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PAYING HOMAGE: Miriam Nyhan Grey with her book, Ireland’s Allies, America And The 1916 Easter Rising.

Remembering Gertrude

IN December 1914, while most New
Yorkers were preoccupied with prep-
arations for Christmas, Dr Gertrude B.
Kelly was putting the finishing touches

on a meeting of women interested in the
‘Protection of Irish Nationality’ at the
Hotel McAlpin on 34th Street.

Kelly’s gathering would culminate in
the founding of what is believed be the
first New York branch of Cumann na
mBan. According to reporting in the
Washington Post, a crowd of 200 turned
out for the Monday meeting — substan-
tially more than the first Dublin meeting
of the same organisation.

To many New Yorkers, both Irish and
non-Irish, of a century ago, the name Dr
Gertrude B. Kelly would have been very
familiar, and yet today she is forgotten,
despite the thousands of lives this
remarkable woman touched in her long
professional and activist career as
physician, feminist, social activist, and
Irish nationalist.

Two years after her death, at the open-
ing of the Dr Gertrude B. Kelly Play-
ground on West 17th Street in New York
City in 1936, Mayor Fiorello La Guardia
placed her foremost among those who
had contributed to the welfare of New
Yorkers. Even more ironic, given her
passion for the status of Ireland, Kelly
seems to warrant only passing mentions
in Irish historiography, despite the fact
that it was once observed that there was
‘not an Irish worker, or lecturer, drama-
tist or actor, painter or poet’ to whom she
did not extend a ‘welcome and a helpful
hand’.

Gertrude was born Brigid Kelly on Feb-
ruary 10, 1862, in Carrick-on-Suir, Co.
Tipperary, in the Diocese of Waterford
and Lismore, quite possibly in the Car-
rick-on- Suir workhouse where her father
was the schoolmaster. In 1873, at the age
of 11, she left for the United States with
her mother and siblings to join her father.
It seems she was destined to have activist
leanings: her teacher mother, Kate For-
rest Kelly, had been involved in the Irish
labour movement and the Ladies Land
League and was associated with Fanny
Parnell. Her father, Jermiah, also a
teacher, was an advocate of educational
equality. Jermiah was dismissed from a
teaching position in the Carrick-on-Suir
Union due to his Fenian leanings and he
departed for the United States in 1868.

There he would become the founding
president of the Land League of New Jer-
sey and was closely connected to Patrick
Ford’s hugely influential Irish World
newspaper.

Gertrude, who went by the name Bride
with intimates, was one of at least 11
children born to Jermiah and Kate that
they raised in urban New Jersey. She
showed promise from a young age, one
source claiming that at age 15 she was
principal of a local public school.

Judging by her professional and activ-
ist trajectory, it can be deduced that she
was strongly influenced by her home en-
vironment. If Ford’s Irish World was
prominent in the Kelly home, which it
seems it was, it is noteworthy that Ford,

at least until 1886, advocated for women’s
rights, African-American rights, and
temperance, and he railed against imperi-
alism.

Kelly came of age in a home in which
social matters were of great consequence
and was the daughter of a man who would
assert that ‘the social war is not an Irish
question only — it appeals to a common
humanity.’

In 1884, Gertrude graduated from the
Women’s Medical College of the New
York Infirmary. This training hospital
was one of the few institutions in the
country offering instruction to women
doctors and was pioneered by the famous
Blackwell sisters who were critical in the
advancement of women in medicine.

At her professional height, Kelly would
be recognised as a pioneer in the field of
major abdominal surgery and was one of
the first women medical specialists in the
United States.

Kelly’s role in Cumann na mBan is just
one example of her involvement in politi-
cal and social matters, but it marks a cru-
cial moment for Irish Americans. Her ac-
tions illuminate the backdrop to New
York and the 1916 Easter Rising in a very
important way. It can be argued that 1916
did no more than ignite an issue that had
been percolating for two years for Irish
Americans and in this way Kelly is illus-
trative of the shift from constitutional
nationalism to a more separatist stance.

Brokers like Dr Kelly knew Ireland and
understood the Irish but could interpret
and fashion that knowledge and social
capital in the American setting; her
founding Cumann na mBan and her role
in the Irish Relief Fund in 1916 are ob-
vious examples of this. From this vantage
point we must remember that Dr Kelly
was herself an Irish immigrant first and
foremost.

She acted as a vital go-to person for
many who traversed the Atlantic during
a momentous period in Irish history but
has been largely forgotten in her home-
land. Maybe Irish visitors to New York
should place a visit to the Manhattan
playground named in Dr. Kelly’s honour
on their itineraries to pay homage to this
extraordinary compatriot.
■ Miriam Nyhan Grey is the Associate
Director and Director of  Graduate
Studies at New York University’s Gluck-
sman Ireland House. This article is based
on her chapter in Ireland’s Allies: Ameri-
ca and the 1916 Easter Rising, edited by
Ms Nyhan Grey and published by UCD
Press, available via www.ucdpress.ie

SELLING ROSES: Dr. Gertrude B. Kelly, like many Irish New Yorkers, enthusiastically joined the Irish Relief Committee once
news of the Easter Rising and its impact on Dubliners broke. Details about the unrest in Ireland reached a wide audience
with initiatives like selling roses on Fifth Avenue in July 1916. Published in Ireland, July 15, 1916. American Irish Histori-
cal Society, used with permission.
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