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“A Fair Trade?”


When millions of Irish people emigrated from Ireland in the 1800’s, they collided with America in a crash that resulted in disillusionment, death, and ironically enough: hope. Spurned by America’s proletariat and repressed by England’s reigning robber barons, many came to the conclusion that the only way to assimilate into American society was to serve one’s country in the army. Further convinced by New York’s political machines, thousands of young Irishmen enlisted during the Civil War - one of which was Michael Hyde. While these sturdy young men enrolled with aspirations for societal advancement and financial security, not all benefited. As the deplorable case of Michael Hyde illustrates, military service was a road often paved with insolvency both mental and fiscal. 
            The Emerald Isle has long felt the pangs of political unrest. By the end of the 18th century, however, hostilities had reached a pinnacle. Insuperable discrepancies between the socioeconomic and religious strata - Catholics and Protestants, British and Irish, landowners and farmers – rent the nation in two. Unfortunately, these cracks in the nation’s framework were hardly reconciled by the intentionally cohesive Act of Union in 1800, which appeared to unify England and Ireland. A speciously positive enactment, the Act of Union only exacerbated the tension already building in Ireland. As Dennis Clark, Irish historian, wrote, “England strove with fire and sword to impose her will on the ever refractory society of the Gaels even as that society lurched toward destruction.” The “fire and sword” of which he speaks refer to the British policy, which became increasingly popular towards the 1840’s, of allowing a landlord to forcibly evict Irish peasants (Clark, Dennis). During the 1840’s over 500,000 Irishmen were forced out of their homes by British officials, a factor contributing to one of the largest immigrations to the United States in history. Other factors include the quixotic representation of America through immigrant letters home and primarily, the Potato Famine of the 1840’s.  

            A collusion of British economic policy, destructive farming methods, and a certain pernicious fungus conspired to bring the Irish countrymen to their knees, thus sending them to search for a better life on the other side of the Atlantic. Because the British controlled nearly all Irish exports save the potato, plebian Ireland found itself operating with a single-export economy - a risky situation any prudent nationalist would try to avoid. As a result many Irish, enticed with the promises of a better life, set sail for America.

            Unfortunately, the conditions in which these pilgrims crossed the ocean can best be defined by the nickname their ships were given: “coffin” ships. Packed like sardines into ship holds, these more desperate than intrepid men and women were catapulted into a sort of accelerated natural selection, and only the strong survived. A paltry half of the passengers survived; the rest died during the voyage. Those who survived, however, had another journey ahead of them, and this time the rules for competing were far less defined. 

Due to competition for income and a prevailing attitude of racism, the influx of immigrants was not received well by the majority of working class America. Blacks and poor whites resented this renewable work force, and they fought bitterly for the top rung of the ladder in society’s basement. Unlike the natural Americans, the Irish were an even greater threat because of their teeming numbers. Factory owners never had to worry about a dissolving work force or safe working conditions because if their employees died, they would always find more bright-eyed immigrants at the docks. Nativists tried their best to keep the Irish out of work; resultantly, the infamous N.I.N.A. (“No Irish Need Apply”) signs are familiar even today. Irish were caricatured along with the political machines like “Boss” Tweed who abused them. But this impoverished people, although largely illiterate, exercised a surprising shrewdness in political affairs. This quality could be attributed to the constant religious persecution with which Irish Catholics had struggled for centuries. By the 1800’s, for example, twenty-five percent of New York’s voters were Irish (Clark, Dennis). Although they were manipulated as a potent political force, they did not find absolute economic relief in their keepers, and so they became what we know as “wage slaves.” It is to these “wage slaves” that we can credit many of our canals, steamboats, and railroads. These stoic laborers toiled without hope of security and without hope of assimilation (as the faces on scant daguerreotypes betray) – that is, until they were promised acceptance through military service. But exactly how much were these desperate Irishmen’s lives, and at times sanity, worth for their families? 

            When one considers the arithmetic of loss and how it might improve a family’s life, the unfairness of Hyde’s situation is so transparent that it needs no historian to dissect it.  Born in 1845 in New York City to Irish immigrants and, Michael Hyde’s proved a bittersweet case. Enlisting as an unmarried teenager, Hyde’s motivations for fighting in the Civil War could not be directly traced to ensuring familial security. Inadvertently, however, he was able to do so - though his tale is one alloyed with pain. A private in Company A of the 88th Regiment of New York’s Volunteer Infantry, Michael lost half of his face in battle. The loss was so devastating that a pre-military friend, when asked to identify Hyde from a post-war tintype in a deposition, his friend could not do it and said, “The lower part of the face resembles him, but I am unable to say with certainty whether it is Michael Hyde…about 1878 or 79 his speech assumed a queerness, and he seemed a little deaf.” While documentation varies for exactly which entanglement took his nose, it can be certain that the shot to the head took a toll on his mental health. After those eight weeks in the hospital, the same friend -Albert N. White - noticed that he “had no ‘snap’ about him,” and generally seemed indifferent. Although never explicitly stated, these are symptoms of a debilitating condition which has camouflaged itself under a variety of names through history since the Napoleonic Wars, including “battle fatigue” (Vietnam) and “shell shock” (World War II). Although the most current and scientific name can be found in the DSM IV as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, it was referred to as “general paresis” in the Civil War era, or paralytic dementia. It was of this disease that Michael Hyde, who by that time in his steady mental decline went by the name of “John Conway,” died. Even though Hyde was not physically hindered by his facial disfigurement incurred during either Fair Oaks or Gettysburg, his mental state made it difficult to work as a common laborer (Pension File).

            Contrary to popular logic, it is not a soldier’s actions during the war but after that affected whether or not a pension might be procured. While honorably discharged in 1865 and eligible for a pension, Hyde’s penchant for using two names as he waded away from reality made it difficult, if not impossible,  for his family to collect them. The depositions demonstrate this painful fact.  Until April 2, 1896, no airtight legal documents regarding Hyde’s identity could be produced. On this date, however, an affidavit signed by witnesses Mary Porter and Mary Creamer (presumably family friends) states that “They both visited said Michael Hyde in the New York Asylum for the Insane…about six months ago where he was confined and known as John Conway…The both saw and talked to him…They know that said inmate…was the identical Michael Hyde therein” (Pension File). Despite the debilitating nature of his injury, Michael could not file for an invalid pension because those were only given to victims of concrete, tangible injuries like loss of hands. His wife, on the other hand, could try for a widow’s pension. Unfortunately, because the double identity created confusion and because of Catherine’s inability to convey an adequate sense of need, wife Catherine McCarthy could not collect on her pension until the summer of 1896 (Michael died March 1 of that year), and she died shortly after in September of chronic nephritis. She simply was not legally savvy enough. By the time of their parents’ deaths in 1896, the two daughters, Ellen and Mary, were still unmarried minors. 

           Even though Michael’s tradeoff might appear “fair,” the fact that we cannot know his income prior to the war and do not have a standard for judging ethics prevents this from being so.  Because of their parents’ untimely deaths, October 15th of 1896 found the daughters petitioning for a renewal of the pension first granted in 1890 (Pension File). This was somewhat of a continuation of Catherine’s efforts, as her June 17, 1896 deposition, where she stated that “there is no one bound by law to maintain me, nor have I any income….” By that point in time, Catherine, in ill health, had ceased working as a laundry woman and “janitress” for her building. From 1895 to 1896, the Hydes survived on Michael’s parents’ $310 income and his short-lived $144 pension. Although as a private from 1861 to 1864 Michael had ample funds, he was not married until 1877 (Pension File). It is unclear whether or not he squandered this money, but the family did not seem to have much money – and certainly not the $300 Hyde would have gotten for enlisting through the county army or the $75 through the state (New York Times).  After Hyde’s debilitating injury, the pension was crucial to their survival. But, one must also consider what would have happened had Michael not been primarily compensated with losing his mind and face. They might have been happier. Yes, his children were able to support themselves with his pension – which from November, 1895 to March, 1896 amounted to about $12 a month, but had he been working they might have also been able to make the requisite $240 to survive in 19th century New York City. Instead, Hyde traded his sanity for financial security he might have reached anyway with manual labor before military service. And although morbid, it might have even been more financially rewarding to his family if he had died in combat, at it would have precluded the confusion of a double identity. 

            When one considers the painful tradeoff of Michael Hyde, it is overbearingly easy to say that in the long run Irish families were benefited by Civil War service. After taking a closer survey of the facts, however, the better end of the bargain is unclear. Even with all the pensions, the Hydes failed to produce more than half of the $240 annually to survive. Had Hyde not lost his capacity to function in a normal environment, he might have been able to provide his family with such security as a common laborer. Because of this it can be said that, although the Civil War advanced many Irishmen’s standing in a sociopolitical forum, the service did not necessarily render all soldiers’ progeny fiscally solvent. Michael Hyde’s enlistment was not one of his more informed and fruitful actions, and although such a decision proved fruitful in the long term for many, Michael Hyde’s was not such a case. 
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