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constitutional framework, policy
choices, legislative arrangements, and
major judicial turning points. It is
now up to the next generation of legal
historians to dig deeper and discover
how Indiana law worked. 
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The Irish
Peopling Indiana
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When you think of Irish America,
Indiana is not the first place that
comes to mind. The vast majority of
Irish immigrants chose to settle in the
urban centers of the industrial North-
east and Midwest, bypassing largely
rural Indiana for Chicago, St. Louis,
Detroit, and St. Paul. William Giffin’s
book, an updated edition of the essay
he wrote for Peopling Indiana: The
Ethnic Experience (1996), is an
informative history of those Irish who
did choose the Hoosier state as their
home. 

What is striking about this story
is its similarity to the larger narrative
of Irish American history. In the colo-
nial period, Irish fur traders wandered
the New York and Pennsylvania fron-
tier, trading with Native Americans
and acting as mediators in conflicts
between the Indians and their white
neighbors. Indiana’s most notable
Irish trader was Dublin-born George
Croghan, whose mid-eighteenth-cen-
tury trade network extended from
Pennsylvania to the Great Lakes

region. During the period of mass
immigration in the nineteenth cen-
tury, Irish began to settle Indiana in
increasing numbers, attracted by the
opportunity for work—first, the
building of roads, then canals, and
finally the railroad. Like most Irish
immigrants at this time (1830-1860),
they were unskilled laborers who
were in search of work.

Canal-building fever had gripped
the nation in the 1830s and 40s,
sparked by the success of New York’s
Erie Canal. It was the Irish laborers
who built the canals in New York,
Pennsylvania, and Ohio, as well as in
Indiana. Mostly migrant workers who
went from job to job, a number of
them settled in Marion County, where
they became the founding generation
of the Indiana Irish. By 1860 about
24,495 foreign-born Irish were living
in the state, less than two percent of
Indiana’s total population. This was
also the era when the Catholic church
began to establish itself in Indiana,
organizing parishes in Indianapolis,
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Den of Misery
Indiana’s Civil War Prison
By James R. Hall
(Gretna, La.: Pelican Publishing Company, 2006. Pp. 159. Photographs, appendix, notes, bibli-
ography, index. $25.00.)

Fort Wayne, and South Bend to min-
ister to the growing Irish communi-
ty. As the nation moved into the
industrial age, Irish blue-collar fac-
tory workers became a common sight
in these cities.

Irish immigrants were also active
politically, serving in the General
Assembly and in city and town
offices. As was true elsewhere, they
supported the Democratic party. Irish
Hoosiers fought in the Civil War
alongside other Irish regiments from
the Northern states. Like other Irish
they founded their own ethnic organ-
izations such as the Ancient Order of
Hibernians. Ardent nationalists, they
supported the cause of Irish inde-
pendence throughout the nineteenth
century, contributing thousands of
dollars toward this effort.

In the twentieth century, espe-
cially after the Second World War,
Indiana’s Irish began to move up eco-
nomically. They became more Amer-

ican than Irish, loyal patriots as well
as proud Catholics. Their Irish iden-
tity began to fade as they grew further
removed from Ireland and their immi-
grant roots. Then, in the late 1960s,
an ethnic revival captured the imag-
ination of millions of Americans.
Among the Irish, music and dance
enjoyed a revival as city after city in
Indiana and elsewhere sponsored her-
itage festivals. Being Irish was “in”
among a new generation of Ameri-
can-born Hoosiers who claimed Irish
ancestry. By 1990 they numbered
almost one million, or about 18 per-
cent of the state’s population. Giffin
has added a discussion of this cultural
awakening to his original essay. A
number of illustrations and a useful
index further enhance the value of
this new edition.
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In 1859, the State Board of Agricul-
ture ordered the construction of a
state fairground on thirty-six acres of
land on the north edge of Indianapo-
lis. Barns and sheds would hold the
livestock, and a few administrative
buildings were erected. In April 1861,
this site became Camp Morton, where

thousands of new volunteers, answer-
ing President Lincoln’s call to arms,
camped and drilled. 

Not until early 1862, after the fall
of Forts Henry and Donalson in Ten-
nessee, did Camp Morton become the
repository of more than 3,000 Con-
federate prisoners of war. In Den of


