
Eagla na Galru – The Fear of Contagion 1832 

 

The 'Ghosts Of Duffy's Cut'* is an appellage attached to men who set sail from Derry on the 
barque John Stamp, or on the ships Ontario, Prudence and Asia, on a two-month voyage in 
the Summer of 1832 in pursuit of a vision of what life could be like in America. The arrival of 
these young Irish labourers and weavers in Pennsylvania coincided with the arrival in 
America of the peak of the second cholera world pandemic of the 1800s. A Pennsylvania 
and Columbia Rail Road administration report recorded in a secret file, kept for 170 years 
until bestowed to the Watson family then dusted down, that the entire squad of fifty seven 
men died from that cholera at a stretch of railway known as Mile 59 in Malvern, Chester PA, 
and since called Duffy's Cut.  

The Duffy's Cut Project has been led by the Watson brothers. A forensic team that was 
called in, on the foot of a discovery of the remains of four men and one woman, painted a 
much more sinister scenario. They say that not only these young people, but the entire 
squad of fifty seven men, were murdered by vigilantes. An undetermined number of bodies 
are said from sonar findings to remain untouched under the railroad lines. Until those are 
exhumed there cannot be a definitive number or a definitive cause of death.  What is clear, 
thanks to the persistence of the Watson team, is that the bodies that have been exhumed 
show what appears to be blunt-force trauma to the head and large gaping holes consistent 
with musket balls. However, although there were musket balls found in the graves there 
were no matching exit holes found in the skulls, so cause of death can be no more than 
strongly speculative. These signs, they say, point towards a heinous act that occurred with 
the knowledge of the Philadelphia and Columbia Rail Road, out of fear that news of the 
cholera outbreak would spread.  

This extreme explanation can as yet only be a working hypothesis based upon what has 
been discovered but the Watson's follow-up book next year may reveal more. Meanwhile, 
and to assist the Watsons in their endeavours, a small amateur team of ancestor-hunters 
hope to accomplish what the rail road did not - correctly identify those young men by name 
and restore their memories to their families back in Ireland. This task is formidable and it is 
working backwards from the usual direction of genealogical research. Instead of seeking to 
find ancestors of living relatives, here the task is to find living relatives from the scanty or 
nonexistent records of the Disappeared. 

It cannot be certain as yet that the number, if any, of the men who were killed was actually 
fifty seven and this number seems to have been plucked from thin air. Neither can it be 
certain that the men said to have been killed at Duffy's Cut came solely off the John Stamp.  
They could just as easily have come off the Ontario, the Asia or the Prudence as all these 
boatloads carried a large number of young, strong-abled men from Tyrone, Donegal and 
Derry.  To simplify the task of identification of those exhumed and also of a bigger number 
as yet unearthed, the plan is to concentrate  on waxwings rather than house sparrows, 
meaning to focus on the more distinctive names from 1832, irrespective of which boat the 
young Irish labourers came off. This strategy may score some early and initial success. These 
rarer specimens, according to Griffiths Evaluation, are William Devine, Robert Ewing, John 
Doak, David and William Patchell (all from County Donegal); Samuel Forbes,  James Devaney 



and Hugh Foster (both from County Tyrone) and Adam Diamond (from County Derry) - all 
from the John Stamp. On the Asia (places of origin were not recorded) were Robert Arthur, 
James Barton, Edward Blackwell, James Bryan, Joseph Cochrane, Edward Edgar, Andrew 
Fergie, John Fowler, Henry McFadden, Arthur McQuade, William Menagh, James Vance, 
James Snodgrass, Thomas Southwell, Peter Darmond and William Stringer. On the Prudence 
were David Peoples, Anthony McDonagh, William McPhilemy, and Richard Weir from 
County Donegal; Stewart Davis, William Cole,John Gilfillan and Johnston Stevenson (all from 
County Derry); and Charles Birney from County Tyrone. On the Ontario there were James 
Sproule, Francis Hood, Tim McBrearty, James McHenry, Connell Harold, Daniel Nee, John 
McQuigg and John Aiken (all from County Donegal). 

If that small sample draws a blank, the likelihood increases that the Watsons' theory of foul 
play of a bigger number than those exhumed has holes in it. In other words, if a parallel 
sample of young men known not to have been at Duffy's Cut, cannot be traced from existing 
records, then there is no reason to suppose that absence of Duffy's Cut men from the 
records means that they were murdered. The 'evidence of absence' protocol, based as it 
may be on absence of evidence, used by the Watsons did not help in the identification of 
John Ruddy. Identification was done instead through discovery of a dental anomaly. The 
protocol used by the Watsons has since located two other possible John Ruddys in the 1850 
census. Both lived in Pennsylvania and both fitted available information on the John Ruddy 
who disembarked from the John Stamp in June of 1832. Neither was found buried under 
scree in Duffy's Cut. 

Was it just by chance that Philip Duffy, a fellow Irishman and railroad contractor, lit upon 
these young men as they disembarked at Philadelphia or was it set up beforehand in 
Ireland? Why also are guess-timated names from Duffy's Cut engraved today with such 
certainty on a memorial tombstone in West Chester? If indeed some of the names on the 
headstones are correct, it would appear that these men mostly came from the same small 
corner of Ireland in North West Tyrone and North East Donegal. These are just some of the 
many riddles that accompany the story and, whichever way, the fates of these young 
Irishmen were sealed the minute they set foot on a boat in Derry. 

In the spirit of the Watson enquiry, these unfortunate young men (whether four or fifty 
seven) deserve better. They were not just rail-fodder, they were all sons and brothers. Some 
of them came from a respectable family, like the Patchells who were a respectable 
Huguenot family who escaped to Ireland from France to escape persecution. The Patchells 
even had a distinguished family member in Colonel John Patchell who was a hero of the 
American Civil War. Less prominent families were nonetheless of native Irish nobility stock 
and It would ill-behove the archives of American and Irish  history to have some family 
member honoured and others, who were equally without blame or fault, to have been  
rubbished and disremembered.  

So what were the pressures upon these young men to emigrate, some of them as young as 
fifteen? Firstly, even before the Famines visited rural areas like West Donegal, the general 
state of health was poor. Some of these young men, despite being described as ‘superfit’, 
were probably in a state of semi-starvation. Cribra orbitalia stigmata were found in the 
skulls of the exhumed bodies, pointing towards anaemia and malnourishment due to a 



restricted and vitamin-deficient diet, or possibly even roundworms or tapeworms. These 
findings are also consistent with scurvy which was prevalent in Ireland at that time.  

Almost half of the young men on these boats from Donegal were Protestant weavers 
judging by their names. The names of particular interest are Ball from Kilmacrenan, 
Aughnish or Lifford; Callan from Aughnish, Templecarn or Clonca; Ewing from Donaghmore, 
Clonmany, or Convoy; Patchell from Raphoe or Ballyshannon; Peoples from Burt or Leck; 
Weir from Lifford or Ballyshannon; Elliott from Clonmany, Leck or Letterkenny; Gregg from 
Convoy; McCahill from Killaghtee, Raphoe, Clonmany; McClay from Stranorlar; Hood from 
Inver or Burt; Elder from Taughboyne or Clonca; McBrearty from Clonmany, Inver or 
Killybegs; Ferguson from  Donaghmore, Burt or Convoy; Griffin from Donaghmore; Smullan 
from Leck; Snodgrass from  Leck; Risk from Lifford; Greer from Convoy; and Leckey from 
Lifford, Convoy or Killygarvan. Most of them were from flaxgrowing parts outside 
Letterkenny, or from a fringe in the South West of Donegal outside Donegal Town towards 
Mount Charles or Ballshannon. These Donegal weavers would have been English-speaking 
and perhaps better educated than labourers from the Boylagh Barony of the Gaeltacht.  

Because of the coincidence of most of the family names on the Flaxgrowers List of 1706 also 
pearing on the Petition for the Union of 1800, the question arises whether those Donegal 
people who petitioned in droves to become part of the United Kingdom might have by now 
become disillusioned. An envisaged or expected advantage from any lowering of trade 
barriers and tariffs had not appeared and showed no signs of doing so. In fact, the situation 
was becoming worse and their means of production had become antiquated. As Denis 
O'Hearn wrote in his chapter in 'Ireland in the Atlantic Economy', "even as factory spinning 
became routine, mechanisation of linen weaving lagged behind. Power looms were used in 
Scotland as early as 1810 but were barely known in Ireland until after 1850". The gist of his 
argument is that England would not allow fair trade and monopolised Irish manufacture to 
service its own industrial revolution. Ireland had become an economic handmaiden and 
even after the Act of Union the Irish had been hoodwinked. 

Had the weavers stayed in Ireland, they could have had immunity to cholera from the 
bleaching process used on flax in the production of linen. Linen cloth was given at least 
twelve boilings in a witch’s brew of cow’s urine, solutions of cow dung, buttermilk, potash, 
bran, salt and other ingredients depending on the weaver’s whim. Between each boiling, the 
contaminated bleaching solution was rinsed out in the nearest dam or stream. The cloth 
was then spread on grass to dry, after which it was again watered and dried. The boiling 
process was then repeated. No cholera bacterium could survive that. It wasn't until 1852 
that the discovery was made that the cause of cholera was a contamination of drinking 
water.  It was a particularly shocking disease. A death rate of forty per cent, often within 24 
hours of onset, resulted from a rapid loss of bodily fluids due to nausea, vomiting and 
diarrhoea.  Simple measures such as straining water through filters, not wearing 
contaminated clothing and plentiful hydration instead of bloodletting would have been 
sufficient.  The men that set sail from Derry to work on Mile 59 were described as ‘superfit’. 
They should have had a better resistance and certainly not a hundred per cent mortality. It 
was this statistic that first caused the Watsons to be suspicious of a cover-up or a 
murderous plot fuelled by prejudice towards immigrants and a fear of a contagion. No 
doubt there was a business motive as well as a scandal or delay through quarantine would 
have resulted in financial loss by the Pennsylvania and Columbia Rail Road. 



Whether disillusioned or desperate, caught three-ways between disillusionment with the 
State, economic hardship and fear of infection with a fatal disease, these young, healthy 
able-bodied Irish labourers were bound in the summer of 1832 for Duffy’s Cut and the 
weavers were bound for the mills in Philadelphia.  Perhaps unknown to them, the Irish 
cholera pandemic had already arrived just as they left Ireland but cholera was waiting for 
them on the far side. Scaremongering was rife, fuelled by the knowledge that certain ethnic 
groups, which included the Irish, had a mortality rate that was three-to-four times higher 
than expected.  

The gap in knowledge may have to be filled by response from the readership of bulletins 
and newspapers to this appeal from amateur family researchers who are out there. The 
challenge to the Watsons' hypothesis is done in good faith, in the spirit of rigorous inquiry, 
and is with all due deference and thanks to the Watsons for bringing the story into the 
public arena. The memories of the deceased can be brought home and the Watson 
hypothesis may yet become a theory based upon an even more solid platform of evidence.  
Any readers of this paper who have nuggets of information should post what they have on 
the Duffy's Cut page of a dedicated website (celtdomain.com) or reply by letter to the 
postbox of the newspaper in the usual way. 

 

 

 


