From County Cavan

To

Swift County

A Narrative History

This is what Alex Haley calls a factional account of the Dolan “Roots."  It is a conglomeration of all of the stories heard by many of the family members over the years.  These stories are tied together in narrative form.  Cecelia Dolan is the largest single contributor.  Thanks to her incredible memory much of the past still comes alive for many of the descendants.  Liberty has been taken of some of the facts regarding historical events and day to day happenings such as weather and the attitudes and mental impressions of the individuals involved.  This was necessary to accommodate the narrative form

.

I-R-E-L-A-N-D


While Andrew Jackson was taking the oath of office and America was suffering growing pains in all directions much of Europe and Great Britain was on the crest of an industrial revolution that was marked by a roller coaster ride of economic inflation and depression that left lasting scars on many of the nations.  Most notably effected was Ireland, which seemed to receive none of the benefits and all of the disasters including a famine that clouded Irish history for over a generation and had monumental effects not only on that tiny isle but on a less likely part of the world, namely the new land.


Swanlinbar, the home of Michael and Bridget Dolan, was a tiny village set in the beautiful green foothills near the source of the tiny river Shannon.  Today, due to a tumultuous political history, this tiny village sits literally on the border dividing the two Irelands.  The Dolans living there today are very openly and deeply involved in the struggle for a unified Ireland and many have died in this cause.  The Catholic church built during the lifetimes of Michael and Bridget Dolan was recently completely destroyed by terrorists bombs.  Bridget and Michael, or Mickie Bren Wee as he was known, would not recognize the politically active community of today.


Although the Gaelic word for Dolan, “O’Dubhlain,” literally means black defiance or challenge, there was little of it in the early 19th century.  In there day independence was held in check or at most shared only behind the closed doors of the tiny, one room stone houses in which most of the Irish peasant lived.  This tiny stone hut and an unbelievably small plot of rocky earth from which one had to scratch out a meager existence for him and his family was about all the peasant had to his name in those dark days of starvation and death.


In addition to those tiny plots of land whose stone wall perimeters made patchwork quilts of the hillsides there were huge, rolling estates of the English and Ulster lords and ladies.  It was on one of these estates that Michael worked as a groom and horse trainer.  Unfortunately he was kicked in the chest by one of the lords horses and Mickie Bren Wee died shortly thereafter of the chest fracture.  This left Bridget McGovern Dolan a widow with seven children to feed.  Although Swanlinbar and the surrounding area was then and still is today made up almost exclusively of Dolans and McGoverns Bridget could not look to her family or Michael’s for support as everyone was so destitute there just was nothing left to share with others.  Thus, although her two oldest children were to remain in Ireland, Bridget was to see all of her remaining daughters set sail for America, never to return to Ireland or their family.  


Those remaining in Ireland were Patrick and Ann, the eldest daughter.  Patrick married and raised six children.  Ann married Patrick McGovern and had five children, Mary, Frank, Margaret, Ann and Thomas.  Although some of the Dolan descendants have returned to the area of their ancestry none has done any serious research or found any information on those members remaining in Swanlinbar.  The daughters who traveled to America had received good education’s and kept in communication with their mother, Bridget, until she died in 1870 but since that time there has been no communication with family members in Ireland.


As the smoke was clearing over Fort Sumpter and the parades of excited Americans gathered in the streets to witness the declaration of war a small boat of Irish immigrants sailed into the harbor at Castle Garden, Massachusetts.  Three small teenage girls hovered together on board wondering what life lay ahead for them in this strange new land.


It seemed like an eternity since that cold, rainy New years morning when the ship had set sail into the ominous North Atlantic.  Bridget had walked in silence, with her daughter Elizabeth (Bessie) and Cecelia and her niece Mary Dolan, for she, if not her daughters also, knew she was putting the girls on a boat to sail into a fate unknown, hoping only that it would at least be better than the fate they would face if they remained with her.  She saw the girls settled in and then faded into the night, only to return an hour later for a last good-bye. Then she walked into the fog and this time she did not return and the girls had no one but themselves with whom to share the passing of 1860 and the dawning of a new year.  After 102 days on board Bessie, Cecelia and Mary made their way ashore.


The girls were overwhelmed by the gaiety and activity and asked passersby if the day marked some holiday in this new land.  Although it may have seemed a party for those on that April 12, 1861, it was not long before immigrants and citizens alike were to realize that the part was short lived and the war was slow to die.


Mary Dolan was met by her brother Thomas, a farmer from Connecticut and went with him to his farm.  Cecelia and Bessie were met by their father’s sister, Mrs. McGovern who lived in Concord, Massachusetts, a rural village near Boston.  Mrs. McGovern secured employment for the girls.  Bessie became a cook for a money broker in Boston.  Cecelia became a seamstress for the already famous American novelist Nathaniel Hawthorne.  While living in Concord at the Hawthorne home Cecelia came in contact not only with the strange and sometimes bizarre members of the Hawthorne household but also some of the more distinguished members of the Concord literary community.  One of those included Louisa May Alcott who, upon realizing it was Cecelias birthday took off her own satin necktie and presented it to the young Irish girl as a birthday gift.  This satin tie has been handed down through the years and remains in the Dolan family today.


While working in the Hawthorne household Cecelia met and married Thomas Dolan, a young Irish immigrant from Balle Shean, County Cavan, Ireland.  Thomas had immigrated sometime earlier with his uncle who was also from this small community just six miles from Cecelias home.  Thomas was a longshoreman in the harbor district of Boston.  After their marriage Thomas and Ceceilia moved to Boston.  Also living in Boston at the time was Cecelia’s mother’s sister.  She lived in Swanskit, an Irish immigrant section of Boston that later became what is know today Roxbury.  As a wedding gift to the couple the Hawthorne family gave Thomas and Cecelia a marble top bedroom set.  This set has remained in the family to date.  Mr. Hawthorne also gave Cecelia several autographed volumes of his works but all have been lost or destroyed over the years.


As the war drew to a close the country mourned its slain “rail splitter” and the reconstruction of the union got under way.  At this time the Dolan family began to grow,  John Thomas (6/19/64), Michael Joseph (1866), Elizabeth Ann (1868), Charles Michael (3/10/70) and Mary Margaret (1872).


As the early years of Thomas and Cecelia’s marriage were passing more of Cecelia’s family were joining she and her sister in America.  Two of Cecelia’s sisters and their husbands came first and then a short time later the last of the sisters to arrive, Mary, came over alone.


The first two sisters to arrive were Bridget and her husband Mickie McGee.  They had married in Ireland.  Bridget and her husband had two children in Ireland, a daughter who died there and a son who came with them to America.  After arriving in America they settled in the Boston area near Bridget’s sisters.  Bridget and Mickie later had two more children in addition to their son who had come with them.


Margaret and John McDonald were also married in Ireland but unlike the McGees they were not both from Ireland.  John McDonald was Canadian.  He had been born in Nova Scotia of Irish immigrant parents.  He was a carpenter by trade and as a young man returned to Ireland.  It was there he met and married Margaret Dolan.  The couple had no children while in Ireland and decided to join Bridget and Mickie McGee in their immigration to the new land.  When they arrived in Boston John resumed his trade and Margaret went to work in the employ of a Mr. Blake who was a prominent Boston citizen.


Mr. Blake also provided employment for the last of the Dolan girls to arrive from Ireland.  Mary journeyed alone from Ireland in the early 1870’s and joined her sister Margaret in the Blake household.  Mr. Blake was to have a great influence on another of the Dolan girls, that is Cecelia, or more specifically, Cecelia’s husband Thomas Dolan.  It was 1873 and Ceceila and Thomas were already suffering from the loss of Michael Joseph and Elizabeth Ann and Margaret Mary at the hand of diphtheria when Thomas was crushed beneath a giant loading hook on the docks where he worked.  Thomas was in the city hospital where doctors were preparing to remove the mangled leg when Mr. Blake arrived.  Margaret and Mary had asked Mr. Blake to intercede for them and to see that their brother-in-law receive adequate treatment.  Mr. Blake insisted the leg be saved, which it was, and Thomas survived.  Although his leg was badly injured Thomas did walk again.


Shortly thereafter Thomas and Cecelia did have two more children,  Thomas Robert (2/21/74) and Terrance Patrick (2/17/76).  In the late 1870’s the girls and their families began moving westward as did many of the immigrants who had settled in the urban east coast areas.  Some of the first to move were Cecelias sister Bessie, who was coincidentally married to Thomas’ brother Charles, meaning two sisters named Dolan were married to two brothers named Dolan.  Also moving west at this time was Mary Dolan,  Cecelias first cousin who had come over from Ireland with her and who had moved to Connecticut.  She had since that time married James McGuire.  In about 1875 Mary and James moved to Minnesota near Benson in what was to become Hegbert township.  The next year Bessie and Charles moved to this area.  Charles, who had been a teamster in New England became a farmer in Minnesota.  Also moving west about this time were Mary and John McDonald who settled near Benson.  John continued with his carpentry and built some of the first homes in Benson.


The first winter on the prairie was a hard one for Bessie and Charles.  The children were ill and needed medicine but the winter storm prevented them from getting to a doctor.  Therefore, Charles attempted to walk to Morris to get the medicine.  Perhaps because of his weakened condition from a civil war malady or because he was unfamiliar with Minnesota winters he was unable to find his way home and froze to death a short distance from his home.


News of the death reached Thomas and Cecelia in Boston and they traveled to Minnesota to comfort Bessie and to mourn the passing of Charles.  Although Thomas was having difficulty working in Boston because of his injured leg the family did intend to return to Boston that summer.  The trip west had been a harrowing one with the babe Terrance Patrick almost crushed in the head by a wood beam on the train through Canada.  Cecelia felt it was essential that the family to return to Boston so that the boys could receive a proper education.  In fact the family was on the railroad platform in Benson waiting for the train when Mr. McDaniel and other prominent citizens of Benson persuaded them to stay.  Mr. McDaniel promised Cecelia that John could live with him in Benson for the winter and attend school.  Cecelia and Thomas therefore decided to stay and settled on a farm south of Danvers on the road from Benson to Appleton.  They planted a tree claim as required by the Homestead Act of 1867 and began to break ground on a farm that remains in the Dolan family today.


That first winter of 1877-8 was a long, cold period for the new arrivals.  They earned a living by serving breakfast to the wayfarers on their way to Appleton.  Many wagon trains would pass through on their way to Appleton to the mill and then returning.  Thomas and Cecelia would often awake to find their small sod hut surrounded by men sleeping on the ground in their buffalo robes.  When spring finally arrived Thomas bought his first two cattle with the money they had made during the winter.


Thus through adventure and tragedy all of the Dolan family had left the Boston area.  All had moved to western Minnesota but Mary.  She and Michael McGovern, a dairy farmer, had journeyed around Cape Horn to San Francisco.  There they were married and raised their family.  Today many of their descendants remain and the Minnesota and California families have remained close throughout the years.


In Minnesota all struggled to survive those early years.  Bessie a widow with two children married Phillip Golden and lived near Thomas and Cecelia.  Bridget and Margaret and their husbands and families lived and prospered throughout the years.  Although she and Thomas had three more children, Francis Edward (10/22/79), Ann Marie (1880) and Ceceilia Agnes, a 1½ lb. 6 month preemie born 7/5/84, Cecelia was to suffer more tragedy.  In 1887 Ann and several of the boys were stricken with diphtheria.  Although the boys survived Ann  died July 4, 1887, the same year Thomas had died of jaundice from gall bladder trouble.  Ironically this is the first year doctors successfully removed gall bladders with abdominal surgery.  Ceceilia survived and took charge of her family and was to see all of them grow to adulthood before she died in 1912 of diabetes.  Ironically this is one of the first years doctors were successfully using insulin as a treatment for diabetes.


The girls had come a long way from Swanlinbar.  As they passed on, their sons and daughters remained largely in the same area of western Minnesota but the third and fourth generation has spread the branches of the Dolan family tree to all corners of the country.  There was a wonderful new world to the west beyond the foothills of County Cavan and thanks to the sacrifice of Bridget McGovern Dolan, her daughters, and eventually of the descendants, they were able to enjoy the opportunities in the New Land.
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