Dead History 

by

Eyes Right

Dunkirk, NY   -  My wife’s grandparents were born here in this small town on the eastern shore of Lake Erie.  They were both grandchildren of Irish immigrants who came to the area in the mid-1850’s, fleeing from the potato famine in their native country.  In a surprisingly short period, the Madigan clan became economic and social leaders of the community.   By the time that my wife’s grandfather reached adulthood, he owned one of the major banks in town and was President of the Board of Education.  Other relatives owned a shipping company and another, a lumber mill.
There are no Madigan’s in the phone book of Dunkirk, or anywhere in the surrounding county of Chautauqua, today.  However, most of them can be found in the local cemetery, St. Mary’s, which was founded in 1851.
We visited the cemetery, which is just to the east of town, on a sunny, pleasant summer day.  We found the gravesites of over 20 Madigan’s, including my wife’s grandparents.  What I found to be interesting was that many of the grave markers listed not only the years of the birth and death, but also the parish and county in Ireland from which the individual had immigrated.   For example, a Jeremiah Regan who died on April 26, 1861 hailed from the Parish of Desert-Serges, County of Cork, IRELAND (the capitalization is exactly how it was written).  A priest, the Rev. James McDonough, who died on September 24, 1865, had additional information (now barely legible due to the aging of the stone marker) that he was born in Ballysakerry in County Mayo, ordained in Rome in 1844, and died at St. Mary’s Monastery.
Another interesting insight provided by the grave markers was the obvious fact that children often died very young.  One of my wife’s ancestors, Denis Madigan, lost three of his children during a 3-week period in 1863.  Mary, 2 years, died on November 13; James, 3 years, died on November 27, and Hannah, 7 months, died on December 3.  It is not known if influenza was raging during that winter of 1863, or if a childhood disease, such as measles, which we have now defeated with vaccines, took them all so quickly.  No matter the cause, the grief must have been unbearable.  As if this was not enough of a burden, Denis lost yet another child, Frances, at age 7, in 1882.  Another family, the Brady’s, had two of their young children under 6 years die within 5 weeks during the summer of 1864.   

Infant death was so common that the markers often listed not only how many months a child lived, but also the days.  The Mannton family, for example, lost 2 sons, Martin, at age “4 yr 6 mo & 26 da” and John J. at “1 yr 5 mo & 4 da.”  We forget how dangerous life was before the luxury of antibiotics, vaccines, and other life-saving medical procedures.
There were also some strange epitaphs on some of the markers.  For example, a Thomas O’Brien who died at age 23 and 3 months, had this also written near his name:  “who was killed by the cars at Dayton, Ohio, August 21, 1863.”  There were no automobiles of any sort at that time, so it was something of a mystery to me as to how the young O’Brien of the Parish of Doon, County of Limerick, IRELAND, actually died.  
There were also Civil War casualties in St. Mary’s.  John R. Hays, “Aged 23 yrs 9 mo” was listed on his marker as having died in “NY Hospital from wound rec’d in battle.”  He was a native of Doan Parish, County of Tipperary, IRELAND.   Another soldier had a very small, plain stone on the ground which simply stated, “Thomas O’Connor, Co. E 72nd NY Vols.”  We know nothing else of this young man who gave his life in service to the Union.

So if your travels bring you to an old cemetery, take a moment to visit.  You will not only honor those who have gone before, but you may learn some history.
I thought you might like to know.
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