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                            The New York Irish and Tammany Hall: 

                           The Life and Times of “Honest” John Kelly  

       

      One of the nineteenth century’s most enigmatic urban personalities was a 

man whose power and influence in New York etched the indelible mark of the 

Irish on the urban political scene. John Kelly was born in New York City on April 

20th, 1822, coming of age during a time of growing antipathy for both the Irish 

and their Catholic religion. Forced to end his education due to the sudden death 

of his father, young  John apprenticed himself to a mason, and by his 21st 

birthday, had successfully established himself in his chosen trade. By the 1840s, 

aware of the antagonism against Irish Catholics, Kelly was drawn into local politics 

and was soon recognized as a staunch defender of Irish Catholic interests. He 

joined the Tammany Society, New York City’s principal  Democratic organization, 

and was elected as an alderman. He was elected to the House of Representatives 

in 1855, where he served two terms. He subsequently served as New York County 

Sheriff from 1859 until 1861 and again from 1865 until 1867. Married  to Ann 

McIIhargy, Kelly fathered a son and two daughters, all of whom were dead by the 
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end of Kelly’s second tour of duty as sheriff. Distraught over the loss of  his family, 

Kelly, a broken man,  fled the city and spent 3 years overseas.1        

     His fortunes revived in 1871, when he returned to assist prominent New York 

attorney Charles O’Connor and Samuel Tilden in the fight to wrest control of the 

Tammany organization from the corrupt and deceitful practices of William “Boss” 

Tweed. As recognition of Kelly’s effort, he was installed as the new head of the 

Tammany organization, a move facilitated by the fact of Kelly’s absence from the 

New York political scene during some of the worst excesses of the Tweed regime. 

From 1874 until 1884, Kelly, as head of the most influential Democratic machines 

in the United States, exercised  suzerainty in a  manner unseen in New York urban 

political history. A quiet and powerfully built man, Kelly brought political order 

out of the chaos of the Tweed years, becoming the type of silent, string-pulling 

boss political boss who would dominate American urban politics for decades.2 

Though the Irish did not invent machine politics in the United States, the Kelly 

school of politics employed many of the Daniel O’Connell Repeal Movement 

lessons and tactics learned by the Irish and brought to their adopted country from 

Ireland. The principal characteristics of that movement lay in centralization of 

 
1 Afred Connable and Edward Silfarb, Tigers of Tammany (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1967), 20-39. 
2 Charles R. Morris, The Saints and Sinners Who Built America’s Most Powerful Church, (New York: Times Books, 
1997), 9.  
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every function of the political organization, the quick and complete elimination of 

dissent from within the ranks,  and the total attention to constituent political 

needs, from helping to pay the fuel bill to getting somebody out of jail.3 The title 

“Honest” John Kelly is a misnomer, in that Kelly amassed a fortune during the 

active years of his political career to the tune of some $800,000 dollars, or roughly 

the equivalent of $14, 800,000 in today’s money. While there was no disputing 

the flagrant corruption and malfeasance of the Tweed Ring, the Kelly machine, 

while not adverse to emoluments, was more reserved relative to their receipt and 

use in lubrication of the wheels of government.4 Kelly served as the Comptroller 

of the City of New York, and during his tenure the municipal debt was decreased 

by $12,000,000 dollars. Kelly’s later career in politics was marked by continuous 

war with the Tilden faction of the Democratic party. After a decade of absolute 

political power, he turned the reins over to one his trusted lieutenants, Richard 

Croker. Kelly’s support of the Irish Catholic community paralleled that of 

Archbishop John Hughes, also revered in the Irish American community for his 

fearless defense of both the Irish immigrant community and the Catholic Church. 

In later life, Kelly married Ann Theresa Mullen, niece of New York’s first Cardinal 

 
3 Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Beyond the Melting Pot: The Negroes, Puerto Ricans, Jews, Italians, 
and Irish of New York City (Cambridge, Massachusetts: M.I.T. Press, 1870), 238. 
4 Alfred Connable and Edward Silfarb, 69. 
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Archbishop, John McCloskey. Kelly was a trustee of Saint Patrick’s Cathedral 

(uptown), officially dedicated on May 25th, 1879. At the pinnacle of Kelly’s political 

career, the once rag tag army of materially destitute Irish immigrants who had 

flooded American shores a generation before, could now lay claim to a measure 

of success and respectability in a once openly hostile American landscape. 

“Honest” John Kelly’s personal fortitude, discipline, and leadership was a key 

contributory figure to that success. He reposes in the crypt of the Basilica of Old 

Saint Patrick’s Cathedral on Mott Street.  

      

         


