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A MARKED MAN
James F. O’Connell, the “Tattooed Man,” arrived in New York City in 1835, 
causing much consternation. If a lady so much as glanced at him, her future 
children would be born just as hideously inked as he was—covered in thick, 
patterned black bands that curved down and around their hands, arms, 

O’Connell, an Irish sailor, acquired his full-body tattoo during a stint as 

early 1830s. 
After their ship sunk, O’Connell and his shipmate, George Keenan,  

were taken in by inhabitants of the island of Pohnpei—who were not can-
nibals, O’Connell emphatically states in his memoir. Within a few days, the 

printers” armed with ink and thorns, set about providing the newcomers 
with the markings that would smooth their way into the community.

The resulting tattoo, called pelipel, made O’Connell “fully human” in 
Tattooing the 

World (Columbia University Press, 2008), for which NEH provided research 
support.

Keenan, however, screamed, cursed, struggled, and threatened until he 
was let go with nothing more than a partial tattoo on his arm. As a result,  
he was branded as a coward and mocked and reviled.

O’Connell, however, was adopted by a chief and married (or so he 
claims) to his only daughter. Keenan—who failed to achieve full status as 
an adult male—won only a small margin of acceptance by playing Irish folk 

O’Connell and Keenan eventually escaped from the island on the 
American schooner Spy of Salem, only to be thrown in prison in Manila. 
After their release, the two made their way around China before arranging 

by detouring to St. John, New Brunswick, but Keenan had taken ill and was 
retained in a hospital there by authorities. For fear of being put into quaran-
tine himself, O’Connell skipped town and headed south.

In New York, he came to realize that his tattoos left him just as anoma-
lous and isolated in New York as Keenan’s lack of tattoos had made him 
in Pohnpei. Women and children ran away screaming. Priests and pastors 
warned against him. And so, O’Connell, like Keenan in Pohnpei, looked to  
performance as a means of survival.

States. Featured in melodramas and circuses, he  became one of the 
highlights of P. T. Barnum’s “freak show” American Museum in 1842. He 
published a memoir in 1845 about his time in Pohnpei. One story he recalls 
is about a group of Pohnpeian women who made cloaks from the pages of 
a book he managed to save from his ship. O’Connell wrote that the women 

thought the book connected him to his people 
and his past, just as their tattoos connected them 

the pages dissolved in the rain, claiming that his 
people’s “tattoo” was “good for nothing,” because 
“it would not stand.” 

“That the islanders’ tattoo will stand, my body is 
witness,” O’Connell concluded. 

—Tory Cooney

WISHING YOU WERE HERE
During its heyday—from about 1905 to 1920—the 
American postcard was a hot item to collect. Mrs. 
U.S. Byrd of Louisville, Kentucky, claimed to pos-
sess a hundred thousand of the illustrated greetings. 
They could be sent for a penny and offered a tab-
leau of the near, the not so very far away, the banal, 
and the majestic.

A DRAMATIC SCENE FROM AN ILLUSTRATED 
POSTCARD OF THE BIG FOUR BRIDGE IN LOUISVILLE, 
KY, POSTMARKED 2 PM, MARCH 20, 1910, BECKONS 
STILL, EVEN AFTER IT WAS MAILED MORE THAN A 
CENTURY AGO. —The Gilliam Family Collection, Eva G. Farris Special 
Collections, Steely Library, Northern Kentucky University


