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Abstract 

 

Natural disasters are increasing in frequency and intensity due to climate change. 

However, migrant self-selection and assimilation following natural disasters are not 

yet well understood. Using recently digitized records from a 19th century savings 

bank in New York City, I examine how Irish immigrant self-selection and 

assimilation changed following the onset of the Irish Potato Famine, an ecological 

disaster during the Age of Mass Migration. In a difference-in-differences setting, I 

find that Famine-era Irish immigrant depositors are more negatively selected on 

wealth and human capital than the pre-Famine Irish. However, differences at arrival 

dissipate over time in terms of savings, geographic mobility, and upward 

occupational mobility. Among the Irish, I find that Famine-era depositors born in 

more Famine-afflicted regions are more negatively selected than less afflicted 

regions. These differences also dissipate over time. These results challenge 

historical views regarding Famine-era Irish immigrant socioeconomic status and 

provide new evidence on the consequences of natural disasters for migrant self-

selection and assimilation. 
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1. Introduction 

 

 Natural disasters are increasing in frequency and intensity due to global 

warming. 6,681 climate-linked natural disasters were recorded between 2000 and 

2019 — nearly double the number between 1980 and 1999 (McClean, Below, and 

van Loenhout 2020). But natural disasters are more than just destructive. They can 

lead to migration, and the number of migrants increases with the frequency and 

intensity of disasters. In the 20th century, for example, hurricanes, tornadoes, and 

other extreme weather events in the US were associated with surges in internal 

migration away from the affected area (Boustan, Kahn, and Rhode 2012; Hornbeck 

2012). Outside the US, natural disasters have been associated with increased 

emigration, especially when emigration flows had already been established (Ó 

Gráda and O’Rourke 1997; Mahajan and Yang 2020; Spitzer, Tortorici, and Zimran 

2020). Forecasts linked to global warming vary greatly, but there are forecasts that 

predict between 10 million and 300 million people will migrate by 2050 due to 

climate-related disasters (Christian Aid 2007; Ionesco, Mokhnacheva, and 

Gemenne 2017). Therefore, it is useful for policy to better understand how natural 

disasters affect both the decision to migrate and immigrant assimilation. 

 This paper studies Irish immigration to the US in the years around the Irish 

Potato Famine (1845–52). The Irish Potato Famine makes a compelling historical 

case study for contemporary disaster-prompted migration. The Famine was a 

mismanaged ecological disaster involving potato crop failures. It killed about one 

million Irish and caused another two million to emigrate (Meagher 2005). It also 

marked the beginning of the Age of Mass Migration (1845–1914), when falling 
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transportation costs and the absence of legal barriers to international migration 

made possible the largest voluntary movement of people around the globe in 

modern history (Abramitzky, Boustan, and Eriksson 2012). While the period has 

been extensively studied by historians, only recent new advances in record 

digitization have made available individual-level data that can be used in rigorous 

quantitative analysis. 

 Using recently digitized microdata from a 19th century savings bank in New 

York City, I explore in occupational, geographic, and financial terms whether the 

Irish Potato Famine resulted in the negative selection of Irish immigrants to the US. 

I further ask whether Famine-era Irish immigrant depositors to the US remained 

worse off compared to other immigrants — in terms of geographic and occupational 

mobility — as they have usually been characterized by contemporaries and 

historians (Thernstrom 1994; Meagher 2005; Doyle 2010). Finally, I make use of 

the saving bank data’s novel information — each immigrant depositor’s arrival year 

and each depositor’s birthplace — to understand how the Famine-era migrant 

experience changes across time and space. I seek to understand whether Irish 

immigrants fleeing the Famine were differently selected and assimilated than both 

earlier Irish immigrants and contemporary non-Irish immigrants who did not 

experience the Famine. 

Using a difference-in-differences approach, I can cautiously confirm that 

the Famine resulted in a negative shift in migrant selection. Famine-era Irish 

immigrant depositors had approximately 14.4% lower opening balances than they 

would have absent the Famine, which proxies for depositor’s wealth on arrival. 
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Famine-era Irish depositors were also less likely to be literate than the pre-Famine 

Irish or Famine-era non-Irish, indicating greater negative selection on human 

capital during the Famine. However, within successive arrival year cohorts of 

Famine-era immigrant depositors, the difference between Irish and non-Irish 

depositors was insignificant. Additionally, Famine-era Irish depositors 

accumulated savings at a comparable rate to their pre-Famine Irish predecessors, 

who in fact accumulated more than the non-Irish. This suggests that the Famine-era 

Irish managed to do at least as well as the Famine-era non-Irish and the earlier pre-

Famine non-Irish, despite arriving much poorer. 

Furthermore, differences between Famine-era Irish and earlier pre-Famine 

Irish depositors dissipate within a few years. Record linkage from the savings bank 

data to the 1860 US census allows individual immigrants to be further tracked 

across space and time. Using a similar difference-in-differences analysis, I 

conclude that all Irish depositors were less geographically mobile than the non-Irish 

but find no significant differences between the Famine-era Irish and the earlier pre-

Famine Irish. Furthermore, Famine-era Irish depositors experienced no more or less 

upward occupational mobility than the Famine-era non-Irish or earlier pre-Famine 

Irish. I find no significant differences within arrival-year cohorts, indicating that 

later Famine-era arrivals do not assimilate at a different rate than earlier Famine-

era arrivals. 

Finally, I explore the spatial variation of the Famine experience. I use data 

on Irish county-level dependence on the potato in 1845 to proxy for how the Famine 

varied in intensity across Ireland. I combine this with Irish depositors’ reported 
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birthplace in the savings bank records and repeat the previous analysis on the sub-

sample of Irish-born depositors. Spatial variation in Famine intensity confirms the 

earlier results. Greater Famine intensity is associated with a notable decrease in the 

opening balance of Famine-era Irish depositors versus pre-Famine Irish from the 

same county. However, variation in Famine intensity does not explain differences 

between the two groups later in time: whether in accumulated savings, geographic 

mobility, or upward occupational mobility. This suggests that more intense natural 

disasters may push poorer or less prepared victims to emigrate but does not predict 

how their long-term outcomes in the host county. 

My findings complement a growing literature that studies the impact of 

natural disasters on immigrants and immigrant outcomes. Most of this research 

focuses on how natural disasters affect the quantity and characteristics of migrants. 

These studies are divided on how and whether natural disasters result in increased 

migration — for example, Spitzer et al. (2020) find that a catastrophic earthquake 

in 1908 in Italy had little effect on the quantity or characteristics of Italian 

immigrants to the United States. Despite extensive policies regulating international 

migration today versus the Age of Mass Migration, Mahajan and Yang (2020) find 

that severe hurricanes have a strong opposite effect for international migration to 

the United States, confirming similar results for international and internal migration 

(Boustan, Kahn, and Rhode 2012; Coniglio and Pesce 2015; Boustan et al. 2020).  

This paper also complements a growing literature that uses newly digitized 

data to better understand Irish immigrant mobility and selection during the Age of 

Mass Migration. Ferrie (1994, 1997, 1999) found that Famine-era Irish immigrants 
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fared worse than other antebellum immigrants to the US: the Irish were far slower 

in resettling outside of New York City, on average, than British or German 

immigrants, and having arrived with less wealth and human capital, have lower-

status occupations and possess less real estate wealth many years later. However, 

Ferrie does not separate Famine-era Irish immigrants from others who did not 

directly experience the Famine. Collins and Zimran (2019) do make that distinction, 

using a much larger linked sample of about 10,000 19th-century Irish immigrants 

and their sons. They find evidence of substantial lags in observable human capital 

and occupational status for Famine-era Irish immigrants versus British, German, 

and earlier Irish immigrants. The authors explain that the gap can be attributed to a 

negative shift in the selection of immigrants due to the Famine, but do not rule out 

alternatives. Despite the laggard progress of Irish immigrants versus their 

contemporaries, 19th century occupational mobility was much higher for male 

workers in the United States than it was in Britain, the main alternative destination 

for Irish immigrants (Ferrie and Long 2013). This is consistent with related research 

claiming that Irish migration to the United States was fundamentally driven by the 

pull of better economic opportunity (Mokyr and Ó Gráda 1982; Hatton and 

Williamson 1993; 1998; Ó Cróinín et al. 2010; Connor 2019). 

 The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 provides historical background on 

the Irish Potato Famine and Irish immigration to the United States. Section 3 

reviews the literature on migrant selection with and without forced migration. 

Section 4 introduces the historical data used and Section 5 presents the empirical 
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results. Section 6 summarizes this paper’s contribution, discusses a possible 

direction for future research, and concludes with policy implications.  
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2. Historical Background 

 

The Irish Potato Famine (1845–52) was an ecological disaster that marks a 

significant turning point in the history of Ireland as well as transatlantic migration 

in the 19th century. The scale of devastation wrought by the Famine was in part due 

to the unique economic and political reliance Ireland had on the potato crop. 

Historians largely agree, however, that the quickly changing relief policies 

administered by the British government were misguided and exacerbated the crisis 

in Ireland. As a result, the Famine resulted in the deaths of about one million Irish 

and caused about two million others to emigrate between 1845 and 1852 alone 

(Meagher 2005). The combination of deaths and emigration began a sustained fall 

in the population of Ireland for the first time in a century, which led to ambiguous 

effects for the Irish who remained (Mokyr and Ó Gráda 1982; Hatton and 

Williamson 1993). Yet the sharp increase in Irish migration in the Famine years, 

which was facilitated by falling transatlantic transportation costs and some limited 

government support, illustrates a widespread desire in Ireland for better material 

living conditions which might be attainable by migrating abroad. 

By the limited available measures, Ireland on the eve of the Famine was 

highly populated, under-developed, relatively impoverished, and extraordinarily 

dependent on the potato. Between 1750 and 1845, the population of Ireland 

increased at an annual rate of about 1.3%, far greater than France (0.4%) and even 

England (1%) during the same period (Meagher 2005). As a result, the Irish 

population quadrupled over the century before the famine, peaking at about 

8,500,000 (Ó Gráda 2010). Ireland’s explosive population growth was fueled in 
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part by the relatively prosperous Irish economy around the turn of the 19th century; 

many historians argue that rising prices for grain and livestock exports afforded 

Irish families in agriculture the means to support larger families, in turn increasing 

the growth rate (Meagher 2005). While Irish population growth was uniquely high 

among European countries, it was also unique in that it was not accompanied by 

the growth of heavy industry or large-scale urbanization. In fact, nascent Irish 

industrialization was collapsing in the years before the Famine, due to increasing 

competition from British manufacturers. Fledgling industries, such as textiles, 

failed to survive and the number of male workers employed in agriculture rose to 

1,700,000 in 1841 (Ó Gráda 2010). By 1841 only about 4% of the Irish population 

lived in cities of 2,000 or more; in contrast, the urban share of population was about 

51% in Britain and 20% in France (Mokyr and Ó Gráda 1982; Bairoch and Goertz 

1986; Bennett 2011). Unlike other Western European countries, Ireland was an 

overwhelmingly rural and agrarian society. In 1841, more than two-thirds of Irish 

workers were employed in agriculture, versus only 22% in Britain and about 50% 

in France (Mokyr and Ó Gráda 1982). For contemporaries, under-development and 

overpopulation confirm the widespread perception at the time that Ireland was an 

uncharacteristically “backward” country among Western Europe. 

 Lagging development was most apparent in the relative poverty of the Irish. 

Mokyr and Ó Gráda (1982) emphasize infant mortality as a key measure of the 

effect of Irish underdevelopment. Irish infant mortality was about 220 in 1000 live 

births, about 50% higher than France and Britain (Mokyr and Ó Gráda 1982; 

Davenport 2020). Despite the greater share of Irish workers in agriculture, Ó Gráda 
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(1980) estimates that output per worker in Ireland was about half of that in Britain. 

Although food and fuel were relatively cheaper in Ireland than Britain or France, 

other factors suggest that by 1840 the median Irish family was, overall, 

considerably poorer than their British or other European contemporaries. Although 

not as widespread as suggested by British assumptions at the time, most Irish 

families were small-scale tenant farmers, usually sharing a single-room dwelling 

on their land (Ó Gráda 2010). The decline of manufacturing was exacerbated by a 

rigid land-tenancy system overwhelmingly dominated by large landlords, 

effectively confining many poor tenant farmers to agriculture. Limited prospects 

for upward mobility in the years before the Famine reasonably explain why many 

of the 1.5 million Irish emigrated between 1815 and 1845 (Mokyr and Ó Gráda 

1982). The surge during the Famine years, however, illustrates the overwhelming 

dependence of the Irish economy and diet on the potato crop.  

The potato was an underlying cause of the extensive human and economic 

devastation wrought by the Famine. When it was first introduced to Ireland, the 

potato offered short-term benefits and significant long-term risks. Aside from the 

difficulty of transporting the crop long distances, the potato was well-suited to Irish 

soil and farming practices (Meagher 2005). Although historians disagree whether 

the Irish diet — increasingly reliant on potatoes — was nutritionally deficient, it 

certainly failed to diversify risk across different sources. For the poorest and most 

vulnerable Irish, the potato was essential to their survival, and its loss would spell 

ruin; by the early 1840s, the poorest third of the Irish population consumed as much 

as 12 pounds of potatoes daily per capita (Ó Gráda 2010). The average Irish person 
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consumed 5 pounds daily, far greater than the French (6 ounces) or the Dutch (28 

ounces). For the majority of Irish people in the years before the Famine, the potato 

was the bulk of their diet (Meagher 2005). For the 5.5 million Irish who were 

farmers in 1845, however, the potato was as valuable for income as it was for 

consumption: as much as 25% of cultivated land was devoted to potatoes by 1845 

(MacDonagh 2010). Farmers might have valued other crops more for sale, such as 

oats and wheat, due to the high price they might find in the British export market, 

but potatoes were nearly universally used as feed for livestock — the most 

profitable income source for most farmers (Ó Gráda 2010). Despite the precarious 

over-reliance of Ireland’s diet and economy on the potato, the crop provided stabler 

yields than its alternatives and had not yet experienced a widespread failure. In 

hindsight, the Famine seems like a looming disaster. 

The Famine disaster — and a subsequent torrent of Irish emigration — 

finally came in 1845, triggered by the arrival of potato blight in September of that 

year. Caused by an invasive fungus, the blight turned potatoes into rotted, inedible 

black mush. The blight destroyed potatoes in storage and growing in the ground 

alike, and particularly thrived in the damp, cool Irish climate (Meagher 2005). The 

blight arrived too late in 1845 to compromise the entire harvest. About one third of 

the 1845 crop was lost to the blight, but without mass starvation or exodus. This is 

likely explained by the initial response of the British government, which procured 

cornmeal from the United States and distributed it for resale at cost across Ireland 

(Donnelly Jr. 2010). In 1846, however, the blight caused a near-total failure of the 

potato crop; the irrelevantly small planting in 1847 and overwhelming resurgence 
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of the blight in 1848 mark the peak of the Famine, in which starvation-related 

deaths soared and emigration rose significantly (Donnelly Jr. 2010). By 1851, by 

which time the potato crop was beginning to meaningfully recover, the Famine had 

killed about one million Irish people (Meagher 2005). 

Excess mortality between 1846 and 1848 was likely exacerbated by the 

British government’s quickly changing, miserly approach to famine relief. 

Following the supply of subsidized cornmeal, in 1846 the government turned to a 

work relief program that put employed laborers for wages in exchange for 

constructing public works. Work relief, however, increased disease and mortality 

by exposing emaciated laborers to harsh winter weather (Donnelly Jr. 2010). 

Attempting to mitigate excess mortality, the government began directly providing 

food relief through soup kitchens. However, political turnover in government 

resulted in closure of the soup kitchens, in favor of work relief administered through 

the existing Poor Law. Unfortunately, the Poor Law had even worse consequences 

for the Irish, as the capacity of the workhouses, which housed Poor Law recipients 

and provisioned wage labor, were woefully insufficient to meet the demand of 

millions of starving Irish. The Poor Law also had important secondary effects, 

because it shifted the cost of relief from the British government to Irish taxpayers, 

who were overwhelmingly landlords. Many landlords were simply too 

impoverished themselves to pay, as their rent income evaporated alongside their 

tenants’. Many landlords, burdened by their tenants, turned to large-scale eviction 

or financed their tenants’ emigration. Although the government endorsed a limited 

assisted emigration program, no more than a few thousand were supported through 
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it. Tens of thousands of Irish emigrants departed with the assistance of their 

landlords, most of whom likely did not have relatives already abroad (Ó Gráda 

2019).  

Earlier Irish emigrants were probably the largest financer of Irish 

emigration during the Famine years, despite the scattered assistance of landlords 

and the governments. Well before the Famine began, Ireland was already one of the 

top migrant-sending countries in the world. Although estimates vary, about 1.5 

million Irish emigrated between 1815 and 1845, amounting to about half the 

average annual increase (Mokyr and Ó Gráda 1982). For about one third of the pre-

Famine emigrants, their journey ended in Britain; most continued onwards to the 

United States, immediately if they could afford transatlantic passage or eventually 

if they could not. Contemporaries believed that Irish emigrants in the early 19th 

century were more skilled wealthier than those who left. In one parliamentary 

inquiry, one witness reported that the Irish emigrants “have generally been the most 

industrious, well-behaved, and in most cases, the most monied of their class, thus 

leaving the worst and all the riff-raff as an increased burden on the country” (Great 

Britain, 1836). In a Roy-Borjas model of migrant self-selection, the historical 

narrative suggests that pre-Famine Irish emigration was positively selected. Well-

off Irish would be attracted to higher potential earnings in the United States, 

reminiscent of modern “brain drain” (Mokyr and Ó Gráda 1982). 

Relatively little is known, however, about the exact makeup of emigration 

flows before the end of the 19th century. Passenger ship manifests are one source 

historians have turned to for clues about the socioeconomic and demographic 
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breakdown of Irish migration to the United States. Mokyr and Ó Gráda (1982) use 

passenger manifests to cautiously reject the case for strong positive selection for 

pre-Famine migrants. They find that pre-Famine migration was likelier than later 

migration to include children, the elderly, and entire family groups. Although the 

proportion of unaccompanied men rose over time, the average pre-Famine Irish 

emigrant in their sample was less educated than the Irish average. This suggests 

that pre-Famine emigrants were not drawn from the most well-endowed in the Irish 

population, although initially significant numbers of skilled craftsmen in their 

sample suggest that the traditional narrative may have been more accurate near the 

turn of the 19th century. 

 Regardless, poverty during the Famine years had become so severe and the 

volume of emigration so great that the sign of pre-Famine selection is probably 

insignificant — the Famine appears to have caused a significant negative shift in 

the “quality” of the average Irish emigrant. The Famine-era Irish were the first 

immigrant group to flood American cities, in which their extraordinary density 

likely supported contemporary perceptions of their abject poverty. In New York 

City Irish immigrants made up about one quarter of the population in 1855, and 

comprised more than one-third of the population in nine of the city’s 16 major 

wards (Meagher 2005). They experienced poor living conditions; although many 

found work as cheap labor for quickly growing industries, most remained in New 

York City for years, if not decades. This not only set them apart from other German 

and British immigrants of the 1840s and 1850s, but was used as evidence against 

Irish assimilability by nativists and other opponents of immigration (Ferrie 1999). 
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For example, George Templeton Strong, a prominent New York lawyer and 

nativist, disparagingly declared that “Our Irish fellow citizens are almost as remote 

from us in temperament and constitution as the Chinese.” (Strong c.1850) 

Similarly, nativists connected views of the backwards American South to Irish 

Catholics, seeing the Irish as “a people with seemingly no interest in education or 

self-improvement and fatally corrupted by a reactionary Catholicism, which was 

itself rooted in aristocracy and monarchy and an enemy of liberal progress.” (Kenny 

in Meagher 2005, p. 83).  

Famine-era Irish immigrants were distinguished among antebellum 

immigrants in some ways. Return migration was rare, and once the Famine began 

it was essentially non-existent. Irish immigration to the US included far more 

family groups and unaccompanied women than did German or British immigrants 

of the same period (Alter, Goldin, and Rotella 1994; Ferrie 1997); Irish immigrants 

on average held lower-skilled occupations, if they remained city-dwellers, with a 

larger gap for Famine-era immigrants (Ernst 1949; Mokyr and Ó Gráda 1982; 

Doyle 2010; Fitzpatrick 2010); and perhaps most importantly for mobility, Famine-

era Irish tended to remain in New York City and its immediate surroundings, 

avoiding farming, while most British and German immigrants of the period did the 

opposite (Ferrie 1999). 
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3. Literature Review 

 

Research in economics on migration often focuses on selection — who 

migrates and who does not. This process is well-studied in the context of 

contemporary migration and has recently been studied historically using recently 

digitized data sources. However, relatively little is known on how natural disasters 

affect migrant selection and economic assimilation. Disaster-prompted migration 

has received increasing interest in recent years due to climate change. Not only does 

a warming global climate make especially vulnerable areas increasingly 

uninhabitable, but also coincides with an increase in the intensity and frequency of 

natural disasters (McClean, Below, and van Loenhout 2019). The setting of Irish 

Famine migration during the restriction-free Age of Mass Migration (1845–1914) 

sheds light on how disasters affect migration in the absence of barriers to 

immigration, such as internal migration within a country. 

Self-selection refers to the process in which individual actors — in this case, 

migrants — choose which markets to participate in by maximizing the returns to 

participating in that market subject to the costs of doing so. Self-selection was 

formalized in Roy (1951) and extended to migration by Borjas (1985, 1987). 

Borjas, focusing on immigrant self-selection on skill, described three types of 

immigrant selection. “Positive selection” occurs when the highest skilled choose to 

migrate (the upper tail of the skill distribution) and “negative selection” occurs 

when the least skilled to choose to migrate (the lower tail of the skill distribution). 

“Refugee sorting” (also called “intermediate selection”) occurs when immigrants 
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leave the lower tail of the skill distribution in the home county but arrive in the 

upper tail of the skill distribution in the destination country.  

Borjas (1987) presented a framework which specified the theoretical 

conditions describing these three types of selection. Positive selection occurs when: 

a) the home country has a more equal income distribution than the destination and 

b) the return to skill is positively correlated between the two countries. Negative 

selection occurs when: a) the home country has a more unequal income distribution 

than the destination and b) the return to skill is positive but more weakly correlated 

between the two countries. Finally, intermediate selection occurs when the return 

to skill is uncorrelated between the two countries.   

Sometimes unintentionally, positive selection is usually how many episodes 

of immigration to the US have been described. That is, the “best and the brightest” 

of the world — whether in terms of observable characteristics like education, or 

unobservable ones like entrepreneurial ability — immigrate to the United States 

seeking prosperity and mobility in the land of opportunity. Some observers of pre-

Famine Irish emigration pointed to positive selection from Ireland, lamenting its 

consequences for those who remained behind (see Background). 

The type of self-selection occurring among immigrants has implications for 

their relative success or failure in the labor markets of the destination country. 

Borjas provided empirical evidence that positively selected immigrants perform 

well in the destination country — their earnings converge to the native-born faster 

and increase over time — and negatively selected immigrants perform worse. 
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The possibility of return migration, however, complicates understanding 

how immigrants adapt to the destination country’s institutions and labor markets. 

Dustmann (1997) provides a theoretical framework for the consumption decisions 

of temporary migrants. Unlike permanent migrants, temporary migrants consider 

returning to their home country, and optimize consumption and savings by 

simultaneously considering expected earnings in their home country and the costs 

of returning. Although not always their intention, return migration was a possibility 

for many typical, or “economic” immigrants who resettled in the US.  

The Famine-era Irish differ from other immigrants in that they may be 

entirely unable to return to Ireland if they wished, having been dispossessed from 

their land and with few living relatives remaining in Ireland. Indeed, Irish return 

migration was very rare from 1850 onwards, and was likely even less before that: 

about 6% of all Irish emigrants between 1850 and 1914 later returned to Ireland 

(Hatton and Williamson 1993). This may be partly explained by the cost of 

transatlantic migration, which was already cheaper during the Famine years but 

remained very expensive until the replacement of sail with steam-power in the 

1850s and 1860s. But the Irish were still unique: between 1857 and 1924, 47% of 

Italian and Spanish immigrants to Argentina eventually returned (Hatton and 

Williamson 1998). 

A related body of research suggests that forced migrants, such as political 

refugees, differ from typical economic immigrants in several respects. Khan (1997) 

shows that political refugees will invest more in schooling in the destination 

country after migration than economic immigrants. Building on Dustmann (1997), 
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Cortes (2004) provides a theoretical framework for the difference, showing that 

political refugees undertake greater human capital investment in the destination 

country because they are less likely to return home. Abramitzky et al. (2021) find 

that refugees from Europe in the early 20th century achieve higher levels of English 

proficiency than economic immigrants. Additionally, higher acquired English 

proficiency translates into better economic outcomes over time, in both higher 

earnings and occupational status. Becker et al. (2020) find that families of Polish 

forced migrants following World War II are substantially more educated than 

Polish families without a history of forced migration, characterized as insurance 

against future displacement. Other studies document that refugees experience 

worse long-term health outcomes, such as higher old-age mortality or risk of death 

from heart disease (Bauer et al. 2017; Haukka et al. 2017). 

There are strong parallels between political refugees and disaster-prompted 

immigrants. Certainly, not all natural disasters result in large-scale forced 

migration, or even generally permanent migration. Depending on the natural 

disaster and the physical destruction it causes, however, disaster-prompted 

immigrants may be permanently driven from their homes, like refugees. “The 

ensuing economic and social dislocation” of a disaster also plays a substantive role, 

which can turn a less physically destructive event  — like the Irish Potato Famine, 

which initially affected only the potato crop — into a refugee-sending event 

(Collins and Zimran 2019). Today, strict legal terms define who is and is not a 

“refugee,” which in the US are defined in section 101(a)(42) of the Immigration 

and Nationality Act.  
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Some research confirms that more intense disasters do generate permanent 

migration, while lesser ones generate temporary migration or none at all. Mahajan 

and Yang (2020), for example, find that stronger, more extensive hurricanes in the 

late 1990s and late 2000s substantially increase permanent migration to the US. The 

increase in migration is greater for countries with larger pre-existing immigrant 

communities in the US. Loebach (2016) finds the same pattern among Nicaraguan 

and Costa Rican immigrants to the US following severe Atlantic hurricanes in 1996 

and 2001, but observes no clear self-selection patterns within those flows. Boustan 

et al. (2012) review the impacts of all hurricanes and earthquakes, in the US 

between 1920 and 1940, as well as tornadoes and floods. Considering the impact 

of disaster mitigation policies, the authors find that tornadoes increase out-

migration from affected regions, while floods are actually followed by increased 

in-migration, on average. Boustan et al. (2020), using data on all natural disasters 

in the US between 1920 and 2010, find that the most severe natural disasters 

substantially increase out-migration, while mild disasters only increase out-

migration cumulatively over time.  

Disasters which develop over a longer period of time, such as the 1930s 

Dust Bowl, have different implications for the level of migration and self-section 

of migrants. Hornbeck (2012) found that regions which became heavily eroded 

during the Dust Bowl experienced significant outmigration, which generally 

benefitted those who left. Long and Siu (2018) agree that more affected counties in 

the Dust Bowl experienced significant outmigration. But they also show that 

outmigration from Dust Bowl-affected counties was not much higher than it had 
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been one decade earlier, and that most migrants stayed within their home state. 

Perhaps surprisingly, Long and Siu find no clear selection pattern among Dust Bowl 

migrants, in contrast to earlier out migrants from the same counties and 

contemporary African American migrants during the Great Migration, who were 

all positively selected (Long and Siu 2018). In contrast, Sichko (2021) finds that 

Dust Bowl migrants were positively selected, which he attributes to their relative 

lack of financial constraints. The Irish Potato Famine, whose intensity varied over 

a several-year period, is more like the Dust Bowl than severe hurricanes and 

earthquakes, which occur in a relatively brief period of time.  

In discussing the effects on international immigration of the historically 

severe Messina-Reggio Calabria Earthquake of 1908, Spitzer et al. (2020) highlight 

the theoretical ambiguities of how natural disasters affect immigration and 

selection. One the one hand, natural disasters can amplify “push” factors, which 

make outmigration more desirable. For example, the destruction of housing, 

infrastructure, and other productive capital, or the mass displacement of labor, can 

combine to reduce income in the home country. On the other hand, subsequent 

reconstruction efforts following a destructive natural disaster can work to increase 

the demand for labor, increasing the attractiveness of staying. Spitzer et al. (2020) 

illustrate that each scenario can be supported with empirical evidence, such that no 

general pattern prevails. The former appears much more applicable to the Famine-

era Irish case than the Messina-Reggio Calabria Earthquake of their study: 

thousands of Irish families were evicted from their small tenant farms, little non-

agricultural work was available outside of the public works program, and crop 
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prices were historically low for the comparatively few Irish who remained in 

agriculture (see Background). In their case, the earthquake does not substantially 

increase emigration from Italy, which was already historically high (Spitzer, 

Tortorici, and Zimran 2020). The authors do not directly address migrant self-

selection but conclude that regions with a greater share of agricultural day laborers 

— who were less attached to the land than its owners — experienced significantly 

greater outmigration.  

 Another mechanism through which natural disasters affect migration and 

immigrant outcomes has recently been proposed, dubbed “the gift of moving.” 

When the costs of migration are high, a natural disaster might force people to leave 

whose skills were a “poor match” for their home and a better match for their 

destination (Nakamura, Sigurdsson, and Steinsson 2019). These immigrants 

perform very well in the destination country and were likelier to be more educated 

than those who stayed. However, the authors caution against interpreting the result 

in the context of self-selection, instead focusing on the context of the specialized, 

single-industry small town of their study. 
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4. Data 

 

4.1 Data Sources 

 

 

Little individual-level data exists today for anyone living in the mid-19th 

century, much less immigrants. Original sources may have been lost or damaged 

beyond use, such as the 1921 fire which destroyed nearly all of the archives from 

the US Census of 1890 (Blake 1996). Other sources may still exist, but remain 

unavailable for lack of digitization, transcription, or both. Most data that a 

researcher today might desire, however, was never recorded, as there was little 

reason for contemporaries to record demographic or economic data. As a result, 

most research on 19th century immigration to the US has largely relied on the US 

Census and passenger ship manifests — some of the only standardized data 

collection activities required by legislation in the 19th century.  

 US officials only began collecting passenger ship manifests in 1820. New 

standards for transatlantic passenger travel coincided with the passage of the 

Steerage Act of 1819, which required passenger ship captains to supply US 

Customs officials a list of all passengers who boarded the ship at foreign ports. A 

member of the ship’s crew recorded basic identifying information on every 

passenger: name, age, occupation, date and place of embarkation, and sometimes 

also birthplace and intended destination. The US Customs Bureau continued 

collecting passenger ship manifests until 1891, when the newly created 

Immigration Service began creating its own arrival lists. 

 The passenger ship manifests are especially valuable because most survived 

at the National Archives and have since been digitized. Large parts of other 
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valuable records, such as the immigration archives of Castle Island, the predecessor 

to Ellis Island in New York City, were destroyed by fire. Manifests also add a few 

important dimensions to the EISB data: networks of immigrants who traveled on 

the same passenger ship together, age at arrival, time between arrival and account 

opening, changes in occupation, and the difference between intended and actual 

destination. 

 The manifests also have a few downsides. Since the ship’s crew collected 

the information instead of Customs officials themselves, the accuracy and 

consistency of passenger information varied greatly across manifests. Some 

crewmen only recorded initials instead of names and listed every passenger under 

the same one occupation (which is possible but unlikely), while others recorded 

much more detail (Anbinder and McCaffrey 2015). For the passengers’ part, they 

may fail to understand every question asked of them, or not know their age to the 

exact year. Finally, the manifests were only required for ships arriving at official 

ports of entry. Immigrants entering by land from Canada or Mexico, for example, 

do not appear on any immigration documentation until 1892. This may not be a 

significant issue for Famine-era Irish immigrants, since Britain-Canada declined 

just before the Famine years (Anbinder and McCaffrey 2015). Overall, the 

manifests are a useful starting point for identifying individual 19th century 

immigrants from Ireland. 

 While the passenger ship manifests were introduced to better record 

immigration at US ports of entry, the decennial US Census recorded basic 

demographic information on all US residents. The census served the same function 
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as it does today, 19th century questionnaires were far shorter than their modern-day 

counterparts. In 1850 and 1860, for example, the census asked 11 questions of free 

respondents (enslaved people were listed separately by owner): name, age, sex, 

color, occupation, real estate value, birth state (if native-born) or birth nation, 

marital status, whether currently attending school, literacy for respondents at least 

20 years old, and whether the individual is a public charge. In 1870, 7 additional 

questions covered the nationality of respondent’s parents, literacy, and eligibility 

to vote. In contrast, the 2020 American Community Survey (which replaced the 

long-form census questionnaire) asked 43 questions and the 2020 Census asked 10. 

Another difference was the method of collection: while respondents fill out paper 

or digital questionnaires for modern-day censuses, 19th century census were 

conducted by individual enumerators employed by the Census Bureau. 

 Language barriers with enumerators, as well as cultural differences, suggest 

that not all immigrants in the US are necessarily counted in a given census year. 

Some antebellum immigrants — for example, poor German immigrants arriving in 

the 1840s — may be excluded from the Census because they did not understand 

English, and the enumerator did not understand German. Similarly, immigrants 

may be systemically under-enumerated in the census because they are less likely to 

be home when the enumerator arrives or more hesitant to answer questions, fearing 

discrimination. Under-enumeration is prevalent in all census returns, for 

immigrants and the native-born alike. In 1950, for example, probably no more than 

5.1 million people (3.3% of the total population) were missing from the US Census; 

however, under-enumeration is much more difficult to quantify in the 19th century 
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than in the 20th (US Census Bureau 1975). In modern censuses, under-enumeration 

is disproportionately likely only among undocumented immigrants, who fear 

discovery and deportation by immigration officials (Abramitzky and Boustan 

2017). 

 Although passenger ship manifests and the census are useful data sources 

for most immigrants to the US, little data was systematically collected in their home 

countries. The US Census was one of the earliest of its kind; similar efforts were 

attempted in England (1801) and France (1806) but were less comprehensive. The 

first decennial census in Ireland was in 1821, but the original records of the first 

four Irish census were destroyed by fire in 1922. Aside from individual-level data, 

aggregate migration statistics are also lacking. The British government did not 

begin recording the number of migrants leaving and entering the UK until 1851 

— in part a necessary policy response to the surge in Irish migration. It also 

reflected the laissez-faire attitude towards migration during the Age of Mass 

Migration. The US did not impose any restrictions on immigration until the Chinese 

Exclusion Act of 1881. Until then, entry to the US was effectively open to anyone 

who could afford passage, the cost of which declined steadily throughout the 

century.  

 Due to the lack of Irish emigration statistics, the origins of Irish emigrants 

before 1851 are unclear. The first attempt at estimating the geographic variation of 

Famine-era Irish emigration was by S.H. Cousens (1960). He inferred county-level 

emigration from the decline in population between the 1841 and 1851 Irish 

censuses, less the government-reported number of Famine deaths per county 
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(Cousens 1960). Official Irish emigration flows were recorded by the UK at the 

county-level from 1851 onwards but exclude migration to Britain. Later attempts 

use the post-1851 county-level data to reconstruct pre-1851 trends (Ó Gráda 1975; 

Fitzpatrick 2010). More recently, Anbinder and McCaffrey (2015) use a weighted 

combination of the geographic origins reported in a sample of passenger ship 

manifests arriving in New York City during the Famine years. 

 Finally, the newly digitized records of the Emigrant Industrial Savings Bank 

(EISB) present an alternative. When the EISB was founded in 1850, none of the 11 

other mutual savings bank in New York City served immigrants. The EISB 

explicitly aimed to serve the city’s immigrants — especially the Irish — and 

maintained highly detailed records on its depositors to ensure it was fulfilling its 

mission. As a mutual savings bank — an institution particular to the 19th century— 

its philanthropic mission proposed to uplift the working poor through thrift, and 

paid competitive interest accordingly. The bank building was on Chambers St. in 

Manhattan, very near the densely Irish neighborhoods in the 3rd, 8th, and 14th wards. 

Five Points, the Irish neighborhood decried for gang violence, was also about half 

a mile away. In antebellum New York, where transportation was walking for most, 

distance to the bank was likely an important prerequisite to banking there.  

 The EISB database itself consists of the first 18,000 accounts opened at the 

EISB, which span 1850–1858. The data draws on two archival sources: account 

ledgers and test-books. The account ledgers record every deposit, withdrawal, and 

interest payment made in an account until 1868 (or it closes). The test-books 

contain personal identifying information entered by a clerk when a depositor 
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opened an account. They allow the identity of customers to be verified during later 

transactions and document that the bank was serving the city’s immigrants. The 

test-books contain a wealth of identifying information: not only name, age, address, 

and occupation, but also nationality, date and port of arrival to the US, the name of 

the ship on which they immigrated, and the location and names of family members. 

For Irish depositors, the test-books even record their birth county and civil parish.  

The example of Edward Calanan, an Irish immigrant, demonstrates the 

value of these data sources. He first traveled from Ireland to Liverpool by 

steamship. 20 years old, alone and without any luggage, he eventually boarded a 

US-bound ship named Niagara. Probably as he boarded, he told the ship’s crew 

that he was a carpenter from County Galway and was headed for New York (see 

Figure 1, line 7). With 254 other souls — mostly Irish men, women, and children, 

some together as families and many travelling alone — they sailed to New York 

City. On August 28, 1848 they disembarked at the tip of lower Manhattan and 

waited in lines with hundreds of other immigrants at the nearby Castle Garden to 

be processed by New York State immigration officials. He eventually found 

employment as a furniture maker — skilled work for a carpenter — and married 

fellow Galwegian Elizabeth Larkin. Together they moved to 289 9th Street, and 

with a $20 deposit, opened a join account at the EISB on December 29, 1853 (see 

Figure 3, account 6125). Although both hailed from Galway, Edward was born in 

Ballybane while Elizabeth was born 33 miles away in Castle Ffrench, Killosolan. 

Although they had no children yet, they quadrupled their modest savings in four 

years, and closed their account on September 28, 1857 with $84.58. Twenty-two 
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years later, the Calanan’s had done well for themselves in New York City. Edward 

was now working as a coach-maker, with four children and real estate worth $3000 

(see Figure 4, line 37). The Famine may have been a distant memory, but they never 

left the city to which they fled 32 years earlier.  

 

4.2 EISB and Census Data 

 

 

Understanding why Famine-era Irish immigrants were poorer and less 

mobile than others makes two demands of the data: 1) a measure of how the Famine 

affected individual immigrants and 2) tracking immigrants over time. These 

demands face two further challenges: individual-level data are rare in the 19th 

century, and immigrants are frequently undercounted in the US Census. However, 

the recently digitized records of the Emigrant Industrial Savings Bank address all 

these issues, providing an unusually detailed view into the economic lives of 

immigrants to the antebellum US. 

Figure 5 shows the number of depositors by their corresponding 

immigration year and nationality (corresponding to Table 1). The test-books record 

immigration year for 12,822 (87.4%) immigrant depositors, and nationality for 99% 

of all depositors. From these records, we know that about 6,000 immigrants had 

already arrived in New York City when the EISB opened its doors in 1850. Most 

depositors in the sample are Irish, who compose 70.69% of all depositors (and 

81.93% of immigrant depositors). At least 60% of the Irish depositors could be 

characterized as “Famine-era,” having arrived in the US once the Famine begins in 

1845. Although the Irish are the majority of the bank depositors, there are 
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substantial numbers of German immigrants (1,195), British immigrants (824) and 

native-born Americans (1,008).  

These depositors are certainly not a random sample of 1850s New Yorkers. 

In 1855, for example, Irish people make up only 28.2% of city’s population — even 

though they constitute 70% of the EISB’s depositors between 1850 and 1858 (Ernst 

1949). Similarly, there is a far greater share of men in the EISB sample (60.48%) 

than in the city as a whole (48.78%), and even slightly greater among just 

immigrants (47.61%) (Ernst 1949). One plausible explanation for this is that Irish 

immigrants were more likely to be aware of the EISB because its predecessor, the 

Emigrant Aid Society, was an important intermediary for remittances to Ireland 

from New York. The small number of native-born depositors is not surprising, as 

every other mutual savings bank in the city welcomed their business.  

However, the depositors who appear in the sample are only the ones who 

have been filtered and selected by several decisions: the decision to migrate, to 

remain in New York City, and to open an account at the EISB. For the Irish, 

immigration to the US and remaining in New York City reflects the experience of 

as many as three-quarters of all Irish immigrants to the US. Irish immigration to 

New York is not necessarily representative of all Irish emigration — it is known 

that Irish immigrants from Ulster disproportionately resettled in Philadelphia, for 

example, while many poorer Irish couldn’t afford to depart again from Liverpool 

after arriving. However, so many Irish people did immigrate to the US, and so many 

of them arrived in New York City, that the EISB records draw from a relatively 

common Irish immigrant experience.  
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It’s unclear what differentiates immigrant who do and do not have an 

account at the EISB. Savings banks did exist in Ireland before the Famine, but they 

were neither very popular in the few places they existed nor were they found in 

many places outside of major cities and towns (Ó Gráda 2003). That being said, a 

surprisingly large number of antebellum New Yorkers had a bank account — New 

York City had about one mutual savings bank account for every two people in the 

1850s (Olmstead 1976). Anbinder and McCaffrey (2015) point out that mutual 

savings bank accounts were probably a well-known phenomenon among 

immigrants but speculate that at least half of New Yorkers themselves had a bank 

account. The true figure is likely less, since many depositors opened multiple 

accounts, while others might open accounts in the names of their children, spouses, 

or friends.  

Regardless, the EISB sample are nearly representative of Irish immigrants 

living in New York City in the 1850s. The distribution of Irish depositors by 

immigration year very nearly matches the distribution of all Irish immigrant arrivals 

in New York City (Ernst 1949). About 25% of Irish depositors arrived before the 

Famine began in 1845, while about the same share of the Irish-born population of 

New York had by the time the bank opened in 1850. In terms of reported 

occupations, the Irish depositors also very nearly match all Irish immigrants in New 

York City, although peddlers and lower-status white collar jobs are slightly over-

represented and unskilled laborers and skilled workers (e.g., artisans) are slightly 

under-represented (see Table 3).  
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The EISB records hold a wealth of information which emphasize the 

relative uniqueness of Famine-era Irish versus other immigrant depositors. For 

example, Famine-era Irish immigrants (those who arrived in the US between 1845 

and 1852) opened their accounts with smaller balances (see Table 4). The average 

Famine-era Irish depositors opened with $103.30, less than other Irish immigrants 

($155.60) and substantially less than native-born Americans ($241.20). However, 

Famine-era Irish depositors expanded their savings by an average factor of 3.258 

over the lifetime of their account, greater than the British (2.596), Germans (2.385), 

or other Irish (2.845).  

The occupation that Irish depositors reported when they opened their 

account, which for many was probably their first occupation after arriving, was 

usually lower in status than other immigrants (see Table 5). 39.64% of male 

Famine-era Irish depositors were unskilled workers (e.g., day laborers), which is 

slightly higher than the 36.55% of other male Irish depositors, and substantially 

higher than the 7.78% of British depositors and 5.1% of German depositors, who 

reported the same. In contrast, other immigrants held higher status, higher paying 

occupations: about 70% of the British depositors and 80% of the German depositors 

were skilled workers, professionals, or business owners. Account activity also 

highly varied by occupation (see Table 6). For example, peddlers (classified under 

“Petty Entrepreneurs”) grew their savings nearly five-fold over the lifetime of their 

accounts, far greater than professionals (1.99) or unskilled workers (2.73). 

About 74% of EISB depositors lived in Manhattan when they opened their 

account, distributed across the city’s then-22 wards. Although distributed across 
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the entire city of Manhattan, they were disproportionately drawn from heavily Irish 

neighborhoods of Lower Manhattan (see Figure 6). The spatial distribution of Irish 

depositors approximately matches the spatial distribution of the Irish immigrant 

population in New York City, with a few exceptions (see Table 7). Irish depositors 

residing in Wards 4 and 6 are significantly overrepresented in the EISB sample: the 

Irish from Ward 4 make up 5.6% more of the sample than in the population and the 

Irish from Ward 6 make up 7.6% more. This makes sense, since the EISB was 

located at the intersection of these wards; immigrants living in these wards were 

the closest to the bank of any ward in New York City and therefore more likely to 

bank there. Irish depositors residing in Wards 16 and 17 are significantly under-

represented in the EISB sample: the Irish from Ward 16 make up 5.7% less of the 

EISB sample than in the population and the Irish from Ward 17 make up 3.1% 

more. These are two of the three wards most populated by Irish immigrants in 1855. 

However, the only wards farther from the EISB than Wards 16th and 17th (Wards 

19, 22, and 12) are much larger and more sparsely populated than any other ward. 

For that reason, the under-representation of wards 16 and 17 can be attributed to 

distance.  

Irish depositors from Wards 16 and 17 do not appear to be systematically 

different from other Irish depositors along all variables of interest. F-tests for 

difference in means (between immigrants in these wards versus all others) in 

opening balances, closing balances, accumulation ratios, occupational mobility, or 

geographic mobility fail to reject the null. I conclude that under-representation from 

Wards 16 and 17 is approximately random and does not bias the sample.  
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All this information from the EISB is useful for the econometric analysis 

which follows, but its most significant contribution is that it records the place of 

birth for 91% of Irish immigrant depositors. No known source exists recording the 

spatial origins of pre-Famine Irish immigrants (Wegge, Anbinder, and Ó Gráda 

2017), while a variety of known issues plague the passenger ship manifest records 

that survive for later arrivals (see Data Sources). The origins of Irish depositors 

with known birthplaces — whether they arrived before or after 1845 — hail from 

each of Ireland’s 32 counties (see Figure 7). Irish depositors do not constitute a not 

representative sample of Irish immigrants in spatial terms (see Figure 8). Counties 

Down, Antrim, and Mayo are significantly under-represented, while Counties 

Cavan, Limerick, Cork, and Kerry are significantly over-represented. The share of 

EISB depositors from all other counties are within 1 percentage point of the 

corresponding county’s share of Irish population in 1841. Immigrants from County 

Down and County Antrim are likely under-represented because Ulster immigrants 

disproportionately immigrated to Philadelphia over New York City (Meagher 

2005).  

The discrepancies for the other counties are likely attributable to other 

causes, as the effects of the Famine were not uniform across the island. Counties 

varied greatly in terms of how many people emigrated or how many died due to the 

Famine’s direct (starvation) or indirect causes (disease and exposure to severe 

weather). Variation in deaths and emigration can be interpreted as a consequence 

of a given county’s dependence on potatoes, which correlates with exposure to 

Famine-related risk: for example, the share of a county’s cultivated land devoted to 
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potato cultivation, or the average amount of potato acreage in a county per rural 

resident. Figure 9 and Figure 10 present these data, respectively, which were 

compiled and tabulated by Joel Mokyr from the 1846 Constabulary Survey and the 

Irish Census of 1841 (Mokyr 1981).  

These data provide some clues as to the discrepancies in spatial origins 

among Irish depositors. County Antrim and County Down were far less dependent 

on the potato than most of the over-represented counties. For example, 13% of 

cultivated land in County Antrim was devoted to potatoes versus 21% in County 

Cork — a difference of about 1.77 standard deviations. The fact that over-

represented counties were substantially more dependent on potatoes than under-

represented counties — with the notable exception of County Mayo — implies that 

the difference can be attributed to emigration. That is, over-represented counties 

experienced more emigration in response to comparatively greater Famine-related 

risk than under-represented counties, whose risk was lower. This conclusion — as 

well as the case of County Mayo — can be confirmed using recently revised 

county-level emigration estimates, constructed by Anbinder and McCaffrey (2015), 

Figure 11 shows the strong linear relationship between the number of Famine-era 

Irish immigrants to New York City and the share of Irish depositors form each Irish 

county (r = 0.8668). These confirm that the counties over-represented and under-

represented in the EISB sample (relative to Irish population in 1841) are, in fact, 

representative relative to Famine-era Irish immigration to New York City. 

Therefore, I conclude that the EISB sample are approximately representative of 

Irish immigrants to New York City. 
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5. Results 

 

The analysis which follows has three main estimating equations. In the first, 

I estimate differences in opening and closing account balances between Irish and 

non-Irish immigrants following the beginning of the Irish Potato Famine 1845–52. 

These results confirm that Famine-era Irish did arrive poorer than earlier pre-

Famine Irish immigrants. In the second, I replace the Famine-era category with 

separate intercepts for each Famine-era arrival year, seeking to understand how 

variation over the duration of the Famine results in differences at arrival. I conclude 

that the Famine-era Irish were no poorer relative to other immigrants arriving at the 

US within the same year. I repeat these steps for another set of outcomes, which 

instead address assimilation: geographic mobility and occupational mobility. 

Although the Irish as a group are somewhat less mobile than the non-Irish, the 

Famine-era Irish are no less mobile than the pre-Famine Irish. In the third and final 

phase of the analysis, I instead explore spatial variation in the Famine’s intensity. 

This uses county-level data for potato dependence in 1845, combined with the 

birthplace of Irish depositors. Within the Irish subsample, greater intensity is 

associated with greater differences at arrival; intensity does not result in differences 

in savings or assimilation outcomes.  Together these facts suggest that, although 

the Famine disaster resulted in poorer Irish depositors, they perform at least as well 

as the relatively prosperous pre-Famine Irish. These findings contradict the 

traditional understanding that Famine-era Irish immigrants were the poorest of all 

immigrant groups (see Background). 
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The first question of interest is how much poorer were the Irish immigrants 

fleeing the Famine, versus non-Irish immigrants and earlier immigrants. I initially 

categorize immigrants who reported to the EISB their arrival in the US 1845 or 

later as “Famine-era,” as these immigrants experienced the Famine for at least some 

time before departing. As 17.6% of Irish depositors at the EISB had already arrived 

in the US before the onset of the Famine, nearly 2,000 pre-Famine Irish immigrants 

can be compared to later Famine-era immigrants. I examine opening balances — 

the size of the first deposit an immigrant makes at the bank — since they likely 

represent a significant share of an immigrant depositor’s liquid wealth around the 

time they open an account. Immigrants were unlikely to use other banks in New 

York City, since they openly discriminated against immigrants and discouraged 

their business (Olmstead 1976). Only the wealthiest immigrants might have 

invested in other financial assets, such as the bonds of railroad companies; while 

immigrants might simply save cash under the mattress, these savings are insecure 

and do not yield any return (Alter, Goldin, and Rotella 1994). An immigrant 

chooses to bank at the EISB because they trust the institution enough to protect its 

deposit and pay interest dividends (which were sizable) — notwithstanding periods 

of instability, such as bank runs, these depositors would have less reason to store 

large amounts of cash. Therefore, I examine the differences in opening balances 

between pre-Famine and Famine-era Irish immigrants.  

This can be expressed in a simple difference-in-differences model: 

𝑦𝑖𝑡 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝐼𝑅𝐼𝑆𝐻𝑖 + 𝛽2𝑃𝑂𝑆𝑇𝑡 +  𝛽3𝐼𝑅𝐼𝑆𝐻𝑖 × 𝑃𝑂𝑆𝑇𝑡 + 𝜖𝑖𝑡 
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 where 𝑦𝑖𝑡 is the natural log of the opening balance for depositor i who immigrated 

in year t. 𝐼𝑅𝐼𝑆𝐻𝑖 is an indicator equal to 1 for Irish immigrants and 0 for non-Irish 

immigrants. 𝑃𝑂𝑆𝑇𝑡 is an indicator equal to 1 for immigrants who arrived in 1845 

or later and 0 for immigrants who arrived before 1845. The key parameter of 

interest is 𝛽3, which expresses the difference between Famine-era Irish immigrants 

and the counterfactual: Irish immigrants during the Famine years had the Famine 

not happened. This relies on the assumption of parallel trends in the savings 

behavior between Irish and non-Irish depositors. Figure 12, which plots the average 

opening deposits by arrival year, suggests that this is not an unreasonable 

assumption — especially for the 10 years before the Famine, when most pre-

Famine immigrants arrive. 

Table 9 presents the results of this regression in column (1). Famine-era 

Irish immigrants had approximately 14.4% lower opening balances than they would 

have absent the Famine. Pre-Famine Irish immigrants were already worse off, with 

approximately 19.4% lower opening balances than their non-Irish peers. But 

Famine-era arrivals among the non-Irish too, were poorer than their predecessors, 

opening their accounts with significantly smaller sums (68.03% when 

exponentiated).  

Although Famine-era Irish depositors had substantially smaller opening 

balances, this does not necessarily indicate greater negative selection relative to 

earlier pre-Famine Irish immigrants. Any depositor who arrived in the US prior to 

1850 — when the bank opened — had more time to accumulate cash for an opening 

deposit than depositors who arrived later. For that reason, the regression results in 
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column (1) of Table 10 likely underestimate the differences at arrival between the 

Famine-era and pre-Famine Irish depositors. For robustness, I also estimate 

differences in self-reported literacy. Literacy has been used to measure self-

selection on human capital in other similar studies of 19th century immigration to 

the US (Mokyr and Ó Gráda 1982; Ferrie 1999; Collins and Zimran 2019; Zimran 

2022). The literacy data is drawn from the New York State Census of 1855, to 

which Anbinder et al. (2017) successfully linked 2,514 depositors. The simple 

difference-in-differences results following equation (1) are reported in Table 10.  

Differences in literacy are comparable to differences in opening balances. 

Pre-Famine Irish depositors are 14.3 percentage points less likely to be literate than 

pre-Famine non-Irish depositors (𝛽1 =  −0.143). Later Famine-era non-Irish 

depositors are 17 percentage points less likely to be literate than earlier pre-Famine 

non-Irish depositors (𝛽2 =  −0.170). Although these coefficients are similar in 

magnitude as the coefficients on the regression for opening balances, the Famine-

era Irish differential is much smaller. Famine-era Irish depositors are only 6.4 

percentage points less likely to be literate than the pre-Famine Irish (𝛽3 =  0.106), 

in contrast to the trend among the Famine-era non-Irish. Testing for differences in 

literacy again indicates that the Famine-era Irish depositors were more negatively 

selected than earlier pre-Famine Irish depositors. However, the extent of the shift 

in selection is narrower than differences in opening balances suggest. 

After opening an account at the bank, a Famine-era Irish depositor may 

accumulate savings differently than other Irish or non-Irish depositors. Column (2) 

of Table 10 reports the regression results where 𝑦𝑖𝑡 is instead the log of the 



 

 

 

40 

accumulation ratio — that is, the closing balance divided by the opening balance. 

Accounts with ratios more than 1 accumulate savings since the closing balance is 

greater than the opening balance. Accounts with ratios less than 1 (about one-third 

of accounts) do not accumulate savings since the account closes with a lesser 

balance than it opened with.  

The results in column (2) suggest that the Famine-era Irish did not save 

differently than their peers, as the main coefficient of interest is not statistically 

different from zero. However, pre-Famine Irish depositors did accumulate about 

11.2% more in their accounts than pre-Famine non-Irish immigrants did, despite 

having lower initial opening balances. Famine-era non-Irish immigrants also fared 

better, as they accumulate about 10.8% more in their accounts than earlier non-Irish 

immigrants did. This suggests that, on average, the Famine-era Irish saved at least 

as well as others who saved quite well.  

 The ratio of the closing and opening balances may not capture the factor by 

which savings change in an account. In part, the closing balance probably 

underestimates the savings a depositor accumulates in their account over its 

lifetime. For a variety of reasons, the highest balance a depositor saves may occur 

well before they finally close the account, reflecting a variety of motivations for 

saving. In a study of accounts opening in 1850 at a similar bank in Philadelphia, 

however, Alter, Goldin, and Rotella (1994) show that closing balances are usually 

close to the highest balances attained by savers, which is sufficient for 

approximating how much a depositor saves at the EISB.  
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However, the ratio does not neatly identify differences between opening and 

closing balances. For example, there is an 11.2% difference between pre-Famine 

Irish and non-Irish ratios and a 10.8% difference between Famine-era non-Irish and 

pre-Famine non-Irish ratios. These differences might be driven by the fact that pre-

Famine non-Irish opening balances were much larger than the other two groups. To 

identify how much of the results in column (2) are driven by the numerator or the 

denominator, column (3) of Table 1 reports the regression results where yit is 

simply the log of closing balance. 

The difference between the closing balances of pre-Famine Irish and pre-

Famine non-Irish depositors is not statistically different from zero. Therefore, the 

differences in the ratio are driven by the denominator, not the numerator. Pre-

Famine Irish immigrants reached similar closing balances as pre-Famine non-Irish, 

despite having significantly smaller opening balances — indicating that pre-Famine 

Irish immigrants were more active savers than pre-Famine non-Irish immigrants. 

The Famine-era non-Irish immigrants, on the other hand, had 68.3% smaller 

opening balances and 31.5% smaller closing balances than earlier pre-Famine non-

Irish immigrants. Given the null effect on the interaction term, the Famine-era Irish 

did not save differently than pre-Famine Irish, who in turn were more active savers 

than the non-Irish. 

This analysis condensed the effects of the Potato Famine into a single period 

— pre-Famine and post-Famine — when in fact the crisis evolved over 7 years 

(1845–52). Since crop failures and the extent of government relief greatly 

fluctuated over the course of the Famine years, the pace of Irish migration 
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fluctuated also. It is similarly reasonable that the selection of Irish immigrants 

might vary as well (see 2. Historical Background). Therefore, the next step of this 

analysis focuses on the dynamics underlying the difference between Famine-era 

Irish immigrants and earlier pre-Famine Irish immigrants. 

Instead of examining the average difference using one broad Famine-era 

indicator, I decompose the Famine-era category into individual arrival years.  

𝑦𝑖𝑡 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝐼𝑅𝐼𝑆𝐻𝑖  + ∑ 𝛿𝑡 𝑌𝐸𝐴𝑅𝑡

𝑇

𝑡

+ ∑ 𝛾𝑡 (𝐼𝑅𝐼𝑆𝐻𝑖 ×  𝑌𝐸𝐴𝑅𝑡)

𝑇

𝑡

+ 𝜖𝑖𝑡 

The specification above replaces the POST indicator variable with 14 

indicator variables. These correspond to each immigration year between 1845 and 

1858 (the last few arrivals between 1858 and 1861 are grouped together with 1858). 

The reference group of immigration years are all pre-Famine years (1794–1844), 

allowing straightforward comparison with the two-period results. The 𝛿𝑡 

coefficients express the difference in an outcome 𝑦𝑖𝑡 for Famine-era non-Irish 

immigrants who arrive in year t versus pre-Famine non-Irish immigrants. The 

𝛾𝑡  coefficients correspond to 𝛽3 in the previous specification. 𝛾𝑡  expresses the 

difference in an outcome 𝑦𝑖𝑡 for Famine-era Irish immigrants who arrive in year t 

versus pre-Famine Irish immigrants above and beyond the time trend expressed in 

the corresponding 𝛿𝑡. The left panel in the subsequent figures plot the 𝛿𝑡 

coefficients and the right panel plots the 𝛾𝑡  coefficients. Both panels include 95% 

confidence intervals around the point estimates. Figure 13 presents the result where 

the dependent variable is log of opening balance, and Figure 14 presents the result 

where the dependent variable is the accumulation ratio. Table 11 presents results 

from the same regressions. 
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The first conclusion from this approach it that it qualifies the broader pattern 

presented above. In Figure 13, the null effect of the coefficients indicates that 

opening balances for Famine-era Irish depositors within each arrival year do not 

differ from pre-Famine Irish immigrants any more than non-Irish immigrants differ 

from their predecessors. This contradicts the previous results in Table 10, column 

(1). This means that Famine-era Irish immigrants as a group may be poorer at 

arrival, but they are not unique within each arrival year. The results for the 

accumulation ratio in Figure 14 confirm the broader pattern — Famine-era Irish 

immigrants accumulate savings at least as well as earlier pre-Famine Irish 

immigrants do. 

Also of interest are the general trends over time during the Famine years. 

From 1845 to 1847, immigrants already had smaller opening balances, but did not 

vary greatly between those years — immigrants arriving 1845–1847 had opening 

balances about 30% smaller than pre-Famine immigrants did (see Figure 12, left). 

In later years, however, the gap widened significantly. Immigrants who arrived 

between 1848 and 1854 had opening balances that were 45.5% to 64.2% lower than 

pre-Famine immigrants. Immigrants arriving in 1845 and later were poorer, on 

average, than pre-Famine immigrants, and increasingly poorer until 1855.  

The general trend in the accumulation ratio over time is more muted and 

goes the opposite direction. The insignificant 𝛿𝑡 coefficients for years 1845 to 1849 

indicate that depositors who arrived in those years saved no differently than earlier 

pre-Famine depositors. Accumulation ratios for all depositors increase for 1850 

arrivals (about 11.2% higher than pre-Famine immigrants) and 1852 onwards. The 
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Famine-era difference peaks in 1855, where depositors accumulated 40.9% more 

than pre-Famine immigrants did. This difference is not driven by greater savings of 

the Famine-era Irish, whose ratios are not statistically different from non-Irish 

depositors.  

1856 present an exception to the two trends above. The average immigrant 

in 1856 had a 49.4% higher opening balance than one in 1855 and 61.9% higher 

than in 1857, coinciding with a strong negative difference between Irish and non-

Irish depositors. This exception occurs due to two outliers: depositors 15568 and 

12107 had opening balances of $2000 and $2,100, respectively. Opening balances 

of $2,000 are extremely rare, accounting for only 0.2% of observations.  

 These results demonstrate that although the Famine-era Irish were poor as 

a group, they were not any poorer than those who arrived in the US at the same 

time. They were active savers, saving at least as well as earlier Famine-era Irish 

immigrants did, which was markedly more than non-Irish immigrants saved. This 

contradicts the traditional understanding that Famine-era Irish immigrants were 

poorer and less prepared for life in New York City than contemporary British or 

German immigrants.  

 However, the story of Famine-era Irish immigrants in the US was not only 

poverty, but relative immobility. To measure the immigrant depositors’ mobility, I 

use the sub-samples of EISB depositors linked to the US Census in 1860. I observe 

geographic mobility by measuring the distance between the initial address a 

depositor reported when opening their account and the address the same immigrant 

reported in the US Census. In the regression results below, geographic mobility is 
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coded as the number of miles between the counties of the two addresses. I observe 

occupational mobility by comparing the category of the initial occupation a 

depositor reported when opening their first account at the EISB and the category of 

the occupation they reported in the US Census. The occupational categories, 

summarized in Table 5, follow the categories outlined by Anbinder et al. (2017). 

Immigrants who report an occupation with a higher socioeconomic status are 

considered upwardly mobile — for example, from “laborer” to “business owner.” 

Immigrants who report an occupation with a lower socioeconomic status are 

considered downwardly mobile — for example, from “furniture maker” to 

“laborer.” Table 13 reports the simple difference-in-differences results for these 

three mobility outcomes. Columns (2) and (3) estimate Linear Probability Models, 

where the dependent variable is an indicator taking one if a depositor is upwardly 

and downwardly mobile, respectively, and zero if no change in occupation is 

observed. 

 The results again illustrate that the Famine-era Irish were not uniquely 

different from their pre-Famine Irish predecessors or non-Irish contemporaries. On 

average, non-Irish immigrants moved about 40 miles away from New York City 

from their initial residence by 1860. Pre-Famine Irish were less geographically 

mobile, moving about 22 fewer miles away from New York City by 1860. The 

geographic mobility of the Famine-era Irish was not significantly different from 

their predecessors, but any relationship between the two may be masked by 

substantial variation in outcomes. The 95% confidence interval for the Famine-era 
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Irish coefficient (𝛽3) is (-50.96, 40.36), substantially wider than the same for the 

pre-Famine Irish (-49.22, 4.16). 

 In contrast to the conclusions so far, the results for occupational mobility 

are not driven by the similarity of the pre-Famine Irish and Famine-era Irish so 

much as they are driven by the uniqueness of the Famine-era non-Irish. Results in 

column (2) show that the upward occupational mobility of the pre-Famine Irish was 

not substantially different from the pre-Famine non-Irish. The sign on the 𝛽1 

coefficient is negative, suggesting that the pre-Famine Irish were already less 

mobile than the pre-Famine non-Irish, but it is insignificant. The (insignificant) 

negative 𝛽3 coefficient similarly suggests that the Famine-era Irish were somewhat 

less mobile than pre-Famine Irish, but not convincingly so. The Famine-era non-

Irish, however, were 8.6% more likely to move into a higher occupational category. 

This implies that the Famine-era Irish were not acutely immobile at all — they were 

at least as mobile as the upwardly mobile Famine-era non-Irish. None of the 

immigrant groups were more likely than another to experience downward 

occupational mobility, as seen in column (3). Taken together, the simple results 

indicate that the geographic and occupational mobility of Famine-era Irish 

depositors had little to do with the Famine experience. Differences in geographic 

mobility only rested on differences between the Irish and non-Irish depositors, 

while differences in upward occupational mobility only reflect increasing upward 

mobility over time. 

 One reason for this may be that the Famine-era Irish and Famine-era non-

Irish occupy relatively different occupational categories. Movement between them 
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might not be easily compared. To address this, Table 13 reports the simple 

difference-in-differences results using an alternative measure of occupational 

mobility. Following Ferrie (1995), I construct a measure of upward occupational 

mobility that compares only male immigrant depositors whose initial occupation 

was some form of unskilled worker or laborer. The indicator takes 1 if the 

immigrant later reports a higher status occupation, and 0 otherwise.  

 The more precise comparison of Irish and non-Irish immigrants who all 

begin as unskilled workers contradicts the earlier results. Rather than the pre-

Famine Irish and pre-Famine non-Irish achieving similar mobility, the pre-Famine 

Irish were 14.6 percentage points less likely to attain a higher status occupation by 

1860. Surprisingly, the Famine-era non-Irish were even less upwardly mobile 

compared to the earlier pre-Famine non-Irish, as they were 22.7 percentage points 

less likely to attain a higher status occupation by 1860. Unlike the Famine-era non-

Irish, the Famine-era Irish were only 4.7 percentage points less likely to attain a 

higher status occupation by 1860. This decline in Irish upward mobility over time 

is substantially smaller than the decline in non-Irish upward mobility over time. 

This contrasts with earlier results, which indicated that the Famine-era Irish 

— despite arriving poorer — fared about the same in the US following the Famine 

as their non-Irish contemporaries or pre-Famine Irish predecessors. Even so, both 

results challenge the immobility critique of Famine-era Irish immigrants employed 

by contemporaries and historians. 

 As with the depositor’s savings accounts, the differences in mobility 

between the Famine-era Irish and non-Irish may vary between successive arrival 
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years. Table 15 shows the results of the regressions with the vector of arrival years 

for geographic mobility and occupational mobility, respectively, which are shown 

in Figure 16 and Figure 15.  

 There are no clear patterns in the geographic mobility of Famine-era Irish 

and non-Irish immigrants by arrival year, except for the outliers in 1849 and 1856. 

Two Irish depositors who arrived in 1849 later appeared in the 1860 Census in San 

Francisco and another Irish arrival in 1849 appeared in St. Louis, Missouri. These 

cases are extraordinarily rare — 95% of all immigrants in the linked sample stay 

within about 9 miles of New York City — and skew the estimate for that year. In 

1856, a German immigrant named Christian Suhl arrived and settled in Hoboken, 

New Jersey. He appeared in the 1860 census in Tuolumne County, California, 

where he reported that he was a miner. Tuolumne County — which today includes 

Yosemite National Park, in Northern California — includes part of the Sierra 

Nevada Goldfields. It’s likely that Christian was part of the California Gold Rush 

and financed the expensive trip using his savings at the EISB. Aside from these 

outliers, there were no substantial differences between the geographic mobility of 

the Famine-era Irish and Famine-era non-Irish in individual arrival years.  

 The likelihood of upward occupational mobility varies little by arrival year. 

For those who arrived as unskilled workers between 1846 and 1849, and in 1851 

and 1855, Famine-era non-Irish immigrants were about 31 percentage points less 

likely to attain a higher status occupation by 1860 than earlier pre-Famine non-Irish 

immigrants. These point estimates are marginally significant (at the 10% level) and 

all other arrival years are not different from zero. Famine-era Irish immigrants, in 
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contrast, do moderately better in those years, as they are about 28 percentage points 

more likely to attain a higher status occupation than their Famine-era non-Irish 

contemporaries. At face value, this suggests that the Famine-era Irish were more 

upwardly mobile among the worst off than the non-Irish, although the typical story 

of Famine immigrants claims otherwise. However, these results are underpowered 

— some arrival years have fewer than 6 non-Irish observations for which 

occupational or geographic mobility data could be successfully linked, despite 

2,600 successful linkages overall. The variation of mobility by arrival year cannot 

be convincingly measured with these, so the simple difference-in-differences result 

must suffice.  

 In all the analysis above, I classify the “treatment group” simply as Irish 

depositors who immigrated once the Famine began — but the Famine was not a 

uniform experience across time or space. The second step in the analysis addressed 

this over the time dimension by exploring the dynamics across immigrants’ arrival 

years. This final section of the analysis explores whether the spatial variation of the 

Famine explains differences between Famine-era Irish and pre-Famine Irish 

outcomes. I measure the spatial variation of the Famine using county-level data on 

potato dependence in 1845 (discussed in section 4.2 EISB and Census Data) and 

restrict the sample to only Irish depositors whose birthplace is recorded in the EISB 

data (91% of all Irish depositors).   

𝑦𝑖𝑐𝑡 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝐼𝑁𝑇𝐸𝑁𝑆𝐼𝑇𝑌𝑐 + 𝛽2𝑃𝑂𝑆𝑇𝑡 + 𝛽3𝐼𝑁𝑇𝐸𝑁𝑆𝐼𝑇𝑌𝑐 × 𝑃𝑂𝑆𝑇𝑡 + 𝜖𝑖𝑐𝑡  

 

In this specification, the same outcomes as before are observed for each Irish 

depositor i born in county c who immigrated at time t. Famine-era immigrants 
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correspond to 1845 arrivals and later (t = 1), and pre-Famine immigrants correspond 

to arrivals before 1845 (t = 0). The preferred measure of 𝐼𝑁𝑇𝐸𝑁𝑆𝐼𝑇𝑌 is the 

proportion of a county’s cultivated land devoted to potatoes, which varies 

continuously between 0.076 and 0.296. Alternative measures for potato 

dependency are reported for robustness in Table 17. 

These results confirm the previous patterns. Table 16 presents the results 

for opening balances and accumulation ratios. Birth in counties with greater 

reliance on the potato correlates with substantially lower opening balances among 

Famine-era Irish depositors; however, there are no statistically significant 

differences in accumulation over the span of Irish depositors’ accounts. This is 

consistent with the initial difference-in-differences approach, which found that 

Famine-era Irish depositors were poorer at arrival but saved at least as well as the 

Famine-era non-Irish and earlier pre-Famine Irish. In specific terms, in column (1) 

I estimate 𝛽3 =  −1.506. This indicates that a one standard deviation increase in 

potato dependence (0.082) implies an approximately 6.37% greater decline in 

opening balance than the trend in arrival years would suggest. The trend in arrival 

years closely corresponds to the full sample estimates in Table 10. In column (1), I 

estimate 𝛽2 =  −0.932. This implies that Famine-era Irish had about 60.6% smaller 

opening balances than pre-Famine Irish. This matches the corresponding estimate 

in the full sample, where the difference between Famine-era Irish and pre-Famine 

Irish (i.e., 𝛽2 + 𝛽3) is approximately −0.663. The effect in accumulation is also 

consistent with the initial results, which found no statistically significant 

differences in the accumulation of pre-Famine Irish and Famine-era Irish 
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depositors. None of the coefficients in column (2) are statistically different from 

zero, which implies the same conclusion.  

Even more reassuring is that the coefficient on 𝐼𝑁𝑇𝐸𝑁𝑆𝐼𝑇𝑌 (𝛽1) is 

statistically insignificant in both columns. This confirms that greater reliance on the 

potato in a depositor’s county of birth had no bearing on pre-Famine Irish 

depositors’ opening deposits or subsequent savings, since they left before the 

Famine began. Implicitly, this also suggests that unobserved county-level 

characteristics common to both time periods are not strongly correlated with 

opening balances or accumulation ratios. For example, some counties might have 

developed significant potato-dependence because its people were already poorer or 

less-skilled before the Famine and remained so during the Famine. The 

insignificance of the 𝛽1 coefficient indicates that this is not the case. As a result, 

the 𝛽3 is an effective estimate of the relationship between potato reliance and 

outcomes for the Famine-era Irish. 

 Similarly consistent with earlier results is that differences in pre-Famine and 

Famine-era Irish immigrant mobility cannot be explained by variation in potato 

dependence. Table 18 presents the results for spatial mobility and upward 

occupational mobility among unskilled workers. For spatial mobility estimates in 

column (1), the first two coefficients have the expected sign — Famine-era Irish 

depositors resettle away from New York City less than pre-Famine Irish depositors, 

and greater potato dependence at home implies less spatial mobility — but none of 

the coefficients are statistically different from zero. The null effect on 𝛽3 means 

that greater exposure spatial mobility years after arrival is not closely linked with 
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an Irish depositor’s experience of the Famine. Upward occupational mobility 

estimates in column (2) repeat the pattern of mobility among the Irish seen earlier. 

Famine-era Irish depositors were less upwardly mobile than pre-Famine Irish 

depositors. However, greater exposure to the Famine through potato dependence in 

1845 implies greater upward occupational mobility among Famine-era Irish 

depositors. Given that 𝛽3 = 0.927, a one standard deviation increase in potato 

dependence (0.082) implies a 7.6 percentage point increase in the likelihood of 

making an upward move in occupation among the Famine-era Irish.  
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6. Conclusions 

This paper is among the first to use the recently digitized records of the first 

18,000 accounts of the Emigrant Industrial Savings Bank. The EISB data, which 

hold an unusually rich depth of information on its 15,687 depositors, are an 

important advancement in the study Irish immigration during the 19th century. The 

EISB was the only institution of its kind at the time — a mutual savings bank in 

antebellum New York City that did business with immigrants. As a result, it 

identifies thousands of immigrants across nationalities as well as several decades 

of arrival years, along with financial histories, occupations, and personal origins. 

Additionally, the EISB data are practically the only data source available that 

identify the spatial origins of so many pre-Famine Irish immigrants. Linked with 

the US census, these data were used to explore how selection and later mobility 

were affected by the Irish Potato Famine. 

The main result of this paper is that Famine-era Irish immigrants were not 

unique (as might be expected) except at arrival. Famine-era Irish depositors arrive 

poorer, as their opening balances were 14.4% smaller than the overall trend in 

arrivals would suggest. Famine-era Irish depositors are also less likely to be literate 

than the pre-Famine Irish, although the decline in literacy over time is smaller for 

the Irish than the non-Irish. The Famine-era Irish accumulate savings in their 

accounts at least as well as earlier pre-Famine Irish immigrants and contemporary 

Famine-era non-Irish immigrants — rejecting the argument that the Famine-era 

Irish substantially less capable of adjusting to the US than the other groups were.  

Among the depositors who were successfully linked to the 1860 US census, 

the Famine-era were again not so unique. The Irish, overall, were less 
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geographically mobile — after settling in New York City, Irish depositors were on 

average 20 miles closer to their first address in 1860 than non-Irish depositors. But 

the Famine-era Irish were no more or less geographically mobile than the pre-

Famine Irish were. Additionally, there were no meaningful differences in the 

upward occupational mobility between the Famine-era Irish and either other group. 

Although the Famine-era Irish made up the greatest share of unskilled laborers, the 

likelihood that a Famine-era Irish unskilled worker had attained a higher status 

occupation in 1860 was no different than that for a Famine-era non-Irish depositor 

or a pre-Famine Irish depositor. Together, these demonstrate that the Famine-era 

Irish adapted at least as well in the US as other immigrants and earlier Irish 

immigrants did. 

A plausible explanation of these results are the theoretical predictions of 

Cortes (2004), which say that forced migrants forgo initial earnings to increase 

host-country specific human capital investment. For Famine-era Irish depositors, 

an important but unexplored dimension of human capital is their social networks. 

Plausibly, these are established by immigrant remittances, which finance the 

immigration of relatives still in Ireland (Fitzpatrick 2010). Recent research has 

found that Famine-era Irish immigrants in New York City often lived near 

immigrants from the same place in Ireland, whether that be the same county of birth 

or even the same pre-migration landlord (Anbinder, Ó Gráda, and Wegge 2019). 

Further evidence suggests that some Famine-era Irish immigrants gained 

entrepreneurial opportunities and better-paying jobs through these network 

connections (Connor 2019). The EISB data contain a wealth of additional 
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information that provide a promising future direction for research: the residential 

addresses of every depositor, the immigration ship and arrival date for most 

immigrant depositors, and the names and locations of a depositor’s parents, 

siblings, and children. 

Are there lessons from the Irish Potato Famine for disaster and migration? 

My findings suggest that negative selection initially predominates among disaster-

prompted migrants on arrival, but differences between disaster-prompted migrants 

and earlier economic migrants from the same country dissipate relatively quickly. 

Later arrivals, who presumably possess a longer experience of the disaster, do not 

differ meaningfully from economic migrants who arrive at approximately the same 

time. However, the drivers of simultaneous economic migration may significantly 

determine that difference. Disaster-prompted immigrants with a greater exposure 

to the natural disaster tend to be poorer than other, less exposed disaster-prompted 

immigrants. However, initial differences between disaster-prompted immigrants 

and economic migrants do not seem to affect assimilation in subsequent years (in 

terms of both spatial mobility and upward occupational mobility). 

The lessons of the Irish Potato Famine are neither universal nor unique, 

however. There were no legal barriers to international immigration at the time. The 

Irish Famine migration could thus be seen as more relevant for natural disasters that 

induce internal migration within a country. The Famine occurred over a period of 

several years — during which its intensity varied in space and time — so the 

Famine migrants are instructive for migrants fleeing the cumulative effects of 

climate change. My specific conclusions regarding assimilation may not generalize 
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to contemporary migration because I use outcomes pertinent to 19th century. For 

example, spatial mobility determined by relocating away of New York City may 

not predict increased immigrant earnings today.  

This thesis uses recently digitized historical data to understand how Irish 

immigrants fleeing Irish Potato Famine were differently selected and assimilated 

than earlier Irish immigrants who did not experience the Famine. This sheds new 

light on an historically important event. As natural disasters increase in frequency 

and intensity due to climate change, the need to understand their migration effects 

become ever more pressing. This thesis provides evidence that natural disasters do 

affect migrant selection and do not affect assimilation, something not yet well 

understood.  
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Appendix 

 

  
Figure 1: Manifest, Passenger Ship Niagara (Aug. 28, 1848) 
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Figure 2: 1850 US Census Manuscript 

 
 

Figure 3: EISB Test-book 
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Figure 4: 1870 US Census Manuscript 
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Table 1: Immigrant Depositors by Nationality and Arrival Year 

      

 Britain German 

States 

Ireland Other Total 

1794-1844 188 165 1956 59 2368 

 (1.466) (1.287) (15.26) (0.460) (18.47) 

      

1845 12 40 283 13 348 

 (0.0936) (0.312) (2.207) (0.101) (2.714) 

      

1846 7 33 388 19 447 

 (0.0546) (0.257) (3.026) (0.148) (3.486) 

      

1847 17 58 644 12 731 

 (0.133) (0.452) (5.023) (0.0936) (5.701) 

      

1848 46 83 801 20 950 

 (0.359) (0.647) (6.247) (0.156) (7.409) 

      

1849 59 99 1051 39 1248 

 (0.460) (0.772) (8.197) (0.304) (9.733) 

      

1850 81 145 1149 45 1420 

 (0.632) (1.131) (8.961) (0.351) (11.07) 

      

1851 86 166 1677 50 1979 

 (0.671) (1.295) (13.08) (0.390) (15.43) 

      

1852 101 103 1001 39 1244 

 (0.788) (0.803) (7.807) (0.304) (9.702) 

      

1853 69 93 715 48 925 

 (0.538) (0.725) (5.576) (0.374) (7.214) 

      

1854 45 100 427 35 607 

 (0.351) (0.780) (3.330) (0.273) (4.734) 

      

1855 18 19 153 14 204 

 (0.140) (0.148) (1.193) (0.109) (1.591) 

      

1856 13 20 139 11 183 

 (0.101) (0.156) (1.084) (0.0858) (1.427) 

      

1857 20 9 101 12 142 

 (0.156) (0.0702) (0.788) (0.0936) (1.107) 

      

1858-61 3 2 20 1 26 

 (0.0234) (0.0156) (0.156) (0.00780) (0.203) 

      

Total 765 1135 10505 417 12822 

 (5.966) (8.852) (81.93) (3.252) (100) 

Frequency in each cell; column percentage in parentheses. 
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Figure 5: Immigrant EISB Depositors by Nationality and Arrival Year 
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Table 2: NYC Wards 

 New York City, 1855 NY census  EISB sample 

Ward % Native-Born % Foreign-Born % Irish  % German  % Irish  % German 

1 31.6 68.4 46.0 14. 8  74.5 11.3 

2 39.1 60.9 35. 8 10. 6  69.6 9.5 

3 52.0 48.0 28.9 9. 2  67.6 13.3 

4 30.0 70.0 45. 6 4. 4  77.2 8.7 

5 52.4 47.6 22. 5 12. 5  66.5 10.5 

6 30.0 70.0 42. 4 14. 9  80.9 8.3 

7 49.2 50.8 34.0 9.0  77.8 6.2 

8 56.3 43.7 21. 2 11. 2  60.4 9.2 

9 65.8 34.2 19. 7 6. 1  70.2 6.7 

10 49.1 50.9 13.0 30. 3  55.7 20.6 

11 44.3 55.7 17. 5 33. 6  68.0 15.1 

12 47.3 52.7 33.0 12. 2  84.5 2.6 

13 52.7 47.3 18. 7 22. 6  77.3 10.9 

14 42.6 57.4 36. 2 13. 3  76.8 6.9 

15 58.7 41.3 26. 1 4. 5  72.0 4.6 

16 54.1 45.9 39. 0 5.9  75.9 5.2 

17 42.2 57.8 24.9 27. 3  72.6 13.3 

18 46.9 53.1 37. 1 9.0  84.3 2.1 

19 46.2 53.8 35. 4 10.0  77.9 7.1 

20 38.8 61.2 27. 3 16.8  80.1 8.0 

21 58.7 41.3 29. 7 5. 4  87.0 1.2 

22 46.0 54.0 25. 4 21.0  62.1 14.5 

Total 47.7 52.3 28. 2 15.7  75.0 8.8 

 

 

 

Source: 1855 NY census statistics from Ernst (1965), table 14. 
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Table 3: Representativeness of Irish-born Male Immigrant Occupations 

 Irish Depositors Irish immigrants in New York 

City, NY census 1855 

Professionals 0.4 0.4 

Business owners 8.01 8 

Lower-status white collar 6.72 5 

Petty entrepreneurs 3.72 2 

Skilled workers 37 41 

Unskilled workers 38.55 43 

Difficult to classify 2.45 1 

Source: 1855 NY census statistics from Ernst (1965), table 27. 

 

 

 

Table 4: Descriptive Statistics of Famine-era Irish, pre-Famine Irish, and 

Other Immigrant Depositors 

 Famine-

era Irish 

Pre-Famine 

Irish 

Other 

immigrants 

Total 

Opening balance 111.1 203.3 166.4 136.9 

 (231.3) (276.4) (291.4) (255.8) 

     

Peak balance 331.5 667.7 404.7 394.2 

 (555.9) (2886.2) (621.2) (1186.5) 

     

Closing balance 184.3 282.1 217.7 205.5 

 (338.4) (476.1) (391.4) (374.1) 

     

Accumulation ratio 3.374 2.722 2.655 3.111 

 (12.38) (6.043) (6.588) (10.53) 

     

Distance resettled to 

1860 

21.42 15.98 65.09 22.99 

 (162.1) (167.9) (314.7) (177.3) 

     

Upward occupational 0.0573 0.0711 0.0248 0.0512 

move=1  (0.232) (0.257) (0.156) (0.220) 

     

Upward occupational  0.122 0.170 0.103 0.127 

move = 1 (Unskilled 

workers only) 

(0.328) (0.376) (0.305) (0.333) 

mean coefficients; standard deviation in parentheses 
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Table 5: Occupation by Nationality 

        

 Britain Famine-

era Irish 

German 

States 

Other Other 

Irish 

USA Total 

Farmers 10 165 26 14 104 24 343 

 (1.692) (3.924) (2.766) (1.645) (4.526) (4.027) (3.618) 

Business Owner 42 269 169 75 252 58 865 

 (7.107) (6.397) (17.98) (8.813) (10.97) (9.732) (9.124) 

Difficult to Classify 21 99 23 26 60 30 259 

 (3.553) (2.354) (2.447) (3.055) (2.611) (5.034) (2.732) 

Factory Workers 0 12 2 2 3 2 21 

 (0) (0.285) (0.213) (0.235) (0.131) (0.336) (0.221) 

Lower White-Collar 70 271 69 45 166 113 734 

 (11.84) (6.445) (7.340) (5.288) (7.224) (18.96) (7.742) 

Male None 21 95 17 371 94 83 681 

 (3.553) (2.259) (1.809) (43.60) (4.091) (13.93) (7.183) 

Petty Entrepreneurs 5 164 29 15 78 7 298 

 (0.846) (3.900) (3.085) (1.763) (3.394) (1.174) (3.143) 

Professionals 7 12 13 10 13 37 92 

 (1.184) (0.285) (1.383) (1.175) (0.566) (6.208) (0.970) 

Skilled Workers 369 1450 544 213 687 183 3446 

 (62.44) (34.48) (57.87) (25.03) (29.90) (30.70) (36.35) 

Unskilled Workers 46 1667 48 77 840 58 2736 
 (7.783) (39.64) (5.106) (9.048) (36.55) (9.732) (28.86) 

Total 591 4205 940 851 2298 596 9481 

 (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) 

Column percentage in parentheses 

 



 

Table 6: Account Balance by Occupational Category 

 Opening Balance Accumulation Ratio 

Agricultural Workers 194.1 2.904 

 (262.5) (12.75) 

Business Owner 259.2 2.627 

 (426.3) (6.643) 

Difficult to Classify 308.9 2.124 

 (682.5) (4.492) 

Factory Workers 80.60 1.344 

 (97.92) (0.974) 

Lower-Status White-Collar 127.0 3.422 

 (195.9) (13.48) 

Male None 248.8 2.573 

 (293.3) (7.024) 

NA 138.5 3.710 

 (113.6) (6.732) 

Petty Entrepreneurs 203.8 4.137 

 (280.7) (18.31) 

Professionals 371.3 1.996 

 (742.9) (4.103) 

Skilled Workers 121.0 2.932 

 (181.1) (12.20) 

Unskilled Workers 113.9 2.733 

 (152.1) (8.531) 

Total 153.7 2.869 

 (268.3) (10.76) 
mean coefficients; standard deviation in parentheses 
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Figure 6: Distribution of Irish Depositors by Initial NYC Ward 
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Table 7: Spatial Representativeness of Irish and German Depositors 

 New York City, 1855 NY census   EISB sample 

Ward  Population  % Total % Irish  % German  % Irish  % German % Total 

1  13,486  2.2 3.5 2.0  6.4 8.3 6.6 

2  3,249  0.5 0.7 0.4  1.9 2.2 1.9 

3  7,909  1.3 1.3 0.7  2.7 4.5 2.8 

4  22,895  3.7 5.9 1.0  11.9 11.4 11.8 

5  21,617  3.5 2.8 2.8  4.3 5.8 4.5 

6  25,562  4.1 6.2 3.9  13.8 12.1 13.6 

7  34,422  5.5 6.7 3.2  8.2 5.6 7.9 

8  34,052  5.5 4.1 3.9  3.1 4.0 3.2 

9  39,982  6.4 4.5 2.5  2.4 2.0 2.4 

10  26,378  4.2 2.0 8.2  2.6 8.3 3.2 

11  52,979  8.5 5.3 18.2  3.3 6.2 3.6 

12  17,656  2.8 3.3 2.2  2.8 0.7 2.6 

13  26,597  4.3 2.8 6.1  3.6 4.4 3.7 

14  24,754  4.0 5.1 3.4  6.2 4.8 6.1 

15  24,046  3.9 3.6 1.1  2.6 1.5 2.5 

16  39,823  6.4 8.8 2.4  3.2 1.9 3.0 

17  59,548  9.6 8.4 16.6  5.4 8.4 5.7 

18  39,509  6.3 8.3 3.6  6.3 1.3 5.8 

19  17,866  2.9 3.6 1.8  1.5 1.1 1.4 

20  40,075  6.4 6.2 6.9  3.5 3.0 3.5 

21  27,914  4.5 4.7 1.5  3.4 0.4 3.1 

22  22,605  3.6 3.3 4.9  1.1 2.2 1.2 

Total  622,924  100.0 100.0 100.0  75.0 8.8 100.0 

 

 Source: 1855 NY census statistics from Ernst (1965), table 14. 
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Table 8: Initial County of Residence by Nationality 

        

 Britain Famine-era 

Irish 

German 

States 

Other Other 

Irish 

USA Total 

Bergen, NJ 0 13 7 2 10 5 37 

        

Columbia, NY 1 2 1 0 0 1 5 

        

Dutchess, NY 0 7 0 2 3 1 13 

        

Essex, NJ 3 18 3 3 7 8 42 

        

Hudson, NJ 21 114 16 15 53 13 232 

        

Kings, NY 105 478 70 71 287 89 1100 

        

Middlesex, CT 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 

        

Nassau, NY 1 12 1 1 11 2 28 

        

New York, NY 598 5522 999 718 3175 607 11619 

        

Orange, NY 1 12 0 4 13 5 35 

        

Passaic, NJ 8 5 2 2 6 9 32 

        

Queens, NY 1 56 5 4 28 6 100 

        

Richmond, NY 13 128 9 16 61 18 245 

        

Rockland, NY 5 36 0 3 12 3 59 

        

Ulster, NY 1 6 0 1 0 0 8 

        

Venango, PA 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 

        

Westchester, 

NY 

15 95 10 4 38 8 170 

        

Total 774 6505 1123 846 3704 775 13727 
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Figure 7: Distribution of Irish Depositors by Birth County 
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Figure 8: Spatial Representativeness of Irish Depositors By County 
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Figure 9: Potato Dependency Index as a Share of Cultivated Land 
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Figure 10: Potato Dependency Index as Potato Acreage Per Rural Capita 
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Figure 11: Correlation of Irish Immigration and Depositor’s Spatial Origins 
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Figure 12: Average Opening Balance by Arrival Year for Irish and non-Irish 

Depositors 
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Table 9: Simple DiD for Account Balance Outcomes 

 (1) (2) (3) 

 Log opening 

balance 

Log ratio Log closing 

balance 

Irish -0.194*** 0.112*** 0.001 

 (0.063) (0.035) (0.087) 

Famine-era -0.519*** 0.108*** -0.315*** 

 (0.061) (0.033) (0.083) 

Irish x Famine-era -0.144** -0.024 -0.116 

 (0.067) (0.038) (0.093) 

Mean outcome for non-Irish 4.45 0.89 4.38 

Number of observations 15658 15658 15630 

R-squared 0.047 0.004 0.009 
Standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

 

 

 

 

Table 10: Simple DiD for Literacy in NY State Census of 1855 

 (1) 

 Literacy 

Irish -0.143*** 

 (0.014) 

Famine-era -0.170*** 

 (0.027) 

Irish x Famine-era 0.106*** 

 (0.032) 

Mean outcome for non-Irish 0.85 

Number of observations 2514 

R-squared 0.007 
The dependent variable is an indicator that takes 1 if a depositor can read or write and 0 

otherwise. The sample used in these results are those linked to the NY State Census of 

1855, in which literacy is recorded. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Figure 13: Heterogeneity by Arrival Year for Opening Balance (also in Table 

11) 

 
 

Figure 14: Heterogeneity by Arrival Year for Accumulation Ratio (also in 

Table 11) 
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Table 11: Heterogeneity by Arrival Year for Account Balance Outcomes 

 (1)  (2)  

 Log opening 

balance 

 Log ratio  

Irish=1 -0.194*** (0.063) 0.112*** (0.035) 

1845 -0.302** (0.140) 0.080 (0.089) 

1846 -0.453*** (0.165) -0.014 (0.090) 

1847 -0.338*** (0.123) 0.004 (0.077) 

1848 -0.608*** (0.120) 0.092 (0.061) 

1849 -0.820*** (0.099) 0.077 (0.059) 

1850 -0.869*** (0.092) 0.117** (0.052) 

1851 -0.795*** (0.090) 0.074 (0.049) 

1852 -0.957*** (0.098) 0.124** (0.055) 

1853 -0.936*** (0.100) 0.175*** (0.059) 

1854 -1.029*** (0.106) 0.178*** (0.062) 

1855 -1.234*** (0.173) 0.344*** (0.121) 

1856 -0.625*** (0.202) 0.099 (0.086) 

1857 -1.012*** (0.229) 0.016 (0.136) 

1858-61 -0.860** (0.340) 0.053 (0.190) 

Irish=1 x 1845 -0.063 (0.155) -0.101 (0.100) 

Irish=1 x 1846 0.044 (0.176) 0.063 (0.099) 

Irish=1 x 1847 -0.039 (0.133) 0.003 (0.083) 

Irish=1 x 1848 0.048 (0.128) -0.063 (0.069) 

Irish=1 x 1849 0.241** (0.108) 0.005 (0.066) 

Irish=1 x 1850 0.119 (0.100) -0.059 (0.059) 

Irish=1 x 1851 0.037 (0.098) 0.049 (0.055) 

Irish=1 x 1852 0.137 (0.107) -0.030 (0.062) 

Irish=1 x 1853 0.074 (0.110) -0.054 (0.069) 

Irish=1 x 1854 0.093 (0.119) -0.095 (0.073) 

Irish=1 x 1855 0.269 (0.196) -0.060 (0.141) 

Irish=1 x 1856 -0.429* (0.221) 0.058 (0.115) 

Irish=1 x 1857 -0.023 (0.263) 0.104 (0.158) 

Irish=1 x 1858-61 0.248 (0.422) 0.134 (0.240) 

Mean dependent var 4.92  0.79  

Number of observations 12806  12806  

R-squared 0.080  0.008  
Standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Table 13: Simple DiD for Geographic and Occupational Mobility Outcomes 

 (1) (2) (3) 

 Distance 

resettled to 

1860 

Upward 

mobility to 

1860 

Downward 

mobility to 

1860 

Irish -22.531* -0.014 0.015 

 (13.609) (0.027) (0.018) 

    

Famine-era 9.579 0.086* -0.022 

 (23.638) (0.047) (0.032) 

    

Irish x Famine-era -2.301 -0.045 0.039 

 (24.813) (0.050) (0.033) 

Mean outcome for non-Irish 40.92 0.15 0.03 

Number of observations 2465 2465 2465 

R-squared 0.002 0.004 0.003 
Standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

 

 

Table 13: Simple DiD for occupational mobility (preferred measure) 

 (1) 

 Upward mobility to 1860 

(Only unskilled workers) 

Irish -0.146* 

 (0.078) 

  

Famine-era -0.227*** 

 (0.080) 

  

Irish x Famine-era 0.180** 

 (0.082) 

Mean outcome for non-Irish 0.11 

Number of observations 2766 

R-squared 0.005 
Standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Figure 16: Heterogeneity by Arrival Year for Occupational Mobility (also in 

Table 14) 

 

 

  

Figure 15: Heterogeneity by Arrival Year for Geographic Mobility (also in 

Table 14) 
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Table 15: Heterogeneity by Arrival Year for Mobility Outcomes 

 (1)  (2)  

 Distance resettled to 1860 Upward mobility to 

1860 (Only unskilled 

workers) 

Irish=1 11.181 (30.745) -0.146* (0.079) 

1845 -2.709 (89.566) -0.316 (0.250) 

1846 -2.013 (101.975) -0.316* (0.185) 

1847 -1.108 (81.215) -0.316* (0.169) 

1848 -3.548 (59.028) -0.316** (0.158) 

1849 203.536*** (70.470) -0.316* (0.169) 

1850 42.436 (61.185) -0.158 (0.109) 

1851 65.972 (46.774) -0.316*** (0.119) 

1852 -4.102 (57.169) -0.139 (0.112) 

1853 47.179 (61.185) -0.116 (0.132) 

1854 81.101 (75.134) -0.162 (0.121) 

1855 -2.013 (101.975) -0.316* (0.185) 

1856 1217.701*** (123.097) -0.053 (0.054) 

1857 -4.798 (89.566) -0.316 (0.209) 

1858-61 -15.979 (169.047) -0.316 (0.346) 

Irish=1 x 1845 -10.644 (92.391) 0.306 (0.256) 

Irish=1 x 1846 -0.708 (103.682) 0.237 (0.190) 

Irish=1 x 1847 30.480 (83.053) 0.282 (0.173) 

Irish=1 x 1848 -0.645 (60.928) 0.290* (0.161) 

Irish=1 x 1849 -192.263*** (71.813) 0.285* (0.172) 

Irish=1 x 1850 -41.330 (62.800) 0.111 (0.113) 

Irish=1 x 1851 -49.779 (48.351) 0.295** (0.121) 

Irish=1 x 1852 5.597 (59.146) 0.085 (0.116) 

Irish=1 x 1853 -48.563 (63.588) 0.018 (0.135) 

Irish=1 x 1854 -75.877 (78.302) 0.100 (0.126) 

Irish=1 x 1855 -13.189 (108.395) 0.234 (0.195) 

Irish=1 x 1856 -1233.524*** (129.259) 0.000 (.) 

Irish=1 x 1857 3.713 (104.538) 0.209 (0.218) 

Irish=1 x 1858-61 0.000 (.) 0.546 (0.377) 

Mean outcome for non-Irish 54.86  0.13  

Number of observations 2193  2600  

R-squared 0.053  0.013  
Standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Table 15: County-Level Treatment Heterogeneity (Irish depositors only) 

 (1) (2) 

 Log opening balance Log ratio 

Famine-era -0.932*** 0.076 

 (0.114) (0.076) 

Intensity -0.925 -0.044 

 (0.628) (0.409) 

Famine-era x Intensity 1.506** 0.050 

 (0.690) (0.452) 

Mean outcome pre-1845 4.73 0.90 

Number of observations 10642 10642 

R-squared 0.056 0.002 
Standard errors in parentheses 

The measure of county-level Famine intensity is potato acreage in 1845 as a 

share  

of cultivated land. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Table 17: Robustness To Other Potato Dependency Measures 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 Log 

opening 

balance 

Log 

ratio 

Log 

opening 

balance 

Log 

ratio 

Log 

opening 

balance 

Log 

ratio 

Famine-era -0.932*** 0.076 -0.967*** 0.108 -0.918*** 0.174** 

 (0.114) (0.076) (0.132) (0.085) (0.123) (0.080) 

Intensity -0.925 -0.044 -0.555 0.161 -1.014*** 0.308 

 (0.628) (0.409) (0.459) (0.293) (0.376) (0.242) 

Famine-era x Intensity 1.506** 0.050 1.053** -0.093 0.791* -0.305 

 (0.690) (0.452) (0.496) (0.318) (0.409) (0.265) 

Mean outcome pre-1845 4.73 0.90 4.73 0.90 4.73 0.90 

Number of observations 10642 10642 10642 10642 10642 10642 

R-squared 0.056 0.002 0.056 0.002 0.056 0.002 

Standard errors in parentheses 

Measures of county-level Famine intensity differ between columns. Columns (1) and (2) use 

potato acreage as a share of cultivated land, (3) and (4) use potato acreage per capita, and (5) and 

(6) use potato acreage per rural capita (excludes city dwellers). All 1845. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

 

 

 

 

Table 18: County-Level Treatment Heterogeneity for Mobility 

 (1) (2) 

 Distance 

resettled to 1860 

Upward mobility to 1860 

(Only unskilled workers) 

Famine-era -14.318 -0.194** 

 (42.837) (0.092) 

Intensity -190.974 -0.861* 

 (229.309) (0.511) 

Famine-era x Intensity 134.906 0.927* 

 (244.417) (0.536) 

Mean outcome pre-1845 16.10 0.17 

Number of observations 2071 2482 

R-squared 0.001 0.003 
Standard errors in parentheses 

The measure of county-level Famine intensity is potato acreage in 1845 as a share of 

cultivated land. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

 

 

 

 


	1. Introduction
	2. Historical Background
	3. Literature Review
	4. Data
	4.1 Data Sources
	4.2 EISB and Census Data

	5. Results
	6. Conclusions
	Bibliography
	Appendix

