RECONNECTING

LIFE IN SAINT JOHN, NEW BRUNSWICK IN HE EARLY TO MID 18th C

There were pleas from church and government officials in Saint John to their counterparts in
Ireland to stop encouraging people to emigrate as the conditions were very bad. One letter
sent back to Ireland from a recent immigrant in 1850 expressed his thoughts * tell the boys to
come in the summer, they will find work, but not now - the dead are laying in the streets”
This letter was most likely sent during one of the cholera epidemics that swept through the
City in the mid 19th c.

The city of Saint John is situated at the mouth of the massive St.John River where it flows
into the Bay of Fundy off the Atlantic Ocean on Canada’s east coast. The province of New
Brunswick is close in size to Ireland and in the 19th ¢ it was primarily covered by forests. In
1841 Ireland had a population of 8,175,124, New Brunswick had a population of 156,162.

For thousands of years the land was home to the Indigenous peoples, the first European
explorers were French who established a fort in Saint John in 1608. By the mid 18th ¢ the
French had been driven out by the English who coveted the land for its trees which they
desperately needed for construction of ships, buildings and homes in England. After the
American Revolutionary War ended in 1783, American Loyalists who fought for the British
and wanted to remain British, fled to Saint John and were rewarded for their service with
land grants. In 1785 Saint John became Canada’s first city.

It was into this setting that the Irish immigrants arrived in the 1800s - a British controlled city
where all the privileges remained with the United Empire Loyalists. There were three distinct
waves of immigration from Ireland and the Carlingford immigrants were primarily among the
second and third wave. The first wave was predominantly Protestant families with sufficient
resources, looking for opportunities and adventure. The second wave in the 1830s, included
an Irish speaking Cathalic population that had the resources to buy their passage and skills
that provided most with an opportunity to make a living. The third major wave during and
after the Great Hunger overwhelmed the city and its resources by adding 30,000 residents,
in two years, doubling the population. The records show the number of immigrants from
across Ireland that arrived in Saint John during the 19th ¢ was 150,000, many carried on
their journeys to other places, while others made Saint John their home.

This great influx of sick and destitute people in the mid 1800s required immediate action to
build a quarantine center, a hospital, Catholic churches, more housing, more schools, better
sanitation faciliies, an Alms house and more cemeteries. The immigration of the Irish
changed the city, creating a resentment by the Loyalists on social, religious and economic
grounds and a determination by the Irish to overcome the prejudice, the restrictions and
hardships to make the city a safe and just home for them. Riots, fights, brawls, protests and
court appearances were a common occurrence during the 19th ¢ as the Irish fought for
better conditions. Assistance for the Irish came with the creation of several Irish charitable
societies through the Church and community, providing support and assistance. However,
the divide and attitudes within the city persisted for decades well into the 20th century.




After the arduous journey across the ocean, the Carlingford immigrants were faced with a
dramatic change from the fields and mountains. They arrived in a port city with narrow
streets filled with wooden homes and businesses. It must have been an assault to their
senses with the activity, the noise and the dirty air. To be in a place with unfamiliar ways,
families needed to rely on their friends and relations. It was the habit in Saint John for
immigrants from different Irish counties to settle in different areas of the city and the
Carlingford people chose Lower Cove along the harbour. The option to leave the city for a
more rural farming life was the preferred choice for many Irish immigrants and encouraged in
the 1850s the population was ravaged by cholera, diphtheria, small pox and the ever present
consumption, however the Carlingford people,except for a few, chose the city life and very
few returned to Ireland. One challenge that everyone faced, was how to survive winters
which were more brutal than an Irish winter, with deep snow accumulations, blizzards, icy
surfaces and very cold temperatures,

But there were advantages for the Irish in Saint John as well that were not available to them
in Carlingford during the same timeframe. Under the law all citizens were equal, not in
society or social terms but in the legal respect, With sufficient funds, Irish families could buy
land and property, start businesses, they had the benefit from what they fished, grew or
earned. Saint John offered access to fishing in the harbour, the Bay and in the nearby lakes
and rivers which became the main occupation of the Carlingford immigrants. Free and
extended education increased the literacy rates among the Irish, thereby opening up more
employment options. Benefits for the home such as indoor plumbing and electricity were
available within the municipal system in the early 1900s. Freedom from war and conflicts in
the country may have contributed to a sense of security but the Great Fire of 1877 amongst
the city's wooden houses left many searching for new homes,

For the few that chose to live outside of the city in the small Irish settlements inland such as
Hibernia Settlement or along the Bay in the Musquash to Dipper Harbour area, it was
necessary to clear the land for planting, using the logs to build a home and learn how to
provide the necessities of life. The Indigenous people of the Mi’kmag, Maliseet and
Passamaquoddy nations offered support and knowledge that made it possible for settlers to
survive. Essential knowledge of hunting, fishing, planting, identifying edible and medicinal
plants, storing and preparing local foods, how to construct a canoe for river transportation
and snowshoes and toboggans for winter travel, and navigational skills on both land and
water were given in friendship. Trade was also vital in establishing trusting relationships.
There was a very limited road system with most of the travel at that time being by waterways
and trails through the woods.



