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- In Newport, Irish is forever |

By JERRY O’'BRIEN
Journal-Bulletin Staff Writer

NEWPORT — Bright green shamrocks and
the crisp tricolor flag of Ireland still grace the
storefronts and wave from the porches on this St.
Patrick’s Day in Newport, where Saturday's annu-
al parade and evening festivities lured thousands
of partygoers to the waterfront.

Though the City by the Sea may be known inter-
nationally as a summer haven for blue bloods and a
safe harbor for their yachts, the crowded byways
that sprout from lower Thames Street in Newport's
Fifth Ward speak of a much different reality.

Boston may have a more vigorous association
with the slow rise to power of Irish immigrants,
but Newport's Irish heritage remains as crucial if
less obvious.

A century after the first wave of Irish immi-
grants arrived in the 1820s, their descendants
were building a citywide political machine and
eroding the walls of ethnic prejudice.

Now, in a city where 37 percent of the 28.000
residents consider themselves Irish, according to
the U.S. Census, some are trying to salvage the
strands of a history frayed by time.
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GONE, NOT FORGOTTEN: A gravestone at
the Barney Street burial ground testifies to a his-
tory of Irish immigration that continues today.

establishing The Newport Museum of Irish History,
restoring the state’s first Catholic cemetery and doc-
umenting the ongoing saga of the Irish in Newport.
The stories that echo outward from the Fifth
Ward are spun from the labor of the Irish immi-

grants who built Fort Adams, from the landscapes

They aim to chronicle the Irish achievement by

they tended at Bellevue Avenue's
mansions, and from their own faded
gravestones in the derelict Barney
Street burial ground.

Adopting a strategy played out in
many communities. Newporters of
Irish descent took aim at employ-
ment in government. law enforce-
ment and the church as ways to se-
cure positions for their children and
neighbors.

IN DOING SO, they helped shape
the character of the city.

“In Newport you've got a situation
where the Fifth Ward has been
maintained. probably the only Irish.
old-style ethnic neighborhood that's
survived,” said lawyer and historian
Patrick T. Conley. who wrote The
Irish in Rhode Island. “That com-
munity has held its cohesiveness.
The others have passed.”

According to Conley, the first
Irish immigrants to land on Aquid-
neck Island for employment came to
a dreadful pair of Portsmouth coal
mines. which operated on and off
from 1808 to 1883.

The wave grew stronger in the
1820s. when the federal government
sponsored the construction of Fort
Adams. Foremen actually sailed 0
Ireland to recruit experienced stone
carvers as well as common laborers.
The project lasted nearly 40 vears. a
magnet for continuing Irish immi-
gration.

They sertled close by the fort. In
time. the largelv Insh community
would span a section roughly bound-
ed by Wellington and Harmison
Avenues. lower Thames and Spring
Streets.

The mansions lay above. atop the
hill: the bustling waterfront below.

Newport slowly became the first'

Rhode Island community with a sub-
stanuial Irish population.

The state’s first Roman Catholic
parish was founded a few blocks
north. in a former schoolhouse at the
corner of Barney and Mount Vernon
Streets. where the cemetery now
rests. The parish was later moved
south t0 Spring Street. where a
beautiful stone church. St. Marv’s,
was dedicated in 1853.

The first goal of The Newport
Museum of Irish History is to restore
that cemetery and enclose it with a
period fence, said the group's presi-
dent. Vincent Arnold. (*“My mother’s
a Murphy.” he said.)

To help bring their work to the
public. the group is cosponsoring.
with the Ancient Order of Hiberni-
ans, a guided bus tour of sites in
“Irish Newport™ on Saturday at 10
am. from the Hibernian Hall at 2
Wellington Ave. Tickets are $13. Caii
847-8671 or 847-0418.

“The goal is to collect. preserve
and display photographs. letters.
documents, artifacts and oral historv

to chronicle Irish immigration and*

settlement in Newport County. and
the social and cultural impact on the
community.” Armold said.
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tourist destination in the 1970s. For-
mer Mayor Robert J. McKenna,
though not a native Newporter,
mixed politics with a 30-year teach-
ing career at Salve Regina Universi-

port’s transition from Navy town to |

MARTIN MURPHY i,
president of the Newport Irish
Heritage Association, at home
in Middletown with his dog.
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FOR NEARLY 200 vears. waves
of Irish immigrants have landed on
the shores of Newport for the same
reasons: the lure of family, security
and adventure.

Janis Gibbons felt there was
something missing. She came to
Newport to find it.

Now a waitress at Christie’s, a
restaurant on lower Thames Street,
Gibbons, 27. recalled growing weary
of her bank job in Sandyford. Ire-
land.

“1 felt there had to be more to
life.” said Gibbons. her soft brogue '
as smooth as cream. “Now | have
the feeling of home. a feeling beyond
words. Comfortable. Safe.”

Young visitors from Ireland have
found a haven at Christie’s in recent
years, where a well-paying job and a
community rich in Irish history have
made a hospitable combination.

“The main reason I like it here is
because of my brother,” said wait-
ress Beth Fitzpatrick. of Artane, on
Dublin’s north side. Still in her early
20s. Fitzpatrick followed her brother
Joseph to Newport.

T was going a bit crazy. so I left
Ireland a year and a half ago.” she
said with a bright laugh and a bril-
liant smile. “Right now. I'm planning
on staying. There’s a lot of Irish her-
itage here.”



