
The scenic town of Hull sits on a peninsula on the southern 
entrance to Boston Harbor.  It’s the smallest town by land 
area in Plymouth County but played an important role in 
the history of Irish America. For it was here that one of the 
greatest of all Irish Americans, John Boyle O’Reilly, lived 
and worked for much of the year.

The South Shore Irish Heritage 
Trail is a journey into the 
past through scenic towns in 
coastal Massachusetts. These 
communities attracted Irish 
immigrants in large numbers. 
Their descendants comprise 
upwards of 40% of the South 
Shore’s population. Small 
wonder the region bears the 
nickname, “The Irish Riviera.” 
In traveling the Trail from 
Weymouth to Plymouth, you 
will see visual evidence of the 

lives of these early Irish – places where they lived, worked and 
built new lives in a country far distant from their homeland. 
There are monuments to the tragedies that marked their 
escape from famine and disease, evidence of the industries they 
built to sustain their lives and the seaside places where they 
found entertainment and relief from the heat of the city. To 
follow the South Shore Irish Heritage Trail is to walk in the 
footsteps of one of the many ethnic groups that helped build 
America. We invite you to come along!

Hull Public Library
Former summer cottage 
of John Boyle O’Reilly

Hull Public Library 
9 Main Street, Hull, MA 02045

hullpubliclibrary.org
(781) 925-2295

Check with the library for current hours of operation.
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Other Irish American summer families included the 
Fitzgeralds and the Kennedys. President John F. Kennedy’s 
grandfather, John F. Fitzgerald, the colorful “Honey Fitz,” 
owned an opulent estate on Nantasket Avenue.
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Eight of the nine Kennedy children

The grounds of the Hull Public Library

After the Civil War, politics became 
the vehicle for Irish upward mobility. 
Ward bosses, including John “Honey 
Fitz” Fitzgerald and Joseph P. 
Kennedy, were able to dole out jobs. 
People with jobs could afford housing 
and food so the bare necessities of 
life were attainable. Through this 
patronage, the ward bosses allowed the 
Irish to climb the social ladder, leaving 
poverty behind. Ward bosses became 
powerful and well-to-do. Honey Fitz 
parlayed both the money and power 
into becoming Mayor of Boston.
 

His daughter, Rose, became the 
most prominent of Irish debutantes. 
In 1911 she founded “The Ace of 
Clubs,” a very exclusive society of 
Irish Catholic  young ladies who had 
traveled or been educated abroad.

Rose Fitzgerald married ward boss 
Joseph P. Kennedy, a businessman and 
self-made  millionaire. Their firstborn, 
Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr. was born in 
Hull but would sadly not live to fulfill 
his grandfather’s prediction that he’d 
be the first Catholic president. Young 
Joe was killed in World War II. The 
Kennedys had nine children.

Joseph P. Kennedy, Sr.,
circa January 1914
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Eventually making his way to Boston, O’Reilly gave his first 
lecture there on “England’s Political Prisoners” in 1870. He 
gained notoriety when he was asked to repeat the lecture in 
surrounding areas. A prolific writer, O’Reilly took a job as a 
reporter for The Pilot, published collections of poetry, a novel 
and more. His poetry was so popular, he was often asked to 
write poems for commemorative events. Hotel Nantasket and Auditorium

The cottage became 
the Hull public 
library in 1913 but 
is still imbued with 
the spirit of its 
former owner.

John Boyle O’Reilly 
spent the warm 
weather months in 
a Hull cottage with 
his wife and four 
daughters. 

Hull

Legions of working class 
Bostonians sought relief 
from the summer heat on the 
town’s magnificent beaches 
and the entertainments 
offered at the Paragon Park 
amusement venue.

John Boyle O’Reilly

A great grandson would 
achieve some minor celebrity 
himself. He’s Peter Mehegan, 
longtime co-host of TV’s 
Chronicle, who has many 
fond memories of childhood 
summers on Hull’s beaches.

John Boyle O’Reilly’s summer cottage, 1891

A Summer Oasis

Paragon Park

Nantasket Beach

Peter with family and friends, 1945

Peter Mehegan

John Boyle O’Reilly was a journalist, 
poet and human rights activist who 
championed the cause of freedom 
for all Americans whatever their 
race or ethnicity. 

“We must not be Irish or 
African, or black or white. 

Not in America. We are 
gathered here to make the 
greatest nation and the 

strongest brotherhood that 
God ever smiled upon.”

– JOHN BOYLE O’REILLY

From Ireland to Boston

O’Reilly’s rise to fame followed a tumultuous journey. He 
was court-marshaled in Ireland by the British Army for 
recruiting fellow Fenians to revolt against British rule. 
Charged with treason in 1866, O’Reilly was later placed in 
chains and transported to western Australia on the convict 
ship Hougoumont. During the voyage, O’Reilly and another 
prisoner established a handwritten newspaper called The Wild 
Goose and published seven editions of poetry and stories by the 
ship’s community of convicts. In 1869, O’Reilly staged one of 
the few successful escapes from a British prison in Australia.

Joseph Humphreys (top left) poses with his sons, daughters and 
grandchildren at a rented cottage in Hull ’s Pemberton neighborhood.

Many, like this family were Irish. The patriarch, Joseph 
Humphreys, was from Ring, County Waterford.


