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OCTOBER 19, 2000

INT. NO. 484
BY: The Speaker (Council Member Vallone),  Council Members Freed, Foster, The Public Advocate (Mr. Green), Council Members Berman, Eisland, Michels, Golden, Povman, Spigner and Quinn; also Council Members Eldridge, Fisher, Koslowitz, Lasher, Leffler, Marshall, McCaffrey, O’Donovan, Pinkett, Robles, Sabini and Abel

TITLE:
In relation to a street name, Paul O’Dwyer Way, Borough of Manhattan

INTENT:
This proposed local law would add, through the posting of an additional sign, the name  Paul O’Dwyer Way to Duane Street between Broadway and Lafayette Street.
ANALYSIS AND BACKGROUND:


The following biographical information on Paul O’Dwyer was excerpted in part from remarks by Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan reprinted in the Congressional Record of July 7, 1998.


Paul O’Dwyer was born on June 29, 1907 in the Irish village of Behola in County Mayo, the eleventh and last surviving child of Patrick and Bridget McNicholas O’Dwyer.  He arrived in the United States in 1925 at the age of 18 and worked on the docks as he went to night classes, first at Fordham University and, later, at St. John’s Law School.


As Senator Moynihan said, “[I] it is a measure of how quickly he moved through life that he had to receive special permission from Chief Justice Benjamin Nathan Cardozo of the New York Court of Appeals to take his bar exam in 1929, four years after arriving from Ireland and two years before he could receive citizenship or be formally admitted to the bar.  As the younger brother of Tammany Hall fixture (and future Mayor) William O’Dwyer, he might have easily become a successfully well-connected lawyer.  But that was simply not the way Paul O’Dwyer chose to live his life.”


In 1935, Paul O’Dwyer and the late Oscar Bernstein established the firm of O’Dwyer and Bernstein, which for almost six decades has been involved in civil rights and civil liberties litigation all over the world.  


In the 1940’s, as the Chairman of the Lawyer’s Committee for Justice in Palestine , Paul O’Dwyer spoke before the United Nations for the establishment of the State of Israel.  He was awarded the Jerusalem Medal by Israel in 1976 and was again recognized in 1980 when he received an award from Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin for his contributions to the founding of the State of Israel.  


The 1950’s found Paul O’Dwyer battling the unconstitutional activities of the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) on behalf of Martin Popper, former President of the National Lawyer’s Guild who was indicted for contempt of HUAC, Peader O’Donnell, the Irish writer whom the U.S. State Department refused permission to visit this country and Edward Choderov, whom the U.S. State Department refused a visa to open his play “Oh Men Oh Women” in England.


With Eleanor Roosevelt and Senator Herbert H. Lehman, Paul O’Dwyer formed the Committee for Democratic Voters in the late 1950’s.  He went on to serve as the Co-Chairman of the Committee for the Kennedy-Johnson ticket in 1960.  During the 1960’s, Paul O’Dwyer worked tirelessly to establish and defend the civil rights of African-Americans and to end the war in Vietnam.  He defended, on a pro bono basis, civil rights demonstrators in the Federal Courts in Mississippi and Georgia.  At the 1964 Democratic Convention, he led the fight to seat the representatives of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party in lieu of the all-white delegation.  He campaigned for African-American candidates in the Mississippi Delta region which resulted in the election of the first black county officers since Reconstruction.  In 1969 he helped to elect the first African-American Mayor of Fayette, Mississippi in a hundred years.


As the Democratic candidate for the United States Senate representing New York in 1968, he became the leader of the peace forces at the Democratic Convention in Chicago and served as counsel for many peace activists including Father Philip Berrigan and Sister Elizabeth McAlister.  


During the early 1970’s, Paul O’Dwyer founded the American Committee for Ulster Justice which sponsored the Kennedy-Ribicoff Resolution in the Senate and the Carey Resolution in the House of Representatives.  


In 1974, Paul O’Dwyer was elected President of the New York City Council where he served with distinction until 1978.  After leaving office, he served as counsel to the Irish Northern Aid Committee and founded, in 1979, the Brehon Law Society to help Irish Americans who were being harassed in American courts and victims of discrimination in Northern Ireland.  Paul O’Dwyer also founded and served as the first President of the Irish Institute which raises money to help libraries, schools, artists, writers and sculptors in Ireland and aids in the preservation of Irish landmarks.


During the 1980’s, Paul O’Dwyer represented Kevin Lynch, a hunger striker who died in Long Kesh prison in Northern Ireland.  He guided Congressman Gary Ackerman and State Senator Jeremy Weinstein on an inspection tour of Northern Ireland to expose the flagrant abuses and discrimination practiced by American-financed manufacturers there.  

In 1986, Paul O’Dwyer was appointed Manhattan Borough Historian by then-Borough President David Dinkins and, in 1990, he was appointed City Commissioner for the United Nations and Consular Corps by then-Mayor David Dinkins.  He resigned this post on December 31, 1991 to return to his law firm and continue his work as President and Founder of the Mayo Foundation for the Handicapped.  

In 1935, Paul O’Dwyer married Kathleen Rohan who died in 1980.  He married Patricia (Pat) Hanrahan in 1984.  At his death in 1998, Paul O’Dwyer had four children, William, Eileen, Rory and Brian.

The following comments from speakers at Paul O’Dwyer’s funeral mass are indications of the high esteem in which he was held by all New Yorkers.

Remembering Paul O’Dwyer’s commitment to all people, former Manhattan Borough President Percy Sutton said:

“You see, Paul O’Dwyer was not just Irish. Paul O’Dwyer was Italian. Paul O’Dwyer was Jewish.  Paul O’Dwyer was Greek. He was Polish. Paul O’Dwyer was also African-American.  In his involvement in the causes that were not necessarily his, Paul O’Dwyer was us.”


Speaking of Paul O’Dwyer’s legacy, his widow Pat said:

“We have evidence of his physical passing.  But that spirit and that passion – it will stay alive if we all leave here today committed to making the lives of our fellow human beings better.”


Manhattan Community Board No. 1 is in support of Int. No. 484.
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