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In 1902, shortly after the Irish Catholic bishops jointly issued what 
seemed a definitive, downbeat resolution on the ‘ruinous’ outflow of 
the previous half-century, the Irish Ecclesiastical Record also played 
host to a transatlantic clerical spat on the same subject.1 Initiated 
by the idiosyncratic American dispatches of a Dublin-based Oblate 
mission Father, M. F. Shinnors, and answered by an Irish-American 
priest, John Talbot Smith, the row was in several respects nothing 
new. Just as Shinnors rehashed the careworn arguments about 
Irish Catholic apostates that ‘may be counted by the million’, Smith 
countered in familiar terms that such claims were exaggerated, and, 
in any case, if true, ‘the explanation of apostasy will have to be made 
by their leaders at home’.2 

These lines – the meat of their arguments – were well rehearsed, but 
the two men also offered further hallmarks of the Irish priest’s view of 
emigration from Ireland. Smith suggested that while the Irish migrant 
would find no better home than the United States, he should ‘consider 
change carefully, study the matter soberly, make shrewd preparations, 
and not let go of the bird in the hand until quite sure of the two in 
the bush’. Shinnors, meanwhile, dispensed clichés like Hail Marys 
at a Novena; on one hand Irishmen could be justly proud of having 
contributed so much towards the fabric of the ‘great’ nation, while on 
the other, the defective ‘moral atmosphere’ of the country presented a 
danger to their faith, the Irish failed to thrive as immigrants compared 
with other national groups, and the particular innocence of the Irish 
female emigrant put her in the path of evil. He made the not unprec-
edented and morally questionable claim that those Famine migrants, 
‘whose uncoffined bones lie at this moment in the depths of the ocean’ 
underwent an ‘enviable fate’ compared to those who made it across 
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but lost their religion, he felt sure that an Irish legislature would 
certainly stop the drain of people from Ireland, and he urged that in 
the meantime Irish priests really ought to devote a Sunday sermon or 
two to railing against, and attempting to prevent, emigration.3 

If Shinnors was hardly original in any of this, neither was the wider 
reaction his reports prompted. Although additionally dismissed as the 
‘extravagant estimate’ of a ‘superficial observer’ by American Catholic 
commentators, Shinnors’ figure of ten million lapsed emigrants found 
credulous ears among those whose anti-Catholic or anti-clerical 
arguments it appeared to buttress.4 The Irish anti-clerical polemi-
cist Michael McCarthy accepted not only that ‘Irish immigrants in 
America desert in millions’ but that they were far better off for doing 
so, while the former priest (and one of G. K. Chesterton’s Heretics), 
Joseph McCabe, employed Shinnors’ estimates in his account of The 
decay of the Church of Rome.5 Most notably, Horace Plunkett’s unques-
tioning citation of Shinnors’ testimony in the controversial Ireland in 
the new century was attacked by Monsignor O’Riordan in his lengthy 
answering volume on the basis that Shinnors had ‘little more than 
passed through’ the United States.6 That point was a reasonable one, 
but there was also a clear sense from O’Riordan that any idea that 
emigrants abandoned the faith could, regardless, not be accepted 
from a Protestant commentator such as Plunkett, no matter how 
sympathetic he otherwise appeared.

Although this incident was muted in comparison with earlier 
controversies of a similar nature – the Mullen and Lynch letters 
in particular – the very fact of its taking place illustrates an often 
unknowing repetition in Catholic clerical responses to emigration. 
From Bishop England in the 1830s, to Fr Shinnors at the turn of the 
century, it seemed each generation produced at least one Catholic 
clergyman who purported to prove anew that Irish emigrants had 
deserted and were deserting their faith in vast numbers, and conse-
quently urged Irish priests to do something they patently could 
not: stop the exodus. While it was sometimes clear that the authors 
of these claims were aware of their place in this succession – John 
England’s dubious contribution, in particular, was given due credit – 
they seemed blind to the fact that such interventions rarely had the 
intended effect. If the hope was that giving public voice to concerns 
about ‘leakage’ among emigrants would strengthen the resolve of the 
Irish church against emigration, it was to little end. As was observed 
in Chapters One and Two, clergy could influence would-be migrants 
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only in the manner of their departure; stemming the flow altogether 
was beyond even their divinely sanctioned power. Instead, such 
reports had their greatest impact in acting as grist to the mills of the 
Catholic Church’s opponents, whether Protestant evangelicals or 
lapsed Catholic anti-clericals.

In another sense, however, the undertones of the Shinnors row 
illustrate the more favourable consequences of emigration for the 
Catholic Church. Despite the main thrust of his reports, the Oblate 
mission in the United States was a resounding success, packing the 
churches in the parishes it visited to the point of having to divide the 
congregations. One week was assigned to married women, the next to 
unmarried women, and the same again for men, instead of the usual 
four weeks for all-comers. These people, Shinnors observed, were 
‘as full of faith and fervour as if they still lived in their own homes’.7 
Moreover, two of his American clerical critics, Smith and John Ryan, 
were the American-born sons of an Irish railroad worker and an Irish 
farmer respectively. Each rose to prominence not merely as priests, 
but, in Smith’s case, as the best Irish-American clerical novelist of 
the late nineteenth century – a surprisingly crowded field – and in 
Ryan’s, as the leading social thinker in the early twentieth-century 
American church.8 They were living contradictions of Shinnors’ wider 
fears, and embodiments of what Smith elsewhere described as ‘the 
triumphs of the [Irish] race and its religion through the very exile 
which was intended to destroy it’.9 Such men and their flocks – as San 
Francisco’s prominent ‘labour priest’ Peter Yorke forcefully impressed 
upon Maynooth’s Walter McDonald, when the latter visited America 
in 1900 – looked to Ireland and her church as to the ‘rising sun’; to 
them it was the revered monarch of an English-speaking Catholic 
kingdom.10

Though Yorke was chiding McDonald and the Irish church for 
not fully appreciating this fact, as Chapter Five demonstrated, it had 
in fact constructed and developed a powerful and widely accepted 
narrative of a ‘spiritual empire’ arising out of mass emigration. In that 
sense, the tensions the church faced when considering emigration, 
between expanding its ecclesiastical influence abroad and maintaining 
its demographic position at home, seemed substantively resolved 
by the turn of the century. As far as the church’s own institutional 
interests were concerned, emigration had turned out to be a largely 
unsought and unanticipated boon. It helped to blunt the impact of 
evangelical proselytism, further increased the priest-to-people ratio 

Roddy_Population_Printer.indd   236 15/09/2014   11:47

Sarah Roddy - 9781526147226
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:35:42AM

via free access



237

Conclusion

at home, gave an outlet for ever-increasing Irish vocations, and 
provided, both directly and indirectly, much of the pecuniary support 
for the physical maintenance and expansion of the church in Ireland 
in the second half of the century. In that sense, for many Catholic 
clergymen in Ireland, the much-trumpeted ‘spiritual empire’ was less 
the altruistic, divine undertaking of their ‘martyr nation’ than it was 
the opportunistic exploitation of circumstance for home benefit: an 
accidental (spiritual) imperialism. Fears of empty pews or of losing 
demographic dominance in Ireland, so prevalent among clergy during 
the Famine, and occasionally during later peaks of emigration, had 
proved entirely unfounded. In fact, although it was not openly stated 
very often, mass emigration had greased the wheels of the devotional 
revolution, helping to increase the Irish church’s power and influence 
both at home and abroad. 

The corresponding tension the Catholic Church faced in relation 
to individual migrants, between what was judged to be in their best 
economic interest and their best spiritual and moral interest, was less 
easily reconciled. Despite the nature of the public rhetoric explored in 
Chapter One, ‘opposition’ does not quite cover the post-Famine reality. 
While the church became highly critical of the need for emigration, 
advocated solutions that would purportedly lessen the outflow and 
continued to urge individuals not to leave, there was a widespread 
underlying recognition that, as in other temporal matters, their influ-
ence could only be brought to bear insofar as it chimed with the 
existing expectations of their flocks. To that end, while some priests 
actively sought to ensure the safe passage of emigrants by initiating 
or partaking in schemes of assisted emigration, a far greater body of 
parish clergy responded to their parishioners in providing occasion-
ally reluctant, but often vital facilitation of independent migration. In 
particular, the priest’s role in kick-starting local ‘chains’ of emigration 
by soliciting passage money and handling correspondence and remit-
tances should be acknowledged as important. 

Although the clergy had therefore been forced to concede that the 
economic imperative would always trump any cautionary tales of 
spiritual ruin they had cause to dispense, as the hierarchy’s 1902 state-
ment shows, they did not stop dispensing them. In a sense, however, 
this was simply a reinforcement of the standard advice that the clergy 
offered to emigrants, whether in guidebooks, sermons or conver-
sation. It encouraged would-be emigrants to weigh their options 
carefully: was it worth risking salvation in the next life for the possi-
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bility of a better situation in this one? An overwhelming majority, 
ground down by persistent poverty or jolted by sudden crisis decided 
that it was, as most priests who asked that question surely knew they 
would. Emigrants had been reminded, nonetheless, of the gravity 
of the decision they were making – a point which clergy felt could 
sometimes be lost in the headlong ‘mania’ of chain migration – and 
had had it affirmed that religious observance in their new homes 
would require considerable personal effort on their parts.

The most the Irish church could do in practical religious terms was 
endeavour to ensure that those who left would and could make such 
an effort. Organised welfare measures, designed to stave off the worst 
of spiritual and moral dangers at ports and at sea, were surprisingly 
lacking, however. At no time did the Irish Catholic Church as a body 
either originate or lend wholehearted support to adequate emigrant 
welfare initiatives, although individual clergy doubtless made a differ-
ence to the fate of many vulnerable migrants. This reluctance to commit 
what were acknowledged to be necessary resources to the departing 
extended also to the departed. While in purely numerical terms the 
Irish church’s pastoral efforts on behalf of the diaspora were exten-
sive, as Chapter Three argues, in practice they were carried out on a 
shoestring, at the periphery of the church’s ecclesiastical structures, 
and with little regard to the quality of religious personnel sent abroad. 

There may, therefore, seem to have been a disparity between the 
actions and the rhetoric of the Catholic Church in relation to emigra-
tion. How could emigrants carry out their supposedly providential 
mission to propagate an alternative Irish Catholic ‘empire’ across the 
English-speaking world while imperfectly attended by what many 
privately regarded as the clerical rejects of the home church? This 
seeming contradiction can be explained. Firstly, it is important to note 
that as the century wore on, the church became increasingly conscious 
of the need to ensure that would-be emigrants – which meant a signif-
icant proportion of every generation – were as thoroughly instructed 
in the faith as possible at home. An early and strict indoctrination of 
Catholic principles, it was recognised, would help keep them in the 
fold if they were ever to find themselves adrift from regular minis-
trations. Thus the response to the common criticism from priests 
abroad, the likes of Mullen and Smith included, that the Irish church 
had failed emigrants in religious terms before they ever left Ireland 
was in fact largely addressed as the devotional revolution took hold. 
Secondly, it ought to be acknowledged that ‘bad priests’ of the kind 
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churned out by All Hallows need not have, and indeed, likely did 
not, engender mass apostasy among the Irish Catholic diaspora. They 
may have made for uninspiring religious experiences, or been the 
gatekeepers of insular ‘national parishes’ that impeded assimilation 
into the host society, but they also manned churches that were more 
often than not packed to the rafters.

The significance of the Irish church’s reluctance to despatch better 
priests to meet the needs of the diaspora therefore lies in what it says 
about that church’s priorities rather than in its tangible effects. The 
chief concern of the Irish Catholic Church was, unsurprisingly, the 
Irish Catholic Church. In that context, any efforts by the clergy to do 
their duty in relation to emigrants’ spiritual well-being could only be 
half-hearted, and driven by individuals rather than the church as a 
body, notwithstanding their shrill chorus of public demands for the 
fullest engagement of the government and landlords in solving the 
emigration problem. An accurate recognition that the church could 
itself do little or nothing to prevent or reduce the outflow, prompted 
widespread, unofficial attempts to smooth the process for emigrants, 
but to clergymen at all levels of the church, it was the potential conse-
quences of emigration for their own institution that was their primary 
worry. That these consequences turned out to be, on balance, positive, 
and that many contemporary clergymen understood that fact, needs 
to be emphasised. 

By comparison, at the end of the nineteenth century the two main 
Protestant churches looked back on decades of emigration with 
considerably more mixed feelings. The respective responses of Angli-
cans and Presbyterians had to some extent followed the same path to 
different conclusions. From the 1830s, both sets of clergy allowed a 
sober recognition of the economic benefits for individual emigrants 
to win out over any worries for the spiritual dangers they may have 
faced. Clergy of both churches helped facilitate emigration, and each 
church subsequently made formal attempts to supply their departed 
brethren with clergy, and, less extensively, to safeguard their welfare 
in transit, although these efforts suffered from the same shortcomings 
in personnel and financing as those of the Catholic Church. Indeed, it 
was the effect of emigration on the home churches which once again 
proved to be of most concern. What particularly exercised Protestant 
ministers who disdained emigration before the Famine was the sense 
that it was born of persecution by Catholic neighbours and neglect by 
Protestant landlords and politicians, and the fear that those left behind 
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would become an ever more marginalised rump within Ireland. This 
had given way to a fervent hope, in great measure encouraged by 
astronomical levels of Catholic emigration from the middle decades 
of the century, and bolstered by parallel efforts to convert Catholics, 
that Protestants would not merely escape this fate, but might even 
greatly increase their relative demographic strength on the island. 
As the ‘Second Reformation’ faltered in the early 1850s, however, 
evangelical conceptions of emigration were again adapted. Though 
there was considerable regret at the apparent emigration of many 
converts – some genuine, some less so – as a result of the Catholic 
‘counter-Reformation’, their leaving also allowed the development of 
a new narrative, which saw all Catholic emigration as a providential 
prelude to conversion, a view only reinforced by often inaccurate 
reports of apostasy emanating from Catholic clergy abroad.

At this point, however, the paths of the two churches began to 
diverge. After the 1861 census, for all its disputed methodologies, 
had confirmed the relatively meagre demographic gains made by the 
Protestant churches, the Church of Ireland, in spite of having had the 
smallest proportional losses since 1834, was unable to prevent its own 
disestablishment. While active Irish Anglican participation in the 
empire via emigration was seen by some commentators as ‘not a loss 
but a benefit – not a weakness but a source of strength to the nation’, 
it was in fact small comfort for this blow.11 From disestablishment 
onward, and particularly outside of Ulster, continued emigration 
helped to send many parishes and dioceses of the Church of Ireland 
into a spiral of demographic decline. Though many of the worst 
predictions of the antidisestablishmentarians had not come to pass,12 
the feeling of the Meath vicar John Healy in 1908 that ‘the outlook 
is not promising’ was an understated summing up of the demoral-
ised position of elements of the depleted and disestablished Church 
of Ireland. Emigration, in the end, had not been as kind to the church 
as overall population ratios suggested. The five decades after the 1861 
census saw Anglicans further increase their share of the population 
from just under 12% to just over 13%, but numbers were down in real 
terms by well over 100,000 and those left behind were increasingly 
confined to Ulster.13 Well into the twentieth century, Church of Ireland 
commentators tended to regard emigration from their congregations 
as a lamentable loss that had to be, somehow, arrested.14 Moreover, 
it was a loss from which, unlike the Catholic Church’s, no particular 
compensating remittance benefit appeared to flow.15
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By contrast, while many Presbyterian ministers had harboured 
the same dream of a more religiously balanced population, and been 
equally disappointed by its unravelling, they appeared to look on 
the emigration of their own brethren with something approaching 
equanimity. In 1901, the noted Presbyterian author and minister W. 
D. Killen could write that ‘During the nineteenth century, the Irish 
Presbyterian Church has been considerably affected by emigration. 
[…] Notwithstanding this draft on its resources, it at present holds 
perhaps a higher position in the country than it ever occupied before. 
In common with other denominations its population has of late 
declined; but its ministers and congregations since the beginning of 
the century have more than doubled’.16 Like Catholic clergy, Presby-
terians could therefore identify significant ways in which, despite its 
losses, their church had profited by emigration. Not least of these was 
the fostering of transatlantic relations which had been so important 
in initiating the transformative 1859 Revival in Ulster, but there were 
also, as one Irish minister later noted, significant remittance implica-
tions for the Irish Presbyterian Church.17 

Therefore, to suggest in conclusion that clerical attitudes towards 
emigration after 1815 were considerably more complex than William 
Adams’ clear-cut view of cross-denominational ‘opposition’ is surely 
warranted. Ultimately, there was no single Anglican, Presbyterian 
or Catholic view of emigration, which translated into the rather 
mundane reality that different contexts called for different responses 
from different – and sometimes the same – clergy. Thus, the Church 
of Ireland rector William Hickey could tell Parliament that emigra-
tion was the answer to Irish poverty, while acknowledging, in his 
pseudonymous guise of Martin Doyle, the personal hardships and 
heartaches of exile for Protestant and Catholic alike; the Presbyterian 
minister John Brown of Aghadowey could denounce government 
emigration advocates as ‘drivelers’ yet later produce a sermon that 
advised his congregation on how best to emigrate; and the Catholic 
Archbishop of Cashel, Patrick Leahy, could see the renewed crisis 
emigration following the 1860s harvest failures as a harbinger of 
the loss of the Catholic nation, but a few years later look back on it 
as an element of a divine mission of the Irish race. These responses 
sometimes had their parallels across denominational lines, they were 
sometimes unique to one sect, and they were occasionally a feature of 
underlying  Protestant and Catholic conflict, but they also show, in the 
end, that the Irish churches and their clergy, for all of their various 
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opinions and actions on the subject, shaped emigration far less than 
they were shaped by it.
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