










unusual for the Gracevifle lands to yield 
twenty bushels to the acre. This meant that 
in an average year the yield from an acre 
of wheat sold for nearly five times the or­
iginal cost of the land. The arrival of the 
railroad and the erection of a grain elevator 
in Gracevflle assured the farmers that this 
happy state of affairs was likely to continue 
in the future.^^ 

The Connemaras, however, had never 
learned to think in terms of future crop 
prospects. During the summer of 1880 they 
were content to hire themselves out to 
other farmers, satisfied with a small cash 
income at the end of each week, and pos­
sibly reassured by the underlying convic­
tion that if they came on hard times Bishop 
Ireland would support them. It was this 
readiness on their part to receive relief that 
alarmed the bishop. Other colonists noticed 
the same traits and "the improvidence of 
the Connemaras quickly aroused the ire 
and indignation of the Gracevifle colony 
and alienated sympathy from the new­

comers. ' 

IN PARTIAL EXPLANATION of the 
failure of this group, it should be observed 
that no farmer showed a profit during his 
first or second year in these colonies, be­
cause it took at least two years for him to 
break up a reasonably extensive portion 
of the unusually hard and tough prairie 
sod. "Breaking" was a most arduous proc­
ess. Sometimes it was done with huge 
breaking plows, drawn by four oxen, or 
with heavy stoneboats, equipped with 
steel prongs to break up the sod. Several 
trips with these implements were required 
before a given patch of sod turned over. I t 
was then necessary to leave the upturned 
sod exposed to the elements for a whole 
year before it would rot and break up. If a 
man could turn and break ten acres a year, 
he was doing well.^'' 

But time, of course, was working for the 
settlers. Minneapolis had already become 
an important mifling center, and it had 
been discovered that Minnesota hard 

wheat, a particular type grown most suc­
cessfully in western and southern Minne­
sota, produced a superior grade of white 
flour. Wheat buyers, as early as 1876, had 
announced that premium prices would be 
paid for afl Minnesota hard wheat deliv­
ered at the Minneapolis mills.^^ This rising 
market, the arrival of the raflroad, the in­
creased export of American grain, and the 
improvement of bonanza farming equip­
ment— all augured well for the future. In 
the meantime, however, it took years of 
patient labor to get the western soil in con­
dition for intensive farming. But even when 
this important qualification is taken into 
account, the performance of the Conne­
maras as farmers stfll leaves much to be 
desired. 

Some sold the seed given to them by the 
colonization bureau. Others kept the seed 
but did not plant it. Stifl others picked 
up cash by selling the farming tools they 
had received. I t is small wonder that they 
were totally unprepared for the unusuafly 
early and severe winter of 1880. On their 
arrival the previous spring, they had been 
warned by O'Brien of the severity of Min­
nesota winters and had been instructed by 
Major Thompson that it would be neces­
sary to sod the exterior foundations of their 
frame houses as a protection against the 
cold. This many of them neglected to do. 
Once winter was upon them, it was not long 
before reports of great suffering began to 
emanate from the Connemara section of 
the Gracevifle colony. Bishop Ireland ap­
pealed to his people in St. Paul, and man­
aged to send the settlers about six hundred 
dollars each month during their period of 

'̂  Henrietta Larson, The Wheat Martcet and the 
Farmer in Minnesota, 1858-1900, 161 (New York, 
1928); Catholic Colonization in Minnesota, 45-47; 
O'Connor to McDonnell, March 29, 1889, St. Paul 
Chancery Archives, Diocesan Letters, 1888-89, p. 105. 

"'Moynihan, in Acta et Dicta, 6:221. See also 
James J, Reardon, The Catholic Church in the Dio­
cese of St. Paul, 242 (St, Paul, 1952). 

"Benson Times, June 5, 1876. 
"Let ter of Dillon O'Brien in the Anti-Monopolist 

(St. Paul), reprinted in the Benson Times, February 
23, 1876. 

210 MINNESOTA History 



greatest need. He also dispatched O'Brien 
to Gracevflle to administer these funds and 
to advise the Connemaras what was ex­
pected of them under the terms of their 
agreements with the colonization bureau. 

O'Brien later publicly expressed his dis­
appointment with the Irish settlers: "Las t 
winter when the snow was too deep for 
horses and sleighs, the other farmers in the 
colony bought flour . . . and drew it by 
hand on sleds over the snow to their homes. 
The Connemara men would not take the 
flour away, al though to them it was a free 
gift. Some of the farmers, when a sum was 
offered them to carry the flour to the 
homes of t he Connemara men, said they 
were willing enough to make a dollar, b u t 
t ha t they would not turn their hands to 
benefit such a lazy people." " 

Writ ing on the same topic in the Chicago 
Tribune, Onahan also complained of the 
improvidence and laziness of the Conne­
mara crowd: "If their shanties were cold, 
it was because they neglected to sod them 
as they were advised to do. If their pota-

^New York Sun, quoted in Catholic Review, 
March 26, 1881. See also Henthorne, Catholic Coloni­
zation, 113. 

™ Chicago Tribune, quoted in Catholic Review, 
January 1, 1881. 

°"̂  Moynihan, in Acta et Dicta. 6:222; Henthorne, 
Catholic Colonization, 113; Pioneer Press, December 
21, 1881; O'Brien, in Acta et Dicta, 6:51. 

toes were frozen, they had plainly omit ted 
to dig cellars for their protection. If, per­
haps, they suffered from the lack of fuel, it 
must be remembered tha t they suffered in 
common with the prairie population of the 
extreme northwest generally." °̂ 

W H E N officials of the colony chided the 
Connemara settlers for spurning the means 
of existence offered by Bishop Ireland, the 
offenders replied, " the Bishop brought us 
here and he must care for us." Reports of 
suffering within the colony began to multi­
ply. Soon a group of citizens from Morris, 
a small town twenty-five miles east of 
Gracevflle, charged Ireland and O'Brien 
with neglecting the Irish immigrants. Pub­
lic sympathy for the settlers increased 
when similar charges were made by the 
St. Paul Pioneer Press. I t was especiallj' 
painful to O'Brien, whose death was to oc­
cur within a year and who had given his 
life to the cause of Irish immigrant aid, to 
realize that his countrymen could display 
such ingrati tude for the favors they had 
received.-^ 

Bishop Ireland quickly convinced the 
editor of the Pioneer Press tha t his cred­
ence of the Morris reports was not justi­
fied. The issue of the Press for December 
22, 1880, carried an explanatory letter from 
Ireland and a carefully worded editorial on 
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the whole affair: "Bishop Ireland's letter 
on the subject of the Connemara colony 
wfll be read with great interest. He freely 
admits that he has got an elephant on his 
hands in these twenty-four families. In 
transporting them as an act of charity, 
from the wfld mountains of Galway to 
homes on the prairies of Minnesota, he 
supposed they were, like most of the Irish 
emigrants to this State, an industrious and 
thrifty, though in this case a poverty-
stricken people. He found that they were 
mostly paupers and beggars. . . He had 
a tough problem before him. . . . A little 
reflection on the nature of the materials the 
bishop has to deal with, and on the meth­
ods absolutely necessary to convert them 
from incorrigible beggars into industrious, 
self-supporting men and women, wifl en­
able their American neighbors at Morris to 
understand that they have not been so 
cruelly dealt with as was imagined." 

Investigation in Gracevflle showed that 
some of the complaining settlers had hid­
den extra food and clothing in a vain at­
tempt to prove to the investigators that 
they were suffering acutely. The North­
western Chronicle for December, 1880, and 
January, 1881, carried extensive reports on 
Graceville and cleared the colony sponsors 
of any responsibflity for the hardships suf­
fered by these few famflies.^^ 

Having cleared his name with the gen­
eral public, Ireland turned to the task of 
providing further help for the Connemara 
settlers. Since these unfortunate people had 
shown some eagerness to work for daily 
wages, and since the city of St. Paul was 
growing rapidly, it was agreed that they 
should give up their farms and look for 
work in the city. The bishop paid their 
transportation to St. Paul, and secured jobs 
for some of them with the railroad compa­
nies which were then hiring many workers. 
Most of these settlers took up residence in 
what came to be known as the "Conne­
mara Patch" in St. Mary's parish on the 
flats along Phalen Creek under Dayton's 
Bluff. Back in Gracevifle, "Bishop Ireland 
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finally arranged to distribute among neigh­
bors the cattle assigned to the Galway 
immigrants." With the departure of the 
Connemaras, peace returned to the Grace­
vifle colony, and it went on to become one 
of Bishop Ireland's most successful Catho­
lic settlements.-^ 

IN SPITE OF the smafl numbers involved, 
the adverse effect of the Connemara ex­
periment on the entire colonization move­
ment was nation-wide. In a letter to Bishop 
O'Connor of Nebraska, one eastern sponsor 
of the colonization movement remarked, "I 
see the Connemara colonists have badly 
repaid the trouble taken to provide them 
comfortable homes. Bishop Ireland must 
feel a good deal disheartened about the 
work." At the same time one Father H. A. 
O'Kelly, who was touring the parishes of 
New York City in search of settlers for the 
Catholic colonies in Nebraska, wrote to 
Bishop O'Connor: "Since my coming I 
have secured about nine or ten families and 
I feel confident I would have double the 
number were it not for that unfortunate 
Connemara affair. I t completely demoral­
ized many who were contemplating emi­
grating to the West. I have spoken in most 
of the Churches of New York [City]. I am 
inclined to think my labors wfll bear more 
fruit a year hence than at present." *̂ 

Onahan also told O'Connor of the bad 
press caused by the Connemara affair: "I 
was last week in Minnesota. . . . I saw 
Bishop Ireland. He has recovered from the 
Connemara events and thinks that cries 
wifl be heard no more. I t was a bad busi­
ness here and elsewhere for colonization — 
though I think the effect wifl not be perma­
nent, except possibly as affecting immigra­
tion to Minnesota." ^̂  

°" Moynihan, in Acta et Dicta, 6:222; Northwest­
ern Chronicle, December 18, 25, 1880, January 8, 15, 
1881. 

^Reardon, Catholic Church in St. Paul, 242; 
Moynihan, in Acta et Dicta, 6:222. 

""Mrs. E. A, Quinn to O'Connor, January 12, 1881, 
and O'Kelly to O'Connor, January 8, 1881, both in 
Omaha Chancery Archives, 
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Dillon O'Brien's son believed that the 
strain and disappointment resulting from 
the Connemara incident contributed greatly 
to the sudden death of his father in 1880. 
Monsignor Humphrey Moynihan, who in 
later years served as Ireland's secretary, 
summarized the effect of the affair on the 
archbishop: "In the undesirable promi­
nence attained by this insignificant group 
of born beggars the public at large seemed 
to overlook the existence of hundreds of 
happy homes dotting the prairies for miles 
around Gracevflle. That the disastrous rec­
ord of the Connemaras caused untold pain 
and humfliation to the best benefactor 
Catholic colonists had in America, need not 
be emphasized. Indeed, Archbishop Ireland 
confided to Mr. Wflliam O'Nefll, one of the 
most prominent members of the Graceville 
community, that the incident was the 
greatest grief of his life." -''' 

WITHIN the Minnesota colonies estab­
lished by Ireland, the sharp contrast be­
tween the faflure of the colonists brought 
directly from Ireland and the success of 

'"Onahan to O'Connor, February 24, 1881, 
Omaha Chancery Archives. 

""Moynihan, in Acta et Dicta, 6:222. 

other Irish settlers who went to Minnesota 
by stages after earlier periods of residence 
and farming in New York, Ohio, or Indi­
ana, suggests that the very process of mi­
gration, especially of repeated moves, has 
been in itself an important factor in deter­
mining the character of the American fron­
tier. 

I t is worthy of note that the Connemara 
settlers at Gracevflle went to Minnesota 
not primarily because of any particular 
good foreseen there, but rather to escape 
an evfl at home — in this instance, famine. 
And since they did not immigrate in search 
of a particular advantage to be found in 
Minnesota, it made no appeal to them on 
their arrival. They were in no way pre­
pared to appreciate the opportunities which 
the western region then offered. The same 
possibilities awaited the Connemaras which 
had already enriched many enterprising 
farmers, but the Irish settlers in this group 
were unable to respond to the challenge of 
the almost free land on the frontier. Their 
conduct would seem to confirm the opinion 
that the frontier does not have the same 
effect on afl, but that its much-emphasized 
"influence" depends upon the specific con­
ditioning and the receptivity of the settlers 
who come within its environment. 
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