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Abstract

Over the last few centuries Ireland has experienced an unparalleled outflow of its inhabitants,
the majority of which left their homes in the hope of finding a better life abroad. The personal
experiences of these emigrants are most vividly documented in the multitude of letters they sent
home to their families and loved ones they left behind.

Following a data-driven approach, the current study aims to explore a collection of these Irish
emigrant letters with the help of computer-aided methods. The main focus of the project lies on
the thematic investigation of these correspondences, which is carried out with the help of topic
modelling. Topic modelling is a fully automated methodology capable of recognising patterns
of word co-occurrences in large collections of text. Thus, these algorithms allow us to gain
insights into the recurring themes found in large text corpora, which would not be possible
to capture manually. However, due to its inherent neglect of contextual information, topic
modelling remains a controversial method in the field of corpus linguistics. For this reason, the
present project also critically evaluates the validity of the results provided by the algorithm.
In addition, this paper serves to outline the various steps involved in the compilation and
preprocessing of the letter corpus used, thus providing a comprehensive overview of the entire
research process underlying the computer-aided study of text corpora.

The study is based on the electronic Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus (IELC) compiled for this
project, which comprises a total of 3,247 Irish emigrant letters covering a period from the
18th to the late 20th century. The compilation, preprocessing and analysis of the corpus is
conducted with the help of the programming language Python, which offers a variety of highly
efficient libraries and packages for Natural Language Processing tasks. The topic model itself is
implemented using McCallum’s (2002) Machine Learning for Language Toolkit (MALLET).

The results obtained indicate that topic modelling is indeed a powerful tool for identifying
thematic clusters within large and unstructured collections of texts. Based on the results
provided by the algorithm, it is not only possible to delineate different thematic domains
within the Irish emigrant letters, but also to derive a proportional distribution of these topics
across the entire corpus. However, it becomes clear from the results that the coherence of the
individual topics varies greatly. Hence, a deeper look at the texts themselves and at the contexts
in which the individual topics occur remains essential in order to be able to draw more detailed
conclusions regarding the thematic nature of the letters.

In conclusion, topic modelling proved to be a valuable method for the explorative study
of Irish emigrant letters and helped to reveal the rich thematic spectrum covered in these
correspondences. Future research projects that intend to conduct computer-aided content
analyses of emigrant letters may wish to implement more sophisticated topic models or
supplement their findings with more context-sensitive methods in order to enable a deeper
thematic exploration of these text sources.

Keywords: topic modelling, corpus linguistics, Irish emigrant letters, Python, MALLET
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Python Packages and Libraries Used

The computer-aided analyses carried out as part of the present project were performed using
the programming language Python in version 3.7.3. The code was composed using the web
based Integrated Development Environment (IDE) Jupyter Notebook in version 7.9.0 (Pérez
and Granger, 2007).

The following files contain the Python code written for this project:

• 1_webscraping_IED.ipynb

• 2_url_extraction.ipynb

• 3_webscraping_transcripts.ipynb

• 4_preprocessing.ipynb

• 5_general_analyses.ipynb

• 6_topic_modelling.ipynb

• corpus_dataframe.ipynb

• useful.ipynb

• useful.py1

Any external packages or libraries used in addition to the modules already integrated in the
Python environment are listed in Table 1 below.

Package or Library Name Version Number

Beautiful Soup 4.8.1
en-core-web-sm 2.0.0

Gensim 3.4.0
IPython 7.9.0
MALLET 2.0.8

Matplotlib 3.0.3
NLTK 3.4.5

NumPy 1.15.4
Pandas 0.24.2

Requests 2.22.0
SpaCy 2.0.16

Table 1: External Packages and Libraries Used

1 Note that the files useful.ipynb and useful.py are identical in terms of their content and serve as auxiliary files
for the other Jupyter Notebooks listed here. Owing to the unique properties of Jupyter Notebooks, it was
necessary to convert the original useful.ipynb file into a regular Python file in order to be able to import and
use the functions it provides in the main code files.
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Introduction

So it is with the emigrant. When he first lands on our shores, there is a charm or novelty in the
various scenes which present themselves to the eye, which tend to draw the mind from matters
of more importance; but when the emigrant reaches his destination, many sufferings have to be
endured - many difficulties to surmount [...]
Advice to emigrants from John Creighton, Canada [302070]2

The impact of migration flows and patterns on the economic, social and cultural development

of human societies can hardly be overestimated. Over the past centuries, millions of people

of different gender, age, social and economic background from all over Europe gave up their

original homes and embarked on an uncertain journey to new shores. Many of these people left

their homelands with few belongings and even less money, yet with an unshakable hope of being

able to build a new and better life for themselves in the unknown. However, while research in

recent decades has focused primarily on examining the far reaching social and economic effects

of these migration flows, the personal fates, experiences and struggles the migrants faced in their

search for a new life abroad have largely remained unnoticed (cf. Fitzpatrick, 1994: 3). But only

by adopting a personal perspective are we able ‘to gain a fuller and deeper understanding of

both the complex social processes of migration and the conditions and daily lives of the migrants

themselves’ (O’Leary and Moreton, 2017: 4).

One of the countries in Europe whose society has been most profoundly affected by an almost

constant outflow of people is the island of Ireland (Éire). From the early 17th to the middle of the

20th century, several million Irish left their homes for good in search of a brighter future on the

other side of the Atlantic (cf. Miller, 1988: 3). The personal stories of these men and women are

most vividly preserved in the letters they sent home to their families and loved ones in Ireland.

These letters convey a detailed impression of the achievements, failures, hopes and fears that

the emigrants experienced in their new home countries. The fact that such emigrant letters

constitute the only primary source that allows us today to explore the personal fates of these

people as told from their own perspective makes them an indispensable historical resource.

Nevertheless, scholars have also been sceptical about the merits of studying such personal

emigrant correspondences, arguing that these letters contain too many formulaic elements of

little value in terms of content, such as ‘ritualized pious reflections and endless lists of persons

to whom the letter-writer wishes to send his or her best regards’ (Kamphoefner et al. as cited in

Fitzpatrick, 1994: 21). For these reasons, letters of this kind were often shortened for research

2 This quote is taken from one of the emigrant letters contained in the Irish Emigration Database (IED, 2012)
which serves as the primary text source for the present study. References to these letters are composed of
the title of the respective letter, followed by its individual identification number in square brackets. This
information allows for an unambiguous identification of the letters in question.
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purposes, intentionally omitting those parts that were considered irrelevant (cf. Fitzpatrick,

1994: 20–21). However, even in cases where such controversially discussed truncations are

carried out, the problem remains that the amount of letters to be examined must be kept

small in order to allow for an analysis of their contents. Moreover, since emigrant letters

constitute historical documents, researchers are confronted with the problem that these texts

usually contain a large number of spelling variants, deviating grammatical constructions as well

as missing punctuation and illegible parts. For all these reasons, conducting content analyses

based on these letters has proven to be a difficult and time-consuming task.

Due to these practical limitations, previous studies on Irish emigrant letters have concentrated

mainly on the content analysis of only a few carefully chosen sample letters (Fitzpatrick, 1994)

or have been limited to a specific letter series, as for instance in Moreton’s (2016) thematic

analysis of the Julia Lough letter series. In an attempt to break down the Lough letters into

different thematic units, Moreton manually assigned a descriptive title to each sequence that she

perceived to be ‘lexically related’ (Moreton, 2016: 201). This allowed her to identify a total of 24

broader thematic categories expressed in these letters. Against the background of this manual

approach to identifying topics, the present study employs computer-aided methods to examine

the contents of a considerably larger number of Irish emigrant letters in order to identify the

distinct topics contained in them. By pursuing an explorative approach, the aim is to obtain

a more comprehensive overview of the thematic bandwidth covered by these correspondences.

Accordingly, the present study takes a fundamentally different methodological approach than

the one employed by Moreton by using the topic modelling software MALLET (McCallum, 2002)

to automatically identify thematic patterns within as large a collection of Irish emigrant letters

as possible. Computer-aided methods offer the great advantage of being able to process much

larger amounts of data than would be possible with a purely manual approach. Consequently,

the present study attempts to fill a gap in the existing research on Irish emigrant letters by

considerably increasing the number of letters under investigation.

In order to create an extensive database for the current research project, the electronic Irish

Emigrant Letter Corpus (IELC) was compiled, consisting of 3,247 individual Irish emigrant

letters that cover a period from the 18th to the late 20th century. These letters were obtained

in digitised form from the Irish Emigration Database (IED, 2012), an online archive maintained

by the Mellon Centre for Migration Studies (MCMS, n.d.). The IED offers a rich collection of

freely accessible primary sources on Irish emigration during the past centuries. The majority

of letters collected from the IED were written by Irish emigrants who left Ireland in the 19th

century to settle in the North American territories, i.e. the United States and Canada. Apart

from the date of writing, as far as this was noted by the respective writer, the IED contains only

the raw letter transcriptions, without any further annotation of related metadata. It is therefore

not possible to give detailed information about the social, economic or personal backgrounds of

the individual writers. Instead, the letters collected in the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus can be

2



assumed to have been written by a colourful mix of people from different social and economic

backgrounds, all of which are united by the fact that at some point in their lives they decided to

leave their Irish homeland forever.

Using the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus as a data basis, the present study employs topic

modelling as a large-scale automated methodology with the aim of gaining a more profound

understanding of the various thematic areas covered in these letters. This is done in an

explorative approach, i.e. solely on the basis of the available documents, without prior

knowledge of the individual letters or letter writers and without the use of any additional

metadata.3 Similar to the topic modelling approach taken by Brookes and McEnery (2019),

the identification and interpretation of topics is conducted in a two-step process: In a first

step, each topic obtained by the topic modelling algorithm is given a descriptive title based

on the keywords assigned to that topic. In a second step, a more detailed examination of

the letters grouped under the individual topics follows, allowing for a contextual evaluation

of the output topics. In addition, this approach helps to gain insights into the distribution

of the individual topics throughout the corpus. This combination of a fully automated topic

identification process on the one hand and a manual close-reading strategy on the other hand

not only enables a more precise understanding of the results delivered by the algorithm, but

also allows for a critical evaluation of the validity and interpretability of the distinct topics. In

addition to these thematic investigations, a number of quantitative analyses are carried out using

the programming language Python. These analyses serve to explore the structure of the Irish

Emigrant Letter Corpus in more detail and thereby lead to a better understanding of the corpus

as a whole, compensating for the missing metadata. Python is also used for the compilation

of the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus itself, as well as for performing all necessary preprocessing

steps on the text documents. In this sense, the present project intends to demonstrate the

various steps necessary for the application of computer-aided methods to large amounts of text

data. By illustrating these preparatory procedures, this study aims to provide orientation and

inspiration for future research projects on emigrant letters that wish to employ computer-aided

methods. Therefore, the overall purpose of the present research project lies not only in gaining

a more comprehensive understanding of the thematic clusters found in the Irish Emigrant Letter

Corpus, but also in demonstrating how computer-based methods can be applied profitably to

the analysis of large collections of historical texts.

The present paper is divided into five separate chapters consisting of individual subsections.

The first chapter following this introduction provides a brief theoretical overview concerning

the research field of historical corpus linguistics and highlights some of the challenges involved

in the study of historical text data. This is followed by a survey of a few selected research

3 That is to say, no further annotations were carried out on the letters under investigation. The only metadata
used in this study are the information provided by the IED regarding the date of origin of the letters and the
titles assigned to them.
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projects conducted on the basis of historical emigrant letter collections, which form an important

starting point and motivation for the present study. This first chapter concludes with a brief

historical outline of Ireland’s long history of emigration. In this section, special attention is

paid to explaining the origins and causes behind the phenomenon of mass emigration that has

shaped the island over the past centuries.

The second chapter offers an introduction to the computer-based methods underlying the

present study. This part contains a brief introduction to the Python programming language

and presents the main Natural Language Processing libraries that were used to compile the

Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus, perform the quantitative analyses on the text data, and build the

final topic model. In addition, this chapter outlines the compilation process of the corpus and

describes the preprocessing steps required for preparing the collected letter transcripts for the

subsequent quantitative and thematic analyses. The chapter concludes with a short introduction

to the statistical principles underlying the topic modelling process.

This is followed by the main part of the study, which opens with a presentation of the

quantitative analyses conducted on the Irish Emgirant Letter Corpus. Subsequently, the topic

keyword lists generated by the topic modelling algorithm are presented and interpreted in

detail. The interpretation of the results obtained from the automatic topic modelling process is

supplemented by a closer examination of the letters grouped under the various topics. For each

topic identified by the algorithm, exemplary letter extracts are presented to enable a deeper

contextual understanding of the output topics. This section is therefore not only concerned

with the interpretation of the topics found, but also includes a critical evaluation of the

internal coherence and thematic transparency of these topics. Finally, the distribution of the

individual topics throughout the corpus is examined in greater detail in order to identify those

topics that appear particularly frequently in the emigrant letters. This chapter is followed by a

discussion which critically evaluates the chosen methodological approach and highlights some

of the challenges inherent in the text data used. This part also refers back to Moreton’s (2016)

study in order to compare the results obtained in both cases and thus view the current study in a

broader research context. Finally, the conclusion briefly summarises the findings obtained with

the help of the chosen methodological approach and provides a few practical recommendations

for future studies planning to apply computer-based methods to historical letter corpora.
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1 Emigrants Writing Home: Historical Corpus Linguistics and

the Irish Exodus

1.1 Historical Letter Corpora: Challenges and Developments

it would take a book and that a large one, for me to tell you my history since I last seen you.
John Skellern, New York to "Dear Thomas" [212195].

Despite a growing interest in the exploitation of digitised historical resources in recent years,

‘using corpora to explore the past is still in its infancy’ (McEnery and Baker, 2017: 3). Since

the conception of the first large-scale historical corpus for the English language in electronic

form, the Dictionary of Old English in the 1970s (Getz et al., n.d.), the English-speaking world

in particular has experienced a considerable increase in electronic historical corpora (Kytö,

2010).4 Along with this increase in historical corpora, the creation of electronic text editions,

which aim at the exact digital reproduction of historical text sources, has also considerably

gained in importance. Even though these editions are usually not specifically designed for

corpus linguistic research, they often prove to be valuable electronic sources for historical

corpus studies (cf. Kytö, 2010: 427). The reason why scientific work on historical corpora

is such a promising undertaking lies in the fact that these text collections offer unique insights

into the most diverse aspects of the history of humankind. With the help of computer-aided

methods, work on historical corpora not only allows for the statistical investigation of changes

in a particular language over time or the reconstruction of past speaking habits, but also offers

fascinating insights into past societies and cultures as well as into the lives and fates of individual

people (McEnery and Baker, 2017). Most importantly, historical corpus studies are grounded on

empirical evidence, which means that the linguistic, historical or sociological phenomena under

investigation become statistically quantifiable (McEnery and Baker, 2017; Kytö, 2010).5

In view of the increasing digitisation of historical text material, transcriptions of personal

letters are among the most important primary sources made available for corpus linguistic

research. Above all, personal letters constitute the only historical source that offers unique

insights into the personal hopes, fears and fates of people. In fact, these ‘documents of life’

(Moreton et al., 2014: 49) are often the only accounts we have today of those people who are
4 A useful overview of currently available English historical corpora is provided by Weisser (2016a). In addition,

an extensive list of electronically available international historical corpora is accessible from the CLARIN -
European Research Infrastructure for Language Resources and Technology website (n.d.).

5 For instance, using the Early English Books Online corpus as a basis, McEnery and Baker (2017) were able to
investigate the occurence and distribution of certain lexical elements and their collocates, thus providing new
insights into the perception of prostitution in 17th century English society.
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all too often forgotten by history: the less educated, the poor, the struggling lower and middle

classes.

However, the study of personal letters poses a number of difficulties inherent in the nature of

the documents under investigation. On the one hand, as is the case with all historical sources,

personal letters are a limited resource and generally difficult to obtain (Weisser, 2016b). This

is mainly due to the fact that the letters which have survived to this day are often scattered

all over the globe and are kept by a wide range of different institutions and organisations,

including national libraries, public archives and private collectors. Against this background,

most digitisation efforts have been concentrated on the source material available from a single

institution or collection, which in turn has led to the emergence of a large number of highly

divergent digital collections in terms of the sampling, normalisation and annotation techniques

used (O’Leary and Moreton, 2017). In addition, the digitisation process itself involved in

the preparation of personal letters of this kind tends to be problematic and laborious. In

order to be able to work with such letters using a computer, they must be transformed into

machine-readable transcriptions, i.e. the analogue original letters need to be digitised in a

suitable manner. Deciphering old handwritings presents a challenge in itself, and although there

has been great progress in recent years in the development of Optical Character Recognition

(OCR) technologies, there remains the problem that such algorithms need to be trained in

advance for the writing style they are supposed to decipher in order to be able to deliver

qualitatively reliable results.6 However, this is not possible when working with letter collections

that come from a large number of different writers and therefore contain a multitude of highly

divergent writing styles. Moreover, the condition of the original texts can be a challenge for

researchers in this field, as they are often riddled with stains, contain illegible passages or are

shortened by missing pieces.7 But even in cases where qualitatively adequate transcriptions

are available, one of the greatest challenges for the corpus linguistic examination of historical

sources remains the question of how to deal with the high number of spelling variants, divergent

grammatical constructions and a general lack of punctuation characteristic of historical texts

(Auer and Fairman, 2013). Due to the particularities that different historical text sources

possess, the creation of digital historical corpora remains a laborious undertaking for which

6 OCR is a machine learning technology that extracts textual information from scanned documents or digital
images. OCR algorithms are able to recognise individual characters embedded in these images and compare
them with a previously learned set of font styles in order to correctly identify and reproduce the texts contained
therein (cf. Springmann and Lüdeling, 2017, ‘1. Introduction’). This way, OCR software makes it possible to
access the actual text contents of scanned documents, which can then be processed further.

7 A remarkable project that illustrates the amount of manual work that needs to be invested in the digital
reproduction of historical texts is, for instance, the Casebooks project conducted by Kassell et al. (n.d.).
The project aims at the complete digitisation of the extensive handwritten records kept by the Elizabethan
astrologers Simon Forman and Richard Napier from the 17th century. In addition to offering high-quality,
true-to-original transcriptions, the entire collection is made fully searchable by incorporating meta information
on each individual text. The resulting digital edition of the astrologers’ casebooks can thus be considered an
excellent model project in the field of digital preservation and editing of historical text sources.
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there can be no ideal, standardised procedure. Nevertheless, it is essential that researchers

in this field are aware of these issues and find a way to deal with them appropriately and in

accordance with the project at hand.

The majority of projects concerned with the examination of historical letter corpora do so

from a linguistic, sociohistorical, or sociolinguistic perspective and often contain a mixture

of all three approaches. One of the earliest projects aimed at the large-scale digitisation of

historical letters is the Corpus of Early English Correspondence (CEEC), initiated in 1993 by

the Research Unit for the Study of Variation, Contacts and Change in English (VARIENG) at

the University of Helsinki (Nevalainen and Raumolin-Brunberg, 2016). Since the release of

the earliest published version of the corpus in 1998, a number of additional letter corpora

have been created, all of which are part of the larger CEEC family and contain a total of

approximately 12,000 individual letter transcripts covering a period from the early 15th to the

early 19th century (see ibid.; Nevalainen et al., n.d., ‘Corpora of Early English Correspondence’).

Today, the number and thematic diversity of research projects and corpora concerned with the

digitisation, annotation and study of historical letter collections is ever-growing. A research

project worth mentioning in this context is, for instance, the corpuslinguistic study conducted

by Auer and Fairman (2013). For their study, Auer and Fairman set up a corpus consisting

of ca 2,000 poor relief application letters dating back to the late 18th and mid 19th century.

Based on this corpus, they were able to investigate characteristics in the language use of the

labouring poor. In addition, the researchers annotated all available extra-linguistic information

on the writers of these letters in order to make this information directly accessible from the

corpus.8 Another remarkable research project in this area was conducted by Sairio (2009) and

focuses on letter correspondences that were exchanged within the so-called Bluestocking circle,

a society of learned women founded in the 18th century. Taking on a sociolinguistic point of

view, Sairio examines the surviving letters of Elizabeth Montagu, one of the founding members

of the circle, in order to reconstruct the social network that surrounded her.9 In addition to such

corpus-based research projects, there is also a growing number of electronic editions focusing

on the digitisation of historical letter collections which may serve as a basis for the creation

of autonomous letter corpora (see for instance Shuttleton et al., n.d., ‘The Cullen Project’ or

Secord et al., n.d., ‘Darwin Correspondence Project’). Often, these digital letter collections are

concerned with the written correspondences of a single historical personality and are therefore

limited to the selected person (cf. O’Leary and Moreton, 2017: 2).

8 The project is still ongoing, but a first look at the generated letter corpus can be obtained via the project’s
website (see Auer and Fairman, n.d., ‘Letters of Artisans and the Labouring Poor’).

9 The letters that served as basis for Sairio’s project are available online and can be downloaded free of charge as
plain text and annotated XML files (see Sairio and Marttila, 2017). Additionally, work has begun on the creation
of a comprehensive electronic edition, which involves the digitisation and annotation of the approximately
8,000 surviving letters of Elizabeth Montagu (see Pohl et al., n.d., ‘Elizabeth Montagu’s Correspondence
Online’).
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1.2 Irish Emigrant Letters: Available Resources and Previous Research

In contrast to the previously presented person-related letter projects, emigrant letter collections

contain a multitude of correspondences from a wide variety of writers. These letters help us

to understand the personal reasons behind emigration decisions and provide us with an idea

of what it meant to build a new life far away from home. Therefore, even before the digital

age, researchers were interested in collecting and analysing emigrant letters, often approaching

them from a sociohistorical perspective. However, due to the practical restrictions inherent

in the examination of historical text sources, these studies usually did not include all of the

available letter material, but rather focused on a manageable number of selected letter series.

A pioneering study concerned with the analysis of Irish emigrant letters was conducted

by Fitzpatrick (1994). The study contained in his book Oceans of Consolation focuses on

the content-driven exploration of 111 letters from fourteen separate letter series written

and received by Irish emgirants who had settled in Australia. Fitzpatrick’s main aim was

to reconstruct in detail the personal journeys and fates of these fourteen emigrants. This

was achieved by tracing the relationships as well as the social and economic circumstances

mentioned in the letters (cf. Fitzpatrick, 1994: vii – viii). With the help of careful transcriptions

and a comprehensive close-reading approach, Fitzpatrick thus succeeded in reconstructing the

emigration experiences of a few selected individuals in a unique way (cf. ibid.). A similar, albeit

more far reaching, approach was pursued by Miller (1988) as is documented in his book Emig-

rants and Exiles. However, the focus of Miller’s research lies more in answering the question of

how Irish emigrants perceived and assessed their emigration from Ireland and to which extent

such personal attitudes affected the individual emigration experience (cf. Miller, 1988: 3). In

addition to a collection of ca 5,000 emigrant letters, Miller based his study on Irish songs,

poems and folklore in order to find answers to these questions. Despite Miller’s significantly

larger dataset, both his and Fitzpatrick’s studies were conducted manually, i.e. without the aid

of a computer.

In the course of the growing digitisation of historical documents and with the development

of new computer-based methodologies, the study of personal emigrant letters has reawakened

the interest of researchers and led to a number of ambitious research projects in this field.

However, despite the advanced possibilities in this area, it remains difficult to obtain suitable

quantities of digitised emigrant letter transcripts. This is mainly due to the fact that a lot of

projects dealing with the digitisation and computer-aided investigation of emigrant letters

are still in their infancy and hence the amount of digitised letter material remains severely

limited. A pioneering project concerned with the digital processing of emigrant letters is, for

instance, the Digitizing Immigrant Letters project initiated in 2008 by the Immigration History

Research Center Archives (IHRCA) at the University of Minnesota (IHRCA - Immigration History

Research Center Archives, n.d.). Currently, the collection comprises around 100 individual letter
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transcripts written between 1850 and 1970 mainly by immigrants from Central, Eastern and

Southern Europe who settled in the United States during this period. In addition to digitisation

efforts undertaken in the recipient countries, the number of comparable projects conducted in

the emigrants’ countries of origin has also increased. One example of an ambitious digitisation

project of this kind is the Deutsche Auswandererbriefsammlung Gotha (DABS), which represents

a cooperation between the Forschungsbibiliothek Gotha and the German Historical Institute in

Washington, D.C. (Forschungsbibliothek Gotha, 2011; German Historical Institute Washington,

n.d.). The goal of this project is to collect as many surviving letters as possible, which were

either written by German emigrants who settled in North America, or which were sent to

these emigrants by friends and relatives from Germany. At the time of this study the DABS

consisted of ca 11,000 individual letters, all written between the early 19th and the late 20th

century (Forschungsbibliothek Gotha, 2011, ‘Quellenbestand’). However, the digitisation of this

extensive letter collection is far from complete and so far only a fraction of the entire collection

exists in electronic form.

Concerning the study of Irish emigrant letters, the richest electronic resource available at

the time of this study is the Irish Emigration Database (IED, 2012). The IED is part of the

Documenting Ireland: Parliament, People and Migration (DIPPAM) project, an online digital

archive jointly run by the Mellon Centre for Migration Studies (MCMS), researchers from the

Queen’s University Belfast, the University of Ulster and the Northern Ireland Library Authority

(Gray et al., 2012; MCMS, n.d.; Northern Ireland Library Authority, n.d.). The database contains

a wide range of primary sources related to emigration from Ireland, including newspaper

extracts, personal diaries, official documents and, most importantly, transcribed emigrant

letters. Overall, the IED offers free access to more than 33,000 original documents, most of

which date from the late 18th and early 20th century (cf. IED, 2012, ‘About IED’). A simple search

function is integrated into the database, allowing users to find documents according to specific

keywords or filtered by particular document types (see Figure 7 on page 63 in the Appendices

to get an impression of the IED’s structure). This function provides convenient access to all

emigrant letters available from the database. Currently, the IED holds a total of 3,252 individual

emigrant letter transcripts, all of which are freely accessible from the database.10 The letters

collected here consist mainly of correspondences from and to North America, i.e. the United

States and Canada (MCMS, n.d., ‘Irish Emigration Database’). The documents contained in

the database come from various national institutions, collections and private donors and will

be expanded further in case new documents become available for research (cf. Gray et al.,

2012). Unfortunately, the IED does not provide any explicit transcription guidelines, and due

to the fact that the letters collected there originate from a variety of different institutions and

10 According to the figures provided by the IED, a total of 3,273 emigrant letters are stored in the database.
However, only 3,252 letter transcripts were actually retrievable, suggesting that the numbers given on the
IED’s website may not be up to date.
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donors, it is doubtful whether consistent transcription guidelines were used. Still, a closer look

at the transcripts shows that the emigrant letters collected in the IED are largely reproduced

as normalised transcriptions, i.e. phenomena such as deletions, insertions or additional notes

made by the original writers are not explicitly indicated. In contrast, individual spelling variants,

punctuation and line breaks are retained. In addition, gaps, abbreviated or misspelled words

are in most cases marked by the transcribers and, if appropriate, supplemented by a suggested

correction. Apart from the transcripts themselves, the IED offers only very limited additional

information on the collected emigrant letters. For instance, the date of each letter, if known, is

recorded. Furthermore, each letter is provided with a title, which usually contains a reference to

the author and the recipient of the respective letter. For identification purposes, each transcript

is also assigned a unique identification number.

Aside from these details, however, no meta-information on the authors or recipients of the

letters is available.11 In particular, the IED does not provide any information on the actual

contents of the emigrant letters collected. In an effort to shed more light on the various

themes covered in these letters, Moreton (2016) selected a letter series written by one particular

emigrant as a database and manually identified the distinct topics occurring therein (cf. ibid.:

200). For her study, Moreton chose 35 letters written by Julia Lough, a female Irish emigrant

who went overseas to settle in North America in 1884. The recipients of Julia’s letters were

her mother and youngest sister, who had both remained in Ireland. In a first step, Moreton

conducted a close reading of each letter and manually annotated each ‘lexically related’ (ibid.:

201) sequence found therein with a topic heading.12 To annotate the individual topics she used

the markup language XML. As a result, Moreton was able to identify 24 distinct topics that run

through the entire letter series. Based on this manually performed thematic annotation of the

letters, she then tried to find out which topics appear most frequently in the letter series and

11 This lack of explicit annotations and uniform annotation guidelines in the IED illustrates one of the main
problems that many digital emigrant letter collections suffer from, namely the fact that the majority of
these projects do not go ‘beyond the digitisation stage to exploit text content [...] through the use of digital
technologies’ (Moreton et al., 2014: 50). For this reason, Moreton et al. (2014) initiated a project dedicated to
the annotation of digitsed emigrant letters collected from the IED, as well as from the Immigration History
Research Center Archives (IHRCA). With a special focus on Irish emigrant letters, the project’s aim was
to develop a consistent and extensive annotation scheme that would be able to represent a wide range of
distinct ‘linguistic, structural, discoursal, contextual and physical properties of the letters’ (Moreton et al.,
2014: 51) and thus be useful to a wide range of different research disciplines interested in their study. Based
on the annotations conducted by Moreton et al., the researchers were able, for instance, to create interactive
maps that show the correspondence patterns across the continents (O’Leary, n.d., ‘Leaving, crossing, arriving:
Stories of migration as told through correspondence’). Unfortunately, at the time of this study, the annotated
Irish emigrant letters produced by Moreton et al. were not yet publicly available due to unresolved copyright
issues (E. Moreton, personal communication, 15th October 2019). Indeed, free and unrestricted online access
to digitised emigrant letter collections for research purposes remains a problematic issue, which renders the
study of these letter collections very difficult (cf. Moreton et al., 2014: 66).

12 As is the case with most historical text sources, the Lough letters do not contain regular punctuation, making it
difficult to annotate them on the basis of individual sentences. Instead, Moreton had to break down the texts
into sequences that she considered to be thematically related.
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might thus be regarded as the most prominent ones within Lough’s writing. To her surprise, the

resulting distribution of topic frequencies showed that topics which had received much attention

in earlier studies on emigrant letters, such as Migration and Transportation, appear significantly

less often in the Lough letters than topics of a more personal nature, such as Family and Friends

or Homesickness and Separation (cf. ibid.: 206-207). She also discovered that among the most

frequently recurring topics were those relating to the formulaic character of letter writing, as

shown by the frequency of the topics Salutation, Greeting and Sign Off. Moreton interprets the

common occurrence of these topics as a sign that ‘emigrant letters were both self-reflexive and

self-conscious in relation to the epistolary medium in which they partook’ (ibid.: 207). In a

final step, Moreton counted the number of words belonging to each topic to see which topics

were most dominant in terms of word count. Here, the topics named Family and Friends, Ireland

and America and Religion emerged as the most prominent ones (cf. ibid.: 208). Even though

Moreton’s study is limited to a small collection of letters written by a single person, she considers

her approach to be applicable to the thematic study of larger collections of letters as well, in

order to get ‘a fuller picture of the language and functions of emigrant correspondence whilst

also [...] paving the way for semi-automated methods of topic identification for emigrant letter

collections in the future’ (ibid.: 212).

Based on Moreton’s manually conducted thematic analysis, the aim of the present project is

to carry out a significantly more extensive thematic study of Irish emigrant letters. In contrast

to Moreton’s study, the approach pursued here is based on a combination of a fully automated

topic identification procedure with quantitative analyses in order to obtain as comprehensive an

overview as possible of the topics that run through these correspondences.

1.3 Irish Emigration Through the Centuries

Irish society has been shaped for centuries by an almost constant outflow of emigrants. From as

early as the 17th century until today, millions of mainly young Irish people left their homes in

search of a brighter future abroad. For most of these emigrants, the promising shores of the New

World, i.e. North America and especially the United States, were the longed-for destination.13

While emigration, particularly during the mid 19th and early 20th centuries, can be considered

a widespread European phenomenon, Irish emigration rates stand out in terms of the sheer

amount of people leaving, which exceeds emigration from other European countries by more

than half during this period (Glynn, 2011). Indeed, it can be said that over the centuries,

large-scale emigration from Ireland ‘ha[s] become an integral and essential feature of Irish life’

(Miller, 1988: 131) and is commonly labelled today as Irish diaspora, or Irish exodus (Glynn,

2011; Miller, 1988).

13 Note, however, that the United States has never been the only target country for Irish settlers. Other popular
destinations include Canada, Great Britain and Australia (Miller, 1988).
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Following Miller’s (1988) chronological account, the Irish exodus can be divided into a

number of distinct emigration waves, the earliest of which dates back to the 1600s. The oldest

surviving records from this period attest to the departure of around 300,000 to 500,000 people

from Irish shores until the end of the 18th century.14 During the 19th century until the beginning

of the Great Famine annual emigration numbers rose constantly and by the 1840s an estimate

of 1 million people had left their homes in Ireland to start a new life across the Atlantic. With

the onset of the disastrous Irish Potato Famine in 1845, also referred to as the Great Famine, the

number of emigrants soared dramatically and by 1855 over 2 million people had fled the island,

the vast majority seeking refuge in the United States (Miller, 1988).15 In the face of hunger and

death at home, the question of whether or not to leave Ireland for good became a matter of mere

survival – emigration was no longer a conscious decision, but rather the only option for those

who had nothing left to lose but their lives. However, although the Great Famine significantly

boosted emigration numbers, the outflow of people from Ireland remained high even after the

crisis was overcome. The last major exodus to reach North American shores took place between

1855 and 1921, ‘and during this period more Irishmen and -women left their native land than

in the preceding two and a half centuries’ (ibid.: 345). Overall, the Irish population dropped

by half from 8.5 million people in the years before the potato crisis to 4.4 million in 1911,

and continued to decline until the 1960s (Glynn, 2011; Barrett, 1999). Following a period of

economic prosperity in the 1970s, emigration rates increased again in the 1980s, prompted by

the reemergence of severe economic problems (Glynn et al., 2015). From the mid 1990s to

the early 2000s, Ireland’s economy recovered temporarily, which helped to reduce emigration

rates significantly while at the same time encouraging an influx of immigrants into the country

(ibid.). However, in the wake of the economic crisis of 2008 emigration rates began to soar once

again and thus the revival of emigration remains ‘one of the most debated and sensitive social

topics in Ireland today’ (ibid.: 5).

People who left their homes in Ireland to start a new life abroad did so for a variety of

different, often highly personal reasons. Nevertheless, certain factors can be identified which

encouraged emigration through the centuries. One of the main reasons that prompted Irish

emigration was the difficult economic situation of the island from the beginning of the 19th

century onwards, which was coupled with a lack of social mobility. Hence, the majority of

those who left the country did so in an attempt to escape poverty at home and with hopes of

14 Although these raw numbers seem small compared to the great emigration waves of the 19th century, they are
quite impressive when viewed in relation to the Irish population, which amounted to approximately 2 million
during this period (Miller, 1988).

15 Caused by a continuous potato blight, which deprived about a third of the Irish population of its main food
source, the Great Famine was undoubtedly one of the greatest disasters in modern European history and
brought unprecedented misery to the entire country (Ó Corráin, 2011). Worse than the threat of impending
starvation itself were the diseases that accompanied it, most notably typhus, relapsing fever, dysentery, and
cholera (ibid.). All in all, approximately 1.5 million Irish perished during this horrendous period.
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improving their social and economic standing abroad (Glynn, 2011).16 With the beginning of

the 19th century Irish economy was marked by a period of lasting agricultural and industrial

depression, heralded by the catastrophic collapse of its two major industries, wool and cotton

manufacture (Connolly, 2011). Apart from these two industries, Irish economy was mainly

based on the export of agricultural commodities such as cereal, meat and dairy products, which

were shipped at inflationary prices to Great Britain during the Napoleonic Wars (ibid.). As

a result of the economic prosperity in Ireland during this period, the population increased

significantly, especially in the poorer rural areas (ibid.). With the defeat of the French in 1813,

prices for agricultural exports dropped drastically and ‘most of all, the rural poor discovered

that plots of land that had barely supported a family in former years could not now provide

even a minimum subsistence’ (ibid.: 34). As the economic situation of the country continued to

worsen, from the 1840s onwards the emigration phenomenon spread to all Irish provinces,

particularly to the less prosperous Gaelic-speaking parts, now mainly attracting the lower

population classes (Miller, 1988; Glynn, 2011). The ships heading for the North American

coasts were now filled with poor smallholders, cottiers, unskilled labourers and servants, as

opposed to the comparatively wealthy farmers or craftsmen who had undertaken the same

journey in previous centuries (Miller, 1988). During the 1900s Ireland’s economic development

continued to lag behind that of other industrial countries and the Irish labourmarket suffered

under the continuously high birth rates, which made it difficult for many young people to find

work at all (Barrett, 1999). Given this tense economic situation, life in the Americas seemed to

be all the more auspicious, as it was often described by family and friends in their letters home

(Glynn, 2011). Ultimately, it was the hope for well-paid work and the social prosperity that was

associated with it that drove so many young Irish men and women to leave their homes forever

in pursuit of wealth and opportunity on the other side of the Atlantic.

16 Prior to the beginning of the 19th century, Irish emigrants mostly had a background as wealthy Presbyterian
farmers who had abandoned their homesteads in Ulster or who had worked on family estates in the northern
parts of the island and planned to establish their own farms on American soil (Miller, 1988; Glynn, 2011).
However, the ‘glaring contrasts between Irish and North American economic conditions’ (Miller, 1988: 201)
became increasingly evident in the years to come and consequently, the following centuries saw a noticeable
shift in the origin as well as the social and economic backgrounds of Irish emigrants (ibid.).
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2 Corpus Construction and Applied Methodology

2.1 Construction of the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus

Since the emergence of the first electronic corpora in the mid 1960s, the corpus linguistic

community has proposed a set of guiding principles and characteristics that need to be taken

into account when creating a well-formed computerised corpus (see for instance Biber and

Reppen, 2015; McEnery and Hardie, 2012; Crawford and Csomay, 2016).17 In its most general

sense, a corpus can be described as a ‘large and principled collection of natural texts’ (Biber

and Reppen, 2015: 1). In practice, however, the two properties large and principled may vary

greatly depending on the particular research project at hand. Additionally, they are also highly

dependent on the linguistic resources and computing capacities available at the time of study.

One of the biggest challenges in creating a specialised corpus is to find a sufficient amount

of suitable and freely available texts (Crawford and Csomay, 2016). Furthermore, the

documents used to compile the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus (IELC) had to meet a number

of research-specific criteria. First, the corpus had to consist exclusively of native English

letters, written by people who had emigrated from Ireland at some point in time, i.e. neither

translated letters nor emigrant letters from other European countries were taken into account.

This approach was taken in order to ensure a common linguistic and cultural basis for the

otherwise highly diverse letter material. Second, the corpus texts had to be retrievable in

a machine-readable format, preferably as plain texts, or at least be convertible into such a

format in order to be able to work with them later. And finally, the texts had to be openly

accessible and free of any copyright restrictions. The Irish Emigration Database meets all of

these research criteria and was therefore chosen as basis for the IELC. The corpus compiled for

the present study can thus be characterised as what McEnery and Hardie (2012) have termed

an opportunistic historical corpus:

These corpora make no pretension to adhere to a rigorous sampling frame, nor do they aspire to
deal with issues of skew [...] Rather, they represent nothing more nor less than the data that it
was possible to gather for a specific task
(ibid.: 11).

17 The main criteria to consider are balance, representativeness and size (Crawford and Csomay, 2016). However,
while balance and representativeness constitute critical factors in the construction of large, general purpose
corpora, these attributes are not equally applicable to the creation of smaller, research-specific corpora.
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All in all, there are 3,252 individual emigrant letter transcripts available on the IED,

distributed over 182 index pages.18 Although this amount of text data can be regarded as small

in comparison to the general electronic corpora available today, it does provide an adequate

basis for the creation of a specialised historical corpus. In fact, the amount of transcriptions

is large enough as to render it unfeasible to try and retrieve the individual letters manually.

For this reason, an automated approach had to be found that would allow quick access to all

emigrant letters stored in the IED, retrieve their text contents and write them in a suitable

format to local files. In general, it is a quite straightforward task to retrieve the HTML contents

of a website with the help of automated algorithms. In this case, however, retrieving the data

was complicated by the fact that the actual contents of the IED cannot be accessed directly from

the website’s source code, but are provided by internal AJAX requests instead.19 To overcome

this problem, a two-step approach was used: In a first step, only the contents of the index pages

containing the links to the actual letter transcripts were retrieved and saved as local HTML files

(see JN: 1_webscraping_IED.ipynb).20 In a second step, these HTML files were parsed with the

help of Python’s Beautiful Soup library. In doing so, all links contained in these index pages

referring to the individual emigrant letter transcripts were extracted and saved for later use

(see JN: 2_url_extraction.ipynb).

After having retrieved the required URLs this way, the process of extracting the individual

letter transcripts began. This was done with the help of a web scraping algorithm, which

was specifically designed for this project (see JN: 3_webscraping_transcripts.ipynb). A web

scraper is a program, or simply an algorithm, which enables the efficient retrieval of a large

number of web contents in a short period of time (Reitz, n.d.). The web scraper designed for

this project successively accessed each URL pointing to an emigrant letter, retrieved its text

contents and wrote them into separate plain text files.21 An important and often problematic

factor concerning the computer-aided analysis of natural language texts is the correct encoding

18 As stated earlier, the figures provided by the database itself do not correspond to the number of letters
retrievable. It is not entirely clear, however, where this discrepancy comes from. In the following, only those
letters that were actually accessible will be considered.

19 The acronym AJAX stands for Asynchronous JavaScript And XML and refers to a combination of an
XMLHttpRequest object, JavaScript and HTML (W3Schools, n.d.(b), ‘What is AJAX?’). AJAX is used to
asynchronously update the contents of a webpage, e.g. when users enter a search query. This way, AJAX
makes it possible to update only those parts of a webpage requested by the search query without having to
reload the entire page (ibid.). Consequently, the contents returned by an AJAX application are generated
dynamically and are not hard coded in the website’s HTML.

20 The Python code written specifically for this project is contained in the Jupyter Notebook files listed on page
iii. References to these Jupyter Notebook files are given as ‘see JN: file title’, optionally followed by a specific
paragraph title included in the respective file.

21 In theory, this process could have been performed manually instead of using a web scraper. However, such
an approach would only be feasible for a very small amount of data, since clicking on 3,252 individual links
and then manually retrieving the desired text parts would not only be extremely laborious, but also highly
error-prone. For instance, it could easily happen that the same link is clicked twice or, what would be even
more problematic, that a transcript is accidentally skipped. Eventually, a manual retrieval of the letters would
make it impossible to verify whether all available transcripts were accessed correctly.
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of these texts. In order to ensure that the letter contents retrieved with the help of the web

scraping algorithm would be processable afterwards, they were therefore encoded in a Unicode

compatible format, in this case UTF-8.22 In addition to the letter transcripts, the web scraper

was also used to retrieve the available metadata, such as the individual document identification

numbers, the date on which each letter was written (if known), the letter titles and the URL

belonging to each letter.

Although the automated approach used to compile the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus proved

to be extremely beneficial, a number of problems had to be resolved before the final version

of the corpus was available. These problems arose mainly from inconsistencies in the Irish

Emigration Database and the somewhat problematic digital conversion of the letter transcripts.

A closer look at the 3,252 text documents retrieved from the IED revealed that a handful of

them contained no text at all, but were either completely blank or consisted only of the word

None. With regard to the blank letters, a glance at the corresponding IED entries revealed

that there were indeed no transcriptions stored for these letters. These empty transcripts were

therefore deleted from the corpus (see JN: 4_preprocessing.ipynb, ‘2. Deleting empty letters’).

A closer look at those letters which contained only the word None showed that although the

corresponding transcripts were stored in the IED, these texts contained faulty HTML code and

had therefore not been processed correctly. More precisely, the affected transcripts all contain

angle brackets in the running text, disrupting the surrounding HTML code.23 Apparently, the

conversion of the analogue letters to HTML was not carried out correctly in these cases, which

led to the observed error when trying to retrieve these texts. Fortunately, these coding errors

were limited to five letters, so that it was possible to manually add the missing transcripts to the

corpus (see JN: 4_preprocessing.ipynb, ‘1. Manual insertion of missing transcript texts’). Finally,

three transcriptions were found to contain text which, however, merely consisted of a reference

to the original letters without reproducing the actual letter contents. These files were therefore

removed from the corpus as well (see JN: 4_preprocessing, ‘2. Deleting empty letters’).

Following these revisions and corrections, the final Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus (IELC) as

it was used in this study consisted of 3,247 separate letter transcripts, comprising a total

of nearly 2.1 million tokens. The individual letters that make up the corpus were stored as

plain text files to allow for further computer-aided processing.24 Each corpus file was named

22 Unicode was developed as a worldwide character encoding standard and is capable of handling over 1 million
unique characters from a multitude of different languages (Bird et al., 2009, ‘Text Processing with Unicode’).
For this reason, Unicode is the most widely used encoding standard today.

23 Angle brackets belong to the reserved characters that are used in HTML to add markup elements. Therefore, if
these special characters occur in the text body itself, they cause an error in the markup because the computer
expects the beginning of an HTML element that does not exist. These kinds of reserved characters must be
replaced in the running text by so-called special character entities (W3Schools, n.d.(a), ‘HTML Entities’). In
the case of angle brackets, these would correspond to &lt; and &gt; respectively (ibid.).

24 Note that these plain text files contain the unaltered original transcripts as retrieved from the IED. The
processed letters were saved as Pickle objects for quick reuse instead. The exact preprocessing steps involved
are described in section 2.2 Text Preprocessing with Python.
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according to the unique identification number assigned to each letter in the IED to ensure a

one-to-one correspondence between corpus and database. Additionally, the entire corpus was

also converted into a Dataframe object (see JN: corpus_dataframe.ipynb). Dataframes offer the

great advantage of being able to store the corpus texts in combination with their respective

metadata in a tabular format. Hence, this corpus format not only provides convenient access

to all the data available, but also improves the searchability of the entire corpus considerably.

Due to its table-like structure, Dataframe object are convertible into the .csv format and can

thus be accessed by any spreadsheet application. The purpose of storing the text data in various

different formats lies in enhancing the usability of the entire Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus and

making it available in the main data formats used in Natural Language Processing.

2.2 Text Preprocessing with Python

The creation of the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus (IELC) as well as the implementation of all

necessary preprocessing and text analysis steps was conducted with the help of the programming

language Python. Over the past few years, Python has become one of the most important

programming languages in the field of Natural Language Processing (NLP), which in its broadest

sense can be described as ‘any kind of computer manipulation of natural language’ (Bird et al.,

2009, ‘Preface’).25 The reasons for Python’s popularity lie in its free accessibility, its simple

syntax, as well as in its extensive range of NLP specific packages and libraries, which allow for

the convenient integration of a wide variety of NLP applications (Kozaczko, 2018). In addition,

Python offers numerous possibilities for data visualisation.

After having retrieved the text contents of the desired letter transcripts, the next important

step was to clean and prepare the text data obtained in a way that it could be used for

subsequent computer-aided analyses. One of the best suited Python libraries for this task

is the Natural Language Toolkit library, known as NLTK. The library provides an extremely

performant infrastructure for all types of NLP related tasks, such as tokenisation, lemmatisation,

part-of-speech tagging and parsing (cf. Bird et al., 2009, ‘Preface’). Furthermore, the NLTK

library is freely available and well documented, which makes it particularly suitable for research

purposes.

In order to be able to perform computational analyses on the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus,

the text contents had to be preprocessed, i.e. cleaned and normalised as far as possible. The

main purpose of such text preprocessing is ‘to bring your text into a form that is predictable

and analyzable for your task’ (Ganesan, n.d., ‘What is text preprocessing?’). Depending on

the nature of the texts to be examined, different preprocessing steps may be necessary to

optimise the data for the subsequent computer-aided analyses. Thorough preprocessing is
25 The term natural language in this context is used to refer to any ‘language that is used for everyday

communication by humans’ (ibid.). Thus the term stands in contrast to artificial languages, such as for instance
programming languages (cf. ibid.).
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especially important when working with historical texts, as these are often particularly noisy,

i.e. riddled with irregular orthography, punctuation or other linguistic anomalies. Figure 1

below illustrates the preprocessing steps involved in preparing the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus

for the subsequent computer-based analyses.

Raw Text Data

Data Cleaning
(noise removal,

stopword removal)

Text Normalisation
(word standardisation,

tokenisation, lemmatisation)

Final Corpus

Figure 1: Preprocessing the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus

In addition to historical features, the majority of letters retrieved from the IED contain insertions

made by the respective transcriber. These editorial notes were used, for instance, to mark gaps or

illegible passages in the text. Therefore, in a first step, the letters had to be cleaned of such noisy,

i.e. unwanted lexical elements.26 For this purpose, Python’s Regular Expression implementation

was used, which allows for the systematic deletion and substitution of lexical elements in an

automated and thus highly efficient way (see JN: 4_preprocessing.ipynb, ‘3. Replacing misspelled

words and removing gaps’).27 Due to the lack of uniform transcription guidelines, illegible parts

and gaps were marked differently by the individual transcribers. In most cases, however, such

26 Some transcriptions also include a short note by the transcriber, which provides further information on the
letter itself, e.g. which collection the respective letter originally comes from or who performed the transcription
(see for instance P.S. Early, Philadelphia to "My Dear Theresa" [107163]). In a few extreme cases, the preamble
inserted by the transcriber is exceptionally long and describes in detail the personal circumstances of the
author of the letter and their family history (see [John Taylor?] Cumberland Co., to "Dear Mother Brother and
Sister" [0702002]). Due to the rudimentary annotation structure of the IED, it was not possible to remove
these insertions from the letter transcripts in an automated way, simply because they were too heterogeneous
in terms of length, structure and position within the transcripts. However, since only a minority of letters was
supplemented by such insertions, their influence on the subsequent analyses can be considered negligible.

27 Alternatively, there are a number of ready-to-use software applications available today that have been
developed specifically for the purpose of normalising historical texts and which may be used for such clean-up
procedures (cf. Baron, n.d., ‘About VARD 2’).
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passages are enclosed in square brackets and contain a variable number of hyphens followed

by a question mark, e.g. [---?]. By removing these insertions it was possible to ensure that

the transcriptions used for the subsequent analyses contained as little noise as possible without

running the risk of distorting the original letter contents.

More difficult was the question of how to deal with the corrections that had been inserted

by the transcribers into the original texts. In most cases, such insertions were put in square

brackets following the word they refer to, e.g. fue [few?]. For the purposes of the present study,

it was important to preserve the transcriptions in the most faithful form possible in order not

to falsify any findings. On the other hand, non-standardised historical texts that contain a large

number of orthographic variants, abbreviations, or other types of non-standardised language

use present a great challenge for any NLP algorithm and may severely limit their usability. Since

the corrections inserted by the transcribers help to standardise the highly divergent spellings

found in the emigrant letters without alienating their contents, they were eventually included

in the corpus. With the help of Regular Expressions it was possible to systematically identify

words followed by an inserted correction and to replace them with their corrected form (see

JN: 4_preprocessing.ipynb, ‘3. Replacing misspelled words and removing gaps’). To minimise the

risk of incorrect substitutions, only words beginning with the same initial letter were replaced.28

Figure 9 and Figure 10 on pages 65 and 66 in the Appendices exemplarily illustrate the effect

of the substitutions performed.

In a next step, the stopword list provided by the NLTK library was used and adjusted in order

to exclude highly frequent but semantically empty lexical elements from the corpus. Stopword

lists, or stop lists, are commonly used in NLP tasks that aim to extract information from a given

text collection, as they help to remove frequently occurring lexical elements with only little

content value from the dataset (cf. Manning and Schütze, 1999: 533–534). For this reason,

stopword lists mainly contain function words, but can be extended by any number of additional

lexical elements, depending on the requirements of the text collection under investigation. For

the present study, the stopword list provided by the NLTK library was extended to include

corpus-specific stopwords that appear particularly frequently in the emigrant letters, as for

instance personal names, irregularly contracted word forms and special punctuation characters

(see JN: 4_preprocessing.ipynb, ‘5. Creation of a customised stopword list’).

After having cleaned up the emigrant letters in this way, the texts needed to be normalised

as far as possible. The term text normalisation describes ‘the process of converting a text into

a canonical (standard) form’ (Ganesan, n.d., ‘Normalization’) and as such constitutes a crucial

technique for transforming text data into a consistent and processable form. Typical steps of

text normalisation include, for instance, the mapping of different word forms to a common base

28 Note, however, that it was not possible to solve every case of variant spelling with this automated approach, as
the comparatively simple technique of Regular Expressions has its limitations. Nevertheless, they proved to be
an effective means for producing a largely consistent orthography for the majority of transcriptions.
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form (cf. ibid.). As is the case with all preprocessing steps performed so far, there is no standard

approach to text normalisation that works across all corpora. Instead, it is necessary to choose

the appropriate number and type of text normalisation steps to be performed in relation to the

documents under investigation.

For the present study, all lexical elements remaining in the letters after having completed

the clean-up processes described above were tokenised and set to lower case (see JN: 4_pre-

processing.ipynb, ‘4. Tokenisation’). Tokenisation is a process that breaks up a single string

object, in this case the text contained in each letter, into separate words (cf. Bird et al.,

2009, ‘Processing Raw Text’). Thus, tokenisation enables the computer to access the individual

lexical elements that compose a given text or text collection, making it a crucial preprocessing

step for virtually any NLP task. Another basic but nevertheless important step towards text

normalisation was to set all tokenised words contained in the corpus to lower case. The process

of lowercasing reduces the number of different word forms that occur in a corpus and thus

helps to build a broader, more homogeneous database. In a final step, a lemmatiser was used

to reduce the number of distinct tokens occurring in the letters to their respective word types

(see JN: 4_preprocessing.ipynb, ‘6. Lemmatisation’).29 Lemmatisation is a frequently employed

technique in the context of NLP related tasks, which is used to ‘reduce inflectional forms and

sometimes derivationally related forms of a word to a common base form’ (Manning et al.,

2009: 32). In other words, a lemmatiser removes inflectional and derivative affixes from a

word and retains only its base form, also called lemma (cf. ibid.). The results achieved with

the various preprocessing steps described here are exemplarily illustrated in Figure 8 on page

64 in the Appendices. It is important to be aware that despite their merits, the preprocessing

techniques used here cannot be expected to work completely error-free, especially with regard to

the difficult databasis at hand.30 However, the preprocessing techniques used here contributed

significantly to an improved computer-aided analysis of the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus.

2.3 The Idea Behind Topic Modelling

The main technique used to gain insight into the contents and thematic nature of the Irish

Emigrant Letter Corpus (IELC) compiled for this study was the methodology of topic modelling.

The idea of topic modelling and the algorithms underlying such topic models were first

29 While the term token refers to all word forms that occur in a given text, the term type or word type includes only
the unique lexical elements contained therein, regardless of their specific form (cf. Bird et al., 2009, ‘Language
Processing and Python’). For instance, the words goes and went count as two separate tokens, but since they
can be traced back to a single common base form, go, they count as a single word type.

30 For instance, the lemmatiser used was not able to correctly reduce all word forms to their respective base
forms, which may be attributed to the historical nature of the corpus texts, for which the algorithm was
not trained. Similarly, the Regular Expression substitutions employed were not capable of replacing all the
misspelled lexical elements that occur in the letters. This is mainly due to the inconsistent transcription of the
letters, which makes it difficult to capture all inserted corrections.
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presented by Blei et al. (2003). While the process of understanding what a text is about is

performed more or less intuitively by human readers, this task remains a major challenge for

computers, as it involves the elaboration of hidden semantic structures behind the visible text

layer. Blei’s topic modelling algorithms propose a simple yet effective probabilistic approach to

solve this problem. The benefits of topic modelling can thus be summarised as follows:

Topic modeling provides a suite of algorithms to discover hidden thematic structure in large
collections of texts. The results of topic modeling algorithms can be used to summarize, visualize,
explore, and theorize about a corpus
(Blei, 2012b, ‘Introduction’).

The topic modelling algorithm proposed by Blei is called Latent Dirichlet Allocation algorithm

(LDA) and is based on the idea that each corpus comprises a fixed set of distinct topics, which

are represented to varying degrees in each document within the corpus (Blei, 2012a). LDA

thus combines a generative approach with a probabilistic one based on the assumption that

each document is generated randomly from a given set of topics (ibid.). In the context of

topic modelling, a topic is defined as a distribution of those words that most likely belong to

that topic (ibid.). The process underlying the recognition of different topics in a given text is

called ‘probabilistic inference’ (Blei, 2012b, ‘The Wider World of Probabilistic Models’), which

implies that the algorithm tries to reverse the assumed generative process behind the text in

question in order to uncover ‘the likely hidden topical structure that generated [the] observed

documents’ (ibid.). In addition, topic modelling algorithms assume that each word in each

document belongs to a particular topic, which in turn implies that there is no catch basin

for words that may not fit into any of the identified topics. The topics generated by these

algorithms consist of lists of words that tend to co-occur within the given text collection. Based

on Underwood (2012), the following simplified formula serves to illustrate the probabilistic

generative approach underlying the LDA:

P(T |W, D) =
frequency of W within T

total number of words within T
· number of other words within D that belong to T

Simply put, for each possible topic T, the frequency of a given word W in that topic is divided by

the total number of words associated with that topic (ibid.). The result is then multiplied

by the number of other words within the given document D that are already assigned to

topic T. This basic formula is used to calculate the probability of each word in a given text

document belonging to a specific topic. Based on this approach, it becomes apparent that the

topics provided by topic modelling algorithms do not correspond to what a human reader

might intuitively consider a topic. Instead, the output consists merely of a series of word

co-occurrences that leave it up to the human observer to recognise any contextual connections

between them. Herein lies one of the main points of criticism regarding the methodology: topic

modelling algorithms do not offer any possibility to extract the contexts of the various topics.
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Instead, this task is left to the human researcher, who must discover the contextual relationships

between the individual keywords for themselves. However, since words that frequently occur

together in a text are also highly likely to refer to the same subject, these keyword lists prove

indeed helpful as a tool for gaining a better understanding of the thematic structure of the texts

examined (cf. Blei, 2012b, ‘Topics’).

One of the main advantages of using topic modelling to uncover hidden thematic patterns in

large text collections lies in the fact that it can effectively be applied to any type of text written

in any language. Thus, topic modelling has already been successfully applied to explore, for

instance, the various themes that run through academic research papers (Murakami et al.,

2017), political press releases (Grimmer, 2010), online fora and comments (Törnberg and

Törnberg, 2016; Brookes and McEnery, 2019) as well as historical text documents such as

personal diaries and newspaper articles (Blevins, 2010; Baird and Blevins, 2013; Nelson, n.d.,

‘Mining the Dispatch’). The methodological approach offered by topic modelling is indeed

particularly well suited for working with historical texts, which are generally less suited for the

purposes of automated processes due to their inherent linguistic irregularities. Furthermore,

topic modelling algorithms are comparatively easy to use because they only work with the raw

texts and do not require any special meta information or annotations. For all of these reasons,

topic modelling proved to be the only feasible choice for the thematic analysis of the Irish

Emigrant Letter Corpus.

A software package that implements the Latent Dirichlet Allocation algorithm used for topic

modelling in a powerful and user-friendly way can be found in the Machine Learning for

Language Toolkit, or MALLET, developed by McCallum (2002). Due to its straightforward

application as well as its adaptability to different programming environments, MALLET has

successfully established itself as topic modelling tool in the field of digital corpus research. To

integrate the topic modelling functions offered by MALLET into Python, it can be conveniently

loaded into the Gensim library developed for building topic models in Python (see Řehůřek,

2019; JN: 6_topic_modeling.ipynb, ‘3. Building the topic model’).

In order to adjust the topic model to the corpus under investigation, MALLET offers,

in combination with the topic modelling library Gensim, various parameters that allow to

customise the algorithm as needed. Depending on the size and internal structure of the corpus

under investigation, it is important to modify these parameters accordingly. Note that due to

the individual nature of each corpus there is no general rule regarding the configuration of

the various parameters. Instead, finding the best fitting parameters is more of a trial-and-error

process and usually a number of topic models need to be tested before the model that provides

the most coherent results is found.

To build a suitable topic model for the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus, in a first step the corpus

object on which the topic model is to be based had to be created. For this purpose, the previously

cleaned corpus (see section 2.2 Text Preprocessing with Python) was first transformed into a
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dictionary object that assigns a unique ID to each lexical element of the corpus. These word

IDs are then mapped to the frequency of each word within each document of the corpus. To

further refine the dictionary, the optional parameters threshold_min=10, threshold_max=0.5

and keep_words=100,000 were used here (see JN: 6_topic_modelling.ipynb, ‘1. Creating the

dictionary and bag-of-words corpus’). This way, words that either appeared in less than 10%

of the entire corpus or in more than half of the documents were excluded from the dictionary.

The number of words added to the dictionary after passing through these filtering steps was

set to a maximum of 100,000. The purpose of these parameter settings was to reduce both

the number of highly frequent and very rare words, since both extremes can lead to a reduced

interpretability of the topics output by the model.

Another important parameter that required adjustment was the number of topics to be output.

Again, there is no general rule for what constitutes an ideal number of topics that applies equally

to all types of text collections. Instead, this number must be determined dynamically for each

corpus. As Figure 2 below illustrates, high coherence values can be achieved for several different

numbers of topics (see JN: 6_topic_modelling.ipynb, ‘2. Selecting the number of topics to be

output’).

Figure 2: Topic Model Coherence Scores for the IELC

In this case, it is usually best to choose the lowest number of topics that achieves the highest

coherence score before the coherence curve begins to stagnate (cf. Prabhakaran, 2018, ‘How

to find the optimal number of topics for LDA?’). In accordance with the coherence values

calculated for the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus, 20 topics, consisting of 20 keywords each,

were generated. The creation of the final topic model for the IELC, including all parameters

used, can be reproduced in detail in JN: 6_topic_modelling.ipynb.
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3 Topic Modelling the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus

3.1 Quantitative Analyses

Figure 3: Letter Lengths of the IELC

The present section offers a few quantitative

analyses conducted on the IELC that help to gain

a better understanding of the nature of the texts

included (see JN: 5_general_analyses.ipynb). All

in all, the IELC comprises a total of 2,092,309

individual tokens, which in terms of size alone

makes it an impressive collection of Irish emigrant

letters and a valuable resource for corpus based

research.31 On average, each letter transcript

included in the corpus consists of 644 words.

The longest letter contains a total of 10,916

individual tokens, portraying with remarkable

meticulousness the political and social conditions

in Ireland back in the year 1798 (see Letter

from an Irish Emigrant to a Friend in the United

States [9406050]). In contrast, the shortest

transcript contained in the IELC consists of 37

tokens only and comprises a short confirmation

of receipt for a parcel sent to the writer

(see H.Y. [Hamilton Young?], to "Dear Matty",

[Martha Young?] [9605016]).32 A more detailed

distribution of the lengths of letters contained

in the IELC is given in Figure 3. According to

this graph, the vast majority of letter transcripts

comprise between 100 and 1,000 words. Note, however, that the numbers given here should

be regarded with caution, as they also include any comments inserted into the letters by the

31 Note that punctuation characters have been explicitly excluded from the calculated number of tokens (see
JN: 5_general_analyses.ipynb, ‘1. Distribution of letter lengths’).

32 Note that there exist two transcripts in the corpus which are even shorter, containing 23 and 33 tokens
respectively (see Envelope to Thomas Horner, Bovevagh, Co. Londonderry. [9403181] and Envelope: to Mary Ann
Graham, Sixtowns, Derry,Ireland [302041]). However, these two entries represent transcriptions of envelopes
only and therefore do not qualify as letters in the narrower sense.
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transcribers. Nevertheless, this distribution of letter lengths provides a first important glimpse

into the internal structure of the IELC.

Another important point of interest which provides useful information on the letters contained

in IELC concerns the determination of the time span covered by the letters collected. For this

purpose, the year in which each letter had been written was extracted, provided that these

details had been included in the available metadata (see JN: 5_general_analyses.ipynb, ‘2.

Chronological distribution of letters’). The resulting distribution of letters across the centuries

is shown in Figure 4.

Figure 4: Chronological Distribution of Emigrant Letters in the IELC

As this diagram clearly illustrates, most of the emigrant letters included in the IELC date back

to the 19th century, with the majority originating from the mid and late 1800s. In accordance

with Miller’s (1988) reconstruction of the Irish exodus, this implies that most of the letters

preserved by the IED stem from the last major emigration wave headed for North America,

which was also by far the largest one that had left Irish shores up to that point. The earliest letter

contained in the IELC originates from the year 1684 (see Letters of Francis Makemie [201113];

JN: corpus_dataframe.ipynb). More surprisingly, however, Figure 4 also suggests that a few

letters appear to have been written as late as the 21st century. To be exact, three letters

have been assigned to the early 2000s: [?] [?] to "Dear Mother" [106268]; Michael Cassidy,

Maryland, To Concepta McGovern [0907024] and Gwen Jordan, Tennessee to Lorraine Tennant,

Belfast [303020]. On closer inspection of these transcripts, however, it becomes clear that

the original emigrant letters referred to in these cases were not written in the 21st century.

Rather, the dates given refer to the point in time at which these letters were submitted to the
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IED.33 These cases demonstrate the importance of manually verifying the results generated

by computer algorithms in order to identify the sources of any unusual or doubtful findings.

However, they also reveal flaws and potential sources of error resulting from the preparatory

work that the transcribers of the IED have performed on these letters.

Another interesting aspect that can be analysed with the help of computer-based methods

is the occurrence and distribution of locations mentioned in the letters. Thus, it is possible to

gain a better understanding of where the emigrants settled in their new home countries and

whereto they sent their letters. Furthermore, this also allows us to draw conclusions about the

importance of certain places for the emigrants, as it can be assumed that locations which are

regularly mentioned in the letters played an important role in the lives of these people. Such

a frequency distribution of geographic locations mentioned in the emigrant letters is given in

Figure 11 on page 67 in the Appendices. The chart is based on results obtained with the help

of the Named Entity Recogniser module included in Python’s SpaCy library and displays the 50

most frequently named locations in the IELC (see JN: 5_general_analyses.ipynb, ‘3. Extracting

geographical information’).34 As becomes evident from the generated distribution of place

names, the most frequently named location is indeed Ireland with almost 2,000 entries in

the entire letter corpus. This can be interpreted as a sign that the emigrants continued to

show great interest regarding the situation in their former homeland and regularly conversed

about it with the recipients of their letters. The only more specific Irish localities regularly

mentioned in the letters are Belfast and Dublin, which were the main cities most ships headed

for North America departed from. However, the majority of the most frequently mentioned

place names refer to places throughout the United States of America which, as described in

section 1.3 Irish Emigration Through the Centuries, have always been the primary destination

for Irish emigrants. Among the dominant places here rank New York, Philadelphia, and Chicago,

suggesting that these were the primary cities in which the emigrants settled. Apart from the

United States, Canadian cities are mentioned most frequently, with Quebec, Montreal and

Toronto being predominant. The remaining place names mostly refer to locations across the

United Kingdom, but surprisingly, Australia and France also appear among the 50 most frequent

places.

The frequency-based analyses performed in this section offer some fascinating first insights

into the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus that would have been impossible to accomplish manually.

Most importantly, they help to compensate for the lack of metadata available for the letters.

33 This assumption seems particularly plausible with regard to the two latter transcripts, each of which is preceded
by a corresponding message from the private collectors of the original emigrant letters. Regarding the first
letter, no date is given in the transcript, but it seems most likely that this letter does not originate from the 21st

century either.
34 Note that the algorithm used here is not capable of merging different references that relate to the same location.

Therefore, separate entries were created for a number of identical locations, as for instance for New York and
N.Y. or the United States and U.S.A. Given the more general purpose of this graph, however, these inconsistencies
are negligible.
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On the basis of these first general analyses, a clearer picture of the corpus as a whole emerges,

highlighting important features such as text lengths and dates of origin as well as geographical

clusters.

3.2 Topic Interpretations

With the help of the topic modelling tool MALLET, 20 topics with their respective

keywords were generated based on the preprocessed Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus (see

JN: 6_topic_modelling.ipynb). The resulting list of topics is given in Figure 12 on page 68 in

the Appendices. The keywords are listed in descending order according to their impact on

the respective topic, which means that keywords that appear in slots 1–5 contribute stronger

to a specific topic than those in positions 15–20.35 Note that the topic titles were not output

by the algorithm, but were added subsequently based on a thorough review of the individual

keyword lists assigned to each topic. The purpose of this approach was to determine to what

extent plausible topics could be identified solely on the basis of the keywords provided by the

algorithm. A closer look at the letters assigned to each topic would then confirm, refine or even

revoke the interpretations made.

Despite the extensive preprocessing techniques applied here (see section 2.2 Text Preprocessing

with Python), the thematic coherence, and thus the interpretability of the output topics varied

significantly. Table 2 on page 28 lists the topic titles assigned to each topic together with an

indicator of how thematically coherent and thus how easily interpretable the respective topic

appeared to be based solely on the keyword lists provided by the algorithm. Of course, the

interpretation of these topics as well as the assessment of their coherence, is influenced by the

personal judgement of the respective researcher. However, the decisive factor determining the

topic evaluation lies in the internal coherence of the respective word lists, that is, whether or

not the words contained in each list largely refer to the same thematic context. For instance,

Topic 1 Working Life mostly contains words that relate broadly to the context of emplyoment

and money-making, such as work, week, money, pay, dollar, and hard. In contrast, Topic 20

Opportunities/Social Standing, for instance, contains words from a variety of different thematic

35 A closer look at the keywords contained in this table reveals that while the lemmatiser applied to the letters of
the IELC achieves valid results in the majority of cases, there are also some instances where it was not able to
derive the correct base form. For instance, the keyword hop, which occurs in Topic 6 News and Topic 15 Family
Greetings, is most likely a wrongly lemmatised form of the verb (to) hope, and not the base form of (to) hop.
Furthermore, a number of verbs have remained in their conjugated forms. Given the historical nature of the
documents, it seems highly likely that these errors were caused by uncorrected spelling variations. Another
noteworthy entry is the character sequence ã...â, which can be found in Topic 11 Finances/Trade. Presumably,
this sequence is the result of a coding error that occurred during the transfer of the letter transcripts into the
IED, since it is not only found in the downloaded transcripts, but also in the database itself. Considering the
context in which this sequence tends to occur, it is probably an incorrectly encoded currency sign. Once again,
these cases illustrate the difficulties that arise from working with non-homogeneous texts, and emphasise the
importance of the preparatory steps taken, which made it possible to resolve most of these linguistic anomalies.
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contexts, which makes it much more difficult to grasp the essence of this topic on the basis of

its keywords alone.

Topic Number Topic Title Thematic Coherence

1 Working Life High

2 Sea Voyage High

3 Settlement Medium

4 Education Medium

5 Family/Life Cycle Medium

6 News Medium

7 Opportunities/Future Planning Low

8 Daily Life Medium

9 Landscapes High

10 Letter Contacts Low

11 Finances/Trade High

12 Spirituality High

13 Family Foundation Low

14 Armed Conflict Medium

15 Family Greetings Medium

16 Bureaucracy/Legal Matters High

17 Feelings Low

18 Agriculture High

19 Military Conflict High

20 Opportunities/Social Standing Low

Table 2: Thematic Coherence of Topics Found in the IELC

As can be inferred from Table 2, the applied topic modelling algorithm provided mostly

thematically consistent results, and thus 8 of the 20 topics output could be classified as

thematically highly coherent. Indeed, the most coherent topics seem to be those which have

been given very specific titles, such as Topic 1 Working Life, Topic 9 Landscapes and Topic 18

Agriculture. These topics can be clearly identified by the keywords assigned to them, and each

of them is restricted to a highly specific thematic context. In addition, Topic 2 Sea Voyage,

Topic 12 Spirituality and Topic 19 Military Conflict appeared to be readily identifiable and were

therefore classified as highly coherent. In the case of these topics, however, a closer examination

of the letters assigned to them revealed that, despite their apparent thematic coherence, these

28



topics required further contextual refinement, which is discussed in more detail in section 3.3

Contextual Topic Analyses.

Of the 20 topics identified by the topic modelling algorithm, 7 were found to exhibit medium

thematic coherence. These topics possess a certain thematic focus, but also contain keywords

that do not seem to contribute to the thematic core of the topic. Topic 14 Armed Conflict,

for instance, contains keywords such as man, horse, fire, indian and kill, all of which may be

indicative of ongoing hostilities between the settlers and the native population. However, it also

contains keywords that do not seem to contribute to this thematic context, such as work, thing

and rest. These topics therefore appeared to be less clearly discernable than those that were

labelled as highly thematically coherent.

The 5 remaining topics proved to be difficult to determine on the basis of the output keyword

lists alone and were therefore classified as possessing only a low thematic coherence. This

category includes Topic 7 Opportunities/Future Planning, Topic 10 Letter Contacts, Topic 13

Family Foundation, Topic 17 Feelings and Topic 20 Opportunities/Social Standing. Each of these

topics exhibits a significantly higher degree of internal inconsistency than the topics assigned to

the other categories, as can be seen, for instance, in the case of Topic 20 Opportunities/Social

Standing. This topic contains keywords which seem to belong to completely different thematic

contexts, such as brother, country, health and business. With regard to these topics, a closer

look at the letters assigned to each of them was essential in order to be able to interpret the

keyword lists more accurately. The difficulties encountered when trying to interpret the topics

classified as thematically incoherent may partly be due to the fact that these topics tend to refer

to abstract concepts such as emotions, interpersonal relationships or social affairs, which makes

it even more difficult to narrow them down. The following section will therefore take a closer

look at the individual letters that have been assigned to the various topics in order to shed more

light on the contextual background of each topic.

3.3 Contextual Topic Analyses

To gain a deeper understanding of the contextual nuances of the various topics, it was essential

to take a closer look at the letters associated with each one of them. For this purpose, the output

generated by the topic modelling algorithm was combined with a close-reading strategy, which

made it possible to either confirm, refine or even completely revoke the previously assigned

topic titles. This combination of an automated and a manual approach not only helped to

provide contextual information on the output received, but was also crucial in determining both

the usefulness and possible limitations of the topic modelling technique used. In a first step,

the predominant topic that had been assigned to the individual letter transcripts by the topic

modelling algorithm had to be determined. Due to the fact that topic modelling algorithms

are based on the assumption that each document within the given corpus exhibits each topic to
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varying degrees, the topic with the highest percentage value had to be determined for each letter

(see JN: 6_topic_modelling.ipynb, ‘5. Combining topics and letters’). This way it was possible to

identify the most prototypical letters for each topic.36

A closer look at the letters assigned to Topic 1 Working Life was able to confirm that these

letters do indeed provide fascinating insights into the working conditions Irish emigrants faced

in their new homelands. While some writers describe how they have been able to find well-paid

jobs for themselves, others complain about not being able to find any employment at all:

we are all well at present thanks god we have no reason to complain since we came here the
Sunday after we came here Metildas aunt Mrs Melon came to see us She told me her soonin law
[son-in law?] and his Brother contract buildings and I could work with them I went next day to
see the work I agreed to work by the foot at 25 cents per foot, I could some days [...] dress 20
feet that was 5 dolars [dollars?] I supose [suppose?] he thought I could make too much he then
put me on by the day at 3 dolars [dollars?] that is the highest pay in the City
Letter from John Ferguson, Philadelphia to Friends [200909002]

I am sure you will be sorry to hear of me being out of work again I am out of work this last week
and I write to you to see if you could do any thing in regards of geting [getting?] me in to work
rown [round?] there I was glad to hear of you and Robert geting [getting?] in to work when
yous went there so my dear Audley you well might talk to the Boss and tell him what I am you
can sea [say?] that I am bouth [both?] orangeman & free mason & he might give me a gob
[job?] or if you could see any other job any other place you write as soon as you get this [...]
Edward [Brown?], Woburn, [Mass.?] to Audley Brown, [U.S.?] [2006168]

As far as can be deduced from the letters grouped under this topic, the employment situation

was highly unstable for many Irish emigrants, as regular and well-paid work was often difficult

to find. While the men mostly took on hard physical work in factories, as stonemasons or on

construction sites, women were more likely to seek employment as maids or nannies.37

Similar to the letters in Topic 1 Working Life, so too are the letters in Topic 18 Agriculture

concerned with a professional activity which many Irish emigrants pursued in their new

homelands, that is as farmers. Even though not everyone was able to buy their own farm

right away, the prospects in this particular line of work were generally quite promising, as can

be gathered from the following letter excerpt:

This is a corn growing country and when you have plenty of corn you can have every thing Fat
hogs fat horses fat cows Fat chickens and fat children and a fat wife [...]
John Gorman, Newgarden, Indiana to Philip Gorman. [8903091]

36 Exemplary letter excerpts for each of the 20 topics identified are also included in the Appendices in section A.2
Letter Excerpts.

37 See for instance George Griffith, Brooklyn to "Dear Sir and Brother" [2006165]; [?], Peabody, to Audley [Brown?],
[U.S.?] [2006167]; Robert Brown, Troy, to "Dear Brother". [4000189]; [G. Griffith?] Brooklyn, to [Audley
Brown?]. [?]. [2006166]; John & Mitilda Ferguson, Philadelphia to [?] [201001018] and Letter from John &
Mitilda Ferguson, Philadelphia, to Joseph & Elisa [200912003].
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Those settlers who could not afford their own farmland usually leased a farmstead for a

few years until they had enough money to buy their own (see J. Anderson, Jamestown to

a Brother, Co. Derry. [9012087]; [?], Huntington, Canada to Joseph Brown, Saintfield, Co.

Down. [9007135]). In general, the letters written by these settlers tend to convey a more

positive mood and are less concerned with financial problems than the letters grouped in Topic

1 Working Life. Moreover, the letters assigned to Topic 18 Agriculture achieve high percentage

scores with regard to their topic, thus making it a highly coherent one.

Another largely coherent topic is Topic 9 Landscapes, which contains letters describing the

topography of the settlers’ new homelands (see for instance Description of the Potowmack

[Potomac?] River [U.S.] [9406032]; Robert Peel Dawson, Quebec to his parents. [8950007]). In

addition, this topic also contains travelogues of settlers who made their way through the North

American territories and who describe in their letters the nature, the cities and the landscapes

through which they passed:

from Laramie we crossed the Black hills, 80 miles over a very hilly road, water good, but very
little grass, it is here that the plant Artemesia Tridentate takes the place of grass, for miles
there is nothing else except on the narrow valley of a river or a stream [...] from here we
ascend up a gradual ascent to the summit of the Southern Pass of Rocky Mountains, 230
miles, Artemesia continues plenty, roads hilly, salacratus is abundant [and?] in some places
impregnants [impregnates?] the water so much that cattle die after drinking it [...]
John K. Orr, Sacramento, USA, to His Parents, Co.Down [9501227]38

Hence, the title of this topic could be extended to Landscapes & Travel, since these two aspects

seem to be closely intertwined in the letters grouped here. Interestingly, several of the letters

found in this topic are specifically concerned with descriptions of the Niagara Falls (see for

instance Isabella Marshall, N.Y. to Andrew Marshall, Belfast. [9803624]; John M. Orr, Chicago

to his Parents, Portaferry, Co. Down. [9503146].). Apparently, the sight of this breathtaking

spectacle of nature left a lasting impression on the emigrants:

I can hear the roar of falling waters at my feet & think I almost feel the ground whereon I stand
quaking. [...] the sight that now meets my gaze is beyond description the Canadian falls are
full in view in my utter insignificance & in the emotion of the moment I find myself instinctively
exclaiming Almighty & Everlasting God no power in heaven or on the earth could place such a
wonder there but thine own creative power [...] away to the right to the canadian shore some
3/4 of a mile nothing is to be seen but falling waters, you are transfixed to the spot & find it
hard to turn yourself away from the scene [...]
C. Hobson, New York to his neice, [Richhill, Co. Armagh?]. [8903151]

Another clearly distinguishable topic obtained by the topic modelling algorithm is Topic 11

Finances/Trade. The letters that make up this topic deal with financial matters in the broadest

sense, such as stock market prices and share sales (see R. Campbell U.S.A. to W. J. C.

38 See also George W. Bell, Oregon, to Sarah Bell, Ohio, U.S.A. [9802476]; Isabella Marshall, N.Y. to Andrew
Marshall, Belfast. [9803624]).
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Allen, Belfast. [9708172]; Edward King, New York to Rowland Redmond, London. [9011062]).

Strikingly, a large proportion of the correspondences collected here, about 100 letters, can

be attributed to a Mr Allen from Belfast, Ireland. It appears that Mr Allen was engaged

in the transatlantic cotton trade and therefore maintained regular postal contact with his

business partners in the United States (see for instance R. Campbell, U.S.A. to W. J. C. Allen,

Belfast. [9802466]). In addition to such purely business related correspondences, however,

this topic also contains letters dealing with the settlement of estate assets bequeathed by

family members who died on either side of the Atlantic (see E. King, New York to R. Redmond,

Ireland [9011066]; Merchants & Planters Bank, U.S.A. to W. J. C. Allen, Belfast. [9802796]). All

in all, Topic 11 Finances/Trade can be considered a highly coherent one as the letters contained

therein concentrate largely on all kinds of financial matters that affected the Irish emigrants

abroad. Thus, the previously assigned topic title is confirmed by the letters attributed to it.

Similarly coherent and clearly distinguishable is Topic 16 Bureaucracy/Legal Matters, which

mainly comprises transatlantic lawyer-client correspondences (see for instance W. H. Male,

Canada, to J.E. Peel & Son, Armagh. [9809276]; Minor & Ashley, Solicitors, U.S.A. to J. Peel,

Armagh. [9810042]; J. E. Hunter, Solicitor, U.S.A. to Postmaster, Armagh. [9810035]). These

letters are primarily concerned with questions of inheritance, properties or mortgages that had

to be settled between the emigrants and their relatives back in Ireland:

Dear Sir : As an attorney appointed by the Hon. District Court of the State of Nevada, in and for
the County of Esmeralda (United States of America), to represent the absent and minor Legatees
&c. in the matter of the Esate of the late Mary Williams Deceased, I take pleasure to inform you
that [...] the Hon. District Court above mentioned made an order, which is of record, directing
and ordering that the legacies and bequests mentioned and set out in the last Will and testament
of said decedent, be paid out of the funds of said Estate [...]
D. J. Lewis, Attorney, U.S.A. to W. Atcheson, Armagh. [9810051]

In this respect, Topic 16 Bureaucracy/Legal Matters resembles Topic 11 Finances/Trade insofar

as the letters grouped under both topics are for the most part not personal letters in a narrower

sense, but rather constitute business or legal correspondences. The fact that each of these

letters tends to focus on one specific issue contributes to a high degree of coherence regarding

the thematic classification of both topics.

Another topic which contains a significant proportion of official correspondences is Topic 3

Settlement. The letters grouped here deal with the processes of emigration and settlement in

general and often offer advice to those interested in emigrating. This includes, for instance,

letters published in newspapers addressed to potential emigrants wishing to leave Ireland.

These letters provide information about what to expect in the destination country and where

to find help after arrival (see Address to the people of Ireland regarding emigration to the

U.S.A. [9407290]; R. Gumbleton Daunt, Brazil, to the Editor of The Nation. [9601080]; Advice

to emigrants from John Creighton, Canada [302070]). The private correspondences included in
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this topic also offer recommendations on emigration and some even contain warnings against

it:

Sir, I see, by the Freeman’s Journal, you want some information for the use of Emigrants, who
may be inclined to come to this country from Ireland, England, and Scotland. I will give you
an idea, as correct as I can. This winter is the worst for labourers and mechanics, they had
for these last twenty years. [...] The spring is near now, and the wages will improve [...] but
provisions are very high at present, and consequently board is high. In cities board is $3 per
week. Respectable persons ought never come to this country, without a good deal of money, as
they have a good deal to suffer.
P. Kennedy, Strasburg, Virginia to Vere Foster. [9102033]

This topic thus possesses a high degree of coherence with regard to the letters grouped in it and

at the same time clearly differs from the more personal emigration experiences, as found for

instance in Topic 1 Working Life or Topic 8 Daily Life.

However, a closer examination of the individual letters that were assigned to the various

topics also revealed that some of the topics that had been classified as displaying a high or

medium degree of coherence had to be considered within specific thematic contexts, which

were not always readily apparent from the topic keyword lists. In these cases, the keyword

lists alone were often not sufficient to cover the entire thematic spectrum found in these topics.

Thus, for instance, the letters assigned to Topic 6 News seem to display a variety of different

thematic contexts. The keywords associated with this topic, such as hear, home, paper, news

and answer, indicate that the main focus of this topic lies in providing the respective addressee

with news about current events taking place in the writer’s immediate vicinity, as well as in

requesting corresponding information back. The most prototypical letter transcripts listed under

this topic are Mary [?], Detroit, to "Miss Weir" [9905113]; M E [Ling?], Detroit to Anna Weir,

Michigan [9905107] and George R. Wood, Michigan to "My Dear Friend". [9904191]. A closer

look at these letters reveals that their main purpose does indeed seem to consist of conveying

news in the most general sense:

you will think we have forgotten you, But you will not think so when I tell you what a time we
have had with La grippe [...]
Mary [?], Detroit, to "Miss Weir" [9905113]

I am working out now as you have heard before this on Crawford, since then we have moved
about a block away [...] Mamma is as well as ever now [...] Papa seems so cheerfull [cheerful?]
he is like another man- since Mama came home.
M E [Ling?], Detroit to Anna Weir, Michigan [9905107]

I have been a long time as usual in answering your most welcome letter. I was so thankfull
[thankful?] that you escaped all injury at the fire and hope by this time you have recovered from
all effects [...] P visited after noon and had a very pleasant time and then Jennie staid [stayed?]
with me all night and of course P enjoyed that, Mr C’s folks are well except cold which seem to
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trouble nearly every one now [...]
Edith [?], Birmingham To Annie Weir, [?] [9906056]

It is noteworthy that all three letters, although each one contains a completely different message

– survival of a severe illness, news about the closest relatives, meetings with friends – essentially

serve to inform the reader about the author’s current living situation and any changes that may

have occurred since the last letter. What is also remarkable, however, is the fact that the letters

assigned to this topic were mostly written by or to a single person, a certain Miss Anna (Annie)

Weir. Of the 310 letters assigned to Topic 6 News, 224, i.e. about two thirds, can be attributed

to her. Consequently, this topic is indeed to a large extent determined by the correspondences

of a single emigrant. Based on her letters, it can be concluded that Anna Weir, who emigrated

to the United States in the 19th century and then settled in the state of Michigan, was a very

gregarious person who kept in touch with a large number of friends, fellow emigrants and

family members.39 Although the influence of Anna Weir’s letters on the keywords found in

Topic 6 News must be considered substantial, this does not necessarily mean that the title given

to this topic no longer applies. On the contrary, even though the specific contents of the letters

vary, the main purpose of Anna Weir’s numerous correspondences seems to consist in providing

each other with the latest news about the current personal situation. Therefore, even though

the specific contextual relations of the letters are lost in the keywords assigned to Topic 6 News,

a general consensus regarding their contents remains discernible.

In contrast to the manifold contexts covered in Topic 6 News, a closer look at the letters

assigned to Topic 12 Spirituality shows that these are for the most part related to a common

thematic context. In fact, the religiosity expressed in this topic tends to be closely linked to

news of the passing of a beloved friend or family member, embedded in religious words of

comfort for the recipient:

My Dear Father & Mother, God in his wisdom has seen fit to visit and call to Himself one more of
His children. His will be done. Sudden and unexpected as the news has been, we know and are
consoled by the thought that she died prepared and ready to meet and dwell with Him forever.
Tis [It is?] sad, poor dear Nellie so young so full of hope with the prospects of so bright and
happy a future, but it was Gods will and He knows what is best. so with a sad farewell I say may
her soul rest in peace.
Edward J. Hanlon, Chicago to Bernard Hanlon, Downpatrick. [201118]

In a few individual cases, the authors of these letters even tell of their own impending death,

sending a final farewell to their closest friends and relatives (see Mary Cumming, Baltimore

to William Cumming, Petersburg. [9404188]; Mary Cumming, Baltimore, USA, to Her Sisters

[Lisburn?] [9006240]). The topic of spirituality expressed in the letters grouped here is thus
39 Numerous letters are adressed to or sent from her sister Rose Weir (see for instance Incomplete: [Annie Weir?],

[?] to Rose [Weir?], [?] [9907068]). Others can be attributed to her cousins Willie J. Weir and Lorena Ramsey,
who had also emigrated to the United States (see Willie J. Weir, California., to Annie Weir, Michigan. [9905032];
Lorena Ramsey, Nebraska, to Annie Weir, [?] [9905042]).
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deeply intertwined with experiences of illness and death, and primarily serves as a comforting

refuge for those left behind.

In a similar way, Topic 4 Education is also situated in a very specific thematic context, namely

that of religious education and religious exchange:

Last night I went to a meeting of the Sunday School Teachers held for the purpose of organizing a
class: not what you would call a Bible class, but a link [...] [for those] who in the estimation of
their parents and themselves are too old for the Sunday School and leave, on that account. This
is extended to fill that want so that it will be what they call a Christian union composed of the
four advanced classes in the Sunday School, and such of the young members of the congregation
who chose [choose?] to join.
Richard Rothwell Jr, Canada to Rosa Rothwell, Ireland. [9007129]

The letters grouped under this topic focus mainly on the establishment, promotion and

description of religious communities, congregations and schools intended to spread the faith

of the Irish settlers in the New World (see Andrew Greenlees, Grand Rapids, to Brothers and

Sisters. [8911009]; Incomplete: [?] [New Brunswick?], to "My very dear Sister", [9909292]). In

addition, the authors of these letters tend to explicitly express their Presbyterian convictions

which they wish to promote in their new homeland (see for instance Alex McLeod, New York

to Revd William Stavely, [?] [9707029]). In this sense Topic 4 Education has a strong religious

orientation and the writers of the letters collected in it seem to be above all else interested in

spreading their Presbyterian faith in their new homelands.

Another topic whose context differs a little from what might be expected is Topic 8 Daily Life.

The keyword list associated with this topic suggests that the letters grouped here mainly deal

with mundane matters such as the weather and descriptions of accommodations. However, a

closer look at the letters grouped under this topic reveals that many of them – though not all –

actually describe the daily routines on board of the ships with which the emigrants travelled to

North America:

My dear Peri, Meri, & Sisterhood We are now within a few hours sail of New York, but owing to
the late hour [...] we will be obliged to lie at anchor at quarantine ground till day break [...] You
have calculated I suppose that we reached our destination on Sunday but the winds and waves
mercilessly conifured to delay. [...] We have experienced all sorts of weather. had one or two
compilate gales and squalls, with rolling seas and only two days of real calmness. The boat is
literally crammed with passengers Labour, cuddy, free cabin all as full as they can [...] from old
[hackers?] of 78 years of age to children of a few months old.
Isabella Marshall, New York to Doctor Marshall, Belfast. [9805127]

Many of the authors of these letters provide meticulous accounts of their arduous journey by

sea, during which the weather conditions met often played a major role (see for instance James

Knox, New York, to John Knox, Ballygowan, Co. Antrim. [9006123]; Thomas Patterson, New

York to John Thompson. [9310118]; John McCracken, Quebec, to his sister Kate. [9310027]).

In the letters which do not refer to survived sea passages the weather conditions encountered
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in the emigrants’ destination countries are often described instead, with reports ranging from

experiences of bitter cold to scorchingly hot temperatures:

You have little or no idea what cold weather is in Ireland, for a few days this winter the cold was
so intense that water froze in the room we constantly sit in, and a large pitcher was broken by
the frost, though it was on the sideboard near the fire.
Mary Cumming, Petersburg, [Va?] to Margaret Craig, Lisburn. [9006090]

All were entertained with ice cream & cake. This ice cream is delicious, so cool, it is all the ’go’
here, in fact in the hot weather they ice everything. Every house that can afford it has an ice box,
and the supply of ice is brought in every day, and meat, fruit, milk, butter, etc, are placed in it.
We did not get one [...] and I had great difficulty preserving some things in the very hot time we
had [...]
Maggie Black, Chicago, to her mother, Mrs. Thomas Hall, Loughall, [9310724]

It seems that these frequent descriptions of the weather serve a dual purpose: On the one hand,

they help the letter recipients to gain a better understanding of the living conditions encountered

by the emigrants in their new homes, while on the other hand they allow the reader to draw

comparisons with the living conditions back in Ireland. Indeed, the frequent references to the

weather seem to be the common link that unites the letters grouped under this topic. Since

such weather descriptions fit well into the context of everyday life, the title Daily Life assigned

to this topic holds true in the broadest sense. Nevertheless, the letters examined indicate that

the weather descriptions contained in them constitute the central thematic focus of this topic.

To some extent, Topic 2 Sea Voyage contains similar letters as Topic 8 Daily Life, that is,

personal accounts of emigrants who dared to take the long sea passage across the Atlantic.

However, these reports differ from the letters found in Topic 8 Daily Life in that they are

often intended either as a warning to others toying with the idea of emigration or, in some

cases, as guidance for potential emigrants (see Ship’s Record Book. [9603097]; James Buchanan,

New York to "Emigrants" [9810080]; Directions for Emigrants. [9809173].). These letters were

often published in Northern Irish newspapers, for instance in The Belfast Newsletter, and deal

less with the daily routines on the ships, but instead provide reports of dramatic events that

occurred during the long voyages to North America, such as shipping accidents, hostile attacks

or grievances suffered on the ships:

Honoured Father, I account it my honour and duty to give you an account of myself and my
proceedings since I left you, which have [been?] I confess a little extraordinary. On the next
Tuesday after I left you I came on board the S—y, [sic] on the Monday morning following being
the 24th May last we sailed for America. [...] We had our full allowance of bread & water only
for the first fortnight, then we were reduced to three pints per day and three pounds and a half
of bread per week to each person [...] The 10th day our allowance of bread came to two pounds
and a half per week to each passenger, next week we had one pound and a half per week and the
next twelve days we lived on two biscuits and a half [...] Nothing was now to be heard aboard
our ship but the cries of distressed children and of their distressed mothers unable to relieve them.
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Our ship was now a real spectacle of horror, never a day passed without one or two of the crew
being put overboard. Many killed themselves by drinking salt water and their own urine was a
common drink, yet in the midst of all our miseries our captain showed not the least remorse or
pity.
John Smilie, Susquehanna to Robert Smilie, Greyabbey. [9807947]40

In contrast, this topic also contains a number of letters praising a particular ship or a

specific captain who had ensured a particularly safe or comfortable passage (see Letter from

Passenger who Sailed on the Ship Josephine [9804181]; Letter of Thanks from Passengers of

Ship Prosperity [1200303]). In addition, this topic also includes a number of merchant letters

concerned with the shipment of trade goods that were transported between North America and

Ireland (see John Reynell, Philadelphia, USA, to Thomas Greer, Dungannon. [9504091]; J. Fisher

& Sons, Philadelphia, U.S.A., to T. Greer, Dungannon, Ireland. [9505126]).41 Topic 2 Sea Voyage

thus contains letters which in one way or another all deal with the sea passage between Ireland

and North America. A closer look at these letters, however, also reveals the diversity of the

specific contexts in which these letters are found.

Another important and recurring aspect that can be found in the various topics output

by the topic modelling algorithm concerns families. For instance, Topic 5 Family/Life Cycle

contains keywords that refer mainly to the context of family life. However, it also includes

keywords related to death and dying, hence the dual nature of this topic. A closer look

at the letters grouped here shows that they do indeed display a strong focus on family

matters. Surprisingly, several letters containing genealogical research carried out by a particular

Irish emigrant are also included here (see Extract of Letter from Jack Elder, Ont., Canada

to J.F. Caldwell, Belfast. [9804826]; Extract of a Letter from Jack Elder, Ont. Canada to J.

F. Caldwell [9804825]; Extract of a Letter from Jack Elder, Ont. Canada to J. F. Caldwell,

Belfast [9804493]). Indeed, the combination of the aspects of family and death becomes

most evident in a series of genealogical inquiries made by emigrants in search of their personal

roots which they lost due to the emigration process (see for instance F.P. Wood, Washington.,

U.S.A. to Miss I. Embleton, Belfast [9804831]; Letter from Mrs. Doris G. Bias, Mississippi,

America re her Family. [9311532]).42 In addition to genealogical inquiries Topic 5 Family/Life

Cycle also contains letters of a more private nature, in which family members from across the

Atlantic report on how the various emigrated family members have been doing so far (see Jean

[Warwick?], Antrim, to Samuel [Warwick?], U.S.A. [9807261]; William Colhoun, Washington Co.

Pa to his father, Co. Donegal. [9006200]). Hence, while it was possible to confirm that Topic
40 See also Letter from Passenger on Board the Ship Faithful Steward, Philadelphia [U.S.] [9407222]; Letter from

Passenger on Ship Iphigenia. [9809076].
41 Around 50 of these commercial letters were written by a certain Hamilton Young to Dear Matty and are mainly

concerned with the movement of goods between North America and Ireland (see for instance [Hamilton?]
[Young?], New York, to "Dear Matty", Ireland [9604009]).

42 Some of the letters aimed at tracing family relations do so on account of unresolved legal issues, e.g. regarding
the distribution of pending inheritance shares (see M. C. Bingham, West Philadelphia, U.S.A, to "Gentlemen",
Lurgan [9906123]; J. J. Bowen, Pennsylvania to George Graham, Co. Londonderry. [9102097]).
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5 Family/Life Cycle is concerned with family matters in the broadest sense, the letters grouped

here fall into a variety of specific sub-contexts. What these letters seem to have in common,

however, is their attempt to reconstruct genealogical relations. For this reason a more fitting

title for Topic 5 might be Genealogy.

Like Topic 5 Family/Life Cycle, Topic 15 Family Greetings predominantly contains family-related

keywords. In contrast to Topic 5, however, it does not include any keywords related to the

context of death or dying. Instead, this topic contains words that often appear in concluding

greeting messages, such as affectionate, remain, and answer. The desire to maintain social

relations with the family members left behind therefore seems to be an important aspect of this

topic. A look at the letters grouped here shows that they do indeed contain a high proportion of

references to family members and sometimes also extensive greetings:

Give my kind love to James and Mrs and Family and and to Eliza husband family and Bella
husband family and Nicholas Give my kind love to Mother and write and let me know if mother
is better with kind love to you and Mother I will bid you good night and write soon I remain Your
affectionate sister Isabella Martin
Isabella Martin, Chicago, U.S.A., to Her Sister, [Co.Down?] [9501117]

Apart from such passages, however, the letters contained in this topic address a variety of

different subjects and exhibit clear overlaps with topics 1 Working Life and 8 Daily Life (see for

instance Samuel & James Laird, Philadelphia, to Mother [Ireland?] [9002005]; Isabella Martin,

Chicago to "My Dear Niece". [9307044]). Consequently, the keywords belonging to Topic 15

Family Greetings do not reflect the actual contents of the letters, which turn out to be quite

diverse, but rather result from the abundance of family designations occurring in the letters

grouped there.

Two other highly informative and in some ways related topics that emerged from the output

produced by the topic modelling algorithm employed are Topic 14 Armed Conflict and Topic

19 Military Conflict. While keywords such as indian, kill and fire in Topic 14 indicate that the

letters grouped under this topic include accounts of violent conflicts between the Irish settlers

and the Native American population, the keywords in Topic 19, e.g. war, army and government,

suggest that the latter relates to larger-scale military skirmishes involving political actors in both

North America and Europe. However, a closer look at the letters grouped here revealed that

these assumptions are only partially correct. Although the letters in Topic 14 do indeed contain

numerous references to encounters with different Native American tribes, these encounters are

by no means always portrayed as conflict-laden. On the contrary, many of these encounters

seem to have taken place quite peacefully as can be concluded, for instance, from the following

letter excerpt:

We drove on about 15 miles and camped on the north fork of the Platte. Here we found a party
of about 500 Indians. They were of the Sioux Tribe, and very friendly. They are the largest set of
men I have ever seen, they will average as large as Billy Anderson or Big Jemmy. The boys made
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them some presents of Tobacco, Hard Bread and such things, and we left in the morning.
Bill Williamson, California to Jack Williamson of Armagh. [9311092]

Other letters, however, attest to the tense relationship that often existed between the Irish

settlers and the natives and which in some cases erupted in violent confrontations:

I have got a Sioux Indian scalp which I intend to take home to show the folks. We are [...] all
well armed and go for a red skin the moment we see one. All the time we were at the wreck the
damed [damned?] skunks kept firing at us but they didn’t make out to hurt anyone. We slung a
good deal of lead at them and kept them on the jump.
Frank Nicholl, Mi., U.S.A. to R.A. Bonner, Irvinestown, Co. Fermanagh. [9306028]

Nevertheless, the title Armed Conflict may be too generalising for the letters grouped under

this topic, since many of them rather describe treks through the North American prairies on

which the settlers occasionally encountered indigenous Americans (see for instance Tom Hay,

Big Bend Prairie, Canada, to His Mother [Anna Hay?] [9004005]; Tom Hay, Winnipeg, to Rev.

George Kirkpatrick, Co Antrim. [9004008]).43 Furthermore, a number of letters in this topic

contain accounts of hunting expeditions undertaken by emigrants, which might also explain the

occurrence of the word kill in the keyword list associated with this topic (see Samuel Bruce,

Manitoba to James [Bruce, Belfast?]. [9405008]). After a closer look at the letters grouped here,

it therefore became apparent that it contains not only reports of violent conflicts between settlers

and natives, but primarily travel and hunting accounts from the North American prairies.

In contrast, the keywords assigned to Topic 19 Military Conflict seem to refer to conflicts

on a considerably larger scale, involving parties from both sides of the Atlantic. More

specifically, a number of letters grouped under this topic describe events related to the American

Revolutionary War (1775–1783) and the American Civil War respectively (1861–1865) (see

Extract of a letter from Boston to Waterford, June 25, 1775 [1200304]; Extract of a letter

from Philadelphia to Belfast [1200305]; [Andrew Greenlees?], Dayton, [USA?] to "Dear

Brother" [9902050]; Letter from an American Officer [9404016]). It becomes clear from the

letters grouped here that the Irish settlers tended to be deeply patriotic about their adopted

homeland and felt obliged to protect it:

I am a citizen of this country all my interests are here I look upon this as my country which I
love with a true patriotic heart and although it would be very hard for me to leave my family
(for I love them dearly) yet should the draft name me, as it has not yet, I will seek no substitute
nor no creep hole but march at once to fight and if need be die for my country it may so please
God to bless our arms with continued success that the war will soon be over and peace again be
established within our borders [...]
[Andrew Greenlees?], Dayton, [USA?] to "Dear Brother" [9902050]

Other letters included in Topic 19 deal with the development of the political situation in Ireland

as observed by the Irish emigrants from across the Atlantic (see Letter from an Irish Emigrant to
43 In this respect the letters found in Topic 14 Armed Conflict do indeed resemble some of the letters grouped

under Topic 9 Landscapes, which also include travelogues of emigrant treks through North America.
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a Friend in the United States. [9406050]). As can be seen from these letters, the Irish living

in America continued to show great interest in Ireland’s social and political developments

and at times even tried to influence the situation from abroad. One of the most prominent

manifestations of these attempts was the establishment of the so-called Fenian Brotherhood,

which was founded by Irish settlers in the United States of America in 1858 (Encyclopædia

Britannica, 2017). As can be gathered from the following letter excerpt, this association, which

had set itself the task of freeing Ireland from what was perceived as harmful British influence,

enjoyed broad support among the emigrants:

This organization [...] now numbers over half a million of men, and has at its disposal
over 1,000,000 dollars, and already forms a powerful element in American politics [...] In
their published documents the Fenians state their object to be simply to restore Ireland "to an
independant position, such as it was before the union with England and Scotland", [...] and this
object they seek to accomplish by their secret organization, either by involving Great Britian and
the Northern States in war, or by lighting the fires of revolt in Ireland itself.
The Fenian Brotherhood Letter [9903230]44

Thus, the letters summarised under Topic 19 Military Conflict do not only exhibit a military

component, but in many cases also contain political statements, especially regarding the

development of the Irish state.

As has become apparent from the topics considered so far, the specific contexts in which these

topics occur can often not be readily determined on the basis of the associated keyword lists

alone. Nonetheless, the keywords output by the topic modelling algorithm allowed for valuable

conclusions to be drawn about the general thematic orientation of these topics. Some topics,

however, were more difficult to classify based on the associated keywords, as for instance Topic

7 Opportunities/Future Planning. As can be deduced from the letters grouped under this topic,

the writers of these letters do indeed tend to write about their future plans or upcoming changes

in their personal living situation, often marked by the keywords expect or intend:

I may perhaps have mentioned to you that for these last eighteen months or so a brother of my
former partner and his wife have been living with me. I have lately bought his farm and in a
short time he and his wife will be moving to a place about twenty miles from here, so I expect to
be entirely alone. It is true that my old partner and his wife live only a little over a mile from
here but I am afraid I will feel the want of company in the house [...] I expect they will all leave
for good in about two weeks. This district is getting to be quite settled up. Three years and one
half ago there was not one white settler within forty miles. Now there are twenty [...] five within
less than half that distance and we expect a further influx next Summer [...]
Alexander Robb, Nicola Lake, Canada to sister Susanna Robb. [9006026]

I intend to resign my situation [pack?] and start for Ireland. Where I hope to realize my
expectation in grinding Indian corn. I intend bringing one or two of these for [faimed?] mills

44 See also Halifax Repealers to Wm. Smith O’Brien, & His Reply. [9606051]; James Lucas, Philadelphia, to the Rev.
John Kenyon, Ireland. [9601196].
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with me. Ever if I should send my health failing I might possibly leave here before that time. I do
not intend to change my mind this time.
Hugh Quin, Handsborough, U.S.A to ’My Dear Friends’, Ireland. [9503053]

Passages of this kind containing explicit statements about future intentions are usually kept

relatively short, however. In most cases these letters rather relate to the writer’s current living

situation and accordingly show some overlap with the letters in Topic 8 Daily Life.

Perhaps more surprising are the letters grouped under Topic 10 Letter Contacts. The keyword

list for this topic consists mainly of month names, but also includes words like post, address

and date, which are typically found in letterheads. A closer look at the letters grouped here

revealed that a number of postcards are among them, which may not be very informative in

terms of content, but which provide valuable information regarding the respective sender and

addressee (see Frank Rogers, New York to Patrick Bloomer, Co Louth [0505003]; Neil [Rogers?],

New York to Patrick Bloomer, Co Louth [0505007]; Neil Rogers, New York to Patrick Bloomer, Co

Louth [0505006]). Apart from that, many of the letters collected under this topic curiously

enough contain all kinds of lists, for instance lists containing the dates of birth of emigrants,

lists of collected emigrant letters or lists of transported export goods (see Ellen Dunlop, Ontario,

to Rev. Alex. Kirkpatrick, Co Antrim [9003026]; Lists of Caldwell Family Letters [9309361];

Roland Redmond, [New York?] to [Name?], [Location?] [302001]). What is also striking is

that the letters found in this topic tend to contain considerably more name and date references

than letters that have been assigned to other topics (see for instance David Brown, Canada to

James Brown, Ballywalter [206270]). In addition, a number of letters in Topic 10 Letter Contacts

contain detailed editorial notes which often include date and place references as well as personal

details concerning the individuals mentioned in the letters (see Catherine Fitzgerald, New York,to

Mr.& Mrs. Cahill,Quebec. [9511086]; Manaseh Gallagher, New York, to Thomas Gallagher, Ohio,

U.S.A. [9802808]; Eliza Fitzgerald, New York, to Mary Fitzgerald Cahill, Quebec. [9511038]). The

unifying element between the letters collected within this topic therefore seems to lie less in the

actual letter contents, but rather in the wealth of names, places and dates listed therein. For

this reason, a title that adequately reflects this fact, such as Metainformation, would certainly be

more appropriate for Topic 10.

Thematically difficult to grasp was also Topic 13 Family Foundation. This topic contains

numerous keywords referring mainly to young family members, for instance girl, boy, child,

young and baby. A closer look at the letters belonging to it led to the surprising discovery

that about 20 of them had originally been written in French, with the English translation

added afterwards by the transcriber (see for instance O Bouligny, Michigan to A.W. Smyth,

Massachussetts [9912105]; O Bouligny, Mississippi to A. W. Smyth, Massachusetts [9912106];

O Bouligny, Mississipi, to Mrs. A.W. Smyth, New Orleans [9911099]). All these letters were

written by a certain O. Bouligny to her daughter, and they often concern the welfare of her

daughter or granddaughter or that of other relatives and friends:
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I hope that your next letter will be less discouraged, and that you [will think?] of your old
mother who loves you, and your little daughter who has only you in this world, and that that
gives you the courage you need, in order to bear the ordeals of this life; [...] Kiss my dear little
daughter for me, and to you, my dear daughter a thousand [kisses?] from the heart, from your
loving mother.
[O Bouligny? [Mississippi?] to [Mrs. A. W Smyth?] [New Orleans?] [9902176]

Since these letters achieve high percentages for the assigned topic, it is reasonable to assume

that many of the keywords associated with this topic originate from this particular letter series.

However, it remains puzzling as to why these originally French letters ended up in a database

of Irish emigrant letters.

Topic 17 Feelings also belongs to those topics that seem to be less clearly defined. The

keywords assigned to it, however, are mainly related to expressions of emotions, as can be

seen for instance with regard to the terms fear, pleasure and enjoy. A look at the letters

grouped under this topic reveals that 24 of them were written by a single person, a certain

Mary Cumming. Her letters are among those most strongly associated with the topic, which

suggests that its keywords have been significantly influenced by this particular letter series.

Indeed, Mary Cumming tends to take on a highly emotional and often enthusiastic tone in her

letters, for instance when describing how well she has already settled into her new surroundings:

I wish you had seen me, my beloved Margaret, when I received all your welcome letters [...] as I
sat down to read them there was not a happier creature in America. I felt real joy, for it was so
long since I heard from any of you. [...] I have now got over all my fatigue, and at present enjoy
excellent health. [...] I like the Petersburg ladies very much indeed, from what I can see there
seems to be a pleasing society here, but I will try and give you a description of those who have
already called on me. First, then there was [...] Mrs. Bell, who I think will be my great favourite
here. She is an elegant American, pleasing, gentle in her manners, she lives at a charming place
called Blandford, about half a mile from Petersburg.
Mary Cumming, Petersburg, [Va?] to Margaret Craig, Lisburn. [9006087]

Except for this specific letter series, however, it is difficult to discern thematic parallels in the

letters grouped here. This may be due to the fact that the keywords belonging to Topic 17

Feelings are somewhat vague, making it problematic to identify any specific thematic similarities

among the letters grouped there.

Perhaps the most challenging topic to define was Topic 20 Opportunities/Social Standing.

This difficulty arose mainly from the fact that the keywords associated with this topic touch

on a variety of different thematic contexts, making it problematic to determine the focus of

the topic based on these keywords alone. However, it was possible to identify a number of

individual letter series from different writers within the topic. For instance, 17 letters were

written to a certain David McClorg, most of them by his son Robert McClorg, and 14 letters

were addressed to one James Horner. In the letters to his father, Robert McClorg, who had

emigrated to the United States sometime around the year 1820, describes the difficult situation
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in which many emigrants find themselves after their arrival and tells of the difficulties he himself

had to overcome in order to make a living:

Dear Father mother and family you may probably think me ungrateful and inconsiderate as also
having succeeded ill in this country when many less time here than I am have sent something
home before this time I am most uncommonly mortified that it is not in my power to send you
something [...] for one year I have made little and hardly held my [own?] coming to Philadelphia
I took a house at 50 dollars per year and did not succeed well in obtaining good pay from my
employer by whom I was treated most shamefully [...] this country is far from what it has been
sometime ago [...] I spent money and travelled far in this Country to get good situations and
found them very scarce [...]
Robert McClorg, Pennsylvania, to David McClorg, Templemoyle [8905188]

While the letters considered so far have contained largely positive accounts of the emigrants’

new home and the living conditions they encountered there, Robert McClorg’s letters strike a

far more disillusioned tone and offer fascinating insights into the adversities faced by many

emigrants from Europe:

Business of every kind is dull here at present, & wages very low. Emigration to this country for
the present year has (in my opinion) wisely diminished, you may no doubt think I wrote hard
and unfavourable of the Country in my first letters, but nothing was said, more than the voice
of the public and a thorough experience of many here [...] with regard to this country I cannot
advise any person to come to it [...]
Robert McClorg, Pennsylvania, to David McClorg, Templemoyle [8905187]

The letters of James Horner from the early 1800s generally express a more positive tone than

those written by Robert McClorg. But even in these letters there is a somewhat reserved

undertone regarding potential emigration plans to North America:

should any of my brothers think it prudent and come over here I might be the means of getting
them into business if they would be satisfied to leave their parents and relations but should I
advise them and things turn out contrary to their expectation I should be blamed, and probably
might be the cause of their unhappiness for life. Nevertheless if they think proper and venture as
I have done I am led to believe they will live in more opulence than ever they can do in Ireland.
James Horner, Vienna, Maryland to Thomas Horner, Bovevagh. [9006135]

Similarly, other letters grouped under this topic also include warnings to friends and relatives

still in Ireland not to follow the writer’s example, or at least to be aware that North America

may not be the Promised Land that people in Europe might expect (see Will. & Ann Forrest,

Philadelphia To David McClorg, Templemoyle [8905204]; Robert Wray, Washington County, To

His Family, Coleraine. [arg2]) [8901007]; R. W. Smith [Smyth?], Philadelphia, to W. Smyth

[Smith?], Moycraig, Co. Antrim. [9503251]). Thus, the main focus of this topic seems to be on

the hoped-for opportunities of the emigrants, but also on the difficulties many of them faced

when trying to make a living abroad.
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3.4 Topic Distributions

After the topics had been categorised more accurately with regard to their respective contexts,

a more detailed investigation of their distribution throughout the entire IELC was carried out.

An important factor in this context was the question of which topics were most prominently

represented in the entire corpus. This would make it possible to gain a more comprehensive

picture of what the main topics of conversation were in the emigrant letters. For this purpose, a

frequency distribution of the dominant topics assigned to the letters in the IELC was generated

(see JN: 6_topic_modelling.ipynb, ‘6. Topic visualisations’). These absolute topic frequencies are

shown in Figure 5 below.

Figure 5: Frequency Distribution of Topics in the IELC

The topic numbers are displayed on the x-axis, while the
y-axis indicates their respective frequency in the corpus

As becomes evident from this graph, by far the most prevalent topic is Topic 6 News, which was

identified as the dominant topic in a total of 310 letters. Given the fact that the main purpose

of letters is to help maintain contact with loved ones separated by geographical distances, the
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frequent occurrence of this topic does indeed seem plausible. However, it must be kept in mind

that a closer look at Topic 6 News has revealed that this topic is dominated by a specific letter

series related to a certain Anna Weir (see section 3.3 Contextual Topic Analyses). Therefore,

it seems likely that the frequent occurrence of this topic in the corpus can be attributed to the

large number of letters included in this series. The apparent dominance of this topic in the IELC

must therefore be viewed with caution.

In addition to Topic 6 News, the most frequently occuring topics are Topic 18 Agriculture,

Topic 15 Family Greetings, Topic 11 Finances/Trade, Topic 20 Opportunities/Social Standing, and

Topic 16 Bureaucracy/Legal Matters, each of which was identified as the dominant topic in about

200 letters. Similar to Topic 6 News, Topic 11 Finances/Trade and Topic 20 Opportunities/Social

Standing also contain individual letter series which might be at least partially responsible for

the frequent occurrence of these topics. The frequent appearance of Topic 18 Agriculture, on the

other hand, may be explained by the fact that many Irish emigrants made their living as farmers

in their new homeland, either on their own farms or as farm hands. Topic 15 Family Greetings

belongs to the thematically less coherent topics output by the topic modelling algorithm, which

makes it difficult to draw any conclusions as to why it appears among the most frequent topics.

Perhaps its high frequency can be attributed to the many family designations and formulaic

greetings contained in this topic, which are found in numerous emigrant letters in the IELC.

Furthermore, the frequent occurrence of this topic may be interpreted as an indication that the

maintenance of family ties was of great importance both for the emigrants themselves as well as

for the relatives who had stayed behind in Ireland. Perhaps more surprising is the fact that

Topic 16 Bureaucracy/Legal Matters appears among the most frequent topics. As discussed

in the previous section, this topic contains for the most part professional correspondences.

The high degree of thematic coherence displayed by the letters grouped under this topic may

explain its frequent appearance in the IELC, since these letters are clearly distinguishable from

other, more personal letters. Additionally, professional letters like those contained in Topic 16

Bureaucracy/Legal Matters tend to have a clear thematic focus and therefore exhibit less internal

variation, making them easier for the topic modelling algorithm to categorise. Least frequent,

with under 100 assigned documents each, are Topic 17 Feelings, Topic 3 Settlement and Topic

14 Armed Conflict. The latter both represent thematically quite specialised topics, which may be

the reason why they are among the least common ones.

Due to the fact that there is considerable overlap between the individual topics output by the

topic modelling algorithm, it was also possible to create a broader proportional distribution of

topics across the entire corpus as shown in Figure 6 on page 46. This division into nine broader

thematic areas was achieved by merging related topics (see JN: 6_topic_modelling.ipynb, ‘6.

Topic visualisations’). From the compound topic titles it can be deduced which topics have been

combined. For instance, the topic Legal Matters & Trade combines letters that were placed into

Topic 16 Bureaucracy/Legal Matters and Topic 11 Finances/Trade respectively.
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Figure 6: Broader Proportional Topic Distribution of the IELC

The topic titled Miscellaneous contains letters that were grouped into Topic 17 Feelings and Topic

10 Letter Contacts. Both of these topics exhibit little thematic coherence and therefore it was

not possible to assign them to any of the broader thematic areas.

As becomes evident from this broader proportional distribution of topics, most of the

correspondence falls into the thematic category Family Affairs, which represents the largest

thematic area with 15%. A similarly high percentage is achieved by the thematic domains News

& Daily Life and Legal Matters & Trade. These findings indicate that family matters, as well as

accounts of day-to-day events, are particularly common in the Irish emigrant letters examined

here. In addition, the size of the topic area Legal Matters & Trade demonstrates that there was

always a lively professional exchange going on between the emigrants and their Irish homeland.

However, Figure 6 also clearly shows that the individual topic areas are distributed more or less

evenly across the entire corpus, without there being a single dominant thematic area.
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4 Discussion

With regard to the central research question underlying the present study, that is whether it is

possible to identify common topics in an electronic corpus of Irish emigrant letters by means

of a fully automated topic modelling algorithm, the results obtained demonstrate that this is

indeed possible. Despite the fact that the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus compiled for this study

contains documents written by people from a variety of social and economic backgrounds and

spans a period of several centuries, the algorithm employed here was able to detect thematic

similarities and overlaps between these letters. With the help of the topic model used, it was

thus possible to gain insights into the contents of a significantly larger amount of text data

than has been possible in previous studies on Irish emigrant letters. In addition, the results

provided by the algorithm made it possible to outline a proportional distribution of topics

throughout the entire corpus, allowing conclusions to be drawn as to which topics were of

particular importance to the emigrants. Based on these results, it can be assumed that family

matters as well as accounts of day-to-day life constituted the most important components

in the Irish emigrant letters. One of the main purposes of the correspondences examined

was thus to keep friends and relatives who had stayed behind in Ireland informed about

any new developments in the life of the emigrant and in so doing to overcome the virtually

insurmountable geographical distance between sender and recipient. In addition, a number of

more specific topics emerged, offering fascinating insights into certain aspects of the emigrants’

lives. For instance, the topic Landscapes contains accounts of the breathtaking countryside the

Irish settlers explored in their new homelands, whereas the topic Armed Conflict includes reports

of more or less peaceful encounters with the indigenous population. Interestingly, in addition

to a multitude of private letters, the corpus compiled for this study also contains a significant

number of purely professional correspondences, as seen for instance in the letters grouped under

the topics Finances/Trade and Bureaucracy/Legal Matters.

However, as pointed out in section 3.2 Topic Interpretations, the thematic coherence and thus

the recognisability of the various topics output by the algorithm varied considerably. While the

majority of topics obtained displayed a high or medium degree of thematic coherence, making

it possible to identify their main focus without greater difficulty, a few topics seemed to be too

heterogeneous to be classified reliably. More precisely, 5 of the 20 topics produced presented

classification problems. This was mainly due to the fact that the keywords contained in these

topics seemed to originate from a variety of different thematic contexts making it difficult to

find a single umbrella label for them. These topics were eventually labelled Opportunities/Social

Standing, Feelings, Family Foundation, Letter Contacts and Opportunities/Future Planning. A

closer look at the letters assigned to these topics revealed a number of surprising findings. For
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instance, a closer look at the letters grouped under Family Foundation showed that these mostly

belonged to a letter series of one particular writer, and had originally been written in French,

with the English translation added subsequently. Similarly, topics Opportunities/Social Standing

and Feelings contained letter series from specific writers. These examples illustrate the extent

to which individual letter series had an influence on the identification of certain topics. Even

among the more coherent topics some were found that had strongly been shaped by a certain

series of letters, most noticeably for instance the topic News. The fact that letters revolving

around a single person tend to end up in the same topic can be regarded as an indication

of the thematic similarities observable in such letter series. Conversely, this discovery also

indicates that the keyword lists output by the topic modelling algorithm were influenced to

varying degrees by such individual letter series, which in some cases appears to have affected

the interpretability of the output topics.

Another factor that proved to be decisive for the interpretation of the individual topics was

their respective context. In order to examine the contextual embeddings of the distinct topics in

greater detail, it was necessary to take a look at the letters that had been assigned to them. In

doing so, it became clear that it was not always possible to infer all aspects of a given topic from

the keywords associated with it, not even for topics that had been attributed a high or medium

degree of coherence. For instance, a closer look at the letters grouped under the topic Daily Life

revealed that these letters did not only deal with the daily routines of the emigrants in their

new homelands, but also contained detailed reports about daily life on board the ships with

which the Irish settlers had crossed the Atlantic. A more in-depth contextual examination of the

individual topics output by the topic modelling algorithm therefore proved to be an important

step in order to be able to draw more reliable conclusions about the thematic scope of the entire

Irish Emgirant Letter Corpus.

In comparison with Moreton’s manual approach to topic labelling the Lough letters (2016), it

becomes evident that there exist striking overlaps between the topics identified by Moreton and

those found by the topic modelling algorithm applied to the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus. Table

3 on page 49 serves to illustrate these thematic overlaps, with Moreton’s topic designations in

the left column and the thematically equivalent topic titles from the IELC in the right column.45

This table shows that, although both studies use two fundamentally different methodological

approaches, a considerable number of the topics identified in both cases show contextual

similarities. Of course, the overlaps found do not always yield a perfect one-to-one match,

which is partly due to the fact that Moreton’s manual topic analysis was conducted in a much

more granular manner than was possible when using a fully automated approach. Nevertheless,

Table 3 clearly shows that the thematic range found in the letters of one individual emigrant is

indeed reflected in a considerably larger corpus of Irish emigrant correspondences.

45 Note that the observed similarities between the individual topics are not so much based on the titles given, but
rather on the thematic contexts they cover.
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Topic Lough Letters Equivalent Topic from the IELC

Family and Friends Family/Life Cycle, Family Greetings

Religion Spirituality

Work Working Life

Weather and Seasons Daily Life

Greeting Family Greetings

Deaths Spirituality, Family/Life Cycle

News Event News

Daily Life Daily Life

Migration Settlement

Transportation Sea Voyage

Education Education

Table 3: Thematic Overlaps Between the Lough Letters and the IELC

Among the topics identified in the IELC, but which in turn are not found in Moreton’s

study, are those in which predominantly professional correspondences were grouped, such

as Finances/Trade and Bureaucracy/Legal Matters. This can be attributed to the fact that the

Lough letter series consists of private correspondence only, conducted between Julia Lough and

her family. Politically oriented topics that can be seen in the IELC, for instance in the topic

Military Conflict, are also underrepresented in the Lough letters. In contrast, a number of topics

identified in the Lough letters exhibit a much more personal character than those detected in the

IELC, as can be seen in topics such as Homesickness and Separation, Identity and Recollections.

The absence of these topics from the IELC suggests that certain topics in the Lough letter series

are indeed of a very personal nature and therefore do not emerge in a corpus of emigrant letters

which is much larger and considerably more heterogeneous in terms of its writers. This does

not mean that personal topics do not exist at all in the IELC. However, with the help of the

automated topic modelling algorithm used in the present study it was not possible to identify

such highly individual topics. Instead, the algorithm is only able to detect larger thematic units

that run through the entire corpus, while individual contexts are not taken into account.

Indeed, due to its relatively simple calculation basis, topic modelling remains a controversially

discussed technique among corpus linguists. The main concern is that its purely statistical

approach might not be sufficient to adequately identify and represent context-sensitive thematic

structures (Brookes and McEnery, 2019). In fact, the lack of contextual links became apparent in

a number of topics output by the algorithm. For this reason, supplementing the interpretation of

the topics with a manual close-reading strategy proved to be an effective means of compensating

for this lack of contextual references and helped to gain more profound insights into the contents
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of the distinct topics. Nevertheless, despite this lack of contextual information, the topics output

by the algorithm proved to be a valuable starting point for obtaining an overview of the thematic

diversity of the entire Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus.

In spite of the generally promising results obtained with this combined strategy of topic

modelling and close reading, the current study is also subject to a number of limitations, which

are primarily related to the database used. On the one hand, as mentioned earlier, only a

very limited amount of metadata was available for the text documents examined here, which

made any chronological, geographical or person-related categorisations of the individual letters

extremely difficult. To some extent, it was possible to overcome this problem by carrying out

a series of computer-aided quantitative analyses, which contributed significantly to a better

understanding of the internal composition of the corpus under investigation. These analyses

made it possible, for instance, to draw up a rough chronological distribution of the Irish

emigrant letters used. Furthermore, with the help of a Named Entity Recogniser, it was possible

to systematically extract the locations mentioned by the letter writers and thus gain an overview

of the geographical distribution of the letters. Finally, the quantitative analyses performed on

the corpus also made it possible to examine the letters with regard to their respective text

lengths, which provided a more accurate picture of the internal structure of the entire corpus.

Due to the lack of systematically annotated and extractable metadata, however, these analyses

were only able to provide a rough overview of the corpus, while a more detailed classification

remained impossible. In particular, due to the lack of accessible metadata, it was not possible to

automatically extract information on the respective writers and recipients of the letters. These

details, as far as known, were included in the titles of the individual letters. Unfortunately, this

was done in such an unsystematic manner that it was impossible to retrieve this information

reliably later with the help of automated techniques.46

The imperfect digital preparation of the letters provided by the Irish Emgiration Database

becomes apparent in other areas as well. The analyses conducted as part of the current

study revealed, for instance, that there is not always a one-to-one correspondence between

the individual database entries and the number of letters contained in each entry. While in

most cases each database entry consists of a single letter transcript, this rule does not apply

to all entries contained in the IED. In a few cases, a single database entry contains several

letters or letter extracts instead, which were usually written by the same person (see for

instance Letters of Francis Makemie [201113]; Pieces of letters from John Ferguson to Samuel

Parkes [201001008]). Although these cases represent only a minority of the entries retrieved

from the IED, it is important to be aware of this problem when looking at the results obtained

from the computer-aided analyses performed in this study. Furthermore, the conducted analyses

46 The main problem here was the lack of a clear separation between information concerning the author of a
given letter and information relating to the respective addressee. Without such a necessary separation of the
data, it would have been impossible to say with any certainty whether the extracted information refers to the
author, the addressee or perhaps even to a third party mentioned in the letter.
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revealed that a number of identical letters are listed more than once in the database, although

each time with a different document identifier.47 These cases, even though they too constitute

only a minority, are problematic in that the repeated occurrence of the same letter contents and

thus of the same words may influence the keyword lists output by the topic modelling algorithm

and thus possibly distort the recognised topics.

Another problematic factor with regard to the letter transcripts provided by the IED was the

lack of any uniform transcription guidelines. For the present study, it was possible to overcome

this problem by employing Regular Expressions, which proved to be a highly effective means for

normalising the transcripts obtained. However, this method was not able to solve the occurrence

of larger editorial insertions, which in some cases had been added to the emigrant letters. These

passages usually served to supply additional information regarding the author or recipient of

a particular letter, or they contained information about the condition and appearance of the

original letter (see for instance Patrick Fitzgerald, New York, to Michael Cahill, Quebec [9511089];

Eliza Fitzgerald, New York to Michael Cahill, Quebec. [9511085]). Unfortunately, these editorial

passages have been included in the running text of the letters themselves, making it impossible

to extract them systematically. It is remarkable, though, that many of the letters containing such

detailed editorial notes can be found in the topic Letter Contacts, which suggests that they were

indeed a decisive factor in the formation of this topic.

These shortcomings inherent in the documents made available by the IED clearly demonstrate

the importance of a thorough and systematic digitisation of historical texts. Nowadays, it

simply is no longer sufficient to upload only the raw, unprocessed transcripts. Instead, much

more sophisticated preparation and annotation steps have to be performed in order to facilitate

academic work on such documents. The preprocessing steps employed in the present project

made it possible to solve many of the described difficulties efficiently. Nevertheless, the full

potential of emigrant letters as a digital historical resource could not be exploited due to the

previously outlined weaknesses of the database used.

In view of the limitations concerning the digital source material available for the current

study, it is all the more important to emphasise the quality of the results that the topic modelling

algorithm employed in the present study was able to deliver. Despite the difficult historical text

material, the lack of available metadata and inconsistencies in the database used, many of the

topics produced exhibited a high degree of internal coherence and thus proved to be a valuable

resource for the thematic exploration of the Irish Emigrant Letter Corpus.

47 See for instance letters Andrew Greenlees, Ottawa Illinois, to His Brother. [8911024] and Andrew Greenlees,
Ottawa [?], to ’Dear Brother’ [9903002]; Letter from John & Mitilda Ferguson, Philadelphia, to Joseph &
Elisa [200912003] and Letter from John & Mitilda Ferguson, Philadelphia, to Joseph & Elisa [200911003].
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5 Conclusion

The present research project aimed to explore the thematic composition of a corpus of 3,247

Irish emigrant letters, comprising a total of about 2.1 million tokens, by using topic modelling

as a fully automated methodology for the identification of thematic patterns. This approach

was supplemented by a manual close-reading procedure in order to review the topics identified

by the computer and to be able to classify them more accurately in relation to their respective

contexts. From the results obtained it can be concluded that topic modelling algorithms prove

to be a valuable tool for the explorative investigation of large amounts of text data. Most

importantly, this method makes it possible to gain insights into the thematic spectrum of corpora

which, due to their size alone, would be impossible for a single human reader to comprehend

in their entirety. At the same time, the results also demonstrate how important it is to take

into account the respective contexts in which the topics output by the algorithm are embedded.

Only with the help of such contextual background information was it possible to specify the

output topics more accurately. By combining the methodology of topic modelling with a manual

close-reading strategy, it was eventually possible to interpret the individual topics meaningfully

and thus to compensate for the method’s inherent neglect of contextual information, which in

previous studies has been one of the main points of criticism regarding the methodology (see

for instance Brookes and McEnery, 2019).

Given the large size of the data set in question, the usage of computer-based methods for

its compilation and analysis was the only feasible option. Yet, as the current study has also

shown, an extensive preprocessing procedure was necessary in order to convert the individual

letter transcripts available from the IED into a usable electronic corpus. In this context, the web

scraping algorithm employed proved to be an efficient means for the automated collection of

the text data needed. Moreover, the clean-up measures carried out on the corpus, such as the

systematic replacement of misspelled word forms, the use of an adapted stopword list as well

as the application of a suitable lemmatiser, turned out to be effective techniques for creating as

homogeneous a text basis as possible. All of these preprocessing steps, as well as the subsequent

quantitative analyses, were performed with the help of the Python programming language,

which was found to be a viable choice for the tasks at hand. The topic model generated for

this study was implemented and optimised using the functionalities provided by the MALLET

software package. The topic modelling algorithm offered by MALLET can easily be integrated

into Python and proved to be a useful tool for the thematic exploration of the Irish Emigrant

Letter Corpus.

With regard to the topics obtained by the algorithm, it becomes apparent that the thematic

range of the emigrant letters examined was indeed manifold. Most letters were sorted into
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topics related to the exchange of news, family or work matters, suggesting that these aspects

played a particularly important role in the emigrants’ correspondences. The results also show

that there was a lively exchange of business-related letters between the emigrants and their

old homeland, which for the most part concerned trading relations or the settlement of legal

matters. Other topics included accounts of the arduous passage across the Atlantic, captivating

landscape descriptions or reports on international political and military conflicts. A surprising

discovery made with regard to the topics produced is the fact that letters written by the same

author tended to be grouped under the same topic. The influence that these individual letter

series exerted on the topics output by the algorithm cannot be determined with any certainty,

which is why this aspect should be investigated more closely in future studies. Despite this

limitation, the methodology employed provided a comprehensive overview of the thematic

diversity found in the emigrant letters studied. Due to the comparatively large data set used,

the topics found allow for more universal conclusions to be drawn regarding the contents of

these correspondences than has been possible in earlier studies. In this context, it is particularly

noteworthy that the topic modelling algorithm employed was able to deliver meaningful results

in spite of the high diversity of the corpus texts in terms of their length and chronological

distribution. Also, the fact that the algorithm was able to detect a wide range of topics despite

the absence of any available meta information underlines the main strength of this methodology,

which lies in its ability to run on any type of text collection, regardless of the nature of these

texts, the language used and without the need for any additional annotations.

However, as the current study demonstrates, the usefulness of automated methods increases

with the quality of the digital preparation of the corpus in question. Therefore, the importance

of providing systematic annotations for digital corpora cannot be stressed enough. The lack

of any meta information on the letters obtained from the IED must therefore be considered

one of the main limiting factors regarding the current study.48 Another difficulty that had

to be overcome in the course of the current project was to obtain the required text material

in digital form. The availability of digitised historical text data is an ongoing issue in the

field of corpus-based research and has to be considered another major limiting factor in the

computer-aided exploitation of these text sources. Despite the development of new open access

models, the accessibility of many digital historical text collections is still restricted by paywalls

or copyright regulations, making it difficult to work with these documents. It would therefore

be desirable that future projects dealing with the digitisation of historical text sources take

these aspects into account and will make an effort to provide freely usable, adequately digitised

text collections that allow researchers to explore these resources with the modern technologies

available today.

48 Efforts in this area are currently being undertaken by O’Leary and Moreton (2017), which means that
corresponding metadata on the Irish emigrant letters collected in the IED will hopefully be available in the
foreseeable future.
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In this context, the present research project was also able to show how computer-aided

methods can be used profitably to collect, preprocess and finally examine large amounts of

text data. With the help of the automated methods used, the number of emigrant letters

investigated could be increased significantly compared to previous studies in this area. Future

research in this field may want to adopt the automated approach outlined here in order to

systematically examine the thematic scope of emigrant correspondences from other countries

and compare the results obtained with those presented here. This way it would be possible

to draw conclusions as to the extent to which there exist parallels regarding the thematic

distribution of individual emigrant letter collections. Moreover, as this study has shown, a

crucial factor to which future research in this area needs to pay special attention is the specific

contexts in which the output topics are embedded. A combination of automated methods with

manual, human-guided interpretations is therefore recommended. Alternatively, it might prove

beneficial to use more context-sensitive computer-aided methods such as n-gram analyses or

concordances to compensate for the lack of context inherent in the topic modelling methodology

(Manning and Schütze, 1999). Since the computer-based study of emigrant letter collections is

still in its infancy, it remains to be seen which methodologies will ultimately deliver the most

promising and reliable results.

In conclusion, the present study was able to show that topic modelling constitutes a valuable

exploratory methodology for the investigation of thematic patterns in large electronic corpora.

With the help of this fully automated technique it was possible to identify a number of distinct

topics in a historical corpus of Irish emigrant letters and thus gain a deeper understanding

of the various thematic aspects contained therein. A more precise contextual classification of

these topics was achieved by means of a close-reading strategy, which proved to be an effective

instrument for refining the output topics further. Particularly noteworthy in this context is the

fact that topic modelling algorithms are capable of working with raw text corpora, for which

only very little additional information is available. This fact makes topic modelling an excellent

methodology for explorative approaches, as pursued in the present study. At the same time,

however, this project has also demonstrated the need to constantly review the results achieved

with the help of automated methods and, above all, to always take into account the specific

contexts in which these results are to be viewed.

Consequently, when working with computer-aided methods, it is essential to apply them

in a purposeful manner, bearing in mind the potential, but also the limitations of these

techniques. Topic modelling algorithms are certainly no out of the box miracle tools, but

require considerable effort in terms of the preprocessing techniques and parameter settings

used as well as a fundamental understanding of what can actually be expected from the

results obtained. In particular, this also implies that topic modelling does not provide any

ready-made interpretations, but rather offers quantitatively meaningful indications of what

might be expected from the contents of a given corpus. Accordingly, this methodology can
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be used most profitably in the context of explorative research approaches, when little is known

about the documents at hand. However, it should be applied much more cautiously when it

comes to answering specific research questions, as for such purposes the loss of contextual

information might be too great in the results delivered (Underwood, 2012, ‘What are the limits

of probabilistic topic modeling?’). Although the emigrant letters examined in this study can

only convey a fragmented picture of the diverse experiences made by the many Irish settlers

who dared to venture into the unknown, they nevertheless offer some fascinating insights into

the worries and hardships, hopes and aspirations of these people. As such, the digitisation of

historical emigrant letters and the studies associated with them make an important contribution

to saving the life stories and memories of these people and preserving their unique migration

experiences for future generations.
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Figure 9: Exemplary Letter Excerpt Before Preprocessing

Samual Morton, U.S.A. to Thomas Greer, Dungannon. [201115]
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Figure 10: Exemplary Letter Excerpt After Performed Regular Expression Substitutions

Samual Morton, U.S.A. to Thomas Greer, Dungannon. [201115]
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A.2 Letter Excerpts

Topic 1 Working Life:
As regards ourselves we are all well and at work but [...] all work is dull and the pay is small I
am only getting 3 dollars per day [...] and the [there?]are thousands here cannot get any work
[...]
Letter from John Ferguson, Philadelphia, to Friends [200912002]

Topic 2 Sea Voyage:
I promised before I left you that I would give you a full account of every thing [everything?]
that happened during the Voyage [...] On Sat 22d May I came on Board in the even[faded]
[evening?] and the next morning about nine O Clock we weighed anchor and set sail [...]
Robert Love, Petersburg, Va. to John Love, Banbridge. [9006248]

Topic 3 Settlement:
The United States have lately bought from a nation of friendly Indians, called the Chocktaws
and Cherokees a large tract of their country, about 250 miles west of this. This land has been
lately sold [...] to the highest bidders [...] it is said to be the best land now in possession on
the continent of America. This has caused such a spirit of emigration amongst the people of the
eastern States, as to allow no peace of mind among them till they go and visit this new country;
and numbers who have bought land there [...] and are seen, since last autumn, daily passing
through this town in crowds, with all their family and cattle, going to this place, called the
Alabama territory [...] which but a little time ago was the home of the savage.
Letter from Danville, Kentucky, to Lifford, Ireland. [9410149]

Topic 4 Education:
We write this to you, by our beloved Friend Zebulon Heston, whose Mind being influenced with
the Love of Christ and constrained thereby, engages him to go and visit you [...] to express
something of the Goodness of God, which he hath known to preserve him from his Youth to this
Day [...] We hope you will receive him as our true Friend & Brother. [...] Your desire of having
some religious Instructors for your Children we very heartily approve, and as you have been
before informed, whenever we can find any rightly qualified, & willing to undertake the service,
we intend to assist & encourage them.
Israel Pemberton, Philadelphia, to the Delaware Indians [9909161]

Topic 5 Family/Life Cycle:
Dear Father I will proceed to give you an account of myself as you already know I lived with my
cousin Wm. [William?] Colhoun of Clarkesville the first five years that I was in this country
[...] I then went into the country and commenced teaching school which business I still follow-
in 1822 I married a wife whose name was Clarke and thanks be to God she has and continues
to be a help meet [mate?] for me- I have five children the eldest is a boy and the other four are
Girls- I still continue to have bad health though not so as to confine me to bed- [...] You request
to know what became of your Brother Johns wife and family I will comply with so far as I am
acquainted [...]
William Colhoun, Washington Co. Pa to his father, Co. Donegal. [9006200]
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Topic 6 News:
I suppose you have heard the news I was down town with Miss Cunningham last evening and
had a good time [...] I hope you are not offended about it and I would like to see you to have a
good hold [old?] chat with you and tell you the news what they had to say to me while you was
gone there was a party came to me to day and said you was getting new dress made and they
wanted to know if it was the wedding dress and I said of cause [course?] it was I have a whole
hat full of news to tell you
George R. Wood, Pontiac to Miss Annie Weir [?] [9905080]

Topic 7 Opportunities/Future Planning:
M Matthews has returned from the Springs [...] He will stay here untill [until?] sometime in
november and there he leaves for Baltimore I have not heard the particular day he leaves but he
could have told you that when he came for the day and the day of the month that he intends
leaving [...]
Wm. McElderry, Virginia to Brother [T McElderry, Ballymoney?] [9007077]

Topic 8 Daily Life:
We have fine weather now & very pleasant, bright days & quite warm — frosty nights & cold
mornings but till a few days ago we had what is called here a cold spell or a cold snap. Oh such
a north wind will blow in through doors & windows, which are very far from being air & rain
proof – it blew in through the very walls, they are so thin. I wore a head shawl all day long &
sat by the stove when I could [...]
M. Anderson, Wichita, to Her Mother Baltinglass, Co. Wicklow [9411016]

Topic 9 Landscapes:
The western portion of Oregon is of some importance for Farming, grazing and lumbering there
are some fine Plains or Prairies with that portion on the streams covered with the largest and
finest Timber on the Continent Comprised of White, Red & Yellow Fir, Bedona, Pine & Cedar. I
have seen many trees from 250 to 300 feet high. Oregon city 12 miles above this place on the
East side of this River is the largest Town in the Territory contains about 400 in population [...]
George W. Bell, Oregon, to Sarah Bell, Ohio, U.S.A [9802476]

Topic 10 Letter Contacts:
My dear Alex, I received the list of names you asked for in your last letter - Henry who keeps all
the records sent it to me last week - I send it as it came, but with the additional names he was
without - those marked X were gone, all most all in their Infancy - yet those spared are growing
up fast into young men & women [...]
1st. Anna Maria Stewart born 12th September 1817
2nd. Ellinor Susannah Stewart born 10th October 1819
3rd. Elizabeth Augusta Stewart born 22nd November 1821 [...]
Ellen Dunlop, Ontario, to Rev. Alex. Kirkpatrick, Co Antrim [9003026]

Topic 11 Finances/Trade:
On the 16th March I paid the Storage on the 80 [82?] Bales of Cotton from 13 Dec. to 13th
instant $246.00 - On the 25th April ulto [ultimo?] in Consequence of the rapid depreciation
of the Notes of the Confederate States (300 for 1) which was the only money in circulation, the
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Bank of Augusta declared a Dividend (in anticipation of the usual time next month) of 12Ã‚Â«$
p [per?] share, that such of the Stockholders as had the oppy [opportunity?] of using it, might
be able to do so [...]
R. Campbell, U.S.A. to W. J. C. Allen, Belfast. [9802466]

Topic 12 Spirituality:
Dear Sir we have been very Sad since the 24th of the last month in which occured [occurred?]
the death of our only daughter she was 9 years 6 months & 15 days old she was a very bright
Intiligent [intelligent?] child She was bed fast since the 10th of Aug [August?] last & Blind all
that time up to her death when it pleased Jesus to take her from darkness into his marvelous
[marvellous?] light to be with him for ever Oh what a blessed thought to know that she is in the
Savours [Saviours?] care where she will have no more pain nor no more darkness to endure [...]
it was hard to part with her but [...] our paryer [prayer?] was Gods will be done in which way
he seen [saw?] best [...] I truly can say the Lord was with us & comforted us in our affliction
[...]
William John Irvine, Copenhagen, NY to Rev. Kirkpatrick. [9003024]

Topic 13 Family Foundation:
My darling May. If ever I knew what it was to be thankful...! I do assure you, words fail me to
that degree that I positively hardly can write this letter. Between our darling boy’s safety, and
Hessie’s and her baby’s too. This idea of a baby belonging to this family! I call it simply splendid.
Never in my born life did I get such a surprise. And two such things to come out of one envelope,
as your letter about Hessie, and that absolutely beautiful letter of our boy’s.
Agnes Shakespeare (Nesta), Alberta to May (Higginson?) [9909231]

Topic 14 Armed Conflict:
In the first place I hope you received my letter dated 24th August from Georgetown; I think very
likely you did not as the mail carrier was chased for 10 miles by the Indians. In that letter I told
you of the rising of the Sioux Indians and of the massacre at Fort Ridgley, and of our drive across
the Prairie to escape them [...] As I told you in my last letter, we were to leave Georgetown the
day after I wrote, in the steamer for Fort Garry [...] and I got my things on board, and went
down to sleep [...] when I was disturbed by talking in the next cabin (the Captain’s) and I heard
the words Sioux, and Attack us, so I got up to hear what was the matter, when I found that
two soldiers had just arrived with a message from Fort Abercromby that the Sioux were round
there and in great number, that they were killing all the whites they could lay hands on, that the
Coach [...] which crossed us at Breckenridge had been stopped within 5 miles of that place, the
passengers all killed and the horses taken, that then the Sioux had gone on to Breckenridge and
had killed all the people there, and had then gone on to Fort Abercromby [...]
Samuel Bruce, Manitoba to James [Bruce, Belfast?]. [9405008]

Topic 15 Family Greetings:
Dear Mother time will not alow [allow?] me to say anything more at this time youl [you will?]
pleas [please?] give our love to Mr Porter and famely [family?] you pleas [please?] give our
love to unkel [uncle?] Horner and famely [family?] We now goin [join?] in sending our love
to Mother sister Rebecca and famely [family?] also Brother Walter and famely [family?] also
Brother John and famely [family?] you giv [give?] our love to all our friends and Nebours
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[neighbours?] we have Nothing more to say at present youl [you will?] pleas [please?] rite
[write?] soon and giv [give?] us all the News
Samuel Laird & Brothers, Philadelphia To Parents [Ireland?] [9002006]

Topic 16 Bureaucracy/Legal Matters:
This Indenture made the 1st day of January 1875 Between Robert McMinn of Fort Richardson
Texas in the United States of America Esq [Esquire] of the one part and John Hughes of Coleraine
in the County of Londonderry Butcher of the other part Whereas by lease bearing date the 25th
March 1876 Robert Galt therein described as of Coleraine in the County of Londonderry Merchant
deceased unto James Hamill therein described as of Coleraine aforesaid Innholder and to his heirs
the [heredetanients?] & premises therein [...]
Robert McMinn, Texas, to John Hughes, Coleraine, Jan. 1875 [9309132]

Topic 17 Feelings:
I wish my dear James saw how comfortably I am settled in my new habitation. Everything in it
is as neat as possible. I am very much pleased with America and the people I have met with I like
and admire very much indeed. The American ladies are in general elegant, accomplished and
well-informed. Their manners are extremely pleasing, there are a good many of this description
in Petersburg who have visited me since I arrived, and I think I shall have a very pleasing society.
Mary Cumming, Petersburg to James Craig, Ireland. [9405203]

Topic 18 Agriculture:
I planted out about an acre with fruit trees; such as apples pears plumes [plums?] peaches
cherries these all do as wel [well?] in this country as I ever saw them them in Ireland if not
better our verieteys [varieties?] are very good the trees grio [grow?] quick and bear soon I
have had about 60 bushel on mine this season I allso [also?] Carry on a flour and vegible
[vegetable?] garden all of which do well in this country we have a great many kinds of both
that woul [would?] not grow in Ireland; farm stock of all kinds do well in this country and is
very healthey [healthy?] I have had none that died of bad health in nine years that I have been
farming in Canada [...]
Nathaniel Carrothers, Canada, to W. Carrothers, Co Fermanagh [8809087]

Topic 19 Military Conflict:
news are scarce at present though I would infer from what I can gather that we are on the
eve of great events Mr Clellan has been superseded miserable slow fellow he ought to have been
[court?] [mar?]tialed and shot. the rebels were to [too?] [quick?] for every time he has been
in command of the grand army of the [Potomac?] [...] he asked for an army of a hundred &
fifty thousand and upwards and yet by his do nothing policy the army stays where it was one
year ago on the banks of the [potomac?] [...] the goverment [government?] at last seems to
be fairly aroused to [merit?] the exigency of the case and any general or generals who will not
move upon the enemy at once [...] may lay off his shoulder straps and go home [...] we have
had to [too?] much sympathy with the rebels all along we did not want to hurt them our poor
Nat[?] bretheren [brethren?] of the south we not wish to injure them more just scare them back
into the union
Andrew Greenlees, Dayton [Ohio?] to his Brother. [8911005]
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Topic 20 Opportunities/Social Standing:
I have resided in this place above 4 years and am much pleased with the situation of the place
and the part of the country my prospects here are flattering but my expenses are great being
nearly three hundred dollars per annum and it is not in my power to l[es?]sen them much [...] I
cannot advise any of my friends to come to this country as it is a thing in which I would not feel
myself justifiable lest they might be disappointed in their expectations it is however a fine country
for a young man who is careful and industrious and escapes the numerous train of diseases and
sickness peculiar to the Climate [...]
Robert McClorg, Frankford, USA, To David McClorg, Templemoyle. [8909039]
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