
The Irish Emigrant’s Guide to the United States (Modified) 
 

Source: Reverend John O’Hanlon was an Irish Catholic priest and writer who was deeply 
affected by the struggles that Irish immigrants faced in the United States. He wrote The Irish 
Emigrant’s Guide to the United States in 1851 to help Irish immigrants know what to expect in 
the U.S. and not be fooled by false advertisements.  

Building and maintaining railroads in the United States includes great unfairness to the workers. 
Once the job has been announced, the workers (many of whom are Irish) are hired to work. The 
contractors send out advertisements to places where they know lots of Irishmen live and 
convince them to leave their well-paying jobs by promising them more money. However, once 
they travel to the construction site, they find that the pay is actually much lower than they were 
promised. They need to work since they already left their other job, so most of the workers end 
up working for lower wages than they were making before. The Irishmen who choose not to 
work for the low wages form groups and use violence toward those who are willing to work for 
low pay, resulting in bloodshed. The workers live in miserable wooden shacks with four or six 
men in each one. There is usually one woman per shack who does the laundry and cleaning. It is 
a terrible form of existence.  



The Irish Emigrant’s Guide to the United States (Original) 
 

The mode of carrying on public works in the United States is attended with many grievous 
injustices to the laborer. When an estimate for the construction of a canal o" railroad has been 
received, sections of the work are let out to different contractors under a superintendent-the 
lowest proposal with security for its fulfilment is usually taken by the company. No sooner have 
the contractors (many of whom are Irishmen) obtained the section proposed for, than a number 
of laborers and mechanics necessary to carry out the work must be engaged. The object will be to 
procure them at the lowest wages possible, and for this purpose emissaries will be despatched to 
the places most likely to furnish workmen, and representations of a higher rate of wages than can 
be obtained are given. Sometimes an advertisement appears in the public papers of the large 
cities, where numbers of Irish are known to congregate, requiring two or three thousand hands, 
and promising the highest rates for labor, at a particular point. The consequences are, numbers 
leave remunerative employments behind them, and after incurring expense in travelling, find 
when they arrive, that but few hands are wanted, whilst numbers are on the spot to supply the 
demand, and the rates of wages are thus reduced to a very low standard. These must be accepted 
or no employment can be obtained. Those disappointed in obtaining work, or unwilling to work 
for the remuneration given, form themselves into factions, driving off, and using violence 
towards such as are willing to take the wages offered. In many instances, the public authorities 
are called in to restore peace, and this is not always effected without bloodshed. Payment in 
many cases, has to be taken in part from a public store belonging to the contractor, and furnished 
by him with such necessaries as are required for the board and maintenance of his workmen. 
This store is nothing better than a temporary shed. Like the miserable wooden shanties in which 
the laborers lodge, it is movable at pleasure, along the work. One of these shanties will perhaps 
lodge some four or six men, who mess together; the wife of one of these, or some female relative 
perhaps, attends to the cookery and washing. A more demoralizing kind of life, in every sense of 
the word, can scarcely be imagined.  
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