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FROM THE EDITOR'S DESK 

This issue presents a paper about early Irish immigrants in Rockford by 
Dr. John Molyneaux. Many of you know Dr. Molyneaux from his position 
as the Local History Librarian at the Rockford Public Library, a position he 
has held since 1986. Originally from New York State, he received his 
Ph.D. in History from the University of Virginia. Dr. Molyneaux taught at 
Rockford College before taking the position with the library. He is also a 
board member of the Rockford Historical Society. 

Dr. Molyneaux's recently published book, African Americans in Early 
Rockford, 1834 - 1871 carefully documents a little known but important 
part of our local history. His article, The First Maps of Rockford, Illinois 
1856 - 1858, was recently published in the Bulletin of the Illinois 
Geographical Society, Spring 2000 issue. 

If you have a subject that you have researched, or an idea for an article 
that you would like to pursue, give me a call. I would like to encourage 
original research into some aspects of local history that have not been 
adequately pursued. I can be reached at 968-5055. 

Thomas Powers, Editor 

MEMBERSHIP MEETING 

Sunday, November 12, 2000 
At 3:00 P.M. 

Midway Village & Museum Center 

To all RHS members, their families and friends: 

Dave Oberg will present a program on "Robert Tinker's Rockford" 

This should prove to be an interesting program. Put it on your calendar 
now. More information will follow at a later date. 



THREE PATCHES: IRISH IMMIGRANTS IN 1850s ROCKFORD 

By John L. Molyneaux 

In 1850 the Irish-born comprised 2% of 	United States, some just off the boat, 

Rockford's population of 2100, most of 	most in the country just two or three 

them living on the east side, north of 

State Street. These Irish were 

scattered, with a light concentration 

along Water and Madison Streets. They 

were not fresh from Ireland; most had 

come to the United States years earlier, 

lived in the east, then moved westward 

with many other Americans. The 

decade of the 1850s saw rapid 

population growth in Rockford, and a 

startling increase in the numbers of its 

Irish citizens. By 1860 the Irish-born 

were 10% of the 6800 Rockfordians, 

and the Irish community, including 

American born children, was lS%. 

They remained the largest group of 

foreign born until the 1870s, when the 

Swedes began to arrive in large 

numbers. 

The 1850s influx of Irish was 

different from that of the previous 

decade. There were more of them, and 

the majority were relatively new to the  

years. Many of them were of rural 

background, with no particular skilled 

trade. Most were illiterate; most were 

poor. It is probable many had come to 

northern Illinois and found work building 

the rapidly expanding railroads, but 

specific evidence on this point is lacking. 

No matter why they came here, they 

remained because jobs could easily be 

found in the city's new water power 

district. 

The earliest of the new 

immigrants settled near the Irish on the 

east side, in what became the First 

Ward when the city was chartered in 

1852. In this area St. James parish was 

organized in 1851 and a building 

constructed in 1853, to meet the 

religious, social, and educational needs 

of the growing Irish Catholic community. 

The rapid growth in the city's 

population led to a housing shortage by 

1854, which affected the Irish more 
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than any other group. House rentals 

were scarce. If one had the money to 

build, there would be a long wait 

because carpenters, masons, and 

contractors were too few to meet the 

demand. The Irish were able to find 

work easily, but there were few rental 

properties available, and they were too 

busy and too poor to build, even if 

builders could be located. 

The solution to this problem was 

found on the west side, where there 

was vacant land along the river bank 

north of the water power district. In 

1854 and 1855 large numbers of Irish 

rented space here and built shanties. 

They were small, temporary one or two 

room dwellings. It was a convenient 

location near jobs in the water power to 

the south and near St. James Church, 

just across the State Street Bridge. 

Another area settled at the same time. 

First Catholic Church 

St. James Church. Built in 1853. 

From: The History of the Parishes of the Diocese of Rockford, Illinois by Rev. Cornelius J. 

Kirkfleet, ORD. PRAEM. John Anderson Publishing Co. Chicago, IL. C: 1924. 
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was along South Street and Pine Street, 

west of the water power, near Kent 

Creek, where more shanties appeared. 

By the end of 1856 most of the city's 

Irish lived either on the east side or in 

the two colonies across the river. 

In many American cities areas of 

Irish concentration were called by a 

peculiar name: "the Potato Patch," the 

"Irish Patch," or simply "the Patch." It 

was assumed (by non-Irish) that the 

Irish subsisted on potatoes and whiskey, 

and that they habitually lived in 

shanties. While some Irish in Rockford 

undoubtedly grew potatoes--as did 

others--the Potato Patch, or Irish Patch, 

or Patch designation was a mild 

reflection of prejudice, not a description 

of agricultural activity. (The west side 

Patch in Rockford was also known as 

the Tipperary Patch, it was recalled in 

1910.) The earliest use of the term in 

Rockford was in October 1857, when a 

newspaper referred to a disturbance in 

"the 'patch' on the east side." For a few 

years it was usual to designate which 

Patch was meant, but the term soon  

came to mean the west side Patch, 

along the river. 

"The Patch" was in its origins an 

indefinite area, that area, wherever it 

was, where Irish immigrants lived. If 

they moved so did the Patch. In 

nineteenth century Rockford, however, 

the term quickly became associated with 

a particular area: south of West State 

Street as far as the railroad bridge and 

east of South Main Street. The east 

side Patch lost its claim to the name 

quickly, and the area along South and 

Pine Streets never appears to have been 

called a "patch." 

As constituted in the late 1850s 

the Patch was not an attractive area. 

Most of it was low ground, subject to 

flooding. South Wyman Street served 

as its main thoroughfare. This street 

was an alley that had been designated a 

street by the city council in 1855. It 

was narrow, over 20 feet narrower than 

a standard city street. When this area 

began to be developed in the last 

quarter of the nineteenth century, new 

buildings tended to crowd the street 

closely; it was not widened to standard 
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until 1931. Also, such building was 

usually commercial or industrial, rather 

than residential. 

In the 1850s the Irish dwellings 

in the Patch, shanties or just a little 

better, were unattractive and cramped. 

A sense of the area can be felt through 

occasional newspaper references. In 

January 1856 the "Register" reported 

the burning of some straw ricks and a 

cow stable" in the west side Patch, and 

remarked that "slight as was the loss, it 

was to [the Irishmen] quite serious." In 

June 1858 occurred serious flooding. 

The "Democrat" stated that "the 'patch,' 

just above the [railroad] bridge, was the 

greater portion of it submerged. This 

low piece of ground is the habitation of 

many of our Irish population, and their 

shanties are thickly planted over it." On 

this occasion one shanty floated away in 

the flood and its occupants rescued by 

boat. A year later a severe rain and 

windstorm tore roofs from many 

shanties. 

In the fall of 1857 a sudden, 

sharp, and severe national depression 

began. The "Democrat" reported in 

October that "some five hundred men 

are out of employment, and are likely to 

remain so during the coming winter," 

and that for every available job there 

were twenty or thirty applicants. The 

article ended with "God help the poor!" 

This depression lasted five years. 

Despite substandard quarters and 

crowded conditions the Patch had not at 

first been a source of social disturbance 

or trouble. When men were employed 

and hopeful of the future, conditions 

could be regarded as annoying, but with 

prospects of improvement. The 1857 

depression changed this. In December 

1857 a group of Irishmen were arrested 

for stealing newly installed gas lamps 

from the State Street Bridge, 

presumably for resale. More upsetting 

than this sort of theft, however, was a 

sudden increase in drunkenness and 

violence among unemployed and poor 

men. 

In March 1858 a fight in the 

Patch ended with one of the combatants 

receiving several knife wounds. The 

"Register" reported that an argument 

began "in one of their shanties" and was 



resolved by a street fight. The Patch 

was "the scene of frequent rows and 

drunken brawls," and would continue to 

be so "until the proprietors of the land 

move the miserable kennels off, and 

compel the inmates to secure decent 

homes... These places are populated by 

the very lowest class of Irish...." In 

August 1859 police intervened at the 

home of William Nolan (300 block of 

South Court Street, two blocks west of 

the Patch), where a general brawl was 

in progress. Five people were arrested 

"who were working off poor whiskey at 

a furious rate." Heavy fines and short 

stays in jail resulted, especially for one 

Mary Nolan, "decidedly handy with her 

fists and glib with her tongue." The 

"Register" added, "this has been a bad 

place for a long time.' 

In July 1860 Flynn's saloon, near 

the Patch, was the scene of a brawl 

which seriously injured a policeman. 

Yet another memorable brawl occurred 

in August 1860 when two Irishmen and 

a pair of Englishmen from Pecatonica 

started a general fight in front of George 

Evan's saloon in the 100 block of West 

State Street. This was a political affair, 

the Irish being supporters of Stephen 

Douglas, the English of Abraham 

Lincoln. Even the east side Irish were 

not immune to these problems. In 

February 1859 there was a stabbing and 

an arrest produced by a card game at 

"Mrs. Dwyer's house in east Rockford." 

On a Sunday in March 1860 there was a 

general brawl in the 100 block of East 

State Street that resulted in several 

arrests and one Irishman severely 

injured. This string of violence 

disturbed the city, but the  victims were 

usually the Irish themselves. 

Despite the hard times, there 

were some enterprising Irish who were 

able to make a kind of living. Bridget 

Madden kept an illegal drinking 

establishment (a shebeen) 'Tin the 

locality known as the 'Patch' and has 

dispensed large quantities of the red 

eye to her customers." She was 

arrested in September 1859 and 

charged with violation of the liquor 

ordinance. "She pled guilty," the "Daily 

News" reported, "but said she had Tniver 
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a cint of money, an' yees may put me in 

jail if yees will'." So off to jail she went. 

There is a little evidence that 

some Irish felt the Americans were 

somehow responsible for their declining 

fortunes. In December 1857 'four half 

drunken Irishmen" assaulted a man on 

South Main Street "for the reason, as 

they gave it, that he was an American." 

This particular incident elicited a 

comment from the "Register" that might 

have been written a century and a half 

later: "Has it come to this, that in the 

city of Rockford, a man cannot walk the 

streets at eight o'clock in the evening, 

without being knocked down and beaten 

by a set of half-civilized ruffians who 

infest our city? These fellows have for 

the past year rendered certain portions 

of our city dangerous for decent 

men...." 

Sometimes the Irish were able to 

provide themselves with satisfying 

community activities. In March 1859 to 

celebrate St. Patrick's day "the Irish 

residents... notwithstanding the hard 

times, raised means enough to make a 

creditable display." After mass at St. 

James two hundred marchers, preceded 

by the Rockford City Band, "marched 

through all the principal streets of the 

city," and in the evening a ball was held 

at Concert Hall on South Main Street. A 

newspaper account of the event noted 

that this celebration "was not marred by 

any excesses on the part of those who 

participated in it." This remark reveals a 

tentative attitude toward the "excitable 

Irishmen," as they were depicted in 

print in 1857. The Irish were aware of 

the general attitude toward them, and 

could resent it. A report of child abuse 

was printed in May 1859, which brought 

a letter to the Daily News signed 

"Irishman," who stated "no such 

occurrence happened on the Patch, or in 

the miserable hovels as you see fit to 

call them." 

Despite the sudden and 

unfamiliar problems associated with the 

Patch and the Irish there was some 

sympathy for them. The "Democrat", in 

August 1859, observed that "an 

Irishman, after seven hundred years of 

misgovernment, rushing to the United 

States labor market, toiling, and 
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tugging, and striving, and sweating ... is 

not a man to be despised." 

The fact remained that the Patch 

was not a comfortable place and there 

was little that could be done about it. 

There were no government support 

services available, and the hard times  

affected everyone, not just the Irish. 

St. James Church was able to offer a 

good school for Irish Catholic children, 

and by 1859 a Catholic Benevolent 

Society and the St. Patrick Society were 

active. 
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Members of these organizations 

included some of the more prosperous 

members of the Irish community and 

both carried on some charitable work. 

But there was too much need, too few 

resources. In February 1860 the 

"Register" reported that a company of 

thirteen Irish men and women had left 

for Memphis, Tennessee, searching for 

higher wages. The depression lasted 

until 1862, when the economy began to 

improve, due to increasing demand for 

manufactured goods after the Civil War 

began, and to the shrinking of the labor 

force as men joined the army. Patrick 

Flynn raised an entire company from the 

Irish population of Winnebago County in 

1862, the "Mulligan Guards," who were 

mustered into service as Company A, 

90th Illinois Infantry. 

Once the war ended it was 

possible for the poorer Rockford Irish, 

those in the Patch, to do something 

about their situation. In the course of 

the next twenty years residents of the 

Patch made a slow exodus. Some went 

to South Rockford, across Kent Creek. 

Some moved into non-Irish  

neighborhoods, according to what they 

could afford. Others moved a few 

blocks west and created another Irish 

concentration along Green Street, 

bounded by Short Horsman, Chestnut, 

South Rockton, and Cedar. This latter 

area came to be called "The Patch" by 

later generations, appropriately enough 

because it began as the dwelling place 

of Irish immigrants. It appears that the 

Irish themselves adopted the 

designation this time, rather than having 

it imposed on them by others. This new 

Patch was far removed from the original 

west side Patch of the 1850s. It was a 

friendly, working class neighborhood of 

homeowners, men with steady work, 

and small businessmen. Well 

established by the 1880s, it was 

prosperous enough to produce its own 

parish and church, like the east side 

Patch had done a generation earlier. St. 

Mary's Church was established in 1885. 

Thus there were three "Irish 

Patches" in Rockford's history. The east 

side Patch was soon forgotten, but it 

was where the Irish first settled and 

where they built their first church. The 
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third Patch, centered on the 600 and 

700 blocks of Green Street, was the one 

remembered by the grandchildren of the 

Irish immigrants. It took shape after 

the Civil War and produced the second 

Catholic church of the city. 

The second Patch--the original 

west side Patch--was Rockford's first 

slum, not the classic big city slum of a 

New York or a Boston, but a slum 

appropriate to a growing city of six or 

eight thousand people. It was created 

by economic conditions and populated 

by poor Irish, who had no choice in the  

matter. It produced the city's first 

urban social problems, but no church. 

This was the Patch known to the Irish 

settlers of the 1850s and their children, 

the real Patch of the nineteenth century. 

In the course of time industrial and 

commercial establishments infiltrated 

the area. South Street and Pine Street 

were submerged by the railroad yards. 

The Irish population slowly moved on to 

other areas when opportunity arose. 

And the infamous Patch became a 

vague and romantic memory. 

Sources: 

Rockford city directories, 1857 and 1859; 

1850 and 1860 Federal census; 

Rockford Register and Rock River Democrat newspapers, 1855-1860, 

Rockford Daily News for 1859. 
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