German Migrants
     Operation Shamrock was set up by the Red Cross during World War II, in an effort to introduce into Ireland as many as possible of the starving and destitute German and French children.Eventually more than a thousand children made the trip. At war’s end, many returned to their homelands while some stayed to become Irish citizens. In a way, that migration mirrors, in a small way, a somewhat similar, bizarre introduction of German migrants into Ireland during the early years of the 1700’s, at a time when conditions for the native Irish themselves were anything but favorable.

     In time these people became known as Palatines,as they came from the Palatinate region of Germany, adjacent to the river Rhine. They were not exactly fleeing starvation, Protestant by persuasion, there is a belief they were fleeing French orchestrated religious persecution. However, that doesn’t altogether hold water, as there were Catholic families in the exodus as well. Perhaps it was something as mundane as the weather that caused their leavetaking, as it is on record that the closing years of the first decade of the 1700’s were unusually severe with Siberian-like conditions spreading throughout Europe. The Palatines were a people for the most part steeped in things agriculture, vine-growing in particular, so it’s easy to understand their desire to leave, with nature as well as everything else seemingly pitted against them. Coupled with these reasons for leaving was the fact that for several years prior to the migration, many people  with newly-acquired estates in America were letting it be known in the Palatinate that great opportunities existed in the New World for anyone who wished to better their circumstances.

     Thus the scene was set for departure to the New World, and during the spring of 1709 about 11,000 people arrived in London from Rotterdam, the second leg of their proposed journey to America. Few of these 11,000 considered the existence of Ireland, and that 3,000 or more should eventually end up in the country is indeed ironic.

     A situation arose whereby the Government was forced to cater for the welfare of those 11,000 indigent migrants. Camp settlements were created around the city,but as time progressed, the local population became incensed at the continued presence of these destitute people in their midst. Solutions were urgently sought in an effort to solve the crisis, among them, a suggestion that the Irish landlord classes encourage people onto their estates. Apart from their value as skilled agriculturists, the argument was also made that as Protestants, their installation into Protestant estates would help address the imbalance that existed between Catholics and Protestants in Ireland at the time. The proposal was accepted and the first Palatines arrived in Ireland in early September,1709.

     On coming ashore in Dublin, the situation was much the same as it had been in London. Dispersion was slow and those displaced people were the victims of anything but Christian-like behavior as merchants, shopkeepers and others in the supply chain demonstrated that love of profit is greater than love of God or fellow human being.

     Eventually, families were allocated portions of land by landlords throughout the country, and in time, satisfaction was expressed with the program. By about 1711, however, many of the settlers uprooted and left for England again to perhaps have a better chance of reaching America. Many of the departing Palatines claimed they had been  unfairly and unjustly treated by their Irish landlords.

     Hereafter, the County of Limerick, and to a lesser extent, the counties of Wexford and Carlow would become the major centers of a Palatine presence in Ireland. Sir Thomas Southwell, with vast estates around Rathkeale took in innumerable displaced German families and settled them on his lands. He treated his settlers with equanimity and with the British government stalling as regards to funding, he wasn’t afraid to use his own resources when it came to solidifying a Palatine existence. He assigned each family about 8 acres of land, at rents much lower than those demanded of the local tenants. This may be one reason ,amongst others, why the native Irish had little time for those early German settlers. In nearly all aspects of agriculture the settlers outshone the natives. When it came to the planting and harvesting of potatoes the Palatines were ahead of their time as they were the first to use the horse and shovel. The Palatines were also highly skilled in apple culture and were expert apple cider producers.

     Someone greatly impressed with the honest endeavors of these people was  John Wesley, founder of Methodism. During the second half of the 18th century, he made several missionary trips to Ireland and hardly ever omitted  visiting the Palatine communities of Limerick. As time progressed the Palatines enthusiastically embraced Methodism, and from this parent colony in Rathkeale, came the seeds for the establishment of  Methodism in America. In 1758, Philip Embury, a Rathkeale Palatine was created a Methodist preacher and two years later he and his cousin,Barbara Heck, sailed for America where they established a Methodist community.

     Naturally, German was the spoken language of those early settlers, but by the end of the third or fourth generations, English was being used more and more as original settlers died out and ties with things German became less fixed. Into the 19th century interspersions in the fields of marriage and culture became more pronounced. The old enmities that had existed between German and Gael began to fade. During the harsh famine days, the Palatines, due to their superior skill in working the land and raising livestock, escaped the worst ravages of  the great hunger, and it is recorded they were not found wanting when it came to the task of helping their less well off neighbors.

     Today, there is still a tenuous Palatine presence to be found in Ireland, mainly confined to County Limerick.However, as the Irish Palatine identity continues to diminish, one now sees a greater returning of descendants of the great Palatine Diaspora of the 18th and 19th centuries, as people attempt to trace their roots.

     In an effort to meet the demands of those seeking information on their ancestors, the Irish Palatine Association was set up in Rathkeale in 1989.
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