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Dockworkers, Filmmakers and the  
Transformation of New York's Waterfront
Fisher, James T. On the Irish Waterfront: The Crusader, the Movie, and the Soul of the Port of New York.  
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 2009. Pp. xiv, 370. Cloth $29.95, paper $17.95.

reviewed by Louis J. Kern

More than a decade in the making, James Fisher’s book presents 
a thoroughly researched, fully detailed, and balanced 
assessment of the religion, politics, and culture of the greater 

New York waterfront – the West Side of Manhattan from the West 
Village to Chelsea to Hell’s Kitchen, and across the Hudson River in 
New Jersey, Jersey City and Hoboken – in the first decade of the Cold 
War, 1945-55. As Fisher argues, this period saw a struggle for the “soul 
of the port” that was fought out among the men on the docks, urban 
political bosses and Tammany Hall politicos, religious leaders, criminal 
elements, and corrupt union officials like the ILA’s (International 
Longshoreman’s Association) Joseph P. Ryan (1927-54) and Jersey 
City’s mayor (1917-47), Frank Hague.

Against a background of strikes and brutal violence, Fisher 
highlights the reform efforts of a crusading young Jesuit, John 
“Pete” Corridan, “the waterfront priest,” who exposed the crimes 
of the waterfront and focused moral indignation on the plight of 
the longshoreman. His collaborative efforts with newspaper 
reporters – Malcolm “Mike” Johnson of the New York Sun (that 
resulted in the Pulitzer- Prize-winning  “Crime on the Waterfront” 
series [1948]), and Bob Greene of the Jersey Journal – and with 
novelist and screenwriter Budd Schulberg on the screenplay for 
the multi-Oscar-winning film On the Waterfront (d. Elia Kazan, 
1954)provided  the foundation for both local and national efforts 
to clean up the waterfront of the nation’s largest, busiest, and most 
lucrative commercial port complex.

Fisher has written a meticulously observed social and cultural 
history that picks out the threads of the dense tapestry of the 
ethnic waterfront, grounded in the insularity of the predominantly 
Irish-American  neighborhood-docks culture suspended between 
the world of the church – the Catholic theology of Mariolatry – 
and the world of work, characterized by a brutally enforced “code 
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For more information, call or email:
Labor Studies Office

Tel: 516-463-5040; E-mail: laborstudies@hofstra.edu 
Or visit our website: www.hofstra.edu/laborstudies

Labor Studies at Hofstra University

Earn a Hofstra University Certificate in Labor Studies
The world of work is rapidly changing, as are modern relationships among workers, between workers and labor unions, 
and between labor and management. Labor Studies is an interdisciplinary program designed to offer students up-to-date 
understanding of today’s workplace in an international context. The valuable skills acquired will prove useful in careers 
in labor unions, government, labor law, education, and human resource management. 

The new Hofstra Certificate in Labor Studies is a special offering designed for adults who are not presently enrolled 
as full-time degree-seeking Hofstra undergraduates, but who instead wish only to take 1 or 2 courses per semester in 
a focused program of study on labor-management relations, union organization and operations, and related legal and 
socioeconomic issues. The Certificate is granted after successful completion of one course each from six subject areas. 

Advantages:

v	 Outstanding courses taught by a distinguished full-time faculty
v	 Regularly scheduled late afternoon and evening undergraduate courses.
v	 Undergraduate B.A. degree credit option available for the normal tuition.
v	 Highly regarded specific training of value in many careers.

HOW to REGISTER
Registration is easy: By telephone: if you wish, you may register using a major credit card by calling: 516/463-5993;  
By Internet: download a reg. form from the web site: www.hofstra.edu/ucce. Mail it to us, or fax it to: 516-463-4833. 
Cost: Only for this special non-credit certificate, course tuition is just $450. Courses may be taken for credit at the 
standard rate. Credit for Prior Learning is available. For information on the certificate program.

For more information on the program, email ucce@hofstra.edu,  
or visit our website: www.hofstra.edu/laborstudies

Hofstra Evening Courses — Fall 2011

INTRODUCTION to LABOR STUDIES 

LABR 1A	 Mondays 6:30-9:30 p.m.
3 credits	 Prof. Fazeli

This interdisciplinary course explores working people’s lives inside factories and corporate offices, as well as within 
communities and families from the middle of the 18th century to the present.  Examples and readings are drawn  
from the U.S., Europe, and Latin America. Special attention will be paid to a number of controversial topics, including: 
the various ways that working classes and working class movements are created in different cultures; growing racial 
and ethnic unity and diversity in the work force; immigration; the key forces promoting — and counteracting — the 
dramatic growth of unions and other labor organizations; and the recent global restructuring of industry and work.

The course fills a requirement for both the major & the minor in Labor Studies — and also fills the HCLAS 
Interdisciplinary Distribution Course requirement (IS). It is also required for a Labor Studies Certificate. There are  


