That “Isle of hunger and pain” drew

tears at Fastnet Rock
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Isle of hope, Isle of tears,

Isle of freedom, isle of fears,

But it's not the isle you’ve left behina.

That isle of hunger, isle of pain,

Isle you'll never see again

But the isle of home is always on your mind.

The haunting ballad by songwriter Brendan Graham was inspired by the story of Annie Moore. The 15-year-old
Irish girl was the first immigrant to cross the threshold of New York’s Ellis Island processing station when it
opened in 1892.

But long before Annie Moore walked down the gangway of her ship and into legend, Canada was operating its
own isle of hope, freedom, fears and tears. The Grosse lle Immigration Station (1832-1937) was located in the
St. Lawrence River, some 50 kilometres northeast of Quebec City. Its original purpose was quarantine, rather
than immigration control. This reflected fears that contagious diseases carried by arriving ships could spread to
the growing colonies of Lower and Upper Canada.

Today, a National Historic Site operated by Parks Canada, Grosse lle is also a graveyard. A Celtic cross marks the
resting place of over 5,000 souls, mostly Irish, who died of typhus, cholera or other forms of “ship fever” aboard
the “coffin ships” that carried them to Canada from that Isle of hunger and pain that used to be home.

Known in the Irish language as “An Gorta Mor” (The Great Hunger), the famine that decimated Ireland between
1845 and 1852 was a catastrophe of biblical proportions. One million died of starvation and disease. While
Ireland’s bountiful crops were shipped off to England, the Irish were reduced to eating grass and tree bark as
a blight left potatoes rotting in the fields. More than one million Irish men, women and children fled to Canada,
America and Australia. Ireland has never recovered its pre-famine population of eight million.

As Brendan Graham’s ballad makes clear, the vast majority of those who left Ireland would never see their beloved
homeland again. Among them was our great grandfather, James Egan. After passing through the quarantine and
processing station at Grosse lle, he made his way to Toronto where Grandpa Vince Egan and our father Joe Egan
would be born.

Many Irish who survived their shipboard journeys or who are not among those buried in the mass grave at
Grosse lle, made their way to various ports up the St. Lawrence River. In 1847, some 38,000 passed through
Toronto, then a city of only 20,000. That same year, more than 1,100 died of typhus. Hundreds lay buried today
in @ mass grave beneath a playground beside the Roman Catholic Basilica of St. Paul. A memorial to the Famine
Irish stands here, at Queen and Power Streets.

James Egan never returned to Ireland, although he died fiercely proud of his heritage. Like the millions of his
countrymen who sailed to other lands from County Cork, his last sight of home was what has, for that reason,
become known as the “Teardrop of Ireland.”

Constantly battered by fierce Atlantic storms and lashing waves, rugged Fastnet Rock rises up out of the Atlantic
Ocean 13 kilometres west of Cork City. For 172 years, a lighthouse on Fastnet Rock has beckoned from this
southernmost point of Irish territory. For James Egan and millions of his countrymen and women, this 54-meter
high landmark became their final, gut-wrenching view of the homeland they loved, but were compelled to leave
behind. Evocative of both the longing for home and the sorrow of abandoning it, the Teardrop of Ireland is the
perfect sobriquet for this forlorn, storm-tossed rock.

Beyond the Teardrop of Ireland, for thousands, lay the perilous and often deadly Atlantic crossing, and a new
“isle of hope” at Grosse lle in Canada.



