,” featuring a prayer
by a local clergyman, the reading of the Declaration of Independence, and an
oration. In a show of ecumenism, Mayor Josiah Quincy invited Rev. Denis
O’Callaghan, pastor of St. Augustine’s Catholic Church in South Boston, to
give the oration in 1898. Fr. O’Callaghan spoke on “Religion and Patriotism:
The Basis of the Republic,” in which he extolled Catholic loyalties to America
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and referenced “the impressions and associations of home,” including the
“hallowed and historic spots, a Lexington, a Bunker Hill, where heroes
fought and bled.””

In 1915, Mayor James M. Curley invited Louis Brandeis to speak—the
first time a Jew was asked—in honor of the Federation of American Zionists’
convention in Boston that week. Comparing the struggles of Palestine’s
Jewish “pilgrim fathers” with the English settlers at Plymouth, Brandeis
noted, “Zionism is the Pilgrim inspiration and impulse over again.” Their
descendants “should not find it hard to understand and sympathize with
it.” Days before, Mayor Curley had welcomed the convention delegates,
emphasizing Boston’s historical role as the birthplace of liberty, making it
the ideal place for their convention to address a similar issue. He compared
American Zionist aspirations with Irish American support for Irish Home
Rule, asserting that neither undermined American loyalties. Echoing this
theme of dual patriotism, Jewish women organized a “Zion Flower Day” on
the Fourth and other American holidays to assist Jewish settlers in Palestine
during World War I, comparing it to Passover, the Jewish day of liberation.*

Working-class immigrants had little interest in municipal exercises or
orations that lauded freedom and equality. Instead, the “boisterous” Fourth
was a well-earned day of leisure, full of excursions, field days, and outdoor
events at neighborhood parks that combined ethnic cultural activities with
American pastimes. The Knights of Zion Battalion held their annual picnic
at Roxbury’s Armory Grove, which they draped with American and Zionist
flags, featuring a blue Star of David on a field of white. The band played
patriotic and Jewish tunes while members competed in footraces and baseball,
sometimes against rival Irish and Italian clubs. At Irish events, folk dancers
shared the floor with couples doing the latest cakewalks. AOH Division 72’s
seventh annual “monster field day” in 1916 attracted 20,000 people to watch
Gaelic football and hurling matches featuring teams with Irish nationalist
names, including the “Napper Tandys,” “Wolfe Tones,” and “Emmets.”!

Boston’s trade and industrial unions also sponsored events on the Fourth
of July, but their major celebrations were on Labor Day and May Day.
Trade and craft unions embraced Labor Day (a federal holiday since 1894),
while socialists and industrial unions favored May Day (never officially
recognized); each strove for workers’ rights and claimed to be the “true heirs
of the American republican tradition.” Union parades featured workers
donning uniforms, carrying trade tools, and demonstrating their crafts on
floats. Banners displayed slogans such as “A Fair Day’s Work for a Fair Day’s
Pay” and “Harmony Prevails,” aiming to showcase the power of organized
labor to business owners, politicians, and potential new members.**
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Massachusetts was among the earliest states to recognize Labor Day in
1887, and Irish labor leaders in the Central Labor Union helped organize
its parades, which often featured tens of thousands of workers, including
unions of teamsters, builders, shoemakers, and telephone operators. May
Day, although described by socialists as the “true holiday of labor,” rarely saw
demonstrations in Boston until the early twentieth century. Even then, there
were only a few thousand participants, primarily socialist leaders from various
backgrounds, along with Lettish (Latvian), Yiddish, and Irish industrial
unions. May Day’s strong ties to “un-American” radicalism became more
controversial during World War I, and in 1919, tensions erupted when the
parade escalated into a riot between workers and police.*

Concerns about radical influences among the immigrant working class
led middle-class ethnic leaders to highlight their American patriotism during
notable anniversaries, such as the 1905 sesquicentennial of Jewish settlement
in America and the 1908 centennial of the Archdiocese of Boston. The
public acknowledgement of these milestones illustrated the resilience of their
religious and cultural identities across generations despite discrimination and
societal change, as well as their contributions to America. Most importantly,
they allowed ethnic leaders the opportunity to present their group’s image in
alignment with their own vision.*

In November 1905, Boston’s community of 45,000 Jews participated
in the 250th anniversary of Jewish settlement at Dutch New Amsterdam.
Similar to New York’s national celebration, it stressed both the long history
of Jews in America and their accomplishments in Boston. Event organizers
promoted the event’s collaborative and patriotic themes, hoping it would
“aid greatly” in “uniting the Jewish people of New England.” To show this
community spirit, the Advocate called for “every Jewish window” to display
the American flag—that “visible and beautiful emblem of citizenship.”®

The anniversary also provided a unifying forum for Jews to rally financial
support for the victims of the second Kishinev Pogrom, which occurred
after the failed Russian Revolution in October of 1905. Speakers at events
such as those organized by Yiddish Socialist labor organizations and Zionist
clubs hailed America as a sanctuary for Jews and called for donations to help
their fellow Jews. Archbishop Williams, for example, sent a contribution to a
relief fund for refugees from the Russian pogroms, accompanied by a letter
excoriating “such crimes against human rights and national justice.”*

The highlight of the week’s festivities was a Thanksgiving gala held
at Faneuil Hall—a location chosen for its symbolic linkage to the city’s
revolutionary past. “We have gathered here tonight,” presiding officer Lee
M. Friedman declared to the audience, which included local dignitaries,
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politicians, and clergy of various faith groups, “to testify to the undying
loyalty and altruistic patriotism of the Jewish citizens to the great American
ideals of liberty and democracy.” Jews were not “adopted children in an
alien land,” he noted, but “part and parcel of the American body politic.”
His address chronicled the Jewish role in America, from Columbus’ letter
to his “Jewish friend” and benefactor, the Spanish royal treasurer Louis de
Santangel, announcing his discovery of America, to the settlement of Jews
in the Spanish provinces “almost a hundred years before the Pilgrims landed
at Plymouth.” Civic leaders also gave laudatory speeches. Governor-elect
Curtis Guild commended Jews as “loyal and faithful citizens,” who “have
shared willingly” in America’s trials “from the days of the Revolution until
the present time.””

Three years later, in October 1908, the Archdiocese of Boston observed its
centenary in a week-long celebration. The events, which included daily masses,
elite banquets, and vast outdoor meetings, emphasized the demographic
strength and influence of the city’s Catholic community, particularly its Irish
element, which numbered 225,000 in 1900—40% of the population. As a
visible signifier of this growth, Catholics wore centenary badges and decorated
their homes and businesses with flags and the cross. At the opening mass
at Holy Cross Cathedral, Archbishop O’Connell noted how far Catholics
had come since the arrival of impoverished Irish immigrants decades before.
Today, this son of working-class Irish immigrants from Lowell declared
triumphantly, “The Puritan has passed; the Catholic remains. The city where
a century ago he came unwanted, he has made his own.”*

The main event was a 39,000-man procession of archdiocesan Holy
Name Societies through the Back Bay and South End toward the cathedral,
demonstrating the “great growth” of the church in Boston. Along with the
“conspicuous” presence of hundreds of American flags, the marchers waved
green Irish banners and white and yellow papal flags in a public proclamation
of their American, Irish, and Catholic loyalties. In the Globe’s reporting,
the parade of men, in their “neat and careful” dress of black suits and
neckties, “looked like what it was, a body of American citizens,” illustrating a
newfound confidence in their acceptance. Although the Pilot reported some
residents along the parade route closed their doors, others, including Jewish
department-store owner Abraham Shuman and former Mayor Thomas
Norton Hart, “opened their doors wide” and invited people to watch on
their porches.”

As during the Jewish anniversary, community leaders published
congratulatory letters in the Boston Globe. Congregationalist’s editor Albert
E. Dunning praised Catholic efforts in caring for parishioners, while Rabbi
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Eichler spoke of the parallels between Irish and Jewish progress and their
neighborly relations. Charles Parkhurst, editor of the Methodist Zion’s
Herald, noted that as a Protestant, he could “never accept nor justify” the
Catholic teachings, but he applauded Catholic patriotism and charity in
caring for “the immigrant hordes” who were “a serious menace to peace and
safety.” Such faint praise reminded Catholics that full acceptance was still
distant.*

“NONE ARE PROUDER OF HER HEROES OF THE
REVOLUTION”

Despite opposition from the Brahmin elite, Irish and Jewish leaders
persisted in emphasizing their claims to New England’s revolutionary
heritage. Mayors Fitzgerald and Curley, for example, used “big gestures,
grandiose schemes,” and “histrionic ethnic baiting” to connect to their large
immigrant voting bases. Fitzgerald argued that “Boston’s descent into self-
centered greed had begun with the ‘lords of the loom’ and the ‘lords of the
long wharf’ of the mid-nineteenth century,” ignoring the “aspirations of the
young Irish, Italians, Jews, and Frenchmen in our midst.” In 1907, during
his first term as mayor, Fitzgerald founded Old Home Week, a celebration
of Boston’s history—especially its immigrant element. “None are prouder of
her heroes of the Revolution, or her statesmen and poets of a later day,” he
declared. Curley insisted “there was an Irishman at the bottom of everything
American,” claiming that Miles Standish was an Irishman hired by the
Pilgrims, and the Revolution began not at Lexington and Concord, but at
Portsmouth, New Hampshire by an Irish raiding party. Such taunts goaded
Brahmins and persuaded immigrants that “Boston was really their city and
that its government belonged to them.™!

While the entire nation celebrated federal patriotic holidays, three
regional holidays commemorated Boston’s role in the Revolution: Patriots’
Day, commemorating the Battle of Lexington and Concord on April 19,
1775; Bunker Hill Day, marking colonial determination in the wake of
Britain’s costly victory at Charlestown on June 17, 1775; and Evacuation
Day, celebrating the end of Britain’s siege of Boston on March 17, 1776. These
holiday events, frequently organized by municipal leaders and community
organizations, became “hallmarks of neighborhood identity,” featuring
traditions passed down through generations of residents. This era saw Irish
Catholics, Jews, and other groups assume control of commemorative events,
establishing their place in the city while shaping the narrative of what it
meant to be American.*
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COMMEMORATING PATRIOTS’ DAY (APRIL 1775)

Throughout the nineteenth century, groups in the Greater Boston area
commemorated the Battle of Lexington and Concord, made famous by
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem “Paul Revere’s Ride” (1860). Yet
Patriots’ Day only became a holiday in 1894, when the state legislature passed
a bill introduced by then-Congressman John F. Fitzgerald designating it as
an “anniversary of the birth of Liberty and Union” to replace the traditional
Puritan Fasting Day. It soon became a popular local holiday with city
employees and schoolchildren enjoying a day off from work and school. In
1897, the Boston Athletic Association established the Boston Marathon on
Patriots’ Day to acknowledge the links between the Greek and American
struggles for liberty.*

Boston’s Irish and Jewish communities saw Patriots’ Day as representing
shared ideals of freedom and self-determination in America and their
homelands. For the Irish, the holiday served as a reminder of their long-
standing opposition to British rule, drawing parallels between the role Irish
soldiers played in the battle and Ireland’s own struggle for independence.
Although Yankees refused to acknowledge Irish contributions, with one
orator during the centennial celebration referring to them as immigrants
with no connection to the battle, Irish societies highlighted their service on
every occasion. Speakers at the American Irish Historical Society’s banquet
in 1900, for example, compared Ireland’s rebels to the Minutemen, who both
fought to free their countries from “the yoke of England.” Patriots’ Day also
served as a surrogate for St. Patrick’s Day for some suburban AOH branches,
who held their parades in April to avoid clashing with Boston’s celebrations
on March 17. 4

With no ancestral ties to the battle, Jews celebrated Patriots’ Day as a
reaffirmation of their presence in Boston, celebrating the promise of liberty
that had drawn them to America. Events such as the Hebrew Women’s Sewing
Society’s yearly children’s party with its “elevating and instructive” tableaus
about the battle sought to impress “our fellow citizens.” Jews also compared
the holiday to Passover, their “glorious Independence day”—especially after
1903, when it coincided with the first Kishinev Pogrom in Russia. In Boston,
as elsewhere, Jews met to protest the massacre, celebrate America’s victory
against Russian oppression, and collect relief funds. For example, the Sons
and Daughters of Zion hosted a fundraising ball for 7he Maccabaean, the
Federation of American Zionists' new monthly journal, emphasizing the
movement’s similarity to the American Revolution. In 1906, the Federation
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of Jewish Organizations of Massachusetts held a “representative Jewish
gathering” at Tremont Temple to celebrate Patriots’ Day and mark the third
anniversary of Kishinev—the “first public demonstration in honor of a state
holiday by the Jewish people,” as the Jewish Voice noted. Jewish community
leaders, Governor Guild, and Mayor Fitzgerald spoke about the duties of
citizenship, condemned the immigration restriction bills being debated in
Congress, and praised Jews’ love for their country. De Haas, for example,
pointed out that while Jews “had been patriots for centuries,” they had never
been given the opportunity to prove it until coming to America.”

Irish and Jewish civic groups also celebrated Patriots’ Day by hosting “New
Voter” festivals. The 1903 event, for example, organized by Mayor Collins,
Louis Brandeis, Rabbi Fleischer, and Governor Guild, urged immigrants to
use their “keen Yankee common sense” to avoid the “bribe-giver” and “bribe-
taker.” At a 1916 event, the South End’s Hebrew Citizens Club stressed “civic
righteousness,” arguing that “the ignorant and illiterate voter is an easy catch
for the politician.™®

COMMEMORATING BUNKER HILL DAY (JUNE 17)

The Battle of Bunker Hill occurred in June 1775, two months after
Lexington and Concord. Although a British victory, it showcased the colonial
militia’s tenacity, raising morale and advancing the cause of independence. The
first parade commemorating the battle was in 1786, but major celebrations
did not begin until 1825, when the Marquis de Lafayette laid the cornerstone
for a monument on neighboring Breed’s Hill, where the actual fighting took
place, accompanied by a speech by Senator Daniel Webster. Completed in
1843, the granite obelisk was financed through the Bunker Hill Monument
Association, a women’s fair, and individual donors, with significant financial
support from Jewish philanthropist Judah Touro (1775-1854). Touro had
apprenticed in the North End home of his uncle, merchant Moses Michael
Hayes, a compatriot of Paul Revere. Newspapers published Touro’s donation
despite his request for anonymity. At the monument’s opening, Oliver
Wendell Holmes recited a poem in honor of Touro and his fellow donor,
textile industrialist Amos Lawrence.”

Peoplelargely forgot about Touro’s donation until the 1890s, when Boston’s
Jewish elite began researching Jewish involvement in the Revolution. Jews of
diverse backgrounds pointed to Touro as evidence of Boston’s acceptance
of Jews and their contributions to the city, including Lithuanian Jew David
A. Lourie (a Massachusetts Superior Court Judge) in his Bunker Hill Day
oration in 1925. The holiday also became a “second Passover” for Eastern
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BIG DAY COMING,

June 17 Bunker Hill Will be
Greatly Honored.

Two Anniversaries, the Battle and the
Dedication of Monumgpt.

Oharlestown Oitizens Intend to Surpass
All Previous Efforts.

Historic Seventeenth of June, this year is
to be celebrated by more than the usual
pomp and ceremony.

It i1s not only the 118th anniversary of

the battle of Bunker Hill, but it is also the
60th anniversary of the completion of |
Bunker Hill monument, an event made
famous by the dedicatory speech delivered
on that occasion by the greatest of Ameri-
can orators, Daniel Webster.

Above: 1907 print, Bunker Hill.

Left: Jewish philanthropist
Judah Touro (1775-1854) was
one of the primary donors who
helped complete the Bunker Hill
Monument in 1843. Boston Globe,
Apr. 7, 1893.
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European Jewish immigrants, similar to Patriots’ Day, marking their exodus
from the Russian Empire.*

Acceptance of immigrants did not come overnight, however. For decades,
the Yankee-led Bunker Hill Monument Association organized celebrations,
culminating in the 1875 centennial, which included morning concerts,
afternoon parades, and evening banquets. To counter attempts to downplay
Irish Revolutionary War service on “Lexington Day” that year, and given
Charlestown’s history of nativism, especially the infamous 1834 burning of
the Ursuline Convent and Academy, the Charitable Irish Society ensured
that Irish contributions at Bunker Hill were not overlooked. Gaining an
accurate account of the Irish soldiers who died in the battle became a priority
over the next several decades. The American Irish Historical Society annually
honored them with a wreath-laying and tributes to their bravery, while the
Catholic Literary Union celebrated them with a yearly banquet at their
Monument Square home.*

The Irish had settled in Charlestown for decades, attracted by employment
opportunities at the docks, the shipyard, and manufacturing. The 1880s saw
them become a powerful political and economic force in the neighborhood.
As one of the city’s most recognizable Irish enclaves, Charlestown boasted
notable residents, including journalist and Irish nationalist John Boyle
O’Reilly. The Irish embraced Bunker Hill Day, using it to showcase both their
American pride and Irish heritage. As Michael Musuraca argues, it became
a “celebration of the neighborhood called Charlestown, its people and their
heritage, as well as the glory of their adopted nation.” In 1890, for example,
members of AOH Division 5 (reputed to be the first in the state), which
included several Civil War veterans, marched to St. Francis de Sales Church
on Bunker Hill Street, where Father James Supple addressed allegations of
nativism against the Irish. “We are here today where we belong,” he declared.
“This glorious hill, this flag is ours, for we have done our part to preserving
both.”°

Key celebrations for Charlestown’s largely working-class population—
street fairs, open houses, bonfires, and fireworks—occurred on the eve and
morning of the holiday. Various Irish groups, including the AOH, the “Bunker
Hill” Knights of Columbus Council, the Bunker Hill Guards, the O’Reilly
Cadets, and various Irish nationalist groups, marched in the annual military
and civic parades alongside Protestant societies and uniformed militia of
Eastern European Jewish, Italian, and Portuguese immigrants, as well as Boy
Scout troops, mounted police, veterans, and politicians. The highlight was
the morning carnival parades, featuring troupes of men in fancy dress, such
as the Druids, a group out of the waterfront “Point” neighborhood in the
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By the late 19th century, Irish Catholics were a powerful demographic and
political presence in Charlestown. They embraced Bunker Hill Day as a
celebration of pride in their Irish and American heritage. Some Yankees
were not happy about this takeover, as indicated by this “Paddy O'Bunker”
cartoon with its derogatory depictions of the Irish. (Paddy O'Bunker, n.d.,
courtesy of the Charlestown Historical Society. Note: The cartoon's date
and provenance could not be verified. CHS believes it was received from
the Massachusetts Historical Society, but researchers there have no record

of it.)
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Irish World (New York, NY), March 19, 1892

The captions read: St. Patrick's Day in Ireland A.D. 441. St. Patrick's Day
in (Boston) America A.D. 1776. In Ireland St. Patrick is shown banishing
the serpent of “paganism,” while in Boston he is depicted as a Patriot leader
defeating “English tyranny.” (p. 1)

S8T. PATRICK'S DAY IN (BOSTON) AMERIOA, A D, I7TR

441

ET. PATRICES DAY IN IRELAND, A D,
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1880s. The Sacred Heart Review often commented on the day’s rowdiness,
noting that it beat “the Fourth in noise, drunkenness, and hoodlumism.”
Editors protested, “This isn’t patriotism, it’s pandemonium!” Middle-class
leaders sought to impose order on these celebrations; in the early twentieth
century the city funded events run by neighborhood politicians and teachers.
As on the Fourth of July, patriotic exercises and baseball mingled with Irish
dancing, Gaelic football, and hurling.”!

COMMEMORATING EVACUATION DAY (MARCH 17)

Evacuation Day, the third holiday focusing on Boston’s Revolutionary
War role, celebrates the British army’s withdrawal from the city on March
17, 1776, after a protracted siege. Because it coincided with St. Patrick’s Day,
it became a dual celebration for the Irish in the city, honoring both their

St. Patrick's Day in America (1872) by John Reid

Source: Library of Congress
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homeland and their adopted city. Evacuation Day also held special meaning
because the siege ended when General Washington fortified Dorchester
Heights in South Boston—a heavily Irish neighborhood by the late nineteenth
century. According to tradition, Washington’s orders called for the password,
“Boston,” and its response, “St. Patrick.” And as British troops departed, the
American military band played “St. Patrick’s Day in the Morning.” The Irish
elite, as they did during Bunker Hill Day and Patriots’ Day, paid special
tribute to key Irish figures involved in the Siege—namely Brigadier General
John Sullivan and General Henry Knox, who successfully relocated British
cannons to bolster the siege. This narrative reinforced South Boston’s shared
Irish and American heritage. “What had happened on Dorchester Heights in
1776,” they hoped, “would one day, come true in Ireland.”*

Long celebrated as the “Irish Fourth of July,” St. Patrick’s Day showcased
Irish cultural pride and American patriotism, as evidenced by veterans,
politicians, and schoolchildren parading proudly behind both flags across the
nation. The Irish Charitable Society held the first St. Patrick’s Day celebration
in British North America and, by the late 1800s, attracted a diverse range of
politicians and citizens to its annual banquet. Officers praised the society’s
distinguished history, stressing its members’ contribution to nearly every
important Boston event since its founding. St. Patrick’s Day celebrations
highlighted joint connections to Ireland and America, often concluding
with a toast to “the land we left and the land we live in.” Common themes
included those of exile and homesickness for Ireland, hopes for her eventual
freedom, excoriation of the British, expressions of loyalty to their adopted
country, praise for those Irish who had fought in America’s wars, and prayers
for the Catholic Church.”

In 1876, the city held its first official Evacuation Day commemoration.
Emphasizing the day’s duality, planning committee member and city
alderman Hugh O’Brien boasted that it allowed the Irish community to “link
their heritage to Americanness.” Patrick Collins, newly elected president of
the Charitable Irish Society, expanded on this theme at that year’s banquet,
“It has been hinted that with so much affection for Ireland we cannot be
devotedly American. Let there be no misconception as to divided allegiance .
.. We are Irish-Americans: true to the old land and true to the new.” Even so,
while marchers in the St. Patrick’s Day parade highlighted the dual nature
of the day, Yankee speakers at Evacuation Day celebrations avoided any
mention of the Irish feast day.**

Irish American mayors and the Irish-controlled South Boston Citizens
Association progressively took over the parade, incorporating Irish elements
to emphasize both the American and Irish revolutionary traditions it
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celebrated. These actions prompted resistance from some Brahmins. In 1892,
for example, when Irish municipal officials closed the Boston Public Library
on March 17, Brahmin writer Thomas Bailey Aldrich quipped, “Columbus
didn’t discover America; Patrick did. He is in full defiant possession now, his
colors waving everywhere, “The Grane above The Red’—white, and blue.”

By the 1890s city workers and school children commonly received the day
off, a practice that Progressive reformers protested as an Irish political ploy.
For the 125th anniversary in 1901, Mayor Collins and the association moved
the parade to South Boston, after plans were announced to build a monument
at Dorchester Heights (a 115-foot tall marble tower, completed in 1902).
Residents along the route festooned their homes in Irish and American flags
and opened them to visitors—a tradition that continues today. Clubs played
Irish and American games in the afternoon, followed by band concerts and
fireworks in the evening. In 1904, seventy AOH divisions marched on St.
Patrick’s Day for the first time in twelve years alongside the city procession.
The joint parade drew a massive crowd, causing the Republic to declare, “the
Celtic element is the element that counts in this city.”

Although March 17 belonged primarily to the Irish in Boston, other
groups participated in the festivities. To the city’s Jewish community,
Evacuation Day, like Patriots’ Day and Bunker Hill Day, embodied liberty
and self-determination. As they became more involved in the city’s political
and social fabric, Jewish leaders, business owners, and civic organizations
took part in public commemorations, viewing them as opportunities to affirm
their American identity and solidarity with other immigrant groups. Jewish
politicians, such as Leopold and Godfrey Morse, were regular attendees at
the Charitable Irish Society banquet, while Rabbi Solomon Schindler was
the principal orator at the 1905 Evacuation Day ceremony in Dorchester
Heights. Jewish organizations also marched in the city parade each year.>

CONCLUSION

In a 1989 Boston Globe article, historian Thomas N. Brown highlighted
the profound role of history in Boston, pointing to landmarks like the
Bunker Hill Monument as a unifying symbol that created common bonds
among Yankees, Irish, Jews, and other groups. He argued that the inclusive
ideals of the American Revolution allowed the city’s immigrant groups to
claim its legacy as their own. Thus, Boston’s history “belonged to them as
much as anyone.”’

With their public participation on civic patriotic holidays, Irish Catholic

and Jewish immigrants, along with their American-born descendants,
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claimed their inheritance of New England’s colonial and revolutionary
past. Ethnic leaders linked their histories of oppression and resilience to the
broader narrative of liberty and self-determination, framing their cultural and
religious values as complementary to American patriotism. Irish Catholics,
with their long history of military service, saw their celebrations of Bunker
Hill Day and Evacuation Day as affirmations of their role in shaping the
nation and their birthright as residents of Charlestown and South Boston.
Jewish leaders emphasized themes of religious and national freedom on
Patriots’ Day and Thanksgiving. These celebrations, along with milestones
such as the anniversary of Jewish settlement in America and the centennial
of the Boston archdiocese, promoted messages of tolerance and inclusion,
despite ongoing anti-immigrant sentiment.

These holidays served as moments of unity, where Irish Catholics and
Jews engaged with the wider public to honor New England’s past, but they
were also platforms for negotiation, where Yankee elites sought to preserve
cultural dominance while ethnic groups strove to claim their share of the
American story. They also reflected tensions between middle-class ethnic
leaders shaping a refined group image and working-class immigrants asserting
their own concerns. Thus, while celebratory, events often carried a defensive
tone, illustrated by the frequent mention of the display of American flags at
Irish Catholic and Jewish gatherings that underscored their frustration that
their loyalty continued to be questioned. Jews honored the flag “on every
possible occasion,” the Advocate avowed, while the Pilor reminded readers
that Catholics had already proven their patriotism “with their very heart’s
blood.”® Examining these events provides insight into Boston’s evolving
identity and the broader ethnic American experience. The tension between
assimilation and cultural distinctiveness shaped not only Irish Catholic
and Jewish communities but also national debates on immigration and
belonging. As their numbers, economic power, and political awareness grew,
these groups leveraged their public celebrations of the region’s colonial and
revolutionary past to highlight shared struggles against oppression, their
commitment to democracy, and their contributions to their adopted land.
By embracing and reshaping traditions once dominated by Yankee elites,
they secured their place in New England’s historical and social fabric, thus
expanding the definition of what it meant to be a “true” Bostonian—and, by
extension, a true American.

By World War I, Irish Catholic and Jewish holiday celebrations reflected
growing confidence in their place in Boston and ongoing defensiveness
about their patriotism. Rejecting accusations of “hyphenated Americanism,”
thousands of Irish and Jewish Bostonians served in the military and on
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the home front and continued to advocate for Irish nationalist and Zionist
causes. By the war’s end, although anxieties remained, leaders felt these
efforts had boosted their image in Boston and beyond—especially the Irish.
Recognizing the power of shared revolutionary history, Irish leader Eamon
De Valera launched his 1919 U.S. fundraising tour in Boston. At the Bunker
Hill Monument, he linked the American and Irish struggles for freedom,
declaring that just as Charlestown’s defeat had led to America’s victory at
Yorktown, so too would Ireland’s setbacks lead to its own independence.*
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Fleischmann's Yeast Ad
"Spirit of 1916"
“The Spirit of 1916: A Sharp Mind and a Strong, Healthy Body.” This ad in a
Yiddish newspaper refrerences the famous Archiblad M. Willard painting, 7he
Spirit of '76, which hangs in the town hall in Marblehead, Mass. It notes that
“these are just as important today for men and women as they were for the patriots

of 1776.”
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