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Introduction 

Scéal a tharraingíonn scéal.  One story draws another. 

Just as the Burns Library’s iconic Ford Tower evokes 
the tower of Ballylee Castle, which Irish poet W. B. 
Yeats purchased, restored, and celebrated in the 
popular anthology of his verse depicted in our 
exhibit poster, so does one story draw another, as 
the Irish proverb goes.  As staff in the Burns Library, 
we frequently find ourselves exploring connections 
behind our rare book and manuscript collections in 
just this way.  When we pull at their narrative 
threads, we often discover a web of related 

materials.  Following the stories we uncover leads us on to more stories.  When we share 
these stories with our researchers, they in turn share their discoveries with us.  One story 
draws another.  

There are many such stories in the Irish collections, which are the most frequently consulted 
materials in the Burns Library.  Whether a book, a manuscript, a broadside, a letter, or a 
musical instrument, each component of the Irish collections offers an opportunity to learn 
more about the history, literature, and culture of Ireland and Irish America. 

The exhibit is divided into four sections:  Irish American Fine Press Books, Irish Traditional 
Music, Irish-American History in Boston, and Irish Literature.  Beginning in March, the 
exhibit will also feature a fifth section highlighting published scholarship that utilizes research 
materials from the Burns Library’s Irish collections. 
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History of the Irish Collections at Boston 
College 

 
The Irish collections at the Burns Library have their own 
story. They began when the library acquired the private 
library of Boston lawyer John T. Hughes in the 1940s. In 
1948, Boston College librarian Terence Connolly, SJ, 
invited the writer Helen Landreth (1894-1981) to build on 
the Hughes materials and to expand the Irish collections 
for the school. Over the next 30 years, Landreth helped 
bring Boston College’s Irish collections to international 
renown in Irish history, as well as in Irish literature and 
music. In recognition of Landreth’s contributions, the Éire 
Society of Boston honored her with their Gold Medal in 
1964. She received a Bicentennial Medal from Boston 
College in 1976. 

  

The very roots of Boston College are bound up with the story of 
Ireland and the Irish diaspora. John McElroy, SJ, founder of Boston 
College, was born in Ireland in 1782. He immigrated to the 
United States in 1803. In 1843, McElroy wrote to the bishop of 
Boston asking that a Jesuit college be established in the city to 
serve its Catholic population. McElroy’s vision carried great 
urgency in an era when many Boston schools were inhospitable to 
Catholics. The bishop transferred McElroy to Boston in 1847, 
where he was given the opportunity to bring his vision to life. 
Through McElroy’s efforts, Boston College was chartered by the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts on April 1, 1863. 
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Irish American History in Boston  

These selections from the Irish American 
manuscript collections at the Burns Library are 
loosely bound together by common threads of 
shared affiliation with the University and with the 
City of Boston – its business and its politics. 

                                                                                  
To each of us working on this section, the starting 
place for selecting Irish American related material was evident: Boston. Our initial choices 
included seemingly unrelated items from University Archives and alumni papers, Boston 
historical collections, political papers, and business records; however, as we talked, ideas came 

together and connections emerged. 

Among the first Boston College students was 
James O’Brien, son of successful newspaper 
editor and Boston's first Irish-born mayor, 
Hugh O'Brien. Here begins a tradition of 
Boston College alumni associations with local 
business and politics. Many Boston-area 
politicians were Boston College alums, including 
John F. “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, John F. 
O’Connell, and Tip O’Neill, not to mention 
faculty member Robert F. Drinan, SJ. Within 
our collections, political legacies are 
intertwined with social and commercial 
relationships. “Honey Fitz” was, of course, John 

F. Kennedy’s grandfather; the Kennedys vacationed with the Donnellys, another prominent 
Irish Catholic family whose sons attended Boston College. Scion of the family Edward C. 
Donnelly, Jr. married infamous Boston mayor James Michael Curley’s daughter, Mary. 

The connections don’t end there! Read on to find out how musician P. S. Gilmore, Irish 
nationalist George D. Cahill, and author and editor John Boyle O’Reilly all fit into the tale of 
Irish American history in Boston. 
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Irish American Fine Press Books 
The Traffic Street Press, a fine press company 
operating out of St. Paul, Minnesota, printed 
these volumes as their Irish Poetry Series. The 
Burns Library holds a full run of the series. Fine 
print presses specialize in producing high 
quality, artistic books. Each of these volumes, 
printed and bound by Paulette Myers-Rich, 
offers an exquisite example of quality binding.  

The content of the books is, of course, about 
Ireland and Irish experience, and this series highlights the wonderful stories in Irish poetry —
 stories of creativity and humor, as well as struggle and pain. Each of the poems can individually 
strike a chord with us. Some poems show a love of nature and visions of its beauty, some the 
love between humans, while others reveal the pain of the emigrant experiences and the 

struggles that past generations of Irish men 
and women faced.  

The stories, however, are not merely 
individually important. The musical, literary, 
and historical references of these poems also 
point us to other stories. The literary allusions 
of one poem point us to classical literature or 
Irish folktales. Poetry about emigrant life 
reminds us of historical accounts of families 
fleeing the Great Famine in the mid-
nineteenth century. Musical references bring 
to mind hauntingly beautiful Irish melodies. 
Each poem is its own story, and each story 
reminds us of another.  

We hope you enjoy this selection of finely printed Irish poetry and ponder what these poems 
mean for you and your story. 
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Irish Musical Tradition 
 Music, song, and dance are the heart of traditional Irish culture, 
and can be seen and heard at concerts, dance events, and 
informal gatherings. Wherever you find Irish music and dance 
you find a wealth of captivating stories. Traditional Irish songs tell 
vivid tales about the way Irish life used to be; Irish musicians and 
dancers today live fascinating lives themselves; and Irish songs 
have changed so much over time that they often become stories 
in their own right. A vibrant oral tradition keeps all these stories 
alive.  

Irish traditional music is typically passed down from generation 
to generation. This process of aural transmission occurs when 
musicians gather to play or sing new repertoire, usually entirely by ear. Interpretations of a 
melody or song can vary widely from player to player, just as they can vary from community 
to community or from one historical era to the next. Influences from other musical traditions 
and genres also help to energize Irish music on occasion, helping to garner attention from a 
wider public. Many Irish traditional musicians today take to the concert stage, but many more 
keep the tradition alive at informal gatherings in their own communities.  

 Irish music in the 21st century takes on many 
exciting forms. The items on exhibit from the Burns 
Library Irish Music Archives contain a few specific 
stories about Irish music and musical communities. 
Through these stories we can begin to explore the 
larger story of Irish music in America. 
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Irish Literature 
The Irish collections of the Burns Library 
contain a wide variety and great depth of 
information about past and present Irish 
writers. There are also many stories about the 
acquisition of those materials. 

Our principal collection of documents by and 
about George Bernard Shaw was obtained 
from two rare book and manuscript dealers, 
Samuel and Russell Freedman. When the Burns 
Library mounted an exhibit of this collection, a 
note about the exhibit was seen by Napier 
Williams, a collector in Dublin. Williams had inherited from his father a collection of letters 
written by Shaw to Bernard Gould, an actor in the premier performance of the play Arms and 
the Man. The Burns Library purchased the letters and made them available for scholarly 
publication. The significance of the letters is shown by several other items on display in this 
case. 

Shaw received the Nobel Prize for literature in 1925, joining William Butler Yeats (1923) and 
followed by Samuel Beckett (1969) and Seamus Heaney (2005) as Irish recipients of this honor. 
All four Nobelists are well represented in the Burns Library.  Within the Irish Room, please 
note the busts of Yeats, Shaw and Heaney as well as the portrait of Nuala Ní Dhomhnaill. 

Yeats’s poetry often reflected the folklore and fairy stories 
popularized by the Celtic revival. Some of the same stories are 
reflected in the poetry of contemporary writer, Nuala Ní 
Dhomhnaill, who publishes in both Irish and English. Ireland, the 
historic home of “saints and scholars” is still the isle of writers 
and poets.  

Perhaps a story, play, or poem by one of these great writers will 
resonate with you. 
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Researcher Stories 
 
Researchers are at the core of the work of the Burns Library. Scholars 
and writers use the books, manuscripts, and archival holdings in the Burns 
Library’s Irish collections to write books and articles on a variety of Irish 
subjects and topics. The stories these researchers tell explore the 
history, relationships, and accomplishments of Irish and Irish American 
subjects. 

 
This selection of books and articles provides a diverse cross-
section of material ranging from a children’s book on P. S. 
Gilmore, the Irish-born “Father of the American Band,” to a 
biography of Robert F. Drinan, SJ, Dean of the Boston College Law 
School and the first Catholic priest to serve in Congress. But these 
books and articles do not only focus on biography, they include 
the story of Helen Landreth, first curator of Boston College’s Irish 
collections, a study of the Irish National Land 

League, a catalog of Irish writer Flann O'Brien's personal library, essays 
from the Boston College McMullen Museum’s exhibit on Irish rural 
interiors and an online edition of an early W. B. Yeats play. In addition, 
this selection includes two collections of correspondence — one between 
Irish novelist, playwright, and poet Samuel Beckett and American director 
Alan Schneider, the other a collection of family letters written during the 
Great Famine. As each researcher tells the story discovered in the Irish 
collections, Irish and Irish American history, people, places, music, and 
literature are all explored. 
 
Whether they tell stories of peace or imprisonment, politics or physical space, these materials 
ask us to engage with the shared lineage of Ireland and how it informs and connects these 
various works to each other. We hope you enjoy this selection of books and articles from 
researchers who have worked with our Irish collections and the stories they tell. 
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For Further Study 

 
Archival & Manuscript Collections at the Burns Library 

Ellerton J. Brehaut Bostonia Collection, MS.2008.016.  Finding aid available upon request.   

A native of North Attleborough, Massachusetts, Ellerton Brehaut (1897-1985) was graduated from Harvard in 
1918. From 1919 to 1959 he worked for the Greater Boston Chamber of Commerce and was an avid 
collector of historical materials. The collection consists of correspondence, manuscripts, scrapbooks, 
newspaper clippings, account books, publications and other items relating in some way to the history of the 
City of Boston.  

John Donnelly & Sons Records, MS.2012.004.  Finding aid available at hdl.handle.net/2345/2675.   

This collection contains awards, business records, photographs, and scrapbooks related to the outdoor 
advertising firm John Donnelly & Sons. Scrapbooks compose the largest series and consist mainly of 
newspaper clippings regarding both the company's activities and advertising in general. Materials date from 
1884 to 1978. 

John Boyle O’Reilly Papers, MS.2005.013.  Finding aid available upon request.   

Correspondence is to and from John Boyle O'Reilly (1844-1890) and concerns literary, political, and social 
matters. Manuscripts and publications include poems, speeches, and other writings. Scrapbooks are comprised 
mainly of newspaper clippings on O'Reilly's literary activity. Other material in the collection includes 
biographies and various memorials to O'Reilly, and a few artifacts.  

Michael Cummings Collection of P.S. Gilmore Materials, M.135.2004.1.  Finding aid available at 
http://hdl.handle.net/2345/54.   

The collection documents the music career of P.S. Gilmore (1829-1892), American band conductor and 
composer, and the activities of the Patrick S. Gilmore Society. Artificially created by Cummings, the collection 
particularly highlights the National Peace Jubilee (1869) and the World's Peace Jubilee (1872), with programs, 
lithographs, tickets, and medals. The collection also includes correspondence, photographs, and newspaper 
and magazine articles. 

George D. Cahill Papers, MS.1993.041.  Finding aid available at hdl.handle.net/2345/2900.   

The papers of George D. Cahill (1820-1893) a Quincy, Massachusetts merchant active in Irish American 
causes in the late nineteenth century, consist of correspondence, fliers, circulars, published speeches, and 
ephemera, as well as membership and financial records for Irish nationalist organizations including the Fenian 
Brotherhood, the Irish National Publishing Company, the Irish National Land League of the United States, and 
the Irish National League of America. Notable correspondents include Patrick Andrew Collins, Jeremiah 
O'Donovan Rossa, John O'Mahony, and John Boyle O'Reilly.  

 

http://hdl.handle.net/2345/2675
http://hdl.handle.net/2345/54
http://hdl.handle.net/2345/2900
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Thomas P. O’Neill, Jr. Congressional Archives, CA.2009.001.  Finding aid available at 
http://hdl.handle.net/2345/988.   

The collection is composed of correspondence, publications, photographs, audio tapes, videocassettes, 
artifacts, newspaper clippings, and scrapbooks. Most of the material relates to O’Neill’s career in Congress, 
and documents his views on such issues as the Vietnam War, Watergate, and relations with Ireland. It also 
includes papers of O’Neill’s staff, files of Democratic Committees, and some letters of late twentieth century 
presidents. A Congressman from Massachusetts, O’Neill was born in North Cambridge in 1912, and attended 
Boston College. From 1936 to 1952 he served in the State Legislature, and from 1953 to 1986 he was a 
member of the United States House of Representatives. O’Neill served as Speaker of the House from 1977 to 
1986. A loyal Democrat and proud Irish American, he actively supported human rights issues. He died in 1994. 

Books 

Barber, Shelley, editor.  The Prendergast Letters: Correspondence from Famine-Era Ireland, 1840 – 1850.  Amherst, 
Mass.:  University of Massachusetts Press, 2006. 

Barber, Shelley. “The Prendergast Letters,” New England Ancestors, v. 7, no. 4, p. 35.  Boston:  New England 
Historic Genealogical Society, 2006. 

Bartlett, Thomas.  “The Pursuite of Helen Landreth:  Robert Emmet, Gender and Historical Scholarship in 
Mid-Twentieth-Century Ireland,” Field Day Review, v.6, p. 113 - 131.  Dublin:  Keough-Naughton Institute for 
Irish Studies, 2010. 

Beatty, Jack.  The Rascal King: The Life and Times of James Michael Curley, 1874-1958. Reading, Mass.: Addison-
Wesley, 1992. 

Beckett, Samuel and Schneider, Alan.  No Author Better Served:  The Correspondence of Samuel Beckett and Alan 
Schneider, edited by Maurice Harmon.  Cambridge, Mass.:  Harvard University Press, 1998. 

Birnbaum, Ben.  The Heights: An Illustrated History of Boston College, 1863-2013.  Chestnut Hill, Mass.: Linden 
Lane Press, 2014. 

Darlington, Marwood.  Irish Orpheus, the life of Patrick S. Gilmore, Bandmaster Extraordinary.  Philadelphia: Olivier-
Maney-Klein, 1950. 

Donovan, Charles F., SJ and David R. Dunigan, SJ.  History of Boston College: From the Beginnings to 1990.  
Chestnut Hill, Mass.: The University Press of Boston College, 1990 

Evans, A.G.  Fanatic Heart: A Life of John Boyle O’Reilly, 1844-1890.  Boston: Northeastern University Press, 
1999. 

Farrell, John A.  Tip O’Neill and the Democratic Century.  Boston:  Little, Brown and Company, 2001. 

Janis, Ely.  A Greater Ireland: The Land League and Transatlantic Nationalism in Gilded Age America.  Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2015. 

http://hdl.handle.net/2345/988
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Kuhn, Andrew.  “Painting Print:  Reading in the Irish Cabin”, Rural Ireland:  The Inside Story, edited by Vera 
Kreilkamp, p. 73 – 79.  Chestnut Hill, Mass.:  McMullen Museum of Art, 2012. 

O’Connor, Thomas H.  The Boston Irish: A Political History.  Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1995. 

O’Hara, Mary.  Travels with my Harp:  The Complete Autobiography.  London:  Shepheard-Walwyn (Pulbishers) 
Ltd., 2012. 

O’Neill, Gerald.  Rogues and Redeemers: When Politics was King in Irish Boston.  New York: Crown Publishers, 
2002. 

Potter, Alicia.  A Jubilee! One Man’s Big, Bold, and Very, Very Loud Celebration of Peace.  Somerville, Mass.: 
Candlewick Press, 2014. 

Schroth, Raymond A., SJ.  Bob Drinan:  The Controversial Life of the First Priest Elected to Congress.  New York:  
Fordham University Press, 2011. 

Shaw, Bernard. Bernard Shaw Collected Letters 1874 – 1897, edited by Dan H. Laurence.  New York:  Viking, 
1985. 

Yeats, W. B. The Collected Works of W. B. Yeats:  Volume I The Poems, edited by Richard J. Finneran.  New York:  
Macmillan Publishing Company, 1989. 
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