Immigration in the Early 1800s
A Bridge Reading · Track B
U.S. History · Period 4 (1800–1848) · Step 7 of 21 · a bridge reading · about 7 minutes

Why this reading is in your path:  The factories of the market revolution needed bodies, and millions came — mostly Irish and German. The videos mention “immigrants” only in passing (and as targets of temperance nativism); this fills in who they were, why they came, and the hostility they met.
Who Came, and Why
Two great waves. The Irish — fleeing the catastrophic Potato Famine (from 1845), arriving destitute and Catholic, crowding into Northern cities, taking the hardest and lowest-paid work (the men dug the canals and laid the rails; the women worked as domestic servants). The Germans — many fleeing failed revolutions (1848) and hard times, often arriving with a little more money and skill, spreading into the Midwest to farm and open businesses. Together they remade the population of the North.
The Nativist Backlash
A wave that large, and that visibly Catholic, frightened native-born Protestants. Out of that fear grew nativism — and a movement so secretive its members were told to answer questions with “I know nothing,” giving us the “Know-Nothing” Party. The hostility was real: anti-Catholic riots, job notices reading “No Irish Need Apply,” and (as your temperance videos show) the stereotype of the drunken immigrant used to fuel the temperance crusade. Note the pattern — blaming the newest arrivals for a society’s anxieties is a story America keeps retelling.
Why It Matters
Immigration sharpened the North–South divide in a way that’s easy to miss. The newcomers poured into the free-labor North, swelling its cities, its factories, and its political power — while the South, its labor force enslaved, drew few immigrants. By 1860 the North’s population and industrial might dwarfed the South’s, and immigration was a big reason why. The very people the nativists feared would help win the Civil War. (If your own family carries an immigration story, set it beside this one — the arrival, the work taken, the welcome or its absence. It belongs in this history.)

Questions to Sit With
1. “No Irish Need Apply” and “they’re all drunks” — the same logic aimed at newcomers recurs across American history. Why is the newest arrival so often blamed for a society’s troubles?
1. Immigrants flooded the free North, not the enslaved South — and tilted the balance of power. How did hostility toward immigrants and the fate of the Union end up tangled together?
1. The Germans arrived with a bit more, the Irish with nothing, and they were treated differently. How much does what you arrive with shape how you’re received?
Where This Connects
1. Back to Track A:  the temperance videos (nativism as a cause); Movement Four (the North’s growing advantage); the long American story of immigration and work.
1. Next:  Jacksonian democracy — how politics became the politics we’d recognize.
↩  Return to the Hub
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